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Unequal Learning: 

Social Transformations and Shifting Paradigms of Learning in China 

 

Abstract 

How do children learn? How do massive social transformations – such as urbanization, 

marketization and industrialization – shape how learning is organized and what is considered worthy 

of learning? This dissertation explores these questions through a systematic examination of the 

changing paradigms of learning in contemporary China. Building on the work of Barbara Rogoff 

(2014), I construct “paradigm of learning” frameworks to characterize different ways of organizing 

learning that arise out of particular sets of social, economic and political conditions and have direct 

implications for the goals and means of learning, the dynamics of interaction, the mode of 

communication as well as forms of assessment.  

Based on ethnographic research in four middle schools serving communities across China’s 

socioeconomic spectrum, I analyze the rise, fall and evolution of four distinct paradigms of learning: 

Learning in Family and Communal Endeavors, Learning through Formal Instructions, Learning in 

Organized Activities, and Learning in Child-Initiated Games. I argue that rapid industrialization and 

marketization in the past four decades has undermined the foundations of Learning in Family and 

Communal Endeavors and led to the dominance of exam-oriented Learning through Formal 

Instructions in modern schools, while commercialization has reshaped the dynamics of Learning in 

Child-Initiated Games. The emergence of constructivist formal instructions and the rise of Learning 
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in Organized Activities reflects the increasingly global ambitions of the metropolitan middle-class 

and upper-middle-class and contributes to the production of China’s cosmopolitan elites.  

This dissertation broadens the narrow conceptions of learning as the acquisition of cognitive 

skills prevalent in educational research literature. It demonstrates the need to expand our analysis of 

educational inequality beyond the dominant metaphors of achievement and attainment gaps to 

examine different modes of learning and interrogate why certain forms of learning are considered 

more valuable and legitimate than others. Moreover, this dissertation deepens our understanding of 

the culture of learning and education beyond oversimplified dichotomies of Eastern-versus-Western, 

traditional-versus-modern, rural-versus-urban.  
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Social Transformations and Shifting Paradigms of Learning 
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In a remote village in the mountains of Southwestern China, a seventh-grade girl named Ming holds 

a large chunk of slightly burned pork over the coal stove at her home. Her nine-year-old cousin 

Hong watches her intently, ready to step in to help. It’s the beginning of the winter break as well as 

the potato-planting season. Seven of Ming’s school-age cousins are helping her parents plant 

potatoes in the strip of farmland behind their house. Charged with cooking dinner for the crew, 

Ming and Hong need to clean up the hairy and greasy skin on this piece of pork. They’ve tried all the 

usual tricks that they’ve seen adults use, but some stubborn hairy and greasy spots are still not going 

away. Getting a bit anxious, Ming experiments with novel tools: scraping the skin with the sharp 

edges of potato peelers and a stainless steel scrubber normally used to clean iron woks. 

 In the emerging city an hour-long car ride away, Teacher Guo copies a list of political, 

economic and social policies of the Qin dynasty onto the blackboard in front of a crowded 

classroom of 81 students. These are knowledge points likely to be tested in exams. Feeling dreary, 

Ye Tang decides to stand through the rest of the class to prevent himself from falling asleep. The 

day before, his English teacher has asked all students to hand-copy a hundred times the words that 

they failed to reproduce correctly in dictation. Missing seven out of the twenty-six words in the 

dictation, Ye Tang was copying vocabulary lists until two in the morning. Although he struggles to 

make it into the top 20% of his homeroom in exams, Ye Tang is a good student in the eyes of most 

of his teachers: he always tries his best to stay attentive in class, follows teachers’ instructions 

faithfully and finishes his homework on time.  

 A seventh grader at an elite public school in a prosperous coastal city about a thousand miles 

away, Wan Tong is dragging three teammates into the teachers’ office to prepare for the upcoming 

debate contest. As the monitor of her homeroom, she worked closely with the homeroom head 

teachers, the parent committee chairs and a few other student cadres to organize her homeroom’s 

performance in the Art Festival, which won top awards at the school. Outside of school walls, she is 
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serving as the city’s Little Mayor, a position she obtained by winning a city-wide contest a year ago. 

Wan Tong’s teachers rarely assign the kind of hand-copying assignments that Ye Tang has to do 

every day. They tend instead to focus on conceptual understanding rather than memorization of 

information, sometimes even aiming for higher-order skills like critical thinking.  

 A 30-minute subway ride takes one from the center of this coastal city to a vibrant migrant 

neighborhood. At the back of a seventh-grade classroom, He Yuan is in the middle of a heated 

Chinese chess game. He is playing against his classmate Wu Jie, a passionate Chinese chess fan 

whom He Yuan has recently acknowledged as his chess master. Half a dozen students circled 

around the players and occasionally offered suggestions for He Yuan, who is clearly the weaker side. 

Still, Wu Jie claimed victory within five minutes. Putting down his half-empty lunchbox, He Yuan 

quickly rearranges the chessboard and starts another round. 

 These four vignettes present the four paradigms of learning that I describe and analyze in 

this dissertation: Learning in Family and Communal Endeavors, Learning through Formal 

Instructions, Learning in Organized Activities, and Learning through Play. Each paradigm of 

learning characterizes a particular way of organizing learning that arises out of a particular set of 

social, economic and political conditions, with direct implications for the goals and means of 

learning, the dynamics of interaction, the mode of communication as well as forms of assessment. In 

most research literatures, many activities related to three of the paradigms that I describe – Learning 

in Family and Communal Endeavors, Learning in Organized Activities and Learning in Child-

Initiated Games – would be lumped under the term “informal learning,” as a contrast to the formal 

learning in classrooms. As I will show in this dissertation, however, these different types of 

“informal learning” arise out of very different social, economic and political conditions and serve 

very different purposes. Clarifying the differences among them is crucial for understanding the ways 

in which they shape children and our society.  
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The way that Ming learns to prepare pork through observing others and trying things out 

constitutes Learning in Family and Communal Endeavors – the dominant paradigm of learning in 

preindustrial agrarian communities. As industrialization, urbanization and marketization sweeps 

across most communities in China and across the globe, the prevalence and perceived value of 

Learning in Family and Communal Endeavors has declined sharply together with the prospects of 

subsistence farming as a livelihood. What dominates most children’s life nowadays is Learning 

through Formal Instructions, to which Ye Tang devotes the vast majority of his waking hours. In 

China, Learning through Formal Instructions is overwhelmingly geared towards exams that 

determine access to elite educational institutions. While some elite schools emphasize conceptual 

understanding and higher-order skills, most schools serving underprivileged communities are 

narrowly focused on getting children to memorize textbook information.  

Since the 1980s, Learning in Organized Activities has increasingly become a significant part 

of the life of urban middle-class children like Wan Tong. The rise of Learning in Organized 

Activities reflects the rationalization of childhoods in urban middle-class communities. The 

credentials, awards, skills and competencies acquired in these organized activities distinguish these 

children in the admission process of domestic as well as overseas elite educational institutions. 

Although schools in less privileged communities also organize Sports Meetings and Art Festivals, 

they rarely manage to garner enough economic, social and cultural capital to turn these events into 

fruitful learning opportunities. Instead, children often devote their out-of-class time to Learning 

through Play, a paradigm of learning that has existed since the beginning of human history. They 

adapt sports games for their circumstances, play commercially developed mobile games, as well as 

invent their own games spontaneously online and offline. Most urban and migrant parents impose 

curfews to keep children off the streets, but they struggle to prevent children from chatting on social 

media or playing mobile games underneath their blankets.  
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In this dissertation, I describe the uneven presence of and the unequal values assigned to 

these paradigms of learning in different communities in China. I also analyze its social causes and 

consequences. My research broadens the narrow conception of learning as the acquisition of 

cognitive skills that dominate the research literature on learning, proposes an alternative framework 

for understanding the changing cultures of human development and learning beyond stereotypical 

dichotomies, expands our understanding of educational inequality beyond achievement and 

attainment gaps, and provides a synthetic account of the dynamics of learning and social change in 

contemporary China. In the following sections of this chapter, I will discuss each of these four 

important contributions and then introduce the study and the structure of the rest of the 

dissertation.  

Learning: Beyond Cognitive Skills 

Psychologists and cognitive scientists dominate the fast-growing research literature on 

learning, which focuses almost exclusively on the acquisition of cognitive skills. The seminal volume 

How People Learn (Bransford et al., 2000) published by the National Research Council reflects this 

trend: it mainly discusses how schools and teachers can help their students acquire cognitive skills 

and conceptual understanding more effectively. More recently, the narrow focus on cognitive skills 

and academic achievement has stimulated a movement calling attention to socioemotional learning. 

Although this movement slightly broadens the scope of the research on learning to include a slightly 

wider range of skills, most research on learning continues to neglect the social structures in which 

learning takes place.  

Paradigms of learning serves as a useful conceptual tool to broaden our understanding of 

learning and clarify its relations to macro-level social structures. Barbara Rogoff (2014) defines the 

phrase “paradigm of learning” as “a way of organizing learning opportunities” (p. 69) characterized 

by six dimensions: community organization of learning, motives, social organization of endeavors, 
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goal of learning, means of learning, format of communication and forms of assessment. She 

constructs the paradigm of Learning by Observing and Pitching In (LOPI) to describe children’s 

learning in indigenous communities in the Americas, which she contrasts with the Assembly-Line 

Instruction (ALI) in mainstream schools. Building on the work of Rogoff (2014), I adapt her 

formulation of LOPI and ALI into Learning in Family and Communal Endeavors and Learning 

through Formal Instructions (discussed in Chapter 3 and Chapter 4), as well as identify two 

additional paradigms: Learning in Organized Activities and Learning through Play (discussed in 

Chapter 5 and Chapter 6). Describing and analyzing these nondominant paradigms of learning 

reminds us of two important points: 1) the taken-for-granted classroom-based formal learning is 

only one of the many ways in which children learn, and 2) the acquisition of cognitive skills is only 

one of the many learning and developmental outcomes that communities, families and individuals 

have reason to value.  

To clarify the economic, social and political conditions underlying each paradigm of learning, 

I introduce another dimension – structural foundation – to the six-dimension framework that 

Rogoff (2014) proposes. For instance, Learning in Family and Communal Endeavors is the product 

of preindustrial communities where economic activities are primarily organized around the family or 

the community. In contrast, the growing prevalence and importance of Learning in Formal 

Instruction is to a large extent the result of the rise of the nation state and the modern economy. 

This situation increasingly calls for schools to produce competent workers and to rely on 

standardized testing and educational credentials to sort them into a stratified labor force. This added 

dimension draws out the connection between economic, political and social conditions at the macro 

level and the organization of learning at the level of communities and individuals, a theme that I turn 

to in the next section.  

Cultures: Beyond Dichotomies 
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The analysis of paradigms of learning builds upon the work of cultural psychologists and 

anthropologists of human development, who have been investigating the culture of human 

development at least since the 1970s. Based on ethnographic fieldwork across the globe, these 

scholars report that visions for learning and human development in agrarian and/or indigenous 

societies tend to focus on competent social performance fusing morality, intelligence and sociality; 

this is a drastic contrast to the focus on cognitive skills in urban, industrialized societies (Cheng, 

2000; Edwards, 2000; Kagitcibasi, 2012; Keller, 2007; LeVine & White, 1986; Lutz & LeVine, 1983; 

Serpell, 2011). In these communities, children usually learned to become competent members of the 

community through observing and participating in family and community life, rather than through 

classroom-based didactic instructions directed at the children (Correa-Chávez & Rogoff, 2009; 

Keller, 2007; LeVine et al., 1996; LeVine & White, 1986; Rogoff, 2003; Rogoff et al., 2015).  

This important line of research more or less connects models of human development and 

childhood to ideal types of traditional communities and modern societies – a dualistic conception 

that grew out of modernization theories. On the one hand, the prototypical traditional agrarian rural 

village is a somewhat changeless and enclosed community held together by direct social ties; 

generations of people encounter similar problems, solve them with traditional wisdom learned from 

daily practice, and strive for recognition in their own community without caring much about what 

goes on beyond it; on the other hand, the modern urban city is a constantly changing, industrialized, 

and participatory society, where persons need to become mobile and adaptive individuals, interact 

with unfamiliar people in unfamiliar settings, calculate costs and benefits and make plans for 

themselves (Inkeles & Smith, 1974; Lerner, 1958; Thomas & Znaniecki, 1984). 

While these simplistic ideal types are useful in understanding the drastic social 

transformations of the 20th century, they are increasingly inadequate for describing and 

characterizing the complex dynamics of social change and educational change in our contemporary 
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world. Although nearly half of world population still lives in rural communities (The World Bank, 

2018), few children are growing up in prototypical pre-modern traditional communities untouched 

by commercialization, industrialization, globalization, information technology and the increasingly 

universal institution of modern schooling. Many countries have industrialized, urbanized and 

modernized rapidly in the past fifty years, but most of them still have pockets of agrarian and rural 

communities. Some researchers have tried to construct hybrid models of human development to 

capture the situations in between the two ideal types. For example, to describe the model of infancy 

in cities like Beijing and Delhi, Keller (2007) proposes an autonomy-related model combining 

characteristics of both the relatedness-oriented model in traditional communities and the autonomy-

oriented model of modern societies; LeVine and White (1986) describe the virtue-oriented model of 

schooling in China as preserving some ligatures of the premodern tradition as well as incorporating 

elements of modern schooling in the West. Even these hybrid models, however, overlook the 

tremendous heterogeneity within developing societies.  

The same challenge exists for the Eastern-versus-Western model that cross-cultural 

psychologists have used to capture the differences in the culture of learning and human 

development. Many have claimed that East Asians tend to think more holistically and attend to 

relationships, whereas Westerners (mostly Europeans and Americans) tend to think analytically and 

emphasize their independence and autonomy (Kagitcibasi, 2005; Keller, 2007; Nisbett, 2004). 

Furthermore, Jin Li (2012) argues that the Confucian traditions conceptualizes learning as finding 

one’s way to live a moral life and emphasizes persistence as a learning virtue, whereas the Western 

conception of learning is about comprehending and conquering the external world. Although some 

phenomenological researchers continue to report that students from Confucian-heritage societies 

often privilege the development of social competency or personal transformation over the 

acquisition of knowledge or cognitive skills (e.g. Purdie, Hattie, & Douglas, 1996; Zhu, Valcke, & 
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Schellens, 2008), these studies usually only sample urban college students and fail to take into 

account the diversity within China and within Asia.  

Rather than constructing more in-between models of human development, I argue that it is 

more productive to identify the various paradigms of learning that exist in a society and analyze its 

prevalence, style and valuation in different communities. This approach enables us to tease out the 

general trends as well as the important heterogeneity among different communities in a given 

society, as is demonstrated in this dissertation for the case of China: on the one hand, children 

across China are spending more time learning in rational and formal settings rather than through 

helping out at home or playing on their own; on the other hand, some metropolitan middle-class 

children are participating in constructivist classrooms and competitive activities much like their 

counterparts in Boston or Paris, while rural children are still undertaking significant responsibilities 

in their household and enduring memorization-heavy instruction at school. These patterns cannot 

be generalized into simplistic Eastern-versus-Western or traditional-versus-modern dichotomies and 

carry significant implications for the emerging social hierarchies in contemporary China.  

Inequalities: Beyond Achievement Gaps 

With the rise of neoliberalism across the globe, dominant discourses about educational 

inequality increasingly revolve around the metaphor of achievement and attainment gaps. Within 

neoliberal discourses, the main function of the school is to create human capital – to help children 

acquire the skills that they need to become productive future workers; and these skills, in turn, can 

be measured with academic achievement and proxied with educational attainment (e.g. Boissiere et 

al., 1985; Deary et al., 2007; Hanushek & Woessmann, 2012; Kerckhoff et al., 2001; Murnane et al., 

2001). In this context, researchers increasingly measure and describe educational inequality with 

achievement and attainment gaps between races, classes, regions and countries (e.g. Krueger et al., 

2003; Reardon, 2011; Wagner, 2014; Yang et al., 2014). By defining educational inequality primarily 
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as achievement and attainment gaps, the problem of addressing educational inequality becomes a 

technical problem of closing these gaps. The proposed solution is usually to increase educational 

“inputs” for the disadvantaged groups: providing free lunches and eye-glasses, standardizing 

instruction, introducing performance-based pay for teachers, or increasing school funding (e.g. 

Hanushek & Woessmann, 2010; Loyalka et al., 2015; Yi et al., 2015).  

Another approach to understanding educational inequality – less influential in policy circles – 

draws upon the long tradition of critical sociology that focuses on issues of power, domination and 

social reproduction. Scholars taking this critical approach see schools as fundamentally conservative 

institutions that socialize children to take up positions in the stratified labor force similar to those of 

their parents (Anyon, 1981; Bowles & Gintis, 2011) and perpetuate existing social hierarchies by 

legitimizing the cultures of the dominant social groups (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). Such scholars 

also examine students’ resistance to the oppressive agendas of the schools (Giroux, 1983; Willis, 

1977). With this critical perspective, achievement and attainment gaps represent narrow, shallow and 

technical conceptions of educational inequality that conceal and even legitimize the underlying 

power relations.  

My dissertation builds upon these critical theories by illuminating the critical roles of schools 

in shaping paradigms of learning and producing emergent social hierarchies in contemporary China. 

The harsh discipline and narrow exam-orientation that the three non-elite schools impose on their 

students prepares them for becoming literate but obedient workers in a modern economy. In 

contrast, the elite school groomed its students for joining the global middle class by resisting this 

narrow focus on exams (often with tremendous anxiety), aspiring towards the cultivation of higher-

order skills, maintaining a softer and warmer kind of authority, and devoting a lot of time and energy 

to organized activities. Much like critical theorists across the world have argued, schools are 
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preparing the children of elites to become future elites while channeling the children of subordinate 

social groups towards subordinate positions. 

I also extend existing critical theories by highlighting how schools contribute to the 

production of new hierarchies as well as to the reproduction of existing structures of privilege in 

contemporary China. As several researchers of developing societies have argued, understanding 

educational inequality in these settings is about investigating the production of new hierarchies as 

much as it is about explaining the reproduction of existing ones (Mu et al., 2018). The children at the 

three non-elite schools came from different parts of the social fabric: their parents were farmers, 

construction and factory workers, small business owners and low-level managers. Most of them 

would exceed their parents’ educational level by the time of middle school graduation; many would 

take up jobs in E-commerce and entertainment, industries that their parents knew little about. The 

school system isn’t reproducing a new generation of farmers and manual workers. Instead, schools 

facilitate the disintegration of the rural society and reinforces the emergent hegemony of modern 

economy by devaluing rural knowledge and manual skills (discussed in Chapter 3) while privileging 

abstract, decontextualized knowledge and glorifying examination success (discussed in Chapter 4).  

My dissertation illustrates the utility of the paradigm of learning framework in illuminating 

the processes of social production and reproduction. It enables us to look beyond formal schooling 

to identify the wide range of learning activities shaped by existing social inequalities and contributing 

to the production of new ones.  By analyzing which paradigms of learning are valued and legitimized 

in what setting for what end, we can obtain a more integrated picture of the dynamic relations 

between learning and inequality.  

China: Ongoing Transformations and Emergent Hierarchies 

The tremendous social transformations that China has experienced in the past four decades 

makes it a fascinating field for investigating the paradigms of learning. Within the lifespan of one 
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generation, China transitioned from state socialism to state capitalism while also undergoing rapid 

urbanization, modernization, and globalization. These transformations have reshaped the paradigms 

of learning in different communities in China, which in turn promises to shape the future of Chinese 

society.  

China experienced decades of high-speed growth, mostly driven by the rapid development 

of the secondary and tertiary sector1 in urban areas. Between 1978 and 2018, the percentage of 

workers employed in primary sector dropped from 70.5% to 26.1%, whereas those in secondary and 

tertiary sectors rose from 17.3% and 12.2% to 27.6% and 46.3% respectively (National Bureau of 

Statistics of China, 2019c). As subsistence farming increasingly became unattractive and 

economically unsustainable, hundreds of millions of farmers left their villages for jobs in 

manufacture, construction and the service industry. This massive migration contributed to rapid 

urbanization, with the proportion of Chinese people living in cities and towns growing from 17.9% 

in 1978 to 59.6% in 2018 (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2019b). With declining rural 

population, the state closed down about 50% of rural schools between 1999 and 2009, which 

significantly increased the distance that rural children had to travel to go to school (Chen et al., 2014; 

C. Liu et al., 2010). Chapter 3 documents how industrialization, the decline of the subsistence 

farming economy and the urbanization of schooling disintegrated the foundation of Learning in 

Family and Communal Endeavors: children began boarding at schools at increasingly early ages; 

adults’ productive work increasingly moved away from the household; even those who were still 

farming wanted their children to succeed in schools so that they could leave the village and have a 

better chance in the modern urban economy.   

	
1 The three-sector theory – widely used by governments to classify industries and jobs – divides the 
modern economy into three sectors: the primary sector that extracts raw materials from the 
environment (such as the agricultural industry and coal mining industry), the secondary sector that 
manufactures physical goods, and the tertiary (service) sector that provides various forms of service. 
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Thanks to the persistence of the household registration system, however, the children of 

migrant worker became an “in-between” group rather than fully integrating into urban communities 

(Han et al., 2014). Introduced in 1958 to control migration and facilitate state-planned 

industrialization, the household registration system restricts access to social services to their place of 

registration and transformed the organic dynamic between rural and urban China into a social 

cleavage (Whyte, 2010). As a result, many migrant children can’t access public schooling. While 

existing research tends to categorize migrant children, rural left-behind children (children of migrant 

workers who stayed behind) and regular rural children (whose parents work locally) as three separate 

categories, my research shows that the boundaries among these three groups are in fact very fluid. 

Children are often sent back-and-forth between their rural hometown and their parents’ urban 

workplaces depending on the circumstance. In the rural middle school that I studied, about a third 

of the students had experience living with their parents elsewhere as migrants; in the migrant school 

in Guangzhou, about a third of the students in the homeroom that I observed had by the start of 9th 

grade returned to their hometown in order to access high school education. Whether these children 

of migrant workers attend a rural township public school, an urban public school in their nearby 

town/city, or a migrant school in a metropolitan area, they experience similar styles of formal 

schooling – exam-oriented, memorization-heavy and harshly disciplined – that fosters deference to 

authority and commercialized notions of knowledge and learning.  

Nonetheless, children attending migrant schools in large urban centers do have somewhat 

different learning opportunities compared to their peers attending rural and county schools: they 

have more opportunities to acquire interpersonal skills in organized activities, skills that are 

increasingly important for workers in the growing urban service industry; shorter school days and 

easier access to smartphones and computers allowed them to spend more time chatting on QQ and 

playing various mobile games, becoming heavier consumers of commercial entertainment. Previous 
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research emphasized the social and academic struggles of migrant students (A. Koo, Ming, & Tsang, 

2014; Z. Liu & Zhu, 2011), the discriminative admission policies that limit their upward mobility 

(Xiong, 2015) and the vocational schools that channel them towards precarious service jobs (Ling, 

2015; Woronov, 2011). My dissertation reveals how learning experiences in classrooms, 

extracurricular activities and leisure activities interact to shape migrant children into active 

consumers and future workers long before they finish compulsory schooling.  

As industrialization and urbanization swept across the country, China transitioned from a 

socialist planned economy to a more or less capitalist market economy, thereby fundamentally 

changing its social structures and the landscape of educational inequality. During China’s socialist 

era, political status to a large extent determined the kinds of education one would get. Schools and 

universities favored the children of workers, poor farmers, and party cadres with proper political 

status (Hannum, 1999; C. Liang et al., 2012; Unger, 1984). Since the market reforms in late 1970s, 

several researchers have reported the emergence of class structures resembling that of typical 

capitalist societies – an exploited working class, a growing middle class, and a globally-oriented 

upper middle class that some have called a “global middle class” (H. Koo, 2016; Lv, 2013; Rocca, 

2016). My dissertation contributes to this literature by showing how the school system together with 

the fast-growing commercial education and entertainment industry channel Chinese children 

towards divergent trajectories: metropolitan middle-class children are groomed for the competition 

to join the global middle class, whereas most children with less privilege – the children of farmers, 

workers and small business owners – are being molded into flexible workers for the growing 

secondary and tertiary sector.  

During these four decades, China also opened its doors to global and particularly Western 

influences. Previous studies have reported the importation of Western discourses on child 

psychology, parenting and pedagogy into urban communities (Lan, 2018; Naftali, 2010). My research 
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shows that metropolitan middle-class parents and teachers are indeed heavily influenced by 

progressive pedagogies and Western psychology, but these imported ideas and practices hardly 

trickled down to less privileged communities. The uneven spread of these imported ideas 

contributes to the deepening divide between the metropolitan middle class and the other less 

privileged social groups.  

The Study 

I conducted twelve months of ethnographic research at four junior secondary schools in 

Southern China: a public school in a rural township, a public school in an expanding town, a migrant 

private school and an elite public school in a metropolitan area. I chose to study the junior 

secondary school level because it is the critical stage of triage from universal basic education to the 

highly stratified senior secondary education and labor market. The township school and town school 

are in Yiping, an impoverished rural county in the southwestern province of Yunnan. The migrant 

private school and the elite public school are in Guangzhou, a metropolis on the Southeastern coast. 

As demonstrated in Table 1, these four schools serve very different populations, spanning China’s 

socioeconomic strata from subsistence farmers to professional elites. All four schools are considered 

good schools within their respective categories.  

This multi-site design provides the opportunity to construct an integrative account about 

education and social inequality in China. Most existing research on learning, teaching and parenting 

in China consists of single-site studies written from particular theoretical perspectives (e.g. Hansen, 

2015; Kipnis, 2011). While they each offer deep insights about a particular case, the diversity of 

empirical focus and theoretical interpretations makes it difficult to put together the larger picture. 

Though this multi-site design sacrifices the length and depth of research at each site and does not 

include all types of communities and schools, its common focal point and comparable data across 
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sites enables me to compare the continuities and cleavages in children’s learning across different 

types of communities. 

Table 1: Characteristics of the four schools  

Source: author’s survey data. 

Chapter 2 presents portray s the social dynamics, rhythms, organization, and cultures of the 

four schools, the communities they serve as well as my own positionality within each school 

community. Chapter 3 to 6 each focuses on one paradigms of learning: Learning in Family and 

Communal Endeavors, Learning through Formal Instructions, Learning in Organized Activities, and 

Learning through Play. Chapter 7 summarizes the conclusions of this dissertation and discusses its 

implications.  

  

School Red River Yiping Experimental Morningstar Future Leaders 
Community Rural township Town/small city Metropolitan  Metropolitan  

Student 
hukou Local rural Local rural 

Local urban 
Non-local rural 
Non-local urban Local urban 

Parental 
Education 

Mostly None or 
Primary 

Some Secondary  

Primary or Secondary 
Few Tertiary 

Primary or 
Secondary 

Few Tertiary 

Tertiary or 
Advanced 

Few Secondary 

Parental 
Occupation 

Subsistence farmers 
Manual/service 

workers 

Subsistence farmers 
Manual/service 

workers 
Small business owners 

Teachers/civil 
servants 

Service/white-
collar workers 
Small business 

owners 

Professionals 
Civil servants 

Business owners 
White-collar 

workers 

Tracking Four tracks  Untracked Two tracks  Two tracks 
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Chapter 2 

 

Four Good Schools in a Stratified Educational System 
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 The four schools that I studied are all considered good schools in their respective categories, 

but they serve very different communities across China’s rural-urban and socioeconomic spectrum. 

Red River Middle School is a rural township public school serving the children of local farmers and 

migrant workers who can’t afford to educate children in the cities they work in. Yiping Experimental 

is a public school serving the children of workers, small business owners, suburban farmers as well 

as a small number of teachers and civil servants in an emerging city in an impoverished area. 

Morningstar Academy is a low-cost private school in a metropolis primarily serving the children of 

migrant workers and migrant entrepreneurs. Future Leaders Academy is a prestigious metropolitan 

public school whose students mostly come from families of elite professionals, successful 

entrepreneurs and government officials. Except for the relative diversity of Yiping Experimental, the 

other three schools have highly homogenous student bodies in terms of socioeconomic 

backgrounds and rural/urban/migrant status.   

As this chapter illustrate, this relative homogeneity is the result of a highly stratified, 

hierarchical and competitive educational system. The difference in resources, prestige and graduate 

outcome is drastic between the schools sitting at the top of the system and those at the bottom. 

Therefore, on the one hand, families exhaust their means to get their children into better schools, 

with resourceful families – those who can ramp up their children’s scores through expensive 

tutoring, decorate their children’s resumes with various extracurriculars and awards, pay hefty 

school-selection fees for prestigious public schools or tuitions for elite private schools, activate 

powerful connections that open backdoors, or even move the entire family to a better school district 

– having a substantial edge. On the other hand, schools compete with one another for high-

performing students who are most likely to produce high scores and place into prestigious higher-

level institutions, so that they can improve their positions in this hierarchical system and obtain 

more resources. Much like Hursh (2007)’s critique of neoliberal educational trends within in the 
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United States, students become commodities, with some valued over others. Often – though not 

always – these highly valued students come from the aforementioned resourceful families.  

Apart from drastic differences in resources and academic outcomes, these four schools also 

exhibit very different teacher-student dynamics and teacher-parent relationships. At Future Leaders 

Academy, though teachers hold authority in classrooms, students often give teachers nicknames, 

crack jokes with them and negotiate deals in reducing homework or loosening discipline. Teachers 

to a large extent respect students as unique individuals and expect them to take up elite positions in 

the future. Despite occasional complaints about some helicopter or overly indulging parents, 

teachers collaborate closely with parents – most of whom are successful professionals – in 

supervising children’s academic work and organizing numerous activities. In contrast, the other 

three non-elite schools maintain strictly hierarchical relationships between teachers and students. 

The vast majority of students are nervous and deferential in the presence of teachers even outside of 

classes. Most teachers see their students as having weak foundation (jichucha) and low “quality” 

(suzhicha), frequently complaining about parents not caring enough about children’s education. 

In the following pages, I demonstrate the aforementioned points through portraits of the four 

schools and the communities and school systems in which they are situated. I also describe my 

positionality within each of these schools as well as the different relationships that I developed with 

children and adults. These portraits should provide readers with a holistic understanding of the 

social contexts structuring children’s learning opportunities and experiences. 

Yiping County 

Yiping county is a populous, high-poverty county governing 30 townships and over 1.5 

million people2 in Wentong municipality. It is part of Yunnan province, a southwestern province 

	
2 This is the population based on household registration; in reality, many of these people have 
migrated elsewhere.  
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with high concentration of ethnic minorities3 and poverty. Surrounded by tall mountains that 

impede mechanized agricultural production and fast-speed trains, Yiping persistently sits on Chinese 

government’s high-priority list for poverty-eradication campaigns and funding. Seventy-two percent 

of the county government’s revenue in 2017 came from the provincial and municipal governments; 

18% came from issuing bonds. The main crops are corn and potatoes, and the main secondary 

industry is coal mining. The primary, secondary, and tertiary sectors each contributes about a third 

of the county’s GDP. Though the county government registers 1.3 million residents, I suspect the 

actual resident population is lower because about half of the children that I encountered at Yiping 

have at least one parent migrating to work elsewhere. Still, Yiping is one of the twenty most 

populous counties in China despite over three decades of family planning campaign. Unlike their 

singleton peers in larger cities and Eastern provinces, most Yiping teenagers have two or three 

siblings. This is to a large extent thanks to its strong local traditions that associate the number of 

children – particularly sons – with prosperity, dignity and status. Although families with two or more 

children faced substantial fines and removal from government jobs, local government officers rarely 

prevented births with brute force because they had close relatives who desperately wanted more 

children as well.  

When I first visited Yiping with my colleagues on a work trip in the summer of 2014, I nearly 

threw up during the four-hour bumpy car ride from the closest airport. The mountains were tall, and 

the road was full of cracks and holes. I held my breath at each sharp U-turn, fearing we’d roll into 

the dark, deep valleys if the driver pressed his gas pedal a tad too hard.  

The second day, a local volunteer gave my colleagues and I a tour of the town of Yiping, the 

	
3	Although Yunnan has high concentrations of ethnic minorities, Yiping is a Han-majority county. 
Ethnicity has tremendous implications for educational inequality in China, an important topic that I 
do not have the space to explore in this dissertation.	
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largest town in Yiping county housing the county government4. We strolled down the mile-long, 

four-lane main street cutting through the town. Buzzing storefronts along the main street sit on the 

first floor of five- or six-story concrete buildings owned by local families. The nicer ones had their 

front walls covered by ceramic tiles, while others simply left bare the dark-grey, rough cement 

surface. “9.9 Yuan! Only 9.9 Yuan!! You cannot miss this sale!!!” Deafening audio advertisements 

like this and pop music jumped out of each store, only to be interrupted by the loud horns coming 

from the impatient drivers stuck in traffic. Just a few minutes down any of the side streets branching 

off of the main street, however, the world quickly quieted down. Houses became more sparse, green 

fields began to emerge, and the mountains revealed their majestic silhouettes.  

When I came back for my dissertation fieldwork in 2017, I could hardly recognize the 

expanding town. A freeway passing through the county had been completed, shortening the drive to 

the airport from four hours to one. Shiny, plastic white fences stood along the main street. All the 

street-facing buildings now wore facades of white walls, dark grey tile roofs and wooden plaques, an 

architectural style typical of the central province of Anhui. These were the product of Yiping’s first 

major urban renewal project under the county’s new party secretary, an Anhui local who thought 

Yiping’s bare cement buildings were ugly.  

The bridge that used to mark the southern end of the town three years ago had become the 

center of the town, connecting the old town and the sprawling new town. The ten-lane main road of 

the new town was as wide as the iconic Chang’an Street in front of the Tiananmen Square in Beijing 

– a testament to Yiping administration’s confidence about the city’s future prosperity. Unlike the 

crowded Chang’an Street, however, this main road was yet to see much traffic. A few brand-new 

	
4 I will follow the convention of local people hereafter: “Yiping” will refer to the county seat city of 
250,000 people, whereas “Yiping county” will refer to the entire county inclusive of its 30 townships 
and 1.6 million residents. 
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architectural complexes lined the road, housing the county government, the new county hospital, 

and the South Yiping Secondary School. Yiping had become a town – or perhaps more 

appropriately ‘an emerging city’ – hosting about 300,000 people, nearly a fifth of the entire county’s 

population.  

At the time of my research, Yiping county had a total of 51 junior middle schools5, more than 

most other counties thanks to its high birth rate and large population base. About forty of them 

were rural public middle schools scattered across the county’s 30 townships. These rural middle 

schools were non-selective schools serving the villages around them. They were required to admit all 

children graduating from the primary schools within their respective townships. 

Within the city of Yiping, there were eight middle schools: five regular public schools, two 

private schools, and one private-public partnership school. The two private schools were both 

boarding schools charging around ￥3500-6000 ($500-850)/semester and running independent 

admission processes. The private-public partnership school, South Yiping Secondary School, was 

the local governments’ attempt at producing an elite school that can prevent losing Yiping’s best 

young talents to elite schools in Wentong and Kunming. South Yiping Secondary School admitted 

its first cohort of students in the summer of 2017, just before I started my fieldwork in Yiping. With 

brand new campus and facilities, a leadership team supported by a renowned normal university in 

the region, and its own countywide entrance exam, it immediately became Yiping students and 

parents’ top choice, taking in the highest performing students across the county. The school waived 

tuitions for the students ranked in the first half in the admissions exam, whereas those in the bottom 

half have to pay the regular ￥6,000 ($850)/semester tuition.  

The rise of South Yiping Secondary squeezed the already strained resources of the other 

	
5 This includes three types of schools: K-9 public schools, public junior middle schools (7-9th grade), 
as well as full-grade middle schools (7-12th grade). 
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public schools, further widening the gaps between Yiping’s top school and its struggling peers. Over 

a glass of beer, the vice principal of another public high school complained to me about losing 

teacher recruitment quota, funding as well as their best students and teachers to South Yiping 

Secondary. Despite severe teacher shortage, the county educational bureau used their teacher 

recruitment quota on the new school.  

Among Yiping families, there was widespread consensus about the hierarchical relationships 

among the middle schools available to them, mostly based on the number of graduates each school 

sent into the most prestigious high schools. The first-tier options were South Yiping Secondary and 

the two best high schools in Wentong city (four hours away on a car) that ran independent 

admission exams and promised to send most of their middle school graduates to prestigious high 

schools and eventually colleges. These three schools were not only the top choices for children 

living in the town of Yiping, but also for rural children across the county. These options, however, 

were only accessible to a very small number of highest performing students, who usually achieved 

legendary status in their extended families and primary schools.  

The second tier but still desirable options were the Yiping Number One Secondary School, 

which had long occupied the top of the local educational pyramid before the birth of South Yiping 

Secondary, followed by Yiping Experimental (the school that I studied) and the two private schools. 

These three urban schools were generally considered superior to most rural schools scattered across 

the county, but Tang Township Middle School, a rural township school an hour-long drive away, 

had recently become a strong competitor. Famous for its highly tracked homerooms and rigorous 

instruction, Tang Township Middle School sometimes managed to attract top performing students 

from Yiping Number One Secondary School and Yiping Experimental, including the two highest 

achieving girls in the 7th grade homeroom that I observed at Yiping Experimental. Red River Middle 

School, the rural township school that I studied, was another rising star among rural middle schools, 
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but at the time of my study it had not yet fully made its way into this tier and rarely attracted 

children from other townships.  

The remaining three public middle schools in the city, as well as the majority of the rural 

township middle schools, were usually considered mediocre or struggling schools with a poor record 

of sending their graduates to prestigious high schools. Resourceful and ambitious families tried to 

avoid these schools. Children in the city could usually get into one of the top or second tier schools 

with strong academic performance or powerful family connections (see Appendix for more details 

on admission processes and selection criteria). For rural children, however, opting out of a failing 

local school usually involved relocating the child or the entire family to another town, a costly 

endeavor that only the resourceful can afford. 

Yiping Experimental 

Yiping Experimental’s tall crimson gate opened onto the main street of the old town, 

standing out abruptly from a roll of colorful, buzzing storefronts selling cellphones, fashionable 

clothing and jewelry. Behind the gate, a path cut through a set of lively flowerbeds and gardens, until 

it hits a white, larger-than-life statue of four cheerful teenagers with backpacks on their shoulders 

and books in their hands. Two sets of bulletin boards along the path displayed administrative 

announcements as well as student artwork, mostly still life sketches produced by high school 

students in the art track. With the completion of a new classroom building in 2016, the school had 

enough classrooms to reduce its homeroom6 size to 60. Without enough teachers to staff these 

homerooms, however, most homerooms in middle school grade still had 70-80 students, and those 

	
6 Most Chinese elementary and middle schools run on a homeroom system, where students of each 
homeroom stay in the same classrooms for most of their classes. Each homeroom has a head 
teacher who serves as a guardian for all the students in the homeroom on academic as well as 
administrative matters.	
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in high school grades had 90-100.  

Under the admission quota system at the time of my research, Yiping Experimental usually 

received 7th grade students with medium or upper medium academic performance in Yiping’s 

various primary schools. It sent about half of its graduates to academic high schools. Following 

instructions from the local education bureau, the school did not track and randomly assigned each 

cohort of its incoming 7th graders into four homerooms. Some parents speculated that students with 

connections to the school leadership got placed into homerooms with more reliable teachers. Based 

on my own observations, however, the four 7th grade homerooms consistently yielded similar overall 

academic performances in exams and had similar shares of outstanding versus trouble-making 

students.  

Yiping Experimental’s relatively diverse clientele roughly reflected the makeup of the town, 

ranging from farmers in villages at the outskirt of the city to the owners of family-run hotels 

downtown. Based on my survey, nearly two thirds of its 7th grade students came from families 

affected by migration, having at least one parent working outside of Yiping. Though some students 

came from villages a few hours away on foot, the school did not provide boarding to junior 

secondary students. As a result, these rural students usually ended up living with relatives or living 

alone in rooms that their families have rented for them near the school. Most parents had some 

primary or middle school education. A sizable minority had a few years of academic or vocational 

high schools, but very few made it to college – those who did usually either have moved to larger 

cities, or are government employees or professionals with sufficient financial and social capital to 

send their children to more competitive schools outside of Yiping.  

Typical for schools in the region, the school day at Yiping Experimental started at 7:15am 

with a 30-minute reading period, during which students usually read aloud vocabulary lists or texts 

assigned by teachers. There were five morning class periods between 8am and noon. Lunch break 
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was between noon and 2:15pm, long enough for many students to take a nap at home. There were 

three afternoon class periods. Dinner break was supposed to be between 5pm and 7pm, but most 

teachers asked children to come back early for the evening sessions at 6pm or 6:30pm. The two 

evening sessions were about an hour long each and were supposed to give students time to complete 

their homework under teacher’s supervision. In reality, however, teachers often used this time for 

content instruction or in-class tests. As a result, when the school day finally ended at 9pm, many 

students still had a couple of hours’ worth of homework that they had to complete at home. 

Accustomed to eight-hour school days growing up in Guangzhou, I found this 14-hour routine 

exhausting. The one day that I tried to stay with the students from beginning to end, I began to lose 

concentration early in the afternoon and nearly fell asleep.  

I was able to enter Yiping Experimental because of Teacher Yang, the vice principal of the 

school and a friend from my previous work in Yiping. Teacher Yang is a slender man in his early 

forties, always dressed in fitted collar shirts and leather shoes. Like his colleagues on the school 

leadership, he insists on being addressed as “Teacher Yang”, rather than “Principal Yang”. One of 

the lucky few Yiping locals, he inherited a family house sitting on the town’s main street and could 

live quite comfortably from renting out the first floor as a storefront. Unlike most teachers who 

took the job for the salary, he was a proud math teacher and chose to stay on this job out of passion 

for his profession. Apart from his administrative duties of running the school’s academic affairs 

department, he taught math for a 12th grade homeroom, which involved around ten periods of 

teaching each week (including two hour-long evening sessions). He was still in touch with many 

previous students, occasionally hanging out with them at cafes or bars on weekends. Whenever I 

was in town, he tried to get me to give lectures or workshops to his students or fellow teachers. 

Though I never advertised my academic work to him, he sought out all my Chinese language 

publications and used them to persuade his principal that I was worthy of their trust. He was 
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convinced that my presence would be a positive influence on the students and teachers, and that 

there was a real chance that my research could be useful. He talked to me about “those people 

[officials] from above” who came down to “do research” but only spent their time eating lavish 

meals and drinking expensive wine. He was impressed that I cared about the students enoughto 

actually stay in the classroom for a few months. 

At a dinner meeting squeezed in between the afternoon classes and evening sessions, Teacher 

Yang and his colleagues on the school leadership team arrived at the unanimous decision that they 

should introduce me to students and teachers as a graduate student researcher from a renowned 

domestic university, rather than as someone from Harvard. No one at the school had ever met 

anyone from Harvard before. Though most young teachers had college degrees from local 

universities, many older teachers only had normal school (high school equivalent) degrees. All of 

them were worried that some teachers would be terribly intimidated if they knew about my true 

institutional affiliation, which would damage teachers’ authority, disrupt classroom order as well as 

student learning. Introducing me as a graduate student at a renowned domestic university, in 

contrast, would convey to students that I was a good student from a prestigious institution (thereby 

worthy of their emulation), while allowing teachers to still treat me as a regular student intern 

without making a fuss. When I raised concerns about the partial deception involved, everyone 

assured me that students and teachers would also understand this decision. Eventually, I agreed to 

this arrangement on the condition that I would have a formal conversation with students and 

teachers later in the semester to reveal my full identity and explain this decision, after I have proven 

myself to be of no harm/threat for teachers. We also agreed that I would help students with 

homework during self-study sessions and after class, but that I wouldn’t be expected to teach entire 

lessons or share my detailed notes about student behavior with teachers. 
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Teacher Yang recommended Homeroom 517 as my focal homeroom for the fieldwork. He 

made this proposal because the head teacher of this homeroom, Teacher Lin, was about my age and 

more likely to understand and support my research. I agreed to Teacher Yang’s recommendation, 

since head teacher’s support is crucial for successfully carrying out a semester-long ethnographic 

fieldwork and that factor was my highest priority in choosing among otherwise equal regular track 

homerooms.  

Later on, I found out that there was another unspoken reason for his recommendation: 

Teacher Lin was the most over-loaded 7th grade head teacher who desperately needed an extra pair 

of adult hands in the homeroom. Apart from the time-consuming administrative responsibilities of 

the head teacher role, she taught math for Homeroom 51 as well as another 10th grade homeroom, 

which amounted to nearly 20 class periods of teaching a week. She had little time to prepare her 

classes or hang around her homeroom outside of her math classes. Both Teacher Yang and Teacher 

Lin hoped that my presence would relieve Teacher Lin’s burden a little bit.  

On the second day of the new semester, Teacher Yang formally introduced me to Teacher 

Lin outside of Homeroom 51’s classroom. Wearing a loose sweater, light brown hair and a pair of 

tight jeans, Teacher Lin looked like a college student. I took a few peaks into the classroom through 

the opened front door behind her slender shoulders. It was clearly over-crowded, with eighty 

students tightly sandwiched between ten or eleven rows of desks. There were large windows on the 

opposite wall, but the wall separating the classroom from the hallway only has a narrow strip of 

windows opening right below the ceiling. If the two doors were shut, one could not see anything in 

the classroom from the outside.  

Teacher Lin asked me to come meet the class before the first afternoon class period on the 

	
7 Like other schools in the region, Yiping Experimental numbers its homerooms sequentially across 
class years, so that each number uniquely identifies a homeroom from a particular year.  
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following day. When I walked into Homeroom 51 at the designated time, however, Teacher Lin 

wasn’t there. The classroom was packed and noisy. A handful of students gathered around the 

podium and seemed to be fighting for something. Just as I walked in, a girl turned around from the 

podium, a grey hamster in her palms. Surprised at seeing an adult stranger, she giggled with a bit of 

shyness and said, “Hi teacher!” before running off. A skinny boy in stripe shirt and black jacket sat 

behind the podium, with the teacher’s wooden ruler in hand. “I am the homeroom monitor. I am in 

charge of discipline here.” He said with a steady voice, leaning back in his chair. “Did Teacher Lin 

told you that someone would join your class today?” He paused a second before giving me a nod.  

As the class prep bell rang, I decided to introduce myself to the students. “Hi everyone!” 

Suddenly many curious faces turned around toward me, with a loud “Hi teacher!” in unison, 

followed by a long wave of giggling and murmuring. The class monitor stood up abruptly from his 

seat and knocked his ruler on the podium loudly – I would later see different teachers enact this 

same move countless times. “Quiet! Quiet!!” He shouted at the top of his lung, trying to stop the 

giggling and murmuring. I briefly introduced myself and my research – struggling to imitate the local 

dialect – emphasizing that they could come to me with any questions or concerns. As the second 

bell for class rang, I hurried towards my designated seat at the back of the classroom, acutely aware 

that dozens of curious eyes were following my every single move – to my seat and throughout the 

following class period.  

At the end of that class period, as soon as the history teacher walked out of the classroom, 

dozens of children instantly gathered around my desk, forming a tight, giggling circle. Among them I 

recognized the round-face girl at the podium, who put the hamster on my desk with a wide smile. 

The other boys and girls giggled and murmured, their eyes alternating between following the cute 

hamster and staring at me – both were spectacles in a 7th grade classroom. I played with the hamster 

and asked for a few names. Answers were given in shy voices, scattered in waves of giggling.  
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Most children continued to call me “Teacher Xiang” throughout the semester. In the first 

couple of weeks, they understood me as an intern teacher who would eventually begin teaching 

them in one or two subjects, just like the three other intern teachers who later became partially or 

fully responsible for their Chinese, English and Biology classes. As they found out about my copious 

field notes, however, deciphering my inscrutable calligraphy and guessing what I recorded about 

each of them quickly became a popular game during breaks. Many came to ask me about what a 

research project was and what I was trying to figure out, and words quickly gotten around that I was 

studying how they learn and what kinds of difficulties they encounter in learning. Before long, some 

children began coming to me to complain about what they didn’t understand in class or asking me 

for help on homework.  

Most children figured out that I was not a regular teacher long before they fully understood 

what my research was on and why I was here. Teachers, in Yiping schools, were distant authority 

figures who came into classrooms to lecture and discipline, sometimes by force. A boisterous 

classroom would drop into silence instantly when a teacher walked in. Some children trembled and 

struggled to produce any words when teachers asked them questions. Although some young 

teachers struggled to control their classrooms, even the naughtiest children rarely challenged 

teachers’ authority in their face. In this context, I was clearly an anomaly: I was the only adult who 

sat with them and listened to them, rather than talking at them. I could recognize each of them by name 

before any of their teachers could – many of their teachers never would, as they taught several 

homerooms of 80 students each. I was the only adult who helped them prepare for the campus 

sports meeting and cheered for them throughout the event. Children quickly tested and affirmed 

that I wouldn’t report the hamster in their sleeves, the smart phones in their pockets, or the nap that 

they took in class. The girls found out within days that it was okay to cling on my arms and even 

jump on my back. When I walked around the campus and particularly through the school gate, often 
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with a couple of girls tagged on me, security guards would usually stop us for questioning – the 

image contradicted the taken-for-granted relationship between adult and students at school. At these 

moments, the girls usually stood tall and exclaimed before I opened my mouth: “she is our teacher!” 

My “coming clean” with the children in Homeroom 51 took place during two class periods 

that the arts teacher happily gave to me (she was glad that she could take a break) towards the end of 

the semester, after securing the consent of Teacher Yang. I explained the principals’ decision, 

apologized for not having been completely transparent, and welcomed questions and comments. 

The children were more excited and joyful than anything else. They fired questions at me for two 

whole class periods: what Harvard was like, what people of different races looked like, how I studied 

in high school, whether I had a boyfriend... They made me sing for them, and collectively invited 

themselves to my wedding when they heard that my fiancé was from a town only a few hours away. 

The laughter was so loud and eruptive that two teachers peeked in from the hallway to check 

whether the classroom was unsupervised and out of control. 

The teachers mostly treated me as an intern teacher doing thesis research, though two fresh-

out-of-college teachers were visibly nervous for the first several weeks in my presence and one of 

them actively sought out my advice for improving her teaching. As the principals expected, my 

graduate student status and prestigious institutional affiliation was a potential source of stress for 

teachers. However, teachers did get used to my presence. Some of them regularly enlisted my help in 

routine tasks: helping to supervise in class exams and self-study sessions, answering homework 

questions, etc. Towards the end of the semester, I disclosed my true institutional affiliation with 

them and explained the decision over a dinner in the presence of Teacher Yang. A few younger 

teachers were pleasantly surprised and became more active in soliciting my advice on various matters 

thereafter. The other teachers did not seem to care as much.  

Many teachers at Yiping Experimental complained about parents who didn’t care enough or 
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didn’t take enough responsibility for helping their children learn. Most (grand)parents only came to 

school during the twice-a-semester parent-teacher meetings; some never did. Teacher Wang, an 

intern teacher helping out with Homeroom 51’s Chinese classes, counted the attendances at the 

mid-semester parent-teacher meeting. Out of the 81 children in the Homeroom 51, 34 were 

represented by either one of the parents; 24 by a grandparent; 7 by an elder sibling; 16 had no one. 

“Our children don’t do their homework... (When I ask the parents) they always say ‘I don’t 

understand (their homework).’ ... It’s okay if you can’t tell whether they’ve done it right; at least you 

have to check whether he finished it and wrote things up carefully. They should know how to do 

this, right?” He looked at me, expecting me to concur. But he also conceded: “Overall the quality of 

the parents is not the worst. After all they live in the city. Most of them know what’s appropriate. At 

least there aren’t many people who just want to keep their kids in school until they get older (old 

enough for working).” Teacher Wang’s comments reflect the typical sentiment among Yiping 

teachers: most parents at county schools like Yiping Experimental didn’t support their children’s 

learning adequately, but those at rural schools like Red River Middle School didn’t even care enough.  

Red River Middle School 

Red River is one of the 30 townships in Yiping county. It governs ten villages, home to about 

50,000 people. A 30-min drive from Yiping, the township government is located in a small town 

stretching along a kilometer-long street in a valley between two mountains. The street is just wide 

enough for two cars to pass each other. Most houses along the street are two- or three-story resident 

houses constructed by local families. Some families have converted their first floors into storefronts, 

hosting grocery shops, barbers, pharmacies and small restaurants. The back doors of most houses 

open into the fields or the steep slopes of the mountain. On the walls facing the street one usually 

notices various slogans printed on red banners. One of the most memorable ones reads in its 

entirety: going out to dagong (work as an employed labor) and work hard will make you a real man; 
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only lazy people stay home and suffer in poverty.  

Indeed, the majority of the young and particularly the educated have left Red River. 

Throughout my three-month stay, I did not meet a single Red River resident with college degree. 

Among the local residents that I got to know, the one with the most schooling was a high school 

dropout in his late 20s working as driver. The main economic activity for most Red River residents 

was farming corn and potatoes on their family plot and raising chicken and pigs in their own yards. 

They usually kept part of their production for family consumption, selling the rest locally or in 

nearby towns. The parents and grandparents I met told me repeatedly that it was nearly impossible 

to raise a family through farming in Red River. Two out of the nine households that I visited in Red 

River had both parents staying at home. Such parents managed to make ends meet through farming 

large plots of land that they rented from neighbors. All the other families relied partially or entirely 

on the income that migrant family members sent back.  

Red River Middle School sat at the outskirt of the town, connected to the town’s main street 

by a dirt road that becomes a muddy pond on rainy days. On the left side of the dirt road, there was 

a row of one- or two-story grey concrete houses. Scattered along the right side were several 

makeshift tents. All these houses and tents hosted restaurants, food stands or grocery shops that 

primarily served the students: at lunch and dinner hours, students poured out from the school and 

filled these houses and tents. A bowl of rice noodle here usually cost ￥5 (less than $1), compared to 

about ￥10 in Yiping city.  

Two concrete pillars, an iron gate, and a box-like house stood at the end of the dirt road, 

constituting the school gate and the security guard’s room. The baby blue paint on the pillars was 

still somewhat visible, but most of it had faded into a greyish blue color. Inside the gate, a road led 

to a sports ground, covered in mixtures of sand and rocks. Four dorm buildings stood about a 

hundred yards away on the left, painted in bright yellow, pink, white, and blue. Past the playground, 
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some dozens of stairs led to another cement sports ground, surrounded by two classroom buildings 

and the canteen. Large, red characters were scribed on the external walls of these buildings: the 16-

character Socialist Core Values, and a school motto: “your mindset determines your behaviors; your 

behaviors determine your accomplishments; your accomplishments determine your success or 

failure.” Several bulletin boards stood on the periphery of the cement playground, showcasing the 

highest achieving graduates and the top-ranking current students in the final exams.  

The classroom buildings sat in the embrace of the mountain behind it, with herbs and trees 

on the slope only a few yards away from classroom windows. The bright colors of the brand-new 

buildings contrasted sharply with the unpaved sandy roads and playgrounds as well as the mountains 

behind them. According to local teachers, the construction of these buildings was funded by the 

provincial government’s campus improvement campaign a couple of years ago, but the campaign 

did not include any budget for building a proper sports field or paving the roads.  

Figure 2.1 Classroom building and upper playground at Red River Middle School 

  

Typical of rural townships, Red River only had two public junior middle schools and no high 

school. Compared to those living in most other townships, families in Red River were relatively 

lucky because Red River Middle School happened to be one of the academically strongest rural 

schools in Yiping county – it sent about half of its graduates to academic high schools, a rate similar 

to Yiping Experimental and higher than most village and township middle schools. Furthermore, in 

the past two years, it managed to send a few students to the top two Wentong schools.  
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Like other academically competitive rural schools, Red River Middle School had an intricate 

tracking system. Among the seven 7th grade homerooms, two of them were fast track homerooms 

(which teachers called the A homeroom and the B homeroom in private) that hosted the top 

ranking students; one was a “experimental homeroom” (the D homeroom) that houses the bottom 

ranking 70 students, the vast majority of whom were boys; and the remaining four were regular track 

homerooms (the C homerooms) each housing a quarter of the middling students.  

The principal and teachers at Red River explained the tracking system as a necessity due to 

the diversity of the student population of the school. The fast track homerooms were created to 

attract and retain high achieving local students, a ploy crucial for maintaining its high school 

admission rate. The fast track homerooms had slightly smaller class sizes (around 60) and were 

staffed by younger, more qualified and more motivated teachers. Students in the fast track had six 

days of classes rather than five, on top of an extra period of evening study session each night that 

extended their school days to 10pm on weekdays. Their head teachers also imposed stricter rules 

and regulations. Rather than being allowed to lounge around in the dorm, the students had to nap at 

their seat in the classroom in silence, so that they would be well-rested for the afternoon; they had 

shorter dinner breaks, with a mandatory five-lap-run to energize them and an earlier gathering time 

(6:40pm rather than 7pm) to make sure they didn’t waste time goofing around. These practices 

enabled the school to market itself to high achieving local students as offering more rigorous 

environment and more selective peers than untracked urban schools like Yiping Experimental.  

The grouping of the lowest performing students into the D homeroom began the fall of 

2017. There were two main reasons motivating this move. The first was teachers’ desire to improve 

the learning environment in regular track homerooms and differentiate instruction. Red River – like 

most other townships – had several struggling village primary schools that consistently graduated 

students with abysmal academic performance. As the designated receiver school, Red River Middle 
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School couldn’t turn away any students within the township. As a result, the school inevitably 

admitted a large number of academically struggling 7th graders who were several grade levels behind. 

Teachers routinely complained about having these students in regular track homerooms, as such 

students usually couldn’t understand the lessons and ended up disrupting classroom orders.  

The second motivation was to prevent students from dropping out. As the 2020 deadline for 

eradicating poverty and eliminating compulsory education dropout approached, rural schools like 

Yiping Experimental and Red River Middle School faced increasing pressure to keep all students in 

school. According to teachers, Red River Middle School used to lose nearly half of its students 

between 7th grade and 9th grade until three years ago. Though things were gradually improving, the 

school still lost nearly a third of its students by 9th grade in the past two years. Beginning in 2017, 

however, the government required them to keep the dropout rate strictly under 5%. The 

academically struggling students were the most likely to drop out due to boredom and frequent 

punishments. By taking these students out of the academically oriented regular track homerooms 

and putting them in this “experimental homeroom” with lower academic standards, slower pace of 

instruction and looser discipline, the school hoped to keep them in school longer.  

The families that Red River Middle School students came from reflected the makeup of the 

township. Most parents had no or only a few years of primary schooling. They tended to be farmers 

and manual workers, with a smaller percentage of small business owners; there was hardly any white-

collar worker, or anyone with higher education. About seventy percent of families had at least one 

parent migrating to other places to make a living. Half of the students boarded at the school because 

some villages were a couple of hours away on foot and transportation among the villages was sparse.  

Most teachers were from nearby towns and had purchased apartments in the county seat. 

They drove or took the bus to the school on days when they had classes, and usually disappeared as 

soon as their classes or supervisory responsibilities ended. In their eyes, Red River parents were of 
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the lowest “quality.” Many teachers saw the high percentage of left-behind children without 

adequate parental supervision as an indication that parents “didn’t care.” An English teacher gave 

me an introduction of the student body on a ride we shared to school: “they don’t care about 

children, particularly those from the town. The parents seem to want their children to get into 

fighting and stealing. There are also several villages that are particularly bad. All of them are left-

behind children. Nobody cares...” On another day, a 9th grade teacher complained to me about the 

parents’ low expectations in the teachers’ office during an evening session: “rural parents... they 

didn’t even want their children to achieve something in school. They just want to keep the kid in 

school to prevent problems. As long as it’s better than getting into trouble outside.”   

As I discuss in Chapter 3, most rural parents and grandparents that I got to know at Red 

River in fact cared deeply about educating their children. Many were stuck between a rock and a 

hard place, as there were few jobs around Red River that paid enough to support their children’s 

education and they couldn’t afford to educate their children in the city that they work in. Even those 

who made the choice to stay in the village with their children rarely had enough cultural capital to 

support their children’s academic learning in the ways that teachers expected them to. I argue that by 

failing to recognize rural families’ struggles and attributing children’s behavioral and academic 

problems to the lack of parental “quality” and care, teachers participate in legitimizing the dominant 

discourse that places poor rural families at the bottom of the social hierarchy.  

Teacher Yang, the vice principal at Yiping Experimental, facilitated my entry into Red River 

Middle School. He connected me with the school principal through a relative who worked at Red 

River. We met Principal Tian in his office at the fourth floor of the classroom building. The 

Principals’ Office was spacious but simple. Two wooden desks sat at the two inside corners. A set of 

wooden couches and a tea table occupied the corner next to the door opening into the hallway.   

Principal Tian was about five foot six tall. His skin was dark and his hair sparse. A round belly 
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protruded slightly from his tidy black suit. He welcomed me with enthusiasm and gave me a frank 

introduction to their tracking system. Though I clearly indicated that I would like to focus my 

fieldwork on a regular track homeroom (one of the C homerooms), he tried to persuade me to 

either stay with the D homeroom or one of the fast track homerooms. He particularly wanted me to 

help out with the D homeroom. “It’s not even about improving their grades,” he said, “it would be 

wonderful (if you could just) improve their worldviews and their mental state, (so that they) try their 

best to improve their abilities.” He also wanted me to stay in the same dorm room as his own 

daughter, who was in the 7th grade A Homeroom. He thought his daughter was not sufficiently 

motivated and disciplined in her studies and wanted me to help her overcome these shortcomings.  

At the end of that conversation, I agreed to help out with the B (Homeroom 47) and D 

(Homeroom 48) homerooms, but I insisted on studying a regular track homeroom to ensure 

comparability across my research sites. I also declined Principal Tian’s invitation to live with his 

daughter, as I needed a private space to record my notes and talk to children. Principal Tian agreed 

to this compromise. Later on, I learned about all the privileges that the principal’s daughter enjoyed: 

while other students lived in eight-person dorm rooms, she shared a room with two other very high 

achieving girls in the A homeroom, handpicked by her father to serve as her role models. When a 

girl in the D homeroom talked about how even the dorm supervisor gave the principal’s daughter 

shoes as gifts, her mother immediately commented: “She is the principal’s daughter! The whole 

school is in her power! The school is her family’s.” Her words made me realize how important it was 

that I had refused to stay with Principal Tian’s daughter. Otherwise, many children and parents 

might see me as pandering to the principal’s daughter just like the dorm supervisors, which might 

significantly undermine their trust in me. 

Unlike members of the Yiping Experimental leadership team, Principal Tian did not seem to 

worry about whether having a Harvard student around would put too much pressure on his teachers 
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or disrupt classroom order. On the contrary, he believed it would be inspiring for students to have a 

Harvard student with them and, accordingly, advertised my Harvard affiliation and PhD student 

status loudly when introducing me to teachers, who in turn circulated it among their students. 

Within a couple of days, I became widely known at the school as “the Harvard person,” and would 

attract a curious crowd wherever I went.   

The advertisement of my Harvard affiliation and PhD student status significantly shaped how 

teachers saw and interacted with me. On the one hand, it made me a spectacle of me. Over breaks, 

lunches and dinners, teachers studied me with curiosity. Some offered me rides to and from Yiping 

and approached me with questions: “how do you get into Harvard?” “Do Harvard students actually 

study through the night?” “Is it difficult to get an American visa?”  

On the other hand, my status sharply positioned me as an observing “other”, making teachers 

feel the need to put on a performance for the gaze of the external world. A couple of weeks into my 

fieldwork here, several children told me that their teachers were much nicer whenever I was in the 

classroom – they were more patient, didn’t hit them as much and as harshly, and their writing on the 

blackboard was tidier. Though some teachers gradually got used to having me in the classroom, 

others seemed to be nervous and maintained this performative aspect throughout my three-month 

stay here. Some may consider this a flaw in the validity of the research, but I found teachers’ 

performances to be as revealing as their “business as usual” without my presence. Their 

performances to a large extent illustrated what they considered to be proper teaching and learning, 

aspirations that they didn’t always live up to in daily practice.  

Moreover, I was seen as having more authority and expertise in teaching, particularly in the 

subject of English. In my first classroom observation at the B homeroom, the English teacher – who 

was normally a competent, experienced and confident teacher with a college degree – walked 

straight up to me as soon as she entered the classroom, insisting that I teach the class for her to 



	 41 

observe. At Homeroom 48, students collectively asked me to teach them while openly booing their 

English teacher, who was an intern teacher struggling to maintain her authority in the classroom. At 

Homeroom 49, the English teacher – a middle age man always carrying himself with solemn 

authority – was resistant to having me in his classroom, and delayed my entry several times with 

“there is nothing worth observing today.” To respect the teachers’ authority in their classrooms, I 

mostly stayed out of English classes at Red River.  

Fortunately, I was able to earn the trust of several teachers and build a deeper relationship 

with them in the course of the semester. The head teachers for the three homerooms initially 

interacted with me politely and distantly, but they began talking to me more openly when they heard 

that I actually visited their students’ village homes and spent entire weekends with their families. 

Though they were supposed to do home visits periodically, particularly for students at risk of 

dropping out, few ever took the time to do so.  

Children at Red River called me “sister” more than “teacher.” At Red River, “teacher” 

conferred authority in a formal and hierarchical relationship even more so than at Yiping 

Experimental. Except for a couple young intern teachers, all teachers at Red River used corporal 

punishment regularly and laughed at the idea of becoming “friends” with students. As was at Yiping 

Experimental, I was the only adult at the school who did not scold or hit them and was willing to 

listen to their stories and let them hold my arms. As at the other schools, I provided help with 

homework – sometimes even remedial lesson – for children during breaks and did not report their 

minor transgressions unless there was a safety concern. Most children had not heard about Harvard 

before. Many did not know the distinctions among doctoral, master and bachelor degrees. What 

made me a spectacle for them was the fact that I was studying at a university in America, a place that 

they had heard about on TV and in textbooks but had not been in direct contact with.  

 Calling me “sister Xiang Xin” – a name signaling intimacy as well as equality – gave children 
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power. I was both a talisman that can protect them from harsh scolding and beating from teachers 

and a prized toy that they can show off to family and friends. As a result, children competed for my 

attention and presence. Whenever I showed up in the hallway, the children in Homeroom 48 (D 

track) and Homeroom 49 (C track) would compete with one another to pull me into their respective 

homerooms.  “Ours! (She’s) ours!” They shouted at each other. Once I entered a classroom, they 

would again fight over who gets to sit with me. I usually insist on sitting in the last row so as to 

avoid blocking children’s view of the blackboard, but they would still fight over who gets to occupy 

the seat next to me. At noon and at night, the girls would fight over whose dorm I’d visit. Later on, 

when they found out that I was willing to travel long distances to visit their homes, they would also 

compete with each other about who gets to take me home for the weekend. They showed off to 

their parents and neighbors that they had a “Harvard/American sister” as their honorable guest. 

Occasionally, children also asked me for money when they ran out of their modest allowances at the 

end of the week. I usually agreed to buy them meals and bus tickets so that they wouldn’t go hungry 

or walk hours in the dark, but I declined requests for other non-essential consumption.  

The “good students” in homeroom 47 (B track), however, were intensively focused on their 

studies and did not participate in these competitions as much. When their head teacher, Teacher 

Tan, introduced me after a math class on a Wednesday morning, the children listened attentively and 

applauded loudly. After Teacher Tan left the classroom, however, few students left their seats. Most 

children were still working on their math worksheet and some were discussing lingering math 

questions. A dozen children turned around to look at me, their smiles shy, their curiosity restrained. 

No one ever got up or talked to me. Some of them invited me to come to their homerooms or 

dorms when they saw me on campus, but they rarely join in the heated competition with the 

children in Homeroom 48 and 49.  

Gender proved a source of sensitivity among 7th graders across all four schools that I studied, 
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but gender boundaries among children were particularly sharp and firm at Red River. This situation 

greatly limited my ability to build relationships with boys here. Girls played with girls, and boys with 

boys. The dominant form of interaction across genders was shouting and fighting – usually girls 

chasing after and hitting boys for fun, as it was generally deemed unacceptable for boys to ever hit 

girls. In contrast to the girls’ outspoken enthusiasm to get my attention, most boys at Red River 

were very shy in front of me, as they were with other females. Though they sometimes joined the 

girls in getting me to their classrooms, they rarely talked to me directly unless I asked them 

questions; when I did ask, the answers were usually only a few words, their heads nearly buried in 

their chests or their eyes looking elsewhere. They never invited me to visit their homes, and usually 

were too shy to respond when I asked proactively whether I could. As a result, my focus group 

interview and home visit samples at Red River were predominantly with girls.  

Guangzhou 

A city with 13.5 million residents (as of 2015), Guangzhou is the capital city of Guangdong, 

the wealthiest province in China. It’s also the fourth largest city on the Chinese mainland, following 

Shanghai (24.2 million), Beijing (21.7 million), and Tianjin (15.5 million). At the heart of the Pearl 

River Delta on the Southeastern coast, Guangzhou is only 150km away from Shenzhen and 180km 

from Hong Kong. The western sprawl of the city has connected with the expanding city of Foshan, 

another city with over 7 million people, creating an even larger urban center.  

Guangzhou’s prosperity benefits greatly from its unique geographical location. Sitting on the 

banks of the Pearl River just before it feeds into the South China Sea, Guangzhou has over a 

thousand year’s history as a hub for regional commerce and international trade. Part of the frontline 

of reform and opening up since the 1980s, it received favorable government policies and quickly 

rose to become one of China’s strongest cities through export-oriented manufacturing and 

international trade. In 2019, the central government released a blueprint for the Guangdong-Hong 
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Kong-Macau larger bay area, envisioning this cluster of metropolitan cities upgrading their industries 

and building closer regional and global ties.  

Migrant workers played an indispensable role in Guangzhou’s rapid rise as a manufacture and 

trade center. About forty percent of Guangzhou’s residents are migrants without local household 

registration. Coming from all over China, these migrant workers filled the numerous factories and 

workshops producing shoes, clothes, and purses to be shipped around the globe. They worked the 

construction sites that transformed village homes into skyscrapers within the span of a couple years; 

they manned the countless restaurants, food stands, and grocery stores that earned Guangzhou its 

reputation for convenient and affordable living.  

Compared to Beijing and Shanghai, transferring household registration to Guangzhou is 

relatively easy for college-educated professionals and successful business owners with properties 

under their name. When my family moved to Guangzhou in 1996, we were able to transfer our 

household registration through the hospitals that my parents worked in. As physicians holding 

advance degrees, they were “talents” that the city urgently needed and openly embraced.  

However, obtaining a Guangzhou household registration was and remains a formidable task 

for migrant workers who don’t have much formal schooling under their belts. The point system for 

household registration transfer (jifen ruhu), initiated in 2010, allocates several thousand transfer 

quotas among migrant applicants each year. These quotas are allocated based on ranking in the 

points system, which prioritizes educational backgrounds, skills certificates, and the number of years 

for which the applicant can provide paper proof for stable residence, employment, and social 

insurance enrolment in Guangzhou.  

Guangzhou has 397 middle schools, 193 (49%) of which are private schools (Guangzhou 

Handbook 2017). Compared to Yiping, its school system is about a hundred times larger and a lot 

more diverse, but it is as hierarchical as – if not more than – the one in Yiping. At the top of the 
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hierarchy are a handful of international and bilingual private schools, a dozen of prestigious public 

schools, and another dozen of elite mainstream private schools. The international and bilingual 

schools serve a very particular client group: European and American expatriates and cosmopolitan 

elites determined to send their children to Europe or America. They are basically outside of the 

mainstream educational system, charging exorbitant tuition fees (￥50,000-150,000 or $7,000-20,000 

USD/semester) and running independent admission processes.  

The dozen of prestigious public schools are legacies of the key-point school (zhongdian 

zhongxue) system established in the early 1950s and revived at the start of the reform era to select 

outstanding talents and cultivate them for future leadership (Fu, 1994; Zhao, 2016). They used to 

admit students through independent exams (though political and economic capital also helped). 

They receive more funding and more favorable policies from local education bureaus, and for a few 

decades were allowed to charge families sponsor fees to supplement their budgets. Beginning in the 

2000s, however, the key-point school system is increasingly attacked as the culprit of growing 

educational inequality and over-intensified educational competition. With equity-oriented policies 

over the past two decades, these schools gradually lost some of their autonomy in admissions and 

advantages in funding, but most of them remain the most prestigious and competitive schools in the 

city. Future Leader Academy, the public school that I studied, is one of them. Like other prestigious 

public schools, it tries to bypass the city’s lottery system to attract high-achieving students with 

various special admission programs. It has a small Olympiad program8 targeting students talented in 

math and science and fills most of its remaining seats through special talent programs in arts and 

athletics (see Appendix for detailed description of Guangzhou’s admission rules for different kinds 

of schools in 2017-2018). These programs enable schools like Future Leaders Academy to select a 

	
8 Olympiad programs are competitive programs that prepare gifted children to compete in regional, 
national and international Math or Science Olympiads. 
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student body that is academically competitive (though not as competitive as it used to be in the era 

when each school was allowed to run its own admission exams), “well-rounded” (having won 

awards in arts or athletics), and mostly from middle-class and upper-middle-class backgrounds.  

The mainstream elite private schools are relatively new phenomena in Guangzhou’s 

educational field, gradually rising in prestige over the past two decades. They usually charge between 

￥10,000 ($1,500) and ￥30,000 ($5,000) a semester and hold independent admission processes. As 

the prestigious public schools became increasingly constrained by equity-oriented policies, these elite 

private schools gained a competitive edge with their greater autonomy in admission and funding as 

private institutions.  

 The remaining public middle schools vary in their reputations and their students’ overall 

academic performance, but most of them are generally considered superior to the low-cost private 

schools that occupy the bottom of the hierarchy in terms of prestige as well as academic 

performance. Charging ￥3500-7000 ($500-1,000 USD)/semester – significantly lower than the 

average per-pupil expenditure in public schools9, most of these private schools emerged in the 1990s 

and the early 2000s to serve the educational needs of migrant children who could not get into public 

schools. Though the local government began providing modest subsidies to some of these schools, 

most of them rely on modest tuitions to make ends meet. Morningstar Academy, the migrant school 

that I studied, is one of the strongest schools in this category.  

Morningstar Academy 

A 20-minute walk away from the closest subway and bus station, Morningstar Academy is 

located at the heart of the Yangpo neighborhood in northern Guangzhou. In the past twenty years, 

	
9 Guangzhou public schools’ per-pupil expenditure was ￥9306 ($1369)/semester in 2015 (Y. Liang, 
2016). 
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Yangpo went through dramatic transformation from a cluster of suburban villages into a thriving 

urban area. A subway line and a major avenue now cut through Yangpo. On top of the Yangpo 

subway station, two brand new shopping malls stands along the eight-lane avenue that always carries 

heavy traffic, presenting the image of a buzzing downtown neighborhood at its busiest hours.  

Behind the shopping malls, however, narrow streets and crammed five- to six-story buildings 

betray its identity as an urban village (chengzhongcun). Family-run eateries and convenient stores line 

the streets, selling traditional Cantonese Dim Sum as well as green bean cakes from Yunnan and 

hotpot from Sichuan. These buildings are owned and constructed by native local villagers and rented 

out to migrants. After the Yangpo subway station went into operation in 2005 and especially after 

the construction of the two shopping malls in 2017, some landlords gradually renovated their 

buildings to remarket them as studio apartments for young white-collar workers, a measure that 

usually brings up the rent. At the time of my fieldwork in 2018, Yangpo has already become one of 

the most popular housing options for young college graduates as it offers relatively convenient 

transportation to downtown at an affordable price.  

Morningstar Academy is buried deep in the jungle of the urban village, at the foot of the 

Baiyun Hill. Most first-time visitors get lost in the numerous forks and turns. Even when standing in 

the narrow street leading right up to the school, you may not recognize where you are as there is 

nothing resembling a school gate. The only sign suggesting the presence of a school is the string of 

stores selling stationery and snacks, and a commercial after-school program marketing homework 

supervision services during lunch breaks and after-school hours (Figure 2.2).  

The school only reveals itself when you turn left at the end of the street. The name of the 

school is printed on the walls of the small two-story building painted in baby blue. Next to it, an iron 

gate opens into two basketball courts surrounded by four buildings. On the right side of the 

basketball courts, there is a raised platform that serves as the stage during school-wide gathering and 
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events. The slopes of the Baiyun Hill extend upward behind the stage, guarded by a retaining wall. In 

the summer, heavy Typhoon rains wash soil and small rocks down the slope, sometimes spreading 

over a third of the basketball court. Opposite the raised stage, a flight of stairs leads to another 

platform sandwiched between two buildings, the playground for the school’s lower grade students.  

Figure 2.2 The surrounding and campus of Morningstar Academy 

 

This small campus hosts 2,000 students from first to ninth grade. Space is visibly tight. The 

principal’s office is on the second floor of the two-story building next to the gate, right on top of the 

security guard’s watch room. Apart from the principal’s office, there are only two small 

administrative offices squeezed into the first floor of one of the classroom buildings. There is no 

cafeteria, only a small kitchen; students take their lunch back to the classroom while teachers eat in 

their offices.  

Morningstar Academy was founded at the turn of the 21st century, when the education of 

migrant children was just becoming a national concern. Owned by the Morningstar Education 

Group, it is a private, not-for-profit school with the mission of providing high quality education for 

the children of migrant workers. Over the past two decades, it gradually built up its reputation as 

one of the strongest migrant children schools, sending over half of its 9th grade graduates to 

academic high school, more than three times the citywide ratio under current policies. Charging 

about ￥6,000 ($850) a semester, Morningstar Academy now attracts twice as many applicants as it 
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can admit. Therefore it can afford to screen out the applicants with abysmal academic performance 

or salient behavioral/disciplinary issues. 

There are eight homerooms in each middle school grade, two fast track homerooms and six 

regular track homerooms. In 7th grade, each homeroom has about 45 students. The number usually 

drops below 40 by 8th grade and even lower in 9th grade, as some parents send their children back to 

hometown for a higher chance of getting into academic high schools.  

Most students at Morningstar Academy are children of migrant entrepreneurs running small 

businesses nearby or workers employed in the city’s expanding service industry. They live in Yangpo 

or the handful of urban villages further up north, where public transportation is sparser, rent is 

cheaper, and textile factories and workshops are scattered amongst residential buildings. The 

educational backgrounds of Morningstar parents are quite similar to those at Yiping Experimental: 

most have some years of primary or middle schooling; few graduated from high school.  

Through a charity fund that has supported Morningstar Academy for many years, I got to 

know Director Zhang, the Director of Moral Education at the school. A slightly bald and stooped 

man in his early fifties, Director Zhang left his rural hometown in Hunan in the late 1990s and has 

worked at Morningstar Academy for as long as the school has existed. Showing me around the 

campus, he commented on the rising teacher turnover rate at the school: “The young teachers 

nowadays change jobs a lot. They are not like the older generation who cared about education. 

Nowadays, the young teachers work here for a couple of years, felt like the pay is too low, and they 

leave. The teachers at our school live a hard life. It was teachers’ sacrifices that produced our 

academic performance...”  

 Just as I discussed my research plan with Director Zhang in his shared office, Principal Liang 

popped in. Coming back from the education bureau’s meeting on “classroom lighting,” she dropped 

a brief note with Director Zhang: “the new classroom lighting requirements need to be met by 
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March 4. They will come examine it on the 5th. We will fail the annual inspection if the lighting 

requirements are not met.” March 5 was only four days away at the time, and “meeting the lighting 

requirements” involved adding additional light bulbs in most classrooms. Director Zhang sighed as 

Principal Liang walked away: “so we will have to do overtime to get this done.” He later told me that 

the education bureau had a small Private Education Development Fund that they could use to fund 

equipment purchase or renovation projects at certain private schools deemed worthy of support. 

Because Morningstar Academy’s modest tuition revenue barely covered its operation cost, the 

school depended on this fund for updating its computer and science lab equipment and couldn’t 

afford to fail the annual exam with the education bureau.  

 After obtaining the approval of Principal Liang, Director Zhang introduced me to the 

middle school teachers during the weekly head teachers’ meeting on a Monday morning. The 

meeting took place in the chemistry lab, with about thirty middle school head teachers seated behind 

student work desks. Most of them were young; only six were male. The main agenda of this meeting 

was to allocate the task of organizing homeroom and grade-wide meetings with designated themes:  

“hard work” for 9th grade, “responsibility” for 8th grade, and “serenity” for 7th grade. The assignment 

was immediately met with complaints from teachers about having too many tasks and not enough 

time, much as how students complained about having too much homework all the time. It was in 

this climate that Director Zhang advertised me as a graduate student from Harvard and free help: 

“She is here three days a week. Find her if you want an additional helping hand.”  

 As a result, when Teacher Pang, a math teacher in her late 20s and the head of 7th grade, met 

with me after the meeting, she only asked me one question: “Can you organize activities?” Upon 

getting an affirmative answer from me, she gave me access to Homeroom 8, one of the six regular-

track 7th grade homerooms, and assigned me the task of organizing the “serenity” themed 

homeroom meeting. Later that day, I found out that the head teacher and Chinese teacher of 
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Homeroom 8 had resigned just before the semester started and the school was yet to find a 

replacement. Teacher Pang was serving as the interim head teacher for Homeroom 8, on top of her 

regular administrative responsibilities as the head of the grade and her teaching responsibilities as the 

math teacher for two homerooms. She swirled like a whirlwind around the two 7th grade floors.  

 I was given a desk in the 7th grade teachers’ office, a large room on the seventh floor that 

used to be a classroom. The blackboard at the front of the classroom served as a bulletin board, with 

a dozen printed notifications occupying the left side, and a faded poster about the Socialist Core 

Values occupying the right side. In the middle, class schedule changes were written with chalk and 

updated weekly. There were four rows of desks, providing a total of 20 workstations. Piles of 

homework booklets and forms filled the desks of most teachers, particular in the mornings, 

sometimes even forming a castle on the floor around their seats.  

 When the school finally hired Teacher Xu to serve as the Chinese teacher and head teacher 

for Homeroom 8, it was already the third week of the semester. A plump man in his forties with a 

gentle smile, Teacher Xu had worked at several migrant private schools as well as at private tutoring 

agencies. On the first day of his duty, we chatted briefly as we watched the children in Homeroom 8 

take a group photo to post on the bulletin board outside of their classroom. He told me that he did 

not want to come back to teach in “mediocre” schools like Morningstar academy because the pay 

was low, the workload heavy, most students were “not very good,” and most parents didn’t care 

enough. The way he talked about his students and their families echoed the Yiping teachers’ 

attitudes towards theirs. Teacher Xu taught dutifully and treated students well throughout the 

semester, but this job was just a temporarily solution for him. He disappeared after the final exam 

without saying goodbye to any student.   

The relationship between teachers and students at Morningstar Academy was friendlier 

compared to those at Yiping Experimental and Red River Middle School, but still clearly defined by 
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hierarchy and authority. Some teachers – such as Teacher Xu – occasionally cracked jokes and made 

small talks with students during breaks. I did not witness corporal punishment here, although 

teachers often scolded students harshly, sent them running laps on the playground or assigned 

punitive hand-copying tasks for wrongdoings. Overall, students were deferential in front of teachers 

and rarely challenged teachers’ authority openly.  

 Routinely overwhelmed in their daily work, teachers at Morningstar Academy did not seem 

to care much about my presence or my affiliation with Harvard. Although Director Zhang 

advertised me as a resource, most teachers did not appear to see much utility in me beyond helping 

out with occasional activities or supervising self-study sessions when they ran into scheduling 

conflicts. There were two notable exceptions: the head teacher sitting across from me sometimes 

sought out my opinions on troublesome students in his homeroom; a young English teacher who 

was applying to graduate programs in the United States talked to me in English and asked me about 

life in America whenever he saw me.  

 Neither did the children at Morningstar Academy make a fuss about my presence or my 

Harvard affiliation. The first time that I sat at the back of the classroom in Homeroom 8, children 

looked at me with curiosity, but no one talked to me or left their seats. Since no teacher ever 

bothered to introduce me to the students formally, I introduced myself and my research project at 

the beginning of a self-study session that I was asked to supervise on the first day. In the first week, 

children asked me a few questions about what I studied and whether I could get them admitted to 

Harvard, but these topics rarely came up during the rest of the three months that I spent with them. 

They were a lot more interested in my cellphone and my boyfriend than anything else. They called 

me “teacher,” but most of them knew that I was different from other teachers: most felt 

comfortable using cellphones and playing board games – activities generally not allowed in schools – 

in front of me; some of them even took me to their secret afterschool hangout places that they 
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carefully kept from other adults. Nonetheless, they rarely invited me – or their friends – to their 

homes the way that Yiping children did. Many families lived in studios or two-room apartments that 

barely provided enough space for sleeping, cooking and eating. Children didn’t always have 

designated desks to study, not to mention space for entertaining guests.  

Future Leaders Academy 

One of Guangzhou’s oldest secondary schools, Future Leaders Academy is located at the 

heart of Guangzhou’s old town, occupying a large block just a few steps away from one of the main 

avenues cutting through the city. Two tall kapok trees guard the school’s red brick gate like solemn 

soldiers. Large red flowers emerge on their branches each February, first forming a red cloud over 

the gate and then weaving a thick red carpet on the ground after a night of rain. Behind the gate is a 

set of stairs sandwiched between two colorful flowerbeds. As you walk up the stairs, a plaza opens 

up in front of you, lawns spreading out on both sides. Straight in front is a statue of the school’s 

founder, an elegant early 20th century gentleman wearing suits and carrying a cane.  

A three-story red brick building stands behind the statue, its entrance hall at least eight meters 

wide, its floor paved with dark red marble. The large screen on the left-hand side of the entrance hall 

displays daily announcements and meetings; a row of bulletin boards on the right showcase the 

school leadership team, its award-winning teachers, and numerous honors and awards that its 

students received. The first two floors of this building house the schools’ various administrative 

offices, while the entire third floor is a 500-seat lecture hall for events and gatherings. Two more 

brick buildings stand behind the lawns on the plaza. The one on the left is home to the music 

rooms, painting and pottery studios; the one on the right houses another set of meeting rooms.  

Behind the administrative building, a large biology garden occupies the southern quarter of 

the campus, blocking off most of the noise coming from the heavy street traffic. Benches scattered 

under thick vines and heavy shades make it a favorite hideout place for teenage lovers trying to 
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escape the public gaze. The main campus spreads out behind the art building and along the outskirt 

of the garden: a small pond, two sets of classroom buildings, a laboratory building, two dormitory 

buildings, a stadium, a standard soccer field and the cafeteria underneath it. Willow trees line the 

edge of the pond, their fingers caressing the water with tenderness.  

Future Leaders Academy has about 2,400 high school students and about 600 middle school 

students. Each high school homeroom has about 50 students, and each middle school homeroom 

about 40. For middle school and high school alike, the school day runs from 7:40am to 4:40pm, 

except for the 12th graders who have two additional evening study sessions till 8:30pm to prepare for 

their upcoming Gaokao. The school has award winning choirs and dance teams, an orchestra that 

travels and performs internationally, a competitive track team, over twenty student groups, and a 

dozen of school-wide events throughout the school year. Some of these groups and events are 

organized by teachers; others are student-run. As a result, students routinely stay on campus past 

6pm for various extracurricular activities and meetings.  

Most of Future Leader Academy’s middle school students came from upper- and middle-class 

families. Among the two hundred and thirty 7th graders, only about thirty students were admitted 

through lottery. Fifty were admitted through the Olympiad program, which mostly selects students 

with perfect academic performance in elementary school plus awards in citywide or province-wide 

math and science competitions. These top performing and award-winning students constitute Future 

Leader Academy’s fast track homeroom (the experimental homeroom). Over a hundred were 

admitted through the special talent program with strong academic performance as well as certificates 

and awards in arts or sports. About a dozen students are the children of teachers and staff members, 

and the remaining thirty or so students are likely admitted because of their powerful family 

connections (see Appendix for a detailed description of middle school admission processes).  

Nearly all of the parents in the four 7th grade homerooms that I surveyed graduated from 
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college; many had professional or doctoral degrees. They were doctors, lawyers, teachers, investors, 

business-owners. Some had worked or studied abroad before; many were considering sending their 

own children abroad at some point, even if they themselves didn’t have significant overseas 

experiences. Many were not native Cantonese, but they have all successfully obtained local 

household registration through their workplace affiliation or college degree. The vast majority of 

Future Leaders Academy’s middle school graduates went on to academic high schools, with more 

than a third ending up in prestigious high schools.  

My research at Future Leaders Academy focused on Homeroom 3, one of the five regular-

track 7th grade homerooms. The term “regular track” (putong ban) at Future Leaders Academy was 

used infrequently, only when comparing these five homerooms against the experimental homeroom. 

In fact, these five homerooms were not exactly regular or equal: two homerooms had relatively high 

concentration of students admitted through the athletic special talent program, whereas the other 

three had higher concentration of students admitted through the artistic special talent program. 

Homeroom 3 belonged to the latter category. About two-thirds of its 40 students were members of 

the school orchestra, choir, or dance team. 

Teacher Li, a long-time friend and mentor, played a critical role in my entry to Future Leaders 

Academy. An award-winning high school politics teacher with two decades of classroom experience 

and another decade working in student affairs, she had been appointed the director of the Moral 

Education Department (deyuchu) just a few years ago and was an influential leader at the school. She 

helped obtain the principal’s consent for my research project and introduced me to the teachers in 

Homeroom 3. She also gave me a position as an unpaid intern teacher at the Moral Education 

Department, an over-burdened team only five part-time members who also carried half-time 

teaching loads. At most public schools in China, the Moral Education Department was responsible 

for managing disciplinary issues, leading the local battalions of the Communist Youth League and 
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the Young Pioneers, as well as organizing and supervising non-academic activities that support 

students’ moral and social development. At the other three non-elite schools, the Moral Education 

Departments focused almost exclusively on enforcing discipline. At Future Leaders Academy, the 

third function ate up the lion’s share of the department’s energy and resources as it was responsible 

for a wide range of student events scattered throughout the school year: the annual singing contest, 

Children’s Day celebration, Youth Day celebration, various pep rallies and numerous volunteering 

activities (more on this in Chapter 5). In return for the generous trust and access that I was granted, 

I helped the department organize several events throughout my three-month stay at the school. 

The classroom of Homeroom 3 was on the first floor of a C-shaped classroom building. Two 

rows of large windows on both sides of the classroom open onto carefully tended gardens. The floor 

was paved with shiny white ceramic tiles. The size of the classroom was about the same as those at 

the three other schools, but it contained only 41 sets of tables and chairs. The last row of chairs was 

about three meters away from the back wall, leaving enough space for two full rows of teachers to 

observe the class from behind during public teaching sessions, as well as for children to rehearse 

dance performances or even play basketball (though it is forbidden) during breaks. Next to the 

backdoor, a four-level bookshelf was fully stacked with various novels, poetry, and popular science 

books (Figure 2.3). Three colorful bowls of cactuses sat on the top level of the shelf, in front of a 

hand-written booklet documenting checkout records and a poster of reading quotes.  

Teacher Cao, the young Chinese teacher for Homeroom 3 and a member of the Moral 

Education Department, accompanied me on my first visit to the classroom. As soon as she stepped 

into the backdoor with a stack of homework booklets in her hand, the skinny boy sitting in the last 

row jumped in front of her: “Old Cao (lao Cao)10, are you here to observe our class again? Are you 

	
10	Adding a “lao” to another person’s last name is a common practice among Chinese adults. It is 
usually only used among friends or acquaintances with relatively equal status. 	
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going to keep us for 30 minutes after class again? PLEASE don’t do it!! We want to go home.” 

Teacher Cao stared at him with half-hearted anger, but he had no intention of stopping: “are you 

going to grade our homework while you observe the class? Isn’t it just like us doing other subject’s 

homework in your classroom?” Half angry and half entertained, Teacher Cao couldn’t find the right 

words to respond. “You can stop now!” she finally said, waving her hand. Not at all intimidated, the 

boy laughed out loud, proud about this victorious encounter.  

Figure 2.3 The bookshelf in Homeroom 2, Future Leaders Academy 

 

After we sat down, Teacher Cao sighed, saying that her students had absolutely no respect for 

elders and for authority (meida meixiao). They like to call all the teachers “lao Tan,” “lao Han” rather 

than addressing them with the appropriate “teacher” suffix. The last time she assigned them to write 
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a story about a person, a boy pulled a prank on her in his essay: “Lao Cao, a teacher who works so 

hard until her death (jugong jincui, si’er houyi). Each time she grades our homework, there were blood 

on the book (xueji banban), her hair turns white (mantou baifa), the creases on her face are like gullies 

between creeks...” This same boy also liked to lie down on the floor during classes and once called 

the police on his head teacher when she confiscated his cell phone. Several students habitually talked 

back at teachers. As she complained about her students’ lack of respect and propriety, however, she 

also admitted that she adored their humor and enjoyed making jokes with them. Her seemingly self-

contradictory attitude was quite typical among teachers at Future Leaders Academy: they complained 

about children’s lack of respect and discipline, but most teachers also enjoyed having a friendly and 

light-hearted relationship with their students. They tolerated children’s pranks, irreverence, and even 

direct challenges to teachers’ authority. This was a sharp contrast to the clearly hierarchical 

relationship between teachers and students at the three non-elite schools. 

After the bell, Teacher Wu – the math teacher and head teacher of Homeroom 8 –introduced 

me to the class as a Harvard student doing dissertation research here and a role model that they 

should emulate. When they heard about my Harvard affiliation, children turned around to look at 

me with their eyes wide open. “You must be a study lord (xue ba)11!” Someone exclaimed. Their 

excitement, however, were very different from that of the children in Yiping, who saw me as a 

spectacle rather than someone they could become. While the children at Yiping asked me questions 

like “what black people and white people look like,” children here asked me specific and 

sophisticated questions about Harvard, Yale and college admission processes in the United States. 

At the end of this class, a skinny girl with a long ponytail approached me with a shy smile. “How 

stressful is it to study at Harvard?” Her dream school at the time was Brown University because she 

	
11 Across the four schools, children call high achievers “study lords” (xueba) and/or “study gods” 
(xueshen). 
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was a fervent fan of the actress Emma Watson, but she was also considering universities in the UK. 

By age 13, most of them had travelled abroad several times; some had already decided to study 

abroad in college or high school and have visited several famous universities in the America or 

Europe. According to teachers and recent alumni, about half of Future Leaders Academy’s middle 

school graduates would study abroad during high school or college. 

The teachers at Future Leaders Academy welcomed me into their classrooms and treated me 

as a colleague, a friend, as well as a role model for their students. They shared with me the fruits and 

snacks that they brought into the office as well as many stories about their students and their jobs. 

Teacher Wu added me to the parents’ Wechat group soon after she met me and subsequently invited 

to join the homeroom’s spring outing trip. Teacher Wan, the English teacher for Homeroom 8, was 

a third-year master student at a normal university completing her year-long internship. Like the 

intern teacher at Red River Middle School, she often struggles to control the classroom and was a bit 

nervous in my presence. Unlike the English teachers at the other three schools, however, she never 

asked me to teach the class on her behalf. Despite challenges in her classroom, she, like the other 

teachers at Future Leaders Academy, appeared secure in her authority as a professional and treated 

me as a peer. She invited me to serve as a judge at the English dubbing competition that she 

organized with other English teachers and solicited my help in supervising children’s rehearsals. 

When I asked four 7th grade head teachers to help me disseminate and collect my survey, they 

examined my survey questions with curiosity. Two of them talked to me at length about what I was 

trying to get at, and asked me to share my descriptive results with them as soon as I completed 

analysis.  

The alliance between teachers and parents is strong and active at Future Leaders Academy. 

The school organized two parent-teacher meetings each semester, which the vast majority of parents 

dutifully attend. The parent committee of Homeroom 8 consisted of five mothers who were heavily 
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engaged in the homeroom’s various activities and affairs. Informally called the “beautiful mothers’ 

group” (meima qun), they helped organize monthly birthday gatherings and special events; they also 

communicated parents’ concerns to teachers (such as a particularly disruptive student or a drop in 

average ranking). Each Sunday night, teacher Wu sent out a long list in the parents’ Wechat group to 

remind them of the various things that they should monitor with their children. The parents would 

each reply with a “Received. Thank you, teacher!” in the group.  

As a result, I had more occasions to interact with the parents at Future Leaders Academy 

than at the three other schools. Apart from the official parent-teacher meetings after mid-term and 

final exams, I attended the monthly birthday parties and Children’s Day party that the parent 

committee organized. I also joined the Mid-Summer Day saloon that two mothers put together: they 

rented a cafe and invited a famous poetry teacher to share his story of teaching and singing poetry 

with rural children in an impoverished village in Southwestern China, only a few hours away from 

Yiping. Through frequent interactions at these occasions, I developed friendly relationships with 

about half of the parents in the homeroom. They tend to be quite willing to participate in my 

interviews, sometimes talking spontaneously about their child-rearing strategies and experiences for 

a couple hours spontaneously.  

However, getting access to visiting and observing their homes proved a much more difficult 

task. Unlike the open-door homes welcoming neighbors, relatives and friends at almost any time in 

rural Yiping, urban middle-class homes – usually in modern apartment buildings – tend to be private 

spaces only open to close friends and family members. Like the children at Morningstar Academy, 

children at Future Leaders Academy never invited me to their homes. Except for two mothers who 

have built strong personal relationships with me, the other parents preferred to only meet with me at 

cafes, at events, or in their offices.  

While teachers at the three non-elite schools saw the parents of their students as “low-
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quality” and/or not caring enough, teachers at Future Leaders Academy respected and appreciated 

the parents of their students. To be sure, they occasionally complained about particularly aggressive 

helicopter parents putting too much pressure on their children or the overly indulgent parents giving 

their children too much pocket money. But they were generally very appreciative of the time, energy, 

and resources that parents put in to support the school. They acknowledged the parents as 

successful individuals and expected the students to become successful as well. The divergence in 

teachers’ attitudes towards parents at Future Leaders Academy and the three non-elite schools 

reflect teachers’ recognition of China’s emergent social hierarchy and their school’s aspiring places 

within it.  
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Part II  

Four Paradigms of Learning 
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Chapter 3 

Learning in Family and Communal Endeavors 
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“Mom! The piglets are running around!” Yang and Qiao exclaimed as they threw their 

school bags on the couch, after an hour-long ride in a severely over-crowded van and a 15-minute 

hike up rocky paths to their village home. Pots in hand, mom shouted back from the kitchen: “get 

them back in!”   

Before mom even finished her sentence, the two 7th grade sisters were already dashing 

outside towards to the three wandering piglets, their five-year-old brother Jun Jun trailing behind 

them. Yang asked Qiao to guard the other side of the pigsty, and then started stumping the ground 

and chanting at one of the piglets. Startled, the piglet turned around and ran towards Qiao, who 

blocked the way and also started stumping. Jun Jun also joined in, guarding the narrow path towards 

the backyard, imitating his elder sisters.  

After a few rounds of back-and-forth, two piglets were chased back into the pigsty, but the 

other one refused to go in and suddenly ran towards Jun Jun. “Get them over here!” Yang shouted 

at Jun Jun, demonstrating how to stump. Jun Jun tried, but the piglet didn’t seem intimidated, 

running straight past Jun Jun’s legs. “Oh dear, silly boy! How did you let it go!” Yang remarked as 

she ran to chase the piglet at large.  

At dinner that night, when Yang asked Jun Jun what he’d been up to, Jun Jun proudly 

claimed that he had watched the cattle all day today, grinning from ear to ear. At the age of five, Jun 

Jun was already a skilled cowherd. Father explained that Jun Jun had been out herding cattle for 

several days this week, usually not returning home until it’s almost dark. Thinking about the 

boundless thick bushes and meadow on the mountain slope behind their house, I asked Jun Jun’s 

parents whether they worry about Jun Jun getting lost. They seemed entertained. Mother shook her 

head with a laugh: “why would he? It’s such a small place!”  

Later on, when I expressed how I found the three siblings remarkably capable at such young 

ages, their father sighed, turned to them and said: “I’ll think highly of you if you can succeed in dushu 
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(in school). Otherwise you can only herd cattle and sheep. There is nothing (remarkable) about it.” 

Unlike the majority of Yiping families with at least one adult migrating to work somewhere 

else and sending back remittances, Yang, Qiao and Jun Jun’s parents make a living out of farming 

corn and raising pigs and cattle at home. In rural farming households like theirs, there is always 

something that needs to be done around the house or on the farm. Children, sometimes even 

toddlers, routinely offer their help: from bringing over the broom and rinsing the wok, to cooking a 

dinner, calming a crying baby, plowing the fields, and herding the cattle. In this participatory 

process, they not only acquire sophisticated knowledge and skills, but also gradually become 

responsible and central participants of their families and communities.  

Learning through these engagements embodies a paradigm of learning that I call “Learning 

in Family and Communal Endeavors” (see Table 3.1 for its key features). This is a paradigm of 

learning prevalent in pre-industrial agrarian communities, where life-sustaining productive work 

takes place through collaborative endeavors that incorporate both children and adults as 

autonomous participants and contributors. This situation is a sharp contrast with the social 

conditions of industrial and post-industrial communities, where adults engage in productive work in 

rationalized organizations and children engage in prolonged preparation for future productive work 

in a world largely separate from adults.  

My formulation of Learning in Family and Communal Endeavors is adapted from Rogoff 

(2014)’s “Learning by Observing and Pitching In (LOPI) to Shared Endeavors,” a paradigm that 

Rogoff and her colleagues constructed to describe the informal learning of children in indigenous 

communities in the Americas (e.g. Corona, Putri, & Quinteros, 2015; Jiménez, 2015; Mejía-Arauz, 

Correa-Chávez, Keyser Ohrt, & Aceves-Azuara, 2015; Rogoff, Mejía-Arauz, & Correa-Chávez, 

2015). I changed the name of the paradigm to highlight the nature of family and communal 

endeavor – rather than the act of observing and participating – as the defining feature of this 



	 66 

paradigm. In addition to clarifying the structure foundations of this paradigm, I added “trial-and-

error” as an important means of learning under this paradigm. Although children usually work 

alongside more experienced persons who can provide demonstrations and guidance, they also 

encounter situations where they need to solve problems relatively independently drawing on the 

repertoire of tools, skills and competencies that they have acquired. The example of Ming and Hong 

provided in the next section demonstrates the importance of trial-and-error in these learning 

processes.  

Table 3.1. Key Features of Learning in Family and Communal Endeavors 

 Structural Foundations Productive activities take place in or around households and are open for 
children’s participation  

Organization of learning Learner is incorporated and contributing to family/community endeavors 

Social dynamics Collaborative and fluid; all engage and may take initiative 

Motives Learner: to contribute and belong 
Others: to accomplish the shared endeavor 

Goals of Learning Acquiring knowledge, skills, as well as consideration and responsibility 
that transform learner's participation in community 

Means of Learning Learner's wide, keen attention; imitation and trial and error during 
participation; guidance from communitywide expectations and people 

Means of 
Communication 

Nonverbal conversations based on shared references, as well as verbal 
conversation and instruction 

Assessment Purpose of assessment is to aid learner's contribution during the endeavor 
Feedback from adequacy of contribution and its acceptance or correction 

 

Furthermore, in what follows I reveal how industrialization and the positioning of rural 

communities at the bottom of modern social hierarchy has undermined the foundations of Learning 

in Family and Communal Endeavors. Adult’s productive work moved out of households into 

factories, stores and offices. As children move up grade-levels in the school system, they are 

physically taken further and further away from the farm and their home communities. Most parents, 

like Jun Jun’s father described at the opening, agree with teachers in prioritizing exam-oriented 
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learning at school while devaluing rural children’s learning from home and community. The learning 

that take place in school – Learning through Formal Instructions (see Chapter 4) – is about 

obtaining abstract knowledge, scoring points in exams and earning formal credentials so that one 

can have a better chance in the modern economy. Keenly aware that subsistence farming is no 

longer a viable livelihood, many parents become active agents in dis-embedding their children from 

rural communities and pushing them towards an urban future. For the parents who have settled in 

cities for most of their lives, Learning in Family and Communal Endeavors is a distant childhood 

memory that contrasts sharply with the reality of their own children’s present lives.   

Running the House 

I first visited Ming’s home on a Friday afternoon, at the end of a long school week before 

the finals. With mediocre academic performance, a shy smile and a long ponytail typical of local 

girls, this 13-year-old girl rarely stands out among her peers in the regular track homeroom. Her 

home is a 10-minute walk plus a 20-minute bus ride away from Red River Middle School, a relatively 

short commute for boarding students at Red River. It sits next to the muddy village road, 

surrounded by terraced fields around it. The main house has three sets of doors and windows on the 

front, forming a right angle with the pigsty, the toilet and the makeshift garage for her father’s 

minitruck on the left (Figure 3.1). A large, white washing machine sits next to the middle door. The 

red couplets and lanterns from the last Spring Festival had basically been torn apart by the wind and 

the rain; new ones for the upcoming Spring Festival hadn’t been put up yet. 

Fishing a key out of a sock hidden under the window, Ming opened the door to the living 

room. Typical of local houses, the living room also served as the kitchen. A round table with built-in 

coal stove sat at the center of the room, surrounded by wooden benches and couches (Figure 3.2). 

Opposite the couch, there was a TV, a fridge, and a couple shelves. Three photos hung on the wall 

behind the TV: one of her deceased grandfather, one of her deceased grandmother, and another of 
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Ming, her brother and parents. This was where the family cooked, ate, chatted, and entertained their 

guests. The larger room next door was the family hall (tangwu), the place where rituals were held at 

ceremonial events like weddings and funerals. Nevertheless, except for the couplets on the main 

wall, there was hardly any trace of this ceremonial function in the tangwu of Ming’s family. The room 

looked more like an under-utilized storage room, with three wooden tables scattered across the 

room and cooking utensils and bags stacked on top as well as underneath them.  

Figure 3.1 Ming’s family house and courtyard 

 

Figure 3.2 Ming’s family living room 
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When Ming and I arrived at 5:30pm that Friday afternoon, no one was home yet. Ming’s 

father was working in the field. Her mother was still selling vegetables at the market in a nearby 

town; her older brother, a 10th grade boarding student in Yiping Experimental, wouldn’t be home 

until Saturday afternoon.  

Ming took over my backpack and put it into her bedroom together with hers. When she 

came back to the living room, she invited me to sit on the couch and turned on the TV to entertain 

me. However, she did not sit down and watch TV with me, as I’d expect based on my experience 

with most urban children of this age. Neither did she ask for my phone to play with, as many other 

Yiping children would. Instead, after a casual glance around the room, she quickly put away the 

bowls and pots that were scattered on shelf-tops and wiped the tables with a piece of cloth. Then 

she removed the large wok sitting on top of the stove, cleared up the ventilation tubes for the stove 

with an iron rod, refilled the pot with water and put it back on the stove.  

Over the next hour, I observed her moves with amazement: adding coal to make the fire in 

the stove bigger, mixing hot water with corn syrup, fetching potatoes from the attic above the pigsty, 

steaming a large pot of rice… By the time her father got home at 6:30pm, Ming had fed the pigs and 

was halfway through cooking dinner for the family. After hastily throwing a smile at me and handing 

Ming a cabbage, Ming’s father rushed into the pigsty to tend to the pigs and then ran outside to get 

the cow back from the meadows on the slopes behind their house. When he finally came back half 

an hour later, Ming had finished cooking a dinner with four staple local dishes: fried potatoes, 

tomatoes with eggs, preserved pork belly slices, and stir-fried cabbages.  

The remarkable initiative and competency with which Ming ran the house exemplifies what 

rural Yiping children learn by participating in family and communal endeavors. Following Ming 

around, I felt incompetent: she understood what needed to be done at what time and had a rich 

repertoire of skills to carry out these tasks successfully, none of which I possessed. In six out of the 



	 70 

eight rural homes that I visited in Red River, children cooked, cleaned, cared for younger siblings 

and helped out on the farm, exhibiting similar levels of initiative as Ming and varying degrees of 

competency. In this section, I primarily use observations of Ming and her family members to 

illustrate the dynamics of Learning in Family and Communal Endeavors because I happened to have 

spent the most time in her home (nearly 30 hours in two overnight stays) and recorded the widest 

range of shared endeavors there. 

My second visit to Ming’s family took place at the start of the winter break, when the family 

was planting potatoes for the next season, a multi-day endeavor requiring a tremendous amount of 

collaborative work. The family summoned nearly a dozen helping hands – most of them were 

Ming’s cousins between the age of six and sixteen. School was over but their migrant parents hadn’t 

come home for the Spring Festival yet, so they were staying with Ming’s family for a few days to 

help out as well as to have some fun. On the fields, most children worked alongside Ming’s parents, 

with the youngest ones occasionally going off for a chasing game.  

Figure 3.3 Ming’s parents and cousins planting potatoes in the field 
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A bit past 5pm, Ming’s mother sent Ming back to the house to prepare dinner for the entire 

crew. Hearing the prospect of food, three younger girls also cheerfully dropped the work on their 

hands and ran back to the house with Ming.  

As soon as she pushed the living door open, Ming turned back towards the younger girls 

following her, sarcasm written on her face: “you guys did the dish washing (for lunch)? Washing the 

bowls but leaving out the woks and pots? Wow, I really admire you!” A girl stuck out her tongue; 

another one claimed that she did wash everything. Without further quarreling, however, Ming swiftly 

picked up the two pots lying on the floor and cleaned them up. Ming was clearly the “adult” in this 

ensemble, correcting the younger one’s contributions with her words and action.  

Ming then took out a basket of potatoes. Without any verbal exchange, one of the older girls 

– who I later learned was called Hong and was ten years old – understood her intentions and took 

over the basket to rinse them at the basin. Then Hong and Ming began peeling the potatoes and 

soaking them in water, while two younger girls and I watched quietly and intently. Afterwards, Hong 

dragged a thick wooden chopping block over and fetched a big kitchen knife to begin cutting up the 

potatoes into thin slices. Hong and Ming seemed to have a shared, taken-for-granted understanding 

of their endeavor and did not need much verbal exchange to coordinate their actions. Although the 

two younger girls don’t seem to have any designated responsibilities, they naturally adopted the 

apprentice/learner role, eager to watch and quick to lend a helping hand when the occasion arise, 

such as when a potato rolled out of Ming’s basket (Figure 3.4).  

Just as they were chopping the potatoes, however, mom came back and ordered the two 

younger girls back to the field, leaving the cooking task for Ming and Hong. She handed them a 

large piece of preserved pork and asked them to burn the pigskin before chopping it up. I was 

surprised by this assignment, as burning the pork is a sophisticated – and frankly somewhat 

dangerous – task that I had only seen adults perform before. It involves putting the meat on open 
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fire for just enough time to get rid of the hair and dirty grease without actually burning it.  

Ming and Hong, however, accepted the task without any protest or concern. In response to 

my worries, Ming explained with a proud smile that she had already dealt with several legs of pork 

before: “You watch the adults do it, and then gradually you just know how to do it. I also kill and clean the fish in 

our family for the Spring Festival!”  

The two girls immediately jumped into action, starting with removing the pot from the stove 

and turning up the fire so that bright flames jumped out of the stove. Ming then took the pork and 

placed it right on top of the dancing flames. She swiftly moved the pork around every 20 seconds or 

so, while I worried intensely about her hands getting burned (Figure 3.4).  

Figure 3.4 Ming and her cousins peeling potatoes and burning meat 

  

When they finally took the pork off the fire about 10 minutes later, however, there was 

clearly a problem: because of the particular shape of this piece of pork, the skin was getting burned 

unevenly, with parts of it barely warm while other parts were already showing signs of over-burning.  
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“Aiya, the corners didn’t get the fire.” Ming said as she examined the pork. Without much 

hesitation, she picked it up again and put it on the stove at a steep angle, basically sticking one of the 

corners of the pork into the stove. Flames jumped around her hand, but she did not seem nervous 

or worried at all.  

After another five minutes or so, the pork began to smell like barbecue pork belly. Ming 

took the pork off the fire to re-examine it: part of the pigskin had already turned black, but the 

corners were still under-burned.  

This time, Hong proposed another strategy: burning the under-burned areas with a hot iron 

rod. Nodding with approval, Ming took out a thin iron rod – usually used to clear up the ventilation 

tubes of the stove – and stuck it inside the stove. When she took it back out about 20 seconds later, 

the tips of the rod had already turned bright red. The rod produced a sizzling sound when it touched 

the corners of the pigskin. After repeating this procedure four or five times, Ming seemed satisfied. 

The two girls put the pork on a piece of iron net on the floor and used the tips of two potato peelers 

to scrape out the black, slightly burned grease on the surface.  

Two minutes of scraping removed the black, burnt grease on most part of the pork, yet 

some parts of it stubbornly remained black. Ming tried washing the pork in water and then scraping 

it again, but that measure didn’t help either. A bit past six o’clock, it was beginning to get dark 

outside. Squatting across each other with the pork in the middle, Ming and Hong now seems tired 

and stuck, potato peelers and iron rods scattered on the floor. Ming did another close examination 

of the pork and shook her head: “I don’t know if they can put up with eating this... Look here, it’s 

really cooked and burned…” Hong stuck out her tongue, and the two girls burst out into laughter.  

Despite declaring the pork doomed, Ming and Hong kept on trying. Hong picked up the 

potato peeler and tried scraping the burnt parts out again. A few moments later, Ming suddenly 

suggested: “Why don’t we try using the guosi (stainless steel scrubbers usually used to clean iron 
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woks)? What do you say?” This seemed like a rather bold idea to me; Hong also laughed with 

disbelief: “I never heard of anyone using a guosi on preserved pork!” “Well let’s just try it! Maybe it 

will get the burnt parts out.” Ming was already in action as she spoke, fetching a stainless steel 

scrubber from another room and then putting the pork into a basin of water. The two girls again 

scraped and rubbed for several minutes.  

Figure 3.5 Ming scrubbing the pork with a potato peeler 

 

Ming: “It seems to have come off a little.”  

Hong: “It’s a bit better than scraping it in water!” 

Ming: “Hmm when I did it before I remember the pork should came out a bit reddish. Why 

is this still black?” 

Hong: “It’s a bit red over there. But these black parts…”  

Ming: “Well, it looks like we’d have to tell my mom that we accidentally dropped the thing in 

the fire and burnt it!”  
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Ming’s words made all three of us laugh. At this point, the grease that came off the pork had 

turned the water into a mud-like color. Ming took out the pork and asked Hong to get a new basin 

of water. Meanwhile, she moved towards the light to examine the pork again. “Aiyo, it’s finally 

looking like a piece of pork again!” She exclaimed just as Hong came back in with the water. “I still 

think this part of it is burned.” Hong commented. But Ming didn’t look discouraged at all: “It’s 

okay. It’s definitely still edible.” She began scraping the pork in water again, “we will just wash it in 

water for a few more times.” 

When Ming and Hong finally decided that they’d done everything they could with the task of 

burning the pork, it was already six thirty in the evening and completely dark outside. They began to 

get anxious. People would be coming home soon, but their meal was far from ready. Putting the 

pork aside, Ming glanced around and suddenly exclaimed: “Oh! The fire is almost dead! We can’t stir 

fry anything on this!” The two girls then rushed outside to get coal.  

Just as they finished adding coal to the stove and were trying to rekindle the fire, one of the 

younger girls ran back. “Aiyo  – you still haven’t finished cooking! We are done with the work!” 

Before long, three boys – all seemed to be under ten years of age – came in shouting: “where is 

dinner? I’m so hungry!” Ming’s cheeks flamed: “The fire is no good yet. Just wait a bit. We are about 

to start frying the potatoes.” Having completed their duties in the fields, the young boys chewed on 

chestnuts and sunflower seeds on the couch and pressed their complaint: “Why are you sooooo slow?” 

Ming shouted back while chopping up the cabbage rapidly: “You are so capable huh? Even if I gave 

you three hours, you wouldn’t be able to prep this piece of pork!”   

Finally, mother came back as well. Before she said anything, Ming exclaimed pre-emptively: 

“Mom, this fire is still no good!” Mom glanced at the stove and immediately took up an iron rod to 

fire it up. She then went ahead to examine the pork – she swiftly cut of the burned skins, chopped it 

up into thin slices and stirred fried it on an electric stove, without complaining about the over-
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burning or the tardiness in getting dinner ready. With her help, dinner was finally on the table an 

hour later.  

It wasn’t until later in the evening that mother reminded Ming while adding coal to the 

stove: “the next time you saw the fire dwindling, you need to add coal immediately. If you wait for 

when it’s almost dead, it would take a very long time to rekindle it.” Ming stuck out her tongue with 

a mischievous smile and nodded.  

 

This three-hour-long dinner prep episode provides one vivid example of how Yiping 

children learn in family and community endeavors. Learning takes place through participation in 

family and community endeavors, where children are fully incorporated into rather than separated 

from adult-worlds (community organization of learning). The social dynamics are fluid and collaborative, 

where children may take initiative. Communications and coordination rely heavily on nonverbal cues and 

shared references, apart from verbal conversations. The motives of learners and more experienced 

participates alike are to contribute towards accomplishing the shared endeavor – in this case, the 

tangible and urgent need to put dinner on the table to feed the hungry crew – rather than solely to 

learn, to obtain distinctions, or to teach. The goal of learning is to acquire the knowledge and 

competencies to enable the learner to make more effective contributions to the endeavor as a more 

central participant. The means of learning are primarily observation, imitation, and guided participation. 

Learners receive feedback from others and assess their own work in terms of the adequacy of their 

contribution – whether the pork was “edible” and whether others “could put up with eating it” – 

rather than in comparison with others or standardized metrics. Assessment may take place at any 

point of the learning and participation process and aims to support the learners’ contribution, just as 

Ming’s mother assessed their progress as soon as she could and jumped in to help them finish 

cooking the dinner without criticizing the girls’ failings. 
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Learning in Family and Communal Endeavors often has a strongly gendered aspect because 

most agricultural communities have highly differentiated gender roles and patriarchal social 

structures (Stearns, 2016). Men took on the most economically productive work – farming for most 

ordinary families – whereas women cooked, cleaned and cared for young children at home; children 

began learning to take up these gender-appropriate roles early on (Stearns, 2016). For example, 

according to the diaries of 17th century colonists who lived in close quarters of native American 

communities, native American boys joined adult men in hunting whereas girls contributed to 

household tasks alongside adult women (Chudacoff, 2007). The gender division in Yiping is less 

clear-cut. I have heard some girls complaining about having to do more household chores than their 

brothers, but I have also seen boys cooking, cleaning and helping out on the farm at a young age. In 

Ming’s family, for instance, Ming’s elder brother did most of household work before he started 

boarding at Yiping Experimental. The blurring gender divide in children’s learning and participation 

is likely due to the blurring division of household labor among adults: in most households that I 

visited at Yiping, the mother or grandmother took on the heaviest burden of household chores, but 

there were also some households where the father or the grandfather did more work at home while 

the women took on more jobs outside. This is consistent with existing research documenting the 

growing participation of Chinese rural women in the labor market (Gaetano & Jacka, 2004; F. Xu, 

2000). In 2018, women made up more than a third of China’s rural-to-urban migrant worker 

population (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2019a). 

Furthermore, the cooking episode highlights the importance of trial-and-error as a means of 

learning in these situations, which has been neglected in the existing LOPI literature that emphasizes 

more conservative means like observation and imitation. Watching Ming and Hong wrestle with this 

piece of pork for well over an hour, I marveled at their resourcefulness and ingenuity in tackling 

problems beyond their existing competency. When Ming and Hong ran out of familiar strategies 
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associated with the pork-burning task (putting the pork on open fire, burning it with an iron rod and 

scraping the pigskin with sharp peelers), they experimented with other tools normally used for 

solving other problems (stainless steel scrubbers). Their trial-and-error attempts not only helped 

them accomplish the task at hand and make an adequate contribution, but also potentially enriched 

their shared repertoire of strategies in handling the problems related to pork-burning.  

Changing Livelihoods, Changing Learning 

Although the episode portrayed in the previous section is about cooking, rural children in 

Yiping learned by observing and pitching in to a wide range of other activities in the household and 

on the farm: caring for youngsters and elderly, plowing the land, sewing seeks, herding cattle, 

feeding chicken and pigs, harvesting potatoes and corn... Many rural children were proud of these 

learning and contributions, exclaiming that they learned to cook rice when they were four or helped 

with planting potatoes when they were five, usually with big smiles on their faces. 

Underlying these learning in and around the house is the agricultural livelihood in Yiping. 

“There is too much work to be done around the house” – this is a familiar refrain that I heard over 

and over again from the five farming families that I visited. Farming Yiping’s terraced land is a 

labor-intensive livelihood. The steep mountain slopes and narrow strips of terraces makes 

mechanized and automated large-scale farming unlikely, if not impossible. As a result, people are still 

plowing their small plots of land with cattle, collecting the corn and potatoes with their sickles, and 

sowing the seeds with their own hands. It demanded collective work from all family members. 

Because most productive work took place around the house, children are naturally incorporated into 

the work as they follow adults around.  

In addition to these household activities, rural children in Yiping also learn in ceremonial 

events in their communities. Most natural villages in Yiping retain an characteristic of the 

prototypical Chinese rural agrarian community described by noted anthropologist Xiaotong Fei 
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(1992): an acquaintance community where most villagers know or are related to one another in some 

way. Most villages have one or two dominant ancestral lineages marked by shared family names, 

though they rarely have dedicated ancestral halls or temples, which are common in the Canton 

region. During the Tomb-sweeping Festival in the spring, most families sweep the tombs of their 

own immediate deceased family members – the grandparents and great-grandparents – rather than 

coming together to commemorate shared, distant ancestries. 

Instead, it is weddings and funerals that function as the main community-wide ceremonial 

events bringing together relatives, neighbors and fellow villagers. They take place in the tangwu of 

family houses and can last anywhere between two and seven days. Despite the penetration of 

commercial wedding and funeral services in the towns and cities, most village weddings and funerals 

remain community-wide shared endeavors where each attendant – child or adult – pitches in: 

helping with cooking, dish washing, decorating, putting on folk music performances, caring for 

babies and elders, or just keeping each other entertained.  

I did not encounter any major ceremonial events in Red River during the three months of 

my field work, but a year later I had the opportunity to experience one at my own wedding at my 

husband’s hometown, a village that is a three-hour-drive away from Red River. Typical for weddings 

in the region, the event lasted two days and involved more than five hundred relatives and fellow 

villagers, including at least fifty children. Infants were carried on the back or held in the arm. 

Toddlers and young children roamed around freely: watching the men and women cook, playing 

games with one another, listening to the elder women’s fireside chat… Occasionally, busy adults 

called on these young children’s help for simple tasks: “Hold this bowl for me!” “Open the door!” 

Most of the time, children helped as requested. Children around or above ten took on active roles 

helping out around the house: distributing snacks and drinks, refilling guests’ bowls with rice, 

carrying things, and helping to watch younger children. Ai Xue, a nine-year-old niece, even helped 
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carry someone’s newborn baby on her back for several hours when the infant’s exhausted mother 

went to take a nap.  

At these events, children not only learned about concrete skills, but also got socialized into 

particular ways of understanding the world and relating to one another – what Arthur Kleinman 

calls “local moral worlds” (Kleinman et al., 2011). For example, Qing, a 13-year-old girl at Yiping 

Experimental, told me at length about the remarkable stories that got told over and over again at her 

aunt’s funeral: Qing’s mother dreamt of Qing’s deceased maternal grandparents coming down from 

the heaven to invite her for a walk; Qing’s mother refused to go because she was feeling tired, but 

Qing’s aunt went with them and then actually passed away just a couple of days after the dream; 

when Qing fell half-asleep at the night before the funeral (when close relatives are supposed to stay 

up to keep the deceased soul company), she saw a dark, shadowy figure just like her aunt put a quilt 

over her. Her mother and other relatives claimed adamantly that they didn’t do it, thus Qing became 

convinced that it was her aunt’s ghost paying her a last visit and that people indeed turn into ghosts 

after they die.  

These livelihoods and community ties that nourish children’s Learning in Family and 

Communal Endeavors, however, has been gradually disintegrating as China industrialized and 

urbanized to compete in the global capitalist market. Despite tremendous labor input, farming 

hardly provided enough to support a family. Several parents told me that they would only make a 

few thousand yuan a year if they farmed corn or potato full time, an annual income that didn’t even 

cover a middle school student’s cost of room and board. Even when families switched to more 

profitable crops like tobacco and vegetables or livestock like cattle and sheep, they were barely 

making ends meet after a full year of hard work.  

As a result, many able-bodied, working-age people in Yiping’s villages have abandoned 

farming and instead migrated to larger cities to earn higher wages or start their own small businesses. 
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Even the less adventurous ones either moved to nearby towns or switched to non-farming jobs like 

running food stands, driving mini-busses and working on construction sites. In this context, village-

stayers like Ming’s parents were the minority. Without much formal schooling and hardly literate, 

Ming’s father was only able to find minimal wage factory jobs when he tried migrant work several 

years ago. When Ming and her older brother began middle school, he decided to forgo the slight 

income boost to stay close to his children.   

Industrialization and urbanization has fundamentally changed the social organization of 

learning for rural children in Yiping as well as what families perceive as valuable learning. When 

parents leave farming to take up industrial or service-sector jobs as drivers, factory workers, 

construction site workers, or food-stand operators, their primary productive work no longer takes 

place in the household around their children. Work is now about selling individual labor in exchange 

for money, rather than an endeavor shared among family or community members producing 

immediately meaningful outcomes. At their new workplaces, children are distractions and burdens 

that need to be cautiously kept out of the way (or out of danger), rather than learners and 

participants contributing to a shared endeavor. Although grandparents sometimes continue carrying 

out some farming activities while the parents take up other jobs, these side-activities sometimes 

don’t have the intensity, frequency and sense of urgency that effectively draw children in. Most 

importantly, as parents experience the income gap between urban wage labor and subsistence 

farming, they come to see academic knowledge, occupational skills and institutional credentials as 

much more valuable than competencies in farming and managing a rural household. 

This sea-change in livelihoods is also fundamentally changing the nature of village 

communities in Yiping. In each village, there are a handful of abandoned houses, whose owners 

have moved permanently to a town or city. For most other families, the family houses are being 

rebuilt with modern living rooms, kitchens, toilets and showers (funded by remittances from migrant 
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family members), but fewer and fewer family members live there year-long. Increasingly, the vast 

majority of weddings are squeezed into the short three-week window around the Spring Festival 

each year, when most migrant workers return home for the new year. Weddings and funerals outside 

of that window drew a much smaller crowd, attended by few people apart from close relatives 

committed enough to take time off to make an extra trip.  

Consequently, children in non-farming families often don’t have the opportunity to learn the 

competencies and sense of responsibility that Ming possesses. Ye Tang, for example, moved from 

his family’s village home to the county seat town with his parents and two elder brothers over a 

decade ago, because his parents weren’t making enough from farming to raise the family. Ye Tang’s 

parents initially ran a fruit stand with a pair of baskets and a carrying pole, and later rented a small 

storefront to start their own shop. Over the years, Ye Tang’s parents had worked out a more or less 

stable schedule to meet the demands of the household as well as the business: Ye Tang’s father gets 

up early in the morning to stock up the store; after preparing a simple breakfast for the family, Ye 

Tang’s mother stays at the store all day to watch the business; Ye Tang’s father comes home mid-

morning to cook lunch for everyone, after which he takes a nap at home; he then works on other 

household or store tasks in the afternoon, before coming home to cook dinner. Although Ye Tang 

and his two elder brothers still learned to help with simple household chores like steaming the rice 

and washing dishes in elementary school, they only got brief exposures to farm work when they visit 

their grandparents during summer and vacations. They rarely participated in their parents’ fruit 

business, apart from occasionally helping to deliver a lunch box for their mother. Part of this 

arrangement arose because the busy streets where they usually sold fruits seemed too dangerous for 

young children to hang around casually, particularly when adults were too busy to always keep an eye 

on them. Another part of the story was that Ye Tang’s parents wanted Ye Tang and his siblings to 

spend more time on schoolwork rather than helping out at home, a phenomenon that will be 
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discussed in more detail in the next section.  

The transformation of livelihoods and household life is even more thorough and dramatic 

among the urban middle-class families that I met at the elite public school in Guangzhou. Hong 

Bing’s father was a physician and first-generation college student who grew up in rural areas, and his 

mother is a high school teacher. Although Hong Bing’s father was expected to help with household 

chores and care for younger siblings as a child, he never expected this of his own children. When I 

asked about Hong Bing’s engagement in household work, the examples that his parents came up 

with were heating up breakfast for himself (which the mother had put out on the table the night 

before) and tidying up his own bedroom. Hong Bing’s most significant household responsibility 

took place during his mother’s pregnancy with his younger brother two years ago: there was a 

window of a few months when Hang’s mother was already quite pregnant but Hong Bing’s 

grandmother was away and they hadn’t found a suitable nanny yet; during those few months, Hong 

Bing and his father took turns to wash the dishes after dinner.  

In a typical workday evening at their home, the family chatted over dinner, then Hong Bing’s 

father looked at research papers on his laptop, his mother grading her students’ homework, Hang 

doing his homework, and Hang’s grandmother watching TV. When the family lived in a smaller 

apartment several years ago, they all sat around the same dining table but each working on their 

individual tasks. Hong Bing’s father was proud that this family practice instilled a good work ethic in 

Hong Bing early on: “we told him that in the next hour, you do your thing, I do my thing, let’s not 

disturb each other… it gave him an idea… adults have their own lives; you have your own 

homework. This is what you’re supposed to do at this stage.”  

Hong Bing’s father words reflect the taken-for-granted separation of children’s world from 

adult’s world in modern industrialized societies. In urban professional middle-class families like 

Hong Bing’s, home life for children and adults alike is highly rationalized and revolves around their 
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individual work (studying for children, and job responsibilities for adults). Even when family 

members work next to each other, they are likely working on their individual tasks rather than 

engaging in a shared endeavor. Children hardly did any household work at home; neither did the 

parents. Compared to Ming’s rural household, Hong Bing’s modern apartment had gas stove, 

washing machines, dryers, dishwashers and vacuum cleaner, which greatly reduced the amount of 

household chores. Furthermore, many professional parents hired inexpensive domestic helpers – 

usually rural migrant women who came from communities like Yiping and Red River – to take care 

of cooking and cleaning. Those without hired hands usually had a retired grandparent or at least one 

parent with relatively flexible working hours to take care of household needs. The modern social 

hierarchy devalues the domestic labor that went into running a household just as it devalues rural 

children’s learning in their homes and communities, an issue that I analyze in the next section. 

Learning Devalued 

The advancement of schools as a major institution of childhood takes children further away 

from their homes and from Learning in Family and Communal Endeavors, both physically and 

metaphorically. As noted in Chapter 2, thanks to lax implementation of the One-Child Policy, 

Yiping’s rural population was a lot denser than other rural communities in China and the rural 

schools in Yiping were less affected by the rural school merger movement (chedian bingxiao) in the 

2000s. Still, the vast majority of villages in Yiping only had a satellite teaching site (1st to 3rd grade) or 

at most a full-grade primary school (1st to 6th grade), but no middle schools or high schools. As rural 

children grew up, therefore, they had to attend schools further and further away from their homes 

for increasingly long hours. Most rural children had to stay in school dorms for at least five days a 

week beginning in 7th grade.  

As a result, even for rural children with active farming parents, the height of their learning at 

home usually occurred in their preschool or elementary school years. Once they began boarding at 
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middle schools, their engagements at home become increasingly peripheral rather than central. In 

the case of Ming’s family, Ming’s elder brother took care of a lot of the household chores when he 

was in middle school. Once he placed into a fast-track homeroom in Yiping Experimental, however, 

he had to stay in school six days a week and could no longer carry out these responsibilities. Ming 

took over these tasks as a 9-year-old, but when she also started boarding at Red River Middle school, 

these responsibilities fell back onto the shoulders of Ming’s parents.  

Furthermore, schools propagate a new set of norms about what kinds of knowledge is worth 

learning, what children are responsible for and how they should spend their time. These norms 

largely reflect the emergent social hierarchies in contemporary China that place farmers, domestic 

workers and manual laborers at the bottom of the pyramid. Devaluing the competencies that rural 

children have already acquired, these norms further alienate rural children from their own 

communities.   

When Red River Middle School created a community garden in the spring semester 

following my fieldwork, there were quite some excitement among children. The garden, a narrow 

strip of land around the fences that separate the school from the mountains embracing it, was 

partitioned into small squares that were then allocate to different homerooms. Children planted 

potatoes, corn, and other vegetables, which were all growing prosperously when I revisited the 

school in May 2018. The fast-track homerooms, however, were prohibited from participating in this 

project. “Teachers wanted us to focus on our studies and not be distracted. We don’t have time for 

farming.” Children from the fast-track homerooms would tell me, a rationale that teachers later 

confirmed as well. It was the D-track students who were most actively encouraged to work on the 

community garden project.  

This incident crystalized the school’s assumptions about the value of knowledges and 

competencies acquired on the farm and in the household. These engagements were an unwanted 
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distraction for the fast-track students whom they saw as having a good chance of “making it” 

through the exam system, just like household chores that could be outsourced cheaply were 

unworthwhile of the valuable time of the urban professional elites and their precious children. The 

school valued the abstract skills tested in exams and devalued the practical competencies on the 

farm and in the household; analogously, the capitalist market valued the knowledge of the 

professional elites and devalued those of the migrant women domestic workers who cooked, cleaned 

and helped care for children. Therefore, children – particularly the promising ones – should devote 

all their time to the academic knowledge written in textbooks and taught in classrooms – this would 

enable them to succeed in the exams and prepare for a better future elsewhere. This assumption was 

also embodied in the school’s daily routines, as the “good students” in fast track homerooms were 

kept in classrooms for a couple extra hours a day and an additional day each week, physically 

protecting their time from potential involvement at home or on the farms.  

Moreover, the vast majority of the parents that I met shared this view, including the rural 

parents who rely heavily on their children’s help at home. Though Ming’s parents valued her 

contribution to the household, they saw it as an unfortunate necessity of the rural life, rather than as 

useful preparation for her future. Just like the rural parents that Andrew Kipnis (2011) and Peggy 

Kong (2015) observed in other parts of China, the rural-origin parents that I talked to recognized 

their own positions at the bottom of the social hierarchy. They wanted their children to succeed in 

school so that they could leave the village and the harsh farming life behind for better opportunities 

in the cities. To some extent they also bought into the “cultural model of modernization” – limiting 

fertility and investing heavily in education to get high paying jobs – that Fong (2006) described 

among the urban singleton families in the 1990s. There was near consensus that children’s main 

responsibilities were to study hard and do well in school, rather than – or at least in addition to – 

helping out at home.  
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The emphasis on schooling success and the concomitant devaluing of competencies at 

home/on the farm is most evident in a poignant interaction I witnessed at Yue’s home. Yue was a 

slender boy with thin lips and a sly smile. The sixth of seven children in his family, he lived with his 

mother and two sisters in two cramped rooms next to a primary school at the outskirt of Yiping’s 

county seat. His mother worked as a security guard for the primary school next door, while his 

father was a migrant worker who rarely came home. Born in the village hometown about a 90-

minute drive away from the county seat, Yue used to help his mother farm and put food on the 

table. When Yue finished first grade, however, his mother moved the entire family to the county seat 

to better support her elder daughters who were beginning to attend high schools in the county seat.  

Preparing lunch by the cooking stove in the middle of the living room that day, Yue’s 

mother told me about how she monitored her children’s performance at school vigilantly: 

“...Nowadays, if you are not educated, you don’t have a way out. So I tell him all the time,” she turns 

to face Yue at this point, beginning what seems like a daily nag, “you have to work hard on dushu! 

You have to work hard. If you study well, get a good grade, your teachers would be happy, and you 

would have a good life in the future.”  

Upon hearing this, Yue suddenly lifted up his head, “I can go back to our hometown (if I 

don’t do well in school)!”  

His words gave his mother a pause. She put down the vegetables that were in her hands and 

took a few steps towards him: “fine, so you would go back to hometown and learn how to farm.”  

Yue slapped his thigh with a big, naughty smile: “yup! Haven’t you seen that there are also 

people who got rich through farming?... haha, the person who got rich through farming, that would 

be me!” His face shines with pride and mischief. 

“Farming!” Mother also raised her voice, “That’s impossible. You will eat dirt! You won’t 

even have dirt to eat!!... Farming around here, you will be exhausted to death for farming stuff that’s 
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worth only a few thousand yuan!” Her passionate words shut Yue down. He buried his head in 

mobile games again, whereas his mother went on to tell me how you couldn’t raise a family even if 

you worked very hard on the farm. Just like other Yiping parents, Yue’s mother has learned about 

the hardships of a farming live from her own experience and only wanted the best for her children: 

to go to college and have a white-collar job, or at the very least, to have more schooling under their 

belts so that they’d find slightly better, less demeaning jobs.  

The devaluing of competencies and contributions at home, on farms, and in village 

communities reflects the emergent social hierarchy in China – one that places the urban elites at the 

top and farmers at the bottom. In the process of getting incorporated into the modern society, rural 

children have to endure the loss of the competencies that they had developed at home earlier on, the 

pride that they had in their identities as active contributors to their rural families, as well as the 

relationships that they had built with their home communities. In rural and recently urbanized 

communities like Red River and Yiping, the school represented the power and logic of the urban- 

and elite-oriented state and the capitalist market economy, declaring rural children’s knowledge and 

competencies unworthy while offering only one way out – trying your best to succeed in the exams 

so as to make your labor more valuable in the market (more on this in Chapter 4).  

Loss of the Competent and Helpful Child 

Due to the systematic change in livelihoods and the prioritization of schoolwork over 

contribution at home, children like Ming who are competent and helpful at home are no longer the 

taken-for-granted norm at Yiping. Even in rural families still partially active in farming (families with 

one parent or grandparent still engaged in farming to supplement the household income), some 

parents are beginning to complain that their children don’t take initiative at home and sometimes 

even resist the simple tasks that adults assign to them.  
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Xue Ling’s mother, for example, often found it hard to elicit help from Xue Ling and her 

elder brothers. Their family house is just a few steps away from the main road that cuts through the 

Red River Township center. Although Xue Ling’s mother still raised a couple pigs and also farmed 

vegetables and potatoes on a small plot of land, these farming activities were only carried out to 

supplement the family’s daily food consumption. The family’s main source of income comes from 

Xue Ling’s father’s job selling bus tickets at a bus terminal an hour away from Red River. Xue Ling’s 

mother took care of the vast majority of household chores at home.   

When Xue Ling cordially invited me and another classmate, Yan Yan, to her home for 

dinner on a Wednesday afternoon, her mother was clearly unprepared. “You never said that you’re 

coming home for dinner tonight! I haven’t cooked anything yet!” I felt terribly bad about 

unexpectedly imposing on the family and wanted to propose taking the two girls out for dinner, but 

Xue Ling pushed her mother into the kitchen before I could say anything: “so get to cooking quick!” 

She made a face at her mother and took our hands to take us upstairs into the living room to watch 

TV. “Why don’t we go help your mother?” I asked. Xue Ling shook her head without any 

hesitation: “my mom cooks in our family,” as if it were the unquestionable law of the universe. “You 

have such a happy life,” Yan Yan said to her, “I have to cook with my mom at home. When my 

mom isn’t home, then I’ll be the one who cooks.” Yan Yan was the first-born daughter of a farming 

household in a village that was an hour away from the school by car.  

We finally went downstairs into the kitchen after several calls for help from Xue Ling’s 

mother and my repeated urging. Mother handed the spatula to Xue Ling, asking her to take care of 

the potato chips in the wok while she set up bowls and chopsticks for dinner. Still chatting with 

classmates via QQ on her cell phone, Xue Ling took the spatula with her left hand but only moved 

her hand to stir the potato chips each time her mother issued a directive – “move it!” “stir it up!”. 

Xue Ling’s mother sighed as she came back to the wok, “Oh this girl, so lazy!”  
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While rural parents like Xue Ling’s mother occasionally complained about their children’s 

lack of interest and initiative in helping out at home, most migrant and urban parents that I met 

accepted it as a norm. Although many parents were expected to help out at home like Ming when 

they were growing up, they had more or less internalized a new conception of children’s roles at 

home that is drastically different from the basic assumptions of Learning in Family and Communal 

Endeavors: children are immature individuals who needed to be taken care of rather than active 

contributors to the household; children’s main obligation is to study hard at school, whereas parents 

are responsible for taking care of children’s needs at home so that children can focus on schoolwork 

without distraction.  

Xi Xi’s family has fully adopted this new conception of children. A talkative and sociable girl 

with a round-face and long ponytail, Xi Xi lived in a one-bedroom apartment in a subsidized public 

housing complex at the southern outskirt of the Yiping county seat with her third-grade younger 

brother, mother and maternal grandmother. Her father was the sole breadwinner of the family, 

running a small restaurant with his brothers in Kunming, while her mother stayed home to care for 

the two children and the grandmother. Xi Xi’s grandmother was a single mom of six children. With 

no formal schooling, she sent all of her six children to high school, including Xi Xi’s mother, by 

carrying heavy bags for people.  

Money was tight in Xi Xi’s family, but Xi Xi’s mother was determined to help her children 

succeed at school just like her own mother was. Not working outside, she was able to devote a lot 

more time to taking care of her children than her mother did: she got up at 6 a.m. to prepare 

breakfast, took the bus with them to school, cooked lunch and took it to her son’s school, cooked 

dinner for them, and then supervised their homework until late into the night. In between these 

engagements, she took care of all the household chores at home.  
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During a visit to Xi Xi’s home in Yiping’s public housing complex, Xi Xi’s mother 

accidentally tripped over two honeycomb briquets in the hallway connecting the living room and the 

kitchen. She almost fell. The two briquets broke into small pieces and were scattered all over the 

living room. Seated behind their respective homework desks in the living room at the time, Xi Xi 

and her fourth-grade younger brother broke into laughter over their mother’s embarrassment. 

Neither of them left their seat to help, however. In the end, Xi Xi’s mother picked up a broom to 

clean up the mess. When I asked Xi Xi why she didn’t help with cleaning, she exclaimed matter-of-

factly: “If I help with sweeping, I’ll probably get all the small pieces under tables and the fridge! I 

can’t sweep well!” Xi Xi’s mother asked the two children to quit laughing and get back to 

homework, but neither she nor Xi Xi’s grandmother expressed any objections to Xi Xi’s statement 

about her lack of capacity, or any dissatisfaction towards the fact that the children did not have any 

intention to lend a helping hand. There was clear consensus within the household that household 

chores like this were Xi Xi’s mother’s responsibilities, while Xi Xi and her younger brother were to 

focus on their schoolwork. 

Of course, not all parents embraced this change in household responsibility with as strong a 

conviction as Xi Xi’s mother; neither were all parents able to afford the time to take care of 

household work to the extent that Xi Xi’s mother did. For those stuck at the bottom of the 

socioeconomic pyramid, the responsibility to take care of household work and children’s daily needs 

ran into irreconcilable conflict with the need to earn enough money to provide for their children’s 

educational costs and the family’s consumption needs. 

Born in a village near the county seat town, Zeng Mi’s parents dropped out of middle school 

and primary school respectively. They had been working on construction sites all over the country 

for two decades. They had also tried to start their businesses with relatives, but to no avail. Five 

years ago, they came back to Yiping and rented a one-bedroom apartment in the county seat town 
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when their eldest child approached middle school. To make ends meet, they had to take 

construction jobs all around the county, sometimes staying on construction sites for several weeks in 

a row to rush a project towards the finishing line. When parents were gone, Zeng Mi and his elder 

brother and sister had to cook their own meals and wash their own clothes. Zeng Mi’s father felt 

sorry about leaving this burden on the children, yet uncertain what he was supposed to do: “We 

don’t know what we could do. Does our working outside influence their studies?” He asked me 

several times. During the winter break, he asked Zeng Mi’s mother to take more days off to stay 

home with the children to cook for them and wash their clothes, so that they could focus on their 

homework.  

Parents like Zeng Mi’s father found themselves trapped between a rock and a hard place. On 

the one hand, they considered it their responsibility to provide sufficient funds to support their 

children’s education, a goal that they could only achieve by taking up jobs outside due to the limited 

opportunities at Yiping. On the other hand, they also felt the responsibility to care for their children 

in person and relieve children from daily chores.    

Lin Mei’s mother was feeling ambivalent about her children’s incompetency and lack of 

initiative as well. She and Lin Mei’s father gave up their factory jobs in Zhejiang and moved the 

entire family back to Yiping four years ago because they heard that their four children wouldn’t be 

able to get into middle schools in Zhejiang. They didn’t want to send their children back to Yiping 

on their own at such young ages. However, there weren’t any well-paying factory jobs in Yiping. Lin 

Mei’s father was lucky enough to find a full-time job repairing household electric meters in the 

county seat, but it didn’t pay enough to support the family. Lin Mei’s mother took up a part-time job 

cleaning hotel rooms, in addition to caring for the four children. She was stretched thin, always 

rushing from one thing to another. 
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As the first-born daughter, Lin Mei took on a bit more responsibility at home than her 

younger siblings, but her engagement was basically limited to steaming the rice with an electric rice 

cooker, washing dishes and sweeping the floor. “She can’t stir-fry anything. She doesn’t know how 

much salt to put.” Lin Mei’s mother said as she prepared to cook lunch after rushing back from a 

full morning of cleaning work. Sensing the fire was dying out, she signaled to the younger daughter 

playing around her to add some more coal to the stove. The ten-year-old girl took up the iron hook 

to remove the round iron piece covering the top of stove and then reached for the honeycomb 

briquets at the corner of the room. “Aiya, the ashes are full! The ashes are full! I have to get the 

ashes out first (before you put in more coal).” She took over the hook from her daughter’s hand and 

used it to poke inside the stove. Then she pulled out the iron drawer underneath the stove, which 

was indeed so full that ashes were spilling out.  

As Lin Mei’s mother spent nearly ten minutes cleaning up the scene and restocking the stove 

with new coal, the girls sat on the couch and played. “These children don’t even know to help me 

take out the ashes (when the stove is full).” Mother sighed again, with a slightly embarrassed smile, 

as she walked back into the room. This was indeed a relatively basic household task that I had seen 

several rural children perform smoothly. When I asked whether the children participated in any 

household work regularly, Lin Mei’s mother said: “At most, I ask them to help with the dishes on 

the weekends. They don’t do much on most days. These children are lazy. But had they been good 

at studying… if only they had been good at studying, I wouldn’t care (about them being lazy)… It’s 

fine if I do more (housework). But they don’t do well in school. They don’t even give me this 

reward. Then I don’t have the mood (to do all these work)… I am so exhausted.”  

For parents like Lin Mei’s mother who are struggling to make ends meet, it is the hope for 

upward mobility through academic success that made them willing to give up the domestically 

helpful and competent child and take over even more household responsibilities. The conditional 
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nature of these parents’ willingness to take over household responsibilities marks the fundamental 

difference between these parents’ conception of childhood and the “sheltered-child” model that 

became widely accepted among middle-class parents in the United States in the first half of the 20th 

century and – as I would argue in Chapter 5 and 7 – among contemporary middle-class and upper-

middle class parents in China. The “sheltered-child” model constructs a happy and healthy 

childhood as a right while holding adults responsible for channeling children towards protected 

physical and emotional development (Chudacoff, 2007). For parents like Lin’s mother, however, 

taking over the burden of household chores was a sacrifice and an investment that they made for 

their children’s future; they expect to be repaid with their children’s academic success. The 

difficulties of life at the bottom of the social hierarchy did not allow them the luxury of sheltering 

their children from the stresses of life. Children were not exempted from household chores because 

they deserved a happy, unburdened childhood, but because they need to take on an even more 

important responsibility – studying hard at school to get a shot at a better future. This sense of 

responsibility and obligation is crucial for understanding the intensity of schooling that Yiping 

children were subjected to and willing to endure, a topic that I turn to in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 4 

Learning through Formal Instructions 
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“The Ming dynasty had the Imperial Civil Examination. People only cared about getting rich 

and famous through the exams.” Zhuo Run, a chubby boy wearing glasses, said as he stood up.  

He was responding to his teacher’s question in a history class at Future Leaders Academy. 

Teacher Fang had just presented materials about the great engineering book written by Song 

Yingxing in Ming dynasty and Isaac Newton’s writing. Isaac Newton’s theoretical innovations were 

lauded and his publications sold out, but Song’s engineering book hardly circulated. She asked the 

students to think about why the two significant books had such different fates.  

“Good,” Teacher Fang nodded at Zhuo Run’s answer, signaling him to sit down. “It was 

true that the literati at the time only cared about the imperial exam. They wouldn’t buy any books or 

learn anything unrelated to the exam.”  

“But isn’t it just the same right now?” Xiao Tian shouted out from the second-to-last row. 

“So true!” In her characteristic high-pitched voice, Xuan Xuan, a top performing girl and the 

Academic Representative of the homeroom, turned around and responded immediately.   

Like the child who pointed out that the emperor’s new clothes were nonexistent (in the fable 

by Hans Christian Anderson), Zhuo Run, Xiao Tian and Xuan Xuan’s forthright words revealed the 

nature of learning in most Chinese classrooms. Success in exams is the ultimate end; teaching and 

learning revolves around teachers’ understandings of what would be tested in major exams – the exit 

exams at the end of 8th grade, the Zhongkao (High School Entrance Exam) at the end of 9th grade, 

as well as the mid-term and final exams written by local educational bureaus or teachers.  

In the communities I studied and many others across the contemporary world, children sit in 

classrooms and study curriculum designated by authorities under the direction of teachers. This is 

the modern rendition of what I call Learning through Formal Instructions (See Table 4.1 for full 

characteristics), a paradigm that characterizes much of formal education around the world. 

Underlying this paradigm of learning are political, religious and/or social institutions with the power 
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to define what constitute legitimate knowledge in a given society and to award formal credentials 

certifying learner’s mastery and distinction.  

Table 4.1 Key Features of Learning through Formal Instructions 

Structural foundation 

Political, religious or social institutions with the power to 
designate what constitute legitimate and valuable knowledge, 
and to award credentials or administer examinations to formally 
certify learner’s competencies 

Organization of learning 

Modern schools rely on bureaucratically controlled instructions 
in age-segregated classrooms based on standardized curriculum. 
Many pre-modern schools relied on individual instructions in 
mixed-age classrooms based on classical texts.  

Social dynamics 
Teachers control classrooms and demand attention; learners 
usually follow teacher instructions; some classrooms can be 
more authoritarian than others 

Motives 

Learners: primarily to obtain recognition and credentials for 
upward mobility, and to avoid punishment/shame  
Teachers: to produce academic achievement; to inculcate 
proper knowledge 

What to learn Abstract, decontextualized knowledge and cognitive skills that 
authorities have designated as important/valuable  

How to learn 

• Memorization: repetitive reading and copying tasks; 
practicing information-retrieval through known-answer 
questions and dictations  

• Comprehension: listening to teacher explanations; watching 
demonstrations and illustration videos; checking 
comprehension through known-answer questions  

• Knowledge construction through reasoning: engaging in 
teacher-guided reasoning, experiments and open-ended 
discussions 

Means of Communication Mostly written and verbal communications; some nonverbal 
demonstrations 

Assessment Exams and other formal assessments that aim to sort learners 
 

In most premodern societies, Learning through Formal Instructions was a privilege reserved 

for a small group of people groomed to take up elite positions in the society that required literacy 

and knowledge of canonical texts. Today, however, the vast majority of children around the globe 

are receiving some form of formal instructions for at least a few years within educational institutions 

more or less based on the European model of modern schools. What drove the rapid expansion of 



	 98 

Learning through Formal Instructions in the form of modern schools is an unsettled question, but 

most accounts point to the emergence of the modern nation states, the world system and the global 

capitalist economy (Meyer et al., 1992; Ramirez & Meyer, 1980).  

Compared to Rogoff (2014)’s formulation of Assembly-Line Instruction, my definition of 

Learning through Formal Instructions focuses on the nature of this paradigm of learning as a means 

of reproducing legitimate knowledge rather than its forms. Therefore, my framework encompasses 

the different types of formal instructions that had appeared in different times and places with 

different kinds of technologies. In medieval Cairo, for example, formal instruction primarily relied 

on oral transmission, with shaykhs (Muslim scholar teachers) giving public readings of the Quran 

and checking students’ readings in madrasas (Berkey, 2014). In imperial China, formal instructions 

took place in private homes, community schoolrooms, independent academies as well as state 

schools: male pupils read and recited Confucian classical texts in mixed-age schoolrooms under the 

individualized guidance of teachers (Elman, 2000). In most schools today, students received 

bureaucratically controlled instructions about modern academic subjects in age-segregated 

classrooms; with the advancement of information technologies, formal instructions have also begun 

to move online.  

As Xiao Tian and Xuan Xuan pointed out in the exchange presented at the opening of this 

chapter, Learning in Formal Instructions in China was and still is heavily focused on the goal of 

succeeding in examinations. Learning in Formal Instructions first became heavily oriented towards 

examinations in the 6th century, when – to select scholar-officials for the courts – the Sui dynasty 

instituted the Imperial Civil Examination based on Confucian classics (Cleverley, 1991; Elman, 

2000). The Imperial Civil Examinations dominated the lives of Chinese students until it was 

abolished in 1905. The Republican state attempted to reinstitute a national college entrance exam in 

1938, but their efforts were soon disrupted by the Japanese invasion. The communist state organized 
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its first Gaokao – the National College Entrance Exam – in 1952 (Cleverley, 1991). The Gaokao was 

disrupted during the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), when the communist state condemned the 

Imperial Civil Examination as an institution of oppressive feudal society and rejected academic 

competition and elite education as capitalist practices (Cleverley, 1991). After the Gaokao was 

reinstated in 1977, competition for elite schools and elite jobs soon intensified as the Chinese society 

and the school system became increasingly stratified (Zhao, 2016). Examinations serve as an 

important governance technique and a selection tool for the state, channeling individuals for 

different positions in a hierarchical educational system and eventually a stratified labor market with 

perceived legitimacy.  

Despite growing critique about the crushing pressure of high-stake exams, the Chinese 

public seems convinced that examination is the most trustworthy and meritocratic mechanism for 

the selection of candidates for elite positions, a lesser evil compared to other selection mechanisms 

more prone to corruption. The replacement of the college Independent Admission scheme (zizhu 

zhaosheng) with the Strengthening the Foundation scheme (qiangji jihua) in 2020 is a case in point: the 

Independent Admission scheme was introduced in 2003 and allowed elite colleges and universities 

the autonomy to admit a small percentage of students based on their own standards rather than just 

the Gaokao score. It was an experiment to explore alternatives to exam-determined admission but 

received intense criticism for encouraging corruption and threatening fairness. Requiring admission 

to be strictly based on a holistic score in which the Gaokao score contribute no less than 85%, the 

new Strengthening the Foundation scheme reinforced rather than weakened the weight of 

examinations in college admission. 

Although the millennium-long history of imperial examination may be unique to China, the 

dominance of Learning in Formal Instructions and the prevalence of national examinations and 

standardized testing is a global phenomenon. Japan, Korea and many European countries also have 
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national examinations that determine access to elite positions and dominate classroom learning 

(Cho, 1995; Field, 1995; Garrison, 2009). As neoliberal policies spread across the globe, standardized 

testing – from international assessments like Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study 

(TIMSS) and Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) to national standardized tests 

like the SAT and the General Certificate of Education Advanced Level (the A Level) – has become 

increasingly prevalent and consequential (D. Hursh, 2005; Kempf, 2016; Ross & Gibson, 2007). 

Despite their different historical origins, national entrance examination like the Gaokao and 

standardized tests like the SAT serve similar functions in contemporary societies: together with the 

credentials and diplomas awarded by formal educational institutions, they certify the merit – and 

therefore value – of individuals in modern societies and legitimize the allocation of different 

positions in hierarchical educational systems and eventually stratified labor markets. 

Despite the common focus on preparing for examinations, Learning through Formal 

Instructions played out differently in the four schools that I studied. At the three non-elite schools, 

Learning through Formal Instructions focused almost exclusively on preparing for examinations and 

relied heavily on memorization. At Yiping Experimental and Red River Middle School, in particular, 

learning through exam-driven formal instruction monopolized the vast majority of children’s waking 

hours. However, at Future Leaders Academy, narrowly focusing on examination was openly 

critiqued; classroom instruction targeted conceptual understanding and constructing knowledge 

through reasoning more than memorization, learning goals that reflect the trends of progressive 

educational reform across the globe. These differential formal instruction practices constitute an 

important mechanism in the reproduction of metropolitan middle-class privilege as well as the 

production of new social hierarchies in contemporary Chinese society. Although empirical patterns 

are likely different in other societies, these findings demonstrate the important role of formal 

instruction and learning practices in the production and reproduction of social inequalities.   
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The Dominance of Exams 

Shortly after afternoon classes ended at 5pm on a Monday afternoon in October, I met with 

Teacher Lin in the teachers’ room. She was the math instructor and head teacher for Homeroom 51 

at Yiping Experimental, with over three years of full-time teaching experience under her belt. A 

Yiping native and an applied math major in college, she took the teaching license exam and became 

a teacher in Yiping Experimental because it was a stable job with decent pay.  

As we chatted about the children in Homeroom 51, I asked Teacher Lin why she thought 

children needed to learn math. “Huh?” She appeared bewildered, her eyes widened with surprise. 

After I repeated the question, she admitted she hadn’t really thought about this question. Eventually 

she said: 

Now the most basic, most realistic reason is that they need to get into a good high school… 
It’s not that what you need to use it for in the future. There is actually only one goal in front 
of us – to get into a good high school. Otherwise you just drop out, go dagong. 12 So, there is 
only this now… you can find them interesting questions, tell them fun stories to make them 
interested… but they don’t understand these. You have to tell them directly, ‘this will be in 
the exam’… if you can’t get into a good high school… your chance of finding a good job 
will be really slim. 
 
Later on, when I asked Teacher Lin why she chose to major in applied math in college, she 

said she couldn’t recall why. She was actually better at Chinese and English in high school. “I didn’t 

have anything that I particularly liked. I guessed I just casually chose (a list of possible majors and 

got assigned to this one).” She studied for the exams in middle school to get into college, and then 

for the licensing exams in college to obtain a good job; now, as a math teacher, she saw her 

responsibility as helping children learn the mathematical knowledge needed to succeed in their 

Zhongkao.  

Teacher Lin’s reaction and response to this question was quite common at the three non-

	
12	“Dagong” (打工) refers to working as employed labor, particularly in manual labor. 	
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elite schools that I studied, where the narrow focus on exam preparation was the taken-for-granted 

reality. Like Teacher Lin, most teachers at these schools either hadn’t seriously thought about why 

students needed to learn the subject they taught or took the goal of exam preparation as granted. 

Although some teachers talk about other goals like helping children become a decent person (xue 

zuoren), it is exam preparation that organized their practice. At Yiping Experimental, even the 

Physical Education teacher spent the first class for incoming 7th graders explaining the specific tasks 

required in the P.E. section of the Zhongkao at the end of 9th grade – basketball shots, sit-and-reach, 

800m or 1000m run, standing long jump, pull-ups or sit-ups – and laying out a detailed three-year 

training plan for each of these tasks. He wrote meticulous notes about the grading criteria for each 

task on the blackboard and asked students to copy everything onto their notebooks.   

Most children and families at the non-elite schools also thought about learning in terms of 

exam outcomes, which for them was usually the primary factor determining high school and college 

admission. Like the mothers introduced in Chapter 3, most parents believed that succeeding in 

exams and getting into prestigious schools were the best route to improve one’s position in society. 

When I asked “what comes to mind when you hear the word ‘learning’ (xue or xuexi)”,  most 

children at the three non-elite schools either named academic subjects in the school curriculum 

(math, English, Chinese, etc.) or responded with words like “going to classes,” “exams,” and 

“grades.” No one brought up learning to help out at home or on farms until I specifically asked for 

what they learned outside of classrooms. When I asked who they considered to be good at learning 

(hui xuexi), children nearly always pointed to the highest achieving students in their homerooms.  

At Yiping Experimental and Red River Middle School, children spent the vast majority of 

their waking hours learning through exam-driven formal instruction. Starting at 7am, the school day 

for 7th grader lasted through 8:40pm at Red River Middle School and 9pm at Yiping Experimental, 

much longer than the 7:30am-5pm school days typical in coastal urban centers like Guangzhou. 
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Apart from lunch and dinner breaks (usually about two hours each), Yiping students spent their 

school days in classrooms on academic subjects that would appear in the major exams – about two 

periods of Chinese Language and Literature (yuwen), Math and English each day, and two periods of 

Geography, History, Biology, Moral Education (sixiang pinde), and Physical Education each week.  

The focus on exams was the most intensive and narrow in the fast track homerooms at Red 

River Middle School. These homerooms hosted the most promising children in rural communities 

and the most valuable assets of rural schools – the top-performing students that teachers knew 

would “make it to an academic high school” and contribute towards building the reputation of the 

school. Every minute was to be regulated to maximize their chances of academic success. An extra 

evening study period extended their school days to 9:30pm. There was an extra day of classes on 

Saturdays, despite the county education bureau’s explicit ban of weekend classes. Lunch and dinner 

breaks were regulated to the minute: in Homeroom 47, the 2.5-hour lunch break was broken into 50 

minutes for lunch, 40 minutes of quiet self-study, 40 minutes of napping in classroom supervised by 

student cadres, and then a 10-minute break before afternoon classes started; the 2-hour dinner 

break, similarly, was broken into a 15-minute running period, an hour-long dinner time, and a 45-

minute quiet self-study period. Considering non-academic engagement a “waste of time,” teachers 

discouraged fast track students to participate in the Youth Day Art Festival and excluded them from 

the community garden project. Few fast-track students complained about these restrictions and lost 

opportunities. The stricter discipline and more intensive exam preparation was a privilege awarded 

to those deemed the most hopeful and promising. Students in Homeroom 47 valued their privilege 

so much that most didn’t leave their seats and books during the 10-minute breaks between classes. 

In all other homerooms that I visited, most children dashed out of their classrooms as soon as 

teachers released them.  

The nearly universal desire to succeed in competitive examination has also produced a 
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prosperous shadow education industry, extending exam-oriented formal learning to children’s out-

of-school lives. In 2016, the K-12 shadow education industry recorded a total revenue of 354 billion 

yuan and a total of 535 million students (AskCI Industry Research Institute, 2018). The industry is 

highly decentralized, as the two largest companies – New Oriental and Tomorrow Advancing Life 

(TAL) – together account for only 3% of this gigantic market (AskCI Industry Research Institute, 

2018). Tens of thousands of agencies across the country offer a range of services – supplementary 

classes, small-group instruction and one-on-one tutoring – in person as well as online. As 

competition intensified over the past decade, agencies increasingly moved from supplementary 

instruction towards teaching content ahead of the school curriculum to give children a head-start. 

The shadow education industry is as stratified as the school system. Top brands like New 

Oriental and Tomorrow Advancing Life hire graduates from prestigious universities or veteran 

teachers from elite schools to teach in their campuses in large urban centers, charging at least￥100 

($15)/hour for large classes and over ￥200 ($30)/hour for one-on-one tutoring. Despite teachers’ 

repeated warning against rushing ahead of the school curriculum, most children at Future Leaders 

Academy took classes at these top-tier agencies and were learning content ahead of the school 

schedule. In contrast, few children at Morningstar Academy could afford these classes or get to their 

campuses easily. The mainstream choice at Morningstar was to participate in the informal Saturday 

classes that their own teachers organized in a nearby hotel and in their own homes. These classes 

usually cost less than ￥50 ($8)/hour. In towns like Yiping, appetite for shadow education services 

was growing despite the long school days and the limited range of existing agencies. At the end of 

the fall semester in 7th grade, when teachers at Yiping Experimental asked all struggling students to 

find tutors for remedial classes over the winter break, a minority of families hired one of the 

emerging local tutoring agencies giving out flyers at the school gate. Some managed to find college 

students in their village or extended family network to serve as temporary tutors; others never found 
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anyone that they trusted. A few students preferred to take online supplementary classes taught by 

teachers in large cities. Rural communities like Red River were perhaps the only ones that the 

shadow education industry hasn’t penetrated: population density was low, families did not have 

much disposable income, and even Internet access was limited.   

Learning to Memorize 

 “Let’s continue what we did yesterday. I’ll begin with questions. First, did the Yuanmou 

ape-men know how to use fire?”  

Teacher Guo, the history teacher of Homeroom 51 in Yiping Experimental, said to 81 

brand-new 7th graders in a chilly September morning, the second day of the new school year. From 

my corner seat in the twelfth and last row, I saw a fair-skinned young woman wearing a sleek purple 

dress. A long ponytail cascaded down her left shoulder. Her crescent-shaped brows were carefully 

trimmed and lined. The microphone tied to her collar amplified her ringing voice.  

Glancing at the class roster, Teacher Guo called four students and quizzed them with 

questions about the Yuanmou ape-men, materials that she introduced in the previous lesson. Two 

girls produced the desired answers and were instructed to sit down, but the two boys who failed 

remained standing. This quickly got the boisterous classroom dead quiet, creating a perfect 

opportunity for Teacher Guo to warn the students that they needed to take detailed notes of the 

things that she emphasized, commit the key knowledge points to heart and be prepared for her 

quizzes at the beginning of each class.  

Teacher Guo spent the next five minutes reviewing the other key points introduced in the 

previous class. She raised a series of questions, which students answered in unison according to the 

textbook: When did the Beijing ape-men live? What kind of residences did they build? Did they 

know how to use fire?... Teacher Guo specifically asked students to write down that “the ability to 

make tools” is “them most fundamental difference between men and animals,” a knowledge point 
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that she warned would be tested in many history and political science exams.  

 Afterwards, she moved on to a new section about the Banpo civilization and began 

reproducing a bullet-point list of its characteristics on the blackboard. “Take out your red pens. 

Write on page 6, right here where there is some empty space.” She pointed to the space next to the 

title “Lesson 2” on the textbook. “What kinds of houses did they live in?” “Half-underground style!” 

Students answered in unison, as was written in the textbook. “Can you imagine how that looks like? 

Look at this graph,” she held up the textbook in her hands, pointing at a graph: “look at this house, 

half of it is above the ground, half underground. This is half-underground style. When you do 

exercise problems and take exams in the future, you have to recognize this graph and know that this 

is what Banpo people lived in.”  

Teacher Guo spent fifteen minutes walking through the characteristics of the Banpo and 

Hemudu civilizations, before giving the students ten minutes to memorize these points on their 

own. In the last five minutes of the class, she erased the notes on the blackboard and called students 

to quiz them on these new knowledge points individually. Watching her march through these 

routines, I marveled at how the entire class revolved around a singular goal – memorizing 

information that might appear in exams. Unbeknownst to me at that time, the majority of the over 

two hundred classes that I’d observe would bear a strong resemblance to this one: highlighting and 

underlining keywords and sentences in textbooks, reading them aloud and copying them by hand, 

giving quizzes that require accurate retrieval of these information – all aiming to get children to 

commit the right information to memory. There was hardly any discussion of the relevance of the 

Banpo people to children’s everyday life, or the fact that the Internet has made much of this 

information available at the fingertip; it was taken for granted that the relevance for exams justified 

the need to memorize.  

Many children liked Teacher Guo’s history classes for its clarity – she clarified what needed 
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to be memorized and scaffolded the memorization process. In Yiping, this kind of classroom 

practice defined many children’s expectations of classroom learning. “Our science teacher in 

elementary school was so good!” Qing, a 7th grade girl at Yiping Experimental, talked about her 

favorite teacher as she opened a box of candy that I had offered, “he always (asked us to) underline 

the things that we need to memorize. He’d break them into a few different parts or a few different 

points, talk about it for a bit, and then ask us to copy his notes on the board. And it’d all be so clear 

and so understandable! We’d just remember everything!”  

At the three non-elite schools, teachers routinely asked students to copy information by 

hand and repeatedly read materials aloud to facilitate memorization. Hand-copying materials is a 

common type of homework assignment in most subjects: copying new Chinese characters and 

English words; copying classical Chinese poems, classical texts, and English passages to be recited; 

copying key knowledge points for History, Moral Education, Geography and Biology. At all four 

schools, there were 20-40 minutes of morning reading periods (zaodu) everyday where children read 

aloud texts to be memorized, in unison or individually. Teacher Zhang, an experienced and well-

respected English teacher at Yiping Experimental, spent several classes drilling her students on her 

method for memorizing vocabulary: reading out the letter sequence of a new word repeatedly as fast 

as possible until you could write it down without looking at the textbook. When I asked about how 

to memorize things, a girl at Yiping Experimental told me: “when I try to memorize (the phrase 

from a poem) ‘jiangchun ru jiunian’, perhaps I don’t know exactly what it means. But if I read it 

enough times – ‘jiangchun ru jiunian’, ‘jiangchun ru jiunian’ – and then I close the book, voila, I know it 

by heart.” 

Repeated hand-copying is not only a tool of memorization but also a means of discipline. It 

is a common form of punishment across the three non-elite schools: teachers routinely asked 

students who made mistakes in dictation drills to copy the misspelled words or phrases for 20 or 
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even 100 times and those who failed exams sometimes to copy the entire exam paper or entire 

chapters of the textbook. When hand-copying tasks became too overwhelming, some children 

devised creative coping strategies, such as tying three pens together to make three copies of the 

same word on three rows at the same time. Others exploited line spacings and margins, knowing 

that teachers wouldn’t actually have the time to count whether they had copied each word exactly 50 

times. Even with these “cheating devices”, however, children at the three non-elite schools routinely 

spent hours hand-copying things each day. 

At Yiping Experimental and Red River Middle School, corporal punishment is another tool 

that teachers employed to enhance memorization and ensure discipline. Although the state has 

legally banned corporal punishment since the 1990s, it is still a widely accepted practice in Yiping at 

the time of my fieldwork, with many parents proactively encouraging teachers to hit their children in 

case of misbehavior or underperformance. In all the classrooms at these two schools, there was a 

wooden, metal or bamboo stick on the teacher desk. Most teachers taught with the textbook in one 

hand and the stick in the other. Children who failed to answer teachers’ questions correctly or 

misbehaved often received a couple whips on their hands or arms, which supposedly helped 

enhanced memory. “You wouldn’t remember without some pain!” some teachers said. 

These taken-for-granted practices reflect the persistence of memorization-heavy practices in 

late-imperial Confucian schoolrooms. Repeated recitation and memorization of Confucian classics 

became increasingly important in Confucian learning practices after the establishment of the 

Imperial Civil Examination. By Song dynasty, reading and reciting classic texts for hundreds of times 

had become the dominant pedagogy in most schoolrooms, complete with detailed guidelines for 

daily routines, counting tools, maintaining concentration, as well as the speed and tones of recitation. 

Teachers focused on getting pupils to read and recite texts accurately and didn’t begin to explain 

texts until they had spent years memorizing them. It was a widely shared belief that the ritualistic 
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practice of repeatedly reading aloud and reciting a text with whole-hearted concentration would 

eventually produce understanding as well as improve one’s character (Lu, 2018; Pine & Yu, 2012). 

To be sure, these practices have been attacked as wasting time and constricting children’s intellectual 

development with mindless repetition since late 19th century, when intellectuals began to look at 

Japan, Europe and the United States for models of modern education. After a century of reform, 

large-group instruction in age-segregated classrooms has replaced sequential individual instruction in 

mix-age schoolrooms; teachers now play a much more active role in providing explanations and 

scaffolding. Nonetheless, the heavy emphasis on memorizing materials remained.  

This persistent focus on memorization reveal the asymmetric power relations inherent in 

Learning through Formal Instructions. The standardized curriculum and the examination system are 

vehicles of social control that legitimize and ensure the reproduction of state-sanctioned orthodox 

knowledge. Teachers are intermediate authority figures in this system – carrying the responsibility 

and power to interpret what is legitimate and to inscribe them forcefully into students’ minds and 

bodies. Their authority is evident in students’ deferential attitudes towards them: across the three 

non-elite schools, children were noisy and mischievous in front of me, but most of them would 

lower their heads, straighten their backs and became quiet whenever they encountered a teacher. 

Through repeated hand-copying, reading aloud and recitation tasks, students not only learn how to 

commit designated materials to memory but also practice deferring to external authority.  

Struggling to Understand 

While there was near consensus across the three non-elite schools that doing well in English, 

History, Moral Education and Biology exams was mostly about memorizing the right materials, most 

teachers and students were aware that succeeding in Chinese, Math and Geography required deep 

conceptual understanding apart from memorization. Apart from highlighting key information and 

checking memorization, many teachers gave explanations, demonstrated with gestures and graphs, 
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told stories, showed pictures and played video clips. For example, Teacher Tan, the nearly bald and 

extremely popular geography teacher for Homeroom 49 at Red River Middle School, illustrated 

geographical concepts with theatrical gestures and funny stories that often launched the entire 

homeroom into laughter. He helped most of his students understand the longitudes and latitudes 

properly, a set of concepts that the vast majority of 7th grade students still struggled with by the end 

of the fall semester.  

However, most teachers at the three non-elite schools were not as successful as Teacher Tan 

in helping children understand. Plenty of educational research has indicated that teaching for 

understanding requires accurate assessment of learners’ prior understandings and thoughtful 

scaffolding to guide the construction of new understandings (e.g. Bransford et al., 2000). To do this, 

teachers need ample time to prepare for lessons as well as deep content knowledge, pedagogical 

knowledge, and pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 1986), which few teachers at the three 

non-elite schools had access to.  

Teacher Lin’s math classroom is a case in point. The math teacher and head teacher of 

Homeroom 51 at Yiping Experimental, she warned against rote memorization and emphasized the 

importance of conceptual understanding in mathematics, but, as the following episode shows, she 

struggled to get students to actually understand mathematical concepts.  

Storming into the classroom with her usual hurried footsteps, Teacher Lin gave the students 

a few minutes to preview the section about the number axis on the textbook while drawing a graph 

on the blackboard. “Look up now. Look at the board. Now here is a streetlamp. There are trees on 

the eastern as well as the western sides of it. There is one tree three meters to its east and another 

7.5 meters to its east… then there is also one three meters to its west. This is what we have on the 

graph here, right? So now, what kinds of directions are east and west?” She looked to the students 

keenly, but nobody said a word. The students around me looked confused; some were staring at the 
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textbook. I wasn’t sure what she was trying to get at either. Did she mean geographical directions?  

Teacher Lin didn’t wait for too long before providing the answer: “East and west, they are 

opposite directions, correct? So what are other types of opposite directions?” “Left and right!” This 

time, students did respond in unison. “So how do we describe this graph with left and right? There 

is a tree three meters to the left of the tree, correct?” “Correct!” Students responded loudly. “So 

what kinds of directions are left and right?” “Opposite!”  

“We talked about positive and negative numbers yesterday. What kinds of numbers are 

positive and negative numbers?” The students got confused and dropped the ball again. A little 

agitated, Teacher Lin again provided her own answers after just a couple of seconds: “They are also 

opposite numbers, right? So can we represent this graph with positive and negative numbers?” 

“No!” Students shouted in unison, loudly and immediately.  

Now it’s Teacher Lin’s turn to be stuck. “Why? We can represent it this way!” She broke the 

stalemate with an assertion, “Positive and negative, left and right are all defined by humans. Look, if 

we pick a point on a line as the zero point – what is the distance between the streetlamp and the 

streetlamp? It’s zero, right? If we now make the rule that the right is the positive direction, then 

three meters to the right would be +3. So where is +3? Do we still need something else?” Again, her 

question fell on silence. I understood that she was trying to introduce the third defining elements of 

the number axis – the unit length – but I couldn’t imagine being able to answer her question if I had 

not known the concept beforehand.  

Teacher Lin got visibly frustrated. “How did you preview the lesson? Did you read it? We 

are missing the unit length! If we make the rule that OA is our unit length, then the distance 

between +3 and zero would three times this length, right? So what about three meters to the left?” 

“-3!” “Which side of the zero is this point?” “The left!” Students seemed to have finally caught up 

with Teacher Lin’s train of thought.  
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Teacher Lin continued with a few more rounds of question-and-answers to highlight the 

three defining elements of the number axis. After making the students read the textbook definition 

aloud and then paraphrasing it, she read out practice questions from the textbook to assess 

children’s understanding. “A is a positive number. How many unit-lengths is it from the zero point? 

Which side of zero is it on?” “A unit-length on the left!” Teacher Lin’s voice grew stiff: “Did you 

guys even listen to me just now??!! Try it again! Which side of zero is it on?” “The right!” Students 

responded loudly in unison, but I couldn’t tell whether they actually understood the mistake or just 

inferred that they should pick the other answer from the anger in her voice. “What about the point -

A?” “-A unit lengths on the left!” This time the students got the correct direction, but not the unit 

length. Teacher Lin could barely hold back her anger: “-A unit length? Can a distance be a negative 

number? Do you guys even have common sense? We say that this stick is 1-meter long. Can you 

find me a stick with the length of -1 meter? All lengths and distances are positive numbers, my 

students!!” 

In this lesson and many others, Teacher Lin often asked questions that only made sense if 

students already knew what she was looking for. She struggled to deal with students’ 

misunderstandings, thereby revealing her lack of pedagogical knowledge and pedagogical content 

knowledge. An applied math major in college, Teacher Lin never went through any formal teacher 

training or professional development programs. Like many young teachers at the three non-elite 

schools, Teacher Lin’s only professional preparation before landing in a classroom was studying for 

the teaching license exam: “I didn’t know how to teach. I could only think about the math teachers 

that I had and try to the teach like they did. I also looked up videos online.” After three years of 

trial-and-error, she was still struggling. Although some top-performing students liked Teacher Lin’s 

classes, many told me that they couldn’t understand what was going on most of the time.  

Moreover, Teacher Lin never had enough time to prepare for a lesson. Because of teacher 
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shortage, teachers at Yiping Experimental often had to teach across grade levels. On top of her 

responsibilities as the math and head teacher for Homeroom 51, Teacher Lin also taught math for a 

12th grade homeroom. This amounted to over twenty class periods of teaching each week and nearly 

200 students to supervise. Teacher Lin admitted to me that she used her scarce planning time on the 

12th grade homeroom because she didn’t feel confident about her mastery of high school math. As a 

result, she often walked into Homeroom 51’s math classes without much prior preparation, as many 

other overwhelmed teachers at the three non-elite schools did on a daily basis. There was no time to 

pick the most illuminating examples and think through how to frame questions. She had to use 

whatever was on the textbook and the accompanying exercise book.  

At Red River Middle School, teachers not only taught across grade-levels but also across 

subjects, which meant that teachers’ understanding of the academic content were likely to be even 

more limited.13 As a result, teachers sometimes simply gave up on explaining and resorted to getting 

children to memorize. Teacher Pang, the head teacher for Homeroom 49, was a math teacher 

trained at a local normal high school in the 1980s. Apart from math, he was assigned to teach 

biology for Homeroom 49, a subject in which he had little background. He occasionally tried to 

mobilize his knowledge about crops gained from his rural childhood to make things more relatable 

for his rural-origin students, but he didn’t really understand the textbook very well either. Although 

the school had a makeshift biology lab, he never did any demonstrations or experiments in class. For 

experiments that could get tested in exams, he read off the textbook descriptions of procedures and 

findings and made students memorize them.  

	
13	According to teachers, the school purposefully prevented teachers from teaching the same subject 
to multiple homerooms at the same grade-level because it allocated performance-based pay to 
teachers based on the relative ranking of the homerooms they taught within the grade level. If all or 
nearly all of the biology classes of the same grade were taught by the same teacher, she would be 
competing against herself, which wouldn’t make sense.	
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In the eyes of many students and teachers, however, failure to understand is the 

responsibility of the student, rather than the teacher or the school system. Teacher Lin attributed it 

to students’ lack of preparation, evident in her repeatedly scolding: “How did you preview the 

lesson?” “Did you guys even listen to me just now?” Like most teachers that I have encountered 

across all the four schools, Teacher Lin expected children to preview lessons beforehand, stay 

focused in class and review the content afterwards so that they would readily “follow the teacher’s 

pace” in class. In reality, most children in the three non-elite school didn’t have the time, energy and 

motivation to do much preview or review. But they rarely questioned teachers’ expectations or 

abilities to teach when they couldn’t understand what was going on in class; most of the time, 

children attributed their failure in comprehension to their own abilities. Blaming students for failing 

to understand conceals the structural factors that influence comprehension and contributes to the 

construal of many underprivileged students as incapable of academic learning.  

The Lost Cause 

  “Homeroom 48 –” Teacher Lu paused, leaning towards me so much that I could feel her 

breath by my ear. Her normally bright, high-pitched voice became a hushed whisper, as if she was 

about to reveal a dark secret, “that’s the worst homeroom. The bottom-ranking students with the 

worst behaviors are all in Homeroom 48.” 

 Officially called the Specialty Homeroom (tese ban), Homeroom 48 collected the eighty 

lowest ranking incoming students at Red River Middle School, most of them earning no more than 

20 points out of 100 in any given subject in their elementary school graduation exam. It was strictly 

prohibited to talk about the true status and prospects of Homeroom 48 in front of its student for 

fear of damaging their motivation and self-esteem. Among themselves and with me, however, most 

teachers did not hesitate to reveal their true views. All the teachers that I talked to believed that 

students in Homeroom 48 had no chance of succeeding in the exams. At Red River Middle School, 
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about half of the incoming students would eventually make it into an academic high school: all 

students in the two fast track homerooms would make it, nearly half of the four regular track 

homerooms, and none in Homeroom 48. “(Those who can score) above 20 (out of 120 in an exam), 

maybe a few. Above 30, none. Most kids only get a few points or around 10 points.” teachers told 

me, blaming their abysmal performance either on unqualified teachers in village elementary schools 

or the students’ own lack of abilities. In an intensified exam-driven environment, they inevitably 

categorized students by their scores. Those in Homeroom 48 was a lost cause.  

Homeroom 48 was an experiment that Principal Tian hoped would help reduce dropout rate 

at Red River. Under the national campaign to eliminate poverty and dropout during compulsory 

schooling, schools like Red River Middle School and Yiping Experimental were under tremendous 

pressure to keep all students in school. Although Red River had made substantial progress in the 

past two years, its current 9th grade classrooms still lost a quarter of their students according to the 

teachers that I talked to. At the highest risk of dropping out were the lowest-achieving students, who 

couldn’t keep up with teachers’ pace of instruction and would inevitably get bored and frustrated. 

The rationale: putting these struggling students in the same homeroom would allow for “stratified 

instructions” (fencing jiaoxue) targeting these students’ circumstances, thereby creating a more 

appealing classroom environment for them. When I first arrived at the school, Principal Tian urged 

me to spend more time in Homeroom 48: “It’s not even about improving their grades… It would be 

wonderful (if you could just) improve their world views and their mental state…” When I ran into 

him on campus two weeks later, he again urged me to help Homeroom 48, to get the students to 

“try their best to study regardless of their scores.” 

“Try their best to study regardless of their scores.” I pondered hard over Principal Tian’s 

words. Learning and teaching at Red River and at Yiping in general was so single-mindedly focused 

on preparing for exams that I found his words paradoxical. Why would the children in Homeroom 
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48 still try their best to study, if everyone knows that their grades would not get them anywhere? 

Would the school support teachers and students to construct an alternative vision for what, why and 

how to learn outside of success in examinations?  

During the first class that I observed in Homeroom 48, I thought I saw an emergent 

alternative vision. It was a class taught by Teacher An, the Chinese teacher, history teacher and head 

teacher for the homeroom. Teacher An was dark-skinned man in his fifties with thick brows and 

pronounced cheekbones. Known for his rich experience and wisdom, he was hand-picked by 

Principal Tian to lead this experimental homeroom. His voice was deep and soft, his manner 

restrained, but he never hesitated to give students a few whips if they dared to step out of the line.  

On that day, Teacher An was teaching Helen Keller’s Three Days to See. Unlike the typical 

Chinese lesson in other homerooms (reviewing vocabulary, analyzing the article structure, 

summarizing the main points, and then identifying various rhetorical devices), Teacher An spent 

most of the class time trying to get students to relate to the text emotionally and morally. He started 

the lesson with a “psychological game,” where he asked the students to close their eyes and listen as 

he narrated Helen Keller’s world of darkness and silence. It was the quietest five minutes that I 

would ever witness in Homeroom 48. Then he asked students how they felt and introduced the 

backgrounds of the protagonists, all the while blending in moral advice about how they could draw 

inspiration from Helen Keller when they encounter difficulty in their own lives. Then he spent 

nearly fifteen minutes reading the text aloud with the students – although it was neither smooth nor 

in unison, it was the sincerest reading that I heard across all four schools. Teacher An specifically 

warned the students against falling into the flat, emotionless tone that characterized the reading 

sounds in most homerooms. He paused to recalibrate each time students’ voices began to fall flat or 

speed up. Teacher An’s deep, tender voice guided those of the students steadily. He only spent five 

minutes talking through the structure of the text at the end of the lesson.  
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However, it didn’t take me very long to realize that Teacher An’s attempt to connect to 

students’ lives and emotions were the exception rather than the norm, and that the school had no 

coherent vision for Homeroom 48 beyond making every effort to keep the children in school. 

Teachers were basically left to figure things out on their own. They knew that the harder they 

pushed and the harsher they punished, the sooner the students would rebel or drop out. Therefore  

most of them reduced the homework load, relaxed classroom discipline, and skipped challenging 

content. Nonetheless, they stuck to the textbooks and tried to get students in Homeroom 48 to 

learn in more or less the same way that other students did – highlighting and memorizing key 

knowledge points, hand-copying vocabulary and texts, and completing practice problems – just with 

lower expectations. The Moral Education teacher, a middle-aged woman with full, red cheeks, was 

shyly reluctant about having me observe her classes, saying that “the way we teach, it’s just to get 

by” (women zhe doushi hun rizi de jiaofa). Upon hearing that I was observing how children learn in 

Homeroom 48, a young teacher laughed in disbelief: “That homeroom is basically left to goof 

around! How can you find out about learning there?”  

In a cold December afternoon, I chatted with Teacher Wang, the 9th grade chemistry teacher 

who also taught math for Homeroom 48. By that time, I had observed two of his math classes, 

where he basically asked students to work on practice problems individually for fifteen minutes and 

spent the remaining time demonstrating how to solve the problems on the blackboard. Although 

some students responded to the few questions that he asked, most of the back-row boys around me 

were doodling, chatting, sleeping, or staring blankly. He only got through two basic arithmetic 

problems in one class period, yet my desk mate – a tall, good looking, absent-minded young man – 

apparently understood neither of them. Two other girls that I had tutored in Homeroom 48 couldn’t 

multiply integers reliably and had no idea how to do division, things taught in third grade. 

Furthermore, one of them seemed to have a reading disability; the other one had suffered a major 
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brain injury when she was ten and had found it difficult to memorize things since then. There was 

no special education provision in rural communities like Red River, so Homeroom 48 was all they 

got. There was clearly no way that they were going to understand the multiplication of negative 

numbers and factors that Teacher Wang was trying to teach.  

Teacher Wang was aware of the gap between the curriculum he was trying to teach and the 

minds of his students. When I asked him about children’s learning in Homeroom 48, he sighed: 

“Their elementary school math was basically non-existent. How do you learn middle school math 

like this? It’s like building a house upon no foundation. How do you do it?”  

Of course, no one can build a house upon no foundation. “But have you ever thought about 

giving some remedial lessons so that they actually learn multiplication and division properly?” I 

asked the question that had long puzzled me as I sat through nearly a dozen classes in Homeroom 

48. Why didn’t teachers provide remedial classes at the children’s actual level of understanding? Why 

didn’t they teach them something that is actually more relevant for their daily lives, instead of asking 

them to memorize knowledge points for exams that they wouldn’t take?  

Teacher Wang seemed to be surprised as he paused for a couple seconds. Then he said: “We 

don’t know the elementary school content very well. I haven’t touched it in 20 years. It’s difficult for 

us to organize the curriculum… It’s six years of content. If you teach it too quickly, they are not 

going to get it anyway… (Even if I taught it,) only a small number of students would understand 

it… This group of students, first you have to understand where they are. If you want to, if you still 

want to do something with getting them into high schools, that’s not going to happen… If you try 

to put them through exams, they’d run away… So I just try to finish my lesson. I do what I need to 

do. Try to make it as easy as possible, so that they get a couple basic things. But, of course, only a 

small minority actually understand something. Many of them don’t understand a thing that I say. 

They don’t understand what the textbook says either. They don’t get the key point even if they read 
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it. Or, even if they understand it, they simply can’t remember it. It’s just not possible.”  

For Teacher Wang and many other teachers at Red River, exam-orientation was so deeply 

ingrained and taken for granted that it was very difficult for them to imagine meaningful learning 

and teaching outside of exam preparation. When the goal of exam preparation was no longer 

relevant, his responsibility as a teacher was stripped down to teaching the textbook that he was 

assigned to fulfill his responsibilities as a worker in the bureaucratic system. The fact that the 

students couldn’t learn much from it was their problem. Perhaps this was why several teachers 

looked at each other and chuckled when I told them that I had been teaching an English song to the 

students in Homeroom 48 and helping a few of them with math. “The children in our homeroom, 

they wouldn’t be able to learn much.” one of them said with a smile. 

When I first entered Homeroom 48 in October 2018, a handful of students – primarily girls 

– were unaware of the destinies that adults had assigned them. They still aspired to improve their 

grades and get into high schools. They complained about the backrow boys who consistently 

disrupted classrooms and made their young English teacher cry. “Teacher, you should hit them if 

they are noisy! They’d listen to you and behave if you hit them hard!” they told the young intern 

teacher who refused to use corporal punishment. Chen Xi, a girl with large eyes, long pigtails and 

colorful dreams of going to high school and eventually becoming a singer, refused to copy from the 

answer sheet for her math homework like most of her peers, even though she didn’t understand the 

math at all. She took on my offer of free tutoring and asked me to explain it to her step by step until 

she understood. As the semester dragged on, however, the vast majority of students in Homeroom 

48 recognized that they would not make it in Zhongkao and were simply sitting through the last three 

years of compulsory schooling. Some still wanted to learn something from their classes, believing 

that having more knowledge would be useful when they eventually leave school and become a 

migrant worker (dagong). Some found Teacher An’s Chinese classes useful in “teaching us how to be 
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a decent person (zuoren).” Nevertheless, most students increasingly fell asleep in classes, played 

mobile games under the table, and ignored homework. The homeroom lost two students in the fall 

semester of 7th grade, more in the spring. “I couldn’t learn anything.” a girl told me on QQ (a social 

media platform) when she decided to drop out. Seven years of exam-driven compulsory schooling 

not only failed to equip her with sufficient knowledge and competencies to navigate the modern 

economy but also destroyed her confidence as a learner.  

Although the other schools in this study did not isolate the bottom-ranking students in one 

homeroom as Red River Middle School did, all three non-elite schools had regular-track students 

who got labeled as “lost causes” soon after they entered middle school because of low performance. 

The behaviorally disruptive ones usually got called out in class for public criticism; most of the time 

they were relegated to the last rows of the classrooms and ignored. In the 80-student classrooms in 

Yiping, in particular, some teachers could conduct the whole class without walking down the aisle to 

the last three rows. These backrow students went through a similar trajectory as the students in 

Homeroom 58. At some point, some of them no longer showed up at school. During my return visit 

a year later, few students at Yiping Experimental and Red River Middle School could provide a 

complete list when I asked about who had dropped out. These students became the forgotten 

casualties of a school system that demanded full devotion to exam preparation and only recognized 

them for their scores. 

Striving Beyond Examination 

At Future Leaders Academy, Learning through Formal Instructions also to a large extent 

revolved around exams. The school ran monthly exams for all academic subjects and posted 

students’ total scores and rankings on classroom walls. After each exam, there were a handful of 

students crying about disappointing scores. Although the 7:45am–4:35pm school day was a lot 

shorter than those in Yiping, most students spent at least a full day attending various supplementary 
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classes on weekends. 

Nevertheless, the focus on exams came under open critique and resistance at Future Leaders 

Academy. Though students, teachers and parents recognized the importance of succeeding in exams, 

many did not want to focus only on exams. In an interview, Wan Tong and Xiao Wei spoke critically 

about Hong Bing, a highly motivated, top-ranking student who would have been emulated and 

worshiped as a role-model in the other three schools: 

Wan Tong: Hong Bing, I think he is very utilitarian when it comes to learning… I feel like 
his entire life is filled with studying… there is nothing else that he is interested in 
or willing to try… Oh, there was an incident that was really memorable. It was 
Geography class. The teacher said we could just take a look (at the information on 
the PPT) and didn’t need to copy down the notes. He asked whether it’d be in 
exams. He said ‘I’ll copy it if it would be in exams. I won’t copy it if it’s not going 
to be tested.’ 

Xiao Wei: Yeah, he does that all the time. 
Wan Tong: He probably thinks that learning is just for taking the exams. Of course, 

everyone had to study for the exams. But sometimes I just think you shouldn’t be 
so utilitarian.  

6/28/2018, Future Leaders Academy, Student Focus Group 
 

Zhi Han and a couple boys in Homeroom 2 went even further in resisting the dominance of 

exams as well as the power and authority underlying the formal schooling and examination system. 

A chubby, eloquent and well-read teenager, Zhi Han talked back at teachers all the time and was a 

famous troublemaker. He lay down on the floor during classes, wrote essays mocking his teachers, 

and even called the police on Teacher Wu with charges of “unlawful possession” when she 

confiscated his cell phone. While he recognized the importance of memorization for exam 

performance, he refused to memorize anything by rote as a personal principle. His extensive reading 

experience enabled him to do quite well in Chinese and History exams, but he routinely – and 

proudly – ended up at the bottom of the ranking list due to abysmal performance in other subjects.  

In the three non-elite schools, Zhi Han’s attitudes and behaviors would have led to harsh 

punishment. At Future Leaders Academy, however, adults never disciplined him with brute force. 

Although teachers sat him down for lengthy talks and complained about him all the time, they 
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mostly tolerated his acts of defiance as teenage rebellion. Sometimes teachers even laughed at Zhi 

Han’s jokes together with the students, including the funny nicknames that he assigned to teachers. 

The expectations of parents at Future Leaders Academy went beyond exam performance as 

well. Nearly all parents at Future Leaders Academy had college or advance degrees and held 

professional jobs. Apart from academic success, many parents wanted their children to be “well-

rounded,” which usually involves having a couple talents and good teamwork or leadership skills. 

Cai Yun’s mother, for instance, supported Cai Yun’s artistic interests and nearly a dozen of 

extracurricular activities despite her elementary school teacher’s advice to focus on the exams. Cai 

Yun’s mother was forced to give up dancing to concentrate on her grades as a child and didn’t want 

Cai Yun to have the same regrets. Many parents actively supported children’s engagement in a 

variety of extracurricular activities, which I will discuss in more detail in Chapter 5.  

Some parents also wanted to give their children a “happy childhood,” a vision closely related 

to the importation of Western psychological and educational discourses to urban middle class 

communities in China (Lan, 2018; Naftali, 2014). Zhi Han’s mother, an award-winning Chinese 

teacher at a prestigious high school, was adamant about protecting her son from the “suffocating” 

educational system. Citing Somerset Maugham’s early 20th century novel The Moon and Sixpence, Zhi 

Han’s mother told me about her belief in the importance of individuality and freedom. “He was told 

since he was very little that his life is up to him... he made most of his choices himself. I know that 

some of his choices were immature, but... my ideal is that he would have a happy childhood.”  

As Zhi Han’s poor academic performance persisted in middle school, however, it became 

increasingly difficult to reconcile the conflicts between the demands of exam-preparation and the 

ideal of a happy childhood. She felt extremely anxious about Zhi Han’s academic performance, yet 

she couldn’t bring herself to force anything onto him.  “I feel very torn… very painful…” Zhi Han’s 

mother said with a trembling voice as tears welled up in her large, deep eyes, “Like I am running a 
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great risk… like a common saying, if you don’t have Gaokao, you don’t have status; but if you only 

have Gaokao, you don’t have taste (meiyou Gaokao jiu mei diwei, zhiyou Gaokao jiu mei pinwei).”  

Pessimistic about Zhi Han’s prospects in the examination system yet unwilling to discipline 

him forcefully, Zhi Han’s mother began to consider sending him to the U.S. for college. She even 

took Zhi Han on a two-week tour of high schools and colleges in the U.S., mobilizing her network 

of previous students studying at elite American institutions. American colleges’ holistic admissions 

process might value Zhi’s critical thinking and individuality more than the Chinese examination 

system, offering Zhi Han and her a way out of the dilemma between “status” and “taste.”  

About half of the families in Homeroom 2 were considering sending their children abroad 

during high school or college, an alternative to the Chinese examination system that only the most 

privileged families could afford. “(We’ve been considering sending her abroad) since she was born. 

Because I studied abroad as a kid. I just want to wait for when she is a bit older, a bit more mature.” 

Deng Meng’s mother told me. An administrator at an international school serving expatriates, she 

frequently compared Deng Meng to the expatriate children at her school and her friends in the 

United States when talking about her child-rearing goals and strategies. Parents like Deng Meng’s 

mother were preparing their children for the competition to become global elites.  

Nevertheless, Zhi Han’s mother’s tears reveal the extent to which the examination system 

dominated resource allocation in Chinese society and how precarious it is for individuals to resist it. 

The elite professional families at Future Leaders Academy are on the frontline of China’s 

globalization and possess the most favorable endowment of cultural, social and economic capital to 

get a head start in the examination system as well as accessing alternatives to it. Heavily exposed to 

modern psychological discourses and Western parenting practices, these college-educated parents 

were critical about intensive and narrow focus on exams and wanted to give their children a happy 

childhood as well as solid preparation for a global future. Growing up watching Hollywood movies, 



	 124 

Japanese anime, European documentaries and American TV shows, their children were steeped in 

narratives about individuality, freedom and autonomy. Trained in prestigious normal institutions 

heavily shaped by progressive theories and pedagogies, young teachers like Teacher Zhu and 

Teacher Fang aspired towards humanist educational ideals and created constructivist classrooms. 

These aspirations, however, inevitably came into conflicts with the pressing demands of the 

examination system. Despite the cushions provided by their privilege, parents and children can still 

suffer excruciating anxiety and pain under the crushing pressures of the examination system. 

Learning to Think and Reason 
 

At Future Leaders Academy, the style of formal instruction was quite different compared to 

the three non-elite schools. The kind of memorization-heavy practices prevalent at the three non-

elite schools – repetitively hand-copying and reading aloud – was very rare. Considering 

memorization without comprehension ineffective, most teachers aimed to help students develop 

conceptual understanding of academic content; a substantial minority even aspired towards 

cultivating critical thinking, logical reasoning and problem-solving.  

Teacher Zhu – one of the most popular 7th grade teachers – was one of these adventurous 

teachers at Future Leaders Academy. An energetic 23-year-old and a novice teacher fresh out of a 

local normal university, she was trained in constructivist pedagogy and won several awards in 

teaching contests as an undergraduate. She wanted to cultivate her students’ ability to think and 

construct knowledge for themselves: 

You know, in middle school, preparing for biology exams is mostly about memorizing those 
knowledge points… I know the way I teach may not be the most advantageous when it 
comes to exams, but I think it’s better for their lifelong development. I care a lot more about 
their personal development; I don’t put as much emphasis on their grades… Between 
thinking actively in class without memorizing knowledge points and memorizing all the 
knowledge points without thinking in class, I’d much rather have the former. 

6/27/2018, Future Leaders Academy, Teacher Interview 
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The open class that Teacher Zhu taught in Homeroom 3 illustrates her aspirations for 

teaching and learning. The topic of this class was one of the most conceptually challenging ones in 

middle school biology – the structure of the kidney. Teacher Zhu began the class with a series of 

questions reviewing the components of the urinary system discussed in a previous class. The 

students responded loud and clear. A tall, skinny boy in the second-to-last row always shouted out 

the answer a beat before everyone else. “Do you know what we are learning today?” “The structure 

of the kidney!” “What’s inside a kidney?” “Kidney tubules!” This time the boy was alone, but 

Teacher Zhu wasn’t pleased at this “correct answer”: “How did you know this term already? Didn’t 

I tell you many times not to preview the content before class?” Indeed, Teacher Zhu regularly 

warned her students not to read the textbook before class, worrying that children would skip the 

thinking process when they know “the answer.” To ensure that students focus on thinking with her 

in class, she printed out notes for students so that they didn’t need to worry about copying what she 

wrote on the blackboard. These practices contrasted sharply with the expectations of most other 

teachers across the four schools – that students should preview the materials beforehand and take 

notes in class to reinforce memory.  

Instead of building upon the correct answer that the boy brought up, Teacher Zhu took a 

step back: “Let’s think. What is in a kidney?” “Blood vessels?” Some students proposed tentatively. 

Teacher Zhu nodded: “Right, there’s got to be some blood vessels in there. We’ve talked about this 

before – most of the waste that the human body generates gets into the blood. So if the waste gets 

out through the kidney, then there must be some vessels taking blood in and out of the kidney.” 

Teacher Zhu showed a graph of the nephron on the big screen, made an enlarged graph on 

the blackboard, and introduced the components of the nephron – the kidney tubules, the 

glomerulus, and the Bowman’s capsules. She gave students a few minutes to figure out the 

respective pathways of blood and urine within these structures and drew them out on the diagrams 
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in their worksheets. After walking students through these two pathways, Teacher Zhu raised another 

difficult question: “what is the relationship between these two pathways? How can we figure it out?” 

This question also fell on silence initially, but Teacher Zhu was in no rush to give out the final 

answer: “We have to come back to the basic structure. Look here, the glomerulus of the blood 

pathway and the Bowman’s capsules of the urine pathway are tightly connected with one another. 

What exactly is happening here? We already know that urine is formed in the Bowman’s capsule, so 

something must have passed from the glomerulus to the Bowman’s capsule, right? But what exactly 

happened? What passed through these two structures?” With her hints, some students volunteered 

tentative ideas: getting samples from these two structures and testing what’s in them. Teacher Zhu 

nodded: “That’s a good idea. Someone did do an experiment like that. Let’s look at the findings.”  

For the next five minutes, Teacher Zhu analyzed a chart of the composition of crude urine 

and blood before and after entering the glomerulus. She guided students towards the conclusion that 

water, glucose, small protein molecules and most mineral salts got into the Bowman’s capsules, 

whereas blood cells and large protein molecules remained in the capillary vessels in the glomerulus. 

Then she presented another chart comparing the composition of the fluids in the kidney tubules and 

those in the renal vein, which demonstrates the reabsorption effects of the kidney tubules.  

In contrast to Teacher Lin’s eagerness for students to produce the “correct answer”, Teacher 

Zhu refused the reproduction of textbook answers and pushed her students to arrive at their own 

conclusions through analyzing evidence. Teacher Wu, the math teacher and head teacher for 

Homeroom 2, shared Teacher Zhu’s focus on the process of reasoning. With college training in 

math education and nearly two decades of teaching experience under her belt, Teacher Wu was 

intentional about training students to acquire the habits and skills necessary to succeed in exams. But 

she also had higher aspirations: “Math is more about a way of thinking. It doesn’t just teach you how 

to do geometric proofs. It’s about how to arrive at a new conclusion based on what you already 
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know, how to find ways to solve a novel problem… It’s a science of thinking.”  

Like Teacher Zhu, Teacher Wu rarely gave students theorems or conclusions up front and 

strongly advised against taking outside classes to learn materials ahead of the school schedule. 

“Those (outside classes) are usually fast food education. They just give you all the knowledge points 

and theorems in a short time, which actually obstructs the development of independent thinking and 

the ability to discover problems. They get used to listening passively without asking critical 

questions… You have to follow the teacher’s pace and think about why… you can’t be just like, I 

know the conclusions, so I’m going to skip all this (reasoning process).” When students managed to 

solve a problem in class, she always asked “is there another way to solve it,” refusing to let it pass 

until she has elicited a few different methods for solving the same problem. 

Similarly, Teacher Fang, the 7th grade history teacher, aimed to cultivate “critical thinking” in 

her students. A history major in college and graduate school, she was a passionate historian. Instead 

of asking students to memorize statements in the textbook, she raised critical questions and asked 

students to analyze historical sources to arrive at their own conclusions. In the lesson about Ming 

dynasty, she encouraged students to rethink the textbook story that military action against the 

“Japanese pirates” was a “war against foreign invasion.” Presenting several quotes from private 

letters among court officials, she guided students towards the conclusion that most of the “Japanese 

pirates” were Chinese fishermen and businessmen who lost their livelihoods due to Ming dynasty’s 

decision to close ports and shut down international trade. “It was Chinese people that they killed. 

How could this be a war against foreign invasion?” A student said. Teacher Fang nodded: “This 

problem is mostly caused by Ming dynasty’s own policies.” 

Apart from classroom teaching, Teacher Fang also organized debate contests where students 

had to argue about questions like “whether the Shaoxing Treaty brought more benefits than harm.” 

During the debate season in June, teams hung out in the teachers’ room for hours on end discussing 
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their arguments and strategies with Teacher Fang. “Maybe they’d think that most things in history 

are set in stone. But that’s not true. Why do we need so many historians to keep studying the past? 

Because people can investigate the same problem and arrive at different conclusions. Because 

history isn’t dead. Through debate you make them realize that you need to think about and question 

many things. Your initial assumptions might be wrong,” she said to me during an interview. 

Although some teachers thought Homeroom 2 had too many noisy, unruly students and was 

difficult to teach, Teacher Fang saw their talkativeness as signs of active engagement. “I don’t like 

classes that are quiet like dead… They aren’t thinking, just writing down what the teacher said 

without making the knowledge their own. Students in Homeroom 2 are good at thinking. They think 

out of the box. It’s a lot of fun.” When I asked her whom she considered good learners in 

Homeroom 2, she named Zhi Han, a rebellious boy who challenged her in class on a daily basis. She 

appreciated his critical thinking and genuine passion for reading about history.  

Teacher Fang also had every intention to help her students succeed in exams. Like Teacher 

Guo from Yiping Experimental, she also asked students to focus on the textbook, underline key 

knowledge points and remember the time, actors and significance of major historical events. When I 

asked whether she saw any contradiction or tension between raising non-orthodox questions like the 

ones about the “Japanese pirates” and helping students produce the right answers in exams, she 

shook her head. She said that the alternative interpretation of the “Japanese pirates” problem 

reflects the emerging consensus among historians and that both the high school history textbook 

and past Gaokao questions had dealt with this problem critically. “It’s not a prohibited topic… It’s 

just that these (newer viewpoints) haven’t made it into middle school history textbooks. So I don’t 

think there would be a serious contradiction. When they eventually encounter it in high school, 

they’d be like, oh, our teacher talked about it before.” Drawing on her expert knowledge of 

“prohibited topic(s)” and the stances of the most important exams, she was confident about carving 
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out a space within these boundaries for her students to learn how to challenge textbook knowledge 

through critical analysis without jeopardizing their prospects in examinations. 

Teacher Wu, Teacher Fang and Teacher Zhu’s focus on reasoning, thinking and knowledge 

construction reflect the pulses of China’s curricular and pedagogical reform since the 1990s: 

transforming teacher-centered pedagogies aiming at knowledge transmission into learner-centered or 

inquiry-centered progressive pedagogies supporting knowledge construction, so as to cultivate a new 

generational of entrepreneurial and creative citizens equipped with the knowledge and skills to 

succeed in globalized knowledge economies and information societies (Huang, 2004; Yongbing Liu 

& Fang, 2009). Like their counterparts throughout the 20th century, Chinese educational reformers at 

the turn of the 21st century drew extensively from “Western” psychological and educational theories, 

this time relying particularly heavily on cognitive and developmental psychology and constructivist 

educational theories developed in the second half of the 20th century.  

After more than two decades of aggressive reform, however, these new pedagogies and 

educational ideas were still far from being the mainstream in ordinary classrooms. Even at Future 

Leaders Academy, not all students appreciated these adventurous pedagogical approaches equally. 

Some students found Teacher Zhu’s biology classes to be disorienting and wanted her to highlight 

and explain the knowledge points directly. Some wanted Teacher Wu to just provide “the one best 

answer” instead of always showing two or three different solutions, because the different approaches 

sometimes made things more confusing when they didn’t quite understand any one approach 

particularly well. Their complaints demonstrate what it takes for children to thrive in these 

adventurous classrooms: apart from teachers’ ability to effectively assess and build upon students’ 

existing understanding, students need to develop an appreciation for exploration and reasoning and 

be protected from the stress and anxiety of getting the right answer as quickly as possible.  

With the curriculum reform in the past two decades, many teachers at the three non-elite 
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schools were also aware of the growing expectation from above that they teach with “new methods” 

rather than sticking to the traditional lecture and memorize mode. Their understanding of these 

“new methods,” however, were usually limited to “having more discussions,” which they considered 

inappropriate for their students. A veteran teacher at Red River Middle School told me: “The new 

teaching methods don’t work for children around here. You have to rely on the more traditional 

approach. Tell them little by little. Their foundation is too bad… Ask them to discuss, to say their 

opinion. But they don’t understand anything. They don’t have their own thoughts. They are not very 

good at expressing themselves. What can they say in a discussion?”  

I understood where his views came from. Children in Yiping were often so shy in public and 

scared of their teacher that they blanked out when called to answer a question in front of the whole 

class. Some children also told me that their elementary school teachers had trained them to learn all 

subjects, including math, by rote memorization (siji yingbei) – they just needed to memorize the 

definitions and formulas and then plug them in during exams. When helping children with their 

homework, I sometimes got frustrated with their focus on squeezing the right final answer out of 

me and unwillingness to think through the problem-solving process. The progressive educational 

vision required not only the transformation of teachers but also the transformation of learners. 

This teacher’s words also left me in deep sadness. Children have become the scapegoat for 

structural inequality. The claim that certain children could only learn in memorization-heavy, 

“traditional” classrooms places the blame on the individual child. It conceals the fact that teachers at 

the three non-elite schools had neither the training nor the time and support to teach in the way that 

Teacher Zhu and Teacher Fang did, and that the children at these schools never had the opportunity 

to opt out of memorization-intensive and exam-oriented schooling.  

The contrast between the style of formal instruction at Future Leaders Academy and those 

at the three non-elite schools to some extent echoes the class-based differences in school knowledge 
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and curriculum that Anyon (1981) observed in American schools in the late 1970s: working-class 

schools focused on copying notes, following procedures and memorizing facts; learning in middle-

class schools was about understanding textbook knowledge in exchange for good grades and 

eventually good jobs; the affluent professional school aim at conceptual understanding and tried to 

get students to construct and even create knowledge through creative discovery and direct 

experience; the executive elite school emphasized rigorous intellectual processes of reasoning and 

problem solving. In terms of both student body composition and instructional practices, Future 

Leaders Academy seems to be a mixture of the middle-class school, affluent professional school and 

executive elite school that Anyon (1981) observed. The three non-elite schools, which primarily 

served children of farmers, workers and small business owners, shared Anyon’s working-class 

schools’ reliance on memorization as well as middle-class school’s successful commodification of 

knowledge and aspiration towards comprehension of textbook content. 

These different styles of Learning through Formal Instructions constitute what Bourdieu & 

Passeron (1990) calls different “modes of imposition” – “the system of the means required for the 

imposition of a cultural arbitrary and for the concealment of the twofold arbitrariness of the 

imposition” (p. 15). As Bourdieu & Passeron (1990) argued, these differences in modes of 

imposition ultimately stem from different power relations and the different cultures of social groups. 

For most farmers and workers with little formal education and subjected to domination in their own 

lives, highly coercive practices like repetitive hand-copying assignments and corporal punishment 

were legitimate means to inculcate orthodox knowledge and desired behaviors in children; in fact, 

many parents rely heavily on corporal punishment to discipline their children at home. However, the 

elite professional parents at Future Leaders Academy were influenced by modern discourses of 

children’s right and developmental psychology and were accustomed to substantial autonomy and 

control in their own work. Therefore, they considered these coercive practices unacceptable and 
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preferred Future Leaders Academy’s approach: providing scaffolds for conceptual understanding, 

guiding children through reasoning processes, and eliciting desired behaviors through 

encouragements and conversations.  

Producing “Good Students” and “Bad Students” 

 Revolving around credentialing and examination systems, Learning through Formal 

Instructions produces winners and losers – “good students” and “bad students” who are entitled to 

different spots in a hierarchical society. Though many Chinese believe that examination is the fairest 

sorting mechanism, the playing field is far from level. Equipped with abundant economic, social and 

cultural capital, elite schools and families intervene proactively in various aspects of the Learning 

through Formal Instructions to produce desirable academic outcomes. In contrast, constrained by 

the lack of resources, most non-elite schools and underprivileged families restrict their own 

responsibilities to providing tuition, discipline and textbook-based instructions, leaving the rest of 

the learning process up to the child. This divergence is most evident when we compare the different 

approaches to cultivating children’s intrinsic interests in academic subjects and fostering behavioral 

habits conducive for academic success, which is what I analyze in this section. 

At Future Leaders Academy, teachers took strategic and systematic actions to develop 

children’s intrinsic interests in academic subjects. When I asked about learning goals for 7th graders, 

most teachers at Future Leaders Academy talked about getting students interested in their subject 

area so that they would be motivated to continue studying it for the rest of their middle school 

career. Teacher Fang introduced mini-plays, storytelling, debates and many other activities to ensure 

that students see history as a fun, engaging and relevant subject rather than a distant and boring one. 

Teacher Zhu tried hard to connect biological knowledge with students’ everyday life. Teacher Wu 

acknowledged that math could be abstract and boring, but she was intentional about affirming 

students’ every attempt – even if they got things wrong – to help them develop a sense of 
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achievement through problem-solving. Teacher Cao, the Chinese Language and Literature teacher, 

devoted substantial class time to independent reading and organized poetry reading salons to 

encourage children to connect to classical literature at a personal level.  

Teachers at Future Leaders Academy also took meticulous efforts to cultivate behavioral 

habits conducive to academic success. Teacher Cao routinely used precious class time to teaching 

students how to take notes and organize their worksheets, sometimes spending hours outside classes 

checking students’ folders and providing individual feedback. When students failed to turn in 

homework on time or made too many mistakes, they usually had to stay after school and make up 

for it in front of a teacher. Before each major exam, teachers guided students in making detailed 

review plans and handed out review worksheets reminding students what they needed to pay 

attention to. They also coordinated peer study groups to ensure that students followed through with 

the plans. After exams, teachers always invited top-ranking students to share the strategies that they 

found useful and asked all students to write detailed reflection reports about each tested subject. 

Underlying their meticulous and systematic efforts is the belief that good behaviors only become 

reliable habits through long periods of close adult supervision and reinforcement. 

Many parents at Future Leaders Academy considered it an important parental responsibility 

to cultivate children’s interest in academic subjects and foster good learning habits. Jia Ping’s father 

spent a lot of time reading alongside Jia Ping and telling him stories about prominent thinkers and 

historical figures. Hong Bing’s parents took Hong Bing to museums to stimulate his curiosity about 

art and science, read storybooks with him to cultivate a love for reading, and planned family trips to 

get him interested in history and geography. They also taught him how to maintain concentration 

and efficiency since he was in elementary school, asking him to take a brief break every 25 minutes 

and set specific goals for each 25-minute block.  

At the three non-elite schools, in contrast, developing interests in subject matters and getting 
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into good learning habits was usually considered the responsibility of students. Teachers were aware 

of the importance of interest, but few considered it a teacher’s responsibility to make learning 

enjoyable or get students interested. As previous sections illustrate, classroom teaching followed the 

textbook closely and focused heavily on memorization, rarely involving any engaging activities. 

When I asked about how to get students interested, most teacher said they didn’t know. Teacher 

Pang, the math teacher and head teacher for Homeroom 49 at Red River Middle School, was one of 

the few teachers who talked eloquently about the matter:  

There is a problem of interest for anything that a person does. If you are not interested in 
it… at the beginning, you are forced to do it. Like at home, you have to wash the dishes, 
clean the floor, etc. Who doesn’t want to get out of this? It’s our nature to be lazy. But your 
parents would ask you to do it, and you have to do it. Then you would feel unhappy about it. 
So how do you [face this situation]? You find a song to sing while you do the job, so that 
you adjust your mood. It’s the same for learning. You have to try your best to find happiness 
in learning… Like if you play Ping Pong with another person… or when you play the 
basketball, if you got the ball in despite a couple others trying to block you, then the 
applause from others would be so exciting, right? That’s joy. When it comes to studying, 
don’t you get a sense of joy after you solve a difficult problem? Studying is about trying to 
find this joy in the process. 
 
Teacher Pang’s words reveal a taken-for-granted folk theory of human motivation that held 

children responsible for stimulating their own intrinsic motivation for things that they ought to do. 

To accomplish the ultimate goal of succeeding in exams, children should find ways to get themselves 

interested in studying academic subjects despite the unattractive content and unenjoyable process. 

This was how most teachers made it through their own schooling and testing journey, and they 

expected their students to do the same. Students at the three non-elite schools more or less bought 

into this theory. Most of them considered it their responsibility to get themselves interested in 

academic subjects, though few managed to do so. When talking about their academic struggles, 

many mentioned having no interest for particular subjects, but they usually blamed it on themselves 

rather than the teacher.  

Teachers at these three schools frequently criticized their students’ lack of good “studying 
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habits” (xuexi xiguan) and considered it primarily the responsibility of students and parents to 

improve these habits. What they called “good studying habits” was a group of general behavioral 

patterns structured around the textbook and teacher instruction: previewing lessons beforehand, 

paying attention and following teachers’ instructions closely in class, completing homework on time, 

and reviewing previous lessons on a regular basis. Teachers talked about these expectations 

frequently, but they did little to foster these behaviors apart from imposing harsh discipline to 

ensure that students follow their instructions in class. At the two Yiping schools, teachers seldom 

had enough time to check students’ homework regularly or provide any substantial feedback due to 

large class sizes; for some subjects, students could skip weeks of homework without being caught. 

Though some teachers also complained about students being unorganized and having no plans, they 

rarely take it upon themselves to teach students these concrete skills or provide hands-on 

supervision the way that teachers at Future Leaders Academy did.  

Parents at the three non-elite schools worked hard to pay children’s educational expenses, 

reduce children’s household responsibilities and get children to work hard at school, but most did 

not see academic interests and studying habits as something that they could mold or change. With 

two years of middle school education under his belt, Ya Lei’s father was mystified by the differences 

between his son and the high achieving children of his neighbor: his neighbor’s children always 

studied hard despite having no adults around most of the time, but his son seemed to have no 

interest in academic subjects and could hardly sit still for more than a few minutes even when he 

was watching. Although Ya Lei’s father knew the importance of interests and habits, he didn’t have 

the right kind of cultural capital to understand or intervene effectively in his son’s learning process. 

When children persistently displayed a lack of interest or produced low scores, many parents at the 

three non-elite schools concluded – often with great disappointment and even pain – that their 

children were no material for academic learning.   
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 Together with the different styles of formal instructions, this differential division of 

responsibility between children and adults contributes to the structured production of “good 

students” and “bad students” across the four schools. Teachers and parents at Future Leaders 

Academy provided extensive support to ensure that many children become “good students” who 

were intrinsically interested in academic subjects, possessed productive learning habits and had deep 

understanding of academic knowledge. At the three non-elite schools, in contrast, most teachers 

restricted their responsibilities to lecturing through the textbook while parents focused on providing 

school supplies and enforcing basic discipline. Children were to a large extent expected to regulate 

their own feelings and behaviors to meet the relentless demands of memorization-heavy Learning 

through Formal Instructions: to stay focused in (usually boring) classrooms twelve hours a day, to 

memorize large quantities of information that they don’t necessarily find meaning or interesting, and 

to keep working hard even when it gave them little joy or sense of accomplishment. When the 

majority of students inevitably failed to meet these demands, they became the “bad students” who 

don’t have enough motivation, self-discipline, academic foundation or brains to make it in the 

examination system. The “good students” who emerged in these schools were usually quite different 

from those in Future Leaders Academy: single-mindedly focused on exam-preparation, extremely 

disciplined, and deferential to the authority of textbooks and teachers.  

The production of these different types of “good students” and “bad students” contributes 

to the production of China’s emergent social hierarchy, channeling children towards divergent 

destinies in a highly stratified modern economy. It legitimizes these divergent trajectories by 

concealing the underlying power relations and structural inequalities and putting the praise and 

blame on the individual. Praising the well-roundedness of the “good students” at Future Leaders 

Academy conceals the tremendous physical, intellectual and emotional labor that teachers and 

parents invested. Valorizing the impressive hard work and self-discipline of the “good students” at 
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the three non-elite schools and blaming the struggles of the “bad students” on their lack of 

motivation or ability conceals the relentless nature of the exam-preparation regime that they were 

subject to as well as the struggling schools that failed to support them. 
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 “Have you seen Homeroom 2’s performance at the Art Festival in March?” Teacher Cao 

asked me as I sat down next to her on the bus during Future Leaders Academy’s spring outing trip 

in April 2018. I shook my head. “They won the second place in the school-wide final contest. An 

11th grade homeroom won the first place. It’s worth seeing.”  

 As she spoke, Teacher Cao pulled out her iPhone 6, swiftly navigated to the website hosting 

Future Leaders Academy’s annual Art Festival videos and fast-forwarded to 43:03 — the exact spot 

where Homeroom 2’s performance began. It was a performance of the Blue and White Porcelain 

(Qinghuaci), a popular song by the well-known musician Jay Chou. Five students – three boys and 

two girls – served as lead singers, while two girls played the zither, eleven girls danced, and the 

remaining twenty-one students in the homeroom sang the harmonies and waved large lotus leaves in 

the background. The singers were all dressed in blue and white traditional Han costumes; the 

dancers wore silky white dresses with long blue sleeves. The lead singers’ voices were full, steady and 

confident. The dancers’ movements were smooth, elegant and well-synchronized. There were well-

staged moments – high-pitched solo melodies and chains of spins – that showcased the virtuoso 

skills of the lead singers and the lead dancer. Towards the end of the song, the camera also captured 

the audience: hundreds of cellphone flashlights swung with the familiar rhythm, a sea of stars 

glittering in the dark night sky.  

 “Wow, this is such a professional production!” I commented. Satisfied at my reaction, 

Teacher Cao went on to tell me how they spent over three months preparing for this performance. 

Teacher Wu, the head teacher, and the Arts and Entertainment Officers (wenyu weiyuan, the student 

cadres responsible for art and social events) organized hours of after-school rehearsals four days a 

week. In the month leading up to the show, Teacher Cao, the assistant head teacher for Homeroom 

2, also took on rehearsal shifts. Teacher Wu and Teacher Cao even devoted some of their Chinese 

and Math class time to rehearsals. The production cost was over ￥10,000 (~$1500), the majority of 
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which went to hiring a professional stage director for three rehearsals, acquiring costumes, and 

hiring professional makeup artists for the lead singers and dancers under the spotlight.  

“Nowadays winning the Art Festival is about connections and backgrounds… The 11th grade 

homeroom that won the first place had a parent who worked at a professional performance arts 

group. They had professional lighting designers… This is how it works these days. If you want a 

good result, teachers have to organize things proactively. If you just rely on the students to organize 

themselves, there won’t be any good results.” 

Teacher Cao’s words point out the nature of the Art Festival as well as many other organized 

activities at Future Leaders Academy. From the Soccer Tournament, Basketball Tournament and the 

Campus Sports Meeting in the fall, to the Art Festival, Movie Dubbing Contest, Science Fair and 

Debate Competitions in the spring, these activities organized by adults and teachers provide a stage 

for children to showcase their talents and acquire awards or titles signaling their distinction to their 

peers as well as to the high schools and colleges that they might apply to in the future. They reflect a 

paradigm of learning that is becoming increasingly important in elite schools and middle-class 

communities: Learning in Organized Activities (see Table 5.1 for its key features).  

Like Learning in Family and Communal Endeavors, Learning in Organized Activities 

involves participation under the guidance of more experienced adults. However, Future Leaders 

Academy students’ participation in activities like the Art Festival is different from Ming’s 

contribution to her rural household (presented in Chapter 3) in a few important ways: While Ming’s 

learning took place organically through contributing to the economically necessary activities of 

making a living and running a household, the Art Festival is an educational activity serving little 

economic function. While Ming pitched in to help put food on the table, children at Future Leaders 

Academy participate to showcase their talents and obtain recognition. While Ming and her family 

members took initiatives and supported one another organically and fluidly, the Art Festival 
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involved formal designation of roles (project managers, lead dancers, chorus singers, etc.), explicit 

negotiation of opportunities and obligations, and strategic management of agendas and schedules in 

teams temporarily assembled to accomplish a specific goal. These differences mark fundamental 

distinctions between these two paradigms of learning. The family and communal endeavors that 

rural children engage in and contribute to are life-sustaining economic and social activities. The 

organized activities that I examine in this chapter, in contrast, primarily served the purposes of 

producing and reproducing particular forms of cultural capital.  

Table 5.1. Learning in Organized Activities 

Structural Foundation 

Organizations or institutions in industrial or post-industrial 
societies aiming to transform the personhood of the new 
generation; 
Elite institutions in post-industrial societies that value 
organizational competencies and non-academic talents 
(demonstrated via awards and credentials) in selecting members 

Organization of learning 
Learner learns through participating in activities that teachers, 
parents or other professionals organized for educational or 
credentialing purposes 

Social dynamics 

Adult organizers set rules and goals, designate formal roles, and 
coordinate participation 
Some children take initiative; most participate according to 
given rules and under adult guidance 

Motives 

Learners: to obtain recognition and credentials; sometimes also 
to contribute and belong 
Organizers: to help children acquire competencies, skills and 
distinctions; sometimes to make profit 

What to learn 

Organizational and leadership competencies; moral characters 
and identities; athletic or artistic skills 
For competitive activities: competitive mindset and 
psychological resilience in competitive environments 

How to learn Observation and emulation of adults or more experienced 
peers; participation; reflection on experiences 

Means of Communication Mostly verbal communications; some nonverbal and written 
communications 

Assessment Performances, presentations and/or competitions, where adults 
serve as judges 

 

Learning in Organized Activities likely emerged during classical civilizations to inculcate 
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status-marking dispositions in the children of elites. In imperial China, for example, the children of 

prominent elite families engaged in singing and practiced etiquette under the guidance of adults, 

organized activities that supposedly nurtured their innate goodness (Bai, 2005). The expansion of 

organized activities outside the small circle of the ruling classes was a modern phenomenon. 

Beginning in late 19th century, Learning in Organized Activities became increasingly prevalent in 

many advanced industrialized societies as schooling became compulsory and child labor restricted or 

even prohibited (Friedman, 2009; Halpern, 2002; Kleiber & Powell, 2005). In the United States, the 

influx of immigrants and growing anxiety over the dangers of urban streets triggered the rapid 

growth of organized activities around the turn of the 20th century: urban public schools joined 

organizations like the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) and Boys Scouts in offering 

organized sports to keep children off the streets and to socialize immigrant children into what elites 

at the time called “basic American values” – hard work, cooperation and respect for authority 

(Kleiber & Powell, 2005; Riess, 1991). In the second half of the 20th century, children’s organized 

activities became increasingly competitive and stratified, driven by  middle-class families’ growing 

appetite to seek further distinguish from the masses beyond academic competency (Adler & Adler, 

1994; Friedman, 2009).  

The development of children’s organized activities in modern China followed somewhat 

different trajectories due to its compressed modernity. American and British missionary schools and 

organizations (such as the YMCA and YWCA) introduced organized modern sports to China in late 

19th century, with the imperialist goal of transforming the “Sick Man of East Asia” (Zhang, 2015, p. 

1123) into physically robust modern persons ready to become good Christians. The Republican state 

incorporated some of these elements into its blueprints for the Chinese school system. The Young 

Pioneers of the communist party also adopted organized sport as a core activity in the 1930s, but the 

communist state primarily promoted a different kind of organized activity for children and youth in 
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most of the next four decades: organized collective labor and revolutionary political activism, which 

served the dual purpose of fostering youth’s commitment to communism and transforming the 

society through their youthful energies (Cleverley, 1991; Su, 1994). 

 Since the market-oriented reforms took off in the 1980s, however, the state’s moral 

education agenda and its children and youth organizations became increasingly depoliticized (Lee & 

Ho, 2005; Y. Xu, 2012). With the rise of the education for quality (suzhi jiaoyu) discourse in the 1990s 

(Anagnost, 2004; Kipnis, 2006, 2007), in particular, revolution-oriented organized activities gave way 

to the explosive growth of organized sports, arts as well as myriad new activities – such as Model 

United Nations, Public Speaking Competitions, and Little Mayor Contests  – that supposedly 

cultivated children’s well-rounded “qualities” (suzhi). Concentrated in urban middle-class 

communities and increasingly competitive, these activities have to a large extent become similar to 

their contemporary American counterparts not only in form and content but also in function – 

playing an important role in marking the distinctions of a new generation of emerging elites 

(Weininger et al., 2015). 

Behind the Scene 

 Unexpectedly, Teacher Wu called me during the winter break in January 2019, a week before 

the spring festival, and asked to interview me for Homeroom 2’s production for the 2019 Art 

Festival. I knew that Teacher Wu and the parent committee leaders had been stressing out for nearly 

a month about the next Art Festival. Having won the second place in 2018, they expected to 

produce another award-winning performance. However, this year the school required each 

homeroom to produce an original play, which was considered a much more challenging task 

compared to putting together five minutes of pretty dancing and singing.  

The last time that I saw them at the end of the fall semester, Teacher Wu and the parent 

committee chairs were entertaining the idea of portraying a real-life teacher-student classroom 



	 144 

conflict that happened in Homeroom 2 in December. The idea was to encourage children to think 

about classroom norms and bounds on individual freedom. But this idea did not fly at the dinner 

meeting among the dozen active parents and students, as many considered this story too tricky for a 

schoolwide stage and perhaps not special enough to win the contest. Instead, someone proposed 

developing a play around my story – a graduate of Guangzhou public schools, a Harvard student, 

and a co-founder for Clover Youth (a grassroot nonprofit organization serving migrant children) 

since high school. This proposal immediately received support from the attendants, and Teacher Wu 

called me on the spot. It would not only make for a unique storyline poised to win the competition 

at the Art Festival but also provide an opportunity for the children to learn from a role model, she 

explained. Had I received this request during my field work at Future Leaders Academy, I would 

have declined to play such a central role in the production that could define my relationship with 

children. Since this was after my primary fieldwork had ended, however, I agreed.  

 A week later, seven core members of the production team arrived at Clover Youth’s 

crowded office. Teacher Wu was wearing an elegant long black dress. She introduced Jia Ping’s 

mom14, the co-chair of the parent committee and a private fund investor, as the project manager for 

this production. Dressed in a loose white sweatshirt and skinny jeans, Jia Ping’s mom looked much 

younger than the other moms. Tong Le’s mom, a former journalist and the other co-chair of the 

parent committee, served as the supervisor for script writing. Xiao Wei’s mom was the liaison with 

the professional stage director that they were planning to hire. She had the same dark brows and big 

eyes as her daughter Xiao Wei, Homeroom 2’s Academic Representative for Chinese Language and 

Literature (yuwen kedaibiao) and the chief scriptwriter for the play. A skinny veteran dancer wrapped 

in a loose pink dress, Xuan Xuan was the Arts and Entertainment Officer (wenyu weiyuan) and the 

	
14 The parents addressed each other as “XX’s mom” and “YY’s dad” instead of by first or last 
names. I follow this convention in this dissertation. 
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chief organizer behind last year’s award-winning Blue and White Porcelain production. Tong Le was 

not a student cadre, but she volunteered to help with script writing. An enthusiastic cosplay fan, she 

was wearing a bow over her hair and a black-and-red chiffon dress spread over a large bustle, one of 

the dozens of cosplay costumes that she owned.  

 “We’ve thought about several possible scenarios.” Xuan Xuan announced eagerly after 

whispering with Xiao Wei for a couple minutes while the adults greeted one another. “Can you tell 

us the most memorable story since you co-founded Clover ten years ago? We will perform that story 

on stage.” Before I could produce a response to this unexpected question, Tong Le’s mom 

intervened: “We should listen to Xiang Xin Jiejie tell the stories of why she founded Clover Youth in 

the first place before we ask more specific questions and discuss the script, right?” Starting with 

broad questions that provide context for the character and the storyline – her suggestion reflects her 

professional interviewing skills. Jia Ping’s mom also nodded in approval, so Teacher Wu asked me to 

start by telling them about my life in middle school and high school.  

 As the adults took the lead in interviewing me for about an hour, Xuan Xuan, Xiao Wei and 

Tong Le doodled on their notebooks, whispered to each other, and jumped in several times with 

direct questions and comments about the script: “Can we start the play with the scene of the two of 

you reading a newspaper and talking about migrant children?” “We’re almost done with the plot. We 

think we need a typical student story – like, the story of a typical student who changed their life 

trajectory because of Clover?” At the beginning, Jia Ping’s mom and Tong Le’s mom gently brushed 

away these questions and comments to enable me to provide a complete narrative. As I gradually got 

through the ten-year journey of co-founding and leading Clover, they allowed these questions to 

develop into back-and-forth exchanges about emergent visions for the play.   

 By the end of the hour, the interview had turned into a loud and messy discussion, with 

multiple ill-defined proposals on the table and children talking over one another, each advocating 
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for their own idea without necessarily understanding those of others. Jia Ping’s mom eventually 

stood up: “How about we each take five minutes to rethink the storyline? It’s hard to reach a 

consensus if we keep discussing like this… Suppose we have three scenes in this play. What would 

these three scenes be? Let’s each take five minutes to think about this, and then share our proposals 

one by one.”  

Teacher Wu and Tong Le’s mom supported her proposal. Tong Le’s mom went on to define 

the task and asked them to write down their thoughts individually. After ten minutes of writing and 

drawing, the students presented their proposals, followed by the adults. While Teacher Wu and the 

students suggested narrating from the end and presenting key scenes as a series of flashbacks, the 

three mothers thought flashbacks were too confusing for a five-minute play with limited lighting and 

set-design options; they also preferred to present the scenes in chronological order. After another 

half an hour of extremely lively discussion over the sequence and selection of scenes, the group 

gradually re-segregated itself. The three students argued passionately about the plot in front of the 

white board. The adults sat around the table, increasingly worried that the task of scriptwriting was 

simply too challenging for 7th graders and that they wouldn’t have the script in time for the casting 

and rehearsals scheduled to begin a week after the spring festival.  

“If there isn’t enough time for our children to produce it… can we just do it for them?...” 

Tong Le’s mom finally said. “They mostly only write essays at school. Writing a script is a 

completely different thing… Now we don’t have enough time. It’s a lot easier if we adults take care 

of the writing and the children just play the roles. It’s difficult to guide a middle school student to 

write a complete script…”  

Teacher Wu nodded in agreement: “It’s fine as long as they participated in the thinking 

process.” Tong Le’s mom continued: “We have a professional director. We can get it done 

quickly… If we want Xiao Wei to do most of the writing, then it’ll be slow. She probably won’t be 
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able to do it in ten days.” “Even if she did produce something (in ten days), it’d be quite some 

distance from ideal (quality).” Teacher Wu concurred again.  

A consensus gradually emerged among the adults: Tong Le’s mom would write a first draft 

in three days to get feedback from the professional director, so that they would be ready for casting 

after the spring festival. Eventually, Teacher Wu gathered the children. Jia Ping’s mom asked them 

to present their conclusions – which were clearly far from a consensus or a coherent narrative – and 

then announced their proposal.  

“But we already figured out the main storyline.” Xuan Xuan protested in her high-pitched 

voice, “We are only missing one final step – can we just make a decision on what the final scene 

would be like?” Jia Ping’s mom responded carefully: “Tong Le’s mom has taken notes on all your 

proposals just now. Your ideas were brilliant. I think we have some consensus over what should be 

in the play, but we need more time to figure out how to put them together. We have to do it fast. 

Meanwhile, why don’t you begin thinking about your roles in this project? Xuan Xuan, you are good 

at dancing; would you like to be in charge of the dancing part in the end?” 

But Xuan Xuan was not ready to let it go: “We’ve even figured out how to perform things 

on stage! We can write the script now. It’s just the final scene that we haven’t decide on.” The adults 

exchanged looks swiftly. Teacher Wu asked: “But can you produce the whole script in two days?” 

“It should be fine. I have written a whole script over a lunch break before!” Xuan Xuan insisted, but 

Xiao Wei was less certain: “But that time you had a template to draw on.” “I think we can try.” 

Xuan Xuan’s voice lowered slightly. She eventually gave up insisting on writing the script on their 

own as Xiao Wei and Tong Le grew visibly hesitant about their ability to complete the task with 

satisfactory quality in two days.  

In this meeting and many other episodes, adults gently overrode children’s opinions and 

undermined children’s autonomy with their authority. Prioritizing the goal of having a polished 
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script in time to produce an award-winning performance, the adults brushed aside children’s overly 

eager questions during the interview and massaged away Xuan Xuan’s insistence on the children’s 

writing the script on their own. Nonetheless, the way they exercised their authority was different 

from the way that teachers at the non-elite schools exercised theirs in classrooms. Parents and 

teachers at Future Leaders Academy rarely gave commands, issued directives, or criticized children’s 

views directly. The care that they took to present their decisions as suggestions and affirm children’s 

viewpoints reflects their heightened concern for protecting children’s sense of autonomy and 

confidence, consistent with the growing buy-in to Western child psychological discourses among 

Chinese urban middle-class families that several ethnographers reported (Kuan, 2015; Lan, 2018; 

Naftali, 2014). Their authoritarianism is of a much softer kind, one that is aligned with the Chinese 

state’s attempt to cultivate a new generation of individuals – particularly elites – who are deferent to 

authority as well as entrepreneurial and driven (Fong, 2006; Hansen, 2015; Naftali, 2014). As the 

children’s voices presented in the next section shows, children often accepted this kind of soft 

authority, talking about the involvement of the parent committee as “help” or “guidance” and rarely 

complaining about their autonomy being undermined. 

The dynamics of this meeting reveal the tremendous yet invisible emotional, intellectual and 

physical labor that teachers and parents – mostly mothers – put in behind the scene. This echoes 

researchers’ observation of the central role of mothers’ labor in the rise of rationalized childhoods 

and organized activities in middle-class communities in the United States (Lareau & Weininger, 

2008; Weininger et al., 2015). Apart from organizing the events and competitions, teachers and 

parents help children set goals, manage expectations, assemble teams, assign tasks and moderate 

disagreements, even stepping in to take over when children struggle. They draw upon their own 

cultural and social capital – Jia Ping’s mom brought her project-management skills, Tong Le’s mom 

utilized her interviewing and writing skills, and Xiao Wei’s mom activated her connections to 
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professional stage directors and screenwriters. With these professional skills and resources, adults 

not only modeled how to effectively lead and work in teams to accomplish a common goal but also 

ensured that the final product – the final play in this case – would be impressively polished. These 

organized activities are vehicles through which parents and teachers use their own cultural and social 

capital to produce embodied cultural capital (as discussed in the next section) as well as the 

institutionalized cultural capital (the awards that they would eventually win) in their children.  

Learning to Organize 

Many organized activities provide the opportunity to learn how to organize, coordinate and 

lead, particularly for student leaders who took on central roles in various events. Cai Yun, the other 

Communications Officer with fourteen different hobbies and talents, talked about the improvement 

of her “organizational competencies” (zuzhi nengli): “Take the rehearsals for the English play for 

example. I wrote the (first draft of the) play in five minutes, but I had to keep editing it. I had to 

consider the feelings of different classmates (about their roles). Like, I had to be creative and flexible 

(tounao linghuo), and know how to establish authority among my peers… You have to keep them 

disciplined. Otherwise, folks like Zhi and Yang Han would keep running around and messing 

around.” 

Deng Meng, one of the lead singers in Blue and White Porcelain and an Arts and Entertainment 

Officer, nodded in agreement: “There were indeed substantial improvements (in my organizational 

competencies). For the Art Festival, at first it was just me and Xuan Xuan organizing the rehearsals 

before the parent committee got highly involved. I realized it was impossible to control the situation 

with just the two of us. It was so exhausting that I wanted to give up. We were so tired and 

desperate. It was the first time that I realized what ‘responsibility’ meant. In elementary school I was 

also a cadre. Back then you just wore a badge to show off in front of others – I’m the class cadre, or 

the school cadre – and that’s it. It’s completely different in middle school. If you wear the badge, it 
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means you are more capable and you have responsibility. You have to take on that responsibility.”  

Wan Tong, the class monitor with short hair and broad shoulders, also learned a lot about 

leadership and organizing from the Art Festival experience. In the eyes of many teachers and 

parents, Wan Tong was a role model of independent thinking and responsible leadership for her 

peers. Unlike Xuan Xuan, Cai Yun, and Deng Meng who served as lead singers and dancers, she did 

not have much artistic training and did not occupy any prominent role on stage. Instead, she saw 

herself as taking on the project manager role in the Blue and White Porcelain production, the one 

“responsible for coordinating things.” “I knew how the chorus singers and background dancers felt 

and thought. You’d find out that in a performance there are always some people who have more 

spotlight and some who have less. Those who get less spotlight will be unhappy, and those who get 

more spotlight will be tired. So I think it’s really important to coordinate a group so that people 

work with one another. When I was coordinating the rehearsals, I didn’t think much about it at first, 

but towards the end I realized, oh my, we had so many problems… Like you realize that the small 

groups were each doing their own things, the dancers were dancing, the singers singing, but when 

you put them together, it just didn’t work... There were problems in the whole rehearsal process. We 

put in a lot of time and worked hard, but it didn’t produce very satisfying results… I think our 

coordination wasn’t good enough.” Three months after the performance, Wan Tong was still asking 

herself what had went wrong: “Why did we wait till the last couple of weeks to rush to find a teacher 

(the professional director)? Why didn’t we think of these things when we first started rehearsing? 

Was I not proactive enough in coordinating things?” 

Wan Tong’s critical reflection was not limited to herself. She saw some of the top students 

and fellow cadres in Homeroom 2 – such as Deng Meng, Cai Yun, and Xuan Xuan – as too focused 

on their own achievements and not terribly capable when it comes to “dealing with others.” Xuan 

Xuan, for example, was “too direct in her words” and “sometimes too harsh:” “Like during the Art 
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Festival rehearsals, once the parents came and we were totally a mess… Jia Ping’s mother suggested 

changing the background music. Xuan Xuan disagreed, and they basically got into a fight… She 

(Xuan Xuan) like just insisted on her own views and was very harsh and aggressive… I think she 

needs to understand other’s perspectives more.” Instead of seeing parents’ interventions as 

intrusions into children’s autonomy, Wan Tong attributed the conflict between the outspoken Xuan 

Xuan and Jia Ping’s mother – perhaps a more heightened incidence than the one described in the 

previous section – to Xuan Xuan’s lack of mature leadership and saw it as an incidence from which 

she and her peers should learn.  

Wan Tong recalled her elementary school self as suffering from much of the same 

shortcomings as Xuan Xuan: “I wasn’t a terribly extraverted or sociable person… I was also the 

monitor of my elementary homeroom and teachers gave me a lot of responsibilities, but I didn’t 

know how to deal with it and did not get along well with my classmates. It was so bad that once a 

classmate told me that many classmates complained about me at another classmate’s birthday 

party… I used to be very harsh, like yelling at my classmates all the time…” According to her, it was 

the Little Mayor contest, along with several other city-wide activities and competitions that she 

participated in, that taught her “how to interact with others, how to work with others, how to 

demonstrate your ability to work as a team.” The Guangzhou Little Mayor contest is one of the 

numerous famous city-wide competitions in Guangzhou. Organized bi-annually by the Guangzhou 

Women’s Association and the Education Bureau since 1996, the contest selects ten “Little Mayors” 

from the city’s elementary and middle school students through a series of competitive activities like 

public speaking, debate, and talent shows. The successful candidates hold two-year tenures during 

which they get to participate in city-level policy discussions, lead their own initiatives, and serve as 

youth representatives of the city in public events. Throughout the contest and the following tenure, 

Wan Tong engaged in a lot of collaborative tasks and met many talented student leaders from other 
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schools “who knew how to get along well with others, despite their outstanding individual talents.”  

In the final round of the Little Mayor contest, Wan Tong had to rehearse for a group dance 

with the other nineteen finalists: “Every weekend we have to rehearse from early morning to 8 or 

9pm. None of us dared to say a word. Like, we might talk (during breaks), but once the rehearsal 

started, I wouldn’t say a word. Like my mind was so concentrated and serious. Because everyone 

was working hard. You can’t make others work more because of your mistake. Of course, the 

teacher was also very stern and I dared not make any fuss with her. But we all had a clear purpose 

and goal. I knew where I wanted to be at the end of the day – today I need to learn this phrase of 

movements, tomorrow I want to be in synch with everyone else.” Assessing their Art Festival 

performance against the standards of the Little Mayor contest, Wan Tong concluded: “We weren’t 

serious enough. We didn’t work hard enough. We didn’t put in 100% until the very end.”  

The organizational and leadership skills that Wan Tong and her peers acquire in organized 

activities are valuable assets in the competition to join the global middle class. Most middle school 

students at Future Leaders Academy went through individual and group interviews in the admission 

process, where teachers assessed not only their “special talents” (dancing, painting, vocal 

performance, musical instruments or various sports) but also their communications and 

organizational skills – whether they could present themselves confidently, express their ideas clearly 

and collaborate with their peers. Although high school and college admission in China is mostly 

based on exam scores (except for a small number of elite institutions with autonomous admission 

programs), about half of the middle school students in Future Leaders Academy would apply to high 

schools and colleges overseas with holistic admission processes, where these skills will matter 

greatly. Underlying these admission practices as well as the explosive growth of organized activities 

is an increasingly global consensus about the importance of cultivating interpersonal, organizational 

and leadership skills – apart from intellectual ones – in children who are in the position to become 
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economic, political and cultural leaders in the future.  

Of course, even at Future Leaders Academy, not all children were as extensively involved in 

organized activities as Wan Tong. Xuan Xuan, Wan Tong, Deng Meng and Cai Yun were among the 

handful of particularly active students who had the opportunity as well as the desire and ability to 

take up leadership roles frequently. For children whose involvement was more peripheral, the 

learning was also usually (and understandably) less sophisticated. An experienced Cantonese 

storyteller (yueyu jianggu) with rich stage experience, Xiao Wei was a dancer in the Blue and White 

Porcelain production but did not take on any leadership responsibilities. Her main takeaway from the 

experience was how to manage time and reconcile conflicting organizational schedules, an important 

skill crucial for modern middle-class life: “The rehearsals lasted very late each night, but that was still 

manageable because there usually wasn’t a ton of homework. When you have to go to classes on 

weekends and the rehearsal times conflicts with your class, then you have to somehow adjust it. 

Because there were other students who take classes with you, it was very difficult to change the time. 

You have to make sure you both get the class time changed without annoying others and make it to 

the rehearsal. At least I learned how to do these things.” 

 There were also a handful of students who were openly unenthusiastic about organized 

activities like the Art Festival. Qi Liang, a chubby, introverted and academically-oriented boy, was 

reluctant to participate in the Art Festival throughout the semester: “I didn’t want to go (on stage). I 

felt like the Art Festival didn’t have anything to do with students who didn’t have those special 

artistic talents.” After more than three months of rehearsals and a top award, he insisted that he 

didn’t learn anything from all the hours spent on the Art Festival. Hong Bing, the top performing 

boy whom Wan Tong criticized for being “too utilitarian” (tai gongli) in learning (See Chapter 4), 

found many organized activities at school to be boring and “taking up too much time.”  

Qi Liang and Hong Bing’s reluctance reflect the nature of children’s participation in most 
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organized activities. Most of the time, the motivation driving children’s participation is the desire to 

showcase their talents under the spotlight and to obtain public recognition and distinctions. As a 

result, students like Qi Liang and Hong Bing who see themselves as neither having these artistic, 

athletic or interpersonal talents to showcase nor the leadership responsibility to organize their peers 

often find these activities to be annoying tasks that had to be endured, much like academic learning 

was for many other children. I discuss this topic in more detail in the next section. 

Learning to Compete 

Most organized activities that children at Future Leaders Academy participated in had a clear 

competitive component. Apart from the regular school-wide annual competitions (i.e. Art Festival, 

Sports Meeting, singing contest, debate contest, and Movie Dubbing competition), dancers, choir 

singers, orchestra members, storytellers and athletes participated in local, national and international 

tournaments on a regular basis. Children win trophies, flags and award certificates that they can 

display in their classrooms and homes, as well as titles that they can put in their resumes. These 

competitive organized activities also serve as training wheels for children to acquire what Friedman 

(2009) calls “the competitive habitus” (p. 22) – how to love winning, how to bounce back from 

losses, how to focus and adapt, and how to perform under intense public gaze.  

When Hong Bing’s parents sent him to chess lessons and competitions, one of their main 

goals was to help him learn how to be a strong competitor capable of handling failure and stress. 

“When he first started chess, he always cried whenever he lost a game. When he made a bad move 

while playing against others online, he’d run to the bathroom to hide and pretend that others didn’t 

see it. He was really nervous… One time when he was playing against an older child in a grading 

test, he literarily started crying in the middle of the game. Many kids cried in the bathroom or under 

the trees when they came out of games. But later on, he learned and wouldn’t cry any more. Chess 

has a cruel ranking and promotion system. It really fostered his psychological strength.” 
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Competitive activities glorify winning, normalizing and reinforcing children’s desire to prove 

themselves better than others through winning awards and titles. Homeroom 2 encountered a big 

setback in the first round of the Art Festival competition: they barely made the cut to enter the 

second round, their performance much messier than what everyone was expecting. Children were 

understandably frustrated and disappointed. Teacher Cao drew on their desire for public recognition 

to motivate them: “I told them after the initial round, I know you’ve worked hard, but it wasn’t 

working well yet. You worked so hard that I don’t want you to lose. I don’t want you to feel like 

your efforts have been wasted in vain. I told them what they needed was recognition, recognition of 

the value (of their efforts). You might as well work even harder in the next three days so that you 

make your performance even better. They really bought this idea. Like, you don’t just work hard for 

nothing. After you work hard you want recognition and praise from others. They felt the desire to 

do better. In their hearts they compare themselves with one another within the homeroom, and they 

also compare their homeroom with other homerooms.”  

The emphasis on the final award overshadows the possible meanings arising from the 

collaborative process and the creative artistic experience. In this sense, the competition to win in the 

Art Festival was no different from the competition to obtain the highest scores in academic exams, a 

point that Teacher Cao did not shy away from: “So (after this Art Festival experience) they felt the 

need to work hard, and that hard work will lead to results. And if it works like this in activities (like 

the Art Festival), doesn’t it also work like this when it comes to academics?” Teacher Cao’s words, 

like those of Hong Bing’s father, underscore the taken-for-granted status of competition among 

middle-class communities in a modern market economy: constant, stressful competition is the basic 

condition of life, a reality that children need to adapt to and learn to manage as early as possible. 

Teacher Cao’s motivational strategy worked for the most part. Homeroom 2 pulled together 

in the final week and produced a remarkably improved performance. The victory not only made 
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students feel rewarded, but also produced a strong collective identity of pride and solidarity, 

constructed based on the award they won. “Hard work will lead to harvest.” Xuan Xuan said 

without a blink when I asked about her experience in the Art Festival, “I literarily almost cried when 

I heard that we won the first prize. We worked so hard for it… There was a really strong sense of 

pride. Like, I feel like my homeroom is so great! (zijiban zei bangle)”  

While group-based competitive activities like the Art Festival mainly strengthened collective 

competitive identities, individual-based competitive activities contribute to producing individual 

identities as winners or losers. These individual identities are sometimes orthogonal to those based 

on academic exams. “Everyone wanted to be number one. We were all very proud and confident of 

ourselves, the best of our respective schools and districts.” Wan Tong said of her cohort of finalists 

in the Little Mayor contest, twenty teenagers who emerged as winners in each district. Although her 

name rarely ends up in the top section in exam rankings, Wan Tong was a confident student leader 

with a secure elite identity fostered through winning numerous competitions. She considered 

“attending more competitions” a much more worthwhile and meaningful way to spend one’s free 

time compared to doing more practice problems for prepare for exams; she also considered a person 

with awards from various competitions superior to one with top academic performance. 

Apart from boosting individual confidence and constructing elite identities, these awards and 

trophies also constitute an important form of institutionalized cultural capital, which is increasingly 

important for accessing elite educational institutions. While it was still common for middle schools 

to select students with academic exams in the 1990s, many cities – including Guangzhou – gradually 

banned this practice in the name of reducing the academic stress of elementary school students over 

the past two decades. This pushed elite schools towards other means of selection. Under current 

admission policies, about half of Future Leaders Academy’s 7th grade students were admitted 

through the special talent admission program. Winning top awards in district- or higher level artistic 
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or athletic competitions is usually a prerequisite for consideration in the special talent admission 

process, which creates a strong incentive for families to enroll children in competitive activities at a 

young age. By the time they apply for middle schools, middle-class and upper-middle-class children 

like Wan Tong, Xuan Xuan, Deng Meng and Xiao Wei have collected a long list of awards and titles 

from various competitions to decorate their resumes and mark their distinction.  

While some of the competitions that they participate in are school based, the vast majority 

are organized by outside organizations. For every activity that a child might engage in, there is a 

competition for it. District, municipal and provincial Sports Bureaus organize annual athletic 

competitions on a wide variety of sports. Cultural organizations and associations organize numerous 

art related competitions (for singing, dancing, drawing, calligraphy and many others), often joining 

forces with commercial companies eager to tap into the wallets of ambitious parents. A website 

called China Art Competitions (zhongguo yisai wang) listed dozens of national and international art-

related competitions for parents to choose from. Most respectable children’s choirs, orchestras and 

dance troupes – school-based or not – participate in these national and international competitions 

on a regular basis. Outside of the arts and sports, there are also many prestigious local and national 

competitions like the Little Mayor Contests and the Star of Outlook English Speaking Contest that 

involve public speaking, talent shows and a range of other tasks. These talent-show-type 

competitions are often broadcasted on TV and make winners into child celebrities.  

Enrolling children in these competitive activities usually require substantial economic capital.  

Apart from the government sponsored athletic competitions (which are usually oriented towards 

selecting young talents for local sports teams), most of these competitions charge participation fees 

and involve substantial expenses in the process of participation, apart from the costs of taking 

private or group lessons to hone one’s skills. Several students in Homeroom 2 were involved in 

school-based and outside orchestras that participate in international Art Festivals and competitions 
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during the summer break, which could easily cost over 10,000 yuan.  

Learning about Privilege 

 Not all organized activities that children at Future Leaders Academy participated in were 

competitive.  

On a rainy day in June, I joined Teacher Cao and twenty-four 7th grade students on a trip to 

visit the Sunrise Middle School in Qingyuan, a neighboring city with a quarter of Guangzhou’s per-

capita GDP. A public school located at the suburb of Qingyuan, Sunrise Middle School became 

Future Leaders Academy’s sister school a few years ago. Apart from regular support for teachers’ 

professional development, Future Leaders Academy sent two experienced staff members to join 

Sunrise Middle School’s leadership team to help improve the management of the school.  

Occasionally, the two schools organized student exchanges to “broaden their horizons.” The 

four students from Homeroom 2 signed up to join this trip primarily because “Teacher Cao said it 

gives us extra points!” Yi Xiang said. The points to which she referred came from the moral 

education points system (deyufen) that Teacher Wu operated to encourage prosocial behaviors and 

keep track of disciplinary transgressions.  

The trip also counts as one of the monthly activities of the Young Pioneers. A national mass 

organization founded in 1949 for children six to fourteen years of age led by the Communist Youth 

League, the Young Pioneers of China is tasked with cultivating youth who love the party, love the 

motherland, love the people and are ready to contribute to the cause of communism. While their 

predecessors in the 1930s and 1940s took on active roles in organizing children to participate in 

communist propaganda and even military actions (Pringsheim, 1962; Su, 1994), the contemporary 

Young Pioneers of China and the Communist Youth League operate branches in every school and 

are primarily responsible for moral and political education. As the advisor of Future Leaders 

Academy’s local Young Pioneers branch, Teacher Cao is charged with organizing a cultural or 
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volunteering event each month: Children’s Day celebrations; volunteering at special education 

school for students with severe mental disabilities; raising funds for local nonprofits through the 

school’s annual flea market... The focus on volunteering reflects the Communist Youth League’s 

turn towards volunteerism as well as the depoliticization of moral education in China since the 

1990s, a strategic move to adapt to the changing situations and win over youth in the era of market-

oriented reform (Lee & Ho, 2005; Y. Xu, 2012).  

As the school bus finally pulled into Sunrise Middle School after a 90-minute drive, children 

marveled at the majestic red gate in front of them. Gigantic banyan trees shaded the main campus 

road. The large sports ground seemed brand new, the plastic track showing little signs of wear. The 

fresh red paint on the two main teaching buildings glittered under the sun that just climbed out of 

the rainy clouds. “This campus is even larger than ours!” “Wow! I think we are the ones to be 

helped (women caishi bei bangfu de duixiang ba)!” Some of them exclaimed. I wondered what they had 

expected of this sister school accepting the “help” from their school. Unpaved sports grounds and 

shabby buildings, like the rural schools that often show up on television and social media? 

After a brief tour of the campus, student groups were led into four different 7th grade 

classrooms for observing classes and “cultural exchange.” I joined the classrooms that most 

Homeroom 2 students went to. There I observed a math class very similar to those taught by 

Teacher Lin at Yiping Experimental: the young female teacher asked strings of questions for 

students to answer in unison and asked students to read out textbook definitions of key concepts 

and even answer keys to practice problems. For each practice problem that she explained, she asked 

students to “clap for yourself if you got it right! Clap for yourself loudly to encourage yourself!!!” 

The passion in her voice and the spectacle of the loud claps with fixed tempos got Future Leaders 

Academy students’ eyes widened. They exchanged looks with one another, probably impressed with 

– or possibly perplexed by – the drama of the ritual and the disciplined participation of the students.  
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Towards the end of the class, Tong Le and Xiang Yi caught the teacher making a mistake in 

explaining one of the practice problems. No Sunrise students seemed to have noticed the mistake, as 

they copied the teacher’s notes and moved on to the next problem. Tong Le and Yi Xiang discussed 

the problem with their classmates and me. After I verified their original solution, Tong Le raised her 

hand up high. For about two minutes, the teacher did not see her. This was the first time in this class 

that any student had motioned to speak without being called on. All questions were answered in 

unison as a group; the teacher’s gaze rarely stopped on any individual student, clearly not searching 

for sighs of students wanting to speak.  

When the teacher finally saw Tong Le’s hand, Sunrise students all turned around in surprise 

– and with some visible excitement. “Teacher, we want to correct a mistake that you made. The 

answer to the previous question should be A.” Clearly surprised, the teacher paused for a couple 

seconds before asking Tong Le to explain her reasoning. Eventually, she admitted her mistake and 

invited students to clap for Tong Le. After the class ended, many Sunrise students gathered around 

Tong Le with curiosity and excitement. One girl even ran over with a hand-written note expressing 

her adoration and her desire to befriend Tong Le.  

The formal “cultural exchange” part of the trip began with Sunrise students clapping loudly 

in unison again to formally welcome us. Subsequently, the Future Leaders Academy students 

introducing themselves one-by-one. “I am Tong Le. I am a special-talent student in arts (yishu 

techangsheng). I like photography.” Tong Le walked up to the front of the classroom and said 

confidently in front of the crowd, her father’s Cannon DSLR camera in her hand. Like her 

classmates, she introduced herself with her “special-talent” category and her hobby, two salient 

aspects of children’s identities at Future Leaders Academy. Sunrise student gave her another round 

of applause. The girl sitting in the backrow next to me craned her neck to get a better view. I 

wondered whether she was trying to see Tong Le or her fancy camera.  
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Following the introductions, the Sunrise students presented two performances. Six girls sang 

a string of pop songs, and then two students presented a voice dubbing performance of a section of 

the movie Jane Eyre in Chinese. The Sunrise girls sang faster and faster, so much that by the end the 

lyrics were barely discernible. The voice dubbing performers were well-synched with the images, but 

their voices were rather flat and did not carry much emotion or expressivity. The Future Leaders 

Academy students watched and clapped respectfully, though they clearly weren’t terribly impressed. 

After all, they were used to seeing more polished performances and more skillful performers: on the 

bus ride during an outing trip last month, students in Homeroom 2 casually sang songs in three 

different languages; in the Movie Dubbing Contest, they dubbed Hollywood movies with authentic 

American accents.  

After a round of gift-exchange formalities, the Sunrise teacher began to encourage “free 

exchanges:” “I heard that there are a lot of very high-achieving students (xueba) at Future Leaders 

Academy. They are very knowledgeable. Ask them questions to learn from them.” With some 

prodding, a Sunrise girl raised her hand. Her voice was so timid that the teacher had to repeat what 

she said for others to hear: “She wants to ask about your daily routine.” The Future Leaders 

Academy students looked at one another; no one was particularly eager to respond. Eventually, 

Tong Le stood up and gave a rundown of their 7:40am to 4:40pm routine. The Sunrise homeroom 

responded with another round of loud applause.  

“This is a precious opportunity. Do you have more questions about their studies or their 

daily life?” The teacher prodded again. Someone asked about how they studied geography at Future 

Leaders Academy, a question that the Sunrise teacher was satisfied with. When she invited the third 

round of questions, however, no one responded, so she produced a question about Future Leaders 

Academy students’ extracurricular activities.   

When we eventually moved into the cafeteria for lunch, several Sunrise students became 
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much less reserved. A few Sunrise girls sat down next to Tong Le, Xiang Yi and me. After some 

casual small talk about cafeteria food, one of the girls asked us: “how does one find the motivation 

do something for so long?” Surprised by this serious question, I asked her what kind of things she 

was thinking about. “Like, studying? I always want to quit after reciting books for just a little bit. I 

just couldn’t persist.” “Then you don’t persist! If you can’t hold on, what else can you do (other than 

give up)?” Tong Le said without any hesitation, which was clearly shocking for the Sunrise girls.  

Another girl asked: “Do you always interact with your teachers like this? So casual and 

intimate?” She probably noticed how Future Leaders Academy students made jokes with me and 

Teacher Cao. Both Tong Le and Xiang Yi nodded. “We’d never dare to do that…” The Sunrise girl 

said with admiration, perhaps jealousy. “Like our biology teacher (Teacher Zhu), she’d hug us all the 

time. She is even naughtier than us!” Tong Le said cheerfully, “and our Chinese teacher…” Xiang Yi 

took over: “She makes us study in small groups all the time. Like we learn it on our own, and then 

we teach it to others.” “You guys were so in synch and in unison today in the math class!” Tong Le 

exclaimed. The Sunrise girl sighed: “we are too rigid and inflexible (siban).”  

Through numerous exchanges like this, children at Future Leaders Academy confirmed the 

legitimacy of their privileged places in the society. The unequal relationship between the two schools 

directly projected onto the unequal relationship between the two groups of students. Although they 

were the same age, the teacher referred to the Future Leaders Academy students as “high-

achieving”, more knowledgeable and more flexible students from whom her students should learn, a 

positioning that most Sunrise students seemed to take for granted as well. In fact, Future Leaders 

Academy students’ reaction when they first saw Sunrise’s newly renovated campus – “Wow! I think 

we are the ones to be helped!” – reflects their assumption that they are supposed to be the ones with 

more resources and capacity who benevolently offers assistance. Although the sight of the campus 

originally challenged this assumption, the applause and adoration that they received from their 
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Sunrise peers eventually reinforced and legitimized it. 

This sense of privilege was also reinforced and legitimized in many other Young Pioneer 

events and outside activities. During the Mid-Summer Festival vacation, the parent committee 

organized an informal cook-out and invited Teacher Liang, a famous poetry teacher who spent two 

years volunteering in a remote rural school in an impoverished community in Guizhou. Playing the 

guitar and singing the poems that his students wrote, Teacher Liang told stories about the 

devastating poverty in Guizhou and his journey of building lifelong bonds with students there. 

During the Q&A, Wan Tong asked about what they as middle school students could do to help 

these impoverished children. Teacher Liang recommended reading more books about rural 

communities and going there to see it for themselves. When making the thank-you speech towards 

the end of the event, Teacher Wu said: “Through Teacher Liang’s stories, we can begin to see how 

our peers are living a life that are very different from that of our own. Compared to them, we are 

plentiful materially. But perhaps we are lacking in terms of our culture and morality (jingshen). So let’s 

keep learning about this.”  

Like the visit to the Sunrise school, this Mid-Summer Festival gathering introduced children 

to the drastic inequality of the modern world and affirmed their own privileged places within it. 

They also encouraged children to use their privilege to help those less fortunate, but they did not 

challenge the social structures that put a small number of children in privileged positions while 

subjecting others to deprivation. Teacher Liang’s words, in particular, reveal the intention behind 

these volunteering-related activities: to cultivate a generation of elites with proper culture and 

morality, which in the context of contemporary China includes an appreciation of one’s privilege 

and a willingness to help less fortunate others but does not usually include a deep critique of the 

system producing that inequality. 
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Failure in Organizing 

 The three non-elite schools in this study did not offer many organized activities beyond the 

annual Campus Sports Meetings and Art Festivals, which were staples of the school calendar in most 

Chinese schools. Even these nearly ubiquitous campus activities, however, played out very 

differently at these three schools compared to Future Leaders Academy.  

 In early March, when teachers announced the Art Festival contest at Morningstar Academy, 

children exploded with excitement. Unlike Future Leaders Academy’s requirement that each 

homeroom only submit one collective production for the contest, Morningstar Academy allowed 

each homeroom to enter as many proposals for the contest as they’d like. Homeroom 8 quickly 

collected three submissions, including a group of nine dancers led by the homeroom monitor Jia 

Yan, a girl with full lips and a loud voice. The group spent a couple weeks debating which song to 

dance to, eventually deciding on reproducing a popular music video called Good Time. Mai Hong, a 

tall, quiet girl, was the only member of the production with formal dance training – she had taken a 

few semesters of jazz classes at a private studio. The other participants were enthusiastic consumers 

of popular culture and occasionally imitated popular Hip-hop or jazz dance moves from videos, but 

they had never participated in any formal training or performance.  

 I accompanied their rehearsal for the first time on a Thursday afternoon in April, three 

weeks into the rehearsal process. As the bell rang at 5pm, the classroom building was boiling with 

movements – chairs being thrown on top of desks, classroom doors being slammed close, hurried 

footsteps competing to get to the school gate. “Go home at 5:30pm today. Don’t practice for too 

long,” Teacher Xu, the newly appointed head teacher of Homeroom 6, raised his voice and said to 

Jia Yan as she walked past him with her gang of dancers in the hallway. The group was practicing 

outside and did not go home until 10pm last night, leading to many worried parents calling Teacher 

Xu late at night. Jia Yan nodded silently to his request.  
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As Jia Yan led the crew downstairs, two missing dancers – Ye Lang and Fang Le – ran past. 

Jia Yan grabbed their arms instantly, shouting: “Pack up and come down!” “I have to go home!” Ye 

Lang said as he tried to get rid of Jia Yan’s grip. His mom beat him up last night for coming home 

so late. Fang Le broke away first, shouting back at Jia Yan after he had almost run to the other end 

of the hallway: “I’m not coming!” Furrowing her brows deeply, Jia Yan screamed and stamped her 

feet hysterically as they disappeared from her view: “You still don’t want to practice! We are so 

behind schedule! Screw the competition! If you don’t want to practice, why don’t we just quit?!”  

 As they got to the bottom of the classroom building, Jia Yan gathered the group to wait to 

catch Ye Lang and Fang Le. Zi Lin, a skinny girl with a long ponytail, rested her head on my 

shoulder and leaned on me quietly. Her forehead was warmer than usual; she had been complaining 

of a bad headache all afternoon. As minutes passed by without any signs of Ye Lang and Fang Le, 

the other students grew impatient. Jia Yan asked Hao Yu to run upstairs to get Ye Lang and Fang Le 

to come down. Hao Yu didn’t refuse but didn’t move either. “Why don’t we skip today.” Someone 

said. Jia Yan raised her voice: “You just don’t want to practice!” 

 By 5:15pm, Jia Yan was also becoming unsure about whether there would be any practice 

today. When Jin Lan, the vice monitor, proposed to drop the practice session again, Jia Yan almost 

nodded. Just as Jin Lan was about to announce the decision, however, Ye Lang and Fang Le 

emerged at the end of the staircase. Jia Yan exploded at the sight of them, stamping her feet and 

waving her fist: “We already said we are going to practice until 5:30 today! Why do you have to be so 

slow?! Now it’s already 5:20! Only 10 minutes left! Screw the practice! Why don’t you just quit??!” 

Fang Le lowered his head without uttering a word.  

 Again someone proposed to go home and skip it today. This time Mai Hong responded with 

a soft voice: “How about we practice till 5:40pm? Even if we only get through two more moves.” 

Mai Hong’s suggestion solidified Jia Yan’s determination to everyone stay. With more shouting and 
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dragging, she got the crew to walk towards the basketball field to practice. But Ye Lang still didn’t 

move. His mom had given him a hard order to get home by 5:30pm. Jia Yan offered to call his mom 

on his behalf and ask for an extension. Ye Lang bit his lips and shook his head, fear written on his 

face. “Fine, you go home for today.” Jia Yan sighed. Ye Lang ran away as fast as he could.  

 Seeing that Ye Lang got away, Fang Le murmured his complaint: “I wanted to quit, but you 

didn’t let me quit… I have to go home to get to my [mobile] game…” Jia Yan shouted back: 

“Game! Game! That’s all you know!” Ke Ran, a top student and a class cadre, tried to calm things 

down: “Let’s just try to learn two more moves quickly and then go home to practice.” But Jia Yan 

was still livid: “What the heck would they practice when they get home? This one would only play 

the Honor of Kings; that one would just play basketball; this one, Player Unknown’s Battleground. Screw 

the practice!” She pointed to Fang Le and two other boys one by one, much like how teachers and 

parents scolded misbehaving students on a daily basis. 

 When the group finally dragged themselves to the basketball field, Teng Yue took out his 

smart phone – a forbidden object on the campus of Future Leaders Academy – and others 

immediately gathered around him. At first, he played another dance video, which his teammates 

watched intently. “Get them to watch the MV and learn the move!” Jia Yan shouted. Teng Yue 

made a few clicks and navigated to the right video for the crew to watch. But the concentrated 

attention lasted no more than two minutes. The light-hearted rhythm of the Good Time song soon 

got them talking, laughing and chasing one another. Even Jia Yan began making jokes with the girls. 

Teng Yue was the only one still holding the smartphone tightly, watching the video intently and 

moving his left arm to imitate some of the moves.  

 “The song is 1 minute 26 minutes long, we only got through 30 seconds in the past three 

weeks…” Teng Yue lifted up his head and said. “It’s 2.5 minutes long! There’s a second half!” Fang 

Le shouted from the other side of the court, still running after Hao Yu. All of a sudden, everyone 
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seemed tired and disappointed. “Seriously, can we switch to Ei Ei instead? It’s easier.” Jin Lan 

brought up an old suggestion. “There are already eight homerooms planning to use Ei Ei.” Ke Ran 

said sternly, “are we gonna dance better or sexier than them?” The argument continued for about a 

couple minutes. Mai Hong, who had been standing quietly a few steps away from the group, said in 

her usual low, soft voice: “Do you guys want to practice or not? I’m leaving if no one wants to 

practice!” Still immersed in their arguments, other crew members didn’t hear her. After waiting for a 

few seconds, Mai Hong picked up her backpack and walked out. Jia Yan didn’t notice until Mai 

Hong had walked all the way across the basketball field. She and Jin Lan dashed out to get her back.  

 When Jia Yan and Jin Lan finally dragged Mai Hong back, it was already 5:40pm. As Jia Yan 

and Mai Hong whispered to each other about the staging plan, the others were getting increasingly 

impatient. “Let’s just go home for today.” The murmuring began again. As I felt like the group was 

falling apart, I suggested: “Why don’t we find someone to learn the moves first and then teach 

others?” Jia Yan again exploded in anger: “Ye Lang had learned the moves, but he left!! Fang Le 

knows some of it too. But he wouldn’t teach us. And all these people –” she pointed at her crew, 

“they just wouldn’t learn it themselves! Fuck you all!” She was screaming, almost crying, towards the 

end of her accusations.  

 The group ended up staying past 7pm that day, but only managed to get through about five 

seconds of new moves half-heartedly. Jia Yan tried to get the group to practice every day during 

lunch breaks and at least three days after school, but they usually ended up spending most of their 

rehearsal time waiting for each other, arguing with one another, or simply goofing around. I was the 

only adult who ever attended their rehearsals. The team only got through about 45 seconds of the 

dance by the first round of the competition, after five weeks of rehearsals. Although they were the 

only production from Homeroom 2 that made it to the final round and performed the first half of 

the song in front of the whole school at the end of May, the experience was a disappointment for 
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most participants: Fang Le somehow did not come to school on the day of the performance; after 

quitting the team a week before the final performance due to an altercation with Jia Yan, Ke Ran 

was asked to take Fang Le’s spot last minute despite not knowing the final section of the dance; Jia 

Yan made a number of mistakes on stage, leading others dancers to question her leadership more 

than ever. Several members claimed that they certainly would not participate in the Art Festival any 

more next year. When I asked Ke Ran about her experience in the Art Festival, she responded 

without any hesitation: “Nothing. Just sourness and sadness (zhiyou xinsuan).”  

 The children at Morningstar Academy took as much initiative in and spent as much time on 

the Art Festival as the Future Leaders Academy students had. Why is it that three months of group 

rehearsal led to shiny awards and powerful learning (at least for some students) at Future Leaders 

Academy, but disappointments and “sour hearts” at Morningstar Academy? Apart from the drastic 

differences in prior artistic training, the children at these two schools enjoyed very different levels of 

adult support. At Future Leaders Academy, Teacher Wu, Teacher Cao and the parent committee co-

chairs took on the organizer role proactively: setting goals, enforcing rules, resolving conflicts, 

managing morale, guiding reflections, and connecting external resources. They took turns 

supervising all the planning meetings and rehearsals, carefully guiding strategic decisions, managing 

role assignments and reconciling peer conflicts. When Xuan Xuan and Wan Tong struggled to keep 

all students focused on the task at hand, parents and teachers used their authority as adults to ensure 

discipline. When Qi Liang refused to participate in the rehearsals, Teacher Wu sat down with him 

individual several times to enlist his cooperation. In contrast, the Art Festival (or any other 

organized activity) never became a substantial concern for the teachers and parents at Morningstar 

Academy, who did not consider supporting extracurricular activities their responsibility. Teachers 

and administrators did the bare minimum to keep the events running. Some parents even opposed 

their children’s participation when it prevented children from getting home on time or distracted 
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them from academic studies. Left to handle all the problems on their own, student leaders like Jia 

Yan and Ke Ran often resorted to the only means of control they knew from observing adults 

around them: scolding, screaming or leaving.  

In the Campus Sports Meetings and Art Festivals at the three non-elite schools, the absence 

of effective adult support is the norm. The events took place but learning barely did. Like the Good 

Time group at Morningstar Academy, children at Yiping Experimental and Red River Middle School 

were completely on their own when it came to their respective Art Festivals. Teachers did little more 

than delivering announcements and parents were hardly aware of the event. As a result, some 

homeroom did not produce any performances; many student groups dropped out mid-way; the 

productions that did make it to the final stage were usually solo or small group singing or dancing 

performances led by the small number of students with prior training and performance experience. 

At the Campus Sports Meeting at Yiping Experimental, I was the only adult present apart from the 

P.E. teachers who ran the events. While head teachers at Future Leaders Academy usually played an 

important role in mobilizing students, organizing practices, and coordinating cheerleading efforts for 

the Campus Sports Meeting, the head teacher of Homeroom 51 did little more than asking the 

monitors to make sure that the homeroom had enough participants for all the events. The four girls 

who volunteered for the relay race had never touched a relay baton before, but there was no one to 

teach or organize them. I ended up giving them a crash course on how to pass the relay baton – 

using a plastic water bottle – two hours before they ran in the race. Would they have gotten this 

support from someone else if I were not there? I doubt they would. 

What caused the drastic differences in the extent of adult organizing across the four schools? 

There are clear class-based cultural differences in approaches to organized activities. In a cross-

cultural ethnography of Japanese and American middle schools, LeTendre (2000) contrasts the 

meticulous efforts that Japanese middle school teachers took to organize routines and processes in 
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extracurricular activities to American teachers’ hands-off approach, attributing these different 

practices to different institutionalized beliefs about the nature of adolescence. The cultural 

difference between the elite school and non-elite schools in this study, however, is of a different 

sort: prioritizing exam-preparation and formal learning, teachers and parents at the three non-elite 

schools saw organized activities like Art Festivals and Campus Sports Meetings as a distraction from 

academic pursuits rather than a learning opportunity, something that may have become a taken-for-

granted part of modern schooling but is hardly relevant to their primary responsibilities as teachers 

and parents. Even the Young Pioneers branches at these schools did little apart from organizing the 

initiation ceremony for new members each year. Fundamentally, Learning in Organized Activities 

seems hardly irrelevant for non-elite students, as few of them would ever have the opportunity to 

compete for seats at elite education institutions that value extracurricular credentials and 

organizational skills as much as exam scores. 

Even if the teachers and parents at the three non-elite schools had valued Learning through 

Organized Activities, they would struggle to support children’s learning the way that adults at Future 

Leaders Academy did. With no more than middle school education, most parents at these three 

schools had neither participated in activities like Campus Sports Meetings or Art Festivals 

themselves nor access to professional coaches; scrambling to get through their daily routines and 

heavy teaching loads, few teachers had the time or energy to participate in extracurricular activities 

the way that Teacher Wu did. In underprivileged communities in the United States, community and 

nonprofit organizations like the YMCA, YWCA, Boy Scouts or Girl Scouts often step in to provide 

after-school programs and organized activities . Although a small number of nonprofit organizations 

in China have begun to enter this space, they are still far from having the capacity to expand access 

to Learning in Organized Activities for most underprivileged children.  



	 171 

As a result, Learning in Organized Activities remains a metropolitan middle-class privilege in 

contemporary China. It enables privileged children to acquire sophisticated organizational and 

leadership skills, strengthen the “competitive habitus,” accumulate awards and credentials, and learn 

about their own privileged places in society, so as to prepare for the globalized competition to 

become leaders in modern organizations.   
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Chapter 6 

Learning through Play 
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“Let’s go, teacher! Let’s go play Ping Pong!” Ye Tang pulled my sleeves and dragged me out 

of the classroom as soon as he finished wiping the blackboard, his last cleaning duty of the day. 

Squeezing through the dinner break crowd, we soon arrived at a small platform squeezed in between 

two classroom buildings at Yiping Experimental. Four Ping Pong tables took up most of the space 

on the platform. The original nets were long lost; rows of bricks stood in their place. Some two 

dozen boys clustered around the four tables. I was the only female present.  

Ye Tang ran across the platform to the innermost table, where half a dozen boys from 

Homeroom 51 were already playing. “Teacher is here!!” Ye Tang announced, grinning with 

excitement. “Teacher, you play!” Yue, the skinny boy in a gray sweatshirt, took the racket from 

another boy and put it in my hand, pushing me towards one side of the table. Before I got to say 

anything, Fang Qiang – the tall boy standing across the table – had sent the Ping Pong ball spinning 

towards me. “Wow a spin!” The boys commented. “Be gentle with teacher!” Yue shouted towards 

Fang Qiang, probably recognizing my limited skill. Fang Qiang indeed became gentle – less spins, 

few smashes. Soon, the audience shouted: “It’s been three! It’s been three!” With that, Fang Qiang 

surrendered his racket to Ye Tang. Unlike Fang Qiang, however, Ye Tang did not stick to being 

“gentle.” Although his serves and returns were not as steady as Fang Qiang, he smashed hard 

whenever he got an opportunity. “Smash it, teacher!” The audience was excited. “Aww teacher, do 

you not know how to smash?” I don’t – I acknowledged in embarrassment. I lost the game and got 

off the table within a couple minutes.  

After observing a few rounds, I figured out the basics of their game. They had simplified the 

standard 11-point Ping Pong game into a three-point one that can be finished in a few minutes. 

Whoever scored three points first got to stay on the table, whereas the loser had to surrender his 

spot for the next player. Although they didn’t stand in line, everyone seemed to know the sequence. 

Attempts to pick up the racket before one’s turn received criticism from all other players.  



	 174 

Having trained on Ping Pong teams at their elementary schools, Fang Qiang and Mi were the 

most experienced players at this table, often staying on for several games in a row. The skills of 

other players varied vastly. Yue was evidently the least skilled player, barely able to make the ball 

land on his opponent’s side of the table. He had never touched a Ping Pong racket before starting at 

Yiping Experimental last week, because his elementary school didn’t have any Ping Pong tables. His 

evident lack of skill, however, did not prevent him from becoming the most active participant, the 

most vigilant rule keeper, and the loudest cheerleader. “Good job!” “Great smash!” He jumped up 

and down and clapped loudly. He adjudicated disputes about the scores and about who was the next 

one in line. Whenever it was his turn, he always grabbed the racket with great excitement. “Master 

player, be gentle with me!” he always shouted before hitting the table.   

There was no Ping Pong team or formal Ping Pong classes at Yiping Experimental, but the 

popularity of Ping Pong in Homeroom 51 grew throughout the fall semester. Nearly twenty boys 

were involved. They dashed out of classrooms as soon as classes ended to occupy their table, 

sometimes skipping meals to maximize playing time. As getting a spot at the outdoor tables became 

increasingly difficult, games occasionally moved into classrooms and onto school-desks. Two 

months into the semester, Ye Tang, Yue and several other rookie plays had learned how to spin and 

smash reliably. Many players became good friends with one another, a precious asset in an 81-

student homeroom where some students never got to know all of their classmates.  

These boys’ engagements in Ping Pong constitutes a paradigm of learning that I call 

Learning through Play (See Table 6.1 for its key features). This refers to situations where children 

engage in playful activities with their peers or on their own, without the direct supervision or 

participation of adults (as in organized activities). It includes a wide range of playful activities, such 

as playing chess with friends, dressing up for Cosplay, watching Tik Tok videos, and playing various 

mobile games.  
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Table 6.1. Learning through Play 

Structural Foundation Social arrangements that allow children to have disposable time 
for playful activities  

Organization of learning Children learn through observing, imitating and interacting 
with peers in mutually engaging games 

Social dynamics In group play: organic interactions where anyone (within a 
group) can participate and even create or change rules 

Motives To have fun; to belong; to find a sense of accomplishment 

What to learn 

Acquiring various skills and knowledge;  
In group play: building relationships and communities; 
developing interpersonal competencies (such as negotiating 
rules, expressing demands and resolving conflicts) 

How to learn 
Observation and imitation of more experienced peers; 
participation in games with defined rules; experimentation and 
discovery 

Means of Communication Verbal and written communications, virtual as well as in 
person; some nonverbal communications in in-person settings 

Assessment Feedback from peers; outcomes of games 
 

A distinct characteristic of Learning through Play, compared to the other three paradigms of 

learning discussed in previous chapters, is the central place of children’s agency and autonomy. 

While the other three paradigms of learning depend – to varying degrees – on adults committed to 

particular endeavors or educational goals, children’s interests and desires are the driving force in 

play. To be sure, adults shape children’s play through placing restrictions on where and when 

children can play as well as what and who they can play with. Nevertheless, children exhibit a much 

higher degree of autonomy in play compared to their engagements in the other three paradigms of 

learning. Rather than completing assigned tasks or obtaining awards and credentials, children choose 

– sometimes even invent – the playful activities that they want to engage in, participate because they 

want to have fun and belong, and drop out when their interests wane.  

A robust anthropological and psychological literature on childhood and play documents 

different types of children’s play and their evolution. Children across the world have played since the 
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beginning of history, though the what, when, where and who of children’s play has changed 

substantially. In hunting-gathering communities where children could hardly contribute to economic 

activities until their teens, children spent a lot of time playing with other children in their 

communities (Stearns, 2016). The games they played often served as rehearsals for the activities that 

they would engage in as adults: boys often played hunting and battle games, whereas girls played 

make-belief games imitating various domestic activities at home (Chudacoff, 2007). When 

agriculture replaced hunting-gathering as the primary mode of economic activity, children became 

economically useful at a much earlier age. Children of farmers often joined the family labor unit to 

work around the house or in the fields around age five, which likely led to substantial reduction in 

the time that children had to play; the children of royalties and elites did not need to work in the 

fields, but they usually needed to engage in various forms of Learning through Formal Instructions 

(Stearns, 2016). Nonetheless, children found time to play with mud, insects and household objects 

as well as engage in various games imitating adult activities such as chess, cuju (an earlier form of 

shuttlecock) and kites (Bai, 2005; Chudacoff, 2007; Edwards, 2000). 

A new conception of childhood emerged in Europe in the 18th century, followed by a series 

of social and economic changes that gradually transformed the landscape of children’s play over the 

following two centuries: the scientific revolution and Enlightenment encouraged the growing belief 

that childhood – as a distinct period of life that should be innocent and free – ought to be devoted 

to education rather than work; urbanization and expansion of schooling gradually brought children’s 

play from the forests and the fields first into urban streets and empty lots, then into schoolyards, 

playgrounds and living rooms; reduction in fertility meant that children increasingly played alone or 

with same-age peers at school rather than with siblings; with industrialization and commercialization, 

mass-produced toys gradually replaced home-made playthings and found objects; the advance of 

mass media and Internet not only introduced new forms of play but also turned children into 
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consumers that companies pamper to; with growing concerns over the dangers of urban childhood 

and increasing prevalence of the idea of a “prepared” childhood, various state, religious, commercial 

and social organizations attempted to tame children’s play with adult-supervised organized activities 

(Chudacoff, 2007; Edwards, 2000; Frost, 2009; Stearns, 2016).   

 Building upon this growing literature, I demonstrate in this chapter how Learning through 

Play in contemporary China is increasingly commercialized, virtual and solitary. With abundant 

pocket money and easy access to digital devices, urban middle-class and upper-middle class children 

are at the forefront of these changes, but even impoverished children in remote rural villages have 

been affected. I witnessed sustained and prosperous peer communities of play at Yiping 

Experimental and Morningstar Academy, but the valuable skills and competencies that children 

learn in these communities was rarely recognized or rewarded by adults and institutions. Despite 

growing recognition of the indispensable role of play in early childhood education, play has become 

a somewhat illegitimate activity for middle-school-age children, with adults attempting to direct 

children’s time either towards Learning through Formal Instructions or Learning in Organized 

Activities.  

The Rise and Fall of Chinese Chess 

The first Chinese chess game that I witnessed at Morningstar Academy was between Wu Jie 

and He Yuan during a lunch break in late April. Wu Jie and He Yuan sat across from one another 

over a chessboard made of a thin sheet of paper. A lunch box in the left hand and a spoon in the 

right, Wu Jie moved his chess pieces swiftly with his right ring finger and pinkie. Within three 

moves, he had taken one of He Yuan’s chariots, one of the most useful pieces in Chinese chess. 

Zheng Jun, the only observer apart from me, was eager for revenge: “take his chariot with your 

cannon!” Just as he was reaching out for the cannon, He Yuan pushed his hand away: “You idiot! 

Did you not see his two elephants (bishops)?” But He Yuan did not really seem to have a much 
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better plan. He lost three more important pieces within the next seven moves. “Darn, I’m doomed, 

doomed (liangle, liangle).” He sighed, scratching his head. The game was over within five minutes.  

Half a dozen students gradually gathered around them as they set up the chessboard for 

another game. Ke Ran, the newly promoted homeroom monitor, poked her head into the circle as 

well: “I want to play too!!” She proclaimed loudly, though she did not even know the names of the 

Chinese chess pieces. All the observers – including me – were eager to help He Yuan, who was 

clearly the weaker side. Nonetheless, He Yuan lost one game after another, even after Wu Jie gave 

up one of his chariots at the beginning of each game as a courtesy to newcomer.  

A tall, skinny and quiet boy wearing thick glasses with black frames, Wu Jie quickly became 

the widely recognized Chinese chess master in Homeroom 8, less than a month after his arrival at 

Morningstar Academy as a transfer student. He learned how to play Chinese chess from his 

grandfather, who was a lifelong chess enthusiast. “I’ve played over a thousand games with him. I 

know all his moves. Whatever move he makes, I can tell what his next move would be,” Wu Jie said 

proudly. Although he did not have much experience playing in formal Chinese chess competitions, 

he spent most of his evenings and weekends playing Chinese chess with his father and grandfather. 

Two weeks later, Chinese chess had become Homeroom 8’s unofficial favorite activity. Two 

games went on simultaneously over the lunch break, each attracting half a dozen observers and 

commentators. In the corner, He Yuan again played against Wu Jie, whom he now addressed as 

“master” (shifu). By the time I joined the circle, they each only had less than a third of the pieces left. 

Unlike the quick game two weeks ago, however, this one went on for another ten minutes before 

Wu Jie cornered He Yuan’s king with his only remaining cannon and chariot.  

When Wu Jie left briefly to clean up his lunch box, Gu Wen stepped in from the audience 

circle and took his place to play against He Yuan. A green hand, Gu Wen pushed his two cannons 

next to He Yuan’s two cannons at the very beginning of the game. “Silly!” He Yuan laughed, taking 
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one of Gu Wen’s cannon with his chariot within three moves, before Gu Wen even figured out what 

was going on. “These are all routine tricks! I’ve seen Wu Jie done it several times!” He Yuan smiled 

proudly. He had learned from the master Wu Jie, just like Wu Jie did from his grandfather. 

At the same time, another game was going on in the middle of the classroom. Yu Chen and 

Zhang Hao – two other rookie players – were playing against each other, while Ke Ran, Wang Qi 

and two other boys watched. Ke Ran and Wang Qi – the first two girls to join the circle – clearly 

didn’t understand the basic rules of Chinese chess. “How does the elephant/bishop move?” “Why 

can’t the horse land here?” “Why can’t you take down that guard with this cannon?” They threw out 

numerous questions. In the beginning, Yu Chen and Zhang Hao responded to their questions 

promptly. As the game progressed beyond the usual opening routines, however, the two players 

soon became too preoccupied to deal with these questions, sometimes staring at the chessboard for 

several minutes without making a move. “Why don’t you move?” the audience was getting 

impatient. Eventually, two other more experienced players – He Yuan and Zhuo Fan – stepped in to 

rescue the two rookie players from their impasse and directed the rest of the game.  

The second day, Ke Ran attempted her first game over lunch break. Having observed several 

games over the past two weeks, she had roughly figured out the names of all the chess pieces and 

the basic rules that they follow. She first asked to learn after Wu Jie and join his game with He Yuan, 

but He Yuan refused to play with her without a thought: “the rookies’ game is over there!” He 

pointed to Yu Chen’s table in the middle of the classroom. He Yuan’s reference to “the rookies’ 

game” highlights the emergence of a clear hierarchy of expertise among players as well as taken for 

granted assumptions about who deserved to play with whom.  

However, Ke Ran seemed determined to challenge this hierarchy and learn from the master 

directly. She took a chair and planted herself right next to Wu Jie. Unwilling to play with her, He 

Yuan gave up his spot at the table to clean up his lunch box after wrapping up the first game. Qin 
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Wei, a dark-skinned chubby boy who had been a peripheral participant in many games, immediately 

stepped in to take his place. “Master, teach me how to play!” Ke Ran grabbed Wu Jie’s sleeves. Busy 

catching up on his lunch, Wu Jie did not object.  

“After you,” Qin Wei said to Ke Ran with a sly smile. Ke Ran picked up one of her cannons 

– the piece that most players start with – like she had seen many classmates do but froze right there. 

Half a minute later, she tentatively placed the cannon on top of Qin Wei’s horse and looked to Wu 

Jie. “You can’t do that!” Several people in the audience shouted before Wu Jie said anything, and 

they were right. Qin Wei’s chariot was right next to his horse; if Ke Ran’s cannon had taken the 

horse, Qin Wei’s chariot would take her cannon immediately. Ke Ran signaled two more different 

moves, but the observers all told her no. “Ah! I don’t know how to play!!” she shouted in panic, 

eventually only moving her cannon one step to the right, targeting a soldier on Qin Wei’s side. Qin 

Wei seemed happy about Ke Ran’s naïve choice, quickly pushing his cannon forward in between his 

two soldiers. Within three moves, Ke Ran took down that one soldier but had placed her cannons 

and chariots in great danger. She screamed and pushed Wu Jie’s sleeves again for help. Eventually, 

Wu Jie stepped in to direct Ke Ran’s game and He Yuan came back to direct Qin Wei’s. The 

newcomer’s game again became a demonstration contest between the master and the first disciple.  

A week later, the naïve and confused rookie girl had become a more confident player and 

legitimate participant. Although Ke Ran had lost every single game that she played on her own – 

sometimes within only a couple minutes – she bought her own Chinese chess set and kept asking 

others to play with her every single lunch break. Like other rookie players, she still made mistakes 

about basic rules and routines, but her peers had begun to recognize her as a serious player and 

participant. When He Yuan helped corner her opponent Cao Hai’s king with a chariot and a horse, 

Cao Hai initially did not admit to the defeat. “I (my king) can still run away!” “No!” Ke Ran 

responded immediately, “If you come here, my chariot will chase you this way. If you move there, 
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my horse will catch you…” Moving the three pieces around, she demonstrated all the possible 

moves and the corresponding strategies. “Ouch, I’m so scared!” Cao Hai scratched his head and 

screamed in a dramatically high-pitched voice, making everyone laugh.  

 

As the group re-organized the chess pieces for another game, Ke Ran suddenly stopped. 

Placing a red king, a black horse and a black chariot on the chessboard in a formation that she had 

seen in a previous game, she asked He Yuan whether there was any way for the red king to get out 

of this situation. He Yuan and Cao Hai played the game that Ke Ran set up, eventually concluding 

that there was no way for the red king to escape unless the black side made silly mistakes. He Yuan 

then demonstrated how a chariot, a horse and two cannons can corner a king and a guard, followed 

by how a king can survive the attack of a horse. It was at this moment that I recognized the 

formation of a robust learning community around Chinese chess in Homeroom 8 – they were not 

only playing and observing games but also creating and sharing strategies.  

By June, however, Chinese chess had nearly disappeared in Homeroom 8. The rapid decline 

of this game was the joint result of aggressive teacher intervention and waning student interest. As 

passionate Chinese chess games began to take up all breaks between classes and cut into self-study 
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sessions, teachers increasingly saw them as a threat to academic engagement. After teachers 

confiscated two Chinese chess sets within a week at the beginning of June, flying chess and Gobang 

gained popularity for a brief couple of weeks. Soon, however, teachers began to confiscate these as 

well. By the end of June, all chess games had become forbidden activities in classrooms. Hao Yu’s 

flying chess and Ke Ran’s Chinese chess sets survived rounds of confiscations, but they dared not 

take them out very often.  

Although students sometimes complained about the confiscations, most did not dwell on 

the loss. “(I’m) a bit tired of playing Chinese chess anyway.” He Yuan said. He had learned most of 

the basic routines and strategies but had given up on surpassing his master Wu Jie. When I asked Ke 

Ran whether she wanted to continue playing chess at the end of the semester, she said no as well. “I 

lost 99.5 games out of 100 games… We can’t play it at school anyway, and there is no one to play 

chess with outside. Even if I try really hard to find someone to play with me, I still end up losing.” 

Had the Chinese chess community persisted in Homeroom 8, would she continue to pursue it and 

become a competent player, or would she get tired of losing and gradually drop out anyway? I could 

not tell.  

Nonetheless, Ke Ran appreciated the profound lessons that she had learned from a month 

of chess games: “I learned the steps and routines, that you create the wins and losses yourself… I 

know how horses and elephants work, but I have to look at the specific situation to decide how to 

make the next move, right? Like, when my opponent moved his horse, I can choose to block him or 

not. Perhaps he wouldn’t dare to make the next move because it would get the horse killed. It’s just 

like life – you get tied down by me, but I also get tied down by you. Life is just like a chess game.”  

Like the Ping Pong community at Yiping Experimental, the Chinese chess community at 

Morningstar Academy involve sustained group play around a particular type of game. In these self-

organized play group, children not only acquire skills specific to the game (Ping Pong skills and 
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chess strategies), but also build relationships with playmates and develop social competencies such 

as seeking help and reconciling disagreements. Though these activities may seem similar to Learning 

in Organized Activities described in Chapter 5, the dynamics of learning are quite different. 

Although there are usually a few recognized “masters” with higher skills, there is no formal 

designation of leader or organizer role. The interest, initiative and participation of newcomers like 

Ke Ran is as central to the Chinese chess community in Homeroom 8 as that of master participants 

like Wu Jie. Children’s participation is usually driven by curiosity and the desire to have fun and hang 

out with peers, rather than the need to acquire distinctions and win. As a result, games and activities 

gain and lose popularity as children’s interests waxed and waned.  

Perhaps most importantly, playful activities like these Ping Pong and Chinese chess games 

rarely provide the opportunity to practice formal organizational skills or acquire titles to boost one’s 

resume like organized activities do. Because the Ping Pong and Chinese chess games took place in 

lunch and dinner breaks when children were already gathered in school, there was usually no need to 

juggle conflicting schedules and commitments. Because children gathered spontaneously to have 

fun, there was little need to reconcile different priorities or plan timelines. Because these games and 

activities thrived outside of adults’ watch, the adult world rarely recognized the creativity, leadership 

and initiative that children demonstrate in these games and activities, whether in the forms of oral 

encouragement or formal awards and titles.  

Play Under Transformation  

Despite the powerful learning that I observed in the Chinese chess games at Morningstar 

Academy and Ping Pong games at Yiping Experimental, opportunities for this kind of sustained, 

child-directed group play were quite limited. Children at Morningstar Academy and Yiping 

Experimental had relatively more room for this kind of play thanks to relatively long and 

unsupervised lunch breaks (and dinner breaks in the case of Yiping Experimental). Most children at 
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these two schools also lived close to their schools, which made it easier for children to gather and 

play together on weekends or after the school day ended. At Yiping Experimental, boys played Ping 

Pong or basketball during breaks and on weekends, and girls played shuttlecock in the hallways. At 

Morningstar Academy, Chinese chess, Hiphop dancing and pool had various degrees of popularity 

during my field work in Spring 2018. In contrast, children at Red River Middle School were 

scattered in the villages and spent their weekends with their family members or by themselves. At 

Future Leaders Academy, long lists of organized activities – school-based as well as out of school – 

filled the schedules of most children, leaving little room for child-initiated games to emerge. A lot of 

students had to run to their project meetings, voice lessons, dance or orchestra rehearsals, and track 

team training as soon as they finished eating lunch or got released from the last afternoon class. For 

those didn’t have organized activities during the lunch break, teachers usually turned off all the lights 

and patrolled the classrooms to make sure that everyone took naps quietly at their seats.  

Nonetheless, children engaged in other forms of play. The most popular activities across the 

four schools were reading novels and comics, watching TV and animations, scrolling through videos 

on Tik Tok or Kuaishou, chatting on QQ (an instant messaging and social media application) and 

playing various mobile games. The vast majority of the children that I met at the four schools 

engaged in at least one – if not all – of these playful activities. These observations match trends in 

the entertainment industry: comics has grown into a 194 billion industry in China in 2019 (Forward 

Industry Research Institute, 2020). In that same year, QQ had 647 million active users per month 

(Linkshop, 2020), Tik Tok recorded over 400 million active users per day (China News, 2020), while 

the popular mobile game Honor of Kings reported about 70 million active players per day 

(Zhanzhang Zhijia, 2019).  

The growing prevalence of the aforementioned activities demonstrates that children’s play is 

becoming increasingly commercialized, virtual and solitary in contemporary China, a trend that 
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scholars have observed in many other parts of the world. Many scholars of childhood and play have 

expressed concerns over how this trend damages children’s health and restricts opportunities for 

problem solving (Chudacoff, 2007; Fromberg & Bergen, 1998; Roopnarine et al., 1994). Indeed, the 

dynamics of playing and opportunities for learning in these play activities were quite different from 

those in Ping Pong and Chinese chess games: the vast majority of children are reactive consumers of 

information and entertainment rather than active participants on video and social media platforms, 

scrolling down feeds of algorithm-recommended videos, comic strips and photos competing for 

their attention.  

However, some children did create powerful learning communities on these commercial 

entertainment platforms. At Yiping Experimental, Morningstar Academy as well as Future Leaders 

Academy, there were small communities of children – primarily boys – who were serious players of 

particular mobile games. Some were recognized master players of Honor of Kings and PUBG (Player 

Unknown’s Battleground) Mobile who attracted disciples and apprentices much like Wu Jie did in the 

Chinese chess community. Aspiring rookie players watched these masters’ games and asked for their 

advice on strategies and techniques. A top-level player of Honor of Kings at Yiping Experimental 

streamed his games on Tik Tok and QQ and had tens of thousands of followers, sometimes helping 

him bring in a couple thousand yuan a month through voluntary rewards (dashang) from viewers. 

Several boys even charged fees to play on behalf of others to help them earn badges or “upgrade” 

their accounts. For these players, playing mobile games was much more than a passive entertainment 

or pastime: they learned from observing other players, strategized and improved through trial-and-

error, and built relationships with their peers as well as strangers on the Internet; some of them even 

gained experience as entrepreneurial workers in the entertainment industry.  

Spontaneous group play also emerged on QQ occasionally. In the three chat groups with 

children from Yiping Experimental and Morningstar Academy that I was a member of, picture 
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contests (doutu) were a popular game. Doutu usually starts with someone sending out a picture with a 

caption to the group, followed by others sending pictures that can to some extent respond to the 

message of the previous picture. For example, if one person sends a picture of an angry face with 

the caption “I don’t want to talk to you”, then the other person might respond with a picture of a 

pig with the caption “You are stupid like a pig.” One wins the contest when others ran out of 

pictures to send out in response. To prepare for these contests, some children spent a lot of time 

curating various pictures and memes online, sometimes even creating their own materials using 

pictures that they found online.  

Figure 6.1 Samples of Picture Contests in QQ Groups 

  

Notes: This is a string of exchanges in the Homeroom 51 group chat in March 2018. I provide 
translations of the captions of the pictures below. The stripe on the left, top to bottom: “Give you a 
little flower;” “Brother, take this cigarette;” “Interesting;” “Hehe.” The stripe on the right, top to 
bottom: “What the heck are you;” “This is what I look like when the teacher calls me to the 
blackboard and I know exactly how to solve the problem;” “Try say another sentence!” “You don’t 
know who I am in this world (jianghu).”  
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Children invented many other spontaneous games in QQ chatrooms to entertain themselves. 

I watched one of these episodes unfold in a night that I spent with Yang Mo and Xiao Feng, two 

girls from Yiping Experimental. “Let’s chat in the QQ group!” Xiao Feng suggested in the middle of 

the evening, sending three characters – “Anyone here (youren mei)” – to the main group chat for 

Homeroom 51. Yang Mo quickly responded in the group chat: “Yeah.” The two of them chatted 

with one another in the group chat as if they were in different places, while leaning on each other on 

the couch next to me. Within a couple minutes, two other students also joined the chat. Xiao Feng 

typed again: “What are you up to.” “Chatting.” Yang Mo typed. The two of them giggled.  

“You should join (the chat) too!” Xiao Feng pulled on my sleeves. “Ah, OK? What should I 

say though?” I was still bewildered as to the purpose of this chat, since the three of us were sitting 

on the same couch. “Just say ‘Good evening’.” Xiao Feng gave me a clear instruction, which I 

followed faithfully. My message put big smiles on Xiao Feng and Yang Mo’s faces.  

“Ohh! If Xin flooded the chat group screen (with photos or messages) with us, do you think 

they’d dare to silence her?” Xiao Feng soon came up with a novel idea that got the two of them 

excited. Each QQ group chat had one or several “administrators” who could define rules in the 

group, remove transgressing members, or “silence” (jinyan)  them in the group for a certain period of 

time. If members disagreed with the rules of the group or found the administrators’ punishment to 

be unfair, their only recourse was usually to quit the group – this was probably why this group 

named “Homeroom 51” never managed to get all of its 81 homeroom members in the group.  

Xiao Feng and Yang Mo quickly agreed on a plan: the three of us would take turns to post 

triple commas “,,,” into the group chat to flood people’s screens, and see if the group administrator 

would silence us. They were eager to test the boundaries of the group administrator Le Yong, who 

had silenced other group members previously for flooding the screen with random pictures and 

emoji. The two of them posted their “,,,” eagerly and then urged me to follow suit. I had been on 
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the receiving end of this screen flooding game before – I’d receive notifications for hundreds of new 

messages in a chat group, only to find endless scrolls of identical emojis flooding down the screen 

and burying whatever substantial conversation that might have come before. Nervous about 

irritating others, I hesitantly posted one set but was reluctant to do a second round. “Fine, what 

about this,” Yang Mo proposed, “we recall the previous row of commas as soon as we send a new 

row!” This strategy meant that, instead of leaving a string of emojis or commas, we would produce a 

string of “user X has recalled this message” signs on screen. The proposal didn’t really address my 

concern, but the girls were persistent. They were elated when I finally complied with the request.  

Soon, our dozens of recall messages and commas filled the screen, burying the group chat 

messages before our game. Two other students figured out what we were doing and joined the novel 

send-and-recall game. This continued for a couple minutes, until Le Yong, the group manager, 

appeared in the group. He somehow got into an argument with Xi Xi and silenced her account for 

one minute, which gave Yang Mo and Xiao Feng a pause. By this time, there were probably over a 

hundred lines of recalled messages. Other group members would receive numerous notifications for 

new QQ messages; but when they come into the group chat, they would only see endless lines of 

“user X has recalled this message” however hard they scrolled up, left to wonder what exactly they’d 

missed. Yang Mo and Xiao Feng burst into laughter as they scrolled through the chat page, satisfied 

with the successful prank.  

Although I initially found children’s QQ chat groups to be perplexing, children like Xiao 

Feng and Yang Mo gradually showed me what these activities – crafting conversations, flooding 

screens and picture contests – meant to them. When I asked Yang Mo why she wanted to “flood the 

screen,” she smiled: “Because I’m bored! And they (the administrators) always act like they’re so 

serious, silencing people and kicking folks out and stuff… We only did it for the sake of everyone, 

for this group (to have fun)!” Yang Mo said, partly indignant and partly proud. She used to be an 
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administrator in Homeroom 51’s main chat group as well, but she lost this status when she quitted 

the group after getting into an argument with another administrator. Soon after this incidence, she 

and Xiao Feng started a smaller chat group on their own with their friends from multiple 

homerooms and schools, making group rules of their own. These seemingly arbitrary spontaneous 

games not only served as amusements but also provided opportunities for children to experiment 

with making, breaking and negotiating rules in the virtual environment.   

Last but not the least, social media sites like QQ provided a platform for children to 

experiment with their individuality, explore their fantasies and define their own social circles – things 

that many couldn’t do in their offline life under the surveillance of parents and teachers. QQ offered 

numerous opportunities for children to personalize their digital spaces and craft their online 

persona. You can personalize the backgrounds of your chat window, upload cover photos and 

wallpapers for your QZone, decorate your profile picture with crowns and accessories, tag yourself 

with “labels,” individualize the font of your messages, as well as earn various badges and stars for 

your online activities. Some of these services were privileges requiring VIP memberships, QQ coins 

or completing designated “tasks” within the app. Although paying consumers were the minority, 

many children spent hours putting together stylish avatars, choosing impressive profile pictures and 

labels, and curating photos of their favorite superstar or comic character to upload to QZone.  

Importantly, the move into commercialized and virtual forms of play did not affect all 

children groups equally. With deep pockets and convenient access to multiple digital devices, 

children at Future Leaders Academy were on the forefront of this transformation. They not only 

chatted on QQ and played mobile games, but also spent money to upgrade their accounts and 

decorate their avatars. They not only streamed and downloaded music created by their favorite 

artists, but also recorded their own covers on WeSing (a karaoke mobile app developed by Tencent) 

and shared it on QQ. Apart from watching comics and animations on their own devices, they went 
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into movie theatres for their favorite shows; some even engaged in cosplay. For example, Tong Le, a 

fervent fan of cosplay culture, had more than fifty sets of cosplay costumes in her closet. She 

enjoyed playing dress-up games in her own bedroom and often went out in full cosplay costume and 

makeup on weekends.  

In contrast, the participation of rural children in these commercialized and virtual forms of 

play were much more limited. Most children at Future Leaders Academy and Morningstar Academy 

owned smartphones and had access to networked computers at home, but few at Yiping 

Experimental and Red River Middle School did – even the cheapest smartphone cost close to a 

thousand yuan (about $140 USD), a huge fortune for children spending no more than ￥10 (about 

$1.5 USD) on each meal. To get online, they borrowed – sometimes snared – the smartphones of 

their classmates, older siblings, or parents with the purported goal of finding study materials online; 

they begged the Informational Technology teacher to connect the school’s desktop computers 

during the weekly IT class; sometimes they also went to commercial Internet bars that could get 

them hooked up to the Internet for a couple yuan per hour. Many rural children at Red River were 

only able to get online for a couple hours a week on borrowed or rented devices. QQ was usually 

the only app that they used. Though a substantial minority also played Honor of Kings or PUBG 

Mobile, the vast majority of them were not active participants in the gaming community.    

Therefore, much of rural children’s play preserved characteristics of the previous era. Some 

rural children grew up roaming the fields and the mountains, inventing spontaneous games with 

mud, plants and insects. They knew the trees, herbs and animals in the forests, the crops in the fields 

as well as the fish in the streams and worms in the mud. “Have you heard about huajindou (a local 

name for a type of worm)?” Chen Xi suddenly asked me on the walk back to her village home on a 

Friday afternoon when we walked past a corn field. I shook my head. “So many city-dwellers haven’t 

even seen worms! … We children from the countryside know all the worms and all the flying bugs! 
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Children from the cities know none of these… Like qishanzi, what urban kids call earthworms, you 

can play with them. I liked playing with them – they flip back and forth when you catch them. 

Sometimes I even gave them injections!” she said while holding up her right arm and using the index 

finger of her left hand to signal making an injection with a syringe, proud with a wide smile.  

At school and in dorms, rural children also demonstrated incredible creativity and 

imagination in playing with what they could find. Most children couldn’t afford supplies like Ping 

Pong rackets and chess sets. In Homeroom 49, the most popular game at one point was scraping the 

glue out of adhesive tape to rub it into tiny, semi-transparent balls. Children kept their hands busy 

with tape and tiny balls during breaks as well as during class when they get bored. At its heights, 

there were well over a dozen children showing off their tiny balls to each other. The girls of 

Homeroom 48 played makeup and dress-up games in their dorms with ￥1 lipsticks, eyeliners and 

powder, which they purchased at a grocery store with lunch money that they managed to save up. 

After lunch, they’d spent half an hour decorating their lips, eyes and cheeks, and then spent ten 

minutes cleaning up so that teachers wouldn’t catch them wearing makeup in the classroom.  

Adults and institutions did not recognize the value of the rich knowledge that rural children 

acquired from the nature and the creativity and imagination that they demonstrated in their 

spontaneous games. While a master player of Honor of Kings could earn money as well as applause 

from many beyond their immediate circle of close friends, the masterful players of worms and 

adhesive tapes at Red River received no external recognition. Their competency and potential, like 

their learning in family and communal endeavors, remain invisible to mainstream society.  

Despite growing recognition of the importance of play among early childhood educators, 

most teachers and parents across the four schools saw little value in most of the playful activities 

that children engaged in, online or offline. They overwhelmingly preferred children to spend more 

time in academic learning or – at Future Leaders Academy – organized activities supervised by 
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adults. Sports activities like Ping Pong and basketball received some acceptance as beneficial to 

maintaining physical health, but teachers did not hesitate to confiscate rackets and balls whenever 

these activities appeared to distract students from focusing in class or competing homework. Smart 

phones and the Internet, in particular, were an immense threat to children’s academic success in the 

eyes of parents and teachers across the four schools. All four schools banned cell phones on 

campus; most parents that I talked to sought to restrict children’s access to digital devices, albeit 

with limited success. These efforts to tame and rationalize children’s play were up against 

entertainment industry’s insatiable appetite for children’s time and attention as well as children’s 

own desires for amusement and excitement, a dynamic struggle that would continue structure 

children’s Learning through Play. 
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 Thanks to the social transformations in the past four decades, children in contemporary 

China are learning in settings and ways that are substantially different from their parents and 

grandparents’ generation. Industrialization, marketization and urbanization has greatly undermined 

the foundations of Learning in Family and Communal Endeavors. As small-scale farming economy 

crumbled, livelihoods shifted into urban workplaces and schools moved further away from rural 

homes and farms, the kind of initiative and competency that rural children like Ming, Yang and Qiao 

exhibit (as described in Chapter 3) is becoming rare and increasingly devalued. After several state-

sponsored campaigns – first by the nationalist state then the communist one – pushing for universal 

basic schooling throughout the 20th century, Chinese children now spend at least nine years of their 

childhood sitting in classrooms, engaging in Learning through Formal Instructions. With China’s 

market-oriented reforms and incorporation into the global capitalist economy, examination has 

become the main selection tool for allocating seats at elite institutions. Formal instruction and 

classroom learning revolve around preparing for exams, a sharp contrast to the revolutionary 

education of the 1960s and 1970s.  

 In metropolitan middle-class communities, Learning in Organized Activities has become a 

new norm. Since the 1980s, numerous campus events as well as outside activities has arisen to fill 

the afterschool hours of many metropolitan middle-class and upper-class children. Outside of 

metropolitan middle-class communities, however, Learning in Organized Activities remains rare. 

Learning through Play takes up munch of children’s out-of-class time across the socioeconomic 

spectrum, but the commercialization and digitization of children’s play has affected different social 

groups rather differently. While more traditional forms of play – such as playing with insects and 

plants in the woods or engaging in peer play groups around particular games like Ping Pong and 

Chinese chess – still exist, commercial entertainment now dominates most children’s play, with 

comics, Tik-Tok type videos and mobile games taking up large chunks of children’s leisure time. 
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Divergent Trajectories 

 These changes, however, have not affected all communities equally. Metropolitan middle-

class and upper-class families have allied with prestigious schools and commercial educational 

agencies to create an educational field that extend beyond exam-oriented formal learning, deepening 

and widening the gulf between these privileged children and their less privileged peers. Despite 

decades of equity-oriented middle school admission reforms, prestigious public schools like Future 

Leaders Academy have to a large extent become socioeconomically homogenous schools serving 

metropolitan middle-class and upper-class families nearly exclusively. Like the elite private schools 

competing with them for talented students, prestigious public school are usually staffed by 

university-trained and well-supported teachers who not only want to help their students succeed in 

exams but also aspire towards progressive educational goals such as cultivating students’ interest in 

academic disciplines, building higher-order skills like critical thinking, and building strong friend-like 

personal relationships with their students. University-educated urban middle-class and upper-

middle-class parents draw on psychological knowledge to cultivate their children’s intellectual 

dispositions and learning habits and are ready to pay hefty fees to put their children in prestigious 

tutoring agencies to optimize their children’s academic performance. 

Outside of Learning through Formal Instructions, teachers at elite schools join hands with 

middle-class and upper-middle-class parents (particularly mothers) to organize various campus 

events and activities like the Arts Festival and the debate contests as well as to support children’s 

participation in external competitions. These activities and competitions offer children the 

opportunity to acquire embodied cultural capital (organizational competencies, “competitive 

habitus” and many other skills) as well as institutional cultural capital (awards and certificates), which 

mark their distinctions in alternative admission programs for domestic elite high schools and 

colleges as well as in the holistic admission processes for overseas institutions. By the time they are 
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thirteen, therefore, some metropolitan middle-class and upper-class children not only have 

competitive academic performance but also have impressive resumes, feel comfortable working in 

adult-led teams and negotiating with adult authority figures.   

 In contrast, the learning opportunities available to children living in villages, towns and 

smaller cities as well as those from working class backgrounds are very different. For the vast 

majority of these children, doing well in exams is their only opportunity to make it into a better 

school and eventually a better college. As a result, their schools and parents alike tend to see exam 

preparation as the most important learning goal, a much higher priority over children’s learning on 

farms or extracurricular activities. Whether it is over-crowded rural and county schools or 

underfunded low-cost private schools for migrant children, most teachers are over-worked, 

underpaid, underprepared and swamped in bureaucratic demands. Faced with large numbers of 

academically struggling students, they often resort to memorization-heavy assignments and harsh 

discipline. Parents at these non-elite schools are usually farmers, workers and small business owners 

with no more than middle school education. Despite most parents’ strong desire for their children to 

succeed in exams and make it to college, they often don’t have sufficient cultural capital and time to 

provide the kind of academic supervision that teachers expect. Campus events like Art Festivals and 

Sports Meetings are additional burdens that might distract students from their most important task 

of academic study. In rural and county schools, school days can be as long as 14 hours. In this 

environment, many children see their teachers as distant authority figures whom they must obey; 

some have come to equate learning with memorizing and reproducing materials given by external 

authority. The small number of high-achieving students winning the highly prized ticket to better 

schools through this schooling system tend to be obedient, hardworking and extremely focused on 

exam-preparation, a sharp contrast to their peers at schools like Future Leaders Academy. Although 

some children experience powerful learning playing in the natural environment or playing games 
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with their school peers, these learning seldom gets recognized by adults and the formal educational 

system.  

 These divergent learning experiences prepare children for divergent trajectories. On the one 

hand, allied with elite schools and the commercial educational industry, metropolitan middle-class 

and upper-class families are grooming their children for the intense competition for elite positions in 

the globalized economy. On the other hand, the rural, migrant and working-class parents are to a 

large extent joining hands with schools to turn their children into literate, obedient and mobile 

individuals ready to become workers in the modern urban economy. The drastically different 

dispositions and competencies cultivated in these two trajectories reveal a deepening divide between 

the rising cosmopolitan elites and the other social groups in China.   

Beyond China 

 Although the empirical data presented in this dissertation comes from four specific 

communities in China, it is not just an ethnography about education in these communities. Much of 

the empirical details (such as the length of school days and the specific games children play) might 

be specific to these communities at this particular point in time, but the overall patterns reflect social 

changes that extend beyond national borders. The decline and devaluing of Learning in Family and 

Communal Endeavors and the transformation of Learning through Play is likely taking place in 

other societies undergoing urbanization and industrialization. Learning through Formal Instructions 

has become the dominant form of learning across the globe, and the goals, content and styles of 

formal instructions are likely to vary substantially across social class in most countries as they do in 

China. Emerging metropolitan cities across the globe are also likely seeing the rise of Learning in 

Organized Activities as their middle-class and upper-middle class families strive to prepare their 

children for global competition.   



	 199 

Furthermore, this dissertation makes important theoretical contributions to the scholarship 

on learning, educational inequality and human development across the world. The paradigm of 

learning framework presented in this dissertation is a useful conceptual tool for analyzing the 

relationship between social, economic and political change at the macro-level and the evolving 

learning practices at the micro level. Instead of trying to fit the social reality into dualistic ideal types 

of the traditional agrarian societies versus modern (post-)industrial societies or the Eastern versus 

the Western, an analysis of paradigms of learning teases out how particular social, economic. 

political and cultural conditions shape the organization, goals and means of learning in particular 

communities. This approach reveals the complexity of modern societies and the plurality of learning 

practices by analyzing how elements of the traditional and the modern, the local and the global may 

be present in the same community, as well as how massive social changes like industrialization and 

globalization may affect different communities very differently.  

 For those studying learning, this dissertation is yet another reminder that learning is a 

fundamentally social process. More often than not, learning is about acquiring specific competencies 

that enable one to take up specific roles in a specific social context, rather than acquiring a particular 

set of general cognitive and socioemotional skills that can be transferred anywhere. The social 

competencies that enable a child to collaborate smoothly with her family members and fellow 

villagers in planting potatoes and organizing a village wedding does not necessarily help her become 

an effective member in an adult-led team assembled to accomplish a specific goal, and vice versa. 

The fact that most formal educational institutions in most societies across the world recognize the 

latter as much more valuable than the former reflects the hierarchy of values and worth (Boltanski & 

Thévenot, 2006) in capitalist economies.  

 For those studying educational inequality, my dissertation highlights the importance of 

broadening our investigations beyond studying the factors and mechanisms contributing to 
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achievement gaps and attainment gaps. The extent to which different social groups engage in 

different particular paradigms of learning has significant sociological implications, as do the 

variations of how the same paradigms of learning play out differently for different social groups 

(such as how Learning through Formal Instructions look very different across social classes). These 

different paradigms of learning contribute to the formation of different habitus. Whether a child 

understand the goal of learning as preparing for exams or exploring new ways of understanding the 

world; whether she is used to learning through memorization, observation or reasoning; whether she 

sees herself as someone who can’t learn or as someone who can learn almost anything – these 

conceptions, habits and identities that children acquire in the formal educational system not only 

influence children’s achievement and attainment outcomes but also their future learning outside of 

the formal education system.  

The critical role of schools in shaping the divergent trajectories of children from different 

social backgrounds echoes the primary claims of social reproduction theorists that schools are 

fundamentally conservative institutions reproducing and legitimizing social hierarchies. Nonetheless, 

my findings also show that schools as well as families produce new social hierarchies as much as 

they reproduce existing ones. This insight is particularly important for understanding educational 

inequality in developing countries where social structures are often undergoing transformations or 

transitions. 

 Last but not the least, the paradigms of learning framework provides an important 

conceptual tool to overcome the methodological nationalism (Robertson & Dale, 2008; Wimmer & 

Schiller, 2002) that has defined the vast majority of educational research across the globe. 

Methodological nationalism refers to the often taken-for-granted assumption in social sciences that 

the nation state is the natural boundary of society and social analysis. In the field of education, 

methodological nationalism has meant that research either focuses on educational problems within a 
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single nation-state while taking the national contexts of that state as a given or comparing the 

educational systems of multiple nation-states while neglecting important heterogeneities within each 

state. Thanks to methodological nationalism, there is little room for dialogue among domestically 

focused educational researchers in different countries; moreover, comparative educational research 

often treats the nation state as the natural unit of analysis, resulting in overly simplified portrayals of 

national educational systems that conceal significant internal variations. In contrast, an analysis based 

on paradigms of learning allows us to connect the plurality of learning practices in specific 

communities to social, economic and political conditions of various scales – from local economic 

situation to national examination systems and neoliberal policies spreading across the globe.  

No Easy Solution 

 In December 2018, an article called This Screen Might Change Destinies became viral on Chinese 

social media. The article reported on an online learning program that broadcasted the classrooms of 

a prestigious metropolitan public school to over 72,000 rural and town children from 248 struggling 

high schools over the previous 16 years. It claimed that the online program helped most of these 

remote students make it into four-year colleges; 88 of them even placed into Tsinghua University 

and Peking University, China’s MIT and Harvard. Receiving tens of millions of views within a 

couple days, the article stimulated a heated public discussion: can this be the solution to educational 

inequality? 

In the process of doing this research, many educators and parents have asked me for 

solutions. You are from Harvard and you’ve studied all these schools, so what do you think is the 

best way to solve China’s educational problems? How do we reduce educational inequality? Should 

we get rid of the Gaokao? After a while, I became increasingly aware that many people were hoping 

that I could magically offer a panacea, a simple way to solve or at least ameliorate the burning 

problems at hand. Something like the broadcasting program, low cost and effective.  
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However, there is no panacea. The viral article about the broadcasting program did not 

mention that the high college admission rates in the program was to a large extent due to its highly 

selective student body: the participating high schools only selected their top students to join the 

remote classrooms. Neither did it point out that Luquan County – the superstar county reported in 

the article that doubled its overall college admission rates after introducing the program – had been 

investing 26.7% of its annual government budget to revamp its entire school system, offering 

comprehensive scholarship, doubling teacher salaries and building dozens of new village schools (Yu 

Liu & Xue, 2018). The online program may have helped some students, but it is not a panacea that 

could fundamental change the unequal distribution of learning opportunities on its own.  

The anxieties and stress around examination that children and families experience and the 

drastic educational inequalities that we now see are the result of growing social inequality in the past 

four decades of market-oriented reform. Families are eager to get into better schools because wealth, 

power and status are increasingly concentrated in the hands of those at the upper echelons of the 

social hierarchy whereas those at the bottom struggle to get by. Therefore, only restructuring 

distribution and redistribution mechanisms to reduce social inequality can reduce the educational 

stress that children and families experience. Otherwise, even if – in an extremely unlikely scenario – 

China eliminated the examination system, another selection mechanism would emerge to take its 

place and the stress and anxiety would merely shift to another the new mechanism. If the 

examination system is replaced by something like the holistic admission processes that most 

American colleges and schools employ, it would likely further reduce the opportunities for upward 

mobility through the education system due the greater inequalities in access to Learning in 

Organized Activities compared to Learning through Formal Instructions.  

The process of conducting this dissertation research has convinced me that, within the realm 

of education, our best shot at reducing inequality and improving learning is investing in educators 
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and restructuring educational institutions so that they become supportive workplaces for educators 

to do good work (Gardner, 2002). As I have demonstrated in Chapter 2, 4 and 5, the drastically 

different learning experiences in classrooms and organized activities between Future Leader 

Academy and the three non-elite schools are to a large extent tied to teachers: how they see their 

students and the communities they serve, what kinds of educational goals they have in mind, how 

deeply they understand the content area they teach, what kind of pedagogies they believe in and are 

comfortable with, how much time they have to prepare for classes and organize activities, but most 

importantly, to what extent they feel empowered and inspired as professionals to do good work. 

Most teachers that I met at Future Leaders Academy appeared confident, prepared, passionate and 

proud about their work, but most teachers at the three non-elite schools seemed to be struggling to 

get by. Like the rural teachers in Wang’s (2013) powerful ethnography, the teachers at the non-elite 

schools experienced demoralization in their depoliticized workplace: buried in bureaucratic 

demands, overloaded with struggling students, assigned to teach textbooks that they didn’t 

necessarily understand.  

At the end of my field work at Yiping Experimental, Teacher Yang asked me to run a 

workshop with teachers and share my findings and suggestions for how they may improve their 

practices. Mindful about the constraints and stresses that these teachers faced (see Chapter 4), I first 

acknowledged the systemic problems that teachers had to struggle with and then described the two 

most common difficulties that students experienced – unable to understand what teachers said yet 

too scared to ask, and having no interest in academic subjects. I tried to keep my suggestions 

practical: discussing studying methods more explicitly, punish mistakes less harshly so that students 

feel less intimidated to ask questions, and affirming students’ effort to build up their confidence and 

sense of achievement. During the open discussion in the second half, a male teacher who seemed to 

be in his early 30s stood up and said: “Most of us know at least a little bit about these things (the 
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child psychology and student motivation issue that we had been talking about). The key issue is, will 

we put in the extra time to do things better?... Most important of all, how do you get teachers to see 

teaching as vocation (shiye), not just a job that pays the bill?” When he uttered this question, all the other 

teachers clapped loudly and nodded visibly in agreement. Although this dissertation cannot provide 

the panacea to solve all the problems it has described, this question is a good starting point in the 

search for a better solution.  
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Appendix 

Middle School Admissions in Yiping and Guangzhou (2017-2018) 

Yiping: Academic Achievement in a Bifurcated System 

 South Yiping Secondary School, the new superstar in Yiping, is the only school granted the 

autonomy to administer its own county-wide admission exams. The school admitted top-ranking 

1,000 students each year, waiving tuitions for students ranking in the top 500. Those place between 

500 and 1000 will be admitted but will have to pay the regular tuition of ￥6,000 ($900)/semester. 

 The other five public middle schools in the city of Yiping have to follow an admission quota 

system managed by the local educational bureau. Each primary school recommends a certain 

number of students to each of the five public middle schools in the city. The public middle schools 

have to admit the students that primary schools recommend. At the beginning of the admission 

season, students and families submit a ranked list of their preferences for the five public schools to 

their primary school. The primary schools then rank all of their students based on their performance 

on the exit exam and file recommendations giving priority to the preferences of higher-ranking 

students. The highest-ranking students always get recommended to their top-choice school, whereas 

the lower ranking students usually end up with schools lower on their own preference lists. Overall, 

high-achieving students tend to end up in higher-achieving schools, but the quota system ensures 

that even the academically weakest primary school will get to send some of its graduates to decent 

middle schools.  

 Rural public schools in Yiping have the least autonomy in the admission process. Because 

there is only one or at most two middle schools in each township, rural public schools are required 

to admit all students within their township who wish to enroll. As a result, all rural schools end up 

with students with varying levels of academic achievement. They are allowed to admit students from 
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other townships if they have additional seats, but few rural public schools have strong enough 

reputation to attract students from outside their townships, except for a few highly-track, 

academically competitive schools like the Tang Township Middle School. In fact, most rural public 

schools lose the highest performing students in their township to more reputable schools in the 

county or in Wentong city.  

 Children without stellar academic performance can also get into one of the first- or second-

tier schools if their family has powerful connections with school leaders, senior teachers and local 

government officials or can afford to pay some sponsor fee. These transactions happen under the 

table and do not appear in any publicly available document, but they seem to be quite common 

based on what I hear from teachers and parents.  

 The handful of private schools to a large extent operate outside of the educational bureau’s 

admission policies, as they are allowed to determine their own admission procedures and criteria. 

They usually ran admission processes similar to those of South Yiping Secondary School, albeit with 

lesser degree of competitiveness and charging higher tuition.  

 Overall, academic achievement is the most important factor in the middle school admission 

process in Yiping. High-achieving children are courted by the top schools in Yiping. For children 

with less impressive academic achievement, their family’s social capital (whether they have 

connections with school leaders, teachers or government officials), place of residency (whether they 

live in the city or a village) and economic capital (whether they can afford a bribe, a relocation or a 

decent private school) comes into play.  

Guangzhou: Segmented Games, Changing Rules 

 Compared to Yiping’s academically oriented selection rules, Guangzhou’s middle school 

admissions arena is highly segmented and a lot more complex. Household registration status 

separates families into different playing fields: though private schools do not discriminate based on 
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household registration status, selection rules and processes for getting into public middle schools 

depends on local household registration (See Table 1). Prestigious public middle schools like Future 

Leaders Academy rarely admit students without local household registration.  

Table B-1. Middle School Admission in Guangzhou, 2017 

Type Hukou 
Requirement 

School/Program Admission Process Selection Rules 

Private None *International or 
bilingual 

Application & 
interviews 

Holistic evaluation of child 
Family economic capital 

*Mainstream elite 
schools 

Interviews;  
Secret exams^ 

Child academic achievement 
& behavior 
Family economic capital Low-cost Interviews 

Public None, or 
Local only 

*Olympiad or 
experimental 
programs  

Exams Child academic achievement 
(esp. math and science) 

Local only *Special talent 
programs  

Artistic or athletic 
talent audition 

Child artistic/athletic talent 
Child academic achievement 
Family economic and cultural 
capital 

*Prestigious 
schools 

Secret exams^ Child academic achievement 
Family economic capital 

Powerful 
connections^ 

Family economic and social 
capital 

*Foreign 
language schools 

Primary school 
recommendation & 
lottery 

Child academic achievement 
& language competency 
Family cultural capital 

Prestigious or 
regular 

[Default] Lottery or 
direct admission 

Family economic capital 

Non-local 
only 

Regular Point system Family economic and cultural 
capital 

Regular Interview, exams, or 
recommendation^ 

Child academic achievement 
Family economic capital 

 
* These are prestigious programs or schools that only admit a small number of students. 
^ Strictly speaking these admission practices are not allowed under current regulations, and 

are carried out covertly. 
Source: local news, online parent forums and field interviews.  
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 With the goal of equalizing educational opportunities and reducing the exam-burden of 

young children, Guangzhou gradually banned admission exams for middle schools over the past two 

decades. Private schools can still hold non-academic interviews in the admissions process, but public 

middle schools are explicitly prohibited from engaging in any form of student selection, except for a 

small number of pre-approved Olympiad, experimental, or special talent programs at prestigious 

schools that are allowed to select students with special gifts in math, science, arts or sports.  

 Under current regulations, the default admission mechanism for families with local 

household registration is the public school lottery and direct admission system, operated by district 

educational bureaus. In districts using the direct admission model, students are automatically 

admitted by the middle school designated to receive graduates from her primary school. In districts 

using the lottery model, each student is randomly assigned to one of the several designated receiving 

schools (usually a diverse set in terms of prestige and academic performance) in her primary school’s 

neighborhood. In both models, the child’s academic performance does not impact admission results, 

but family’s economic and cultural capital does play an important role. Since primary school 

admission for local household registration holders is based solely on residential address, some 

parents invest millions of yuan on purchasing housing property near primary schools with a good set 

of receiving middle schools. 

 Despite the egalitarian goals of these regulations, both prestigious schools and ambitious 

families have strong motivations to circumvent these restrictions and engage in mutual selection. For 

the ambitious parents determined to get their children into good schools, the risk of public school 

lottery is intolerable: though some primary schools have better sets of receiving middle schools than 

others, there is always a substantial chance of getting assigned to a mediocre or even struggling 

school. For the prestigious schools, selecting the academically strongest students is crucial for 

elevating or at least maintaining their place in Guangzhou’s highly hierarchical educational field. 
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 As a result, many practices have emerged to facilitate this prohibited selection process. Over 

the past few years, most prestigious public schools managed to expand their Olympiad/experimental 

programs and special talent programs. Special talent auditions increasingly become an interview 

process, where schools not only assess children’s artistic or athletic talents but also obtain their 

resumes and information on previous grades. Some schools undertake huge risks to organize secret 

admission exams, which usually require lengthy collaboration and intricate coordination among 

school leaders, parents, and local tutoring agencies. In the spring of 2018, a prestigious private 

school in the city became a national scandal when journalists exposed its massive secret admission 

exam scheme.  

 Even more secretive than these illicit exams is the relationship admissions process – what 

Chinese people call “the backdoor” (zou houmen). Students admitted through this channel are usually 

from families with strong or powerful ties to the school or the local education bureau: children of 

high-level officials or important alums, or children of the school’s teachers and administrators. The 

actual number of these backdoor admissions is never openly reported, though sometimes one can 

make a rough estimate based on the publicly reported admission data and the actual number of 

students sitting in the classroom. 

 With the current rules, families with local household registration have three common school 

choice strategies with different selection rules: participating in the lottery/direct admission program, 

participating in the various selective admission programs at prestigious public schools, or applying to 

prestigious private schools. Apart from the child’s academic performance, the specific strategies that 

families employ mostly depend on the amount and configuration of their economic and cultural 

capital. Over a dinner table, a local teacher at a prestigious school, who happens to be personal 

friend, once commented on why he thinks the students – and parents – coming in his school 

through lottery tends to be of lower “quality”: “If the parents are capable, they would have either 
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paid the money to get their kids into a good private school or started cultivating their kids’ talents 

early (so that they qualify for special talent admission). The parents who let a lottery determine their 

children’s fate, they are useless.” 

 Families without local household registration also have four possible strategies: applying to 

prestigious private schools, applying to public schools through the points system, seeking enrolment 

in public schools through sponsor fees or recommendations, and applying to low-cost private 

schools. Again, economic and cultural capital shapes the available strategies. Due to ineligibility for 

most selective admission programs at prestigious public schools, applying to prestigious private 

schools is usually their only chance at entering a competitive school. It usually requires strong 

academic performance from the child as well as abundant economic capital from the family.  

 The second-best options are usually the nearby public schools. The points system for public 

school admission, operated by district education bureaus, allocates a limited number of seats at 

public schools (usually mediocre or struggling ones) to migrant children, prioritizing parents’ proven 

length of stable residence, employment and participation in the city’s social insurance program. The 

application requirements are extremely complex, and the application windows are usually only a few 

days. In 2017, only about 20% of migrant children in Guangzhou were able to enroll in public 

middle schools through this system (X. Wang et al., in press).  

 The sponsor fee and recommendation route is an under-the-table transaction that middling 

public schools engages in to attract higher achieving students and/or supplement their budgets. 

Neither of these two strategies can get migrant children into prestigious public schools, but most 

public schools are considered superior to the low-cost private schools that often struggle to staff 

their classrooms with qualified teachers. If a family could not even afford the tuition of these low-

cost private schools (the cheapest ones are about ￥5,000 or $700 USD in 2017), parents would 

have to consider sending their children back to their hometown.   
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