How China is winning the school race

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-14812822 
China's education performance - at least in cities such as Shanghai and Hong Kong - seems to be as spectacular as the country's breakneck economic expansion, outperforming many more advanced countries.

But what is behind this success?

Eyebrows were raised when the results of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development's international maths, science and reading tests - the Programme for International Student Assessment (Pisa) tests - were published.

Shanghai, taking part for the first time, came top in all three subjects.

Meanwhile, Hong Kong which was performing well in the last decade of British rule, has gone from good to great. In this global ranking, it came fourth in reading, second in maths and third in science.

These two Chinese cities - there was no national ranking for China - had outstripped leading education systems around the world.

The results for Beijing, not yet released, are not quite as spectacular. "But they are still high," says Andreas Schleicher, the OECD's head of education statistics and indicators.

Cheng Kai-Ming, Professor of Education at Hong Kong University, and closely involved in the Hong Kong and Shanghai tests, puts the results down to "a devotion to education not shared by some other cultures".

Competitive exams 

More than 80% of Shanghai's older secondary students attend after-school tutoring. They may spend another three to four hours each day on homework under close parental supervision.

Such diligence also reflects the ferociously competitive university entrance examinations.

"Not all Chinese parents are 'tiger mothers'," insists Prof Cheng. "But certainly they are devoted to their children's education."

Certainly both these open and outward-looking cities set great store by education, willing to adopt the best educational practices from around the world to ensure success. In Hong Kong, education accounts for more than one-fifth of entire government spending every year. 

"Shanghai and Hong Kong are small education systems, virtually city states, with a concentration of ideas, manpower and resources for education," says Prof Cheng. 

The innovation in these cities is not shared by other parts of China - not even Beijing, he says.

Under the banner "First class city, first class education", Shanghai set about systematically re-equipping classrooms, upgrading schools and revamping the curriculum in the last decade. 

It got rid of the "key schools" system which concentrated resources only on top students and elite schools. Instead staff were trained in more interactive teaching methods and computers were brought in.

Showcase schools 

The city's schools are now a showcase for the country. About 80% of Shanghai school leavers go to university compared to an overall average of 24% in China. 

Meanwhile, dynamic Hong Kong was forced into educational improvements as its industries moved to cheaper mainland Chinese areas in the 1990s. Its survival as a service and management hub for China depended on upgrading knowledge and skills. 

In the last decade Hong Kong has concentrated on raising the bar and closing the gap or "lifting the floor" for all students, says a report by McKinsey management consultants. 

The report, How the World's Most Improved School Systems Keep Getting Better, rated Hong Kong's education system among the best in the world. 

But Hong Kong schools are undergoing another huge reform, lopping off the final year of secondary school and instead moving towards four-year university degrees from 2012 to align it with China. 

Abandoning the old British model is a gamble and no-one knows how it will play out in terms of quality.

Top teachers 

However, Hong Kong believes it has laid solid, unshakeable foundations.

"In the late 1990s we moved to all-graduate [teachers]. If we want to have high achievement, subject expertise is very important for secondary schools," said Catherine KK Chan, deputy secretary for education in the Hong Kong government.

Hong Kong, like Singapore, now recruits teachers from the top 30% of the graduate cohort. By contrast, according to the OECD, the US recruits from the bottom third.

Shanghai recruits teachers more broadly. But it is already a select group.

Shanghai controls who lives and works in the city through China's notorious "houkou" or permanent residency system, allowing only the best and the brightest to become residents with access to jobs and schools.

"For over 50 years Shanghai has been accumulating talent, the cream of the cream in China. That gives it an incredible advantage," says Ruth Heyhoe, former head of the Hong Kong Institute of Education, now at the University of Toronto.

Migrant children 

The OECD's Mr Schleicher believes teacher training has played a part in Shanghai's success, with higher-performing teachers mentoring teachers from lower-performing schools, to raise standards across the board. 

"What is striking about Shanghai is that there is quite a large socio-economic variability in the student population, but it does not play out in terms of its Pisa results," said Mr Schleicher. 

"Some people have even suggested we did not include Shanghai's fairly large immigration population. Around 5.1% of the population are migrants from rural areas. Their children are definitely included," he said.

Last year Shanghai claimed to be the first Chinese city to provide free schooling for all migrant children. This year migrants outnumbered Shanghai-born children for the first time in state primary schools, making up 54% of the intake. 

Prof Cheng agrees the Pisa results reflect a broad cross section. However the majority of migrant children are below 15 - the age at which the tests for international comparisons are taken. It is also the age of transfer to senior secondary schools. 

"If they were allowed to attend senior secondary schools in the city, the results would be very different," said Prof Cheng.

Even now "to some extent, where people are born largely determines their chances of educational success", said Gu Jun, a professor of sociology at Shanghai university.

Their societies are changing rapidly and for both Shanghai and Hong Kong, being top might prove to be easier than staying there. 
COMPREHENSION

1. Using both the information in the passage and your own previous knowledge, explain the probable reason why Hong Kong and Shanghai have both done well in international comparisons.

2. Write an essay of about 300 words explaining how the HK educational system works and saying how you think it could be improved
VOCABULARY

A. Match these words with their meanings.  Two words are very similar in meaning so one of the definitions has been given twice:
1. spectacular 





watching and controlling
7

2. breakneck





carefulness 8
3. outperform





almost 12
4. outstrip






take over someone or something to look after or 







  for your own use 11
5. indicator





something that shows the condition of some other









  thing. 5
6. devotion





in a fierce way
10

  
7. supervision.





leave behind 19
8. diligence





special knowledge or skills 20 
9. reflect






being extremely fond of someone or something 









  and working hard for them or it 6
10. ferociously





view of the whole of the inside of something 24
11. adopt 






very hard to believe 23
12. virtually 





do better than 4/3
13. innovation 





place something so it corresponds to something 








 else 18
14. systematically




collect together 22 
15. dynamic





give a picture of, be an indicator of 9
16. hub






at a dangerously high speed 2
17. lop off






do better than  3/4
18 .align 






famous for a bad reason 21
19. abandon 





exciting to look at 1
20. expertise





new method, way of doing things 13
21. notorious





in a methodical, logical way 14
22. accumulate





cut off  (especially branches, twigs) 17
23. incredible





control how something else will be 25
24. cross section




centre, focal point for activity 16
25.determine





very active 15
B. Explain the meaning of these phrases from the passage:

1. what is behind the success?
what is the reason for the success
2, eyebrows were raised 
people were surprised 
3. puts the results down to 
explain the results as due to
4. tiger mother
mother who is very strict wth her children and pushes them to succeed
5. raising the bar
raising the minimal acceptable level
6. how it will play out 
how things will develop in the end
7. cream of the cream 
The very best
8. socio-economic variability 

differences in people’s wealth and position in society
