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The paradox of weakness and
strengthin Chinese education

China has ring-fenced and created a stream of excellence, within a larger system that still needs

he global media has been obsessed
with China for several decades now.
Insome cases, thisis out of admira
tion, butin most cases the obsession
isdriven by a combination of envy
and fear of the
The Chinan,

ek hgup h\(|mm| honsand other

al resources from all over the world; how

ts neighbours around the South

its Himalayan game of chess with
ia;and the Belt Road Initiative that will con-

solidate China's strategic reach across the

entire Eurasian landmass.

Theseaspectsof China’s rise are no doubt
important, but they are of much less long-term
strategic significance compared to the control of
knowledge. The control of geography, resources
and markets has been long heen supplanted by
control over technology as the key driver o
global competition, and that is now being rapidly
supplanted by control of knowledge.

Inwhat s now called an emerging knowl-
edge-based society, the control of knowledge
will dominate all other dimensions of global
competition. Justas the Battle of Waterloo is
said to have been won in the playing fields of
Lton, the battle for future global dominance
will be won in the schools, colleges and univer-
sities of the world.

In that context, while recently scanning some
data on education in China, I'was shocked to
find that net enrolment in primary education in
China today (2014 data) at 90% is lower than the
95% rate that had dlI ( ady been achieved way
back in 1987, ov ears ago.

dlsnlnumln(hﬂ ult to square thiswith the
results of global learning tests like the Pro-
gramme for International Students Assess-
ment (PISA), which routinely show Chinese
students scoring very high. In the recently
released PISA results for 2015, for instanc
China has been ranked 6th out of
ing countries in mathematics, 10th in science
and 32nd inreading

To understand what accounts for this appar-
ent paradox, 1 decided to probe alittle decper
into the story of Chinese education.

My first thought was that perhaps the data
showing such retrogression in primary school
enrolment was wrong, so I checked the dataon
primary school completion rates, the propor-
tion of the relevant age cohort who successfully
complete primary school. Here too I found the
completion rate was lower in 2014 compared to
what itwas some 30 years earlier. How come?

The story goes back to a foundational urban
bias builtinto the Chinese education system
from 1949 when the Communist Party led gov-
ernment first came to power. Recognizing the
strategic importance of an educated and skilled
urban working class for rapid industrialization,

work, in the best schools in urban areas, in the most prosperous provinces
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the federal government took the responsibility
of delivering free primary education for chil-
drenin urban areas.

Inruralareas the responsibility of providing
primary education was given to village govern-
ments, who had to raise resources [rom the
people themselves, the income of the com-
munes, et

Also the *hukao” system of internal pass-
ports, no longer strictly enforced, which tied
children down to the places of their parents’
origin, reified the urban bias by making it virtu-
ally impossible for rural persons to migrate to
urban arcas.

I)u~p|lc the urban bias, and the shocks of the
reat Leap Forward movement of the late
19505 and the Cultural Revolution of the late
1960s and early 1970s, the system worked rea-
sonably well and there was a very rapid spread
ofeducation atall levels

But the reforms ushered in by Deng Xiaoping
after 1977 completely disrupted the primary
education system in rural arcas where most
people lived. It was one of the worst unintended
consequences of the reforms. With the intro-
duction of the private responsibility system in
agriculture, village governments could no
longer count on the resources of thevillage
communes o finance village schools. Inevita-
bly the primary education system in rural arcas
simply fell apart.
ince the turn of the century the state has
tried to repair the system by making county
governments responsible for primary educa-
tion. But cle stillawork in progress as
the retrogre ession of primary enrolment and
completion ratesshow.

:n how come the high PISA ranks in global
learning tests?

Ithasbeen pointed out that the students who
participated in the 2015 PISA tests were drawn
from the provinces of Jiangsu, Guangdong, Bei-
jing and Shanghai. most of which are far more
prosperous than other provinees of China.
They have much better education facilities and
teachers than most other provinces. The per-
formance of students from these provinces, it is
therefore suggested, isnotatall representative
of the restof China.

But thisis not the whole story. In the cities,
where educational facilities arc anyway much
better than in rural areas, the government has
ted “key schools™. These are elite schools
with much betterquality teachers, infrastruc-
ture and other facilities compared to normal
schools. They are intended as centres of excel-
lence to nurture specially talented students.
Though admission is supposedly based on
merit, children of rich parents can also be
admitted (o these schools by paying hefty fees.
nd category of elite schools, called
“choice schools”, are preferred schools where,
again, rich children can get admitted by paying
hefty fees.

In the Chinese system of streaming students
between technical and vocational education
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and academic education, these special schools
within the academic stream produce the elite
base of students from among Whl m lh >spe-
cially talented students a
best institutions of higher educ:

Thus, while repair of the nationwide system
ofbasic education is stilla work in progress,
China has ring-fenced and created astream of
excellence within the larger system in the best
schools in urban areas, and in the most prosper-
ous provinces.

Henee, the apparent paradox of high per-
formance in global PISA learning tests along
with retrogression in primary school enrol-
ment.

Itisaresponse with typically Chinese charac-
teristics also seen in other fields. When improv-
ing the ease of doing business in the whole
country wasa challenge, the response was (o
create ring-fenced special arcas with excellent
conditions for businessin the enormously suc-

When fixing a state enterprise-dominated,
inefficient industrial sector across the whole
A problem, the response was to
cd enterprises inselected
and nurture them to become glo-
same approach has been

adopled in edu }

The ring-fenced supply chain of the most
capable students has been established all the
way from primary and secondary school educa
tion to graduate studies in colleges and univer-
sities. Thereis stillalong way to go inraising
the quality standards of Chinese higher educa-
tion in general. But meanwhile, a specially sup-
ported subset ol institutions has been carved
out to produce graduates who achieve high
standards of excellence.

Afew universities are also being nurtured as
world-class universities. This appears to be
China’sstrategy to become dominantina
knowledge-driven global economy.

Perhapssuch special nurturing of selected
entities, special economic zones, industrial
units, education and research institutionsis the
only viable strategy available to China. An aspir-
ing superpower thatisstill adeveloping country,
ithas to compete with countries with per capita
income levels that are many times higher.

The strategy has already been enormously
successfulin achieving a dominant position for
China in the global economy. Itis now being
applied to secure China -eminent position
ina knowledge-hased vof the future.

Within China, this strategy is leading to the
umrgmwolddudll society in multiple
dimensions. One consequence of such stream-
i [ Ly, |)U\\l|ll\ unmlu)«lul isthe

behind. More prosperous provinees are surging
ahead of less prosperous ones. And the incomes
ol urban houscholds is rising faster than those
of peasant households inrural areas.

Thisis somewhat ironicin a country where
the ruling communist party came to power on
the basis of a peasant revolution some 70 years
ago.

The guiding philosophy in Mao’s China, for
allitse s, appeared (o be more egalitarian.
In China, from the time of Deng, growth has
trumped equity. But when arising tide raisesall
I should it matter that some boats are ris-
ing higher than others? This is a question that
has gained in importance theworld over, over
the past few years.

Achieving and sustaining China’s dominance
in the global economy evenifat the costof
equity at home seems to be the philosophy
guiding the state in Asia’s emerging giant.
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