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Abstract

The present research explores phenomenologically how tests and 

examinations are experienced by Chinese students and how these 

experiences and underlying school practices may be pedagogically interpreted 

and understood.

The study starts from the observation that there already exists a large body of 

research literature regarding educational examinations and tests, assessment 

and measurement. Much of this literature focuses on the political, educational 

and economic aspects of exams, or discusses technical issues of test 

construction (e.g., factor analysis, item response theory), psychometrical 

analysis of exams (e.g., test validity and reliability studies, test effectiveness 

and outcomes, computer-based test research and design), and so on. 

However, little research has pursued the question how students actually 

experience the tests and exams to which they are subjected, and how they 

experience life in schools and school systems that are increasingly test and 

examination driven.

The study first presents a cultural historical view of the tradition of 

examinations in China, dating back several thousand years. In recent 

decades, however, the cultural purpose of examinations seems to have 

shifted.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Next, the experiential reality of tests and exams in children’s lives is pursued 

through accounts written or told by young people and adults. Through such 

hermeneutic phenomenological methods of writing, interview, observation and 

the exploration of experiential sources, this study has gathered a wide variety 

of narrative data, in anecdote form, that describe in particular and concrete 

terms students’ experiences of examinations and tests. In the main chapters of 

this dissertation the experiential accounts are presented, thematized, and 

reflectively discussed.

Subsequently, a pedagogical discussion aims to problematize how educators 

need to reflect on their examination and assessment practices-especially 

since these practices fundamentally seem to shape the everyday reality of 

teaching and learning.

This research aims to contribute towards a thoughtful pedagogy of 

examination. As well, the study aims to create a space for intercultural 

dialogues about the pedagogy of tests and examinations between East and 

West.
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Chapter 1 China Exam Tests Nerves of Millions of Students

1.1 Introduction: The role of examinations in the education of Chinese 

students

Chinese cities today are diverting traffic, suspending construction and 

banning street hawking to reduce the 

stress on high school students as 

they begin grueling national college 

entrance exams on Tuesday.

The pressure has already proven too 

much for one 18-year-old student 

from the western province of Qinghai, who killed his mother over the 

weekend with a stone after they argued over his refusal to take the test, 

the Web site www.sina.com 

reported.

Students and parents across China 

view the four-day exam as the key to 

a competitive future, but few 

students will actually make the

grade. "Passing the college entrance exams is the only way for
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Chinese youth to gain access to higher education," Xinhua said in an 

overnight report on Monday.

"This year, a total of 8.67 million people have registered for the exams, 

but only one in every four test-takers will eventually be eligible for 

university enrolment."

“Guangdong province in southern China ordered traffic away from many 

exam sites and banned construction activities and blaring radios from 

streets near schools to keep test rooms quiet, ” China Daily said on 

Tuesday. Similar quiet zones have been set up around the country. A 

Beijing neighborhood was draped with red banners on Tuesday reading 

"build a quiet testing community".

Schools are also concerned about cheating, a widespread practice with 

so much riding on the test. More than 3,000 exam takers across China 

were punished for "violating test discipline" last year, Xinhua said. 

Schools in Yingkou, in the northeastern province of Liaoning, had 

installed electronic shielding devices to block mobile telephone signals, 

it said. In recent years, scores of students have been found getting test 

answers sent as text messages to their mobile phones.

Students across China had to sign "no-cheating" pledges before they 

were given their test booklets, Xinhua said.

(From Lateline News: 2005-June-06)
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Every year on July 7th, 8th and 9th, the standardized national College 

Entrance Examinations (CEE) takes place, involving millions of high school 

graduates. Since 2004, the dates have moved to June, to avoid the summer 

heat. The exam days vary from two to four days. The students flock to the 

examination halls located in various cities throughout China. This is such a 

decisive event in their future life that the mere mention of the term “Gaokao” 

(College Entrance Examinations) often causes great anxiety and intense 

feelings of panic among these young people. High school graduates call it 

“Black July”. Before this major examination event, most of the exam 

participants have already passed the high school diploma exams, and the 

various provincial, municipal, district and school level simulated exams. And 

these are only the students that participate in the national standardized 

College Entrance Examinations. About twenty days prior, two other major 

educational examination events at more or less the same scale and level of 

importance are also the big topic of daily talks. One is the elementary school 

graduation examination and the other is the junior high school graduation 

examination. Both are selective examinations that provide entrance to a higher 

rung of the academic ladder. And prior to these major decisive examination 

events for young students, there are numerous small-scale examinations, 

such as grade exams, term exams, midterm exams, unit exams, simulated 

exams, and so forth.
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Alfie Kohn observes about US schools that children are tested to an extent 

that is unprecedented in the history and unparalleled anywhere else in the 

world. The result is that most of today’s discourses about education have been 

reduced to a crude series of monosyllables: “The test scores are too low.

Make them go up” (Kohn, 2000, p. 45). Perhaps these comments are truer for 

China than for any other country. Standardized testing, especially “high 

stakes” exams are very common and popular in the Chinese educational 

system. They are influential in the educational lives of students. Perhaps no 

other single nation’s education is more test-driven than that of China. It is no 

overstatement that students in China spend most of their school life studying, 

preparing for, and taking part in various exams from a very early age. The 

term “Kaoshi” (exam) is perhaps the most frequently heard phrase among 

teachers, students, parents, and grandparents. The examination atmosphere 

is best described with words such as competitive, expectant, anxious, fearful, 

excited, motivated, joyful, etc. But even these terms fall short of the depth, 

scope, and complexity of meaning of the experience itself.

There is no doubt that the examination system puts tremendous pressures on 

many students. It is not uncommon to read newspaper stories of students who 

have committed suicide or engaged in other desperate acts. For example, the 

Yangtse Evening newspaper reported how a young man, who several times 

failed the College Entrance Examinations, could no longer bear the pressure 

and had run away from his hometown. He was later found by a local
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policeman in Wujiang County of Jiangsu province, a place about thousand 

miles away from his home village in Henan Province (Yangtze Evening News, 

Aug 1,2003).

In Liaoning province a high school graduate swallowed a whole bottle of 

agricultural chemicals, causing her death. This happened several days after 

the national standardized College Entrance Exams of July 2001. After she had 

returned from school, she had tried to estimate her total exam marks. She 

calculated that her results would only be about 520, which was slightly higher 

than the minimum required for admission to an ordinary university. But thinking 

that there was no hope to enter a zhongdian (prestigious) university, she 

decided to end her sufferings. Three days later, the province announced the 

official marks: she had apparently made a score of 543! This grade actually 

surpassed the admission standard set for the zhongdian universities (see the 

Chinese Education Research Network, July 21, 2001).

The Duowei News describes how many students suffer from “pre-exam 

syndrome’’--a syndrome, according to doctors’ analysis, that causes a series 

of uncomfortable symptoms when exams are approaching, such as extreme 

nervousness, panic, and depression. Many students feel incapacitated by 

intellectual incompetence, poor memory, difficulty of concentration, and lack of 

confidence. They appear physically exhausted; suffer from frequent urination,
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insomnia, and demonstrate a lack of appetite, irregular menstruation, and so 

forth (Duowei News, June 22, 2001).

The accounts of desperate acts by individual students is further complicated 

when historical, cultural, and social dimensions are taken into account. More 

such information is available online in Chinese at these URLs: 

http://www.edu.cn/HomePaqe/iiao vu fu wu/qao kao/iian va zhonq xin/inde 

x.shtml and,

http://news.xinhuanet.com/edu/2005-Q6/09/content 3062024.htm
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1.2 Formulating the phenomenological research question

During the winter of 2000, the Edmonton Journal columnist, Liane Faulder, did 

an investigative report of Chinese schools. In her extensive newspaper article 

she notes that the high pressure-driven examination system in China has been 

severely criticized by Western commentators as well as by Chinese educators. 

“In our exam-oriented and screening culture, we’ve screened out a lot of 

students,” says Raymond Young (Faulder, Feb 24, 2000). And the 

examination driven curriculum limits the educational value of how and what 

students learn. Faulder found that many Chinese students think school is 

boring. “There is too much homework and the teachers are stuck in a medieval 

mentality which emphasizes order and diligence over original thinking” 

(Faulder, Feb 24, 2000).

A criticism that is often repeated in and outside China is that the Chinese 

exams emphasize rote memorization of texts. Critics of the system, as well as 

many students, feel that exam-takers are forced to memorize vast amounts of 

disconnected trivia, which are regurgitated during the exams and then 

forgotten. The emphasis on preparation for examinations based on rote 

memorization is a problem that permeates the entire school system. Education 

reform advocates say that students are denied the opportunity to develop 

creativity and independent thinking (Choi, 1999; Watkins & Biggs, 2001).
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However, some educators express a different view. And they note that the 

Chinese examination-oriented education produces good students. In the 

International Olympic Math Contest that took place in July, 2001, in 

Washington D.C., most of the participants were Chinese (Canadian 

Mathematic Society news, 12 July 2001; Duowei news, 10 July 2001). In a 

recent comparative study, a series of tests to measure computation ability and 

as well as the ability to apply knowledge of mathematics was given to children. 

The researchers found that American children scored significantly lower than 

Chinese students in nearly all categories. “In addition to being more effective 

problem solvers, Chinese children also solve problems more quickly than the 

American children" (Stevenson, et al. 1990, p.1).

In the Third International Mathematics and Science Study 1999 (TIMSS), the 

mathematics and science achievements of eighth-grade students from 38 

countries were compared. Students from Singapore, China Taipei, Hong 

Kong, the Republic of Korea, and Japan ranked the first to fifth. Canadian 

students ranked 10th in math and 13th in science, while US students ranked 

19th in math and 18th in science (TIMSS-R, 1999 <http ://nces.ed.gov/ timss/ 

>). Although Mainland China did not participate in TIMSS 1999. Chinese 

Taipei, Hong Kong SAR, Japan, Korea and Singapore are very much like 

China in that their education systems are all very much exam-driven (Justine 

Su, 1999).
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The most recent PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment) 

report 2004 shows a more or less similar result (For a detailed statement of 

the PISA report result, see their website: http://www.pisa.oecd.oro/).

One could question the meaning of “academic ranking”, and yet Watkins and 

Biggs (1996, 2001) in their two books (The Chinese Learner, Teaching the 

Chinese Learner) further claim that “Chinese learners are commonly 

misunderstood by westerners" (2001, p.3), since a number of accepted 

principles of western educational psychology that reported in their books, 

according to their research, “did not appear to transfer easily to Chinese 

learners” (p. 3). They called it “paradox of the Chinese learner” (2001, p. 3).

Carol S. Huntsinger did a four-year longitudinal study of 80 families (40 

Chinese-American and 40 European-American). She describes the Chinese- 

American parents' perspective on homework: “They tend not to create a 

dichotomy between work and play. They believe that memorization and 

practice are essential to learning. They believe that teaching their children is 

an important part of the parental role” (Huntsinger, 2000, p. 45). Huntsinger 

found that many of the Chinese-American parents in the study believe that 

schools in the United States do not give enough homework to children in the 

primary grades.
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Chinese-American parents are puzzled when American parents complain 

about homework to school officials at parent meetings. Rather than speak out, 

they quietly construct homework. Coming from a culture that emphasizes the 

importance of hard work in achievement, Chinese-American parents believe 

that the homework habit needs to be established early. They give their 

children homework beginning in preschool. Chinese American families view 

homework time as ‘family time’. Often the whole family sits around the dining 

table doing homework together. According to Huntsinger, the younger children 

in the family may request homework from their parents so they can participate 

with their older siblings. Many parents assign their children regular summer 

homework. They believe that “homework not only builds their children's 

foundation skills and competencies but also builds the discipline, concentration 

and self-motivation required for academic endeavors” (Huntsinger, 2000, p. 

47). However, what is lacking in this research are the children’s voices. While 

Huntsinger explores the parents’ perceptions she does not investigate how 

Chinese children experience and feel about their parents’ values and 

practices.

Howard Gardner, professor of education and developmental psychology at 

Harvard University, has conducted several large collaborative projects with 

China during the 1980s. Gardner observes that American and Chinese 

students use two different ways to learn. He asks, “Is it better to let children 

learn a task by experimenting or to teach them exactly how to do it?” The
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answer depends on whether your values are American or Chinese” (Gardner, 

1989a. p. 4). He contrasts the Western, more “revolutionary” view, with a more 

“evolutionary” view espoused by the Chinese. “There is a virtual reversal of 

priorities: the young Westerner making her boldest departures first and then 

gradually reintegrating herself into the tradition; and the young Chinese being 

almost inseparable from the tradition, but, over time, possibly evolving to a 

point as deviant as the one initially staked out by the innovative Westerner” 

(Gardner, 1989b, p. 55). Gardner, like Huntsinger, does have little to say about 

the students who are at the center of these debates.

What Huntsinger, Gardner and others observe in their research is that there 

are cultural differences in the ways that East and West view learning and 

knowledge. They rightfully point out that these differences are poorly 

understood. It would be wrong to confuse the Chinese education system with 

Western thoughts about the meaning and pedagogical significance of 

examinations, knowledge, learning, and memorization. These notions must be 

understood against a background of relevant cultural traditions and historical 

developments. But what is also poorly understood is how the children 

experience and are socially, psychologically, and personally taxed by the 

cultural practices of the examination driven systems.

So, on the one hand, there exists a huge volume of technical research 

documents on examinations and tests in the area of psychometrics, statistics,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



12

and quantitative genetics (for example, Stevenson, 1992; Stigler, 1990,1991; 

Stevenson & Stigler, 1992; Gardner, 1990; Huntsinger, 2000; Faulder, 2000; 

Haladyna, Nolen, & Hass, 1991; Herman & Golan, 1993; Herman, Abedi, & 

Golan, 1994; Jones & Whitford, 1997; Lomax, West, Harmon, Viator, &

Madaus, 1995; Madaus, 1985; Paris, Lawton, Turner, & Roth, 1991; Rotberg, 

1995; Salganik, 1985). On the other hand, there exists a fairly extensive 

volume of literature debating on the effectiveness, outcomes, and quality of 

the Chinese exam-driven educational system (See Mirazaki, 1976; Su,

Yuming, 1994,1999; Choi, 1999; Pong, etal, 2001; Heyneman, 1988).

Educational examinations are part of educational assessment practices. And 

in this area, there is also a huge volume of research literature on assessment 

practice in schools. Particularly in the past 10 years, more and more research 

is focused on formative assessment practices instead of summative 

assessment studies. For a detailed research literature, see Atkin M. J., Black, 

P. and Coffey, J. (2001), Bell, B. and Cowie, B. (2001), Biggs, J. (1996), 

Biggs, J. & Watkins, D.A. (Eds.), (1996, reprinted 1999), Biggs, J. & Watkins, 

D.A. (Eds.). (2001), Brady, L. and Kennedy, K. (2001), Bryant, S. and 

Timmins. A. (2002), Clarke, S. (2001), Danielson. C. and Abrutyn, L. (1997), 

Gagnon. Jr. G.W. and Collay, M. (2001), Klenowski, V. (2002), Palomba, C. 

(1999). Pellegrino. J„ Chudowsky. N. and Glaser, R. (2001), Torrance, H. & 

Pryor, J. (1998), Banta, T. (1999), Biggs, J. (1995), Black, P. (1999), Black, P. 

(1998), Dassa, C. ot al. (1993), Dougherty, M. J. (1997), Diez, M. (1998),
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Farrell-Childers, P.B. and Lowry, M. (1997), Maki, P.L. (2002), McCallum, 

B.(2001), Palomba, C A ,(2001), Palomba, C.A.,(2000), Sadler, D.R. (1998), 

Yung, B. H. W.(2000). This body of literature and more are arguing and 

seeking to develop technical strategies in producing “learning oriented 

assessment” models.

However, it is somewhat of a shocking discovery that there is no literature that 

explores the pedagogical significance of the examinations for student lives.

We know even less about how children actually experience examinations.

This lack of literature and knowledge about student examination experiences 

suggests questions such as: How do Chinese students actually experience the 

test-driven education? What do examinations mean to them? And what is the 

pedagogical significance of these experiences?

More precisely this study aims to explore the following research question:

“How are examinations experienced by Chinese students and how may these 

experiences and underlying school practices be pedagogically interpreted and 

understood?"
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1.3 Personal background

My interest in this research question has been shaped by my personal 

experiences, first as a student, then as an educator and educational 

administrator in China, and more recently as a visiting scholar and doctoral 

student in Canada.

I attended school under the examination-driven educational system in Hunan 

Province of the People’s Republic of China, during the 1970s and early 1980s. 

As a student, I had to do well on numerous large and small exams, until 

eventually, after taking the series of national college entrance examinations, I 

was admitted to Hunan Teachers’ University.

Four years later, after passing the hurdles of the national graduate school 

entrance examinations, I was again lucky enough to be able to pursue my 

postgraduate studies in Nanjing Teachers’ University. After graduation, I 

became a teacher myself. My first appointment was at a senior high school 

and next at a prestigious university in Nanjing. As a teacher and administrator,

I have prepared students for numerous exams. During my administrative work 

as Deputy Chair of the Department of Basic Sciences and then Chair of 

Foreign Language Education Department (from 1995-1999), I was appointed 

as the Deputy Director for the National College English band 4-6 Exam 

Supervision Committee in Northern Division of the great Nanjing area. As one
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of the lucky survivors of those rigid exams, I have gone through the fears and 

excitements, hopes and frustrations, joys and sorrows that many other 

students also experienced.

I still remember one day very clearly. It was a Thursday afternoon in the early 

summer of 1978.1 had finished all two-day provincial elementary school 

graduation examinations. Before the examinations, Mr. Gao, our class teacher 

in charge (homeroom teacher) reminded us again and again, “Work hard, do 

the examinations seriously. Don’t let down your teachers and parents! These 

examinations will determine whether you enter an ‘A’ class or an ‘ordinary’ 

class in the junior high school!” The practice of dividing the classes in the 

same grade into categories had just started at that time. "A” class would enjoy 

the privileges of having the best teaching staff and resources. I remember 

how parents were discussing the results.

Somehow I managed to enter the ‘A’ class in Grade 7. There was only one ‘A’ 

Class in each grade. I felt lucky that I was one of the top 50 students in the 

grade. Many of my classmates were not so lucky. Because of failure to secure 

a position rank in the first 50, they had to sit in the ‘ordinary classes’.

As an educator in China, like many of my Chinese colleagues, I would criticize 

the highly competitive examinations for the limited number of universities, 

schools and teaching resources in China. I sometimes saw the good side of
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these exams from both a political and educational outcome point of view, 

though I often heard strong criticism and attacks from various social circles.

For example, I thought the establishment of key schools could produce 

maximum educational returns in the shortest time, particularly to produce more 

qualified graduates for higher level institutions in order to meet the immediate 

growing manpower demand. I was aware that, given the long Chinese tradition 

and culture of examinations, the system surely had its own reason to survive. 

Conditions have been changing drastically. The rates of enrollment, the 

number of schools and universities and the other teaching resources has 

increased dramatically in the past three decades. Yet, the exam-driven system 

still prevails, and in an even more intense form.

After teaching in a university in Nanjing for ten years, I was given the chance 

of traveling to Canada as a visiting scholar sponsored by the Chinese Ministry 

of Education, in April 1998. This was my first trip abroad. It broadened my 

thinking. As a Chinese educator I was so used to the traditional ways of 

schooling that I experienced quite a shock when observing and experiencing 

Canadian classrooms.

During the fall of 1998,1 volunteered to teach one hour of ESL to five Chinese 

students weekly in an elementary school near the University of Alberta 

campus. This gave me a good chance to observe the school’s teaching and 

learning activities. My first surprise was that students rarely used textbooks,
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while teachers only had a general description of the provincial curriculum 

outline of various subjects. Yet, teachers were responsible for all subjects. The 

second surprise that I experienced was that students seldom had large-scale 

uniform examinations; neither did they have much homework to do. I was told 

that, “strangely,” the parents of my five Chinese students frequently requested 

that the class teacher give their children more work to do after school. Another 

surprise was that the students had a large variety of learning activities besides 

classroom learning. They had various field trips and diversified learning 

resources in the school. Furthermore, the school days were so short (from 

9:00am -  3:30pm), that I saw parents who did not have time to take care of 

their children after school place their children in the after school day care 

center; other parents, thinking that what their children learned in school was 

far from enough, sent their children to after-school schools or training classes 

or weekend schools, not to prepare for standardized large scale examination, 

but to be charged with more knowledge.

Thinking back nine years when I was in Nanjing, I recalled a news broadcast.

It showed how Chinese children were forced to learn to take examinations 

even when they were only in kindergarten. The parents let them take the 

entrance examinations in the hope their child would qualify for better 

kindergartens. In the broadcast I saw parents cry when they saw their child fail 

the exams. Meanwhile the young children themselves still looked puzzled: 

they knew little about what these exams meant to them.
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My son, Hao, who came to Canada with me in 1999, is now 15 years old. 

Some Canadian friends ask me what it would be like if my son were to return 

to China. Would he be able to adapt academically to the Chinese educational 

system? How would he compare with other students? Would he be willing to 

go back and do his high school in China? I tell these friends that Hao came to 

Edmonton after he finished Grade 3 in China. So, he has had some 

experiences in both school systems. He is now a “top” student in his class, but 

he definitely would not be able to pass the entrance examination to a superior 

Chinese junior high school if he returns to China.

Once in a while, around the dinner table, my wife and I raise the topic of 

exams with our son, who seems to have an easy time and little homework to 

do after supper. “Hao, you should study harder. Although you are one of the 

top students in your class, that is not enough. You know, your friend Yoyo in 

China would know more than you do now.” During the summer holiday, my 

wife kept urging Hao to study, to review what he had learned in the previous 

term and prepare for the coming new school term. However, my son kept 

complaining that his friends in school never study during the vacation. “They 

told me that the summer holiday is for fun, not for study,” he said.

Even when he was in grade 5, Hao told us that he was still using the 

mathematic knowledge he learned in grade 3 in China! He is now in grade 9,
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the final year of junior high school. Here is his school routine: He gets up daily 

at around 7:30 in the morning. The school starts at 8:45 am and ends around 

3:00 pm in the afternoon. On Thursday, the school dismisses at 2:00pm, one 

hour earlier.

I don’t see much homework assignment from the school. Hao spends some 

time playing computer games and during most of his spare time, and he is 

engaged in playing badminton, his most favorite sport, in the Royal Glenora 

Club. My wife and I recall how hard it was when we were his age in China. 

Because of the strong pressure and high expectations from parents and 

teachers, we basically spent the entire day, from early morning till late at night, 

studying, doing subject exercises, and memorizing all the material. During trips 

to China in 2003 and 2004, I had the opportunity to visit schools in the early 

summer. School seems still very intense for most students.

Recently, I had a chance to take my son back to China to see his 

grandparents. He was able to visit one of the elite junior high schools in my 

hometown and talk with the local students of his age. He soon realized that he 

was far behind those students in subjects like mathematics and science.

With the permission from the school, I took some pictures of the classroom, 

where my son had the chance of sitting in the class for one period. He was
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surprised to see the classroom (during the intersession and when having a 

lesson) like this!
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1.4 Reflection

I wrote the above personal background section several weeks ago. And as I 

now reread the paragraphs I am struck by the tone of my own writing. I realize 

that I have deeply internalized the values and perspectives of the Chinese 

educational culture. I find it hard not being critical of the more relaxed and less 

demanding Canadian schooling environment. I also realize that for students 

like me (in China) the examination system has been advantageous. The 

examination system enables the more successful students to come out on top 

and become socially and economically privileged. I further realize that it is 

hard not to feel proud and special for having done well and now belonging to 

the small elite cadre of students.

But living in Canada has made me more sensitive, critical, and attuned to a 

broader range of values and to the experiences of children who may not be 

doing so well on exams. I now wonder: What do they experience? What is it 

like to experience the pressures and results of the various phases of the 

examination experience? What price do children have to pay for being driven 

through the examination corals? At what cost do some students succeed and 

at what cost do other students just pass or perhaps fail? How is examination 

failure experienced by students who feel that they cannot achieve their goals? 

What examination pressures do students feel from their families and friends?
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These are some of the questions that now visit me when I reflect upon my 

personal past experience.
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1.5 Literature review

There exists an enormous quantity of research and studies on the technical 

aspects of testing and educational assessment at large and these include 

debates about testing outcomes and effectiveness as well as how to produce 

and implement formative assessment. But, surprisingly, thus far, little research 

has been oriented toward questions of how students experience examinations 

and tests and how we as educators may understand the pedagogy of exams. 

Perhaps, Aitken’s (1994) study is a rare exception. Aitken conducted a study 

entitled “A hermeneutic phenomenological investigation of students’ 

experience of test taking” in Albertan schools in Canada. In this study, Aitken 

conducted interviews, collected narrative writings, and used her own 

experiences as a test administrator in Alberta. She explored the existential 

meanings of students’ experience on exams through the dimensions of 

relationality, corporeality, spatiality, and temporality. While Aitken’s research 

is mainly confined to Alberta secondary school education, it does provide a 

vivid picture of students' experiences of exams. The research done by Dr. 

Wing Yang Pong (2001) is another exception, which uses an experiential 

inquiry to look into the student’s examination experience in the Hong Kong 

context.

In China, research on testing and educational examinations has a long history, 

due to the fact that China has such a long examination history. The earliest
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research on examinations was perhaps done by Wang Anshi, the state 

councilor in Sung dynasty in 1200. Wang Anshi was himself a survivor of the 

rigid Chinese imperial exams. Realizing that the exam system needed to be 

modified so as to be more selective of more capable candidates for the 

society, he and his mensheng (disciples) did an extensive study of the exam 

system and suggested changes to the system. Much of the early research on 

the exam system would probably not be considered valid research from a 

modern methodological point of view. Many of the studies were critiques, 

comments, opinions or unsystematic surveys of exam statistics. Another 

period of exam research occurred in the late nineteenth century when Western 

contacts with China became more frequent and China was unable to defend 

itself during the Opium Wars. After a series of studies and policy proposals 

had been carried out, more drastic changes to the examination system were 

introduced. But these changes were mainly on the adjustments of subjects, 

contents and examination management.

In the last half century, especially since the open door policy was issued in 

1978, more research studies have been conducted in China in regards to 

aspects of exams. Almost all of these studies have been conducted from 

empirical perspectives, analyzing the political, educational and economic 

influence, or discussing the methods to generate test items, psychometrical 

analysis of exams, and so on. In more recent years, specifically, since 1984, 

more systematic and rigid studies have been conducted.
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During April 11 and 25, 1985, a large international conference was held in 

Beijing on educational testing with participants from many OECD countries. 

Also in attendance were US organizations such as ETS (Educational Testing 

Service), NAEP (National Assessment of Educational Progress), and IAEEA 

(the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement). 

This conference was initiated by the Chinese government to discuss the 

issues of examinations and to assist the officials in the Ministry of Education of 

China to think through some of the policy options in the area of examinations 

and standardized testing. The conference played a key role in revitalizing 

research on examinations in China. There was a strong drive behind these 

studies to select the talented, capable, and most suitable personnel for the 

country so as to revitalize and strengthen the national economic power.

In 1992, the Research Institute of Testing Science was set up in Central China 

(Huazhong) Normal University. Thus far it has been the only comprehensive 

research institute among Chinese Higher Education Institutes that takes 

responsibility for conducting systematic and comprehensive studies of testing. 

However, the studies are not comprehensive yet, because much of the 

research conducted in the center is concerned with sociological, technical, 

historical and cultural aspects of testing issues.
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In 2003, a large conference on examinations and social development was held 

in Central China (Huazhong) Normal University. This conference was 

organized by the Examination Science Center and attracted hundreds of 

scholars from Taiwan, Hong Kong, Macau and Mainland China. At the 

conference, many scholars shared their research findings on various aspects 

of examination processes. This has been perhaps the largest research 

conference thus far to show a great interest in the issue of examinations in 

China.

Nonetheless, the large majority of these studies shed little light on how 

students actually experience examinations. The awareness of this situation 

constitutes a strong rationale for conducting research that explores the 

experiential dimensions of educational examinations in order to better 

understand the students’ experiences of examinations.
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1.6 The Structure of the dissertation

This thesis is organized in the following manner: Chapter 1 introduces the 

research questions and the background to the study. Chapter 2 provides a 

sketch of the background to the tradition of examinations in China. Chapter 3 

presents the philosophical foundation on which the present research is based: 

phenomenological human science and existential philosophy. The intent here 

is to explicate some of the major features of this tradition and discuss certain 

implications of this tradition for education. Chapter 4 offers the Chinese 

students’ lived experience descriptions of examinations that have been 

collected from selected schools in China. Chapter 5 discusses the themes that 

emerged from reflecting upon these experiences. Chapter 6 focuses on more 

in-depth questions which relate to the students’ examination experiences. And 

chapter 7 develops the cross-cultural dialogue between East and West.
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Chapter 2 Sketching the Background

China has long maintained a unique educational system that is strongly test- 

driven. The strong tradition of competitive examinations has a history of more 

than four thousand years (DuBois, 1970; Popham, 1990; Martin, 1881). The 

examination system originated in ancient China; it has been used, not only in 

educational circles, but also in other sectors such as civil services. It is 

sometimes called, by some scholars, the “fifth great invention” of China. In fact, 

the development of education in China is closely related to the evolution of the 

examination system. And the examination system has had a profound impact 

on the social life of the Chinese people.

China’s examination system has also influenced many other countries. For 

example, the Japanese examination system to select officials was introduced 

from China in about 701 A.D. (Hidano, 1988). During the sixteenth century, as 

European contacts with China developed, the examination system was 

admired by some Western scholars, including Voltaire, who advocated such a 

system for France. Early in the nineteenth century the newly established 

British civil service examination system was influenced by diplomats and 

missionaries familiar with the Chinese examination system. Noting the 

successful experience of the British Civil Service Commission that was 

established in the 1850s, several U.S. legislators attempted to create 

comparable testing operations in the United States in the 1860s. Bills to
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establish such a system were introduced and finally the civil service 

examination system was established in the States in 1883 (Popham, 1990).

W.A.P Martin, an American missionary in China at that time and later the 

president of Tungwen College in Peking (now Beijing University), produced a 

series of research articles about the Chinese imperial examinations that he 

submitted to the U.S Ministry of Education. He wrote,

England, France, and Prussia have each made use of competitive 

examinations in some branches of their public service. But in these 

countries the experiment is of recent date and of limited application. We 

must look further East if we would see the system working on a scale 

sufficiently large and through a period sufficiently extended to afford us a 

full exhibition of its advantages and defects...

(Martin, 1881, p. 39)

In his long report to Hon. J. Eaton (Commissioner of Education, Washington, 

D.C.), he further commented,

It is in China that its merits have been tested in the most satisfactory 

manner; and if in this instance we should profit by their experience, it 

would not be the first lesson we have learned from the Chinese, nor the 

last they are capable of giving us....”

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



30

(Martin, 1881, p. 39)

To understand its profound influence on all aspects of Chinese life and society 

as well as in Asian countries, we need to look back upon the historical context.

2.1 Historical context of examinations in China

The Chinese examination system can be traced back for about four thousand 

years. It has been recorded that Da-Shun, the sage emperor of remote 

antiquity, who lived around 2200 B.C., tested his officers every three years, 

and after these examinations he either granted them promotion or dismissed 

them from the service (Wang, 1982; Popham, 1990; Dubois, 1970). It is not 

known on what subjects he examined them at that time when characters were 

but newly invented and when books did not yet exist. It is not known whether 

he gave candidates tests previous to appointment; yet the mere fact of such 

an early periodical examination established a precedent of imperial 

competitive examination that became officially instituted in 165 B.C. and since 

then, continued to be observed and developed, gradually, with some breaks, 

but steadily, to the end of Tsing dynasty, the last feudal dynasty in China.

More than a thousand years after the commencement of the Chow dynasty 

around 1115 B.C., the government was already accustomed to examining 

candidates as well as officers. The Chinese had become a cultivated people, 

and all candidates for office were required to give proof of their knowledge of

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



the "six arts"—rites (rituals, rules and ceremonies of public and social life), 

music (ceremonial music and ritual dances), archery, horsemanship, history, 

and mathematics. These six arts expressed in the six concise Chinese 

characters (//, yue, she, yu, shi, su) constituted the sum total of a liberal 

education during the Chow dynasty period. Governments ran and controlled 

the schools. Government officials and teachers were actually the same people.

As far back as 840 B.C., when the West Zhou Dynasty had just been founded, 

the ruling classes, pressed by administrative needs to consolidate power, 

established the gongshi system—a system of selection and promotion from 

the level of xiangxue (schools on the county level) through guoxue (schools on 

the prefecture or province level) to the level of taixue (the level of national 

university). The enrollment examinations included moral conduct and military 

feats. The enrollees were predominantly princes and the eldest sons of 

warlords and senior officials with the exception of a few rare talented 

plebeians.

With the crumbling of the slave system and the establishment of various feudal 

kingdoms, the seventh century B.C. (that is, the Spring and Autumn Period) 

witnessed the emergence of the system of retaining literati. To expand their 

sphere of influence, these feudal kingdoms endeavored to attract literati and 

encouraged the running of private schools. Some kings and private school 

teachers had thousands of students. For instance, Confucius (551-479 B.C.),

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



32

the famous educator and philosopher of the Lu Kingdom, was reputed to have 

three thousand students. At this period, the curriculum for study and exams 

was gradually formed, though in a very early form.

Under the dynasty of Han, after the elapse of about another thousand years, 

we find the range of subjects for the civil-service examinations largely 

extended. Confucius’ (551-479 B.C.) philosophy of education began to exert 

great influence on the education of people about two hundred years after his 

death. Confucian Ethics had become current, and a moral standard was 

emphasized and regarded in the selection of the competitors by the local 

government. Those students, whose moral character had been sufficiently 

attested, were then-subjected to trial in respect to their intellectual 

qualifications. The trial was two-fold: first, as to their skill in the “six arts” 

already mentioned (in terms of the Five classics and Four books); and second, 

as to their familiarity with one or more of the following subjects: the civil law, 

military affairs, agriculture, the administration of the revenue, and the 

geography of the Empire with special reference to the water communications. 

This was an immense advancement on the meager requirements of the more 

ancient dynasties.

Passing over another thousand years or so, we come to the era of the Tang 

and Sung dynasties, when the standard of literary attainment was greatly 

elevated. Based on the former competitive examination, more books of the
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sages on various subjects were added. Composition of essays, prose and 

poems became one part of the examinations. The government arranged 

graduates in three classes (xiu-cai, ju-ren and jin-shi, basically equivalent to 

the Bachelor, Master and Doctoral degrees in the West)—a classification that 

was retained with some slight modifications until the end of the feudal dynasty 

period at the turn of the twentieth century.

The imperial competitive examination system grew into a colossal apparatus 

under the Ming and Tsing dynasties. The examination system had been 

developed to its peak. It still exhibited the features that were prominent in its 

earlier stages—the “six arts,” the “five studies,” and the “three degrees.” Of 

course, many more books were required to be read in preparation for the 

examinations. And paintings and calligraphy art were also favorable skills for 

the graduates.

Although the examination system was not static over the long course of its 

existence, of course, it is nevertheless possible to present a general overview 

of how it operated, especially under the Ming and Tsing periods of Chinese 

history. Basically, the examination system consisted of tests at three distinct 

levels: the district examinations, the provincial examinations, and the 

metropolitan examinations. The examinations were of increasing difficulty, and 

each required the candidate to have passed the preceding level (see Fig. 2.1).
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Stage 1: Preliminary 

Examinations

Stage II: Provincial 

Examinations

Stage III: Metropolitan 

Examinations

District-level (xian-Kao) 

Prefectural-level (fu- 

Kao) Examination for 

sheng-yuan degree

Examination for chu-jen 

degree

Major examination 

(known as Hui-Shi) for 

chin-shi degree; Palace 

examination (tien-shi)

Fig 2.1.

The first examination level, which was conducted in local cities by provincial 

education officials, granted successful examinees the title hsiu-ts'ai (Flowering 

Talent). Passing this first examination allowed one to wear special, distinctive 

clothing, as well as granted one's family a tax exemption but, more importantly, 

it allowed one to progress to the next level of the examination system.

The second level of the examination system consisted of a test given every 3 

years in the various provincial capitals of the empire. The examination took 

place in a special complex, consisting of individual cells in which the 

candidates spent 9 days writing their answers to the set questions. The cells 

contained only three boards to function as a shelf, desk and chair, and were 

too small to allow the individual to comfortably sleep at night (see photo 2.1. 

2.2,. 2.3. 2.4). Successful candidates, who were generally a tiny fraction of 

those taking the examination, gained the title chu-jen (Recommended Man), 

and were now eligible for lower-level government appointments.
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Photo 2.2.

The Ancient Imperial Examination Site in Nanjing

i

Photo 2.3. The Ancient Imperial Examination Cell Compound in Nanjing
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Photo 2.4. The Ancient Imperial Examination Single Cell in Nanjing

Next, metropolitan examinations were held in order to identify those scholars 

who would be suitable for higher posts in the government. Only 1 of 20 or 30 

candidates at this level could hope to become a chin-shih (Presented Scholar). 

Finally, also at the metropolitan level, came the pinnacle of the examination 

system, the palace examination, which was presided over by the Emperor 

himself. At this final level, candidates did not fail but, rather, were ranked in 

order of merit.
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The examinations were open to most men in Chinese society. Furthermore, 

there was no restriction on the number of times an individual might try to pass 

an examination, and so some men spent their entire lives attempting to pass 

the difficult examinations.

Under the late Tsing dynasty, after the 

invasion of Western countries and after 

China's defeat in the Opium Wars, the 

tottering Tsing government of the time 

realized (under the pressure of the 

education reformists) that the education of 

natural science and foreign language was 

very important and added them to the 

curricula for the imperial examination system. Subsequently, a series of even 

more radical educational reforms were conducted. The imperial examination 

system was finally abolished in 1905 and the traditional academies in various 

parts of the country were changed into modern government run schools. 

However, upon completion of their school studies, students still receive such 

scholastic titles as Ju-ren or jin-shi—as if they had passed the traditional civil 

service examination.

Besides the government-run education system, there were also established 

under the influence of the West, an increasing number of missionary schools
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run by churches, where Christianity, Western literature, foreign languages and 

natural sciences were taught.

After the feudal dynasty system was completely overthrown by the bourgeois 

revolution known as the Xinhai Revolution of 1911, the bourgeois democrats 

made significant changes to the educational system of the late Tsing dynasty. 

However, owing to wars and political chaos during the period when China was 

ruled by the Beiyang Warlords (1912-1927), none of the reforms was 

thoroughly carried out. Because of this, the education in this period was rather 

laissez-faire, and no nationwide examinations were conducted.

During the more than 20 years (1921-1949) under the KMT (Kuomingtang) 

rule, a new education system was gradually established. Following the strong 

influence and control of the United States, KMT’s government imitated the US 

pattern of education: 6 years of primary school, 6 years of secondary 

education (3 years each in a junior high and senior high school), and 4-6 years 

in higher education. Curriculum was basically a copy of the American 

curriculum. This period was not stable at all, especially because of the 

Japanese invasion (1937-1945) and the Civil War between KMT and the CCP 

(Chinese Communist Party). Accordingly, during the KMT ruling period, the 

education system was not stable either. During this period, three types of 

schools existed: those run by KMT government, and those private schools 

either run by individuals or by Western Christianity. People generally did not
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need to pass examinations to be enrolled in a school, but they had to pay for 

their education.

In 1917 the Ministry of Education of the KMT Government stipulated that all 

students of normal universities and colleges must pass an entrance 

examination. In 1938 the Ministry of Education announced that from then on 

standard or universal enrollments would be held in all normal universities and 

colleges and those issues as the subjects of examination, the assignment of 

questions, and the standards of acceptance were to be under the charge of a 

unified enrollment committee. According to the announcement, both written 

and oral examinations would be administered. However, this system of 

standard entrance examinations was never put into practice because of the 

War of Resistance against Japan. In 1947 China had 125 universities and 

colleges with only 150,000 students. All these schools had their own system of 

entrance examinations.

In 1949, the People’s Republic of China was founded. Subsequent changes of 

educational policies and practices have been carried out within a dual 

framework: on the one hand, there has been a continual reassessment of 

China’s own philosophical tradition, and, on the other hand, there has been a 

selective experimentation with foreign institutions. To meet the needs of the 

planned economic construction and to fulfill the planned university enrollment 

quota, a national higher institute enrollment committee was set up in 1952.
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This brought about the unification of higher school enrollment throughout the 

country, including the standardization of examination questions, requirements 

for application, examination subjects, general principles, policies, and concrete 

measures of enrollment. A working committee of higher school enrollment was 

subsequently established in each of the provinces, cities, and autonomous 

regions. After the ten-year’s interruption of the Cultural Revolution, the 

nationwide college entrance examinations were restored in 1978, when China 

had its Open Door Policy and the economic reform was initiated. The national 

postgraduate entrance examination system was implemented three years 

later. Meanwhile, the province-wide examination system for secondary 

education graduation has also begun.

The 1980s’ economic reform brought about reform in the education sector, 

particularly basic education. Just as economic reform initially allowed planned 

and market price systems, basic education changes embraced dual track 

schooling systems in the late 1970s and early 1980s. The concept of “key 

schools” was introduced and developed in each province, prefecture, county, 

township, or even village to admit the better-performing students and highly 

qualified teachers in each respective jurisdiction. In the basic education reform 

in the middle 1980s, both key and regular schooling systems were expanded 

greatly (Lewin, et al., 1994), but emphasis was placed on the former.

Financial, physical, and human resources that were supposed to otherwise be 

distributed equitably for all schools and students were concentrated on key

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



schools. In a regular school that did not boast a key status, key/fast classes 

were developed for better-performing students through utilizing the school's 

concentrated resources.

In essence, the dual-track schooling system is a bifurcated educational system 

with a small sector of key schools for the elite and a large sector of regular 

schools for the masses (Rosen, 1985, 1987). This educational differentiation is 

ubiquitous in the Chinese educational hierarchy from kindergartens to 

universities.

In the 1990s, the college enrollment rate was steadily rising (Wang, 2000). 

Since the second half of 1990s, the exam-oriented schooling associated with 

the dual track system was considered too counterproductive to reform 

objectives, particularly to the countrywide implementation of 9-year free 

compulsory schooling. The central educational authorities decided to de- 

emphasize the elite track. Education policy makers explicitly required that all 

primary and secondary schools should admit students in their neighborhoods 

and communities. In 1996, Li Lanqing, Vice Premier in charge of education, 

declared: "We must, from now on, no longer promote key middle schools or 

continue contributing all of our human, physical, and financial resources and 

all of our subsidies and donations into such schools" (Li, 1997). Merging the 

educational dual tracks, however, turned out to be a far more difficult and
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lengthy enterprise for a variety of political, socioeconomic, and educational 

reasons. The reintegration of the two tracks has yet to be completed.

In recent years, the examination system has received much serious criticism 

from various groups of society. Some people argue that this system has 

created not only a group of very hard working students skillful in rote 

memorization, but also a group of students with high marks but low abilities. 

The national curriculum itself has become the focus of the criticism. Some 

education critics call it ’examination-oriented education" and hope that drastic 

changes will be conducted to the system and Western education style be 

introduced. The debate is still ongoing.

2.2 Recent educational reform in China

In order to understand the current debate and professional practice conflicts in 

Chino education circle, it is necessary to look at some of the recent 

developments and educational change in educational assessment practice, 

especially in examination system in China I will do this in terms of a brief 

discussion of government documents as issued by the Ministry of Education of 

China

On February 26.1993, the State Council issued Ihe Outline of China 

Education Refotw and Oeve/epmenrin ivhteh the idea of changing the test

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



43

driven education to quality education has been officially put forward and in 

Article 31, it states that

efforts should be taken to change and improve gradually the 

examination system, gradually and steadily implementing the 

policy of entering the closest junior high school nearby when 

graduating from elementary school, junior high school graduates 

taking admission exams for senior high schools and high school 

graduates taking the graduating examinations and university 

entrance examinations.

(State document, 1993)

This important government document recognizes that the education in general 

is test-driven and needs to be changed urgently.

On June 18,1999, the State Council of the Chinese Central Government 

issued a benchmarking document entitled "Decision to Further Education 

Reform and Promote the Quality Education", realizing that the present 

situation of exam-driven education system had revealed so many defects. In 

this important document, it stated that

Tho present educational work needs to promote concept change, 

paradigm change. Heuristic and discursive teaching methods should be
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encouraged to stimulate student’s independent and creative thinking”

(State document, 1999)

It was also in this document that idea of changing the present examination and 

assessment system was put forward (For a full text of the document, please 

see Appendix VI).

On June 7, 2001, the Ministry of Education issued the document on “the 

Outline of Basic Education Curriculum Reform.” This was another important 

government document on educational reform in China. It provided the 

guidelines for the curriculum reform in all aspects which included the 

curriculum reform specific goals, curriculum structure, curriculum criteria, 

teaching and learning process, teaching material development and 

management, curriculum evaluation and management, teacher professional 

development, curriculum reform arrangements and implementation. It also 

provided very important guidelines for the assessment in basic education 

(articles 14 and 15). (For a full text of the document, please see Appendix VI).

On December 27, 2002, the China Ministry of Education issued the historical 

government document on “Actively Promoting and Pushing Forward the 

Reform on the Assessment and Examination System in Elementary and 

Secondary Schools.” This signified that China was then officially launching the 

nationwide reform on the assessment and examination system in elementary
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and secondary schools. This significant government document provided 

comprehensive and general guidelines for changing the present assessment 

and test system in eight articles (For a full text of the document, please also 

see Appendix VI). In this historical document, it stated clearly that the primary 

school students’ performance should be only counted in levels instead of 

actual marks. Ranking students and publicizing the rankings should not be 

allowed. It was also in this document that states “any ranking of districts, 

schools and students regarding the uniformed junior high graduate exams by 

any institutes should not be allowed.”

These series of government documents issued one after another are actually 

a continuing effort to improve the test oriented educational system in China. 

The language used in these documents is encouraging and inspiring. Some 

reforms in local levels have also been seen recently. For example, Shanghai 

City announces that it no longer displays the ranking publicly. But reform is 

reform. Reform is usually carried out on a macro-scale and most of them are 

produced for propaganda purpose. When implementing, policy makers, 

teachers and school administrators still have little knowledge about how 

students are actually experiencing their everyday test driven classrooms.

The exam-oriented system is deeply embedded into the Chinese culture and 

change will be expected to come very slowly. The actual practice in school is 

still contradictory.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



2.3 Confucius’ influence and shaping of the education system in China

From the previous historical sketch, it can be seen that Chinese education is 

profoundly intertwined with the tradition of exams. Built around the 

complicated examination system, is the highly structured education system 

controlled by the central government.

It is important to note that the Chinese examination-driven system is closely 

related to the Chinese education philosophy and the eastern epistemology of 

learning. It would be impossible to discuss traditional Chinese educational 

thought without repeated reference to Confucian thought; indeed, to a 

considerable extent one could argue that traditional Chinese educational 

thought in large part is Confucian educational thought. Some scholars argued 

that "Confucianism is still an integral part of the 'psycho-cultural construct' of 

the contemporary Chinese intellectual as well as the Chinese ordinary people” 

(Tu, 1994, p.134). Confucianism remains a defining characteristic of the 

Chinese mentality. And, in a similar vein, Cheng Tien-Hsi comments, "The 

whole Chinese social system, or rather what may be called Chinese civilization 

and culture ... is saturated with the teachings of Confucius and those of 

Mencius, the sage next to him and the most brilliant exponent of his doctrines" 

(Cheng, 2000, p14).

Confucius and his followers advocated the necessity of a hierarchy of men 

(Ho, 1962, p. 3). In the meantime he also sought means to solve the inherent
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injustice that such a hierarchy could create. Confucius’ solution was to choose 

rulers based on principles of merit. He believed that if the government were 

composed of wise and virtuous men, social harmony would prevail (Ho, 1962, 

p. 5). This philosophy of Confucius is perhaps best shown in the following 

paragraph from the Analects:

If the people are governed by law and controlled by punishment, they will 

try to keep out of jail and have no sense of shame. If the people are led by 

virtue and regulated by the rules of propriety, they will have a sense of 

honor and moreover will become good.

(Analects, Huang, trans. 1997, p. 63)

In order to make virtue and education rather than wealth or inherited status the 

real basis for choosing leaders, Confucius advocated educational opportunity 

for all without regard to social class, and he offered instruction to his disciples 

irrespective of their social background (Ho, 1962, p. 6). His ideal was thus a 

hierarchical society in which all people had an opportunity for education, with 

those demonstrating their excellence in study and virtue and moral integrity 

occupying the top level of the hierarchy. The examination system was an 

attempt to recruit men on the basis of merit rather than on the basis of family 

or political connection. Because success in the examination system was the 

basis of social status and because education was the key to success in the
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system, education and academic achievement was highly regarded in 

traditional China.

The significance of education stands out conspicuously in the Confucian 

tradition. This is because for Confucianism an individual’s moral development 

and perfection, which is regarded as the basis of an ideal society, can only be 

achieved through education. The Three Character Classics begins with an 

emphasis on the function of education:

To feed the body, not the mind—fathers, on you the blame!

Instruction without severity, the idle teacher’s shame.

If a child does not learn, this is not as it should be.

How, with a youth of idleness, can age escape the blight?

(Giles, 1972, p. 26)

During the latter years of the Tang Dynasty, Han Yu, a Confucian philosopher, 

stated the view that structured education could make the wise person wiser 

and assist in reducing crime, for only the unwise desire the life of criminality. 

He greatly emphasized the value of the educational experience as a purifier of 

the soul and spirit. The Confucian influence is far and wide. Just as has been 

observed by some scholars, countries with a Confucian tradition such as 

Japan and Korea have all manifested a widespread belief that education is of 

paramount importance in one’s life.
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The Chinese love learning because they commonly believe that learning can 

be a spiritual enjoyment (Lee, 2000). That is, learning has an intrinsic value 

like that of music or art and it can purify the soul and cultivate the character by 

displaying a world where one is away from the madding crowds and enters the 

great spiritual palace of peace and harmony. In Chinese, learning is called 

“xue-wen". Literally, it means “learning by questioning.” It also means “learning 

is questioning." In the eye of the great Confucian scholar Han Yu of Song 

Dynasty, “xue gui zhi yi" means “learning values questioning.” Confucianism, 

Buddhism and Daoism all recognize the personal spiritual satisfaction that 

flows from the enlightenment and transcendence as a result of learning.

It is especially true to the Chinese that education can mean social and 

economic mobility. Education promises to pay immensely. The following 

famous sayings, about the importance of education, have been cited 

frequently in China and have expressed a shared sense of values through the 

ages:

To enrich your family, no nood to buy good land:

Books hold a thousand measures of grain.

For any easy life, no nood to build a mansion:

In books arc found houses of gold.

Going out, be not vexed at absence of followers:
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In books carriages and horses form a crowd.

Marrying, be not vexed by the lack of a good go-between:

In books there are girls with faces of jade.

A boy who wants to become a somebody

Devotes himself to the classics, faces the window, and reads.

(Miyazaki, 1963, p.17)

In recent decades education has become valued even higher than before in 

China, not only because of the aforementioned sayings but also because it 

seems to have become a prerequisite for good employment, hence, the 

means of making a living.

In closing this chapter, it appears obvious that Confucian philosophy has 

deeply shaped Chinese education. It has given education an all-pervasive 

role; indeed, it has provided the foundation on which rests the entire political, 

social, economic, and the cultural life of the Chinese people. Perhaps this may 

also explain why the periodic examinations both in ancient and present times 

have been great public events. The paramount importance placed by 

Confucian philosophy on education has fostered a unique culture of 

examination and has converted educational practices into a totalizing testing 

way of life. In short, the examination culture has been woven into the social 

fabric of the Chinese people’s everyday life.
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Chapter 3 Research Methodology

3.1 Phenomenological inquiry: orienting ourselves to the life world

The main approach for this study is supported by a hermeneutic 

phenomenological methodology as explicated by van Manen (1990; 1997), 

Giorgi (1985), and others. Phenomenology orients the researcher to the lived 

experiential dimensions of everyday life. With respect to tests and exams, it 

asks how young people experience exams and tests rather than what they 

think of them or what opinions they have of them. Hermeneutics emphasizes 

the interpretive dimension of phenomenological inquiry into the pre-reflective 

aspects of experience. Since pre-reflective or lived experience is prior to our 

thinking and prior to putting into language, the ultimate nature of any lived 

moment is always beyond our grasp. However, through lived experience 

accounts or anecdotes we can gain some sense of the pre-reflective quality of 

human experience—in this case the examination experience.

Pedagogy is the third methodologically significant concept in this study. 

Pedagogy can be seen as a discipline in its own right. It asks the ethical 

question of how we should live with children and how we should deal with 

them in particular and practical circumstances. At the more theoretical level 

pedagogy asks what is in children’s best interest and it asks the 

methodological question how we can understand how children actually
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experience the (exam) situations in which we as parents and teachers place 

them. So pedagogy requires both a “phenomenological sensitivity to lived 

experiences (children’s realities and lifeworlds)” (van Manen, 1997, p. 2) and 

“a hermeneutic ability to make interpretive sense of the phenomena of the 

lifeworld in order to see the pedagogical significance of situations and relations 

of living with children” (van Manen, 1997, p. 2).

3.1.1 Phenomenology as human science

Phenomenology is a branch of philosophy, owing its origin to the work of the 

German philosopher Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) and the philosophers after 

such as Heidegger, Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, who took the ideas into 

existentialism. The aim of phenomenology is to study how human phenomena 

are experienced in consciousness, in cognitive and perceptual acts, as well as 

how they may be valued or appreciated. In other words, it is the study of human 

lived experience, a human science and a philosophy that intends to explore the 

meanings of experience by constantly placing in abeyance the assumptions 

and pre-knowledge that we have of our experiences. It is the study of the life- 

world, too -  the world as we immediately experience it pre-reflectively rather 

than as we conceptualize, categorize, or reflect on it (Husserl, 1970). Merleau- 

Ponty describes that “the world is as not what I think, but what I lived through" 

(1989, p. vii). According to van Manen (1990) phenomenological inquiry is an 

exploration of the meaning of lived experience. It seeks to study and
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understand human existence from the pre-reflective moment of the temporal 

now. Therefore, Merleau-Ponty says that phenomenology aims to reawaken 

our basic experience of the world as we live it, to "re-achieve a direct and 

primitive contact with the world" -  before we abstract, conceptualize, or 

theorize it (Merleau-Ponty, 1989, p. vii). In short, phenomenology aims at 

gaining a reflective understanding of the pre-reflective dimensions of our 

everyday experiences.

3.1.2 Phenomenology as a research methodology

In recent years, there has been a surge of interest in turning to 

phenomenology as an approach to understand human experience in a great 

variety of professional domains: education, health science, nursing, 

psychology, and pedagogy. Phenomenological research in nursing, geriatric 

care, clinical psychology, preventative health care, counseling, pedagogy, and 

human ecology is increasingly pursued by a breed of scholars who tend to 

hold strong backgrounds in their own disciplines, but who possess less 

grounding in philosophical thought, yet who are “doing phenomenology" (van 

Manen. 2001, p. 457).

Phenomenology, as a human science, is less interested in the various 

philosophical debate and arguments about technical philosophical questions, 

than in applying it to explore the experiential world of human beings in order to
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gain a reflective understanding of the lifeworld. In this sense, 

phenomenological practitioners make use of whatever material is available to 

help understand the experiential dimensions of their professional domains.

The present study of Chinese student’s examination experiences is a research 

endeavor using the hermeneutic phenomenological method to explore the 

experiential lifeworld of student exam and test events with an interest in their 

pedagogical implications and significance.

3.1.3 Anecdotes and stories from the life-world

One way to try to explore the experiential dimensions of everyday life is to ask 

for simple accounts of people’s experiences. The aim here is to have students 

and adults tell an exam experience without giving judgments or opinions about 

it. Of course, it is hard to draw the line of telling versus explaining but 

experiential accounts approximate better sense of life as experience. This 

study uses accounts through anecdotes and stories shared by the 

participants. Anecdote is a lived experiential description (LED) of a particular 

situation that has a certain narrative form (van Manen, 1989). Van Manen 

describes the nature and the structure of anecdote in the following seven 

points:

(1) An anecdote is a very short and simple story

(2) An anecdote describes one incident or experience
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(3) An anecdote begins close to the central idea

(4) An anecdote includes important concrete detail

(5) An anecdote often contains talk & quotes

(6) An anecdote closes quickly after the climax

(7) An anecdote often closes with some "point"

One may ask, what is the philosophical and theoretical basis for the 

soundness and validity of using anecdotal experiential descriptions? According 

to van Manen, an anecdote particularizes the abstracting tendency of 

theoretical discourse: It makes it possible to involve us pre-reflectively in the 

lived quality of concrete experience while paradoxically inviting us into a 

reflective stance vis-a-vis the meanings embedded in the experience. The 

important feature of anecdotal as well as hermeneutic phenomenological 

discourse is that it simultaneously pulls us in, and then prompts us to reflect 

(van Manen, 1989, pp. 247-248). Anecdotes find their power in the 

concreteness of what is told which, in turn, invites both writers and readers to 

reflect in a concrete way. Thus, the power of anecdotes does not lie only in 

their concreteness, they encourage us to reflect.

Anecdote also has special strength as a form of researching. Van Manen 

says that "anecdotal narrative allows the person to reflect in a concrete way on 

experience and thus appropriate that experience. “To anecdote is to reflect, to 

think" (1989, p. 232). What is suggested here is that the concreteness of stories
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is not only for persons told in stories but also for those who tell, and those who 

read, stories. This characteristic makes the experiential form of anecdotal 

writing particularly relevant to the present study as a pedagogical inquiry 

into the life worlds of students’ examination experience. Anecdotes are 

presented in chapter 4, interpreted in chapter 5, and reflected on further in 

chapter 6—they are interwoven throughout this dissertation. They are derived 

mainly from students, some from adults including teachers and parents. They 

serve to ground and explicate my understanding of what the examination 

experience has come to mean.

In order to describe what is required of teachers in the way of an epistemology 

of practice, I have used the notions of pedagogical thoughtfulness and tact to 

wonder about what is required of teachers in their everyday life actions with 

students. Pedagogical tact and thoughtfulness is a type of embodied 

knowledge that is sensitive to the student’s experience. It is a very important 

part of phenomenological pedagogy in its concern with the particular child and 

the unique experience of the student and teacher. It is a term used by van 

Manen (1990,1991a) and refers to a way of being and working with children 

that describes the epistemology of actual practice in a phenomenological 

manner. It entails empathic responsiveness to the child's situation, needs and 

thoughtful action in attempting to do what is good for the child. Pedagogical 

tact is also needed in dealing with students in test and exam and its related
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moments, it can be nurtured through the constant reflective practice on the 

student’s experiential sources.

3.2 Collecting data (lived experience descriptions - LEDs)

The “data” of human science research is human experience (van Manen,

1997, p. 63). The research data in the present dissertation includes the lived 

experience descriptions (LEDs) such as the anecdotes, experiential stories 

and interview transcripts collected from students, teachers and parents.

During the summer of 2002,1 spent about two months from late May to the 

middle of July in selected high schools in three cities of China (Nanjing,

Beijing, and Zixing). From July 14 to July 31 of 2003,1 paid a second visit to 

the selected schools in the three cities in order to collect more data from the 

students and teachers in these schools. Late May, June and early July are the 

examination season all over China. Starting in the middle of May, the various 

simulation entrance and graduation examinations are being conducted. In the 

middle of June, the various provincial graduation and entrance examinations 

for junior high schools and senior high schools are held. In July 7th, 8th and 9th 

(in some provinces July 10th is added, for a total of four days). Starting from 

year 2003, these nationwide uniform entrance examinations for universities 

commenced about one month earlier, in the middle of June, in order to avoid 

the intense summer heat. In 2004 and 2005, I paid a third and then fourth visit 

to the selected schools and to other places in China. During my stay in China,
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I put myself in the intense examination environment (in a school setting and in 

other social settings including the everyday life of school communities, 

government conferences, news media, etc.). I had the opportunity to observe 

classrooms, interview parents, teachers, and administrators and most 

importantly, with students.

Altogether I have collected around 500 pieces of student writings, 159 teacher 

writings, 23 teacher interviews and 17 student interviews. This does not 

include the informal conversations that I had with numerous students, 

teachers, parents and school administrators. At the same time, I also had the 

chance of reading a number of student writings and stories about examination 

events from various literature sources that are not available in Northern 

America.

3.2.1 Selecting schools in China for the research

My research is confined mainly to students ranging from Grade 7-12. 

Altogether, five public schools in the three cities are selected to collect data. 

These schools are (the real names of the schools have been replaced with 

fictional names to protect their anonymity):

1. Zixing High School. This school includes both junior high and senior high 

programs. Location: Zixing city, Hunan Province, P.R. China. The school is
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recognized as one of the best provincial high schools. This school is in my 

hometown, Zixing, a small mountainous city in the south part of China.

2. Nanjing Star High School. This school runs both junior high and senior high 

school programs. Location: Nanjing, Jiangsu Province, P.R. China. The school 

' is recognized as one of the best national high schools.

3. Panyan Junior High School. This is an ordinary countryside school. 

Location: Pancheng town, Nanjing city, Jiangsu Province, P.R. China. The 

junior high is a village school.

4. Nanjing Zhongshan School. The school runs programs from elementary to 

senior high school. Location: Nanjing city, Jiangsu Province, P. R, China. The 

school is recognized as one of the best national high schools.

5. Beijing East High School. The school runs both junior high and senior high 

programs. Location: Beijing city, P.R. China.

No special criteria were set in choosing the schools. The phenomenological 

inquiry is to present possible lived experiences, make interpretation of them 

and try to understand the pedagogical implications. It does not generalize to 

defined populations. Obviously, experiences of different variety helps to 

understand more comprehensively the range of possible experiences that

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



60

students may have around exams and tests. The schools were selected 

mainly because I have maintained a good relation with them, even after I 

came to Canada in 1998. They are in different provinces of China and 

represent somehow schools of different kinds such as urban, countryside, 

prestigious and ordinary school as they are “ranked”. Some schools are 

considered among the best provincial or national high schools because they 

have been evaluated and ranked to that relevant level in terms that they are 

able to attract the top students from elementary and junior high school 

graduates and because the schools’ portion of students that passed the 

entrance examinations of universities and the number of students that enter 

the key universities are very high. However, it does not necessary mean this 

becomes one of the criteria to be selected for the data collecting purpose. 

Since I could not stay for a longer period to collect data every time I was in 

China, sometimes, I had to make best use of my time there. Some of my 

former colleagues and friends helped me a lot in obtaining these data while I 

was absent.

3.2.2 Designing the interview questions and guidelines for writing 

anecdotes

Phenomenological, experience-oriented questions are carefully designed and 

conversational interviews are conducted to get the participants to re-tell their 

experiences in a pre-reflective and pre-theoretic manner. (See the sample
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questions designed and the workshop materials in the appendices.) The 

participants can be put into three categories: students of junior high schools, 

students of senior high schools, and teachers/parents. In some cases, a small 

workshop on how to write experiential accounts was conducted to familiarize 

the participants with the features of experiential writing. Students and teachers 

selected from the schools and some parents participated in the research 

discussion and in the experiential anecdote writing process.

With respect to teachers, questions were asked to let them recall what exam 

and assessment experiences are like for their students and make a short 

reflective paragraph. To students, similar questions have been asked. Both 

teachers and students were invited to describe a concrete situation/story that 

stood out in their memory most clearly from their own childhood, and from their 

contemporary experiences both in a written form and in individual recorded 

interviews. In some cases, the interview transcriptions and writings are 

phenomenologically edited/modified (for example, assumption phrases such as 

“I think, In my opinion, ...” have been removed/reworded and then returned to 

the participants for review until these written down stories/memory/anecdotes 

were experientially most recognizable and reveal most approximately their lived 

experiences without too much judgment or opining.

Sometimes, an after-interview discussion was conducted and some of the 

participants and non-participants were invited in a dialogue to reflect upon
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these lived experience descriptions. Participants were sometimes shy, timid to 

speak out at first, but later on as the sharing progressed, the responses and 

talks were very active. I found the participants’ contributions in the shared 

reflections most helpful and their insights and reflections are also collected and 

are indicated in this dissertation.

3.2.3 Phenomenological Interviews

Open-ended conversational interviews were conducted with 40 students from 

the various schools; some were not from the selected schools and were 

conducted simply because I had seized the chance in some occasions. The 

interviews were recorded, transcribed and returned to the interviewees again 

for further changes so as to get closer to the lived experiences as they 

remembered them. These transcripts of interviews were reviewed and 

authenticated by the participants. Translation from Chinese into English has 

been rendered. This consists of a very challenging and time-consuming part of 

the research. When the anecdotes obtained from these students and adults 

were used, their real names are substituted with fictional names to protect their 

anonymity. Their school names were also hidden for ethical reasons. Consent 

Forms were signed before such interviews and anecdotal writings were started. 

(See appendix: Research Consent Form)
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In some cases, by obtaining the permission, I also made use of some stories 

and writings that I found in published student classroom writing collections. In 

Mainland China, there are many student texts available in bookstores. These 

are often good writings of different genres collected from classroom teaching 

and writing exercises. I have selected several stories from these sources after 

the appropriate authority had given permission.
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Chapter 4 Student’s Lived Experience of Examinations

This chapter provides the main experiential materials collected and used for 

this study. By offering a view of these experiential descriptions it is hoped that 

the reader gains a sense of the interpretive possibilities of the examination and 

text experiences of students.

It is important, however, that these experiential accounts are read with an 

open mind. Even when the reader has hardly finished reading the first story, 

the reader may think, “Well, that is how it is in life. Some students are better at 

things than other students and you would better accept that fact.” Indeed this 

was precisely what some Canadian and Chinese teachers have told me. Why 

study how students experience tests and examinations? There is nothing to be 

gained from such study. We have to accept that some children do better at 

school (tests and examinations) than other children.

But in these comments is already contained a pedagogical view: that 

educating children must be done through tests and examinations and that in 

the end this is good for children. By letting children tell through concrete and 

specific examples what they experience when they take tests and 

examinations we may gain a sense of the phenomenological structures of
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these experiences and be in a better position to consider the pedagogical 

“goodness” of such educational practices for the present and future lives of our 

young people.

I am a low grade student

I am working on math problems with all other boarding school 

classmates during the second evening study hour. I work hard on it for quite a 

while, but I still cannot get the right answer. Now, I look at Zhang, the “Genius” 

in my class, so I tiptoe over to him. He patiently explains the solution to me. 

Hey, I am so stupid; I still do not understand it. He explains it to me from the 

very beginning again. But I still do not get it. Finally, Zhang simply writes down 

the process for me. I really feel guilty bothering him further, so I tear off the 

page, planning to think further about the solution back in my own seat.

I am just sitting down when the teacher-in-charge comes in. He 

reprimands me sternly, “What are you doing?! Walking here and there and 

disturbing your classmates?! If you don’t want to study, then get out of the 

classroom!”

I feel numb for quite a while afterwards. Looking at his cruel face, I want 

to go home; I do not want to study further. However, giving a second thought 

to my future and my ambition, I finally accept it.

I am a “low-grade” student, a real, authentic low-grade student. I am the 

staircase for high-grade students; I am the scapegoat for good students to 

excuse themselves for decreasing grades, the laughing stock for my
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classmates, the nail in teachers’ eyes, the worries of my parents’ heart... All of 

these miseries are mine only because I did badly in examinations.

(Xiaoqiang Li, grade 11)

An unworthy nobody

I walk into class—late. The lesson has begun. But before I can explain 

why I am late the teacher turns to me angrily. He scolds me and tells me that I 

am no good and should not bother to come at all if I cannot be on time. I 

meekly sit down. Some of the students laugh at me. They do not feel 

compassion. I have a hard time concentrating on the lesson as I am still 

hurting from the teacher’s cruel words. Then the door opens and another 

student walks in. It is Hao Lee. He is one of the top students in our class. But 

instead of scolding him for being late, the teacher tells Hao to open his book 

on the page where we are reading. Now I feel even more hurt. The teacher 

treats Hao with kindness and respect while he regards me as an unworthy 

nobody.

When a good student asks the teacher whether a math problem has a 

simpler solution, the teacher praises him for his deep questioning. But the 

same math problem, the same question from a low grade student, and the 

same teacher comments with a mocking tone, “you are splitting hairs; don’t 

expect to walk up to the sky with one step!” When a high grade student wins a 

race in a sports meet, the teacher praises him for his intelligence, morality and 

physicality; whereas when the same race is won by a low grader, the teacher
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says you “only know how to play, but don't know how to focus your energy on 

your study. ” When high grade and lower-grade students make the same 

mistakes, the teacher reprimands the lower-grade students first, until she or he 

makes the student's face turn red or makes him or her cry. Teachers are 

more generous to the high-grade, like Hao. If he is late for school, the teacher 

says with a light comment, “Come early next time, Hao”. But if I, a lower-grade 

student, come late, the teacher will not listen though I may have a good 

excuse. He won't even mention my name. He will not listen; the punishment 

may be to stand outside the classroom for the whole period.

Too big difference, too much frustration! Why is it me who always has 

to clean the classroom? Why does the teacher always let out his anger to me? 

Why it is me that is always laughed at by others? Why is it me that always 

must stand outside the classroom? I am a low-grade student. I have had 

enough bad treatment: the last two rows are always filled with fellows like me.

I also want to remove my name from the black name list. But every effort I 

make is devastated by a cruel response. Then I despair and want to give up.

In the student world, I am a true “proletarian”.

Who does not want to be smart? Who does not want to be famous?

Who does not want to enter Qinghua and Beida? I am a low grade, but I also 

have my ambition. I also have some shining spots of my own. Teachers, 

parents, classmates, please don’t look at me with different eyes....

(Linling, grade 11)
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I am only a number, nothing more or less

That was the midterm examination in the first term of grade 8.

Everybody prepared seriously and we all worked very hard for the 

examinations. Of course, I was one of them, wanting the high rank, but also a 

good seat in the classroom. At that time, the seats were arranged according to 

the examination performance. Of course, nobody likes to sit in the back. After 

examinations, I still do not feel relaxed; — I am worried about my examination 

results. Actually, I notice the other students, especially those already sitting in 

the front like me, too, are very nervous. They are more nervous than I am. I 

know how serious it is. If you are falling behind in the rank, the teachers will 

blame you, Mom and Dad will blame you. Classmates will laugh at you, too. I 

remember that when I finally got the test result, I felt numbed. I wept... I got 

the 15th in that midterm exam, and was moved from the first row to the fourth 

row in the class. I feel I am only a number, nothing more or less. Since then, I 

start to hate exams, hate it all through...

(Yan, grade 10)

Being put away

The grades of the term exams have been announced. It is like a winter 

storm that chills me all the way through. I have always been an excellent 

student, but this time I am in trouble. I can’t believe that I failed in one subject. 

What is even worse, I am squeezed out of the “elite class”. There are three 

students that have been eliminated, and I am the only girl. “You three follow
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me!” Teacher Zhang’s face is stern and shows no trace of mercy. I know that 

after she puts us away, she will surely give another warning to the “lucky dogs" 

who are allowed to remain in the elite class: “You’d better study twice as hard. 

Only if you keep yourself in the first 60 in the whole class, can you enter 

college smoothly. Otherwise, you will be removed from the class just like those 

three. And you will have almost no hope of entering a college!”

With tears smarting my eyes, I pick up my schoolbag and the piles of 

my reference materials, exercise collections and test papers from my desk. At 

this moment, how I wish that somebody would come to give me some comfort 

and encouragement. Even just a word! However, when I raise my head, what I 

see makes me even sadder: some students are celebrating their stay by 

drawing a cross on their chest, murmuring “Thank God. You saved me in this 

class." Some, rubbing their bottle-bottom like eyeglass lenses, make 

preparations for the next class. And, those Olympic Test winners: they are still 

holding the thick books, studying the questions only college students will start 

to learn. — The whole class seems indifferent to our fate. As I leave, one of 

my classmates utters a farewell, “Hope to see you in college”. Hope? Hope to 

see me in a college. Is there indeed any hope when dropping out of the elite 

class?

Dragging my feet, I follow Teacher Zhang along with the other two 

students to another “world” — the world of “ordinary class”. We all lower our 

heads, as if we have done something wrong. We are too ashamed to look at 

the others.
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(Pan Ting, grade 12)

Simply can’t get away

...I rush out of the classroom like an arrow towards the bicycle shed. I 

feel a sense of relief at once out of range o f the noisy discussion about the 

answers to the exam questions. “Let them discuss it! I don’t want to do that! I 

want to have a good weekend!”

The campus is beautiful, all green. There is an ancient poem that 

describes this perfectly. Is it written by Wang Wei? Seems it is... Oh no. I am 

thinking about the exam again. Forget about the poem.

Looking afar, there are a bundle of yellow flowers growing in the middle 

of the playground. They look so beautiful. One, two, ... Hey? It is the same as 

my answer to the last exam item! If it is a wrong answer, 10 points will be lost, 

plus two unfilled blanks. It would be hopeless to enter the first 15 in the class. I 

shake my head and walk towards the bicycle shed. Why can’t I find a student 

on the way? Perhaps, they are all in the classroom checking their answers 

with each other. And what would they think of me walking away like this? Do 

substances absorb heat when they are boiling? What is the difference 

between “other” and “another”? I simply can’t get away from the examination 

atmosphere!

I pause. Thinking that I have to face my Daddy’s persistent inquiry, my 

head feels numb. Let’s face it. I need to get it clear in my mind so I have 

something clear to tell my parents, and so I will also feel comfortable. The
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weekend will also feel better. Even if my answers are wrong, I should not 

cheat myself. I start to turn and run back towards the classroom.

I rush into the classroom. “Is the answer of the last mathematic 

question 21 ?” I shout at the crowd.

( Liu Xin, grade 11)

After all, I know that I am a superior student

It is not yet 6 o'clock in the morning. But I am already wide-awake. I feel 

overwhelmed. The moment that the teacher gave me my exam result keeps 

recurring in my thoughts. She spoke quite quickly. This time, I received such a 

low grade. I cannot believe what has happened to me! I cannot remain in bed.

I am thinking that if I am a middle level student, I should not act like this. I 

should accept my situation. However, what tortures me is that I feel that I am a 

good student. In the past I have usually felt victorious upon hearing my 

grades. I crawl out of bed. The sleepless night made my whole body ache.

I silently go through the textbooks, checking every uncertainty that I 

may have about my memory of the test. The strange thing is that I cannot find 

any mistake that I could have made. Could it be that my exam paper was 

graded wrong? But I had already asked and the teacher told me that she has 

checked it. Is it possible that they counted it wrong? How I wish it was true!

Mom asked mo last night about the exam results. But I was evasive. I 

stubbornly think that there is still hope that my grade could be changed. After 

all, I know that I am a suporior student.
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(Haibin, grade 10) 

Dad is more nervous than I am, for I felt his hand tremble

There are 56 students in my class. Most of us are village children. We 

carry with us the grand task of rising up and giving glory to our family. All of us 

students are very clear about this; we must change ourselves into bookworms, 

and bury ourselves in the foot-high simulated test papers. Books torture us a 

lot, and even worse, we still have to endure the class teacher’s torture: “Don’t 

waste your precious time! To wear leather shoes or straw shoes (to become 

rich or poor), the National College Entrance Examination is the dividing line. ” 

Finishing these words, he solemnly writes this line on the board: “There are 

only 25 days to CEE exams’’ on a most conspicuous spot in the classroom.

Not being able to bear looking at this, a little later someone secretly removes 

the word “only” from the board. This makes us feel more relaxed, though time 

still flies like an arrow.

I have become the special person in my family. I do not need to do 

anything except study. For the first time, my parents quarrel about my diet.

Dad thinks that I should eat mainly meat so as to add more nutrition; Mom 

insists that I should eat more vegetables to maintain a clear head. The 

quarreling goes on and on. So Dad manages to get a whole bunch of books, 

and finally they reach an agreement: during the examination preparation 

period, eat mainly meat, and during examination taking period, eat mostly 

vegetables. I often see my fragile grandma fold her hands in front of her chest,
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muttering some words. I know, she is praying for me. In her family, there have 

not been any university students so far. Naturally, she hopes that her eldest 

grandson can finally fulfill this goal and earn the family the glory.

Two days left. Dad asks me to come and he pats me on the shoulder in a 

forced relaxed manner: “Take it easy, it matters nothing if you fail. You know, 

Zhu Yuanzhang (the first emperor of Ming dynasty) did not know even one 

word, and he still became the great emperor.’’ As a matter of fact, Dad is more 

nervous than I am, for I felt his hand tremble, when he patted on my shoulder.

(Ding, grade 12)

Eighteen years of life has carried too much pressure

As the others do, I go to bed early. I don’t know why, my head is still full of 

English words, and mathematical formulas. I start to count; this is one of the 

methods that the teacher taught us to handle stressful situations. I cannot help 

but curse the class teacher: “What a damned ‘good’ method! I have already 

counted ten thousand; the more numbers I count, the more awake I am!” I get 

up from bed angrily. My dormitory roommate Yong also sits up, and shakes his 

head painfully: He has already counted to 15 thousand.

The next day, I walk towards the exam field with a heavy head. The school 

playground is packed with people. It seems there are more parents than 

students. Every examination center has made available an emergency room. 

Exam takers need it. Their parents also need it. Standing under the scorching 

sun for several hours, our parents are really amazing. The first test is Chinese
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Language and Literature. The exam is almost halfway through when a student 

is caught cheating. It causes quite a stir. The incident has hardly subsided 

when two female students faint, one after another. This is really a tough battle.

Eventually, students begin to exit the examination room. Parents mill 

around, asking this and asking that. My Beida (Beijing University) dream 

shattered, I walk out of the classroom. I feel numb. In the distance, my father 

is walking towards me. I rush into his arms and cry. Eighteen years of life has 

carried too much pressure: teachers’ expectations, parents’ dreams, and our 

own hopes for the future. They weigh on our shoulders like mountains. “I did 

not want to come, but your Mom insisted on it.” Again and again Dad excuses 

himself, patting me on my head. He searches everywhere in the shops along 

the streets and buys me some calming pills. He gives me a small piece of the 

pill, “Take it. Have a good nap after lunch.”

(Qing, grade 12)

Waiting for the day the results will be announced

The examination takes three days. And three days of hard battle finally 

come to an end. When we leave the examination hall, we sense the freedom 

and expanse of the outside world. Some students cry from sheer relief. When 

Dad sees me he rushes towards me. He looks at me anxiously, not daring to 

ask. “No problem!” I say with relaxed confidence. Dad smiles, his smile is so 

sweet, just like a young child.
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The days of torture are not over yet. We may no longer feel panicked, but 

we are still uneasy. The long waiting has begun, waiting for the final verdict: 

Shall I be wearing straw shoes or leather shoes? I become very lazy, and lie 

on my bed all day. I often see the image of the girls who fainted or those who 

were full of tears. Dad cannot sit still either. Taking out his abacus, and 

bringing out the record of admission grades of the recent years, he is 

estimating the grades I could get. The calculations make him sometimes 

worried, sometimes joyous.

(Wing, grade 12)

Getting the results

The day the official grades will be announced arrives at last. Everyone in 

the family gets up very early, as if  to welcome the New Year’s Day. My heart is 

beating very fast, too afraid to face that grade. I suggest that Dad go. He 

seems also very nervous. Rubbing his hands, he says to me hesitatingly, 

“Perhaps it is better you go!” It is true. But sometimes we feel cowardly. With 

Mother's intervention, Father finally goes alone. Now there is the quiet waiting. 

The whole family sits together silently. We are all wondering how Father is at 

that moment: crestfallen with his head sunken, or delighted, dancing with his 

hands and feet. The sun passes over our heads. We all forget to have lunch. 

We don’t have telephone, so we can only wait. The sun is setting now. Dad 

has not come back yet. I painfully lie on the bed, “It is all over! Dad does not 

dare to come home!”
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“Bang”, someone pushes the door heavily open. A gust of alcoholic smell 

reaches us. Father is completely drunk and beyond himself. “You made it! You 

made it!” he shouts.

I am so lucky. And that year I am admitted to Hunan Normal University.

( Zhang, grade 12)

The pressure of silence

It is the evening before the grand examination day. I am reviewing the 

materials for the tests. Mom is in the living room, knitting a sweater and Dad is 

quietly reading the newspaper. I am sitting in front of my study desk, carefully 

reviewing all the things that I have learned. However, I cannot concentrate. 

Other days, it may not be noisy, but it is not as silent as today, which gives me 

a sense of pressure. When I think of the exams tomorrow, my heartbeat 

accelerates. In a place as quiet as this, I can even hear the sound of my own 

heartbeat. Mom and Dad ask me to go to bed early so as to collect more 

energy for the next day, but I stay up until 11 studying. Of course, this extra 

time of review has little effect, but it seems that I get some comfort from it.

(Sun, grade 10)

The sound of pens writing

The noisy classroom suddenly quiets down when the teacher enters 

with the examination papers. All is quiet, so quiet that we could hear the sound 

of a needle falling to the ground. This is the examination room. This is the
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battlefield we are going to fight in. Here is the place that we show our 

academic achievements.

I admire those students who are sitting straight. They are calm, very 

confident, a tinge of a smile lingering on their mouths, whereas my heart 

almost jumps out of my chest. How come that I cannot calm myself down?

It is as if I see many eyes looking at me. Oh, they are my teachers, my 

mom and dad. They look like they are speaking to me: have confidence in 

yourself and try your best. Now I calm down a little bit, holding the pen up.

This pen is the embodiment of adults’ expectation.

“Dinging, dangling,...” the clear sound of bell is ringing, the horn for the 

dash blows. The classroom becomes even quieter. The sound of pens writing 

is all you can hear. Item One I finish very quickly. Then I finish the numbers 1, 

2, 3, 4, and 5 of Item Two. No 6. Gosh! I am stuck at this item. I don’t know 

what to fill in the first blank. One minute, another minutes passes, I racked my 

brain, sweat dripping down from my forehead. I try very hard to recall what the 

teachers taught in class. Oh, I didn’t listen carefully. It is my fault. Oh! Let's 

move to the next item. As I am about to try the next item, the door of my 

memory seems to open to reveal a tinge of light. Aha, that is it! I almost jump 

up. I proudly look around, and see everybody is wasting no time in finishing 

the test. Now I see, it is not yet the time to get excited, I blame myself. “The 

one who laughs last laughs the best, ” I tell myself not to be too proud...

(Jiang, grade 8)

The air is so tense
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“Lei, what is your score in math this term?"

“Dad, I didn’t get a good grade. In mathematics I have 90, in language, 

uh, I... have 76 points.”

“What?!” Before my sister finished speaking, Dad’s demeanor has 

already changed such that I dare not look at it. The whole house is dead quiet. 

My sister nervously rubs her small hands. She looks down. I am not able to 

see her eyes, only the tears down her cheeks. I cannot bear to see my sister 

so sad. But I also know my Dad’s temper. This is not the right time to defend 

my sister. The three of us stand there in the tiny square living space of our 

house. The air is so tense that I seem not be able to breathe.

(Qianqian, grade 7)

Daydream

In a blink, it is Sunday again. In elementary school Sundays are filled 

with just a few homework assignments. But in the middle school, homework 

can pile up higher than me. For example, take the homework assigned to us 

for this weekend! The big essay, the small composition, copying English 

words, 20 math problems and three test papers to complete... these are all 

tedious and awfully boring...

Gradually, I change into an exquisite, beautiful and genius homework 

machine. This homework machine works not only very fast, but also writes 

very beautifully. I observe my body curiously: it has a lot of switches. It is 

writing exactly as I usually do. No difference at all. What is most striking about
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it is that it can write very fast. A writing assignment only needs two minutes to 

finish. When it is time to go to school, I will be changed back into myself. 

Whenever I want to be changed back into the machine, I only need to say one 

word, “homework-machine." Then I become a homework machine.

Ever since I became able to change myself into a homework machine, 

my assignments are very well done. I always receive compliments from all 

subject teachers. I feel very happy... I cannot help but shout aloud, “Dear 

homework machine, I love you!”

“What”? My dad looks at me strangely and asks, “Homework machine? 

What are you talking about?”

Oh, I wake up with a startle. I was daydreaming just now. “Nothing, 

nothing, nothing, ” I respond quickly. Looking around, I notice that the sun is 

setting already... but I have only finished a small part of the homework 

assignments! What a day! I heave a sigh, if only I could turn myself into a 

homework machine now...

(Jiawei, grade 7)

More marks

On August 30, the day I receive the result of the junior high graduation 

examinations, I feel my heart is bleeding.

It takes me a huge amount of courage to tell the results to my mother. 

She changes into another person. Her smile disappears. She then asks me
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about the results of the other kids that I know. /As I tell her, Mom starts blaming 

me: “They go to the same school just like you. How come that they can get 

more marks, and you cannot!" From that day, Mom watches me all the time, 

letting me do nothing but reading and writing.

On September 4, the day for senior high schools student registration, 

Mom reluctantly gives me the school tuition fees, “Other kids only need to pay 

1200 yuan, but you need 3600yuan. This is the punishment we receive for you 

not working hard. ”

The first day, the teacher puts me in the last row in the classroom. One 

Wednesday evening, the teacher in charge calls me to her office and says to 

me, “Your Mom paid the school triple the money as the others to get you in.

Do you know that? You must work harder. Although your junior high school 

graduation exam marks were bad, it does not mean that you need to get bad 

marks in the coming years. Though we know we should not judge students by 

marks only, the whole of society ask for marks. The universities also ask for 

marks. Remember that!"

(Chunsheng, grade 10)

Teacher praise

After the mid term examination, I go to the mathematics teacher’s office 

to see how much I got for the math exam. I am so delighted when the teacher 

tells me the marks I received: 91. Although this was not the highest mark, only 

four students in the whole school in my grade achieved above 90.
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I feel very satisfied with my marks this time. On Monday morning class, 

the math teacher comes in with all smiles. He says, “Generally speaking, the 

examination results in the whole grade were not good. It shows that the math 

problems tested this time are very difficult. Even so, there are two in our class 

who made over 90! One is Wu Zhengxing, the other is Ma Dawei. ” Each of 

them will be awarded an elegant notebook.” When I get the prize, my heart 

beats hard; I feel my face become red. Then the teacher continues, “Wu and 

Ma have been selected to participate in the Hope Cup, our National 

Mathematic Contest...” Hearing this, my heart beat even faster. I am so 

excited!

That night I cannot sleep for all the excitement. My head is full of 

thoughts: What if I can get an award in this national contest?! . . . I  have a 

dream... In the dream, I see the math teacher. He is encouraging me, showing 

his support for me, asking me to calm down and have confidence in myself.

(Zijiang, grade 8)

What is all this for?

The teacher rushes angrily into the classroom. The storm is coming.

This is how we all feel during the short Monday class meeting before class 

starts.

We all understand immediately what this means. The whole class 

quiets down. The teacher’s eyes become blue, emitting two beams of light like
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swords, killing all the resistance we have -  we all lower our heads, waiting to 

be slain.

“Look at how terrible you all did on the exam!” Hearing his roaring 

voice, we all lower our heads further. He continues, ‘‘Our class is ‘No. 1 ’ from 

the bottom, the lowest rank again! Did you not study? None of you entered the 

first 10 of the whole grade. The average rate of passing students is so low! If 

things continue like this, how can you face the junior high graduation 

examinations? This must change! You are to tell your parents to come here 

this Sunday. I want to have a meeting with them.”

Another storm is looming. Such days feel like they will never end. I don’t 

remember what the teacher says next...

Such is our commission: study hard. But haven’t we studied hard?

What is all this for?

(Liqing, grade 11)

I retook the exam

In June, 2001,1 retook the junior high school examination. Mom 

seemed more scared than I was. Late that night, both Mom and I could not 

sleep. I know the exam means more to my Mom than to me. Early next 

morning, I was awakened by the noise of Mom moving about. I went to the 

window of my room and blame Mom for my sleepless night. Mom said nothing, 

and went into the kitchen. I followed her. Mom was frying eggs for me. She 

wept while I finished eating the eggs.
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Meanwhile I have gone to the countryside and now I am back after two 

weeks of absence. As I enter the house, I see my mother’s face is relaxed. I 

know then that I have been admitted to the key senior high school. I have 

never felt so relieved.

(Daqing, grade 9)

Pressure

The senior high school entrance examinations are the first turning point 

of my life. I know that I should give all that I have learned in the past a 

thorough review. However I find it really scary when the teacher warns us 

repeatedly in class, “Nowadays the SHS entrance examination is more difficult 

than the University Entrance Examination. People used to say CEC exam is 

like a millions of soldiers passing over a single wood bridge. Now people say 

SHS exam is more like this. As long as you pass the SHS, one of your feet 

has already made it across the threshold of a university.” I know he is trying to 

make us realize the importance of the exams we are facing now. But the 

pressure is too heavy for us to endure.

After the exams, before the results are announced, Mom’s and Dad’s 

mutterings jam our ears: “If you succeed, you must go. Even if we have to sell 

everything in our house, we will support you; if you do not succeed, then you 

go back home and do farming for the family. I don’t have the money to buy you 

in. ” I am already very tired. This is yet another burden that presses me too 

much.
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The announcement letter is finally received. I should have been able to 

relax fora while, throwing the burden of exams and expectations into the 

Pacific for the moment. But no, Mom and Dad become talkative again to me: I 

should not be proud, I should work harder. Study more seriously and prepare 

for a key university. They have bought me yet another pile of complementary 

materials to augment the curriculum. I feel that the burden becomes even 

heavier than before.

How I wish that this time of my life was over.

(Xiaofei, grade 10)

The Experience of Cheating in the Exam

“Sha, sha...” The sound of sorting and handing out the exam papers. I 

am so nervous. My heart is beating very fast, pounding so loud as if it is about 

to jump out! This is a unit test. In this unit, there are many English words that I 

have not memorized yet. If they appear in the test. ..Oh my god! It would be 

like having a tasty candy, but you have to give it up if you have a toothache!

I take the test papers from the teacher, while praying in my heart: God 

help me, not to meet any way-blocking tiger. Help me! I tried my best to calm 

down and control myself. I first do the easy questions. It goes well at the 

beginning. But then, I am stuck by the 20-mark filling-in-blanks-with-words 

item. My hands are trembling. I say to myself: do not be afraid. I put in a few 

words, and... I am thinking of the English textbook that is under the desk. It is 

so tempting. I need to get a good mark. My left hand starts to move around
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under the desk. Sweat drops roll off my forehead. I say to myself: do it. The 

teacher will not notice. Finally, I make up my mind. I am watching the teacher, 

and in the meanwhile, my left hand is flipping through the pages under the 

desk. I soon find the right page. The moment I lower my head and start 

reading, I hear the teacher’s voice, “Zhanglong, hand your exam paper to me. ” 

I grow pale. It is like thunder on a fine day. All finished. I don’t remember when 

my exam paper was confiscated. I do not come back to myself until quite a 

while later.

(Xiaoling Chen, grade 7)

Scared

I was 11 years old. Our language arts teacher was “publicly-recognized” 

as an excellent teacher, because the students she taught before have done 

well in the examinations. But I did not know why. I did not like her at all. I 

remember one dark night-after two hours of self-study I was not allowed to 

leave class until very late because I did not get 100 points in the dictation test.

I was instructed to copy every English word 10 times for punishment. I felt very 

bored in the language arts class, and now I felt it was more difficult to 

memorize these new words. That night, I went home at 10 pm. It was really a 

terrible experience for me to go home alone at ten o ’clock in the pitch 

darkness of the night. This happened several years ago. Every time when I 

think of it, I feel scared again.

(Xuemei, grade 7)
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Prodigy

My mom registered me in a writing training class. This is still my first 

time participating in the extracurricular writing class. Unexpectedly, / received 

94 on my first composition. The record so far is 96, only another two points 

and I will break the record. Ha, ha, ha... thinking about this, I feel very proud.

Arriving home, I immediately report this good news to Mom. Mom is 

even more excited than I am, and says to me with all smiles, “My son! My 

effort is not in vain! You must have a superior intelligence. Yes, you are a 

prodigy!" Hearing this, I reply doubtfully, “Really?” “Yes, absolutely yes!” Mom 

says with complete confidence.

Then, Mom says to me, “From now on, I don't want you to play with 

those children in the neighborhood." I protest immediately: “They are my best 

friends!" But Mom says, "When I say 'no' then it is no." And she continues, 

"From now on, you will read English for two hours, read books on composition 

for one hour. I want you to take reading notes, to do basic writing exercises, 

two pages everyday. I want you to write one composition...” Hearing this. I 

became very upset I rush to my room and cry.

I know, of course, that I have to listen to Mom's words. However, ever 

since she finds out that I am a "prodigy,” she demands that I should got grades 

no less than 94, but also that I should try to get the highest grades in all other 

subjects. Therefore, every day from now on, I have to struggle with heavy 

assignments — assignments from teachers as well as from my Mom.

(Liangliang Lin, grade ?)
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Don’t play

Ever since grade 5, I have always been among the top three students in 

class in tests. I am used to standing on the platform receiving prizes from the 

teacher and the applause from my fellow schoolmates. The prizes range from 

storybooks, dictionaries to all sorts of stationery that a primary pupil may find 

useful. The prize presentations usually take place at the assembly before the 

lesson starts.

This year, I come first in 5C and the prize is quite bulky and heavy, and 

wrapped in fancy paper. It is old Chinese tradition not to unwrap prizes or gifts 

until you are home. As usual, I put the prize intact in my school bag. Honestly 

speaking, I must confess that I did try to feel it with my fingers to see what is 

inside. Judging from the edges and size, I am sure there are at least 2 big 

files.

After school, I walk home with light gallops. The first thing I do is to 

show my trophy to mom.

“I came first in class this term." I hand over the prize and the school

report.

“Yes." She then unwraps the “parcel”.

Good gracious! There are two big files, a notebook, two or three pencils 

and, most appealing of all, a table-tennis bat. The bat is not the commonly 

seen one. It is rectangular, a yellow one.

If I have this bat, I need not ask classmates to lend me theirs at recess.
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My bat is so special that every classmate will envy me and ask me to lend it to 

them. I will become their star in Ping Pong. I indulge in my dream while my 

eyes are fixed on the bat.

“Remember to work harder. Don't play. " Mom says softly, returning all 

the stuff to me except the bat.

From that time onwards, I've never seen the special bat again. I am still 

looking for the vanished bat.

(Jennifer, Hong Kong project)

Then he beats me

I remember the day when Miss Wong, my English teacher, was 

returning the dictation exams. It actually happened many times like this.

“Liz!” Miss Wong says. I stand up, and walk slowly towards the 

teacher’s desk. My heart beats fast. Miss Wong passes my dictation book to 

me. But I dare not open it. I am afraid that I do not have a good mark. 

Whenever I receive a failing mark my father gets angry and beats me. The 

passing mark of the dictation is 60. If I get a mark of 55, then he will hit me 5 

times-the difference between the passing mark and my mark.

I breathe deeply, trying my best to keep calm. Then I turn over the first page. 

My heart sinks. My mark is only 40. Oh, my God, I have studied hard but my 

performance is so poor. Why? What is wrong with me? Panic comes over me.

I try to hold back my tears. I do not want my classmates to notice that I am 

sobbing.
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Miss Wong tells me that I have to show my parents and have them sign 

the dictation book.

When I get home, my parents are already there. I can feel my heart 

beating very fast again. I take out my dictation book and pass it to my father. 

He opens it and glares at me. Then, without saying a word, he takes out the 

long wooden ruler from his room.

He stands in front of me and says, “I do not hit your right hand! You need it to 

do your homework. Open your left hand! 20 strokes!” He makes me open my 

left hand.

And then he beats me.

Tears pour down my face.

(Christina, Hong Kong project)

She finally made it

Jill was a quiet schoolgirl of 15 who lived in an apartment near us. She 

worked very hard to be one of the few “head girls” at school. But no matter 

how hard she tried, she just could not be the first in class.

Her mom kept reminding her of how excellent her cousins had been doing 

and how her older brother had won first prizes. Actually, her academic 

performance was not bad. She was one of the top five in class over the past 3 

years. However, her mom never praised her.

One day before the exam results were released, Jill gave everything she 

had to her good friend, including a Barbie doll that she had had for years. She
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wrote to her Mom and Dad apologizing for failing to be the 'first in class'. She 

then put on her school uniform claiming that she was going back to school. 

However, she never reached school because she was found dead near her 

home on the same day. She plunged to her death from the top of the 32- 

storeyed building after slashing her wrist.

When her mom received Jill's report card, she found that Jill had achieved 

“first" in her class. She finally had made it.

(Lucy, Hong Kong project) 

I feel that the door began to distance me from my mom and dad

After I entered junior high school, the pressures and tasks to study became 

much heavier than ever before. My spare time after school was almost all 

spent in front of my study desk. Mom and Dad showed their special care for 

me. In order to let me study quietly, and not be disturbed by the noise of the 

television, the door to the family room was closed all night. On the other side 

of the door my mom was knitting some sweater and Dad was watching TV 

programs, and then there was that soft light. Behind the door was me, 

surrounded by all the books scattered on my desk and my lonely desk lamp. 

Gradually, I learned not to go to Mom and Dad’s room for a chat. Mom and 

Dad do not want me to come over to talk, not even for a bit, lest it would waste 

my precious time. I feel that door began to distance me from my mom and 

dad.

with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



One night, I could not bear the loneliness any longer and went into my 

parents’ room, hoping to feel the warmth of their affections. But I discovered 

that my parents’ faces no longer bear smiles. I understood. I should go back to 

my study desk. I quietly went back to my own room. That door has been 

closed, keeping me from the soft light. I know nobody can talk with me freely. 

But, every night I still hope, hoping that door will open, hoping to see the soft 

light coming through the door.

(Yin Yin, grade 8)

Recognition

“Hush! Mrs Leung is coming. She has got our exam papers!”

All the girls fall back into place as Sandra, our sentry, whispers out her 

warnings. I have a feeling of excitement and tension. This is the moment that I 

have been waiting for, the return of our first English exam paper in grade 9.

Mrs. Leung starts to hand back the papers. It is her practice to rank order 

the students, and keep papers in the same mark range in bundles. First the 

papers with marks in the fifties go out, then the sixties, etc. We all keep our 

fingers crossed that our names will not be called too soon. Finally, we come to 

the nineties and there are only a few papers in the pile.

“Mary, well done," says Mrs. Leung. So, Mary who usually gets the top 

marks has been called. Next is Kim, who is always the apple of the teacher’s 

eye. I try hard to conceal a secret smile of satisfaction.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



92

Finally, when my name is called, Mrs. Leung pauses and announces to 

the whole class, “I am really very impressed with Kathy’s work. She is the only 

girl who got 100% correct on section II of the paper, the comprehension 

section. Well done Kathy!”

All eyes are on me now.

“Good work, Kathy!” “Congratulations!”

I receive my paper amidst the clapping of hands. This is the moment I 

have been waiting for since the beginning of the year: the invisible, quiet little 

girl suddenly glows and becomes visible. The same happens year after year. 

At first teachers only notice the more vocal girls. For too long I feel that I have 

been ignored but now I have regained my rightful place among the “elites. ” 

Then, alas! I see it: the answer to the third question, the ‘s’ for the third 

person singular is missing from one of the verbs! My exam paper is not 100% 

correct! I am panic-stricken.

I steal a glance at Diana sitting next to me. Has she noticed my mistake? 

All the girls are either busy checking their own marks or trying to argue for 

more with the teacher. My mind is a total blank.

“Now I have to collect your exam paper again. Please pass them up, ” 

says Mrs. Leung.

In the confusion, I pick up my pen and add a little ‘s ’ to fill in the missing

bit.

(Chai Ling, Hong Kong project)

Now that student is number 1
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I don’t remember much from my childhood but there is one event that I 

still distinctly remember from grade one. It has stayed with me all my life, for 

more than 40 years.

It was the end of the school year and the teacher had handed out nice 

prizes for all the students who had done well that year. Many students 

received prizes and the teacher gave me a sweet stuffed bear. When I came 

home I showed the bear to my father and told him that the teacher had given it 

to me because I had done such fine work.

But my father did not smile. He remained quiet. Then he said, “You 

received this prize because you are number 13.” And he looked at me, and 

inquired softly, “Do you remember what student was the first one to get up? 

Now that student is number 1.”

I looked into my father’s face and felt very strange.

From then on my prize was not sweet any longer. That day gave me a 

whole different understanding o f school.

(Dong, Hong Kong project)

Caught in Cheating in the exam

In school, there are times that we feel nervous and headache, 

especially students like me who usually do very well in exams, because we 

hope that every time we will be in the top ranking. Because of this strong 

desire, we don't want to lose even one point! We treat every exam very 

carefully; dare not let go of our nerves, lest we lag behind.
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There was one time I remember very clearly, something unexpected 

happened in the history exam, when I was in grad 9 - 1 haven’t been well 

prepared for the coming exam, somehow I felt that.

When exam paper was handed out, as usual, I scanned all the question 

items in the paper. Great! Except for one question, all the others have been 

caught by me in my preparation for this exam. I felt very excited. “Don't rush. 

Do it one by one.” I said to myself. Very soon, I finished all the choice items, 

filling blank items, map filling items. I heaved a sigh of relief. Good! I should 

have more than 90 points this time. Now, I am doing the QA items one by one. 

Now, the “Xingchou Treaty”! I can’t remember its content well. I know the 

historical date of this event, but I can’t remember the exact content...

If I could answer the question correctly, then I can get 100 points. Isn’t 

that nice? But I cannot remember the content of the treaty, how... Suddenly, I 

thought of cheating. I have never cheated before. The thought of cheating 

makes me tremble. I have never done this before. I have always been a good 

student, what a shameful act it would be if I was caught! People would look 

down upon me. They might think that all my previous good achievements are 

all ....My thoughts are going wild. I constantly asked myself. Should I do it or 

not do it? Once in a while, I imitated the act of cheating; laying down my head 

on the desk, at the same time look at the teacher. Thinking that only one 

question answered correctly will award me with 100 points, I am really 

reluctantly to give it up.
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A moment later, the teacher seems sleepy. The chance has come! I 

immediately ask my deskmate Ming to pass the answer to me. In no second, I 

got the slip of paper with the answer. Excited, plus nervous, I could not hold 

the pen stable with my trembling hand. While copying the answer, I even have 

to copy word by word, so nervous that I could not remember one word or one 

sentence. My palms, back and chest begin to sweat. There are still a few more 

words to copy. But the teacher saw it. I quickly throw the paper away. The 

teacher is coming towards me. I feel that everything is gone. I am finished! My 

flushed hot face and hand make me really uneasy. I was caught!

(Yijun, grade 7)

Examination Moment

The exam today is mathematics, the subject I fear most.

The first bell rings already. I am still outside the classroom, trying to 

rehearse the various formulas. Again and again I flip though the handbook and 

the past examination papers, all the while reciting silently those points that 

seem important. I am called in by the teacher. Seeing that all other students 

are so calm and confident, I feel ashamed of myself. Now I hear the teacher 

say, “Time to start. ” Like a starting shot in a race, everyone rushes to open the 

test book and start off.

I ’ve forgotten all my anxieties and I jump right into the test and start 

writing.

(Hairong, grade 10)
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Fairness

This is the first midterm exam since I entered the junior high school.

Just because it is the first, I treat it with all seriousness. I have prepared 

myself pretty thoroughly. When the exam papers are handed out, I quickly 

skim the whole paper and find that the questions are all within the scope of my 

review. In half an hour, I have finished the whole paper. I feel very happy.

I look around, and see that most of my classmates are still carefully 

working on their papers; except for a few students who are obviously copying 

each other's answers. They are cheating! No way, this is like robbery! I feel 

annoyed. They should not be able to get away with this. It is not fair to me and 

the others! I want to report them to our teacher. But, how can I do this?

Just then, I hear the teacher say, ‘‘The student in seat 4 in row 2—keep 

your eyes on your own work. Don’t ever think of cheating!” Oh no! He is 

looking at me. I immediately raise my hand and respond, “No it’s not me. It is 

Chan Wei who is copying from his book under the desk. ” Teacher Zhang says, 

“Okay. Stop it. That’s enough. Chan Wei is doing fine! But you're looking 

around makes me suspicious that you are the one who wants to cheat."

Chan Wei stares at me with hatred.

(Wu You, grade 8)

We should be honest, shouldn’t we!

That was a language arts test. I was very confident that I should be one 

of the top three. However, when the announcements come out, the result was
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far from what I expected. When the exam paper was handed out, I checked 

the items one by one. And I found that there is one 10-point item that I should 

have done right. But why was I so careless? I blame myself. Strong vanity 

drives me to erase the wrong answer and replace it with the correct answer. 

Then I took the paper and showed it to the teacher with trembling hands. 

Seeing it, the teacher knew immediately what I had done, but he did not 

expose me. He responds as if he suddenly realizes something, “Oh... Perhaps 

I made a mistake. What does the old saying say again? Yes. ‘If you did 

something wrong, then correct it. ’ Right?” He then added 10 points to my 

paper, and said to me, “We should be honest, shouldn’t we?" The marks have 

been added, but the teacher's comments make me uneasy for several days... 

In the end, I told the teacher what I had done ...

This little incident, perhaps in many people's eye, is just a small thing. But 

for me, it changed me greatly.

(Meixue, grade 9)
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Chapter 5 Interpreting Themes

In this chapter the experiential anecdotes from chapter 4 are interpreted for 

possible themes. The claim is not that these are the only themes or even the 

most central themes. Rather, the attempt is made to constantly ask: What 

does this story have to do with the experience of examinations? How does it 

speak about exams? What are the possible meanings experienced here? And 

what is it that gives this experience (this anecdote) its possible meanings?

Anecdote texts Themes

1 am a low grade student

1 am working on math problems with all 

other boarding school classmates during the 

second evening study hour. 1 work hard on it for 

quite a while, but 1 still cannot get the right 

answer. Now, 1 look at Zhang, the “Genius” in 

my class, so 1 tiptoe over to him. He patiently 

explains the solution to me. Hey, 1 am so stupid; 

1 still do not understand it. He explains it to me 

from the very beginning again. But 1 still do not 

get it. Finally, Zhang simply writes down the 

process for me. 1 really feel guilty bothering him

Even in everyday school 

situations students may 

experience a difference in their 

own academic (in)ability as 

compared to the inferior or 

superior ability of others.
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further, so 1 tear off the page, planning to think

further about the solution back in my own seat.

1 am just sitting down when the teacher-

in-charge comes in. He reprimands me sternly,

“What are you doing?! Walking here and there

and disturbing your classmates?! If you don’t

want to study, then get out of the classroom!” The teacher is giving the student

1 feel numb for quite a while afterwards. a low (verbal) “mark.” He is not

Looking at his cruel face, 1 want to go home; 1 do valuing the student as important.

not want to study further. However, giving a

second thought to my future and my ambition, 1

finally accept it.

1 am a “low-grade” student, a real,

authentic low-grade student. 1 am the staircase Marks and grades are powerful

for high-grade students; 1 am the scapegoat for sources of influence that shape

good students to excuse themselves for students’ sense of self-identity.

decreasing grades, the laughing stock for my Marks and grades give status.

classmates, the nail in teachers’ eyes, the High grades on tests and exams

worries of my parents' heart... All of these is associated with success,

miseries are mine only because 1 did badly in worth, and positive self-identity.

examinations. A low grade on tests and exams

(Xiaoqiang, grade 11) is associated with failure, lack of

worth, and negative self-identity.
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An unworthy nobody

1 walk into class—late. The lesson has

begun. But before 1 can explain why 1 am late Evaluation takes place even in

the teacher turns to me angrily. He scolds me non-test, non-examination

and tells me that 1 am no good and should not situations. In the teacher's

bother to come at all if 1 cannot be on. time. 1 remarks, posture, tone of voice,

meekly sit down. Some of the students laugh at facial gesture, etc. are contained

me. They do not feel compassion. 1 have a hard evaluative judgments and

time concentrating on the lesson as 1 am still valuative qualities that may cut

hurting from the teacher’s cruel words. Then the deep into a student’s sense of

door opens and another student walks in. It is self. For some students this

Hao Lee. He is one of the top students in our evaluative experience may be

class. But instead of scolding him for being late, (very) positive, for others it may

the teacher tells Hao to open his book on the be (very) negative.

page where we are reading. Now 1 feel even

more hurt. The teacher treats Hao with kindness

and respect while he regards me as an

unworthy nobody.

When a good student asks the teacher

whether a math problem has a simpler solution,

the teacher praises him for his deep Students may experience the

questioning. But the same math problem, the halo effect of their general test

same question from a low-grade student, and performance. If they do well on
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the same teacher comments with a mocking tests and exams then they may

tone, “You are splitting hairs; don’t expect to do well in the daily evaluative

walk up to the sky with one step!” When a high treatment they receive from the

grade student wins a race in track and field, the teacher. If they are low

teacher praises him for his intelligence, morality achieving students then they

and physicality; whereas when the same race is may be treated as inferior also in

won by a low grader, the teacher says you “only the ordinary social context of

know how to play, but don't know how to focus classroom life.

your energy on your study.” When high grade

and lower-grade students make the same

mistakes, the teacher reprimands the lower-

grade students first, until it makes the student’s

face turn red or cry. Teachers are more

generous to the high-grade, like Hao. If he is The simple mention of their

late for school, the teacher says with a light name may confer a sense of

comment, “Come early next time, Hao”. But if  1, respect to a student.

a lower-grade student, come late, the teacher

will not listen though 1 may have a good excuse. The student whose name is

He won’t even mention my name. He will not passed over may feel unworthy

listen; the punishment may be to stand outside of being seen in their

the classroom for the whole period. uniqueness.

Too big difference, too much frustration!

Why is it me who always has to clean the
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classroom? Why does the teacher always let out 

his anger to me? Why it is me that is always 

laughed at by others? Why is it me that always 

must stand outside the classroom? 1 am a low- 

grade student. 1 have had enough bad 

treatment: the last two rows are always filled 

with fellows like me. 1 also want to remove my 

name from the black name list. But every effort 1 

make is devastated by a cruel response. Then 1 

despair and want to give up. In the student 

world, 1 am a true "proletarian”.

Who does not want to be smart? Who 

does not want to be famous? Who does not 

want to enter Qinghua and Beida? 1 am a low 

grade, but 1 also have my ambition. 1 also have 

some shining spots of my own. Teachers, 

parents, classmates, please don’t look at me 

with different eyes....

(Linling, grade 11)

The evaluative climate during 

lessons may create privileged 

and non-privileged “classes” in 

the class.

I am only a number, nothing more or less

That was the midterm examination in the 

first term of grade 8. Everybody prepared 

seriously and we all worked very hard for the

Not unlike traveling by modern 

airlines, in some schools the
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examinations. Of course, 1 was one of them, seating reflects the student’s

wanting the high rank, but also a good seat in ranking: first class in the front,

the classroom. At that time, the seats were second class in the next rows,

arranged according to the examination and economy class in the back.

performance. Of course, nobody likes to sit in But, while passengers on an

the back. After examinations, 1 still do not feel airline may receive temporary

relaxed; — 1 am worried about my examination differential treatment of food,

results. Actually, 1 notice the other students, drinks, and comfort, students in

especially those already sitting in the front like school receive yearlong

me, too, are very nervous. They are more differential treatment in terms of

nervous than 1 am. 1 know how serious it is. If their worth that is determined by

you are falling behind in the rank, the teachers the spatial position and line-up

will blame you, Mom and Dad will blame you. of every seat and every row of

Classmates will laugh at you, too. 1 remember seats.

that when 1 finally got the test result, 1 felt

numbed. 1 wept... 1 got the 15th in that midterm The student feels that she

exam, and was moved from the first row to the becomes a number; and the

fourth row in the class. 1 feel 1 am only a number goes down. And as the

number, nothing more or less. Since then, 1 start number changes, it affects how

to hate exams, hate it all through... people will look at the student

(Yan, grade 10) and it will have consequences

for the student’s seating in class.
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Being put away

The grades of the term exams have

been announced. It is like a winter storm that

chills me all the way through. 1 have always Like in a television “reality show”

been an excellent student, but this time 1 am in students may be removed from

trouble. 1 can’t believe that 1 failed in one their class and classroom if they

subject. What is even worse, 1 am squeezed out cannot keep up with their test

of the “elite class". There are three students that performance.

have been eliminated, and 1 am the only girl.

"You three follow me!” Teacher Zhang’s face is

stern and shows no trace of mercy. 1 know that But unlike the unreality of a

after she puts us away, she will surely give reality television show, the

another warning to the “lucky dogs” who are consequences for the students

allowed to remain in the elite class: “You’d better are real, permanent and lifelong.

study twice as hard. Only if you keep yourself in

the first 60 in the whole class, can you enter

college smoothly. Otherwise, you will be Here the teacher is experienced

removed from the class just like those three. as speaking in an examination

And you will have almost no hope of entering a mode. It seems that the teacher

college!" always thinks about the

With tears smarting my eyes, 1 pick up my examination, too

schoolbag and the piles of my reference

materials, exercise collections and test papers
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from my desk. At this moment, how 1 wish that

somebody would come to give me some comfort

and encouragement Even just a word!

However, when 1 raise my head, what 1 see

makes me even sadder: some students are Being “put away” may mean

celebrating their stay by drawing a cross on their taking away the hope that the

chest, murmuring “Thank God. You saved me in student has a “future” in school

this class." Some, rubbing their bottle-bottom and university.

like eyeglass lenses, make preparations for the

next class. And, those Olympic Test winners: Being “put away” means to

they are still holding the thick books, studying experience being marginalized,

the questions only college students will start to on the outside. The student no

learn. — The whole class seems indifferent to longer feels that she belongs.

our fate. As 1 leave, one of my classmates utters

a farewell, “Hope to see you in college”. Hope?

Hope to see me in a college. Is there indeed any

hope when dropping out of the elite class?

Dragging my feet, 1 follow Teacher Zhang

along with the other two students to another

“world” — the world of “ordinary class”. We all

lower our heads, as if we have done something

wrong. We are too ashamed to look at the

others.
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( Pan Ting, grade 12 )

Simply can’t get away

.../ rush out of the classroom like an 

arrow towards the bicycle shed. 1 feel a sense of 

relief at once out of range of the noisy 

discussion about the answers to the exam 

questions. “Let them discuss it! 1 don’t want to 

do that! 1 want to have a good weekend!”

The campus is beautiful, all green. There 

is an ancient poem that describes this perfectly. 

Is it written by Wang Wei? Seems it is... Oh no.

1 am thinking about the exam again. Forget 

about the poem.

Looking afar, there are a bundle of yellow 

flowers growing in the middle of the playground. 

They look so beautiful. One, two, ... Hey? It is 

the same as my answer to the last exam item! If 

it is a wrong answer, 10 points will be lost, plus 

two unfilled blanks. It would be hopeless to enter 

the first 15 in the class. 1 shake my head and 

walk towards the bicycle shed. Why can’t 1 find a 

student on the way? Perhaps, they are all in the 

classroom checking their answers with each

Examinations do not just last a 

few hours. When the exam is 

over, the pressures and 

preoccupations remain.

It is difficult to relax after exams 

that have such high stakes. And, 

thus, an anxiety-ridden exam 

experience may be prolonged 

for many more hours and even 

for days after the exam is 

officially finished.
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other. And what would they think of me walking 

away like this? Do substances absorb heat 

when they are boiling? What is the difference 

between “other” and “another”? 1 simply can’t 

get away from the examination atmosphere!

1 pause. Thinking that 1 have to face my 

Daddy’s persistent inquiry, my head feels numb. 

Let’s face it. 1 need to get it clear in my mind so 1 

have something clear to tell my parents, and so 1 

will also feel comfortable. The weekend will also 

feel better. Even if my answers are wrong, 1 

should not cheat myself. 1 start to turn and run 

back towards the classroom.

1 rush into the classroom. “Is the answer 

of the last mathematic question 21?” 1 shout at 

the crowd.

(Liu Xin, grade 11)

Examinations are like very 

significant events in which many 

Chinese parents take a detailed, 

very serious inquisitive interest. 

Students have to deal not only 

with the turmoil of exams but 

they have to remember details 

on which they will have to report 

at home.

After all, I know that I am a superior student

It is not yet 6 o’clock in the morning. But 1 

am already wide-awake. 1 feel overwhelmed.

The moment that the teacher gave me my exam 

result keeps recurring in my thoughts. She 

spoke quite quickly. This time, 1 received such a Sometimes grades on exams
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low grade. 1 cannot believe what has happened seem arbitrary or chance

to me! 1 cannot remain in bed. 1 am thinking that occurrences. Even talented

if 1 am a middle level student, 1 should not act students may sometimes

like this. 1 should accept my situation. However, (seemingly inexplicably) do

what tortures me is that 1 feel that 1 am a good badly on tests. And so it may

student. In the past 1 have usually felt victorious seem that mere chance (luck or

upon hearing my grades. 1 crawl out of bed. The bad luck) may shape one’s

sleepless night made my whole body ache. identity, decide one’s worth, and

1 silently go through the textbooks, determine one’s fate.

checking every uncertainty that 1 may have

about my memory of the test. The strange thing

is that 1 cannot find any mistake that 1 could

have made. Could it be that my exam paper was

graded wrong? But 1 had already asked and the

teacher told me that she has checked it. Is it

possible that they counted it wrong? How 1 wish

it was true! A grade on a test can profoundly

Mom asked me last night about the exam shake one's sense of self and

results. But 1 was evasive. 1 stubbornly think that self-worth.

there is still hope that my grade could be

changod. After all, 1 know that 1 am a superior

student.

(Haibin, grade 10)
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Dad is more nervous than 1 am, for 1 felt his

hand tremble

There are 56 students in my class. Most of The prospect of examinations

us are village children. We carry with us the places great burdens on children

grand task of rising up and giving glory to our in terms of family expectations.

family. All of us students are very clear about

this; we must change ourselves into bookworms, For the child the family’s pride

and bury ourselves in the foot-high simulated and honor are at stake.

test papers. Books torture us a lot, and even

worse, we still have to endure the class

teacher’s torture: “Don’t waste your precious

time! To wear leather shoes or straw shoes (to

become a rich man or a poor man), the national

college entrance exam), CEE is the dividing

line. ” Finishing these words, he solemnly writes

this line on the board: “There are only 25 days to

CEE exams’’ on a most conspicuous spot in the

classroom. Not being able to bear looking at

this, a little later someone secretly removes the

word “only” from the board. This makes us feel

more relaxed, though time still flies like an

arrow.
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1 have become the special person in my

family. 1 do not need to do anything except

study. For the first time, my parents quarrel At home, children may be

about my diet. Dad thinks that 1 should eat treated as prize entries into a

mainly meat so as to add more nutrition; Mom competitive race.

insists that 1 should eat more vegetables to

maintain a clear head. The quarreling goes on But this kind of “specialness”

and on. So Dad manages to get a whole bunch and favoured recognition can

of books, and finally they reach an agreement: also be experienced as burden

during the examination preparation period, eat for the child.

mainly meat, and during examination taking

period, eat mostly vegetables. 1 often see my

fragile grandma fold her hands in front of her

chest, muttering some words. 1 know, she is

praying for me. In her family, there have not

been any university students so far. Naturally,

she hopes that her eldest grandson can finally

fulfill this goal and earn the family the glory.

Two days left. Dad asks me to come and he

pats me on the shoulder in a forced relaxed

manner: “Take it easy. It matters nothing if you

fail. You know, Zhu Yuanzhang (the first It is hard for adults to hide the

emperor of Ming dynasty) did not know even anxieties they feel on behalf of
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one word, and he still became the great 

emperor.’’ As a matter of fact, Dad is more 

nervous than 1 am, for 1 felt his hand tremble, 

when he patted on my shoulder.

(Ding, grade 12)

their children.

Children can sense the anxieties 

and moods of their parents.

Eighteen years of life has carried too much 

pressure

As the others do, 1 go to bed early. 1 don’t 

know why, my head is still full of English words, 

and mathematical formulas. 1 start to count; this 

is one of the methods that the teacher taught us 

to handle stressful situations. 1 cannot help but 

curse the class teacher: “What a damned ‘good’ 

method! 1 have already counted ten thousand; 

the more numbers 1 count, the more awake 1 

am!” 1 get up from bed angrily. My dormitory 

roommate Yong also sits up, and shakes his 

head painfully: He has already counted to 15 

thousand.

The next day, 1 walk towards the exam field 

with a heavy head. The school playground is 

packed with people. It seems there are more

The examination is not a 

discrete event and a singular 

experience. Children may be 

experiencing the test or 

examination long before the 

actual event is starting— 

especially the night before.

The child is already under the 

spell of the exam.
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parents than students. Every examination center

has made available an emergency room. Exam

takers need it. Their parents also need it. The examination is experienced

Standing under the scorching sun for several as a family affair (sometimes

hours, our parents are really amazing. The first three generations are present).

test is Chinese Language and Literature. The

exam is almost halfway through when a student

is caught cheating. It causes quite a stir. The

incident has hardly subsided when two female Examinations that children must

students faint, one after another. This is really a take may bring them closer to

tough battle. their parents who may

Eventually, students begin to exit the experience extreme concern

examination room. Parents mill around, asking and worry about their child’s

this and asking that. My Beida (Beijing health as well as the child’s

University) dream shattered, 1 walk out of the performance.

classroom. 1 feel numb. In the distance, my

father is walking towards me. 1 rush into his Some parents feel the pain of

arms and cry. Eighteen years of life has carried their children but are at a loss of

too much pressure: teachers’ expectations, what to do and so give them a

parents' dreams, and our own hopes for the pill.

future. They weigh on our shoulders like

mountains. “1 did not want to come, but your (Other parents withhold

Mom insisted on it. ’’ Again and again Dad emotions of love. They can only
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excuses himself, patting me on my head. He 

searches everywhere in the shops along the 

streets and buys me some calming pills. He 

gives me a small piece of the pill, "Take it. Have 

a good nap after lunch.”

(Qing, grade 12)

use threats to try to have their 

child succeed.)

Waiting for the final verdict

The examination takes three days. And 

three days of hard battle finally come to an end. 

When we leave the examination hall, we sense 

the freedom and expanse of the outside world. 

Some students cry from sheer relief. When Dad 

sees me he rushes towards me. He looks at me 

anxiously, not daring to ask. “No problem!” 1 say 

with relaxed confidence. Dad smiles, his smile is 

so sweet, just like a young child.

The days of torture are not over yet. We 

may no longer feel panicked, but we are still 

uneasy. The long waiting has begun, waiting for 

the final verdict: Shall 1 be wearing straw shoes 

or leather shoes? 1 become very lazy, and lie on 

my bed all day. 1 often see the image of the girls 

who fainted or those who were full of tears. Dad

Sometimes, students seem to 

experience exams in warlike 

moods: days of hard battle and 

torture.

Taking an exam is a family 

experience in Chinese culture.

(In Canada many parents do not 

have a clue when their children 

take important tests and exams.)

Waiting is reliving the anxiety of 

the exam experience over and 

over.
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cannot sit still either. Taking out his abacus, and 

bringing out the record of admission grades of 

the recent years, he is estimating the grades i 

could get The calculations make him 

sometimes worried, sometimes joyous.

( Wing, grade 12)

In this story, the child relives the 

experience—the father 

anticipates the result (the child 

glances back, the father looks 

forward).

Getting the results

The day the official grades will be 

announced arrives at last. Everyone in the 

family gets up very early, as if to welcome the 

New Year’s Day. My heart is beating very fast, 

too afraid to face that grade. 1 suggest that Dad 

go. He seems also very nervous. Rubbing his 

hands, he says to me hesitatingly, “Perhaps it is 

better you go!” It is true. But sometimes we feel 

cowardly. With Mother’s intervention, Father 

finally goes alone. Now there is the quiet 

waiting. The whole family sits together silently. 

We are all wondering how Father is at that 

moment: crestfallen with his head sunken, or 

delighted, dancing with his hands and feet. The 

sun passes over our heads. We all forget to 

have lunch. We don’t have telephone, so we can

Collecting the exam result 

requires courage: father has to 

have the courage (mother sends 

father).
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only wait. The sun is setting now. Dad has not 

come back yet. 1 painfully lie on the bed, “It is all 

over! Dad does not dare to come home!”

“Bang”, someone pushes the door heavily 

open. A gust of alcoholic smell reaches us. 

Father is completely drunk and beyond himself. 

“You made it! You made it!" he shouts.

1 am so lucky. And that year 1 am admitted 

to Hunan Normal University.

(Zhang, grade 12)

The family suffers in silence 

together.

There is so much joy in knowing 

the positive result that the relief 

is almost unbearable—the father 

gets drunk with happiness (and 

from alcohol).

The pressure of silence

It is the evening before the grand 

examination day. 1 am reviewing the materials 

for the tests. Mom is in the living room, knitting a 

sweater and Dad is quietly reading the 

newspaper. 1 am sitting in front of my study 

desk, carefully reviewing all the things that 1 

have learned. However, 1 cannot concentrate. 

Other days, it may not be noisy, but it is not as 

silent as today, which gives me a sense of 

pressure. When 1 think of the exams tomorrow, 

my heartbeat accelerates. In a place as quiet as 

this, 1 can even hear the sound of my own

Silence itself becomes pressure 

(silence before the storm).

Sometimes keeping studying is

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



116

heartbeat. Mom and Dad ask me to go to bed 

early so as to collect more energy for the next 

day, but 1 stay up until 11 studying. Of course, 

this extra time of review has little effect, but it 

seems that 1 get some comfort from it.

(Sun, grade 10)

easier than trying to sleep (and 

experience the pressure of 

silence)—even though sleep 

(rest) is important before the 

exam.

The sound of pens writing

The noisy classroom suddenly quiets 

down when the teacher enters with the 

examination papers. All is quiet, so quiet that we 

could hear the sound of a needle falling to the 

ground. This is the examination room. This is 

the battlefield we are going to fight in. Here is 

the place that we show our academic 

achievements.

1 admire those students who are sitting 

straight. They are calm, very confident, a tinge 

of a smile lingering on their mouths, whereas my 

heart almost jumps out of my chest. How come 

that 1 cannot calm myself down?

It is as if 1 see many eyes looking at me. 

Oh, they are my teachers, my mom and dad. 

They look like they are speaking to me: have

(This story describes very 

sensitively the atmosphere of 

the test taking.)
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confidence in yourself and try your best. Now 1

calm down a little bit, holding the pen up. This

pen is the embodiment of adults’ expectation.

“Dinging, dangling,...” the clear sound of

bell is ringing, the horn for the dash blows. The

classroom becomes even quieter. The sound of

pens writing is all you can hear. Item One 1 finish

very quickly. Then 1 finish the numbers 1, 2, 3, 4,

and 5 of Item Two. No 6. Gosh! 1 am stuck at

this item. 1 don’t know what to fill in the first

blank. One minute, another minutes passes, 1 Test taking is unlike almost any

racked my brain, sweat dripping down from my other kind of educational

forehead. I try very hard to recall what the experience. Students carry a lot

teachers taught in class. Oh, 1 didn’t listen of baggage (guilt, doubt,

carefully. It is my fault. Oh! Let’s move to the excitement, competitiveness, the

next item. As 1 am about to try the next item, the pressure of time) into the exam.

door of my memory seems to open to reveal a There may be positive and

tinge of light. Aha, that is it! 1 almost jump up. 1 negative self-talk: self-blame,

proudly look around, and see everybody is self-congratulatory moments,

wasting no time in finishing the test. Now 1 see, trying to maintain the calm

it is not yet the time to get excited, 1 blame throughout the exam, etc.

myself. “The one who laughs last laughs the

best, ” 1 tell myself not to be too proud...
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(Jiang, a grade 8)

The air is so tense

“Lei, what is your score in math this

term?”

“Dad, 1 didn't get a good grade. In 

mathematics 1 have 90, in language, uh, /... 

have 76points."

“What?!” Before my sister finished 

speaking, Dad’s demeanor has already changed 

such that 1 dare not look at it. The whole house 

is dead quiet. My sister nervously rubs her small 

hands. She looks down. 1 am not able to see her 

eyes, only the tears down her cheeks. 1 cannot 

bear to see my sister so sad. But 1 also know my 

Dad’s temper. This is not the right time to 

defend my sister. The three of us stand there in 

the tiny square living space of our house. The 

air is so tense that 1 seem not be able to 

breathe.

( Qianqian, grade 7)

In this story, the child’s 

educational experience is 

equated with the number of 

points or marks on an exam. 

The parent does not ask, “How 

was school today?” But, “How 

many marks did you bring 

home?

There is a lot of emotional 

experience associated with 

exams and tests. Children may 

receive the anger and 

punishment of their parents in 

shame.

Daydream

In a blink, it is Sunday again. In 

elementary school Sundays are filled with just a
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few homework assignments. But in the middle

school, homework can pile up higher than me.

For example, take the homework assigned to us

for this weekend! The big essay, the small

composition, copying English words, 20 math Examination and exam oriented

problems and three test papers to complete... learning such as homework

these are all tedious and awfully boring... assignment is experienced as

Gradually, 1 change into an exquisite, boring and tedious.

beautiful and genius homework machine. This

homework machine works not only very fast, but

also writes very beautifully. 1 observe my body

curiously: it has a lot of switches. It is writing

exactly as 1 usually do. No difference at all.

What is most striking about it is that it can write Even the subconscious (of

very fast. A writing assignment only needs two daydreaming) of the child is

minutes to finish. When it is time to go to school, imbued with eagerness to get

1 will be changed back into myself. Whenever 1 through the impossible task of

want to be changed back into the machine, 1 the pile of homework and tests.

only need to say one word, ‘‘homework-

machine." Then 1 become a homework

machine.

Ever since 1 became able to change

myself into a homework machine, my
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assignments are very well done. 1 always 

receive compliments from all subject teachers. 1 

feel very happy... 1 cannot help but shout aloud, 

“Dear homework machine, 1 love you!”

“What”? My dad looks at me strangely 

and asks, “Homework machine? What are you 

talking about?”

Oh, 1 wake up with a startle. 1 was 

daydreaming just now. “Nothing, nothing, 

nothing,...” 1 respond quickly. Looking around, 1 

notice that the sun is setting already... but 1 

have only finished a small part of the homework 

assignments! What a day! 1 heave a sigh, if only 

1 could turn myself into a homework machine 

now...

(Jiawei, grade 7)

The child is still a child: hoping 

for a fairytale solution (by 

becoming a magical machine) to 

complete the impossible 

homework tasks.

More marks

On August 30, the day 1 receive the result 

of the junior high graduation examinations, 1 feel 

my heart is bleeding.

It takes me a huge amount of courage to 

tell the results to my mother. She changes into 

another person. Her smile disappears. She then

By asking how other children 

can do what this child cannot do, 

the mother is not recognizing the 

child’s perseverance and hard 

work.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



121

asks me about the results of the other kids that 1 Success on school exams is not

know. As 1 tell her, Mom starts blaming me: seen as a function, in part, of

"They go to the same school just like you. How ability, but entirely of effort.

come that they can get more marks, and you

cannot!’’ From that day, Mom watches me all (In this example there is a

the time, letting me do nothing but reading and difference noticeable between

writing. western and eastern

On September 4, the day for senior high epistemology of learning. In

schools student registration, Mom reluctantly western epistemology of

gives me the school tuition fees, “Other kids only learning success is associated

need to pay 1200 yuan, but you need 3600 with innate intelligence and

yuan. This is the punishment we receive for you ability, in Chinese epistemology

not working hard. ’’ of learning success is

The first day, the teacher puts me in the associated primarily in terms of

last row in the classroom. One Wednesday effort.)

evening, the teacher in charge calls me to her

office and says to me, “Your Mom paid the

school triple the money as the others to get you

in. Do you know that? You must work harder.

Although your junior high school graduation

exam marks were bad, it does not mean that

you need to get bad marks in the coming years.

Though we know we should not judge students
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by marks only, the whole of society ask for 

marks. The universities also ask for marks. 

Remember that!”

(Chunsheng, grade 10)

Teacher praise

After the mid term examination, / go to 

the mathematics teacher’s office to see how 

much 1 got for the math exam. 1 am so delighted 

when the teacher tells me the marks 1 received: 

91. Although this was not the highest mark, only 

four students in the whole school in my grade 

achieved above 90.

1 feel very satisfied with my marks this 

time. On Monday morning class, the math 

teacher comes in with all smiles. He says, 

‘‘Generally speaking, the examination results in 

the whole grade were not good. It shows that 

the math problems tested this time are very 

difficult. Even so, there are two in our class who 

made over 90! One is Wu Zhengxing, the other 

is Ma Dawei. ” Each of them will be awarded an 

elegant notebook.” When 1 get the prize, my 

heart beats hard; 1 feel my face become red.

The students who do well in the 

exam system seem to have 

positive experiences.

But one wonders how healthy it 

is for a student to feel “elite” and 

“chosen.”
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Then the teacher continues, “Wu and Ma have 

been selected to participate in the Hope Cup, 

our National Mathematic Contest...” Hearing 

this, my heart beast even faster. 1 am so excited!

That night 1 cannot sleep for all the 

excitement. My head is full of thoughts: What if 1 

can get an award in this national contest?!... 1 

have a dream... In the dream, 1 see the math 

teacher. He is encouraging me, showing his 

support for me, asking me to calm down and 

have confidence in myself.

(Zijiang, grade 8)

The reward for doing well on the 

exam is the privilege of doing 

more and harder exams!

What is all this for?

The teacher rushes angrily into the 

classroom. The storm is coming. This is how we 

all feel during the short Monday class meeting 

before class starts.

We all understand immediately what this 

means. The whole class quiets down. The 

teacher's eyes become blue, emitting two 

beams of light like swords, killing all the 

resistance we have -  we all lower our heads,

The teacher cares about good 

grades--but does the teacher 

care about the students?

The student experiences a
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waiting to be slain.

“Look at how terrible you all did on the 

exam!" Hearing his roaring voice, we all lower 

our heads further. He continues, “Our class is 

‘No. 1 ’ from the bottom, the lowest rank again! 

Did you not study? None of you entered the first 

10 of the whole grade. The average rate of 

passing students is so low! If things continue like 

this, how can you face the junior high graduation 

examinations? This must change! You are to 

tell your parents to come here this Sunday. 1 

want to have a meeting with them. ”

Another storm is looming. Such days feel 

like they will never end. 1 don’t remember what 

the teacher says next...

Such is our commission: study hard. But 

haven’t we studied hard? What is all this for?

(Liqing, grade 11)

strong power control from his 

teacher.

The teacher may feel that he or 

she is losing face when his or 

her students perform badly—the 

success of the students reflects 

on the quality of teaching.

The important pedagogical 

question is raised by the 

student: what does it really 

mean to study? What is study? 

How is study meaningful and 

good for children?

I retook the exam

In June, 2001,1 retook the junior high 

school examination. Mom seemed more scared

The child worries about the 

mother worrying about him (and
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than 1 was. Late that night, both Mom and 1 

could not sleep. 1 know the exam means more to 

my Mom than to me. Early next morning, 1 was 

awakened by the noise of Mom moving about. 1 

went to the window of my room and blame Mom 

for my sleepless night. Mom said nothing, and 

went into the kitchen. 1 followed her. Mom was 

frying eggs for me. She wept while 1 finished 

eating the eggs.

Meanwhile 1 have gone to the countryside 

and now 1 am back after two weeks of absence. 

As 1 enter the house, 1 see my mother’s face is 

relaxed. 1 know then that 1 have been admitted 

to the key senior high school. 1 have never felt 

so relieved.

( Daqing, grade 9)

his exam performance)—and yet 

blames the mother for his 

discomfort.

For some parents exams equate 

with stress, anxiety, and pain.

How can children who are 

sensitive to their parents not feel 

tremendous pressure and guilt 

(or the relief of it)?

Pressure

The senior high school entrance 

examinations are the first turning point of my life. 

1 know that 1 should give all that 1 have learned 

in the past a thorough review. However 1 find it 

really scary when the teacher warns us 

repeatedly in class, “Nowadays the SHS

The child experience of learning 

is constantly equated with 

never-ending preparation for the 

next test'and the next level.
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entrance examination is more difficult than the

University Entrance Examination. People used

to say CEC exam is like a millions of soldiers

passing over a single wood bridge. Now people

say SHS exam is more like this. /\s long as you

pass the SHS, one of your feet has already

made it across the threshold of a university.” 1

know he is trying to make us realize the

importance of the exams we are facing now. But

the pressure is too heavy for us to endure.

After the exams, before the results are

announced, Mom’s and Dad’s mutterings jam

our ears: “If you succeed, you must go. Even if

we have to sell everything in our house, we will

support you; if you do not succeed, then you go

back home and do farming for the family. 1 don’t

have the money to buy you in. ” 1 am already

very tired. This is yet another burden that

presses me too much.

The announcement letter is finally

received. 1 should have been able to relax for a

while, throwing the burden of exams and For the parents, and therefore

expectations into the Pacific for the moment. But for the child, it is never enough.
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no, Mom and Dad become talkative again to me: 

1 should not be proud, 1 should work harder. 

Study more seriously and prepare for a key 

university. They have bought me yet another 

pile of complementary materials to augment the 

curriculum. 1 feel that the burden becomes even 

heavier than before.

How 1 wish that this time of my life was

over.

(Xiaofei, grade 10)

There is no let-up, no resting- 

immediately one must take on 

more extra learning to gain 

advantages for doing better on 

the next test.

The experience of cheating in the exam

“Sha, sha...” The sound of sorting and 

handing out the exam papers. 1 am so nervous. 

My heart is beating very fast, pounding so loud 

as if it is about to jump out! This is a unit test. In 

this unit, there are many English words that I 

have not memorized yet. If they appear in the 

test... Oh my god! It would be like having a tasty 

candy, but you have to give it up if you have a 

toothache!

1 take the test papers from the teacher, 

while praying in my heart: God help me, not to 

meet any way-blocking tiger. Help me! 1 tried my

Cheating, just like taking the 

exam, is scary. But some 

children feel they have no 

choice than to cheat if they want 

to do well.
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best to calm down and control myself. 1 first do 

the easy questions. It goes well at the 

beginning. But then, 1 am stuck by the 20-mark 

filling-in-blanks-with-words item. My hands are 

trembling. 1 say to myself: do not be afraid. 1 put 

in a few words, and... 1 am thinking of the 

English textbook that is under the desk. It is so 

tempting. 1 need to get a good mark. My left 

hand starts to move around under the desk. 

Sweat drops roll off my forehead. 1 say to 

myself: do it. The teacher will not notice. Finally,

1 make up my mind. 1 am watching the teacher, 

and in the meanwhile, my left hand is flipping 

through the pages under the desk. 1 soon find 

the right page. The moment 1 lower my head 

and start reading, 1 hear the teacher’s voice, 

“Zhanglong, hand your exam paper to me.” 1 

grow pale. It is like thunder on a fine day. All 

finished. 1 don’t remember when my exam paper 

was confiscated. 1 do not come back to myself 

until quite a while later.

(Xiaoling Chen, grade 7)

The right hand wants to do the 

test; the left hand wants to 

cheat. The child may experience 

an internal struggle.

(Cheating on tests and exams is 

a common and widespread 

problem in China.)

Scared
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/ was 11 years old. Our language arts 

teacher was “publicly-recognized” as an 

excellent teacher, because the students she 

taught before have done well in the 

examinations. But 1 did not know why. 1 did not 

like her at all. 1 remember one dark night-after 

two hours of self-study 1 was not allowed to 

leave class until very late because 1 did not get 

100 points in the dictation test. 1 was instructed 

to copy every English word 10 times for 

punishment. 1 felt very bored in the language 

arts class, and now 1 felt it was more difficult to 

memorize these new words. That night, 1 went 

home at 10 pm. It was really a terrible 

experience for me to go home alone at ten 

o ’clock in the pitch darkness of the night. This 

happened several years ago. Every time when 1 

think of it, 1 feel scared again.

(Xuemei, grade 7)

Students may experience that 

exams have scary or bad 

consequences. Punishment may 

be the consequence of doing 

poorly on a test and lead to 

other experiences that are 

traumatic in their own right—one 

punishment leads to other 

punishment.

Prodigy

My mom registered me in a writing 

training class. This is still my first time

A child may feel great joy from 

an unexpected achievement—
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participating in the extracurricular writing class. but the joy may quickly

Unexpectedly, 1 received 94 on my first disappear.

composition. The record so far is 96, only

another two points and 1 will break the record.

Ha, ha, ha... thinking about this, 1 feel very

proud.

Arriving home, 1 immediately report this

good news to Mom. Mom is even more excited

than 1 am, and says to me with all smiles, “My

son! My effort is not in vain! You must have a

superior intelligence. Yes, you are a prodigy!"

Hearing this, 1 reply doubtfully, "Really?” “Yes,

absolutely yes!” Mom says with complete

confidence.

Then, Mom says to me, “From now on, 1

don't want you to play with those children in the Sometimes a child experiences

neighborhood. " 1 protest immediately: “They are punishment for doing well.

my best friends!” But Mom says, "When 1 say

'no' then it is no." And she continues, "From now The student experiences the

on, you will read English for two hours, read strong power control from his

books on composition for one hour. 1 want you parent.

to take reading notes, to do basic writing

exercises, two pages every day. 1 want you to The child may experience the
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write one composition..."Hearing this, 1 became 

very upset 1 rush to my room and cry.

1 know, of course, that 1 have to listen to 

Mom’s words. However, ever since she finds out 

that 1 am a “prodigy, ’’ she demands that 1 should 

get grades no less than 94, but also that 1 

should try to get the highest grades in all other 

subjects. Therefore, every day from now on, 1 

have to struggle with heavy assignments — 

assignments from teachers as well as from my 

Mom.

( Liangliang Lin, grade 7)

parent living vicariously through 

the child.

Children who are set up as 

prodigies run the risk of 

experiencing a terrible fall when 

they cannot live up to the image 

projected onto them.

The taste of (the child’s prodigy) 

success seems to drive the 

mother to make pedagogically 

inappropriate decisions.

Don't play

Ever since grade 5,1 have always been 

among the top three students in class in tests. 1 

am used to standing on the platform receiving 

prizes from the teacher and the applause from 

■ my fellow schoolmates. The prizes range from 

storybooks, dictionaries to all sorts of stationery 

that a primary pupil may find useful. The prize 

presentations usually take place at the assembly 

before the lesson starts.

The child experiences a dream 

(of becoming a famous ping- 

pong star) but the parent does 

not see what the child sees, or 

who the child really is and who 

and what the child wants to be.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



132

This year, I come first in the class and the

prize is quite bulky and heavy, and wrapped in

fancy paper. It is old Chinese tradition not to

unwrap prizes or gifts until you are home. As

usual, 1 put the prize intact in my school bag.

Honestly speaking, 1 must confess that 1 did try

to feel it with my fingers to see what is inside.

Judging from the edges and size, 1 am sure

there are at least 2 big files.

After school, 1 walk home with light

gallops. The first thing 1 do is to show my trophy

to mom.

‘‘I came first in class this term." 1 hand

over the prize and the school report.

"Yes." She then unwraps the “parcel”.

Good gracious! There are two big files, a

notebook, two or three pencils and, most

appealing of all, a table-tennis bat. The bat is

not the commonly seen one. It is rectangular, a

yellow one.

If 1 have this bat, 1 need not ask

classmates to lend me theirs at recess. My bat The child is denied the

is so special that every classmate will envy me possibility of experimenting with
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and ask me to lend it to them. 1 will become their 

star in Ping Pong. 1 indulge in my dream while 

my eyes are fixed on the bat.

“Remember to work harder. Don't play.’’ 

Mom says softly, returning all the stuff to me 

except the bat.

From that time onwards, I've never seen 

the special bat again. 1 am still looking for the 

vanished bat.

(Jennifer, Hong Kong project)

different identities (becoming a 

famous ping-pong player)

The child is “forced” to 

experience learning as work, not 

play.

Then he beats me

1 remember the day when Miss Wong, my 

English teacher, was returning the dictation 

exams. It actually happened many times like 

this.

“Liz!" Miss Wong says. 1 stand up, and 

walk slowly towards the teacher’s desk. My 

heart beats fast. Miss Wong passes my dictation 

book to me. But 1 dare not open it. 1 am afraid 

that 1 do not have a good mark. Whenever 1 

receive a failing mark my father gets angry and 

beats me. The passing mark of the dictation is 

60. If 1 get a mark of 55, then he will hit me 5

For this child, receiving a mark 

is anticipating the severity of 

physical punishment at home.
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times-the difference between the passing mark

and my mark.

1 breathe deeply, trying my best to keep calm.

Then 1 turn over the first page. My heart sinks.

My mark is only 40. Oh, my God, I have studied

hard but my performance is so poor. Why? What

is wrong with me? Panic comes over me. 1 try to

hold back my tears. 1 do not want my

classmates to notice that 1 am sobbing.

Miss Wong tells me that 1 have to show

my parents and have them sign the dictation

book.

When 1 get home, my parents are already (The teacher practices a

there. 1 can feel my heart beating very fast common routine—of dubious

again. 1 take out my dictation book and pass it to pedagogical value.)

my father. He opens it and glares at me. Then,

without saying a word, he takes out the long The father feels that he is

wooden ruler from his room. beating this child out of love, the

He stands in front of me and says, “1 do not hit child experiences the beating as

your right hand! You need it to do your not loving.

homework. Open your left hand! 20 strokes!" He

makes me open my left hand. (This kind of physical

And then he beats me. punishment is quite common
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Tears pour down my face. amongst Chinese parents and

(Christina, Hong Kong project) their children.)

She finally made it

Jill was a quiet schoolgirl of 15 who lived in an

apartment near us. She worked very hard to be

one of the few “head girls” at school. But no

matter how hard she tried, she just could not be This child never experiences

the first in class. praise and holds out success as

Her mom kept reminding her of how excellent an impossible goal: to become

her cousins had been doing and how her older number one.

brother had won first prizes. Actually, her

academic performance was not bad. She was

one of the top five in class over the past 3 years.

However, her mom never praised her. •

One day before the exam results were

released, Jill gave everything she had to her

good friend, including a Barbie doll that she had

had for years. She wrote to her Mom and Dad

apologizing for failing to be the 'first in class'. She The student experiences the

then put on her school uniform claiming that she pain of failing in the exams, but

was going back to school. However, she never more noticeably from the feeling

reached school because she was found dead of losing face for the family and

near her home on the same day. She plunged to for the teacher.
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her death from the top of the 32-storeyed building 

after slashing her wrist.

When her mom received Jill's report card, she 

found that Jill had achieved “first” in her class. 

She finally had made it.

(Lucy, Hong Kong project)

The child experiences suicide as 

preferable to not succeeding.

1 feel that the door began to distance me 

from my mom and dad

After 1 entered junior high school, the 

pressures and tasks to study became much 

heavier than ever before. My spare time after 

school was almost all spent in front of my study 

desk. Mom and Dad showed their special care 

for me. In order to let me study quietly, and not 

be disturbed by the noise of the television, the 

door to the family room was closed all night. On 

the other side of the door my mom was knitting 

some sweater and Dad was watching TV 

programs, and then there was that soft light. 

Behind the door was me, surrounded by all the 

books scattered on my desk and my lonely desk 

lamp. Gradually, 1 learned not to go to Mom and 

Dad’s room for a chat. Mom and Dad do not

The child experiences the 

preparation for exams as 

isolation.

Where some families are very 

involved in their children’s 

preparing for the exam, other 

parents leave their children to 

experience isolation, lack of love 

and exclusion from family 

intimacy—for the sake of their 

hoped-for future success.
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want me to come over to talk, not even for a bit, 

lest it would waste my precious time. 1 feel that 

door began to distance me from my mom and 

dad.

One night, 1 could not bear the loneliness 

any longer and went into my parents’ room, 

hoping to feel the warmth of their affections. But 

1 discovered that my parents’ faces no longer 

bear smiles. 1 understood. 1 should go back to 

my study desk. 1 quietly went back to my own 

room. That door has been closed, keeping me 

from the soft light. 1 know nobody can talk with 

me freely. But, every night 1 still hope, hoping 

that door will open, hoping to see the soft light 

coming through the door.

(Yin Yin, grade 8)

The child experiences the door 

as a physical signifier of the 

family relationship.

Recognition

“Hush! Mrs. Leung is coming. She has got 

our exam papers!”

All the girls fall back into place as Sandra, 

our sentry, whispers out her warnings. 1 have a 

feeling of excitement and tension. This is the 

moment that 1 have been waiting for, the return
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of our first English exam paper in grade 9.

Mrs. Leung starts to hand back the papers.

It is her practice to rank order the students, and

keep papers in the same mark range in bundles. Students experience how

First the papers with marks in the fifties go out, competitive it is to receive

then the sixties, etc. We all keep our fingers recognition.

crossed that our names will not be called too

soon. Finally, we come to the nineties and there It is significant that the less

are only a few papers in the pile. achieving students are buying

“Mary, well done," says Mrs. Leung. So, into the process as well by

Mary who usually gets the top marks has been accepting the way they are

called. Next is Kim, who is always the apple of labeled and the connotations

the teacher's eye. 1 try hard to conceal a secret that go with them.

smile of satisfaction.

Finally, when my name is called, Mrs.

Leung pauses and announces to the whole

class, “1 am really very impressed with Kathy’s

work. She is the only girl who got 100% correct

on section II of the paper, the comprehension

section. Well done Kathy!”

All eyes are on me now.

“Good work, Kathy!" “Congratulations/”

1 receive my paper amidst the clapping of
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hands. This is the moment 1 have been waiting

for since the beginning of the year: the invisible,

quiet little girl suddenly glows and becomes It is very special for a child to

visible. The same happens year after year. At receive a superior recognition

first teachers only notice the more vocal girls. after not having been

For too long 1 feel that 1 have been ignored but recognized for so long.

now 1 have regained my rightful place among

the “elites."

Then, alas! 1 see it: the answer to the third

question, the ‘s ’ for the third person singular is

missing from one of the verbs! My exam paper

is not 100% correct! 1 am panic-stricken.

1 steal a glance at Diana sitting next to me.

Has she noticed my mistake? All the girls are Students are brought to

either busy checking their own marks or trying to experience themselves as elite.

argue for more with the teacher. My mind is a

total blank.

“Now 1 have to collect your exam paper

again. Please pass them up, ” says Mrs. Leung. The student does not want to

In the confusion, 1 pick up my pen and add give back the “medal.”

a little ‘s ’ to fill in the missing bit.

(Chai Ling, Hong Kong project)

Now that student is number 1
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1 don’t remember much from my childhood

but there is one event that 1 still distinctly (This story is a “nice” example

remember from grade one. It has stayed with that shows how the testing and

me all my life, for more than 40 years. examination culture starts to

It was the end of the school year and the build into a child’s school life.)

teacher had handed out nice prizes for all the

students who had done well that year. Many

students received prizes and the teacher gave

me a sweet stuffed bear. When 1 came home 1

showed the bear to my father and told him that

the teacher had given it to me because 1 had

done such fine work.

But my father did not smile. He remained

quiet. Then he said, “You received this prize

because you are number 13.” And he looked at For the first time the child

me, and inquired softly, "Do you remember what experiences not receiving, being

student was the first one to get up? Now that denied, unconditional love and

student is number 1. ” recognition from the parent.

1 looked into my father’s face and felt very The complexity of the testing

strange. and examination experiences

From then on my prize was not sweet any may start very early in the

longer. That day gave me a whole different school life of the child. School

understanding of school. learning is to aim for No. 1, for
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(Dong, Hong Kong project) the best.

Caught in Cheating in the exam

1 am taking the history exam in grade 9 

but 1 feel that 1 haven’t been well prepared for it.

When 1 get the exam paper, 1 quickly 

scan all the question items. Great! Except for 

one question, all the others have been 

anticipated by me in my preparation for this 

exam. 1 feel very excited. “Don’t rush. Do it one 

by one." 1 say to myself. Very soon, 1 finish all 

the choice items, filling blank items, map filling 

items. 1 heave a sigh of relief. Good! 1 should 

have more than 90 points this time. Now, 1 am 

going to do the QA items one by one. Now, the 

“Xingchou Treaty’’! 1 can’t remember its content 

well. 1 know the historical date of this event, but 

what is the exact content of the treaty?

If 1 can answer this question correctly, 

then 1 can get 100 points. Wouldn’t that be 

nice? But 1 cannot recall the content of the 

treaty... Suddenly, the thought of cheating 

occurs to me. 1 have never cheated before. 

Thinking of cheating makes me tremble. 1 have

It is not uncommon to feel 

unprepared for an exam, even 

though one is prepared.

A testwise student learns to 

anticipate examination 

questions. The student is 

experiencing testsmartness in 

the exam.
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never done this before. 1 have always been a

good student. What a shameful act it would be if

1 were caught! People would look down upon

me. They might think that all my previous good Exams may tempt children into

achievements are a ll.... My thoughts are going situations of experiencing moral

wild. 1 constantly ask myself: shall 1 do it or not? stress and anxiety associated

1 imitate the act of cheating; laying down my with cheating.

head on the desk, at the same time looking at

the teacher. Thinking that only one question

answered correctly will award me with 100 The moral distress results from

points, 1 am really reluctantly to give it up. thinking of all bad consequences

A moment later, the teacher seems of cheating and getting caught.

inattentive. My chance has come! 1 quickly ask

my deskmate Ming to pass the answer to me. In The experience of cheating can

less than a second, 1 get the slip of paper with be complex and subtle in terms

the answer. Excited and nervous, 1 cannot hold of inner doubts, anxieties, guilt

the pen firmly with my trembling hand. While feelings, and so forth.

copying the answer, 1 even have to copy word

by word. 1 feel so nervous that 1 cannot even

remember one word or one sentence. My palms,

back and chest begin to sweat. There are still a

few more words to copy. But the teacher sees it.

1 quickly throw the paper away. The teacher is
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coming towards me. Everything is lost. 1 am 

finished! My flushed hot face and hand make me 

really uneasy. 1 am caught!

(Yijun, grade 7)

Examination Moment

The exam today is mathematics, the 

subject 1 fear most.

The first bell rings already. 1 am still 

outside the classroom, trying to rehearse the 

various formulas. Again and again 1 flip through 

the handbook and the past examination papers, 

all the while reciting silently those points that 

seem important. 1 am called in by the teacher. 

Seeing that all other students are so calm and 

confident, 1 feel ashamed of myself. Now 1 

hear the teacher say, “Time to start. ” Like a 

starting shot in a race, everyone rushes to open 

the test book and start off.

I’ve forgotten all my anxieties and 1 jump 

right into the test and start writing.

(Hairong, grade 10)

The experience of feeling ready 

for a test is very important. But 

can anyone ever experience 

feeling completely prepared for 

a test.

Some students may never feel 

prepared (even though they may 

be better prepared than their 

peers who look confident).

Taking an exam is a very private 

experience but it also 

experienced as a social event 

that has a certain atmosphere, 

etc.

Fairness

This is the first midterm exam since 1
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entered the junior high school. Just because it is

the first, 1 treat it with all seriousness. 1 have

prepared myself pretty thoroughly. When the

exam papers are handed out, 1 quickly skim the

whole paper and find that the questions are all

within the scope of my review. In half an hour, 1 Exam taking may be an

have finished the whole paper. 1 feel very happy. individualistic experience: the

1 look around, and see that most of my experience of separating oneself

classmates are still carefully working on their from others.

papers; except for a few students who are

obviously copying each other’s answers. They

are cheating! No way, this is like robbery! 1 feel

annoyed. They should not be able to get away

with this. It is not fair to me and the others! 1

want to report them to our teacher. But, how can

1 do this? Some students who experience

Just then, 1 hear the teacher say, “The much success on exams may

student in seat 4 in row 2—keep your eyes on feel superior to their peers.

your own work. Don’t ever think of cheating!” Oh

no! he is looking at me. 1 immediately raise my

hand and respond, “No it’s not me. It is Chan

Wei who is copying from his book under the

desk. ” Teacher Zhang says, “Okay. Stop it. Students may experience being
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That’s enough. Chan Wei is doing fine! But 

you’re looking around makes me suspicious that 

you are the one who wants to cheat."

Chan Wei stares at me with hatred.

(Wu You, grade 8)

set-up against their fellow 

students.

We should be honest, shouldn’t we!

That was a language arts test. 1 was very 

confident that 1 should be one of the top three. 

However, when the announcements come out, 

the result was far from what 1 expected. When 

the exam paper was handed out, 1 checked the 

items one by one. And 1 found that there is one 

10-point item that 1 should have done right. But 

why was 1 so careless? 1 blame myself. Strong 

vanity drives me to erase the wrong answer and 

replace it with the correct answer. Then 1 took 

the paper and showed it to the teacher with 

trembling hands. Seeing it, the teacher knew 

immediately what 1 had done, but he did not 

expose me. He responds as if he suddenly 

realizes something, “Oh... Perhaps 1 made a 

mistake. What does the old saying say again? 

Yes. ‘If you did something wrong, then correct

Some children may be mark- 

hungry. Here the teacher stills 

the hunger but also lets the 

student experience the (false) 

source of the hunger.

(This teacher shows a nice 

sense of pedagogy!)

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



146

it.’ Right?” He then added 10 points to my

paper, and said to me, “We should be honest,

shouldn’t we?” The marks have been added, but

the teacher’s comments make me uneasy for

several days... In the end, 1 told the teacher

what 1 had done ...

This little incident, perhaps in many people’s

eye, is just a small thing. But for me, it

changed me greatly.

(Meixue, grade 9)
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Chapter 6 Phenomenological Inquiry of the Lived Meanings of Students’

Examination Experiences

In this chapter a phenomenological discussion will be attempted, using the 

thematic understandings gained from the previous chapter. It will show that the 

examination experiences are complex phenomena. Some meaning 

dimensions are strongly culturally embedded; other meaning dimensions may 

be more socially, individually, or existentially based.

Tracing the etymological origin of examination

It may be helpful, before actually looking into the lived meanings of students’ 

examination experiences, that we consult the etymological meanings of the 

word “exam” and “test" in English and in Chinese. We find that some 

etymologies in English immediately evoke experiential sensibilities. The 

academic use of the term “test” and “testing” only dates from the early 20th 

century. In late Middle English the word “test” denoted a cupel used to treat 

gold or silver alloys or ore. From this usage derives the expression “to put to 

the test” and “to stand the test.” The Latin testu and testum referred to earthen 

pot and testa meant shell or jug (Chantrell, 2002, p. 508). The word “examine” 

comes from the Latin examinare meaning to test, weigh. Examin referred to 

the tongue of a balance. Early uses from the 17th century of the word
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“examine" refer to “weigh accurately" by using a standard or rule that has a 

very strong quantitative nature. Examining knowledge has such early usages, 

to “weigh”, to “measure” in terms of accountable quantity. (Chantrell, 2002, p. 

187).The contemporary usage of examination is as a formal test; but 

sometimes the word exam and test are used interchangeably.

The Chinese word for examination is One may realize that this is the

simplified writing style created since 1949. The Chinese traditional way of 

writing it is as in Hong Kong and Taiwan. Both of the two forms come

from the original Chinese character that was written on Oracle:

It is a pictographic symbol. The left part looks like a soldier standing in a 

warriot dressed with armor; Holding in his hand in the right part of the 

pictorgraph is an ancient spear-shaped weapon called a “yue”. Thus, 

“examination” originally means to “try” and to “compete” (See Shuowen Jiezhi, 

1987, p.256). As described in Chapter 2 about the history of examination, we 

noticed that the ancient examination in China focused first on the “six arts” 

(rituals, music, archery, charioteering, literature, and mathematics) and later 

more on literary writing, Chinese calligraphy, painting, nature, geography, 

besides the Confucian classics. In addition, there was a different type of test,

P
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the "military test” that usually focused on the martial arts performance of 

various kinds.

Here we may sense that in ancient China, the major meaning of examination 

was to select, to try, and to compete. It was more like a government function of 

selecting officers using a series of literary and military criteria.

Test or exam in its modern form, however, has both the function of selection 

and assessment. Selection focuses on choosing according to a set of fixed 

criteria. Assessment has an intention of evaluating a person’s progress or 

achievement. But the modern assessment is more of a summative rather than 

a formative nature. The strong technical sensibility of examination already 

conflicts with the original meaning of assessment and evaluation. While 

selection is a necessity for the society, the assessment is more of a 

quantitative nature. The nature of examination has changed drastically since 

the ending of the imperial examination system in late Qing Dynasty, when the 

feudal kingdom was defeated by the combined modern western powers. On 

the one hand, the meaning of the concept examination has become more 

technical; and on the other hand, it has a stronger intention to measure and 

weigh quantitatively the progress and academic achievement of a learner.

In both English and Chinese etymological explications of the meaning of terms 

“exam” and “test” in their original form, we realize that they are similar in that,
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in both languages, an exam has indicated a human basic interest in

understanding things, quantitatively measuring knowledge and yet they are 

also different in that the English word has a focus on “weigh” and “measure”, 

while the Chinese character has a strong sense of “selection through 

competition”.

Examinations and tests are unique “educational” experiences

There are all kinds of teaching and learning going on in schools, but tests and 

exams seem to be special phenomena. We need to distinguish between the 

actual examination and testing moments and the broader contexts of school 

experiences that cannot really be separated from the exams. However, the

moment of taking an exam seems to have qualities that are easily

recognizable by students who are used to taking tests and exams. For 

example, the silence, the atmosphere of pressure, the sense of

competitiveness, the self-talk, the possibility of cheating and the pressure of 

time, can all be aspects of the exam experience. This student seems to 

describe quite vividly the actual moment of sitting for an exam or test:

The noisy classroom suddenly quiets down when the teacher enters 

with the examination papers. All is quiet, so quiet that we could hear the 

sound of a needle falling to the ground. This is the examination room. 

This is the battlefield we are going to fight in. Here is the place that we 

show our academic achievements.
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I admire those students who are sitting straight. They are calm, very 

confident, a tinge of a smile lingering on their mouths, whereas my 

heart almost jumps out of my chest. How come that I cannot calm 

myself down?

It is as if I see many eyes looking at me. Oh, they are my teachers, my 

mom and dad. They look like they are speaking to me: have confidence 

in yourself and try your best. Now I calm down a little bit, holding the 

pen up. This pen is the embodiment of adults’ expectation.

‘‘Dinging, dangling,...” the clear sound of bell is ringing, the horn for the 

dash blows. The classroom becomes even quieter. The sound of pens 

writing is all you can hear. Item One I finish very quickly. Then I finish 

the numbers 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5 of Item Two. No 6. Gosh! I am stuck at 

this item. I don’t know what to fill in the first blank. One minute, another 

minutes passes, I racked my brain, sweat dripping down from my 

forehead. I try very hard to recall what the teachers taught in class. Oh, 

I didn’t listen carefully. It is my fault. Oh! Let’s move to the next item. As 

I am about to try the next item, the door of my memory seems to open 

to reveal a tinge of light. Aha, that is it! I almost jump up. I proudly look 

around, and see everybody is wasting no time in finishing the test. Now 

I see, it is not yet the time to get excited, I blame myself. “The one who 

laughs last laughs the best,” I tell myself not to be too proud...

(Jiang, grade 8)
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This experiential account is written by Jiang, a grade 8 Chinese student. 

Taking an exam is a very individualistic experience but it can be also 

experienced as a social event that has a certain atmosphere. Note how Jiang 

describes the pressure and expectation from adults, the way of handling each 

of the test items, the self-talk. All these shows that the actual moment of test 

taking has its unique features that is different from all the other educational 

experiences in schools.

It is not uncommon for the student to feel unprepared for some exam, even 

though he or she is prepared:

I am taking the history exam in grade 9 but I feel that I haven’t been 

well prepared for it.

When I get the exam paper, I quickly scan all the question items. Great! 

Except for one question, all the others have been anticipated by me in 

my preparation for this exam. I feel very excited. “Don’t rush. Do it one 

by one.” I say to myself. Very soon, I finish all the choice items, filling 

blank items, map filling items. I heave a sigh of relief. Good! I should 

have more than 90 points this time.

(Yijun, grade 7)

Yijun long learned to anticipate examination questions. Not unlike him, many 

students may also experience the test smartness in the exams and tests.
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Some test wise students express the experience of the exam as an intellectual 

combat between the examiner and the examinee. One is trying to win over the 

other. Students may experience exams in a warlike mood: days of hard battle 

and torture.

The examination takes three days. And three days of hard battle finally 

come to an end. When we leave the examination hall, we sense the 

freedom and expanse of the outside world. Some students cry from 

sheer relief.

(Wing, grade 8)

In exam driven schools, students are “asked” to experience their 

relative worth

In exam driven schools students experience a certain reality, and this reality 

has a certain atmosphere. Exams and tests seem ever present. Life in 

classrooms that are test and exam driven acquires an atmosphere of 

competitiveness, comparing oneself favorably or unfavorably with others. This 

atmosphere sponsors a certain language with a vocabulary containing terms 

such as elite, mediocre, top, ordinary, low-grade, high-grade, inferior, and 

superior. This language has consequences for students to understand 

themselves in certain ways. As a student, I may grow up with the “knowledge” 

that I am low-grade:
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/ am a “low-grade” student, a real, authentic low-grade student. I am the 

staircase for high-grade students; I am the scapegoat for good students 

to excuse themselves for decreasing grades, the laughing stock for my 

classmates, the nail in teachers’ eyes, the worries of my parents’ heart...

(Xiaoqiang, grade 11)

The way that the teacher addresses a particular student at any moment of a 

lesson can be experienced by the student as determining or reflecting his or 

her worth and value in the class. In other words, everything the teacher does 

(every word, gesture, glance, action) can be “read” by the student as if he or 

she is receiving the outcome of a test. This language mediates for students a 

sense of self-identity. So, evaluation takes place even in non-test, non

examination situations. In the teacher’s remarks, posture, tone of voice, facial 

gesture, etc. are contained evaluative judgments and qualities that may cut 

deep into a student’s sense of self.

He reprimands me sternly, “What are you doing?! Walking here and 

there and disturbing your classmates?! If you don’t want to study, then 

get out of the classroom!”

(Xiaoqiang, grade 11)
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Here we see that a student is being considered in the teacher’s language as 

dispensable. He is not valued as a person in his own right. In other words, for 

some students this evaluative experience may be positive, for others it may be 

very negative. Linling says,

When a good student asks the teacher whether a math problem has a 

simpler solution, the teacher praises him for his deep questioning. But 

the same math problem, the same question from a low-grade student, 

and the same teacher comments with a mocking tone, “you are splitting 

hairs; don’t expect to walk up to the sky with one step!" When a high 

grade student wins a race in track and field, the teacher praises him for 

his intelligence, morality and physicality; whereas when the same race 

is won by a low grader, the teacher says you “only know how to play, 

but don’t know how to focus your energy on your study." When high 

grade and lower-grade students make the same mistakes, the teacher 

reprimands the lower-grade students first, until it makes the student’s 

face turn red or cry. Teachers are more generous to the high-grade, like 

Hao. If he is late for school, the teacher says with a light comment, 

“Come early next time, Hao.” But if I, a lower-grade student, come late, 

the teacher will not listen though I may have a good excuse. He won’t 

even mention my name. He will not listen; the punishment may be to 

stand outside the classroom for the whole period.

(Linling, grade 11)
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For Linling, the evaluative climate during lessons seems to have created 

privileged and nonprivileged “classes” in the class.

In exam driven schools, tests and exams are not just discrete events

In China, tests and examinations dominate school life and the student’s mental 

life. Students experience the exams in their anticipations while they are at 

home, or when they go to bed, or when they look for friends on the way to 

school. The child’s experience of learning is constantly equated with never- 

ending preparation for the next test and the next level:

The announcement letter is finally received. I should have been able to 

relax for a while, throwing the burden of exams and expectations into 

the Pacific for the moment. But no, Mom and Dad become talkative 

again to me: I should not be proud, I should work harder. Study more 

seriously and prepare for a key university. They have bought me yet 

another pile of complementary materials to augment the curriculum. I 

feel that the burden becomes even heavier than before.

How I wish that this time of my life was over.

(Xiaofei, grade 10)
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Examinations do not just last a few hours. When the spell of exam is over, the 

pressures and preoccupations remain. It is difficult to relax after exams that 

have such high stakes. And, thus, an anxiety-ridden exam experience may be 

prolonged for many more hours after the exam is officially finished.

So, examination life is never ending and the sense of exam is ever present.

For the parents, and therefore for the child, it is never enough. There is no let

up, no resting-immediately one must take on more extra learning to gain 

advantages for doing better on the next test. For example, for Dawei the 

reward for doing well on the exam is the privilege for doing more and harder 

exams:

On Monday morning class, the math teacher comes in with all smiles. 

He says, “Generally speaking, the examination results in the whole 

grade were not good. It shows that the math problems tested this time 

are very difficult. Even so, there are two in our class who made over 90! 

One is Wu Zhengxing, the other is Ma Dawei. ” Each of them will be 

awarded an elegant notebook. ” When I get the prize, my heart beats 

fast; I feel my face become red. Then the teacher continues, “Wu and 

Ma have been selected to participate in the Hope Cup, our National 

Mathematic Contest..." Hearing this, my heart beat even faster. I am so 

excited!

(Zijiang, grade 8)
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In China, examinations may be experienced as family events or affairs

Taking an exam is a family experience in Chinese culture. In comparison, in 

Canada many parents may not have a clue whether or when their children 

take important tests and exams. Examinations are like very significant events 

in which many Chinese parents take a detailed, very serious inquisitive 

interest.

The school playground is packed with people. It seems there are more 

parents than students. Every examination center has made available an 

emergency room. Exam takers need it. Their parents also need it. 

Standing under the scorching sun for several hours, our parents are 

really amazing...

Eventually, students begin to exit the examination room. Parents mill 

around, asking this and asking that. My Beida (Beijing University) 

dream shattered, I walk out of the classroom. I feel numb. In the 

distance, my father is walking towards me. I rush into his arms and cry.

(Qing, grade 12)

On the one hand, examinations that children must take may bring them closer 

to their parents who may experience extreme concern and worry about their 

child's health as well as the child’s performance. On the other hand, relational 

tensions are growing among the family members. Parents and grand parents
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become worried as the exam event approaches. They care for the child, but 

they also produce even more pressure on their child with the meticulous care 

and well-meaning worries. Xiao Li, one of the interviewees, describes the days 

before the national college entrance examinations:

Day and night, the whole family is mired in a tense atmosphere. No one 

appears anxious but everyone can feel the air is heavier with time 

passing. Father tries to tell jokes at the table and others laugh. But at 

the end of the laugh, a silence begins to bite into the bones. Mother 

cooks as many dishes as she can in the kitchen. I know they are trying 

to make me happy and relaxed. Mum makes many good dishes but I 

have no appetite. Anxiety lingers on.

(Chen Gang, grade 12)

Family care and pressure is not only limited to the few days before and after 

the exam and test events. It actually starts in their child’s everyday school life. 

For example, when school day is over, Chinese parents will typically ask, “Did 

you get any homework home?” “Any exams today?” Students have to deal 

not only with the turmoil of exams but they have to remember details on which 

they will have to report. The parent does not ask, “How was school today?" 

But, “How many marks did you bring home?

‘‘Lei, what is your score in math this term?"
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“Dad, I didn’t get a good grade. In mathematics I have 90, in language, 

uh, I... have 76points.”

(Qianqian, grade 7)

At home, children may be treated as prize entries into a competitive race. For 

some parents and grandparents, the exams the students are going to take are 

promising opportunities to bring the family glory and pride.

I have become the special person in my family. I do not need to do 

anything except study. For the first time, my parents quarrel about my 

diet. Dad thinks that I should eat mainly meat so as to add more 

nutrition; Mom insists that I should eat more vegetables to maintain a 

clear head. The quarreling goes on and on. So Dad manages to get a 

whole bunch of books, and finally they reach an agreement: during the 

examination preparation period, eat mainly meat, and during 

examination taking period, eat mostly vegetables. I often see my fragile 

grandma fold her hands in front of her chest, muttering some words. I 

know, she is praying for me. In her family, there have not been any 

university students so far. Naturally, she hopes that her eldest grandson 

can finally fulfill this goal and earn the family the glory.

(Ding, grade 12)
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The child is treated with special care. But this kind of specialness can also be 

experienced as burden for the child.

Furthermore, test and exam events may be experienced by school staff as a 

school teacher event. The teacher’s honor is also at stake. The teacher may 

feel that he or she is losing face when his or her students perform badly - the 

success of the students reflects on the quality of teaching. After all, how well 

students perform on tests is closely related to how well teachers teach to the 

test. So, when a large provincial or national standardized test is held, teachers 

are usually present before and after the exam, making sure their students are 

ready to take exams, and helping students to estimate what score they may 

get. When the scores of the class are published, the teacher may feel “very 

shameful” and may have a sense of “losing face”.

Liqing recalls the moment in the class when the teacher brings a storm of 

reprimands to the whole class:

“Look at how terrible you all did on the exam!” Hearing his roaring voice, 

we all lower our heads further. He continues, “Our class is ‘No. V from 

the bottom, the lowest rank again! Did you not study? None of you 

entered the first 10 of the whole grade. The average rate of passing 

students is so low!

(Liqing, grade 11)
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This teacher constantly compares his class with the other classes.

Examinations and tests are strongly emotion laden experiences

There is much emotional turmoil associated with exams and tests. Students 

may carry a lot of baggage (guilt, doubt, excitement, pressure) into the exam. 

There may be positive and negative self-talk: self-blame, self-congratulatory 

moments, trying to maintain calm throughout the exam, etc.

But also, the enterprise of being tested and examined is associated 

sometimes with very strong emotions and feelings. A child may feel great joy 

from an unexpected achievement—but the joy may quickly disappear. For 

example, children who are set up as prodigies run the risk of experiencing a 

terrible fall when they cannot live up to the superior image projected onto 

them. The following is what Liangliang remembers his first writing exam 

experience:

My mom registered me in a writing training class. This is still my first 

time participating in the extracurricular writing class. Unexpectedly, I 

received 94 on my first composition. The record so far is 96, only 

another two points and I will break the record. Ha, ha, ha... thinking 

about this, I feel very proud.

Arriving home, I immediately report this good news to Mom. Mom is 

even more excited than I am, and says to me with all smiles, “My son!
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My effort is not in vain! You must have a superior intelligence. Yes, you 

are a prodigy!” Hearing this, I reply doubtfully, “Really?” “Yes, absolutely 

yes!” Mom says with complete confidence.

Then, Mom says to me, “From now on, I don't want you to play with 

those children in the neighborhood. ” I protest immediately: “They are my 

best friends!” But Mom says, "When I say 'no' then it is no." And she 

continues, "From now on, you will read English for two hours, read 

books on composition for one hour. I want you to take reading notes, to 

do basic writing exercises, two pages every day. I want you to write one 

composition...” Hearing this, I became very upset. I rush to my room and 

cry. I know, of course, that I have to listen to Mom’s words. However, 

ever since she finds out that I am a “prodigy, ” she demands that I should 

get grades no less than 94, but also that I should try to get the highest 

grades in all other subjects. Therefore, every day from now on, I have to 

struggle with heavy assignments — assignments from teachers as well 

as from my Mom.

(Liangliang Lin, grade 7)

The taste of success seems to drive this mother to make pedagogically 

inappropriate decisions. For Liangliang, the experience of doing well becomes 

a source for punishment: more tedious assignments and no more play.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



164

Students may experience that exams have scary or bad consequences. 

Punishment is a common consequence of doing poorly on a test and may lead 

to other experiences that are traumatic in their own right—one punishment 

leads to other punishments. Children may receive the anger and punishment 

of their parents in shame. For students, exams equate with stress, anxiety, 

and pain.

Whenever I receive a failing mark my father gets angry and beats me. 

The passing mark of the dictation is 60. If I get a mark of 55, then he will 

hit me 5 times—the difference between the passing mark and my mark.

I breathe deeply, trying my best to keep calm. Then I turn over the first 

page. My heart sinks. My mark is only 40. Oh, my God, I have studied 

hard but my performance is so poor. Why? What is wrong with me? 

Panic comes over me. I try to hold back my tears. I do not want my 

classmates to notice that I am sobbing.

Miss Wong tells me that I have to show my parents and have them sign 

the dictation book.

When I get home, my parents are already there. I can feel my heart 

beating very fast again. I take out my dictation book and pass it to my 

father. He opens it and glares at me. Then, without saying a word, he 

takes out the long wooden ruler from his room.
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He stands in front of me and says, “I do not hit your right hand! You 

need it to do your homework. Open your left hand! 20 strokes!” He 

makes me open my left hand.

And then he beats me.

(Christina, Hong Kong project)

Out of such physical punishment and mental suffering that is expected from 

adults for not doing well, students may experience a tremendous amount of 

anxiety and pressure in exams that may not be very helpful at all in achieving 

better results. In another anecdote, Jill is able to get high marks, but her 

parents never praised her and are never satisfied with the result. “Why can’t 

you get No. 1 for just once? Look at your cousin. He always gets No. 1!” So, 

the exam can be experienced as a strong sense of failure and 

disappointments that may even make life no longer endurable and livable. Jill 

killed herself after one exam, thinking that she disappointed her parents again.

The prospect of examinations places great burdens on children in terms of 

family expectations. For the child the family’s pride and honor are at stake. 

One interviewee says:

My father once told me that I gave him a lot of “face" because of my 

good performance in school... I think, as a factory worker, he did not 

have too much pride in his job -  it’s not the kind of job a man could gain
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respect for, and my father was a proud man -  but because of me, he 

received a lot of praise from others -  this made him walk proudly.

(Liu Bing, grade 11)

Getting good grades can “bring glory to the family". In this sense, studying and 

achieving well in exams is not so much for the child as for the family.

Exams may be experienced as number

Chinese students become very sensitive about number, the grade and 

standing they receive. They care so much about the number that sometimes 

teachers from other countries may feel quite overwhelmed by this sensitivity. 

One Canadian teacher comments that in her class, she notices that Asian 

children are very meticulous about the grades they receive for their reports, 

assignments, projects, and tests. “After receiving the test papers or 

assignments back, these students will check the answers and calculate 

carefully to see if there is any possible miscalculation by the teacher. If there 

is, the student will not hesitate to report to the teacher and ask for a 

correction.” Comparatively, other students may be more accepting of the test 

outcome and less concerned about trying to negotiate an extra point or half 

point.
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In a test driven school culture, examination marks, points, and numbers 

become full of meaning to the students. An examination mark, in the parents’ 

and teachers’ eyes, tells the whole story of student learning in school and 

shows the measurement of school achievement. And for the student a number 

may be experienced and viewed as a representation of what he or she “is” and 

the status in the class:

If you are falling behind in the rank, the teachers will blame you, Mom 

and Dad will blame you. Classmates will laugh at you, too. I remember 

that when I finally received the test result, I felt numbed. I wept... I got 

the 15th in that midterm exam, and was moved from the first row to the 

fourth row in the class. I feel I am only a number, nothing more or less. 

Since then, I start to hate exams, hate it all through...

(Yan, grade 10)

Here Yan experiences a strong anxiety about her grading number. In exam or 

test driven schooling, students may identify his or her self-worth with a 

number; but the number is unstable: it may go up or down. And so the 

student’s sense of self-identity is fragile dependent on the number game. It 

affects how people look at the student. The social and class status of the 

student changes when the exam result changes. Yan seems to experience the 

self as a number instead of a person.
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Grades on exams may seem arbitrary or chance occurrences. It may seem 

that mere chance strongly shapes one’s identity, decides one’s worth, and 

determines one’s fate.

I silently go through the textbooks, checking every uncertainty that I may 

have about my memory of the test. The strange thing is that I cannot find 

any mistake that I could have made. Could it be that my exam paper 

was graded wrong? But I had already asked and the teacher told me 

that she has checked it. Is it possible that they counted it wrong? How I 

wish it was true!

Mom asked me last night about the exam results. But I was evasive. I 

stubbornly think that there is still hope that my grade could be changed. 

After all, I know that I am a superior student.

(Haibin, grade 10)

A grade on a test can profoundly shake one’s sense of self and self-worth. 

Haibin experiences an internal struggle when receiving the low marks. He is 

concerned that he will no longer be considered as a superior student. Of 

course, he is reluctant to accept a number that will change his status 

downward.

An examination outcome (number) may also have financial value attached to 

it. Losing one point in an exam may mean more money for entering a
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prestigious high school. Therefore, number in exams may be experienced as 

money:

Mom reluctantly gives me the school tuition fees on the registration day, 

“Other children only need to pay 1200 yuan, but you need 3600 yuan. 

This is the punishment we receive for you not working hard.”

The first day, the teacher puts me in the last row in the classroom. One 

Wednesday evening, the teacher in charge calls me to her office and 

says to me, “Your Mom paid the school triple the money as the others to 

get you in. Do you know that? You must work harder. Although your 

junior high school graduation exam marks were bad, it does not mean 

that you need to get bad marks in the coming years. Though we know 

we should not judge students by marks only, the whole of society ask for 

marks. The universities also ask for marks. Remember that!”

(Chunsheng, grade 10)

The mere number in exams and tests may also mean corporeal punishment. 

Physical punishment is scary for the student. Mental punishment is even more 

serious. So, not uncommonly, children may feel forced to change the number 

on an examination paper, hoping that this could avoid the punishment from the 

parents. One interviewee recalls:
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One time I changed my mark on the unit test examination. I had a 71. 

This is a very low mark according to my Dad’s standard. I was so 

scared that he would beat him again. On the way home, I constantly 

looked at the paper, and thought what I should do. All of sudden, such 

idea came into my mind. Change the number on the paper! The number 

7 can be changed into 9. If you do not look at the number carefully, you 

won’t be able to see the changes. So, finally, with my trembling hands, I 

changed the number from 71 to 91. That is the only time that I did this. 

And I avoided the punishment from Dad.

(Yaowu, grade 8)

So, every mark counts. The following is another thought-provoking case told 

by a school counselor:

I have encountered a hurtful case. The child was only 9 years old when 

he came to see me. He is smart and lovable, eloquent. I noticed that he 

suffers from OCD (Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder). Nine of his fingers 

have been bitten badly. I guess this is what happens as I heard the story 

from his mother.

The child’s school achievement has always been among top students.

He often gets No. 1 in school exams. But his parents hope that besides 

this, he should also aim at 100 marks on all the subjects. Otherwise, he 

will be beaten. This is therefore, producing a huge amount of pressure
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for him.

Every time when exam date is approaching, he feels much anxiety. He 

often prays, "God. Help me. Let me get 100 marks. I don’t want to be 

beaten..."

Get 100 marks on every subject. How difficult it is! Gradually, the fear 

before the monthly exams develops. One week before the monthly 

exams, he starts to bite his fingers, to ease his worries.

(Chang, school counselor)

So much about exams and tests seems to have to do with numbers. An 

examination number may mean a family glory and pride, a (mis)recognition of 

one’s self-identity, objectification of the student into an object. Sometimes, in 

the extreme case, the examination number can mean life and death.

Exams may tempt children into cheating

Cheating, just like taking the exam, is scary. But some children feel they have 

no choice but to cheat if they want to appear to do well.

“Sha, sha..." The sound of sorting and handing out the exam papers. I 

am so nervous. My heart is beating very fast, pounding so loud as if it is 

about to jump out! This is a unit test, in this unit, there are many English 

words that I have not memorized yet. If they appear in the test...

(Xiaoling chen, grade 7)
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The student feels that he is not well prepared for the exam. In fact, nobody will 

feel well prepared. So, when such test items appear, the student starts to 

worry and the cheating is so tempting.

But then, I am stuck by the 20-mark filling-in-blanks-with-words item. 

My hands are trembling. I say to myself: do not be afraid. I put in a few 

words, and... I am thinking of the English textbook that is under the 

desk. It is so tempting. I need to get a good mark. My left hand starts to 

move around under the desk. Sweat drops roll off my forehead. I say to 

myself: do it. The teacher will not notice. Finally, I make up my mind. I 

am watching the teacher, and in the meanwhile, my left hand is flipping 

through the pages under the desk. I soon find the right page. The 

moment I lower my head and start reading, I hear the teacher’s voice, 

“Zhanglong, hand your exam paper to me. ” I grow pale. It is like thunder 

on a fine day. All finished. I don’t remember when my exam paper was 

confiscated. I do not come back to myself until quite a while later.

(Xiaoling chen, grade 7)

The child may experience an intense internal struggle. The right hand wants to 

do the test while the left hand wants to cheat. The experience of cheating can 

be complex and subtle in terms of inner doubts, anxieties, guilt feelings, and 

so forth. Yijun writes:

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



173

Thinking of cheating makes me tremble. I have never done this before. I 

have always been a good student. What a shameful act it would be i f  I 

were caught! People would look down upon me. They might think that 

all my previous good achievements are all .... My thoughts are going 

wild. I constantly ask myself: shall I do it or not? I imitate the act of 

cheating: laying down my head on the desk, at the same time looking at 

the teacher. Thinking that only one question answered correctly will 

award me with 100 points, I am really reluctant to give it up.

(Yijun, grade 7)

Exams may tempt children into situations of experiencing moral stress and 

anxiety associated with cheating. “Cheating has become a fact of school life,” 

some western scholars say (Cizek, 1999). Cheating has become a very 

common, very important and pervasive educational problem and presents a 

real challenge to Chinese educators and policy makers. Recently, the Ministry 

of Education in China requires that every student sign the “Honest Agreement” 

before they take the National Entrance Examinations. It is an indication of the 

seriousness of this problem. In several rich provinces examination rooms have 

been equipped with advanced monitoring systems.

Plagiarism, inappropriate collaboration and cheating on exams—sometimes by 

ingenious methods—are predictable responses by some students facing high
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academic pressure. The higher the stakes and stiffer the competition, the 

more temptation and incentive students have to cheat.

The exam carries the significance of parental and teacher expectations

One interviewee says:

I hate studying so much, but to get to college, to make my parents 

happy, to achieve higher social standing, I had to do it... I remember in 

my third year when I was studying the most boring Politic Sciences, I 

hated it, I tore up the book, I smeared it with ink... but after the tantrum,

I had to give myself up to the fate and pick it up again and study....

(Wang Hao, grade 12)

Sometimes the expectations are impossible to live up to as in the Hong Kong 

Newspaper story:

Jill was a quiet schoolgirl of 15 who lived in an apartment near us. She 

worked very hard to be one of the few “head girls” at school. But no 

matter how hard she tried, she just could not be the first in class.

Her mom kept reminding her of how excellent her cousins had been 

doing and how her older brother had won first prizes. Actually, her
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academic performance was not bad. She was one of the top five in class 

over the past 3 years. However, her mom never praised her.

One day before the exam results were released, Jill gave everything she 

had to her good friend, including a Barbie doll that she had had for 

years. She wrote to her Mom and Dad apologizing for failing to be the 

'first in class'. She then put on her school uniform claiming that she was 

going back to school. However, she never reached school because she 

was found dead near her home on the same day. She plunged to her 

death from the top of the 32-storeyed building after slashing her wrist.

(Lucy, Hong Kong project)

Of course, not all children will experience the expectations as so traumatic as 

in Jill’s story. But nevertheless, these expectations may be a heavy burden for 

the child. The child may experience the parent living vicariously through the 

child. The child may feel that what all she aims to fulfill is what her parents 

have designed for her. For example, parents may want their child to become a 

lawyer, physician, etc.

Students may experience test smartness

In actual test or exam moment, students may experience test-wiseness and 

exam-smartness. As Yijun describes his examination moment:
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When I get the exam paper, I quickly scan all the question items. Great! 

Except for one question, all the others have been anticipated by me in 

my preparation for this exam. I feel very excited. “Don’t rush. Do it one 

by one.” I say to myself. Very soon, I finish all the choice items, filling 

blank items, map filling items. I heave a sigh of relief. Good! I should 

have more than 90 points this time. Now, I am going to do the QA items 

one by one.

(Yijun, grade 7)

In the actual moment of taking the exam, the student learns to finish the test 

items quickly. Students tend to develop a test-smart move in dealing with the 

test: scan all the items, do the easiest first, then gradually do the difficult ones. 

When encountering a difficult item, bypass it for the moment and do the others 

first. Test smartness also reflects in what Yijun says (“Great! Except for one 

question, all the others have been anticipated by me in my preparation for this 

exam.”). Guessing and anticipating is a common strategy used by students. 

The students may feel delighted when all the test items have been within the 

rehearsal, preparation, or review. Test and exam driven learning environments 

may develop students' test smartness and test wiseness in preparing for, and 

taking the test.

What occupied my mind in those school days, was grades, exams, how 

to get perfect scores, how to be on top of the class, or even of the

with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



177

grade... I pursue perfection in my grades and exam results. If I missed 

some points or lost to someone, I felt very bad... Because I always 

stayed until the last minute, and I asked myself to get the perfect grades, 

this added up tremendous pressure on myself.

(Zhang Li, grade 11)

Test or exam driven schools sponsor a certain exam mood or atmosphere that 

invites students and teachers to always think in terms of exams: how to 

prepare the exams, how to take the exams, even how to estimate and 

calculate exam results, and so on and so forth.

Exam oriented learning may be experienced as monotonous and 

tedious

In examination driven schools, much learning is oriented towards good 

examination outcomes and test performance. Teachers repetitively lecture and 

drill the same content, over and over again. Then heaps of homework 

assignments are given to students to reinforce the things learned in schools. 

Jiawei writes:

In a blink, it is Sunday again. In elementary school Sundays are filled 

with just a few homework assignments. But in the middle school, 

homework can pile up higher than me. For example, take the homework
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assigned to us for this weekend! The big essay, the small composition, 

copying English words, 20 math problems and three test papers to 

complete... these are all tedious and awfully boring...

(Jiawei, grade 7)

One of the interviewees says:

I have no Sunday: It is just the “seventh day of the week". Many 

students spend their weekends in the library. Others carry books or 

English language cards with them in the toilet and in the streetcar or 

bus. The period of reviewing for the examination is even worse. Due to 

excessive tension, the students constantly suffer from headaches, 

fatigue, insomnia and neurasthenia, and such symptoms become worse 

daily. It is not unusual for them to talk in their sleep or recite articles or 

themes. There is a general loss of appetite, accompanied by weight 

reduction in the case of most of the students. What is more serious is 

that there are instances of fainting in the dinning room, library or even in 

the examination hall.

(Pan liping, grade 12)

School life of students is filled with rote memorization, lesson drilling, preview 

and reviewing, and a huge amount of homework assignments. These dull and
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repetitive learning activities affect students’ mental health as well as their 

physical health.

This student experiences the classroom teaching as dry and dull:

Classroom teaching consists mostly of the teacher reading his lecture 

notes and the students taking them down like recording machines. 

Some students, after attending a two-period class, have to spend more 

than that much time to verify and supplement their notes. The teacher 

relies on his notes to teach. In practical teaching, the teacher 

emphasizes note-taking.

(Xie Gang, grade 12)

In test driven schools, students may experience a sense of guilt when they are 

playing. This is a predicament that exam oriented learning tends to create. The 

child experience of learning is constantly equated with never-ending cycle of 

studying for the next test and the next level. From a very young age, 

sometimes as early as in kindergarten, children are forced to experience that 

schooling is to compete, to aim for No. 1. The following is a teacher’s 

memory:

It was the end of the school year and the teacher had handed out nice 

prizes for all the students who had done well that year. Many students
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received prizes and the teacher gave me a sweet stuffed bear. When I 

came home I showed the bear to my father and told him that the teacher 

had given it to me because I had done such fine work.

But my father did not smile. He remained quiet. Then he said, “You 

received this prize because you are number 13.” And he looked at me, 

and inquired softly, “Do you remember what student was the first one to 

get up? Now that student is number 1.”

I looked into my father's face and felt very strange.

From then on my prize was not sweet any longer. That day gave me a 

whole different understanding of school.

(Dong, Hong Kong project)

What does this little incident mean for the child? Father does not love me 

unconditionally. School is to compete and strive for No.1 to gain an approving 

eye from the parent!

Children are also forced to experience that learning is work, not play.

After school, I walk home with light gallops. The first thing I do is to show 

my trophy to mom. “I came first in class this term.” I hand over the prize 

and the school report. “Yes. ” She then unwraps the “parcel”.

Good gracious! There are two big files, a notebook, two or three pencils 

and, most appealing of all, a table-tennis bat. The bat is not the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



181

commonly seen one. It is rectangular, a yellow one. If I have this bat, I 

need not ask classmates to lend me theirs at recess. My bat is so 

special that every classmate will envy me and ask me to lend it to them.

I will become their star in Ping Pong. I indulge in my dream while my 

eyes are fixed on the bat.

“Remember to work harder. Don't play. ” Mom says softly, returning all 

the stuff tome except the bat.

From that time onwards, I've never seen the special bat again. I am still 

looking for the vanished bat.

(Jennifer, Hong Kong project)

Little Jennifer experiences a dream of becoming a famous ping-pong star. But 

the parent does not see what she sees for herself; the parent does not see 

who the child “really is” and who and what the child wants to be. The child is 

denied the possibility of experimenting with different identities, such as 

becoming a famous ping-pong player in the above story.

Life in exam oriented classroom may be experienced as being 

marginalized

In test driven education systems, students may not experience the warmth and 

friendship of others. Rather, what the child experiences is the hard and cruel 

competition from the others, the fear that “If you win, I will lose” prevails. Once
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entering the middle school, some students may notice that the harmonious 

relationship among them disappears. Instead, there is more suspicion and 

guarding against each other: some students with good scores become 

reluctant to answer questions from the classmates about course problems, or 

pretending to say that he/she does not know the answer or don’t have time to 

answer it.... Some students deliberately show no attention or appear casual 

about their study, but when alone in the evening at home, he/she will work 

very hard. Some students boast to others that they played this game or the 

other, or watched a good TV, etc., but actually he studied very hard till very 

late at night. Some even hide or throw away his classmates’ books or 

materials, hoping to set up some blocks to his class competitors.

The fear that “if you win, I lose" is demonstrated to its extreme in the following 

descriptions by one parent, who overheard a short conversation between a 

parent and her son on bus:

The other day in a bus, I heard a short conversation between a mother 

and a son, which makes me feel quite sad. The boy told his mother that 

just before the exam, his desk mate asked him about a math problem. 

He pretended that he didn’t know how to solve the problem but actually 

he did know. It happened that the math problem appeared in the exam. 

The boy said to his mother, “He (his deskmate) must not have solved
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the problem in the exam. So, this time, my marks will surely be higher 

than his."

(Jin, a parent)

The child feels a sense of triumph over his classmate’s bad luck. And this 

type of feeling is not uncommon in the students’ experience in test-oriented 

classrooms as well.

(I am eliminated from the elite class) With tears smarting my eyes, I 

pick up my schoolbag and the piles of my reference materials, exercise 

collections and test papers from my desk. At this moment, how I wish 

that somebody would come to give me some comfort and 

encouragement. Even just a word! However, when I raise my head, 

what I see makes me even sadder: some students are celebrating their 

stay by drawing a cross on their chest, murmuring “Thank God. You 

saved me in this class. ” Some, rubbing their bottle-bottom like eyeglass 

lenses, make preparations for the next class. And, those Olympic Test 

winners: they are still holding the thick books, studying the questions 

only college students will start to learn. — The whole class seems 

indifferent.

( Pan Ting, grade 12)
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Pan Ting was removed from the elite class because she could not keep up 

with her test performance this time. She feels that she was being “put away” 

on the outside, being marginalized.
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Chapter 7 The Pedagogical Significance of Students’ Examination

Experiences

Chapter 6 focuses on the experiential meanings of examination and test 

events in student lives; Chapter 7 aims at pedagogically discussing the 

phenomenological interpretations of chapter 6. Pedagogy challenges us to 

come to terms with the question of what is in the students’ best interest. 

Pedagogy asks us to distinguish what is good from what is less good (or bad) 

about our actions and educational practices. So, within the context of this 

chapter, the main question borne in mind is, “What do the phenomenological 

meanings of examination experiences suggest for us in how to act 

pedagogically in our everyday dealings with students in schools?" and “What 

pedagogical advice could we glean that would be of use for teachers, teacher 

educators, parents, school administrators, and policy makers?”

Against the backdrop of the phenomenological interpretations of Chapter 6, 

the themes of study vs. play, self-identity, face sensitivity, and the question of 

how to deal with exams more reflectively and tactfully, have been discerned 

for further pedagogical discussions.

Study and play
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“From now on, keep on working harder, don’t play.” This was the response of 

Jennifer’s mother to her good performance when Jennifer got the first in her 

class and returning home with her trophy. Moreover, her mother “confiscated” 

the table tennis bat that the girl likes most among the prizes she was awarded 

by the school. Such response from parents and teachers are common in 

China. The parent always urges the child to try harder and harder: to work 

more and to play less, or better not to play at all. Such parents and teachers 

do not consider the pedagogical value of play in the child’s learning and 

growing up.

In the test oriented Chinese society, students are influenced strongly by an 

atmosphere where everything seems to be directed towards good test results 

and exam performance. Anything that is not related to or is likely to affect 

examination result will be considered useless, impractical and not worthwhile. 

Exam and test culture creates a clear-cut dichotomy between study and play. 

Study is considered a virtue, whereas play, a bad conduct for a student. So, it 

is not a surprise that Chinese student is studying as hard as Jie describes:

I studied every day -  at least five or six hours, including Sunday, 

holidays -  no exception. I do not have the luxury of play. At that time, I 

was just so driven by my desire to become the top one. My parents 

asked me to go to bed early, but I always stayed up late. But because 

other classmates who competed with me all did the same thing, I did
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not feel too bad or too strange, you know, it was the way for every good 

student.

(Jie, grade 12)

In Jie’s eye, study means preparing for good exam marks. Students are 

induced to think that study means to work hard, to understand what the 

teachers teach from the prescribed curriculum and memorize, through a 

tedious and tremendous amount of exercises and drilling. Study, as the 

parents and teachers suggest in some of the stories, is definitely not play. Play 

is considered a waste of time and has nothing to do with the activities required 

to perform on exams, and therefore the activities of play are seen to be 

worthless.

There is, of course, a large body of knowledge and literature in developmental 

psychology that indicates that play is actually an important part of the child’s 

and student’s learning process. For example, Piaget (1962) describes the 

developmental components of play and identified three types of play, each of 

which is characteristic of a stage in the development of the child: sensorimotor 

play, symbolic or representational play, games with rules. Bruner (1972,1976) 

views play as a means for acquiring knowledge of environment and 

experience with the child’s world. Knowledge and experience acquired through 

play develops and maximizes the ability to act with flexibility. Play can produce 

the imaginative flexibility that makes tool use, invention, and creativity
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possible. De Castell (2003) argues that learning and play are intertwined 

processes: learning occurs in play and vice versa.

So, play can promote learning and it is an activity that children engage in for 

its own intrinsic joy and value. Nonetheless, in a test-driven context, 

pedagogically uninformed and insensitive teachers and parents tend not to 

see the value of play in the child learning and growing up. What they think is 

best for the child is to study ever harder and ever longer for ever better exam 

results. However, these are not just personal pedagogies that are at work: 

noticeable in this emphasis on effort to ensure academic achievement is the 

eastern epistemology of learning suggesting that learning success is primarily 

associated with hard work and efforts (in contrast, western epistemology of 

views learning success as a function of intelligence and ability). Such 

epistemological assumptions about the effectiveness and value of work and 

effort echo easily in the Chinese proverbs and sayings: “With diligence, you 

can grind an iron bar into a needle;" “Practice makes perfect;” “Jade requires 

chiseling before becoming a gem;" “Learning is like rowing upstream, not to 

advance is to drop back;” “Slow birds should start flying early to catch up with 

others;” etc. As a consequence of this thinking, teachers and parents 

supplement the student with a huge amount of (often boring and repetitive) 

exercises and homework to reinforce and augment what they learn in schools. 

They do this perhaps in good pedagogical faith: to give the student a 

competitive advantage and to keep the student away from playtime.
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Teachers and parents who are pedagogically thoughtful may be more inclined 

to consider the significance of play in children’s lives and learning. In concrete 

circumstances such as in the story of Jennifer, the teacher or parent should at 

least ponder as to how to deal with such situations where there is a tension 

between play and learn. Obviously, when children only want to play, it may not 

be pedagogically the best thing for the future of the child. Teachers will warn 

the child, “No, no, you should not play at the moment.” But sometimes, when 

the child is working at something and the work gradually becomes a joyful 

play, teachers and parents should be able to see that in transforming learning 

into play, it may become a powerful experience for the child, as well. So, the 

question, the teachers and parents here need to ask constantly in specific 

situations is, “what is this child experiencing at this moment?" and “what could 

be done to help make the child’s experience more conducive to his or her full 

development for the present and for the future of this child?”

Reading a novel, writing poems, scrutinizing historical documents, 

contemplating Plato, analyzing a painting, solving equations, observing 

microorganisms--these could and should be a pleasure and joy of learning, 

and they are when carried out outside the test driven curriculum in leisure at 

our own pace to satisfy the child’s personal interest and own curiosity.

Self identity
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Life in classrooms that are test and exam driven tends to become infused with 

an atmosphere of pressing competitiveness, inviting students to compare 

themselves favorably or unfavorably with others. This atmosphere sponsors a 

certain language with a vocabulary containing terms such as elite, mediocre, 

top, ordinary, low-grade, high-grade, inferior, and superior. This vocabulary 

has consequences for students to understand themselves in certain ways. As 

the anecdotes in Chapter 5 show, for example, the student may grow up with 

the “knowledge” that I am a “low-grader”, I am a “superior” or I am a “prodigy”. 

In test and examination contexts, exams and exam oriented education 

becomes the sole media for the student to develop a sense of self-knowledge. 

Teachers and parents should wonder how this type of self-identity 

development may be very limiting and constraining.

Young people who constantly are forced to think of themselves in terms and 

categories that are associated with tests and exams, therefore are in danger of 

developing a one-sided sense of self. Self-identity is a complex notion, but it 

cannot be something that is finished-rather it is the difference we sense in 

being who we are and in not-being who we are, it is the openness created in 

the recognition of the difference of oneself from the other with whom we live 

and identify. And if self-identity is the realization of the tension between the 

being of self and the becoming of self, the understanding of self and the 

reinterpretation of self, then this realization is impoverished and shallow if it is
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performed largely in terms of marks, grades, numbers and competitive 

standing.

Exam driven education discourages students to experiment with other identity 

possibilities. The student may dream to be a badminton player, but the exam 

system may not encourage this genuine interest of the child to even have a 

try. In Jennifer’s story, her mother fails to see what the child sees and does not 

recognize what the child wants to be. By taking away the special table tennis 

bat, Jennifer’s mother is denying the child an opportunity. Ostensibly, the child 

can only shape her identity through performances on exams.

Wang Hao says,

I hate studying so much, but to get to college, to make my parents 

happy, to achieve higher social standing, I had to do it... I remember in 

my third year of senior high when I was studying the most boring Politic 

Sciences, I hated it, I tore up the book, I smeared it with ink... but after 

the tantrum, I had to give myself up to the fate and pick it up again and 

study....

(Wang Hao, grade 12)

To Wang Hao, studying for exams implies a strong denial of self-identity. 

Somehow he sees no other way out but compromise with his imposed “fate".
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In another case, Deng feels inferior among his elite peers. Deng used to be a 

top student and after graduation from Junior High, he was admitted into the 

elite senior high school in the city. He describes,

At that time, I became quite zibei (feeling inferior, lacking confidence) -  

because everyone is so outstanding. In that elite school, I just see too 

many excellent students, who come from good families, smart, talented, 

with good character... With these models, I feel so inferior. I am no 

longer somebody!

(Deng, grade 10)

The competitive atmosphere makes the student come to a self-knowledge of 

being “inferior”. The question raised here is, “Is this experience good for the 

child’s well being?” Chinese parents and teachers may argue that it is good for 

this child in this situation, because it makes him realize his weakness and then 

strengthen it so he can achieve more: strengthen the student’s weakness for 

better exam achievement! A pedagogically thoughtful teacher or parent may 

wonder, however, and challenge this view by asking, “How healthy is it for the 

child’s identity development to submit the child so rigorously to exams?” A 

pedagogically sensitive teacher would be aware that exams constitute a very 

limited way of shaping the child’s sense of self and would try to provide other 

opportunities when the child does not perform well in one area.
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Social pressures, other people’s comments, praise or blame on the students’ 

examination marks, may also profoundly shape or shatter the child’s sense of 

selfhood. For example, Chinese parents and neighbors in the same 

community usually talk about the children in their gathering, comparing this 

child with that child, saying that “this” child in this family has a bright future, 

etc. But what does this mean for “that" child? Paul Ricoeur (1987, 1990) 

argues that, because selfhood is something that must be achieved and 

something dependent upon the regard, words and actions of others, as well as 

chancy material conditions, one can fail to achieve a sense of selfhood, or 

one's sense of who one is can fall apart. The narrative coherence of one's life 

can be lost, and with that loss comes the inability to regard oneself as the 

worthy subject of a good life; in other words, the loss of self-esteem.

In a strong competitive culture, it may be not possible for a person to 

experience explicitly the sense of self and individualism, to try a life of one’s 

own, for the happiness of one’s own, to have a space of one’s own. In China, 

entering a university has been the major route for students to be successful in 

their future career. The students do not have much choice about their life 

besides studying and preparing for universities. But, of course, the majority of 

students will not be able to go to university. And while aiming for studying in 

universities, students who are accepted still do not have much chance to 

choose their favorite area, because all these have to be determined by the 

grades, by how many apply for the area. So, those who have passed the
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entrance requirements (and this is already very hard), do not want to lose the 

opportunity of getting admitted. In the end they may accept any area that is 

offered by the Admission Office. So, this route to success is an imposed one 

instead of by personal choice.

In the Chinese culture, self is easily sacrificed for the benefit of the collective, 

for example, for the family’s honor and “face”, for the class, for the school, and 

so on. The influence of the exam culture on the self is profound. Some 

scholars doubt that it is possible for young people to develop a clearly 

delineated sense of self in the exam and test driven education system of 

China (Bailey, 1990). So, again, a pedagogically sensitive teacher or parent in 

China will have to be aware of the cultural influence as a whole to the 

student’s selfhood formation, while at the same time, constantly challenges 

him or herself and questions the validity of the cultural influence in the 

concrete situations by asking, for example, “Does the exam and exam 

atmosphere shape the student and child’s self-identify to his or her best 

interest?”

In discussing the nature of the teacher-student relation, the German 

philosopher Nohl suggests that teachers should always be oriented in a 

double intentional direction: “by caring for a child as he or she is, and by caring 

for a child for what he or she may become" (1982, pp. 135, 136). Obviously, 

the whole enterprise of testing and examining students is fraught with
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contradictions: we want the best future for our students and yet we do not 

want to sacrifice the present life of the student totally for this future. A 

pedagogically sensitive teacher needs to see the tension of this double 

intentionality between the student’s present and future, and act towards to the 

best interest of the child, even though the question of what is in the child’s best 

interest is always an open one and should be regarded with great caution by 

educators. The point is, however, that the best interest of the child should 

always be part of the pedagogical conversation among parents and teachers 

and among children and those who care for them.

Face sensitivity

In Chinese culture, students may experience exam and test events as an 

opportunity to gain face or lose face, or to add or diminish the family glory. 

Sometimes, achieving good exam results may be experienced not so much an 

honor and face for the student him or herself as for the family, for the teacher, 

for the school or even for the country. Recognition in examination may mean, 

“adding honor" and “gaining face” for the family. This experience is very 

cultural to Chinese and is deeply embedded into the Chinese traditional history 

that strongly promotes the collective “family" value. This can be seen through 

the daily use of the Chinese words, such as “gong jia" meaning public family, 

and “guo jia" meaning the nation family, “shi jia” meaning private family, “da 

jia" meaning a family for all. Family is considered the core of the social life. To

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



196

a Chinese, doing something may not just mean doing something for oneself, it 

also means doing it for the “family”.

The notion of “face” is central to Chinese collective culture. The word "face" 

has now come into common usage in English, having acquired a meaning in 

English that approximates what the character mianzi (face) means to the 

Chinese. English speakers use the phrase "saving somebody’s face" to mean 

the act of arranging a delicate social situation in such a manner that any 

negative critique of somebody is muted. "Losing face" means, "to be 

humiliated by the exposure of one's weaknesses." "Mianzi" or "face” refers to 

the sense of psychological and social well being that comes from the public 

recognition of one’s merits and virtues (Schoenhals, 1993, p. 68). Failure in 

examinations could have a severe consequence, such as losing face for the 

family and the school. Students feel so publicly hurt and humiliated because 

people consider that it demonstrates their incompetence.

So, sometimes, wanting to get high marks in examinations comes from not a 

real interest in learning, but rather a desire to protect oneself or one’s family 

from public dishonor. Loss of face is, thus, fundamentally an emotional 

reaction of a person who has failed to live up to others' expectations. A 

student can cause loss of face for others. For example, if the student fails a 

university exam, then s/he might experience that s/he has caused the parents 

to lose face (diu fumude Han).
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Face sensitivity is a common phenomenon in many cultures, since it relates to 

one’s self respect (zizunxin), or self esteem (Schoenhals, 1993, p. 68). So, 

while it is a common feature in many societies, it is even more prominent in 

Chinese culture. “Face” is a metaphor, as is generally understood, for self 

esteem. But in China, it further refers to the honor and respect of the “family” 

including the complexity of meanings that the notion of family carries. So, to 

understand the student’s examination experience, the significance of “face” is 

one of the important dimensions that need to be taken into consideration. A 

student who passes the college entrance examination wins glory for him- or 

herself. But he or she wins even more glory (zheng guang) for his or her 

school, his or her teachers, and his or her parents. Diligent students will often 

say that their motive for studying was to repay the efforts their parents had put 

into raising them by passing the college entrance examination, thereby 

winning glory for their parents and teachers.

Holding a superior accountable for his inferior's performance is a tradition of 

long standing in China. Many Chinese traditional sayings reflect the fact that a 

child or student must be nurtured to greatness, so that if he fails to become 

great, it is the fault of his father or teacher. The famous Three Character 

Classic includes the following: "A father is in the wrong if he gives birth to a 

son but doesn't teach him, and a teacher is lazy if he is not strict with his 

student" (Yang bu jiao, fu zhi guo. Jiao bu yan, shi zhi duo)\ and, "Famous
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teachers give rise to good students" (Ming shi chu goo tu); as well as, "When 

those above behave unworthily, those below will do the same" (Shang Hang bu 

zheng, xia Hang wa).

A son will study hard in order to earn honor for his father.

My father was a worker. I felt that he was mistreated and looked down 

upon in his job. I told myself I had to study hard, to get into a good 

school, them my father could “raise his head" among his colleagues.

(Jiahua, grade 11)

A successful student, in order to avoid arousing his classmates’ jealousy and 

avoid being seen as one trying to put himself in the limelight, may attribute his 

success to the efforts of his teacher and parents.

Zhu Jia describes,

When I graduated from elementary school, Mum and Dad hoped that I 

could pass the municipal entrance examination and enrolled in a key 

junior high school, but I ended up in a second-class school. When junior 

high school years were over, Mum and Dad hoped that I could enter a 

key senior high school, but again I ended up in a mediocre one. Since I 

was young, I always let my parents down. Every time I heard my parents
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sighed, “Hai, Why can not my daughter earn me some honor...” I was 

twisted with pain.

(Zhu Jia, grade 10)

The student experiences the pain of failing in the exams, but more noticeably 

from the feeling of losing face for the family and for the teacher. The emotion 

and the sense of failure that result in the loss of family face may be so 

disastrous that life may be no longer endurable. Jill may have ended her life by 

plunging to her death from a high rise, because she felt so strongly being 

responsible for the loss of face of her parents in her failure to rank first.

In short, face and exam events are two important aspects of the Chinese 

social life; Chinese people usually relate one with the other. A pedagogically 

thoughtful teacher or parent may actually challenge the culturally rooted notion 

of face: Are we pedagogically responsible when we submit the student to 

exam, simply for gaining some “face" or “honor" for us? What does it really 

mean for the child or student to win glory or “face" for the school, for the 

teacher, for the family?

Examination and assessment practice in classrooms

The students’ experiential stories pose another very important pedagogical 

question, “What does examination and test as a type of assessment do to the 

student’s healthy development? How should assessment be conducted for the
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good of the child and student?” The question may be too general, but it may 

guide us in understanding the pedagogical meanings of student exam 

experiences.

Indeed, in every moment of school and classroom, we are constantly 

assessing and evaluating the students, both consciously and unconsciously.

“Good morning, class. I have just completed marking your recent 

assignments. Oh, I did enjoy marking them. Some of the writings were 

tremendous. The excellent grammar and the information in some of the 

writings pleased me tremendously. However I did come across the odd 

few that disappointed me, the grammar in those few was atrocious, and 

the information was incorrect. ”

Mr. Li paused as his eyes fell upon me. His cold dark eyes were focused 

directly at me. They were like a heavy weight pushing down on my chest.

I couldn’t turn away. Crannies began to appear around his mouth as he 

smiled wickedly at me. I felt a cold shiver go up my spine. I became 

agitated. I shifted in my seat trying to avoid his piercing eyes. I turned 

away, however I could still feel the presence of his eyes close in on me. 

“As I was just saying, class, I have completed marking your assignments 

and it is my privilege to hand them back.” He then moved through the row 

of seats like a predator eying each and every student, before returning 

the assignments.
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As Mr. Li approached my desk, my whole body froze. He laid down my 

paper on my desk, and eyed me like he had the others. However he 

spoke to me in a harsh tone. “Your work was incomplete; your grammar 

was atrocious, while your information was incorrect. I could have 

mistaken your paper for Grade one writing."

My face turned red. I quickly covered my face in my hands. There were a 

few meek laughs behind me, however I told them quickly to shut up.

It was rather apparent that my writings didn’t please Mr. Li. However 

there was no reason for him to humiliate me in front of all my classmates.

I was so ashamed. I hated that man.

(Liping, grade 7)

This story recalls a trivial and ordinary classroom moment that is recognizable 

in every classroom. But even a trivial moment in a classroom contains rich and 

often subtle evaluative experiences for students. A small praise, a little blame, 

a certain posture, a hostile look, a comment with a sarcastic tone... In all 

these tiny things that the teacher does or says, he or she is already giving the 

students “marks”, a subtle or not so subtle evaluation! Insensitive teachers, 

give little thought as to how this could affect a student’s growth. Severe 

consequences of our daily heedless assessing practice would include such 

responses from the student, “I do not like the class any more,” “I hate the 

teacher for ever,” “I do not like the subject,” “I feel that I am a dumb student,”...
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It is pedagogically significant that small things can have consequences for the 

child’s whole life and leave a lasting imprint on their sense of self.

Exam and test driven education tend to promote a strong type of summative 

evaluative language. Teachers tend to use words such as excellent, bad, low 

grader, top student, talented, inferior and superior. The classroom and school 

life is permeated with a grading tone. The function of final and entrance tests 

and exams is obviously trying to gain a summative assessment of students’ 

learning performance in terms of examination results or labeling the student 

with numbers. Grades in this case seem impersonal. Being graded on a test 

can be experienced therefore as degrading, an assault on our sense of self. A 

thoughtful teacher will question this kind of summative practice and be more 

attuned to the student and pose the evaluation statement in a more formative 

way and conducive the child’s learning progress.

To assess a child's educational growth is a very challenging endeavor. It 

requires not only the knowledge of assessment “tools”, it also requires 

thoughtfulness. "Thoughtfulness is a special kind of knowledge” (van Manen, 

1986, p. 8). Thoughtful teachers will ask, “What could I have done to make it a 

better experience for the student?” “Who and what is this child becoming?” 

What are this child’s possibilities?" and so forth. Of course, praising students 

blindly and indiscriminately may not always be good for them either. The point

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



203

here is that a tactful teacher will have to ask him- or herself the appropriate 

pedagogical question and feel the tension of evaluation and act accordingly.

Developing a sensitive and thoughtful pedagogy of examination

Phenomenological pedagogy is a systematic inquiry into student’s existential 

and experiential dimensions of their life world, aiming for a better 

understanding of student’s individual being. It is an existential pedagogy, 

aiming to develop a pedagogical reflectivity and thoughtfulness of teachers, 

parents and other child education related professionals to act for the good 

being of students. Pedagogy, as van Manen defines it, is "the activity of 

teaching, parenting, educating, or generally living with children, that requires 

constant practical acting in concrete situations and relations" (van Manen,

1997, p. 2). Exam as the major assessment practice and as one part of the 

important educational experiences in schools are such pedagogical situations, 

because testing and examining requires a form of pedagogical acting that 

“constantly distinguishes what is appropriate from what is less appropriate in 

the dealing with our children" (van Manen, 1991, p. 60). The pedagogy of 

exams is, therefore, as my research project’s major goal, to bring the student’s 

lived experiences into awareness, to bring about the discussion of the 

pedagogical implications of these experiential meanings and cultivate a 

pedagogical thoughtfulness and sensitivity in teachers, parents, childcare 

workers, educational administrators, policy makers and other education
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related adults in their everyday living and interacting with young children, 

particularly in test-related situations.

A. Maintaining an experiential orientation to student’s test and exam 

events by remembering and writing practice

It is shocking to realize that through the present research project that how little 

we actually know about Chinese students’ experience of examinations and 

how rarely we as adults (parents, educators, teachers, administrators, policy 

makers, health workers) seriously reflect upon these experiences and think 

about the pedagogical implications of our educational practices. As the 

teacher is expected to treat the job of teaching more and more technically, the 

teacher is less and less able to reflect upon the meaning, purpose, and 

significance of the educational experiences of students whom the school and 

the curriculum are supposed to serve.

Children are not simply anonymous objects to be taught, trimmed off, or 

molded, nor are they empty vessels to be filled with so-called knowledge.

Rather, they are children with names and unique personalities who live in 

particular environments with other people. These are the children with whom 

we, as parents, teachers, and doctors live in our everyday lives, to whom or for 

whom we are required to do something. As adults, we are always standing in 

a certain relation to the students. In our daily living and dealing with young 

children and students, we constantly encounter situations where an action
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from the adult is expected. This is of no exception in the examination and test 

situations and in the circumstance surrounding exams and tests.

To become pedagogically thoughtful through the process of understanding 

children, we need to be reflective and sensitive. Throughout the efforts to 

understand students in an examination context, the researcher also needs to 

understand himself or herself and his or her own relationships with the children.

In doing this research and in collecting the experiential accounts, stories, and 

anecdotes about tests and assessment, I often encounter moments in 

pedagogical situations where thoughtful pedagogical action is expected from 

the teacher or other adults. From the anecdotes that I have collected, we can 

see that students are very sensitive to the test results, especially how people 

around him/her (including teachers, parents, classmates and friends) respond 

to the test results. However, most of the teachers and parents in the student 

stories appear insensitive and tactless in handling the pedagogical moments 

with the student. A careful observation may notice those minor changes in the 

student. A little blame or praise may make a great difference! It is really sad 

and surprising to notice that in many cases, teachers and even parents often 

pay little attention to children’s experience. Why? Perhaps, we seem very 

often take the situations like these for granted and we think we have seen too 

much and know our students well. We seldom really pause ourselves to 

authentically tune ourselves in to students’ experiential dimensions.
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A thoughtful pedagogy of examination thus needs to cultivate the teachers’ 

sensitivity and thoughtfulness in dealing with situations related to these 

examination and assessment situations. To become pedagogically thoughtful 

through the process of understanding children, we need to be reflective and 

sensitive. There are at least three ways in which teachers and any other 

adults that are related to the education of young students can do to 

understand what examination experience can be like for a child.

First, we can recall from our own personal childhood experience since almost 

all of us experienced at some time of our lives tests and examinations. 

However, we should be aware that children nowadays may experience 

examination situations differently. Second, we can listen to the experiences of 

others to develop our own sensitivity of examination situations. However, we 

should also be aware that others may have different experiences, some 

negative and some positive. Third, we can observe and get to know our 

students’ experiences in various ways, including student writings and through 

our everyday dealings with them. But we also should realize that students may 

hide their experience for fear that it may reflect negatively on the way the 

teacher sees them. So, there is a danger of making convenient judgments 

here. And thus the question how teachers learn to reflect upon the nature and 

consequences of exam experiences by their students should also call our 

caution. Keeping these concerns foremost in mind may get us closer to the 

experiential reality and make better reflections possible. As a whole, we 

should always keep an open mind and attune ourselves to students’
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experiences and maintain certain pedagogical sensitivity. Tact, as van Manen 

states, “shows itself as openness to the child’s experience” (van Manen, 1997, 

p. 169).

These acts of remembering and sharing of experiences through various 

sources are the important channels of obtaining the research data for this 

research and they can open up new opportunities for students, teachers, 

teacher educators, school administrators, other child education related 

professionals to reflect on these experiences and discuss their possible 

pedagogical implications and significances. The anecdotal descriptions also 

provide opportunity for reflections about pedagogical questions and cultural 

dimensions of examinations in China schools and society. Teachers, students 

and other participants can benefit from an increased awareness of the 

historical background, the economic functions and the cultural nature of 

examinations in China. It is in the context of an awareness of such cultural 

traditions and present day global pressures that teachers (and the education 

related professionals) may gain a more thoughtful pedagogical perspectives 

on examinations and an understanding of the direction in which schools 

should move with regards to the issue in the examination system.

B. Awareness of the cultural experience
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We should be aware that some of the stories in this dissertation are existential, 

while others are highly cultural and deeply rooted in the Chinese traditional 

culture. It would appear that many of the stories in this study show negative 

aspects of the examination system and its excessive pressures on students 

and their teachers. We understand that there could also be stories that tell the 

brighter side of the affair, for example, how students and teachers can 

occasionally turn their tests and examinations into something positive, 

something that promotes growth on both sides. As one of my interviewees 

says:

I am the type of person very fit to live under the examination system. It 

provided me a motivation to study, and gave me a direction to go, 

otherwise I think I wouldn’t know what to do. The exam did not place 

too much pressure on me. Instead, it served as a guiding force for me 

to study regularly and even gladly. I like tests and examinations; they 

gave me a sense of achievements. You know how much you learned by 

seeing your test results... I usually made effective study plans to follow 

the test schedule, and felt very fulfilled and satisfied when I reached the 

goal of my plan...

(Jianguo, grade 12)

We would agree that a certain level and kind of pressure might not only be 

necessary but also desirable for spurring young people on to achieve what
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they want to achieve. Yet, from a pedagogical point of view, it can be argued 

that there are values embedded in our conventional practices that allow adults 

to ignore the multi-dimensional feelings (pressure, sense of failure, anxiety, 

depression, and so on) and quality of students’ lived experience, and turn a 

deaf ear to their problems and difficulties.

C. Pedagogical tact and its implications for educational practice

When discussing the pedagogical tact and thoughtfulness in tests and test 

related situations and its implications for educational practice, we need to be 

aware that pedagogical tact and thoughtfulness is preconditioned by the care, 

the strong desire and willingness to turn to the lifeworld of the student and 

student’s experiences (van Manen, 1990). With this strong intent and 

orientation, the teacher is able to identify with, or at least be more cautious 

and tactful in understanding what the situation is like for the child and then 

comes the next important part of the process, that is, the teacher will act in 

response to the pedagogical situation, in the sense of readiness to take 

appropriate action when and as necessary. The following incident shows a 

nice example of pedagogical tact practiced by the teacher:

That was a language arts test I was very confident that I should be in 

the first three. However, when the announcements come out, the result 

was far from what I expected. When the exam paper was handed out, I
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checked the items one by one. And Alas! I found that there is one 10- 

point item I should have done right. But why was I so careless? I blame 

myself in my mind. Strong vanity drives me to erase the wrong answer 

and replace it with the correct answer. Then I took the paper and 

showed it to the teacher with trembling hands. When reading it, Mr. Li 

seemed to be thinking something. Then he said all of sudden, as if he 

suddenly found out something, “Oh... Perhaps I made a mistake. What 

does the old saying say again? Yah. 'A good person must correct his 

mistake when he found it.’ Right?” He then added 10 points to my 

paper, and said to me, “We should be honest, shan’t we?”

The marks have been added, but the teacher’s comments make me 

uneasy for quite several days... In the end, I told the teacher what I did 

that day...

( Meixue, grade 9)

Some children like Meixue may be mark-hungry. Here the teacher stills the 

hunger but also lets the student experience the (false) source of the hunger. 

The teacher demonstrates a fine sense of tact. He has tactfully changed a 

contingent classroom situation into a pedagogical moment and makes it 

meaningful for the students. Such tactful act of teachers makes a life moment 

a powerful experience for the student and leaves a lasting imprint on the 

student.

with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



211

Stories like this are very good sources for teachers to reflect upon. It may not 

tell other teachers what to do next time when they are in similar situations, but 

through reflecting upon the lived experiences like this, teachers may hopefully 

become more open, sensitive and thoughtful in the actual dealing with 

students.

Should or would the teacher act the same way as Meixue’s teacher? Of 

course not. It all depends, perhaps, for example, on the student’s personality, 

on the teacher-student relationship, on the time and place. “Tactful action is 

always immediate, situational, contingent, improvisational” (van Manen,

1991a, p. 123); and as Martin Buber says,

In spite of all similarities every living situation has, like a newborn child, 

a new face, that has never been before and will never come again. It 

demands o f you a reaction which cannot be prepared beforehand. It 

demands nothing of what is past. It demands presence, responsibility; it 

demands you.

(Buber, 1961)

So, the classroom is every changing, dynamic, every moment is different from 

another and tact is characterized by moral intuitiveness: a tactful teacher 

seems to have the ability of instantly sensing what is the right or good thing to
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do. Through reflective practice, we may become more sensitive and thoughtful 

in our actions.

Meixue is now a teacher herself and in recalling the story he says,

Although this incident happened some time ago, I still can remember 

that particular moment clearly, so clear as if it just happened. It may 

seem to be a minor thing to some people, but it really changed me and 

influenced me. Reflecting upon this incident makes me more sensitive 

now in my own teaching practice.

By orienting ourselves to the students’ experiences and constantly reflecting 

upon them, we may somehow develop a type of pedagogical tact and 

sensitivity that will enable us to act more thoughtfully and tactfully in a specific 

moment. Unlike any scientific techniques or instructional technology, this type 

of knowledge is embodied and enacted in an unpredicted ways. “It can not be 

planned or predicted” (van Manen, 1991, p. 144). However, one thing is 

somehow certain that we will be more sensitive and tactful.

“Pedagogical tact requires tactful sensitivity toward the child’s subjective 

states, an interpretive intelligence, a moral intuitiveness, and improvisational 

resoluteness in dealing with young people” (van Manen, 1991 p. 124). In test 

or test driven situations the tactful teacher would be sensitive to signs that the
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student is uncomfortable in a possibly harmful way and be directed by their 

understanding of the student's feelings to take appropriate action. The teacher 

would remember the range of feelings that the student or students could be 

having: dread, boredom, frustration, sense of failure, lack of confidence, 

humiliation, losing face, jealousy, depression, fear, guilt, anxiety, isolation, 

exposure, panic, pressure, temptation, terror, embarrassment, aggression, 

disappointment, misery, pain, rejection, nervousness, threat and so on. In the 

stories of this dissertation many of the teachers involved seem insensitive to 

the pedagogical moments and thus may cause a deep harm to the students.

In China, we commonly hear people say, “Examination is the powerful weapon 

that the teacher has to control the students” (kaoshi shi laoshi de wuqi). 

Another saying echoes the same idea from the student’s perspective, “marks 

are the students’ only hope for survival” (fenshu shi xuesheng de minggen). 

Students are constantly experiencing failures. During the never-ending exams, 

only a few students experience temporary success. On the one hand, the test 

driven educational system tends to make the teachers accustomed to the 

frequency of examinations and focus their curriculum on examinations. The 

examination becomes the “stick in the conductor’s hand” (“zhihuibang”) to 

guide curriculum and classroom teaching. On the other hand, teachers tend to 

forget to reflect upon what examinations really mean: to themselves when they 

were children and to the students in their current classrooms. They usually 

take it for granted that to study for better grades is a taken-for-granted goal 

and for sure is a good thing to do. With such assumptions, Chinese teachers
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seldom, if ever, question the validity of examinations and their impact on 

students. By remembering their own childhood stories and reflecting upon the 

students’ experiences on examinations, it is hoped that teachers could 

develop a tactful sensitivity in dealing with students in constantly changing 

context.

By writing their own reminiscences from their own childhood, many of the 

teachers who participated in this study acknowledge that they become more 

aware or conscious of what it is like for the students in their own classes. As 

Mr. Zhang said:

To me, it's really a very new experience to write an anecdote about an 

examination experience from my childhood. When I was asked to write 

such anecdote, I was a bit worried because I don’t like writing. After all, 

being a teacher I don’t have much time to sit down and write.

To my surprise, when I actually sat down and start to recall the bits of 

memory about tests and exams, a memory of the last day of the 

Entrance Examination of Senior High Schools was just pouring out 

spontaneously.

It seems that I have never shared this with others in such a systematic 

manner. The discovery of my understanding of the examination and the 

use of the analogy of fight-in-a-battle-field strikes me very much. I now 

start to understand better why I sometimes cannot accept some 

students who do not try hard. I also get to understand better why / did
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not have many good friends when I was in the secondary school. So I 

acquire a better understanding of myself and of my students by looking 

at my own writing.

I was also surprised by my ability to write. Perhaps being too busy is 

simply an excuse not to write. This writing is a new discovery of myself.

(Xiaohong Wang, a grade 11 History teacher)

We cannot expect teachers to be so sensitive that they never allow students to 

be put in challenging situations. At any rate, this is almost impossible in the 

present situation in China education system and its soundness can be 

questioned as well. However, given that the present examination system is a 

reality, changes will still take time to come, when teachers begin to feel 

uncomfortable about some situations created by standardized examination 

and assessment situation, in which children at vastly different levels are 

expected to attempt the same material at the same time in the same way, 

perhaps they can become more sensitive in dealing with the students at risk.

D. Pedagogical tact and awareness for potential damage to the student

The stories that are collected in this research have shown teachers’ sensitivity 

or insensitivity to students' needs in various ways. Without an initial sensitivity 

both to what the students are experiencing as well as to their needs there 

would be no thoughtful action taking place on the part of the teacher. One 

grade 7 student says: “I remember how in grade 4, because I wrote the 

Chinese character “De
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(W-)’’ wrong, the language arts teacher punished me by making me copy the 

character 500 times.” We cannot help asking ourselves, is the teacher doing 

the appropriate thing for the student? This kind of punishment has been so 

common among Chinese teachers that they usually do not think any further in 

response to a student failing at some task.

Sometimes, students who excel in an exam receive a dubious punishment.

The highest score not only brings them a transient joy and a sense of success, 

but also brings a ton of extra assignments to further strengthen this 

unexpected talent. The joy of learning after the first exam thus vanishes. The 

student who has become a prodigy at writing almost overnight (by doing well 

on an exam) says, “Writing is not interesting any more. I feel regretful that I 

won the writing exam.” The keen parent who wants to nurture the child’s 

sudden talent actually kills the child’s interest in learning to write. It is what 

Kohn calls, “Punish by Reward” (1999).

All these stories can provide teachers food for reflection and cultivate 

teachers’ pedagogical tact and thoughtfulness in dealing with students and 

motivate the teachers to seek out alternatives that better address the needs of 

students. It is hopeful that, when teachers, parents and other adults realize 

that the need to understand better the student’s experiential life on 

examination and exam related situations, brought about by reflection on their 

own experiences or those of others (especially their students), they will act
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more pedagogically in actual situations to provide the best learning 

opportunities for their students and for the good of the students.
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Chapter 8 Conclusion

The exams and the exam oriented education system in China has a long 

history and has formed a strong exam culture in the contemporary fabric of 

Chinese life. Issues of efficiency, effectiveness, validity, and fairness 

surrounding testing and test construction also have a significant history of 

debate and have been the subject of research among scholars—both in the 

East and the West. However, studying the phenomenon of examinations and 

tests from the experiential perspective of students and their families is a new 

initiative in this field of research.

The present project is a phenomenological inquiry into the phenomenon of the 

test and examination experience. It asks the simple question what it is like to 

experience tests and examinations. The research shows that it would be 

limiting to restrict the study to the one, two or three hours that students are 

actually involved in doing tests and exams. When students are asked about 

their examination experiences they immediately recall events that may have to 

do with preparing for the tests, anticipating exams, doing exams, waiting for 

exam results, and many other related aspects of the test and exam experience 

that have to do with the entire context of testing and assessment. It appears 

that for many students, even the everyday life in classrooms can be 

experienced as permeated with the atmosphere, tone and ambience of tests 

and examinations.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Phenomenological studies, of course, are always embedded in the complex 

lifeworlds where teachers, students, parents and other educators are 

themselves situated with their own interests and preoccupations. Thus the 

study of student experiences of tests and examinations is not done from some 

objective and disinterested scientific vantage point. In the case of this 

educational study the interest in student experiences is pedagogical.

Educators who read the accounts of children and childhood memories of 

adults (chapter 4) cannot help but reflect on the stories in a manner that poses 

the question of what is a proper pedagogical response. How should and would 

truly thoughtful educators consider and use tests and examinations in this 

postmodern world where educational systems in changing societies such as 

China are faced with contradictory pressures? It appears that the climate of 

examinations and testing in China are so all-pervasive that it is hard for well- 

meaning teachers and parents not to be swept up in the sometimes stormy 

and seemingly inevitable weather patterns that rule people’s lives.

The student’s experience of examinations in the Chinese context presented in 

this dissertation show that some Chinese student examination experiences are 

recognizable across cultures, while other experiences may be strongly rooted 

in Chinese traditional culture, especially in the dominant examination culture. 

Readers from Western societies may feel surprised or even confused about 

some of the cultural dimensions of the exam driven educational systems. 

Historically, the Chinese examination system and its tradition come from the
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Confucian thought of “elitism.” Its aim is to select the best through the imperial 

examination system, so that these elite may serve the state for the good of all. 

This Confucian tradition has created a high respect for education, for the 

educated person, for the scholar-ruling class that are selected from the exams, 

but at the same time, it has created a huge crowd of examinees, with the 

strong support, high expectation and pressure from their family and relatives 

around, that pursue in their lifetime the dream of becoming an educated 

person. Exams now seem to serve different purposes of the welfare of the 

collective and the good of all.

The meaning structures of eastern examination experiences seem to differ, in 

some respects, from the modern western examination system. The latter is 

obviously a legacy of industrial revolution, capitalist expansion and 

globalization. For example, as shown in the students’ stories, contemporary 

Chinese students may experience examination as a “family” event. Chinese 

students may also experience the examination as “adding honor” and “adding 

or losing face.” The current western idea of accountability, measurability and 

quality control in modern society (modern education) is actually imported from 

the industry and business practices. Since the industrial revolution, the work 

streamlining concept has been introduced and there has been the strong 

belief that everything must be and can be controlled in the process of 

production. There is also the belief that rigorous measurement can stimulate 

high quality and work performance. Competing in the age of globalization is
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perhaps one of the important elements that keep the examination legacy alive 

as a very key to maintain accountability and measurability in a globalized 

context.

So in China, since the loss of the war against western colonialist countries in 

late Qing Dynast, the modern Chinese examination system has become a 

strange mixture of the Chinese elitism tradition with the globalization line of 

thinking -  knowledge production and talent production. So, reading and 

interpreting Chinese students’ experience needs both a strong humanistic and 

cultural awareness and a grasp of the contemporary global movement in all 

aspects of people’s lives. It is in this context of such awareness that teachers 

and other educators may gain a better understanding and a more thoughtful 

pedagogical perspective on Chinese students’ examination experiences.

In the present global world order, that favors everything (ac)countable and 

measurable, exams of various types in the education systems seem to be 

entrenched here for good. “The system of competitive examination is a sad 

necessity" (Bowen, 2000). Philip Jackson (1968) also described the 

assessment situations as an important aspect of the hidden curriculum 

operating alongside the formal or overt curriculum:

Every child experiences the pain of failure and the joy of success long

before he reaches school age, but his achievements, or lack of them do
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not really become official until he enters the classroom. From then on, 

however, a semi-public record of his progress gradually accumulates, 

and as a student he must learn to adapt to the continued and pervasive 

spirit of evaluation that will dominate his school years.

(1968, p. 19)

On the one hand, every one of us, at some time of our lives, takes exams. On 

the other hand, teachers are often put in situations that they must make 

constant formative and summative assessments. Obviously, the pedagogical 

issues around tests and test driven system are very complicated. There are no 

simple solutions to the pressures and problems that children experience who 

are subjected to it. The important point here is that we need to constantly 

question how we should live with the students in test situations and constantly 

discern in actual exam and related situations what is in the best interest for the 

well being of the students in the present and for their future lives.

The experiential anecdotes and the interpretation of the pedagogical 

significance underlying the Chinese educational practices in this dissertation 

may provide an important source and opportunity for reflection on the 

pedagogical questions and the cultural dimensions of examinations in Chinese 

schools and society. Teachers, students, parents, education scholars, test 

design experts, curriculum developers, education administrators as well as 

education policy makers will hopefully benefit from an increased awareness of
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the historical background, economic functions and the cultural nature of 

examinations in China.

The present study of the students’ examination experiences is hopefully 

significant in several respects, in the way that it contributes towards a more 

comprehensive understanding and a more thoughtful and sensitive pedagogy 

of testing and examinations.

First, this study is related to the general area of evaluation, assessment and 

measurement in education. While there is already a large body of research 

literature regarding the topic of educational exams and tests, assessment and 

measurement, most of them are done from empirical perspectives, analyzing 

the political, educational and economic influence, or discussing the methods to 

generate test items (e.g. factor analysis, item response theory), 

psychometrical analysis of exams (e.g. test validity and reliability study, test 

effectiveness and outcomes, computer-based test research and design), and 

so on. The present research aims to contribute towards an experiential 

understanding of exams and exam related events and a fuller understanding 

of pedagogy. By turning to the experiences of students and by reflecting upon 

them, the dimensions of pedagogical meanings that underlie the students’ 

exam experiences can be explored, discussed and further understood by 

teachers, parents, education scholars, test design experts, curriculum 

developers, education administrators as well as education policy makers. It is
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hopeful that we may become more sensitive, thoughtful and tactful in 

discerning what is appropriate and what is less appropriate, or even downright 

damaging in our daily interactions with students.

Second, the study may provide a useful and important theme for educational 

policy makers and administrators to develop more appropriate curricula, test 

programs and evaluation practices for students in a world of educational trend 

that seems to move ever faster towards accountability and measurability 

spurred by forces of internationalization and globalization.

Finally, the research also opens a space of opportunity for intercultural 

dialogue between East and West. In recent years, there is a surge of restored 

interest and tendency in nationalizing, regionalizing and even globalizing 

educational tests in many countries in the world, especially among industrial 

countries. As schools and school systems in North America are moving 

steadily towards further standardized test-based and exam-driven reforms, 

Chinese systems seem to be struggling to move away from such emphasis in 

order to develop "quality education.” Lessons can be drawn by other countries 

from the Chinese experiences to avoid serious problems in their own ongoing 

school reforms. In turn, Chinese educators can benefit from understanding the 

educational experiences in the West.
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A thoughtful and sensitive pedagogy of examination would therefore admit the 

existence and continuous improvement of examination and evaluation system 

towards the well being of children, but more importantly, continuously reflect 

upon our living with children and students in examination environments and be 

sensitive to students’ experiences. Pedagogical tact and thoughtfulness is a 

type of embodied knowledge that requires constant and continuous attention 

to students’ lived experiences. “Life in classroom is contingent; every moment 

is situation specific. In our pedagogical living with children nothing is ever 

completely foreseeable, predictable, plannable, manageable “(van Manen, 

1991, pp. 112-113). In this sense, practicing pedagogical tact and 

thoughtfulness and attuning ourselves in the student’s experience is an 

ongoing challenge.
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Notes:

1. Robert A. Reineke makes a distinction between assessment and 

testing. He suggests that assessment reflects a more comprehensive 

set of activities and methods to promote learning than does testing. 

Evaluation is an acceptable alternative of assessment (Reineke,

1998, p. ix). Measurement suggests a more quantitative approach to 

assessment or evaluation. In my present study, I am using these 

terms interchangeably for my interest is more on the experiential 

dimension of the students under these situations, rather than on the 

distinction between technical concepts.

2. Norm-referenced tests and criterion-referenced tests: these are the 

two main test types of standardized testing. Norm-referenced tests 

are designed to highlight the achievement differences between and 

among students to produce a dependable rank order of students 

across a continuum of achievement from high achievers to low 

achievers. This rank order is often represented by a bell curve and is 

used to compare students to one another. Test content (the norm) is 

chosen based on pilot testing done with a group of students, criterion- 

referenced tests are instituted in order to see “what test takers can do 

and what they know, not how they compare to others They report 

how well students are doing relative to a pre-determined performance 

level on a specified set of education goals or outcomes included in
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the school, district, or state curriculum Scores are represented in a 

variety of ways and usually have a cut-off point that students must 

pass. Test content is chosen based on how well it matches a school, 

district, or state's curriculum - not how well it ranks students (Wiersma 

et al, 1990. pp. 13-17).

3. Attending the China 1985 seminar on issues of examinations were all 

officials in charge of examinations at the provincial and national 

levels, technicians and psychometricians in charge of designing 

examination items, and senior university officials and planners in the 

China Ministry of Education. Attending from outside the country were 

the chief executive officers of examination agencies in three OECD 

countries: from the United States, Robert Solomon (ETS); from 

Japan, Tadashi Hidano (National Center for University Examinations); 

from the United Kindom, John Reddaway (Cambridge University 

Examination Syndicate); directors of the (NAEP) National 

Assessment of Educational Progress and the International 

Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement; and 

experts on the examination systems in Sweden, Australia, and 

Kenya.

4. The photos used in this dissertation were taken by the author unless 

they are otherwise indicated.
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Appendix I Ethical Application Form

FACULTY OF EDUCATION AND EXTENSION RESEARCH ETHICS 
BOARD

Section 1: Overview of Research Project 

Name: Shuying Li

Project Title: Pedagogy of Examinations: A Phenomenological Inquiry
into the Pedagogical Significance of Chinese Students’ Lived Experiences of 
Examinations

Please provide a clear concise description of the purpose, significance 
and method of your research project. Give detailed explanations of how 
you intend to involve human participants, whether the participants are 
underage, legally incompetent, or otherwise could be considered 
“captive”, and the conditions of their involvement. Please try to confine 
your project overview to two pages (about 800 words) maximum.

This research project entitled “Pedagogy of Examinations: A 
Phenomenological Inquiry into the Pedagogical Significance of Chinese 
Students’ Lived Experiences of Examinations” aims to explore how exams are 
experienced by Chinese students and how these experiences and underlying 
school practices may be pedagogically interpreted and understood. It attempts 
to answer these two questions: How do Chinese students experience 
educational exams? And what pedagogical meanings can be drawn from 
these experiences? Students’ lived experiences are the starting point and 
focus of this research project. The study is to suspend available arguments 
about outcomes and focus instead on the lived dimensions of student exam 
experiences. The hermeneutic phenomenological research methodology will 
be used as a major research approach for the study. Interpretive examination 
of students’ lived experiences is an attempt to approximate the meanings of 
educational exams, thus enhancing the understanding of the pedagogy of 
exams.

Participant research activities include: conversational interview, written 
accounts of reminiscences, and phenomenological interpretation.

This hermeneutic phenomenological research project should contribute 
towards a thoughtful pedagogy of examination. It should provide an 
experiential understanding of the exam pedagogy and contribute to a fuller 
understanding of pedagogy. By turning to the lived experiences of students 
and by reflecting upon them, the dimensions of pedagogical meanings that
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underlie the students’ exam experiences can be explored and further 
understood by teachers, parents, education scholars, test design experts, 
education administrators as well as education policy makers. We may become 
more sensitive, thoughtful and tactful in discerning what is appropriate and 
what is not appropriate in our daily interaction with students. The study will 
provide useful input for educational policy makers and administrators to 
develop more appropriate curriculum and test programs. It could be a timely 
study in a world of educational trend that moves fast towards 
internationalization and globalization. The research will also create a space for 
intercultural dialogue between East and West.

Non-participant research activities involve a linguistic discourse and document 
analysis of Chinese examination tradition and its education philosophy. 
Students’ writings on their experiences relating to tests that are scattered in 
various publications will also be collected and interpreted when necessary.

Section 2: Procedures for Observing Ethical Guidelines

You are required to follow the specific procedures for observing the University 
of Alberta Ethical Guidelines for Research Involving Human Participants. 
Please describe clearly and concisely how you intend to observe the 
guidelines by answering each of the six points below. The accompanying 
Background Principles document provides detailed information on each of the 
six points below and you can also consult the full document on the university 
web site at http://www.ualberta.ca/~unisecr/policv/sec66.html

You are required to attach:
• A copy of consent form(s),
• A copy of any additional letter(s),
• A copy of any data gathering instruments.

In the case of published instruments, only the name need be given.
In the case of interviews, sample interview questions must be included.

Please try to confine your written response to the following points to three
pages or approximately 1000 words.

1. Who are the participants and how will they is involved in your 
research?
Participants in this research are teachers and students in selected secondary 
schools in China. Some students’ parents may also be involved in some 
discussion groups. The participants will be asked to share their personal 
experiences relating to tests and exams in schools through conversational 
interview, written accounts of examination experiences, and make 
phenomenological interpretation.
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Conversational interview: Participants will be involved in 1-2 conversational 
interviews with the researcher each lasting 1-2 hours. The purpose of such 
interviews is to get students’ oral description of some particular moment 
relating to examination experiences. By creating a more conversational 
atmosphere, students and the researcher will be more likely to fully share 
some particular moments of their life relating to tests and exams in schools. 
These interviews will be audio-taped.

Written accounts: Participants will be asked to recall and share instances of 
their examination experiences through lived experience written accounts. 
These should be the accounts that are as much as possible uninterpreted, 
recalling a particular moment as one experienced it in an affective manner. 
Writing instructions and a half hour workshop with teachers and students will 
be done when necessary so as to get more descriptive and more experiential 
stories and anecdotes as research data.

Interpretation and Reflection: Once experiences are transformed into textual 
narratives some participants will be asked to edit the writings focusing 
specifically on a clear articulation of their experiences. Participants will be 
asked to reflect on the themes that may come out of these writings.

2. How will you explain the purpose and nature of your research to 
participants?

Participants will be fully informed of the aims and procedures of the project 
and of their rights to determine the degree of their involvement. Before being 
interviewed they will receive a copy of the interview questions as attached to 
this proposal (see Appendix I: Interview Questions). Where appropriate they 
will be provided with a copy of the material contained in this proposal and with 
any further information or clarification that they may need or desire.

3. How will you obtain the INFORMED consent of the participants?

The research consent form reproduced here (See Appendix IV and Appendix 
V)) will explain the terms of the proprietary and privacy aspects of the research 
program.

Participating teachers and parents will be asked to sign the consent form after 
they have had an opportunity to read the letter and listened to the researcher’s 
explanation of the research.

4. Are children, captive or dependent populations used? If so, detail how 
consent be obtained.
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Students participants will most likely be confined to Junior and Senior High 
School settings. Where a student is involved in an interview, the consent form 
above will be sent to the student to read and sign his/her name. Another 
Research Consent Form similar to the above (see Appendix III) will be sent to 
the student’s parents to read and sign before the student can actually be 
involved in the research.

5. How will you provide opportunities for your participants to exercise 
the right to opt out?

Participants will be clearly informed that involvement is voluntary at every 
stage of this study (see Consent Form above).

6. How will you address anonymity and confidentiality issues?

All data will be treated anonymously. Tapes will be erased after transcription. 
Identifiable written accounts will be shredded.

7. How will you avoid threat or harm to the participants or to others?

No threat, harm or risk is involved in the project. In fact, participants will be 
encouraged to articulate their experiences with the researcher through the 
conversational interview. It is anticipated that all aspects of this study in which 
participants are involved will be beneficial for the participants as well as for the 
researcher in terms of the reflective insights gained and the practical skills 
acquired.

8. How will you provide for security of the data?

The data obtained in the research project will be kept in a safe place that no 
others except the researcher himself and his Doctoral Dissertation Supervisor, 
Max van Manen will have access to them in the course of the research. Once 
the project is completed, all the written and audio-taped data will be destroyed 
or erased permanently.

9. If you plan to use the information in other than the research report, 
how will you seek permission for secondary use of the data?

The research date obtained in this research will be mainly used in the 
researcher’s Ph. D dissertation project. Secondary use of the data may include 
the researcher's academic activities such as conference presentations and 
paper publications. This has already been stated clearly in the Research 
Consent Form which the participants will be asked to read carefully and sign 
their names.

10. If you involve assistants or transcribers in your research, how will 
you ensure that they observe the ethical guidelines?
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Not applicable.

11. Please describe any other procedures relevant to observing the 
ethical guidelines.

Not applicable.

Appendix II Lived Experience Description Writing Instruction

Teachers and students were asked to recall and write a particular moment of 
an examination experience. Students and adults were provided in Chinese 
with written instructions like the following.

School student:
Please recall from your recent or not so recent school experiences a moment 
that you vividly remember and that has to do with tests and exams that you 
had to take at school.
Describe and tell it just as you recall this particular moment. Just tell it as you 
experienced it. In other words, don’t explain or talk “about” the experience but 
describe it as it happened or as you lived through it.
Please include concrete details such as where you were, what you saw, what 
exactly you did, how you felt, what you said, what the teacher said, what you 
mother or father did, etc. Include a description of how they spoke, how they 
looked, the tone of voice, their face, how it made you feel, etc.

Adult / Teacher:
Please recall from your childhood school experiences a moment that you 
vividly remember and that has to do with tests and exams that you had to take 
at school.
Describe and tell it just as you recall this particular moment. Just tell it as you 
experienced it. In other words, don’t explain or talk “about” the experience but 
describe it as it happened or as you lived through it.
Please include concrete details such as where you were, what you saw, what 
exactly you did, how you felt, what you said, what the teacher said, what you 
mother or father did, etc. Include a description of how they spoke, how they 
looked, the tone of voice, their face, how it made you feel, etc.

Here are some helpful hints:
> Think of a particular experience
> Focus on a memory or feeling that still stands out because of its 

vividness or the circumstances of its happening.
> Describe from the inside, almost like a stream of consciousness state of 

mind (formulate your description in the present tense)
> You do not have to divulge embarrassing private matters, this is not a 

private but a personal lived experience description
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> Do not attempt to exaggerate or beautify your description with poetic 
phrases, but rather aim to render a concise and concrete description of 
the moment when you experienced it.

> Make your writing short, straightforward. An incident only holds one 
story.

Here are some guidelines for you to do a self-evaluation of your account:

s  An anecdote is a very short and simple story 
s  An anecdote usually relates one incident. 
s  An anecdote begins close to the central idea. 
s  An anecdote includes some important concrete detail. 
s  An anecdote often contains several quotes.
S An anecdote closes quickly after the climax.
S An anecdote has punch when it closes with punctum.

Your anonymity in this research project is assured. Please use a realistic 
pseudonym (first name and surname). In addition to your pseudonym, please 
indicate which grade you are in.

When our interview is completed, I will transcribe the tape or rewrite our 
interview notes into a final text and forward it to you for your final approval. 
Please feel free to edit, augment or delete portions of the script as you see fit. 
If you have any questions at any time please don’t hesitate to contact me at 
01-780-432-4340, or e-mail me at seanl@ualberta.ca or write to me at: 
Shuying Li, 10028-142st, Edmonton, AB., Canada. T5N 2N2.

Thank you for your valuable assistance in this research into the “Pedagogy of 
Examinations”.
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Appendix III INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

Pedagogy of Examinations: A Phenomenological Inquiry into the 

Pedagogical Significance of Chinese Students’ Lived Experiences of

Examinations

Research Project

Part 1: The Questions

During the conversational interviews the students will be asked to share 
stories and instances of their school and out-school experiences that are 
directly or indirectly related to tests and exams. Questions will be engaged 
gradually and clarified conversationally with the participants.

Sample questions:
1). Can you describe a particular moment in school or in your home or in any 
other places relating to your study that you felt very sad or very happy?
Please be as concrete as possible.
2). Can you recall a particular moment of your feeling towards an exam-related 
situation (for example, when you are taking an important exam, the moment to 
wait for the exam result or in a classroom activity...)
3). In that particular moment, what happened? How did you feel? For instance, 
how did you feel in your body ... Try to be concrete.

Part 2: LED (Lived Experience Descriptions)

The following instructions for LEDs give a sense of the intent of the study and 
nature of the method.

As you think back over the years of your schooling, try to recall a single event 
or incident relating to tests and exams that stand out in your memory.

Describe the incident in concrete, experiential detail, as if it happens right 
now. Focus on something that happened at a certain time on a particular 
day. Perhaps it happened in the classroom, in the school, or out of school. 
Include detail about what happened, with whom, when, where. Use 
dialogue if possible. Avoid explanations or interpretations. Don’t explain 
what you “think" of it but describe it simply as you “lived" and “experienced” 
it.

Here are some helpful hints:
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> Think of a particular experience
> Focus on a memory or feeling that still stands out because of its 

vividness or the circumstances of its happening.
> Describe from the inside, almost like a stream of consciousness state of 

mind (formulate your description in the present tense)
> You do not have to divulge embarrassing private matters, this is not a 

private but a personal lived experience description
> Do not attempt to exaggerate or beautify your description with poetic 

phrases, but rather aim to render a concise and concrete description of 
the moment when you experienced it.

> Make your writing short, straightforward. An incident only holds one 
story.

Here are some guidelines for you to do a self-evaluation of your account:

v' An anecdote is a very short and simple story 
s  An anecdote usually relates one incident. 
s  An anecdote begins close to the central idea. 
s  An anecdote includes some important concrete detail. 
s  An anecdote often contains several quotes. 
s  An anecdote closes quickly after the climax. 
s  An anecdote has punch when it closes with punctum.

Your anonymity in this research project is assured. Please use a realistic 
pseudonym (first name and surname). In addition to your pseudonym, please 
indicate which grade you are in.

When our interview is completed, I will transcribe the tape or rewrite our 
interview notes into a final text and forward it to you for your final approval. 
Please feel free to edit, augment or delete portions of the script as you see fit. 
If you have any questions at any time please don’t hesitate to contact me at 
01-780-432-4340, or e-mail me at seanl@ualberta.ca or write to me at: 
Shuying Li, 10028-142sl, Edmonton, AB., Canada. T5N 2N2.

Thank you for your valuable assistance in this research into the “Pedagogy of 
Examinations".
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Appendix IV Research Consent Form (for participants above 18)

Pedagogy of Examinations: A Phenomenological Inquiry into the Pedagogical 
Significance of Chinese Students’ Lived Experiences of Examinations

Principal Investigator: Shuying Li 
Phone: (7 8 0 ) 4 9 2  0 7 4 9 /4 3 2 -4 3 4 0

I (the  undersigned) vo lunteer to participate in this research  study on P edag o g y  
of Exam inations: A  P henom eno log ica l Inquiry into the P edagogical S ignificance of 
C hinese S tudents’ Lived E xperiences  of E xam inations. T h e  purpose of this study is to 
explore how  exam s a re  experienced  by C h in ese  students and how these  exp erien ces  
and underlying school practices m ay be pedagog ically  in terpreted and understood.

In agreeing  to partic ipate I know  that m y involvem ents m ay take 2  hours at 
m axim um  and m ay include (a ) oral com m unication and recorded interview s o f m y  
experiences o f exam inations, (b) written recollections o f personal experien ces  with 
exam s, (c) editing, or augm enting  transcripts o f m y interview  to ensure accuracy, (d) 
discussion of the m ean ing  of m y exp erien ce(s ) w ith exam s, and (e ) reflection on 
these experiences.

I understand th a t I will determ ine w h a t invo lvem ents a re  appropriate for m e  
and which interviews and  discussions (if an y ) m a y  be audio -taped . A t any  tim e I am  
free to discontinue m y participation in this pro ject or refuse to have selected  m ateria l 
from interviews and oral com m unication used fo r this research .

W h en  re ferences a re  m ade to particular s tudents/teachers or incidents are  
told about certain s tudents /teachers, they will rem ain  anonym ous in the texts of this 
study.

I have  received assu ran ce  from  Shuying Li that the content o f m y taped  
interview or transcript will only be used for research  purposes and will rem ain  strictly 
confidential. Only the investigator o f this project, and his g raduate  advisor, D r. M ax  
van M anen , will have access  to this inform ation and these  m aterials will be erased  or 
destroyed upon com pletion o f the study. T o  ensure  m y confidentiality, a pseudonym  
will be substituted for m y n am e on all data. T h e  research  data (stories, anecdotes , 
interpretations) m ay b e  used for publication purposes, but only after all n am es  and  
identifying references h ave  been changed to protect m y privacy. I understand that the  
research data (stories, anecdotes , in terpretations) m ay b e  used in the research er’s 
dissertation, academ ic  publications or conference presentations, but only a fte r my 
nam e has been changed to ensure m y anonym ity. In w itness of the above, 
recognizing that I am  fre e  to  w ithdraw  or limit m y participation in the study at an y  tim e, 
I affix my signature.

Participant: R esearcher: Shuying Li

Signed: Signed:

D ate: D ate:
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Appendix V Research Consent Form (for Parent/Guardian)

Pedagogy of Examinations: A Phenomenological Inquiry into the Pedagogical 
Significance of Chinese Students’ Lived Experiences of Examinations

Principal Investigator: Shuying Li 
Phone: (780) 492 0749/432-4340

I (the  undersigned) a g re e  to let m y ch ild ___________________ vo lun teer to
participate in this research  s tu d y  on P edag o g y  of Exam inations: A  P henom enological 
Inquiry into the P edagog ical S ign ificance o f C hinese S tudents’ Lived E xperiences o f 
E xam inations. T h e  purpose o f this study is to explore how  exam s a re  experienced by 
C hinese students and how th e s e  exp erien ces  and underlying school practices m ay  
be pedagogically  in terpreted  and  understood.

In agree ing  to let m y child participate I know that m y child’s invo lvem ents m ay  
take  2  hours at m axim um  a n d  m ay  include (a ) oral com m unication an d  recorded  
interview s o f my child ’s e xp erien ces  o f exam inations, (b) written recollections o f 
personal experiences  with e x a m s , (c ) editing, or augm enting transcripts o f the  
interview to ensure  accuracy, (d ) d iscussion of the m eaning of the e x p erien ce (s ) with 
exam s, and (e ) reflection on th e s e  experiences.

I understand that I will d e te rm in e  w hat involvem ents a re  ap propria te  for my 
child and which interview s a n d  d iscussions (if any) m ay be au d io -tap ed . A t any time 
m y child is free to d iscontinue h is /her participation in this project or re fu se  to have  
selected m aterial from  in terv iew s and oral communication used for th is  research.

W h en  references a re  m a d e  to  particular students/teachers o r incidents are 
told about certain s tudents /teachers , th ey  will remain anonym ous in th e  texts o f this 
study.

I have  received  assu ran ce  from  Shuying Li that the content o f m y child’s taped  
interview or transcript will on ly  b e  used fo r research purposes and will rem ain strictly 
confidential. O nly the investigator o f this project, and his graduate  advisor, Dr. M ax  
van M an en , will have  access  to this inform ation and these m ateria ls  w ill be erased or 
destroyed upon com pletion o f the study. T o  ensure m y child’s confidentiality, a 
pseudonym  will b e  substituted for h is /her nam e on all data. T h e  re search  data  
(stories, anecdotes, in terpretations) m ay be used for publication purposes, but only 
after all n am es and identifying re fe ren ces  have been changed to protect his/her 
privacy.

I understand that the research  d a ta  (stories, anecdotes, in terpretations) m ay  
be used in the research er’s d issertation , academ ic publications or conference  
presentations, but only a fter m y child’s n am e has been changed to en su re  his/her 
anonym ity. In w itness of the ab o ve , recognizing that I am  free to let m y  child withdraw  
or limit h is /her participation in th e  study a t any time, I affix m y signature .

P a re n t(s )/G u a rd ia n _____________  R esearcher: Shuying Li

Signed: S igned:

D ate: Date:
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Appendix VI China Government Documents
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w^#4 ĵ'-';*Ki4wi4i; îiflfHiH±WM/2. wtr«fciK*m &Pjm&&mmm\vmyL. aMutttfcSNMi

ra. )1115¥.«̂. ^H-.̂ «|ni?̂ jJT-e']-lMf!cr}‘fl!J»fJ3)®

22. ± ® « ; i i * ® « T f .  'm\\)ymm&mmwm%. g jH ro b fflf li i  'M m -T -J im ii-.

--ik-. «m m®.~&m, m  ft Mw-tftw. ±e»
m m im m m itm m m . m m rm m & m . jtttikm m m im cM m 'gm . tamat--® 
•paism1®!-.*. m m m .  i :« > w i# M iiS f fM .  mm-m. nr. it> zm -zm um  
Mt±miVTXMMmri:vjmviM. m & g m m m M im n m m ft. mmMmriw&mvM  

it is: w % j3r Vi m f ii ®r t >j . m w ia m  n m m m m -m t.  &w»»se
mmmwtiL.

23. £H «Ji«A 4kft. «WU:-2£W£ft\ 3KSMKW. ^^AKttlftflift®i'T®l7]kl-lKtSillSvi;4M, ftUiF.ft

wmia^aniaflHiitr. m m m . m m &

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



272

'■i: iH Vt j I i * o

tuAmmmet. mMfmMmtmhim®.. m
'm ’m m m n m it.  taunt.

fttttY T O M ia . #.&$imrWir«S&&MEW.

^axK so ff^ fitsa  wase. •!***$ . atws^.jgs
2002̂ 5^ .  ts^tm i i'Wtf-.-s. a-#. stsix. tm-mAR
awa^ttiisAJtii-iijii'T. jf lin M !irft*ttffftitttx i& . imiifiEaiBiM. aw a

-MA £/fJ,

jtaaarr&aMwa. mft»jfciwt». u.mur& 
mmittw. ftffW M aM tftftM a. % » K ¥ * t te .  m u b j m M '  oftwukttJR. I'Afn
Mmvtwmwi m  m & . T 'w m m m m -m m m ® .

25. &mAummmmmmm-(m^z&. %
ffi-awi’Jif:ii'jsrst;!!!L'ik <m> m .  m & t f

'sfcwim. £ ± H 'n it*M iE . & **& ** '!•  4 » a ^ & E a M ff f tx .  m m m m
fj-s^A-’jf. w'dkmnfAwmmisz. ttmvm i a a m

£. Br&miAtmvii. M^mnrjjmumx.

26. mmmwmtcs'b-jmmx
a x e .  3(6»*&^jS;fi«-i:|*Marf't'fl!JB5lg-!Sf^ft^. 3?®a»rPi)!«W(i!JiH0ii!Mife
m  g a f l t t e f t s M W ' b u s k s . ftn?Fa*ftftTr
XAWMHri.

a M = i~ tt£ tttW K fn tt i-a i> . siSHtatjisMarr. ffi3£ii Jte*n«»K 
* j!iiir itM ^a5<-iHmfl=!iifl!jx-ffiA»®. m u m  a w z m m m M m m  

# » .  f f i w y l i f t m s 3 £ * l > A M ®  ffT . A***¥3lifttt;fclMR. A&JlfiSXAilfMkiltSlMli H t**u

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



(T H E  S T A T E  C O U N C IL  D E C IS IO N  O N  B A S IC  E D U C A T IO N  R E F O R M  A N D  D E V E L O P M E N T )

(2001 5 ft 29 0 ) IM *[2001)21 A)

( f w w i t " )  mwmm-
m. ittAHriitfe. m am a

yjrvr$vm  . c i '^ A K ^ r a x ^ - t t r m j . # h i£ A a -M ii[> ttt» £ » . ei'-^Aajt-fu

M a r a s .  a a r ® # .  mrm®

a M f M A f t t t K U M S t f m  X X m & m A t .
n ,  s M ttf t& s tt f io o . mmTmis.Miwm. !K-«rai£fii!«n-rafH(jfc}tJife(«^(va«iiiia»ii!a»ftri-’K#.!K 

wmmms.. m - m m .
2. “-i-rrifflfin. m y jm A m m m m n & m x m r m m r r m ^ m m r fx m r m 'Z is r .  a  - » r  

;W i< p £ fr« r fA u a ifi« iH . -f/j't'P/rfSA^^iisi)9o%u±. f f w r - i h i n s m r a 95% a  i-., M ' W i s A ^ i i  

sij60%**,-. vm m m -m m .

(1) i!i'^|i-IArI 15% *# . jtcs^W-WM^jarailkK^irW-iWi^JiJg,!®. n&to"8XW(t. fJiWMAfpAfttt
ri'Wftp̂ 'Vf«:ii-xr.r. m m inum m m i. mraxuts-m -w w .
(2 ) ,',-±[iiiAi:i 50% * # ,  a& jrw ffi-ftW H ii& E . jn:*raw“W «”w(Amwj.fv:. x m f n w w w m m  
ft. fttwmttmi«!A*iKL.
(3 )  , ' , - ^ IH A U  3 5 % *  #  ft !j A 111 i4  r 11 #1 f4 8? *  i£  J Ik I i . iftrt-T -. A J A t t f f A M P A f t A f t .  K « i a « - I ' » R  

m f m M m m -m jim m & fi.  n 2010#-. «-ia«rr

3. “•i-rriwfm. »ttftira«is--iM R ft. m n m m m m im .  m  -m ® .

%vt.
± m  (trt)

•i>')'^A')nMffi,!S(^iirflffis:a i! i. tt'jiroiAiiLwroi'ikmtsw.'ik^Af ipjMW,';/;. v,«n

M tM w m  -*>5»ii»£#use
•Tfi.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



274

A A 'A ii^ v i'm m fi. te iaw w aiiTm ijim js . m
m>fti%. rA .tvi'M M .

'p m rn a . ciittyhiuntt .̂ t t f t t t M f t j u m t t i M t t f t a t i n w

. kJj'tmmnhUiK, im
$ (Wo cm

AfffftPUm

.. mx^mthk-kmr* m m * <1%®* m

s.-. ¥wwttiwftimw*>ik. ahwakmss. % fcK k jyk)iv iitt} 'i(f. m m w

'. aM raw frR iusT . am-hm m ®* amm*
m & M -iW f-W L* m m n *  « « « * * . wsittms. +*»?iaAKi0i«:f©i®jitt-»sn4. ftnAxtaMiftEfu
dJ>»K»ijfeKX*ftr/fl!jy;f-v^a[. «r&#iJ6 cnn M im vw m . a s ti-a rra
Mi£<w±timmiHx%mr&mxi%. £ » » < *.
mm. « « « * .  { ta w ? *!, tk-'/mmvi.xn, m w -m m m *. ttMwrnja. p
<tft) AKttw©*}».«ii«(6it<HX4i-ftftw^rrt£. » m # m .  &;vs»m

is. wkkmmufcm\<BmkMi<i'\'mm. pm)* Hwmir&tkm:$m&* ftm&jLMk&m 
<1.

MtttfjMfi. /,Km'4.Mr«w?iKU'i;2. mmrmnmmsst&m. *m-jrs&* ktmm.mmmm;, se
m ‘>UM'&* IIA K B eR ‘flig®^*i 4̂ijsii:i;??tfi;JI5/

PI1. Ik 200H 1& . r.fifb

» «  i-.iumi. M t. mp (id) n-
r . c f « s t i i i w e ® i  ]mwfii£fl'j*fflTii'i'A?/d -M Sifim w m s:

♦ iill • i'aiiUiir (MViMWdV.ttHrJTftftftt A ftiM 1. A-ilt*At:(M.. k  WVPmMtJFA K IM /til-T P l'M IM  
iiiii* it >y.̂ t-i*i'']'-’;̂ n<'i< reHv.wim 'i'!)i«itt«%7-jls;,ittiPj.

rnkKMrzai iiimmm  ikm.vwmh *t j^f«dmJ(WT.ftA«(. w ina1|fiMi>
I i'ft'JltkA. f-f A■<):. W iM 'W . I M W t m t .  M 'W ^A ttS t 
'£, )i j£i-it i n: ».'.;■ Afiv.Ji tr .
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