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Abstract 

Focusing on China’s current education reform, this paper critically discusses how contextual 
factors, specifically socio-cultural factors and resources, assist and constrain Chinese educators 
in their attempt to develop dynamic and inviting classroom communities. Three main findings 
are highlighted in this article, the first being that the creation of classroom communities is 
perceived by Chinese educators to be beneficial to the students. Secondly, Chinese educators 
judiciously rely on the existing professional learning communities to experiment with and launch 
classroom communities. The third finding highlights two key challenges faced by educators. The 
first challenge is the difficulty with fostering classroom communities in the poorer parts of China 
where schools perennially struggle with huge class size and inadequate educational support. The 
second key challenge is a predominantly exam-centric culture that inhibits the flourishing of 
classroom communities for effective teaching and learning. The experience in China illustrates 
the moderating effects of local conditions in shaping the evolving concept and practice of 
classroom community. 

Keywords: China, classroom communities, education reform 

 

 
The international trend towards student-centric teaching has placed the creation of classroom 
communities in the spotlight. A case in point is the current education reform in China that aims 
to re-imagine its educational paradigm and practices by promoting dynamic and inviting learning 
environments for students. An ambitious and nation-wide reform that affects all aspects of 
teaching and learning in basic education, the reform aspires to enable China to “meet the 
demands of quality-oriented education” in an era of globalisation (MOE, 2001, p. 1; for details of 
the reform, see Author 1, 2016). In regard to the teaching and learning process, the Chinese 
education system has given priority to the creation and development of the classroom 
community. Although the term ‘classroom community’ is not specifically mentioned in the 
documents on the education reform, it is alluded to in the educational objectives of the reform. 
The Ministry of Education (MOE) in China states that the reform aims to change from a 
“difficult, complex, biased, and outdated” curriculum that over-emphasises textual knowledge in 
classroom teaching to one that caters more to the students’ learning needs (ibid.). This desired 
outcome has prompted the following policy recommendations: strengthen the link between the 
curriculum content, students’ lives, and modern social and technological developments; focus on 
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students’ learning interests and experiences; and carefully select the necessary foundational 
knowledge and skills for lifelong learning (ibid.). In addition, the authority hopes to change from 
an over-emphasis on passive learning, rote-memorisation and mechanical training to the 
promotion of students’ active participation, willingness to inquire, diligence in hands-on 
activities, abilities in collecting and processing information, obtaining new knowledge, analysing 
and solving problems, and interaction and cooperation (ibid.). The above recommendations entail 
the promotion of a classroom community where both students and teachers contribute actively 
and collaboratively to learning through a shared sense of connection (we shall expound the 
concept of classroom community at a later section).  

Schools in China have adopted diverse strategies to create classroom communities that 
serve to achieve the goal of the reform. Uniting the strategies is the desired outcome of nurturing 
critical thinking, a spirit of innovation, problem-solving and other 21st century competencies in 
the students. A prevalent approach is cooperative learning strategy that is aimed at building a 
classroom community characterised by understanding, sharing, compassion, empathy and a sense 
of belonging or relatedness as a community (Osterman, 2000; David & Capraro, 2001). 
Examples of cooperative learning strategies implemented in Chinese schools are the ‘3-3 style 
small group cooperative learning’ (sansan shi xiaozu hezuo xuexi) in a Shandong school and 
‘action-directed teaching method’ (xingwei daoxiang jiaoxue fa) in a Beijing school. An instance 
of the latter is the ‘task-driven collaborative learning model’ (renwu qudong de xiezuo xuexi 
moshi) where students work in small groups to complete tasks in authentic settings. Another 
school in Beijing gets students to learn about online shopping where they are tasked to surf the 
internet for relevant information, discuss in their small groups and present their findings based 
on the following questions: 

 
• Group 1: What is online shopping? What is the difference between online shopping and 

normal shopping? 
• Group 2: What are the different websites available for online shopping? Give three 

examples and explain the differences among them. 
• Group 3: What are the steps to follow in online shopping? Illustrate them using an actual 

online shopping website. 
• Group 4: What are the advantages and problems with online shopping? Answer the 

question by making references to your own experiences in online shopping. 
• Group 5: What are some practical tips needed for online shopping? Answer the question 

by making references to your own experiences in online shopping. 
• Group 6: What are some concrete steps needed to purchase the product you desire 

without falling prey to dishonest practices online? 
 
Supporting the promotion of classroom communities is professional learning 

communities (PLCs) in Chinese schools. A number of researchers have used the term ‘PLCs’ to 
describe the organisation of teachers in China into groups for the purpose of sharing and 
critically interrogating their practice in an ongoing and learning-oriented way (e.g. Sargent & 
Hannum, 2009; Author 1, 2013; Lee & Sharicz, 2014; Wang, 2015; Author 2 & Author 1). PLCs 
or what are known locally as ‘teacher-research groups’ (jiaoyann zu) and ‘lesson preparation 
groups’ (beike zu) were first introduced in China in the 1950s (Wu, 2010). The teachers usually 
come together to discuss their teaching experiences, share about a new theory practice, discuss 
exam questions and problems encountered in teaching and suggestions, and conduct research that 
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is linked to their teaching. Typical activities are discussing their group’s plan at the start of the 
term, going through the teaching concepts together before class, organising public lessons, 
participating in teaching-research competition, checking the assignments, reviewing the test 
papers of different grades, monitoring the level of difficulty of teaching, reflecting on the 
teaching situation, and exploring the problems faced by teachers. 
 Notwithstanding the intuitive attractions as espoused by predominantly Western literature 
regarding the benefits of building classroom communities to make teaching and learning relevant 
in the 21st century learning environment, how non-Western contexts shape the enactments of 
classroom communities are less understood. The study reported in this paper thus seeks to 
investigate how contextual factors assist and constrain educators in China in their attempt to 
develop dynamic and inviting classroom communities. Specifically, this paper looks at how the 
concept of classroom community is being interpreted, appropriated, and modified by educators in 
China, given the local socio-cultural context. The first part of the paper introduces the concept of 
classroom community, followed by the method and research findings. The proceeding section 
discusses these findings in relation to the relevant body of literature. 
 

The Concept of Classroom Community 

The term ‘classroom community’ has been broadly conceived in several ways. The term is 
understood as a place where learning is reciprocal between teachers and student, community 
members agree to disagree or come to a consensus, historical dilemmas are examined, and 
societal inequities and problems are identified as significant to the group (Sanchez, 2008). It can 
also be understood as enabling students to have a “sense of connection to, being valued by, and 
having influence with their classmates and teacher” (Schaps & Lewis, 1997, p. 14). A classroom 
community should develop a process of understanding, sharing, compassion and empathy (David 
& Capraro, 2001). The term could also mean having a sense of inner balance and wholeness in a 
community with others (Easton, 1997), and a feeling of belonging to a group and class spirit 
(Bergin, 1999). Although both teachers and students are considered essential members in a 
classroom community, the role of teachers and school leaders in providing the conducive 
environment for the community to flourish is indispensable (Enyedy & Goldberg, 2004; Ennis & 
McCauley, 2002; Walshaw & Anthony, 2008). 

The diversity of perspectives on the definition of the term “classroom community” is 
mainly due to the difficulty in defining the term ‘community’ (Summers & Svinicki, 2007). In 
sociology, the term ‘community’ can been understood as Gemeinschaft in contrast to 
Gesellschaft – society or association. This distinction originates from the work of Tönnies (1897) 
who argues that Gemeinschaft is a more cohesive social entity than Gesellschaft because of the 
‘unity of will’ – that is, motives or intentions. According to Tönnies, a community is 
characterised by the following: common ways of life, shared beliefs, concentrated ties and 
frequent interaction, small numbers of people, distance from centres of power, familiarity, 
continuity and emotional bonds. Tönnies’ conception of community is considered an aggregated 
approach in contrast to Durkheim’s (1897; 1911) disaggregated approach to community, which 
includes four structural and two cultural variables (Brint, 2001). The former includes: 1) dense 
and demanding social ties, 2) social attachments to and involvements in institutions, 3) ritual 
occasions, and 4) small group size. The latter includes: 5) perceptions of similarity with physical 
characteristics, expressive style, way of life, or historical experience of others, and 6) common 
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beliefs in an idea system, a moral order, an institution, or a group. These properties are 
considered universal and not impinged by contexts (Brint, 2001). 

In psychology, the work of McMillan and Chavis (1986) on ‘sense of community’ has 
been instructive in understanding the concept of community. McMillan (1996) identifies four 
dimensions on community: 1) spirit – feeling that there is a community, membership, sense of 
belonging, acceptance; 2) trust – feeling that the community can be trusted, influence, order, 
group norms; 3) trade – feeling that mutual benefit comes from community, reinforcement, 
shared values; and 4) art – shared emotional connection in time and space. This was further 
consolidated in the following four elements (McMillan, 2011): Membership, 2) Influence, 3) 
Integration and fulfilment of needs, and 4) Shared emotional connection. Each of the elements 
contains sub-elements (ibid.). Membership involves notions of boundaries (who belongs and 
who does not), emotional safety (able to speak honestly and feeling safe to be vulnerable), sense 
of belonging (expectation of feeling belonged, acceptance, and awareness of being welcome), 
and personal investment or paying dues to belong. Influence involves notions of personal 
investment (sacrifice to be a member), while community norms influence members’ conformity, 
conformity for consensual validation, and allow members’ influence in the group. There are also 
influences between community and members as well as between members and community. 
Integration of fulfilment of needs involves the community meeting members’ needs, strong 
reinforcements to belong (e.g., success, status), shared values, integrating needs and resources, 
transformative trading (teaching skills), and generative trading (handing off responsibilities and 
roles from one generation to the next). Shared emotional connection involves members sharing 
time which includes events having value, closure and honouring of members. McMillan (2011) 
adds the fifth and sixth elements: 5) Time becomes symbolised in rituals, common symbols and 
traditions, and 6) A spiritual bond emerges from shared history. 

Several researchers on classroom community have drawn from the work of McMillan and 
Chavis (1986) and McMillan (1996, 2011) to better conceptualise the concept of community. 
Osterman (2000) conceptualises community as “a sense of belonging or relatedness … has a 
shared and emotional sense of connection (p. 324). Rovai and Lucking (2000, 2003) describe 
classroom community as a feeling of belonging, where members matter to one another and the 
group, where each person has duties and obligations to each other and the school; they possess 
shared expectations that each member's educational needs will be met through their common 
commitment to shared goals. Rovai (2001) claims that a classroom community is a specific type 
of community based on the following characteristics: (a) the setting is the world of education, (b) 
the primary purpose is learning, (c) the community is based on a fixed organisational tenure (a 
set length of the course programme in which members are enrolled, and (d) a classroom 
community is distinct to a school community comprising principal, teachers and others who are 
primarily managers of learning. Applying to the classroom context, they drew from McMillan’s 
(1996) concept of community in its four dimensions: spirit (feeling of belonging, acceptance and 
group identity), trust (feeling that the community can be trusted and feedback will be 
forthcoming and constructive), interaction (feeling of closeness and mutual benefit resulting 
from interaction with others) and learning (feeling that knowledge and meaning are actively 
constructed within the community). 

Notwithstanding the fact that there is a lack of consensus regarding the conceptual 
dimensions of the community construct including classroom community (Cho et al., 2014), 
several benefits have been reported. The main dual benefits of a positive classroom community 
are the well-being and academic success of all students (Bickart, Jabion & Dodge, 1999; Schaps 
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& Lewis, 1997). A positive classroom community affords an environment in which all students 
can be open to learning, care for themselves and others, and solve problems in a productive way 
(Kent & Simpson, 2015). The increase in the flow of information among all learners, the 
availability of support, commitment to group goals, cooperation among members and satisfaction 
with group efforts which strong feelings of community bring would inadvertently translate to 
student learning (Rovai, 2001). A positive classroom community has also been closely related to 
knowledge building (Barnet & Fallon, 2007; Evnitskaya, & Morton, 2011; Forman & Ansell, 
2001). Conversely, a low sense of community has been argued to be related to student attrition, 
burnout and feelings of isolation and at risk of becoming dropouts (Rovai & Jordan, 2004). 
 

Methods 

The findings generated in this paper are based on data collected from semi-structured interview 
and open-ended questionnaire from 2013 to 2016. Semi-structured interviews were conducted 
with 10 school leaders (principals and vice-principals) and 37 teachers in Beijing between 
December 2013 and January 2014. Each semi-structured interview asked the 10 school leaders 
and 37 teachers questions related to the education reform that covered issues relevant to 
classroom communities. The open-ended questionnaire required respondents to write down their 
perceptions of their schools’ reform initiatives that are related to classroom communities. The 
questionnaire was administered to 92 educators (55 were from Beijing, 31 from Shanghai and six 
from Shandong) between 2014 and 2016.1 Both the semi-structured interview and questionnaire 
focus on three research questions:  

1. How do educators in China promote classroom communities in schools? 

2.  How does the promotion of classroom communities benefit schools in China? 

3.  What challenges do educators in China face in promoting classroom communities? 

The language of communication used for the interview and questionnaire is Mandarin 
(Putonghua). The data collected from the interviews and questionnaire was first translated to the 
English language. The translated transcripts were then chronologically coded using the process 
of inductive analysis. Thematic codes were then progressively developed, taking into 
consideration coherence to generate findings specifically pertaining to how educators negotiate 
socio-cultural factors in promoting classroom communities, and how socio-cultural factors aid or 
hinder the promotion of classroom communities. Data from the questionnaires and interviews 
cited in this paper are identified by the research method used and the month/year collected. For 
example, ‘I-Dec14’ stands for ‘interview conducted on December 2014’ while ‘Q-Oct13’ stands 
for ‘questionnaire conducted on October 2013’.  

 

 

                                                        
1 The research study reported in this paper is part of a larger research project that includes more 
research questions and participants. For more information on the research project, see Author 1, 
2016. 
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Research Findings 

There are three main findings arising from our study of the introduction of classroom 
communities in China. The first finding is that the creation of classroom communities has been 
perceived by Chinese educators as beneficial to students. A vice-principal observed the 
following from students of his school: 

 
My students think that the new curriculum reform has benefitted them in many ways. 
They have learned more knowledge and skills, greater interaction and cooperation, 
learning methods, skills in collecting, analysing, processing and utilising information. 
They enjoy learning more (Q-Sep2014). 

 
A primary school art teacher observed the positive change brought about by introduction of 
classroom communities: 

 
Children today dare to speak up more in class; they are willing to raise their hands to 
volunteer answers. The art lessons in the past were conducted using just a brush and 
paper, but now the lessons are more varied and multi-media. Our lessons used to centre 
on direct instruction by the teacher but it’s no longer so now; now it’s student-centred 
with more time for students to participate. All these do not just make the students willing 
to participate. They also build up their self-confidence by giving them a platform to 
showcase their abilities. Hence I think the spirit of the new curriculum reform is student-
focused, to broaden the students’ horizons in different aspects, to give them more 
opportunities to learn not just knowledge but also gain experience  (I-Jan2014).  

 
The findings also reveal the nature of classroom communities, specifically in regard to how 
students learn with one another. Cooperative learning in Chinese schools typically stresses both 
cooperation and competition. A vice-principal explained: 
 

It is unrealistic to eliminate competition. What’s more important is to suppress and 
eliminate vicious competition by turning vicious competition into healthy competition. 
Then competition will become the dynamic channel for student learning and promote a 
positive spirit in students. Cooperative learning still needs competitive mechanism; the 
competition within cooperative learning includes competition between small groups and 
within the group (Q- Feb2015).  

 
An example of fostering inter-group competition is a ‘chase the stars and moon as well as 
welcome the sun’ competition (zhui xing, zhu yue, ying taiyang) implemented in a Beijing school 
where groups compete to earn the stars awarded by the teacher and receive a prize at the end. An 
interesting development in the promotion of classroom communities is the fostering of critical 
thinking in students. A principal observed: 
 

The research course and extended course in high schools [in Shanghai] utilise cooperative 
learning groups, where the process of application and inquiry encourages students to 
manifest their critical thinking abilities (Q-Apr2016). 
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The introduction of classroom communities has also prompted a major change in the 
teaching approach and materials. A Chinese language teacher explained the change in her own 
teaching method in her effort to promote classroom communities: 
 

For example, in teaching a new word, in the past, I would basically focus on the stroke of 
the Chinese character and how to write it. But now, I not only need to do that, but also 
know the rich culture behind the character, so that the children will know how and why. 
So it’s for them to appreciate the rich cultural heritage while mastering the knowledge (I-
Dec2013).  

 
A classroom community also requires a change in the use of teaching materials, as explained by 
two teachers: 

 
In the past, it was sufficient to only rely on the teaching materials to teach the students. 
But now we first look at the difficulties faced by the student in learning the teaching 
materials, and the teacher would then adjust his teaching case to teach the students based 
on their difficulties. Now it’s ‘teaching is determined by learning’ (yixue dingjiao), using 
the student’s learning to plan our teaching method. This is a major change in the 
curriculum reform, that is, the teacher must research into the students’ learning situation 
before the lesson and prepare a ‘learning situation analysis’ (I-Dec2013). 
 
I’ve been teaching the same grade so I’m able to notice that the teaching materials have 
changed to make the content more relatable to the students, to focus on the students’ 
hands-on ability, application skills” (I-Jan2014).  

 
Such a change is especially pronounced after 2002, as explained by another teacher:  

 
We used the old teaching materials before 2002. The materials then were primarily 
didactic. From 2002 onwards, the materials emphasise the students’ inquiry learning, 
cooperative learning, autonomous learning. This means that the entire lesson design has 
changed. There is a change from the pure direct instruction by the teacher to the teacher 
asking a question and the children inquiring collectively in their groups and obtaining the 
knowledge on their own. Hence the structure of the teaching materials has become more 
flexible (I-Dec2013).  

 
The second finding is that the educators judiciously rely on the existing professional 

learning communities (PLCs) to experiment with and launch classroom communities. PLCs in 
China play an essential role in assisting the teachers to create classroom communities. Teachers 
in China noted that PLCs have helped them experiment with innovative ways of teaching and 
learning that facilitate successful classroom communities through lesson observation and other 
forms of teacher collaboration. A teacher explained: 

 
The school, including the school leaders and our colleagues, would observe our teaching 
every school term. They could do this anytime, and thereafter we would discuss and 
identify problems so as to improve.  We learn that we should design lessons from the 
students’ perspective (I-Jan2014). 



8 
 

 
One school in Beijing has as many as 80 lesson observations for all the teachers over a year (I-
Dec2013). Another school sets aside every Tuesday for all the teachers in the school to observe 
one lesson and conduct a lesson by working with their PLC members. This is on top of other 
types of lesson observations that are open to teachers from other schools, such as ‘demonstration 
lesson’ and ‘open lesson’. Such teacher collaboration is particularly helpful for novice teachers 
as it raises the overall standard of teaching in the school and contributes towards the smooth 
introduction of classroom communities. The benefit of being in PLC is that teachers would share 
out the workload by preparing different sections of the unit. They would then pool their 
resources together and adapt the teaching materials based on the specific needs of their students. 
A principal explained how the lesson observation helped teachers to implement the reform 
initiatives: 

 
A teaching-research officer from the district would conduct a lesson and observed by 
teachers from different schools. The teachers would learn and then conduct the lesson in 
their schools. After that, they would give feedback to the officer on the problems they 
face while teaching that lesson. The officer will then solve it. This is actually the process 
of implementing the education reform. We do such research together, with the over 10 
schools in the vicinity as well as with all the schools in the district (I-Dec2013). 

 
The PLC activities also include specific and customised training for members of the team. A 
teacher reported that she spends every Wednesday afternoon to attend district-level training for 
her teaching subject. A young teacher who graduated from university in 2002 detailed the 
training she received to help her to implement the new reform: 
 

Within the school, there were various training courses for teachers for over a period, such 
as over a stretch of two weeks or one month, where they learned how to use all the 
teaching resources. Teachers received non-stop training for the entire school term. At the 
district level, new teachers like myself received training, for example, one instructor 
taught us the ways to analyse the teaching materials, methods to relate to students, to 
understand them so as to ensure that your teaching matches the students’ learning 
situations (I-Jan2014). 

 
It is also common for schools to share teaching resources such as outstanding lesson plans and 
case studies by placing them in the school’s resource repository. Such a provision facilitates the 
advancement of classroom communities through the sharing of ‘best practices’, as noted by a 
teacher: 
 

Everyone will benefit from this as it saves a lot of time and resources. A teacher just 
needs to build on what another teacher has done and slowly everyone is able to teach 
intensively and concisely (I-Dec2015). 
 
The third finding concerns two key challenges faced by educators in the creation and 

sustenance of classroom communities in China. The first challenge is the difficulty with fostering 
inviting and dynamic classroom communities in the poorer parts of China where schools 
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struggle with huge class size and inadequate educational support. A vice-principal from 
Shandong gave the following illustration: 

 
Our school [in Shandong] has an exchange with a school in Guizhou province, and I 
found out that their high school has around 90-100 students per class. Such a number 
is unthinkable for us as we have an average of 56 students per class. Shanghai is even 
better with around 40 students per class. This signifies that there is insufficient 
educational investment in the Western region [of China] (Q-Feb2015). 

 
An educator added that “the gap between the Western and Eastern region for the remote areas 
and areas for minorities has in fact widened” (Q-Feb2015). Aggravating the disparity across the 
regions in China is the trend of good teachers from the Western region seeking employment in 
the Eastern region due to better job prospects, work and living conditions in the latter. As 
explained by a vice-principal: 

 
The teachers in the Western region seek to improve their lives and therefore try all means 
to find work in the coastal Eastern region. Some experts have described such movement 
as ‘the phenomenon of educational peacocks flying towards the East and South’ (jiaoyu 
de kongque dongnan fei xianxiang). The Western region has painstakingly nurture these 
teachers so that they could contribute towards education in the Western region, but they 
chose to rush to the Eastern region (Q-Feb2015). 

 
Another vice-principal shared his experience teaching in the Xinjiang region: 
 

I taught for two years in Xinjiang and I found that the problem lies not so much with the 
hardware. The challenge is with the outdated educational mindset of the teachers and that 
their teaching methods are unable to keep in pace with current educational developments 
(Q-Feb2015).  

 
Another factor is the pervasive worldview of the parents and students in the Western region. As 
explained by a vice-principal: 
 

In my view, there are two main types of outdated educational thinking that exist in 
the Western region. One is a feudal mindset regarding education where they do not 
see how studying could change the fate of the family. Hence they think that it’s 
better for the child to find work as early as possible. Or at most, they think that only 
boys have the right to studying and so they only enrol the boys into schools. The 
other mindset is the other extreme where they see studying as the only way out. They 
think that if their child’s academic results are not good, then everything else will fail. 
Hence they place the entire family’s hope on the child’s learning. When I was a 
student in my former high school, I have seen classmates [from the Western region] 
who killed themselves just before the gaokao [college entrance exam] as they were 
afraid that they were unable to qualify for their dream university and thereby 
disappoint their parents (Q-Feb2015). 
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The second key challenge is a predominantly exam-centric culture that inhibits the 
flourishing of new spaces and equitable opportunities for teaching and learning. While the top-
down approach of the education reform ensures compliance with the education reform and 
implementation of classroom communities, it cannot transform, within a short time, the 
prevailing socio-cultural paradigm in China regarding teaching and learning. The dominant 
culture in China is that of exam-orientation where the classroom setting is less of an inviting and 
dynamic classroom community that encourages student participation and critical thinking, and 
more of students receiving the ‘correct’ answers from the textbooks and teachers. As explained 
by a vice-principal from Shanghai in her comment on the development of students’ critical 
thinking: 

 
China has always emphasised a uniform teaching syllabus, well-defined knowledge system 
and content, and clear-cut and one right answer to every exam question. Students are 
expected to quickly and consistently provide the correct answers in written exam, and 
exam scores are used to reflect the state of learning in students. Against a backdrop of such 
traditional educational thought, it is difficult to develop students' critical thinking (Q-
Apr2016). 

 
Although the current reform aims to change the exam-centric culture to one that propagates 
classroom communities, such a change is difficult as it involves not just a shift in the educational 
system and hardware but, more importantly, the mindset of people. A school principal 
commented: 
 

It is difficult to change the way of thinking for teachers and students as they have been 
immersed in an exam-oriented environment for a long time. We cannot change the habit of 
mastering the gaokao [national college entrance exam] curriculum at the expense of 
nurturing [the students’] thinking ability overnight (Q-Apr2016). 
 

Agreeing with the above observation is another school principal who located the challenge of 
promoting classroom communities beyond the four walls of the school compound to the larger 
historical, political and socio-cultural conditions in China: 
 

Under the long-term influence of centralised rule in China, the Chinese are used to obeying 
authority and act in accordance with pre-determined plans. Society does not encourage 
divergent thinking or critical thinking. To facilitate divergent thinking, the family, school 
and society need to come together to provide a free and open cultural environment (Q-
Apr2016). 

 
Discussion 
Based on the findings, it is evident that the education reform in China seeks to nationally 
transform teaching and learning at the classroom level in significant ways. The promotion of 
classroom communities is an integral part of the overall strategies to achieve a quality-oriented 
education. With reference to the literature review on classroom communities, the case in China 
affirms the centrality of fostering a reciprocal learning environment between teachers and student 
where discussion and problem-solving can take place (Sanchez, 2008). The preference for 
cooperative learning strategies reflects the Chinese’ perception of classroom communities as a 
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site where students enjoy a sense of connection, belonging and wholeness (Schaps & Lewis, 
1997; Easton, 1997; Bergin, 1999; David & Capraro, 2001). The accent on student participation 
and collaboration is in tandem with the existence of a classroom community that seeks to foster a 
stronger shared and emotional sense of connection between the teacher and students (Chavis, 
1986; McMillan, 1996, 2011; Rovai & Lucking, 2000, 2003). The building of classroom 
communities has sought to help the progression and movement from didactic teaching of textual 
knowledge to focusing on student-centred learning of foundational and co-constructed 
knowledge and skills for lifelong learning. Building classroom communities in China has thus 
become a national imperative insofar as it prepares students for the 21st century economy and 
society, albeit notwithstanding the challenges that are tied to education reforms in large countries. 
The introduction of classroom communities has arguably contributed to greater participation of 
and attention to the well-being of students in China (Bickart, Jabion & Dodge, 1999; Schaps & 
Lewis, 1997). It has created a conducive environment in which students can be open to learning, 
care for themselves and others, and solve problems in a productive way (Kent & Simpson, 2015). 
Our research data suggests that classroom teaching in China is increasingly marked by 
information sharing, group support and cooperation (Rovai, 2001); and knowledge building 
(Barnet & Fallon, 2007; Evnitskaya, & Morton, 2011; Forman & Ansell, 2001). In addition, 
McMillan’s (1996) concept of community are apparent in China’s reform objective of nurturing 
the spirit, trust, interaction, and learning through innovative pedagogies such as cooperative 
learning strategies.  

The findings also highlight the salient role of teachers in providing leadership to build 
classroom communities, especially in establishing “shared norms, routines and roles to 
accomplish a set of shared goals and joint activities” (Enyedy & Goldberg, 2004, p. 907). Our 
research data show that teachers are very much involved in PLCs as part-and-parcel of their 
professional practice. They share teaching experiences of their own classroom communities to 
fellow colleagues within the school. Furthermore, it is common practice for teachers to sit in and 
observe one another’s lessons as part of their professional practice. Even school leaders in the 
study also show deep interest in how teachers teach in their respective classrooms. The teachers 
in the study showed that they play the critical role of planning and implementing cooperative 
learning activities for students to productively participate in classroom community. The 
implementation of the cooperative learning activities also provides the role modeling aspect of 
the curriculum. When teachers show receptiveness to concerns raised by students, they 
inadvertently role-model the espoused teacher-student relationship in the classroom. In this way, 
trusting relationship between the teacher and students can be forged. This is consistent with the 
assertion made by Ennis and McCauley (2002) that teachers not only plan, but also model the 
curricular activities that progressively develop “positive, successful life-interactions and 
experiences” (p. 153) so as to bring trust from the periphery to the central core of a classroom 
community. The findings at the micro level also reveal that the motivation to create and sustain 
classroom communities resides in the well-being of students. Teachers in the study understand 
the value of cooperative learning insofar as it helps to bring about specific learning outcomes 
that will significantly benefit their students. The centrality of students’ interest resonant with the 
assertion made by Walshaw and Anthony (2008) that the literature on classroom community 
provides “convincing evidence that teachers who create effective inclusive classroom 
communities truly care about their students” (p. 136). Investment on professional development to 
enhance teachers’ pedagogical knowledge and skills in cooperative learning will thus need to 
include understanding how students’ learn – and not just on how teachers teach. 
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However, the findings also point out that the desired outcome of building classroom 
communities is moderated by local socio-cultural factors. Although education in China has 
traditionally been elite-oriented and unequal, the goal to create classroom communities has 
highlighted such inequalities and worsened them in some ways. This is because most schools in 
the poorer regions, as pointed out earlier, are still struggling with basic issues such as 
encouraging students to be enrolled and stay in the schools as well as doing well enough to get 
into a university. To expect the students, parents and teachers to focus on encouraging student 
autonomy, inquiry and higher-order thinking such as innovative thinking and problem-solving 
becomes extremely challenging for them. The priority for the students to be enrolled into the 
university through academic excellence means that the promotion of classroom communities that 
goes beyond exam scores is likely to be ignore, resisted and/or rejected by the educational 
stakeholders to varying degrees.  

The findings further reveal that the challenges to sustaining classroom communities are 
real, especially in regard to resource constraints and fixation with examinations. With regard to 
resources, the reality is that China, being the most populous country and having the biggest 
educational system in the world, is extremely diverse and uneven in terms of its educational 
development across the regions. A Chinese educator maintains that “an even and speedy 
implementation method ignores some fundamental truths: our country’s basic educational 
development is uneven, the developmental standards between urban-rural areas, regions, school 
stage, school subjects, teachers are great” (Zhou, 2013, pp. 22-23). Although the educational 
development in the Western region has made much progress in recent years especially in terms 
of the infrastructure, it still lags behind the Eastern region. An obvious disparity is the teaching 
quality. Western localities such as Tibet, Guizhou and Yunnan are among the bottom in terms of 
the transition of students from junior secondary to high schools, in contrast with the Eastern 
localities that are consistently ranked at the top (Yao & Xu, 2014). With regard to the exam-
centric education, it has been reported that “senior secondary schools in China are already 
preparing the students for the gaokao right at year 1 so these schools are not too concerned, in 
reality, with nurturing the students’ integrated quality” (Ma, 2012, p. 48; also see Cheng, 2011). 
An exam-oriented culture means that some, if not most, of the energies of many PLCs may be 
channeled towards the exam subjects that will bring up the school’s academic performance. 
While the creation of classroom communities is an agenda of the PLCs, it may not be a priority 
since the teachers and their school management are aware that they as well as their schools will 
be judged ultimately based on their students’ test scores. Consequently, a common phenomenon 
in China is that of superficial implementation of classroom communities in some instances. Chen 
(2012) explains: 

 
Some teachers replace them [didactic teaching] with some seemingly impressive 
games, activities or performances etc. The classroom teaching styles appear varied 
and very lively, but in reality do not manifest the real requirement of the curriculum 
reform on independence, cooperation and inquiry learning (n.p., also see Li, 2012) 

  
In view of the challenges that have been raised in the findings, it is obvious that teachers in 
China need to be given adequate professional development opportunities, along with the 
appropriate resources so as to materialise their reform agenda. The shift from didactic and exam-
centric teaching student-centred learning within classroom communities is indeed a gargantuan 
step. 
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Conclusion 
 
Although the concept of classroom communities primarily originated from Western research and 
practices, it has taken on local meanings and forms that are compatible with local socio-cultural 
conditions in China. The impact of culture is further seen in the Chinese educators drawing upon 
indigenous resources to develop classroom communities in schools. This paper has further 
discussed how PLC activities such as lesson observation and other forms of teacher collaboration 
have enabled the teachers in China to share exemplary practices and resources with one another 
so as to produce and perpetuate successful classroom communities. However, these teachers as 
well as other stakeholders continue to face the challenge of a didactic and exam-centric culture 
that inhibits the flourishing of new spaces and equitable opportunities for teaching and learning. 
The findings of the study highlight the imperative to consider the mediating role of socio-cultural 
factors and resources that shape the evolving concept and practice of classroom community. 
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