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PISA and Education Reform in Shanghai 

 
Charlene Tan 

 
Abstract 
 
This article examines how the Chinese education officials interpret and utilise selective 
information from Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) to legitimate and 
consolidate contested reform messages and initiatives in Shanghai. A content analysis of data 
obtained from newspaper articles, official documents and education essays published in 
China yielded two key findings. First, the Chinese officials turn to PISA data to highlight the 
existing problems of academic burden and ‘school choice fever’ that validate the need for 
reform. Secondly, they aim to garner support for on-going reform initiatives that seek to 
redefine the aims and nature of education in Shanghai. In both instances, the education 
officials do not just rely on the resources from PISA to advance local reforms. They also re-
interpret the information in such a way that allows them to create new possibilities and 
realities. The example of Shanghai illustrates the symbiotic relationship between 
PISA/Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) and the domestic 
education system that is characterised by both dependence and independence. 
 
Keywords: education reform, OECD, Shanghai, PISA, policy borrowing 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Riding on the global reach and influence of Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA), the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) which 
sponsors PISA has become the “arbiter of global education governance (Meyer & Benavot, 
2013, p. 9). Education systems in the world are increasingly turning to OECD to variously 
define standards, diagnose their problems, evaluate their performace and offer policy advice 
(Grek, 2012; Kamens, 2013; Meyer & Benavot, 2013; Meyer, 2014; Sellar & Lingard, 2013). 
The dependence of education systems on OECD, facilitated by the continuous production of 
PISA data, is coupled with the interdependence among these systems through inter-country 
comparison. Grek (2012) asserts that such comparison “fabricates new realities and, hence, 
has become a mode of knowledge production in itself” (ibid., p. 252). PISA not only 
generates guilt by bringing ‘naming, blaming and shaming’ to the national policy spheres and 
actors, but also creates hope by providing the possibility of and confidence in reform 
(Carvalho, 2012). A discernible agenda for education reform across countries is to borrow 
policy from elsewhere (Phillips & Ochs, 2003, 2004; Tan, 2016a).  

The potential and outcome of policy transfer from one location to another depends on 
a host of factors such as the cultural linkages between the home and borrowed contexts, 
compatibility of transnational concepts and domestic policy legacies (Holzinger & Knill, 
2005). Furthermore, policy borrowing may not involve the actual adoption of the foreign 
theories and practices but may instead take the form of externalisation (Schriewer, 1990). 
This is where references to an external educational system, organisation or standard “function 
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as leverage to carry out reforms that otherwise would be contested” (Steiner-Khamsi, 2006, p. 
670). The socio-logic of a system influences policymakers to turn to a specific reference such 
as an admired country or reputable international assessment programme as an external source 
of authority. The objective is to employ ‘the Other’ as a tool of legitimation (Willis & 
Rappleye, 2011) and obtain a ‘certification effect’ (Steiner-Khamsi, 2009) on domestic 
reform debates. Ozga (2012) observes that “policy makers (with a few exceptions) are not 
rendered accountable to their electorates for poor performance as judged by PISA – rather, 
they use PISA to justify policy directions that they had already sought to implement in their 
own contexts” (p. 168, italics added; also see Grek, 2009; Carvalho, 2012). Alongside the 
intention to legitimise reform are other motivations for policy borrowing such as to caution 
against educational reform, to glorify domestic education by projecting it as superior to 
elsewhere, to scandalise or exaggerate policy and practices at home so as to validate the need 
for reform, and to reinforce existing policy or practice (Phillips, 2000; Steiner-Khamsi, 2009). 
It follows that the PISA results are constantly being accepted, refused or (re)negotiated by 
national governments and other education actors (Pons, 2012; for case studies of 
policymakers’ responses to PISA findings, see Mons & Pons, 2009; Afonso & Costa, 2009; 
Gür, Çelik & Özoglu, 2012; Grek, Lawn & Ozga, 2009). Policy borrowing foregrounds not 
only what is (allegedly) borrowed, but more significantly, the political agendas and conflicts 
behind the borrowing in a given context (Steiner-Khamsi, 2006). 

Among the contexts for policy borrowing is Shanghai due to its impressive 
performance in PISA in 2009 and 2012 where its students emerged top in mathematics, 
reading and science (OECD, 2010, 2014a, b). The astounding success of Shanghai has 
engendered some dispute over the extent to which its outcomes were the result of sampling, 
Shanghai’s education system or the wider Chinese culture that includes private tutoring (for 
details, see Jackson, 2013; Tan, 2013; Loveless, 2014; Tucker, 2014; Dronkers, 2015; Jerrim, 
2015). Shanghai’s achievement has also generated divergent views and debates within China, 
ranging from enthusiastic and self-congratulatory responses to measured and self-critical 
voices (Tan, 2016b). Notwithstanding the controversies surrounding Shanghai’s PISA 
performance, its success has prompted countries to ‘look East’ (Sellar & Lingard, 2013) for 
policy transfer and externalisation (e.g. see Waldow, 2012; Waldow, Takayama & Sung, 
2014; Auld & Morris, 2014; Crossley, 2014; You & Morris, 2015). But what remains 
relatively under-researched is how the Chinese education officials themselves perceive and 
respond to Shanghai’s PISA performance. Existing literature on the Chinese receptions do 
not examine, in an in-depth manner, the reactions of the Chinese policymakers to the 2012 
PISA results in the context of on-going policy debates in the municipality (Tan, 2012, 2013; 
Zhang & Alexander, 2012; Baird et al., 2016). This article aims to fill the gap by 
investigating the interpretation and utilisation of information from PISA by Chinese 
education officials in the light of prevailing educational challenges and reform initiatives in 
Shanghai/China. 
 
 
Interpretation and utilisation of PISA information by Chinese education officials 
 
As the study is on the statements and arguments made by Chinese education officials, the 
research data were drawn from media accounts and other publicly available documents in 
China. The data were obtained from three online academic research databases for 
publications in Mandarin: China Core Newspapers Full-text Database (Zhongguo zhongyao 
baozhi quanwen shujuku) that collects articles published in 618 newspapers in China since 
2000; China Knowledge Resource Integrated Database (Zhongguo zhiwang); and Wangfang 
Data (Wanfang shuju). The unit of analysis for this study was each mention of “PISA”, 
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“Shanghai PISA” and “education reform in Shanghai” for documents published between 
2009 and 2016. A total of 52 documents that comprised newspaper articles, official reports 
and education essays were analysed. The study was guided by the following research 
question:  
 

How do the Chinese education officials interpret and utilise the information from PISA, 
especially the 2012 PISA results, in relation to on-going educational concerns and 
reform initiatives in Shanghai? 
 

The term ‘Chinese education officials’ in the study refers to office-holders from the Ministry 
of Education in China and the local education authority in Shanghai (known as ‘Shanghai 
Municipal Education Commission’). In China, all education officials are appointed to their 
positions by the government and are responsible for different aspects of education such as 
elementary education, higher education and vocational and adult education. Given that the 
media in China are “highly government-controlled” (Baird et al., 2016, p. 131), the public 
views of the education officials are expectedly homogeneous. The uniformity of opinions 
from the education officials enabled this study to identify and analyse the common messages 
and themes presented by the education authority. For the content analysis process, intitial 
codes generated from the theoretical knowledge and concepts that surfaced from the literature 
on policy borrowing were used to identify emerging themes from the documents (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994; Berg, 2009). The criterion for selecting the statements to be added to the 
data corpus was whether the statements provided information on the reactions and decisions 
of the Chinese education officials regarding PISA in general and Shanghai’s PISA 
performance in particular. The codes were developed inductively through repeated and 
detailed readings of the documents. All the findings cited in this paper were translated into 
English by the author. 

A content analysis of the data reveals that the Chinese education officials make use of 
the information from PISA to achieve two main objectives: (1) to highlight existing 
educational problems in Shanghai for the purpose of validating the need for reform, and (2) to 
garner support for on-going reform initiatives so as to redefine the aims and nature of 
education in Shanghai. 
 
To highlight existing educational problems in Shanghai  

The first research finding is that the Chinese education officials utilise the 2012 PISA data to 
magnify two existing educational problems: heavy schoolwork burden and ‘school choice 
fever’ (competition for enrolment in top-performing schools). The deputy director and 
inspector of Shanghai Municipal Education Commission states that “although the [PISA] 
assessment has proven that the academic standard of Shanghai’s basic education has reached 
its peak, it also shows that Shanghai students’ academic pressure and schoolwork burden 
remain heavy” (cited in Shen, 2014; also see Wang, 2013a). The leader of Shanghai PISA 
team agrees that “participation in PISA is actually like undergoing a diagnosis to point out 
the strengths and weaknesses of Shanghai education; for example, heavy academic burden is 
one such practical problem (cited in Dong, 2013). Yet another example is the assertion made 
by an official from the Teaching-Research Department of Shanghai Municipal Education 
Commission that PISA finding shows that “Shanghai students’ academic results are 
outstanding but their schoolwork burden is relatively heavy and their schoolwork pressure is 
relatively high” (Wang, 2013b, p. 17).  

The PISA finding the officials have in mind was a 2012 PISA report that noted that 
Shanghai students outranked their peers in the time spent on homework: 13.8 hours per week 
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which is almost three times the report average of 4.9 hours (OCED, 2014a, b). Heavy 
schoolwork burden is that this has been a vexing and perennial educational concern in 
Shanghai and the rest of China (Tan, 2016a, c). The prevalent pursuit of academic excellence, 
particularly in the gaokao (college-entrance exam) has led to students putting in long hours in 
studying, attending extra classes outside school and completing assignments (Peng, 2013). It 
is not uncommon for students to wake up before 7am and stay up to complete their 
homework until after 10pm (He, 2009; Wang, J., 2012). In tandem with the local grievance of 
heavy schoolwork burden is ‘school choice fever’ that refers to the intense competition 
among parents to enrol their children in top-performing schools. In Shanghai/China, a ‘good 
school’ is widely regarded as a ‘key school’ (zhongdian xuexiao), i.e., one with outstanding 
academic results (Feng, 2015). Such schools not only attract high-ability students, but also 
cutting-edge facilities and teachers with impressive credentials and track record in churning 
out top scorers in high-stakes exams (Cheng, 2011). To alleviate school choice fever, the 
Shanghai education authority has introduced policy initiatives such as prohibiting the official 
use of the term ‘key schools’ and admitting students to junior secondary schools by 
geographical proximity. Measures to reduce schoolwork burden have also been implemented, 
such as the stipulation that no/limited homework should be given to students (no homework 
for primary one and two, up to 1 hour for primary three to five, and up to 1.5 hours for junior 
secondary one and two) (Shanghai Municipal Education Commission, 2004). 

However, the above courses of action have not been effective due to, among other 
factors, resistance from parents and other educational stakeholders who persistently turn to 
high test scores as the sole or main yardstick to judge the quality of a school (Wang, M., 2014; 
Chai, 2015a). The policy of admission into schools by geographical proximity has also been 
circumvented by the key schools themselves. An education official acknowledges that “many 
traditional ‘good schools’ [i.e., key schools] no longer enrol children based on geographical 
proximity and instead make them sit for an admission test” (Hu, 2015). Correspondingly, 
parents strive to enrol their children in key schools through strategies such as preparing their 
children for the key school’s admission test (which adds to the academic stress of their 
children), buying a property in the vicinity of the key school, and establishing ‘social 
connections’ (guanxi) with decision-makers (Cheng, 2014; Xu, 2015). A 2013 Survey of 
Public Education Satisfaction conducted by the 21st Century Educational Research Centre 
with 50801 respondents across China reports that public satisfaction rate with the overall 
condition of education in their region is 58.28% which indicates a general dissatisfaction with 
the education system (Zhongguo Jiaoyu Bao, 16 May 2014).  

In the face of local grievances, the Chinese education officials’ reference to academic 
stress and competition for prestigious schools may be interpreted as an attempt to validate the 
need for reform. The burdensome schoolwork and school choice fever are not new but 
existing scandals that have generated public outrage. It has been widely reported that the 
heavy school work burden has caused suffering, fear and a dislike of studying in the students, 
resulting in truancy and even suicide in some instances (He, 2009; Hu, 2013; Cheng, 2014). 
These problems are highlighted by the Chinese officials for the purpose of validating the need 
for reform. Referring to the 2012 PISA data on the long hours spent by Shanghai students on 
doing homework, the deputy director of Shanghai Municipal Education Commission 
maintains that “we need to actively respond to the relatively strong societal call to address the 
‘reduce the burden’ problem, so as to actualise ‘light burden, high quality’ teaching” (cited in 
Shen, 2014). Echoing him is the leader of Shanghai PISA team who concludes from the PISA 
finding that “we must research and implement effective measures to reduce the excessive 
schoolwork burden” (cited in Dong, 2013). 
  
To garner support for on-going reform initiatives  



5	
  
	
  

The second research finding is that the Chinese education officials aim to garner support for 
on-going reform initiatives that seek to redefine the aims and nature of education in Shanghai. 
It is worthy of note that the officials go beyond PISA’s data to PISA’s assessment system to 
legitimate and consolidate domestic reform initiatives. The goal is not only to implement 
contingent and piecemeal educational initiatives but more fundamentally to reformulate the 
direction and essence of education in Shanghai. The deputy director and inspector of 
Shanghai Municipal Education Commission avers that “Shanghai’s gain from PISA, more 
than its result and ranking, is the acquisition of a set of progressive evaluation ideology, 
method and techniques” (cited in Fan, 2014). The team leader for Shanghai PISA concurs 
that Shanghai has developed its own “scientific appraisal system by borrowing the advanced 
test evaluation ideology, theory and techniques of PISA” (cited in Cao & Yan, 2014). Using 
the paradoxical phrase “to participate in order not to participate” (canjia shi weile bu canjia), 
he announces that Shanghai will withdraw from participating in PISA once it has completed 
its learning from PISA and adequately developed its own appraisal system (ibid.). We see 
here the reference to the PISA system as an external source of authority to sanction 
Shanghai’s own appraisal system. By describing the PISA system as ‘progressive’, ‘scientific’ 
and ‘advanced’, the aim is to justify the political decision to introduce new reform initiatives 
that are modelled after PISA. Such borrowing from PISA, according to the deputy director of 
Shanghai Municipal Education Commission, is so essential that its value even surpasses 
Shanghai’s stunning achievement in PISA (Fan, 2014). 

Two recent educational initiatives in Shanghai have been identified by the Chinese 
education authority as containing borrowed elements from PISA. They are the Green Indices 
for the Academic Quality of Primary and Secondary Students in Shanghai (Shanghai shi 
zhongxiao xuesheng xueye zhiliang lüse zhibiao) (or Green Indices for short) and the New 
High Quality School (xin youzhi xuexiao) project. On the first initiative, the director of Office 
for Basic Education Research at the Ministry of Education (MOE) claims that “a positive 
effect” of Shanghai’s participation in PISA was the conceptualisation of the Green indices 
that aims to foster academic quality appraisal (Wang, M., 2014). Noting that Shanghai’s 
spectacular performance in PISA has “given us the confidence to create greater reform space”, 
the leader of Shanghai PISA team announces that the Green Indices is a direct response to the 
2009 PISA report on the long homework hours spent by Shanghai students (cited in Dong, 
2013; Jiefang Ribao, 5 Dec 2013).  

Introduced in 2010, the Green Indices is an evaluation system that goes beyond 
academic achievement to assess other aspects such as the students’ physical health and moral 
conduct (Dong, 2013). A total of ten indicators or indices are used: index of student academic 
performance, index of learning motivation, index of schoolwork burden, index of teacher-
student relationship, index of teaching methods, index of principal’s curriculum leadership, 
index of the impact of students’ socio-economic background on their academic performance, 
index of students’ moral conduct, index of students’ physical and mental condition, and index 
of students’ progress within a year (for details, see Shanghai Municipal Education 
Commission, 2011). To achieve its goal of holistic education, the Green Indices de-
emphasises summative assessment in favour of formative assessment to guide schools in 
improving teaching, learning and school management. Although the promotion of a broader 
definition of assessment (beyond the traditional understanding of written, summative and 
high-stakes exam) is not new in China (Xu & Yan, 2015), the Green Indices is significant for 
its ambitious objective and scale: a municipality-wide implementation of a comprehensive set 
of criteria in support of an all-rounded education. The evaluation system was carried out 
using three methods: academic assessment of students’ performance in Chinese language, 
mathematics, English language and science (Grade 4 students are only assessed for Chinese 
language and mathematics); practical examination of students’ physical and emotional health; 
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and evaluation of the learning, teaching and school management experiences of the students, 
teachers and principals using questionnaires (Wang, Y., 2012). Referring to learning from 
PISA, the deputy director of Shanghai Municipal Education Commission gives the example 
of the inclusion of questionnaire questions in the Green Indices where respondents are asked 
about their lifestyle such as hours spent in doing homework and sleeping (Fan, 2014). To 
ensure that the Green Indices is taken seriously by the schools, the indices are included in the 
criteria for school developmental inspection and school performance appraisal, as well as 
incorporated into the five-year plan for schools in Shanghai (Yin, 2014; Fan, 2014). 

On top of justifying the Green Indices by associating it with PISA, the Chinese 
education officials also claim that the Green Indices is superior to the assessment system of 
PISA. The deputy director of the Centre of Quality Monitoring for Basic Education at MOE 
contends that unlike PISA which only assesses the competencies of 15-year-old students in 
mathematics, science and reading, the Green Indices covers more grades (Grade 4 and Grade 
9) and more subjects (moral education, physical education and art, on top of the three 
subjects assessed by PISA) (Chai, 2015a). Reiterating the same point is the deputy director of 
the Supervision Office of MOE who posits: 
 

When compared to PISA, our measuring tools are more complete and our samples are 
more scientific. We implement practical and hands-on assessments that is absent in 
PISA. By relying directly on school sampling, PISA is unable to reflect the educational 
developmental standards in the districts. In contrast, our samples are more scientific, 
more objective and less costly (ibid.) 

 
It is arguable that the above quote is an instance of glorification of the Green Indices where 
the officials project the indices as better than the PISA system. The intended effect is to 
further legitimise and mobilise support for the reform initiative. 

The second reform initiative is the New High Quality School (xin youzhi xuexiao) 
project (or NHQS project for short) that was introduced in 2011. An official with the 
Shanghai PISA Research Centre (SHPISA) of the Institute of Educational Sciences in 
Shanghai informs the public that the NHQS project is “totally aligned with the Green Indices” 
(Zhu, n.d., p. 13). The project is guided by the desired outcomes to “foster the healthy and 
happy growth of every child” (cujin meiyige xuesheng jiankang kuaile chengzhang) and 
“excel in managing every school in the neighbourhood’ (banhao meiyisuo jiamenkou de 
xuexiao). Instead of key schools, this project spotlights on a group of little-known schools 
(‘jiamenkou’ literally means ‘the school at the doorstep’) that do not attract academically 
strong students, enjoy special resources or boost of a rich cultural heritage. The deputy 
director of Shanghai Municipal Education Commission explains that the adjective ‘new’ in 
‘New High Quality School’ project underscores Shanghai’s quest to renew its educational 
paradigm from exam-centrism (the old paradigm) to all-rounded development (the new 
paradigm) (Mu, 2012). Within a test-driven environment, a ‘high quality school’ in 
Shanghai/China is synonymous with a key school. Through the creation and expansion of 
‘new quality schools’ in Shanghai, the authority aspires to remove the societial obsession 
with academic excellence, alleviate the competition for enrolment into key schools, and 
relieve the schoolwork burden of students (Hu, 2015).  

Going hand in hand with the ‘new’ is the term ‘high quality’ that refers to “the accent 
on and use of the Green Indices to change the prevailing system that relies only on academic 
results” (ibid.). In other words, ‘new high quality schools’ are schools that excel in providing 
an all-rounded education to their students by meeting all the requirements of the Green 
Indices. Such schools are able to creatively chart their own path rather than blindly copying 
the key schools (Wang, 2012; Xia, 2015). Reflecting each school’s unique and non-elitist 
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character and mission, some examples of school visions arising from the NHQS project are: 
‘Not necessarily number one, but certainly the only one’; ‘A different life that is just as 
exciting’; and ‘Lifting the children of the common folks up high’ (Jin, 2012). A total of 43 
public primary and junior secondary schools were selected for the NHQS project in 2011, 
with the number expected to increase to 250 schools in 2017 (which will comprise around 25% 
of all public primary and junior secondary schools in Shanghai). 

As in the case for the Green Indices, the Chinese education officials turn to PISA to 
confer a stamp of approval for the NHQS project. An official with the Shanghai PISA 
Research Centre (SHPISA) of the Institute of Educational Sciences in Shanghai establishes 
the connection between PISA, Green Indices and the NHQS project: 
 

NHQS project is closely linked to the PISA findings. The 2009 PISA results shows that 
the main reason for Shanghai’s excellent scores in reading is due to efforts in raising 
the lower-end marks and reducing the proportion of low scorers. The definition of ‘new 
high quality schools’ reflects the ideology of comprehensive appraisal for schools: not 
selecting students based on their learning ability, enrolling all children based on their 
geographical proximity to the school, raising the standard of school management and 
nurturing human beings … (Zhu, n.d., p. 13).  

 
According to the officials, the NHQS project is justified and praiseworthy since it is 
consistent with the PISA finding that Shanghai has succeeded in helping the weak students 
and schools. To support the NHQS project, it follows, is to support Shanghai’s record-
breaking performance in PISA.  

It is evident that the education officials have externalised to the PISA data and 
assessment system for the purpose of endorsing the reform messages and their underpinning 
ideals that otherwise would be contested. The contestation in the Shanghai context refers not 
to differences among the Chinese officials (at least not publicly) but between the education 
authority and the general population on the aims and nature of education in Shanghai. The 
Green Indices and NHQS project are controversial reform initiatives as they challenge the 
conventional understandings of a ‘good’ assessment and a ‘good’ school in Shanghai/China. 
By underlining formative assessment and reducing academic results to just one index, the 
Green Indices aspires to change the prevailing definition of ‘good’ assessment as summative 
assessment and standardised testing. The deputy director of Shanghai Municipal Education 
Commission maintains that an over-emphasis on summative assessment has resulted in three 
unhealthy developments in China: a ‘only test score index’ (fenshu zhibiao weishang) mind-
set that neglects the holistic development of students; a simplistic assessment method that 
lacks a genuine care for students; and a single function of the outcome that fails to improve 
the teaching process (Yin, 2014). Rather than assessment of learning through high-stakes 
exams, the Green Indices places an accent on assessment for learning to improve the 
processes of teaching, learning and school management.  

In the same vein, the NHQS project challenges the popular perception of a ‘good’ 
school as a key school (Jin, 2012). The team leader of the NQS project holds that “many 
‘good schools’ in Shanghai [i.e., key schools] are actually not ideal schools as their students 
experience very heavy schoolwork burden, are deprived of music and art lessons and extra-
curricular activities, are saturated with ‘exam subject’ consciousness, and do not enjoy 
harmonious teacher-student relationships” (Hu, X., 2012, 2013, 2015). To support the 
redefinition of a good school, the education authority refers to the Green Indices survey 
report that shows that key schools suffer from high academic pressure, unsatisfactory campus 
life and low level of students’ identification with the school (Xia, 2015). In contrast, the 
schools in the NHQS project are truly good schools as their students experience lower 
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schoolwork burden and their parents enjoy more positive and enthusiastic experiences with 
the schools (Yin, 2014; Xia, 2015). The deputy director of Shanghai Municipal Education 
Commission further validates the NHQS project by stressing that the project is based on “the 
objective data of school performance” rather than the “subjective appraisal, by word of mouth, 
of what constitutes ‘good and bad’ schools” (cited in Shen, 2014). This is an effort to certify 
the schools under the NHQS project as good schools using the word ‘objective’. 
Concomitantly, the officials desire to scandalise the widely-held view of ‘good’ schools as 
key schools by reducing such a perception to ‘subjective appraisal, by word of mouth’. 
 
The relationship between PISA/OECD and the domestic education system 
 
The example of Shanghai extends the research on the local receptions towards international 
large-scale assessments by illuminating the relationships between PISA/OECD and the 
domestic education systems. In the case of Shanghai, the relationship is one of symbiosis,  
characterised by both dependence and independence. On the one hand, the Chinese officials 
depend on the realities created by PISA to legitimise education reforms. The high regard of 
the Chinese education officials for OECD is understandable since the latter is viewed 
internationally as the ‘benchmarker of standards’ (Rinne, 2008). PISA therefore “brings the 
comfort of legitimising policy problems and solutions with the blessing of a putative 
universal, independent, expert knowledge” (Carvalho, 2012, p. 184). Without the reference to 
an external source of authority that is globally and locally respected, it would have been 
difficult for the local education authority to push for contested domestic reform agendas and 
initiatives. The Chinese officials’ strategy of capitalising on the dominant grievances of 
heavy schoolwork burden and school choice fever shows that policy transfer takes place 
through the ‘translation, interpretation and appropriation of ideas, knowledge and devices 
already in circulation’ (Freeman et al, 2007, p. 5, cited in Carvalho, 2012, p. 177, italics 
added).  

But the dependent relationship between PISA/OECD and the domestic education 
system is not one-way. While the school systems rely on OECD to be the global 
“diagnostician, judge and policy adviser” (Meyer & Benavot, 2013, p. 9), OECD is also 
dependent on the respective school systems to maintain its international status, influence and 
significance. Our study of Shanghai has therefore drawn attention to the interdependent 
relationship between OECD and the countries/economies participating in PISA.Through a 
mutually beneficial partnership between PISA/OECD and the national governments, 
resources from PISA are and will continue to be, prized for their utility to fabricate and 
sustain existing and new realities. The success of OECD at promulgating their wares – 
including its neoliberal monitoring system and audit culture – to education systems is 
ultimately subject to and mediated by domestic policy talks, reform debates and competing 
agendas. The more contentious an education reform initiative or its underlying philosophy is, 
the more likely it is for the policymakers of the country/economy to exercise their agency to 
(re)shape and capitalise on selective PISA data to achieve their strategic goals. 

But the Chinese officials do not just depend on the PISA data and assessment system 
to support and advance local reforms. They also simultaneously assert their independence 
from the narrative and resources provided by PISA/OECD. It is noteworthy that the 
independence made by local education officials is built upon their very dependence on the 
influence of the PISA system and production of PISA data. The independence takes the form 
of re-interpreting the PISA data in such a way that allows the local education authority to 
challenge existing realities and create new ones. Specifically, the Chinese education officials 
challenge the realities produced by PISA by deliberately castigating the 2012 PISA report 
that Shanghai students outranked their peers in the time spent on doing homework (OCED, 
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2014a, b). It is interesting to note that the OECD report does not cast this finding in a 
negative light. On the contrary, it points to a positive correlation between high student 
performance and hours spent on homework. The OECD report states, “There are very solid 
reasons why teachers assign after-school work, from helping struggling or underachieving 
students to learn the material covered in class, to ensuring that the material is stored in 
students’ long-term memory, to providing additional stimulation for high performers” 
(OECD, 2014b, p. 1). However, the Chinese officials use the PISA finding to ‘prove’ that 
Shanghai students are over burdened with homework and that their strong performance in 
PISA has come at a high mental and emotional price for the students. Rather than 
highlighting and celebrating Shanghai’s achievement, a relatively minor and positive finding 
from PISA regarding hours spent on doing homework is singled out to expose the current 
scandals of excessive academic burden and intensive competition for admission into elite 
schools.  

Not only do the Chinese education officials challenge the realities constructed by 
PISA, they also create new possibilities and realities in their endeavour to address prevailing 
educational problems. The Green Indices and NHQS project, as pointed out earlier, are 
targeted at addressing the obdurate socio-cultural practices of heavy schoolwork burden and 
school choice fever. Solving these educational challenges requires not only a change in policy 
but, more importantly, a corresponding shift in the Chinese mind-set on the definitions of a 
‘good’ school, assessment, teacher, student etc. A professor from East China Normal 
University in Shanghai observes that the Green Indices “challenges deep-rooted traditional 
culture as ‘using the outcome to restrict the process’ has always been our thinking and 
custom for operational appraisal reform in China’s history” (cited in Shen, 2014). The phrase 
‘using the outcome to restrict the process’ refers to terminal exams such as the zhongkao 
(terminal exam at the end of junior secondary level) and gaokao (college entrance exam) that 
determine, through the washback effect, the nature of teaching and learning in 
Shanghai/China. Through the NHQS project, the authority hopes to change the public 
definition of a good school from one that produces academically strong students to one that 
values and nurtures all students. Shanghai’s current education reform, in short, is an 
ambitious project to advance a state-endorsed alternative vision of the good for China. In 
contrast to the decisions taken by many national governments to revamp their education 
systems to align with PISA standards (Meyer, 2014), the education authority in Shanghai 
turns the table around by adapting PISA standards to local norms, needs and demands. 
Furthermore, in shifting from centralisation and uniformity towards greater school autonomy 
and diversity through the Green Indices and NHQS project, Shanghai appears to deviate from 
OECD’s ‘standard global reform package’ (Meyer & Benavot, 2013) that privileges 
accountability and standardised-testing. It is therefore ironical that PISA has elevated 
Shanghai to the top of the international ranking charts when the municipality is taking steps 
to move away from OECD’s prescription of a successful education system.  
 
Conclusion 
 
The controversial nature of the reform initiatives and ideals means that they are naturally met 
with resistance from various educational stakeholders. In the case of Shanghai, the problems 
of heavy schoolwork burden and school choice fever have persisted despite the 
implementation of the Green Indices and NHQS project (Ke, 2013). A 2014 survey 
conducted with 5000 high school students across Shanghai reports that the students continue 
to experience heavy schoolwork burden that results in insufficient sleep (Wang, W., 2014). 
The average index reported by students on the degree of schoolwork burden they experienced 
is 6.76 while that for sufficient sleep is 4.96 (both out of a total possible score of 10). It is 
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also reported in the newspapers that “millions of parents remain concerned with “the only one” 
and cannot let go of “the one-tenth” (Ke, 2013). The ‘only one’ refers to the index of students’ 
academic performance that comprises one out of a total of ten indices. The majority of 
parents (and their children) are therefore caught between a rock and a hard place: their desire 
to reduce academic burden is countered by their aspiration to admit their children to 
prestigious educational institutions – a goal that could only be attained, in the eyes of many 
Chinese, through long hours spent on studying. 

Responding to the absence of any significant improvement in the heavy schoolwork 
burden of Shanghai students, the deputy director of Shanghai Municipal Education 
Commission comments that “educational outcomes have a delayed effect and need more time 
to gradually appear” (Peng, 2013). The statement by the deputy director suggests that the 
propensity to externalise to PISA, be it its findings, ideology, standard, system or methods, is 
likely to continue. In fact, the borrowing from PISA has extended beyond Shanghai to other 
parts of China. Drawing from the reform experience in Shanghai, the MOE in China has 
launched an education reform initiative in 2015, known as Quality Monitoring Plan for 
Compulsory Education in China (guojia yiwu jiaoyu zhiliang jiance fangan) (Cai & Tang, 
2015). The plan resembles the Green Indices in its objective, contents and methods used (for 
details, see MOE, 2015).  

It is instructive that the education authority in China brands it as ‘PISA with Chinese 
characteristics’ (Zhongguo tese PISA) or ‘China’s PISA’ (Zhongguo de PISA) (Chai, 2015b; 
Jin, 2015). MOE declares that the plan “borrows the methods from some countries and 
international assessments” (MOE, 2015, section 4, para 1). The deputy director of the Centre 
for Basic Education Quality Monitoring at the MOE affirms that PISA, as an “international 
assessment of student ability that has been publicly acknowledged to be of a high-standard”, 
contains many components such as technical specifications and research and development 
programmes for China to learn from (cited in Chai, 2015). He avers, “The description of our 
country’s Quality Monitoring Plan for Compulsory Education as PISA with Chinese 
characteristics gives us a vivid image; if there is a sentence that summarises the similarity 
between our plan and PISA, it is that our technical parameters and specifications conform to 
those of PISA” (ibid.). We see in the above plan, as in the case for Shanghai, the motivation 
to give credence to and obtain support for the reform initiative by referring to PISA. With 
Shanghai expected to continue to do well for future rounds of PISA, it is likely for the 
Chinese education officials to persist in turning to PISA to validate and sustain not just the 
reform initiatives but also the self-determined realities.  
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