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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
To gain insight into Chinese students’ perspectives on their educa- Received 15 April 2020
tion, this study examines how they construct their learner identities Accepted 10 November 2020
by navigating multiple subject positions both at school and in their KEYWORDS

families. Drawing on the frame of learner identity formation and the Learner identity; Chinese
concepts of Western and Confucian ways of being, thematic analy- learner; school transition;
sis is applied to analyse the educational experiences of final-year multiplicity; subject position;
students (N = 479) at a public middle school in China. The analysis Confucianism

shows the push and pull between various subject positions, such as

the exam-oriented self, the enterprising self, the familial self and the

free and happy self, around the theme of competition. It highlights

the multiplicity and complexities of Chinese students’ identification.

This study illustrates the value of Western and Confucian ways of

being as conceptual tools in identity studies and initiates

a discussion on re-defining Chinese education through students’

identity-formation experiences.

Introduction

Over the last decade, the superior academic performance of Chinese students and East
Asian students in general has led to considerable international interest in producing
similar high achievers elsewhere (You and Morris 2016; Takayama 2017; Komatsu and
Rappleye 2017). In contrast to this intense interest in the education system, educational
policies and pedagogies of China, students’ perspectives in their education have largely
been neglected. Little is known about how Chinese students conceptualise themselves as
learners, that is their learner identities (Coll and Falsafi 2010; Rees et al. 1997; Erstad et al.
2016). Forming learner identities are deeply rooted in learners’ educational experiences
across both the formal educational system and informal settings. In other words, learning
is situated in social and cultural contexts. The inquiry into learner identity focuses on the
complex process of identification rather than on representing a fixed belief or the
capability to learn. When approaching identification, it is common to explore the inter-
actions of many subject positions available to individuals (Wetherell 2010). A subject
position is “a loose set of rights and duties that limit the possibilities of action” (Rom and
Moghaddam 2003, 5) that offer “viewpoints and classificatory schemas” for individuals to
identify themselves in certain contexts (Torronen 2001, 315). Thereby, exploring such
processes of learner identity formation can open a window into students’ educational
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experiences and the educational, social and cultural contexts in which they are
embedded.

Chinese students are traditionally identified as “Chinese learners” distinctively sub-
jected to exam-oriented education (Ryan 2010; Francis, Mau, and Archer 2017). Exam-
oriented learning entails implementing certain strategies, such as emphasising personal
diligence, outcome-driven evaluations, the authoritative roles of teachers, memorisation
and repetition, the ethics of diligence and the importance of exemplarity (Dello-lacovo
2009; Kim 2009; Tan 2017; Wu 2016). The exam-oriented self is a decisive subject position
with which Chinese students may identify, but it is not the only one. An increasing
number of studies have revealed the multiple subject positions that are available to
young Chinese people when discussing their identification broadly (Hoffman 2006; Liu
2008b; Pun and Koo 2019). Thus, there remains a dearth of empirical research exploring
this multiplicity with a focus on the field of education.

This article addresses this research gap by exploring how Chinese students construct
their learner identities by navigating various subject positions at school and in their
families. Drawing on the framework of learner identity formation (Chappell et al. 2003)
and the concepts of Western and Confucian ways of being (Zhao 2009), this article
analyses the educational experiences of final-year students (N = 479) at a public middle
school in China to deepen the empirical understanding of Chinese students by giving
voice to their lives and encounters in education.

Compulsory education in China: exam-oriented pedagogical practices and
selection system

China initiated a national “quality education” reform in compulsory education to replace
the traditional “exam-oriented education” in 1999 (Zhao 2015). In pedagogical practice,
however, exam-oriented education still plays a vital role. This orientation is commonly
considered a Confucian legacy, although Confucianism comprises a much richer account
of education, such as highlighting the interrelatedness of individuals’ identification (Tan
2017; Kim 2009; Tu 1985; Rosemont 2015). This limited but dominant understanding of
Confucianism is linked to the 1,300-year prevalence of the civil-service examination
system (keju) in Imperial China (Curran 2014). The exam-oriented learning and teaching
to pass this high-stakes exam has been maintained after it was abolished in 1903. For
most contemporary schools, particularly those with few resources and those with stu-
dents transitioning to post-compulsory education, these exam-oriented strategies are still
considered the most efficient in helping students pass their exams and gain opportunities
to continue their education (Wu 2016; You 2019).

The consistency of exam-oriented practices is also connected to the lasting exam-
based selection system made notable by two high-stakes tests: the high school entrance
exam (zhongkao) and the university entrance exam. Chinese compulsory education
includes primary school and middle school. Final-year middle school students can take
zhongkao, the result of which determines what kind of high school they can be enrolled
in. Academic high schools have higher recruiting standards than their vocational counter-
parts, and schools in cities are more demanding than those in towns and rural areas.
Schools with high recruiting requirements are favoured because their students have
better chances of earning places at top-tier universities and acquiring good jobs (Zhao
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2015). Despite many attempts to change the summative assessment of zhongkao, its
“objective” judgement is still considered the most reliable and equitable method for
selecting intellectual elites (You 2019), particularly among students with limited educa-
tional resources to gain a competitive edge in an otherwise subjective selection system
(Dello-lacovo 2009).

Multiplicity in the identification of young Chinese people

Although empirical studies seldom focus on the learner identities of young Chinese
people, the literature on identification provides useful related insights into their learner
identity formation. A host of research about the identification of young Chinese people,
particularly the generations born after the economic reform at the end of the 1970s,
addresses their experiences of multiple and sometimes antagonistic subject positions in
identifying who they are, as the following scholars illustrate.

The subject position of the enterprising self (Rose 1998) is the most commonly
discussed issue in the identity-formation literature of young Chinese people (Hoffman
2006; Liu 2008a; Pun and Koo 2019; Woronov 2009). It is a position that “calculates about
itself and that acts upon itself in order to better itself” (Rose 1998, 154). Young Chinese
people who take this subject position calculate the options for their educational and
occupational careers and hold strong beliefs in their self-efficacy and self-determination
regarding these choices. Here, education is the necessary constitute of the enterprising
position regarding its close relevance to personal prosperity in the future. Most studies
highlight individuals’ struggles to situate themselves between this subject position and
others such as the commitments to improving the state’s economic competence and to
caring for parents (Hoffman 2006; Kipnis 2011; Pun and Koo 2019), while the nuances of
their empirical data indicate opportunities to manage these struggles. Some young
people maintain their personal aspirations and their patriotic duties by working for state-
run companies or in the stable political-administrative system (Hoffman 2006). Others live
in the same city as their parents to balance their family responsibilities with their future
careers (Liu 2008b). Some young people choose to adhere to the position of the enter-
prising self over others in their identification (Hansen 2013; Liu 2008a). Such mixed results
require further examination about the interactions between the enterprising position and
other positions in Chinese young people’s identification.

Another important but under-explained subject position is the familial self. As Liu
(2008b) pointed out, when young Chinese people navigate their vocational pathways,
they consider the issue of caring for their parents, which embraces a Confucian norm of
family obligation. The interpretation of this traditional ethos has morphed from sacrificing
for the family’s benefit to maintaining parent-child interdependence (Qi 2016). Situating
the self within the relationship with parents has been highlighted as one of the most
“natural status” of being a person in Confucian classics (Zhao 2009, 401; Rosemont 2015;
Ames 2010; Hall and Ames 1987). For school-aged children, their educational outcomes
play crucial roles in interpreting this obligation (Huang and Gove 2015). Parents invest
heavily in their children’s educational success, and children respect their parents’ educa-
tional guidance, like a “paying and repaying” circle. The more support adolescents receive
from their parents, the harder they try to “repay” their parents by upgrading their
academic performance. Thereby, Chinese students’ academic achievements become
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a primary form of family obligation, which can be highly motivating (Fuligni and Zhang
2004; Tao and Hong 2014).

Philosophical insights also underpin the multiplicity of identification addressed by
these empirical studies. Identity construction can be broadly summarised by two ways
of being derived from Western and Confucian heritages (Tu 1985; Rosemont 2015; Hall
and Ames 1987). According to Zhao (2009), the Confucian way of being is relational,
emphasising the significance of others and interpersonal relationships. The aforemen-
tioned subject position of the familial self demonstrates this way of being: identifying the
self with parental requirements. In contrast, the Western way of being takes
a disconnected form, emphasising universal values, such as autonomy, freedom and self-
direction. The aforementioned enterprising self illustrates this. The current study uses
these ways of being as conceptual tools to frame and analyse various subject positions
and their interactions.

Theorising learner identity

To conceptualise Chinese students’ learner identities, this study employs Chappell et al.’s
(2003) approach to identification: “Identity is formed in the dynamic interplay between
reflexive and relational process of identification” (Chappell et al. 2003, 52). Although these
two processes are entangled, this study discusses them separately and sequentially for
the purposes of analysis.

In relational identification, individuals are circulated by one or more “social and cultural
definitions of possible identities” (subject positions) (Chappell et al. 2003, 47). In given
social-cultural practices, certain subject positions are more valid and powerful than others
(Torronen 2001). Social relations play important roles in determining what subject posi-
tions are available to the individuals. The subject positions of learners are not only
articulated within the confines of schools but also through relationships with families,
teachers and friends (Coll and Falsafi 2010; Pollard and Filer 2007). Thus, when examining
learner identities, it is necessary to include both the formal educational context and
informal settings. As relational identification unfolds, the process of reflexive identifica-
tion also begins.

In reflexive identification, individuals generate threads running through their (learning)
lives to represent themselves as learners over time. This stability makes individuals
recognisable despite the changeable, dynamic nature of identity. The stress of individuals’
capabilities of being reflexive in this process does not imply that their created identities
“wholly originate from and are unique to” the individuals themselves (Chappell et al. 2003,
53). Here, individuals shape and integrate the socially and culturally available subject
positions through relational identification to clarify “who | am”. Notably, even through
such manipulation, these multifaceted subject positions may remain incompatible rather
than achieving coherence (Wetherell 2010).

Materials and methods

The data presented here are part of a larger qualitative study about the everyday
experiences of adolescents in the last year of their middle school lives. The transition to
post-compulsory education has a deep impact on students’ educational and occupational
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futures (Tang 2016), which may motivate young people to re-shape their lives and re-
construct their learner identities. This situation provides an opportunity to uncover how
learner identities are formed.

The fieldwork was conducted in a public middle school in a town in Hebei province.
Hebei province has a population over 74 million, but it has fewer economic resources than
the national average (National Data 2020). The selected town has two primary schools,
two middle schools, one academic high school and one vocational high school. The
students have the right to transition to any high school in Hebei province upon achieving
the necessary academic requirements. According to the headmaster of the selected
school, most students who completed the middle school programme in 2016 successfully
transitioned to high school, but only half enrolled in the academic high schools they
favoured.

During the first three weeks of fieldwork, all the final-year students (N = 546) in the
selected school were asked to complete an open-ended survey about their family and
school lives in a paper-and-pencil format. Open-ended questions give participants space
to describe their experiences freely and provide researchers with access to a large amount
of personal information in a short time (Popping 2015). The open-ended survey was used
as a qualitative data-collection method (Morrow 2001). Each student had 45 minutes to
complete the survey in their classrooms in Mandarin Chinese. The participants were asked
to answer four open-ended questions: (1) the challenges they currently experienced in
school, (2) the coping strategies they used for those challenges, (3) the support from and
expectations for their school and (4) the support from, the expectations for and the
relationship histories with their families. These experiences were collected to disclose
how participants identified themselves as learners (Coll and Falsafi 2010; Pollard and Filer
2007). The data-gathering complied with the ethical standards of my university and meets
Finnish standards (Finnish National Board on Research Integrity [TENK] 2009). Before the
survey, | received oral permission from the local education bureau and the selected
school. Information that could identify the participants was removed.

Surveys were received from 489 (90%) students. Ten surveys were deleted because of
empty answers, unrecognisable handwriting, duplicate answers or irrelevant answers. In
total, 479 answers were analysed. The age of the participants ranged from 13-17 years,
96% of whom were from 14-15 years old. The number of boys (N = 264) was slightly
higher than girls (N = 201). Fourteen participants’ gender information was missing. The
participants’ answers to the open-ended questions were presented both as short listings
(e.g. the kinds of educational support the participants received) and detailed explanations
(e.g. their critiques of the social expectations of education) (Popping 2015). There were
517 pages of transcripts.

A thematic analysis (Attride-Stirling 2001; Saldana 2013) was conducted with the
help of the software Atlas.ti (version 8) to summarise the main patterns of the infor-
mants’ answers. First, all the transcripts regarding their educational experiences were
coded descriptively, such as school arrangements, learning strategies and parents’
educational aspirations. Second, these descriptive codes were refined into clusters of
categories. The existing literature on young Chinese people’s identification and
“Chinese learners” and the concepts of Confucian and Western ways of being were
employed in this conceptualising stage. Five categories were outlined: four subject
positions (the exam-oriented self, enterprising self, familial self and free and happy self)
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and one learner identity (the “competitor”). Third, these codes and categories were
used to summarise the overarching themes as framed by the theoretical lens of
identification (Chappell et al. 2003): relational identification at school and in their
families and reflexive identification. The following analysis is organised around these
themes and categories. Each section describes the overall patterns across the partici-
pants followed by illustrative examples.

Relational identification at school and in family
Intensification of exam-oriented strategies

This section traces the subject position of the exam-oriented self that circulated in the
participants’ school arrangements, pedagogy practices and interactions with their peers.
The participants typically experienced a shift from a “not-in-a-hurry” lifestyle in the first
two years of middle school to an “intensive” learning atmosphere in their final year. For
example, one boy provided his experience of this difference:

In seventh and eighth grades, | always thought | was not in a hurry because there was still one
or two years .... However, the lifestyle and the way of learning changes dramatically in ninth
grade. | am overwhelmed with the intensive school atmosphere. The pressure from the
school, my parents and myself make me very nervous.

Testing dominated their lives in their final year of middle school. All the participants had
completed two school-standardised exams in each semester in their first two years of
middle school; these exams were held every month during their final year of middle
school. Alongside the increasing incidence of exams, the students were ranked by their
grades relative to their peers. The rankings allowed the participants to predict their
chances of gaining admission into high school. One girl described this practice of
prediction:

| need to be in the top ten of my peers [to go to my dream schools], but my current status is
not very good. There are almost 80 students who rank in front of me ... . | ... planned to
upgrade a few ranking positions in each monthly exam.

The testing and the rank-tracking system were more than just means for the students to
evaluate their chances of getting into good high schools, however; they were tools to
differentiate them (Wu 2016). Here, the exemplars of academic success, the “good”
students, received preferential treatment at school. The participants could sense such
unequal treatment from their teachers’ overt favouring of the “good” students when
teaching, for example. More often, however, the participants were exposed to this exam-
driven school culture through interaction with their peers. For example, they gave
examples of “bad” students having difficulties “integrating into [peer] groups”, whereas
“good” students were expected to “be separated from ‘bad’ students ... during their
courses”. Few students attempted to challenge this inequality by believing that “no one
should be discriminated against ‘external’ factors”, as one girl stated, while the majority
deliberately used this binary to include or exclude their peers. The following account
vividly describes the marginalisation and shamefulness one can feel when being excluded
from the “good” student group.
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Exams determine everything. When your grade is not as high as others, ... there is a genuine
fear of being looked down on.

The participants described a series of pedagogical strategies that their school had
introduced to secure their academic success, as other Chinese schools do (Wu 2016;
You 2019). First, only the subjects examined by zhongkao (the “major subjects”) were
worthy of being taught. School time was used to train students’ learning skills in these
subjects. As a result, physical exercise, class breaks and courses unrelated to major
subjects were mostly replaced by self-learning and teaching activities in relation to
major subjects. Second, teachers played primary roles in improving the adolescents’
knowledge and skills for testing (Kim 2009), as evinced by the students’ accounts that
teaching was the most common support they received at school. The participants
reported that their teachers explained “every exemplary question that zhongkao might
test” and guided them to use “feasible” and “flexible” learning methods to “cope with
exams” and “improve their grades”. Third, repeated practice for testing was guaranteed by
completing enormous amounts of homework in the participants’ after-school time (Dello-
lacovo 2009). The intensity of this homework load could cause severe sleep deprivation.
As one boy illustrated, he had to compress his sleeping time to complete his homework
and “review what teachers taught”. Such a daily routine made him “fatigued for the
next day”. Overall, these accounts show that the participants’ lives were re-arranged and
re-oriented around educational success.

Learning as a means of maintaining family connectedness

This section discusses how the participants were informed by the subject position of the
familial self, which requires positioning the self in relation to parents, a Confucian way of
being (Zhao 2009). Like many other young Chinese people (Huang and Gove 2015; Liu
2008b), this position was easy to access in the participants’ family lives. The students’
increasing awareness of the familial ethos was connected to their parents’ commitments
to the same subject position. Parents’ obligations to families were mostly evident in the
considerable educational support they provided, particularly financial investment (such as
purchasing practice books and paying for private tutoring) and guidance in coping with
students’ learning difficulties (such as answering academic questions and sharing learning
methods). Amidst this support, supervision was a typical strategy to ensure that most of
the participants’ time was dedicated to learning, as illustrated by the following two
accounts.

My parents supervise my learning. They come into my room every now and then to watch
what | am doing.

My parents don’t watch TV anymore. They usually sit with me [until | complete my home-
work] ... . Even if | ask them to go to sleep, at least one of them will sit up with me into the
middle of night.

The young people’s interpretations of their parents’ commitments to their families varied.
On the one hand, the participants appreciated having family resources and sensed the
good intentions behind their parents’ engagement. As one girl interpreted, her parents’
increasing concern in her academic performance was a genuine wish that she could
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successfully “transition [to high school] without any trouble”. Another boy also considered
his parents “the most solid support”. Parents’ firm commitments to their children’s
education could even increase their relational closeness, as was described by a girl who
felt “really happy” and “closer to my parents”. These quotations indicate that these
students favoured their parents’ guidance and they were keen to forming the self in
a Confucian and relational way (Zhao 2009; Rosemont 2015; Ames 2010).

On the other hand, parents’ educational involvements could make students feel over-
whelmed. For example, one girl shared that her parents were “more strict” and “often said
that [she] disappointed them”; one boy sensed that his parents “showed their tremendous
concern about [his] grades in exams”; and another girl’s parents “put more pressure on
her and had higher aspirations for [her] education”. Even when students achieved
excellent grades, “parents’ expectations would grow”, as one boy reported. Through
these family experiences, these adolescents, including the girl quoted below, were
aware that their parents were devoted to shaping them into excellent performers.

[My parents] are more like bosses who love you very much. You know that they love you, but
they always give [me] invisible pressure ... . While | am in middle school, their expectations
are even greater. It seems that they would have taken the exams for me.

This quotation demonstrates that identifying the self in relation to others may induce “the
oppression of the individual and the deprivation of [his or her] rights and freedoms” (Zhao
2009, 401). These students were also aware of losing the peacefulness of their child-
parent relationship if they rejected this position. More than half the participants admitted
that the quality of their child—parent relationship had regressed since their final year of
middle school. Many adolescents used metaphors like “cold war”, “cracked glass”, “leader-
ship” and “familiar strangers” to describe their current child-parent relationships. These
students increasingly found that their parents’ attitudes towards them were aligned with
their academic performance. For example, the attitude of one girl's parents “explicitly
became better” after she upgraded her ranking position in the latest exam. Vice versa, one
high achiever accidently made several mistakes in one exam in seventh grade, and she
afterwards experienced dictatorial “Stalin-style” parenting. She generalised her child-
parent relationship as being “grade-centred”. Together, holistic parental support and
changes in family relationships make thoroughly the familial position visible in the
participants’ everyday lives. If positioned to such a Confucian way of being (Zhao 2009),
these adolescents understood that their role was to satisfy their parents’ educational
aspirations (Tao and Hong 2014; Fuligni and Zhang 2004).

Individual responsibility and significance of education to future prosperity

This section describes how the participants were acquainted with the subject position of
the enterprising self (Rose 1998), which highlights the universal value of self-responsibility
and self-calculation (Zhao 2009). Except for the considerable efforts to ensure that the
students had every advantage for the zhongkao, the participants received little support
regarding the upcoming transitions from their school, such as worries about getting a job,
confusion about the purpose of life and entrapment by daily routines. They struggled to
cope with these crucial “non-academic” problems by themselves. A good example of such
limited support was evident in the roles of the teachers. As mentioned above, the
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adolescents’ accounts of their teachers’ support were filled with pedagogical practices.
Even the teachers’ emotional support, such as “motivating”, “encouraging” and “being
supportive”, often had the purpose of increasing students’ academic competence. Almost
all the participants normalised such a narrow role of teachers and schools without
expecting any radical changes. Further interviews with some of the participants con-
firmed this idea that school transition is part of their “private lives” (Wang, Satka, and
Julkunen 2020).

One group of participants also claimed that they had barely received support or been
insufficiently supported in their families. Dissatisfaction with parental engagement was
particularly common in a group whose parents “lacked educational experience” or “hadn’t
been to university”. Most adolescents in this group received their parents’ constant
suggestions or “nagging” about the learning strategy of diligence, but this advice was
too general to be useful regarding their personalised needs for specific learning methods,
for example. Lacking tailored parental help, these adolescents were more likely to view
learning as an individual endeavour, as evinced by statements such as “facing the
difficulties alone” and “relying on myself”.

In addition, the participants’ parents were keen to stress learning in terms of individual
future prosperity. One girl said parents commonly believed and taught their children
about the utilitarian purpose of education with the following line: “If you perform
excellently in exams, you will be wealthy and go to university in the future”. Similarly,
another girl constantly heard about the instrumental value of education from her grand-
mother through a Chinese poem: “You can find not only gold but also gorgeous beauty in
books”. The parental belief in the promising economic returns of education manifested in
their penchant for preferring academic high schools that gave students a greater chance
of going to university and finding a good job than vocational schools. Otherwise, “it is
difficult to survive in this society” and “the only future is to do physical work”, as two girls
were informed by their parents. Such suggestions by parents conveyed the future
relevance of education. One girl even felt that “all the thoughts unrelated to learning
are not worth a dime”. Thus, school and family practices helped these adolescents
understand a third valid viewpoint about being a learner: focusing on the Western and
universal rationality of self-calculation and self-governing (Zhao 2009).

Reflexive identification: coherence and tension around the theme of
competition

This section explains how the participants told their own stories of who they were. They
embraced and reshaped the multiple subject positions they were offered by their school
and families. When asked about challenges at school, these students’ biggest worries
were related to the intensification of testing. They gave new meaning to exam-oriented
strategies through the concept of competition. As one girl said, “There is intensive
competition in all the aspects of school life, particularly on grades, which are presented
through academic ranking”. Through the lens of competition, being exam-oriented not
only implies performing well in testing but also ranking higher than peers. This growing
standard of high achievers offers more spaces to improve, as well as more stresses to
struggle with.
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The pressure of academic competition was apparent in the respondents’ descriptions
of their most common coping strategy: being diligent. While this strategy was easily
explained through narratives such as “making an effort to learn” and “learning with all
your effort”, the students found it difficult to master this in their real lives. Even when the
students put all their effort into learning, their ranking positions would still hardly
improve. Such an experience revealed the hidden impact of competition. Giving 100%
at work was not enough, as one girl highlighted, “When | am working hard, others are
working hard too. | can only work with “180%’ effort”. Since “everyone works hard”, as
many respondents observed, they articulated being more diligent than their peers as the
primary if not the only strategy to improve their educational outcomes:

| am not a hard-working person. | only concentrate on the knowledge I think is important.....
To teachers and parents, therefore, | could achieve high marks with little effort ... . However,
the results [from this method] were not satisfactory in the two exams in ninth grade. My
continuous drop in rank ... is very stressful. All | can do is work harder and harder.

These students not only sought to gain a competitive edge in the present assessment
system in their school but also in their precarious futures. One-quarter of the informants
cited the upcoming zhongkao as their biggest challenge; it superseded other worries,
such as friendship, family life and student-teacher relationships. They intensively dis-
cussed the determinative role of this “first significant life transition” in differentiating their
educational and occupational futures. As one boy intuitively related, his zhongkao result
seemed “to determine [his] whole life”. Another boy said, “Education is a shortcut to
a promising future”. Their life trajectories amounted to constant improvement to increase
their chances of upward mobility because of their responsibilities to organise their lives in
enterprising ways, which is imagined to be a dominant social norm, as the following two
excerpts bluntly demonstrate.

[I] have to study hard. My situation of not being advanced means | will take a beating. Today,
only winners survive.

You can only make yourself better; otherwise, you will be nothing and become one of those
losers on the street.

A sense of familial obligation was another reason to be and become competitive. Quite
a few accounts were related to meeting their parents’ educational aspirations. For
example, one girl wrote, “While | see my family’ expectations, | make up my mind, and
at the same time, feel stressed”. Similarly, one boy sensed his parents were “in a dominant
position” to “push” him to improve his academic competence. Another boy’s experience
was also an example of how his parents successfully “pushed” him: He was aware that his
parents took his grades seriously, and he had not performed well on his latest exam. It was
“extremely stressful” because of the possible punishment he would receive from his
parents, and he immediately planned to “give my phone [to my parents] and improve
my grades”.

Rather than complying with their parents, a small group of respondents who privileged
their familial positions disclosed slightly different interpretations. They sensed the sup-
port, and even the sacrifice, their parents made through their expectations, and they
believed that their academic competence was their best “repayment” to their parents (Tao
and Hong 2014). Such an understanding of maintaining family connectedness was
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a powerful motivator for these participants, pushing them to compete for a better
outcome:

| have ... known my responsibilities and what | am facing. To work against poor academic
attainment and to cope with the academic difficulties, | must put all my energy into learning,
repaying my parents’ efforts for what they did for me.... | wouldn’t dare go home after exams.
| would feel very sorry for my parents. They have placed all their hope in me ... | have not
repaid as much as one-thousandth of what my father has done for me in the past three
years ... . How can | go home when | am not the top [of the class]?

When synthesising their various positions around the concept of competition, many
students felt depressed, anxious, constrained, overwhelmed and even afraid. Many
expected emotional support from their parents and school, such as “being supportive”,
“being considerate”, “encouraging”, “respecting”, “trusting”, “being happy” and “being free”,
casting doubt on the prevalent narrative of being competitive. A small group of adolescents
criticised this idea as trivial and narrow, producing “robots preparing for exams” in educa-
tion. For example, one boy questioned, “Even if all the students can achieve the full marks,
what does it mean?” Similarly, another boy deliberately explained why he thought his

present education failed his “explorations of the whole world and life purpose”:

Although exams are important, it is a narrow view to limit the present life to test results.
Navigating your life journey and solving your own problems is more significant ... . We use
our transcripts to demonstrate how much knowledge we have about certain subjects.
However, we have not carefully considered their true purposes. More often, we fill our
young lives with these unnecessary things.

While most struggled with this tension between different positions, a small group chose
to privilege their individual freedom and happiness over others. They treated school as
a place for socialising and entertainment rather than learning. In their school lives, they
chatted, slept, ate snacks, smoked, had romantic relationships and spaced out. As one boy
said, they did anything “but learning”. Interestingly, there was only one girl in this group;
boys seemed more eager to choose an alternative way to organise their lives. In the girls’
imaginations, the future was demanding and uncertain, and education was the only tool
that may lead them to decent lives. Some accounts helped uncover the gendered
construction of the pursuit of academic success and illustrated how the girls felt fru-
strated, vulnerable and limited in the competition in education.

Going to a good high school? It will be difficult! My grades are too low ... . | hope | have
a good fate and a promising future waiting for me, [like my aunt]. [She] hasn't been to high
school but has a successful marriage. Now she has a stable job, two houses and a savings of
around 30 thousand yuan. | don’t know what to do. | can only move ahead without any
direction. Go, go, go!

I am a girl. If | can’t win in exams, my whole life will be ruined.

| know that as a girl, if | do not make an effort, | cannot be enrolled in a good high school.
Thereafter, | cannot attend a good university. My life will be worse than others.

Altogether, the theme of competition regulates what and how these adolescents learn
throughout their experiences and imaginations by referring to the subject positions
articulated by their families and school. These identity accounts demonstrate how the
students strive to balance their exam-oriented schooling, their precarious educational and
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occupational futures, their parents’ aspirations and their personal freedom and happiness,
often with tensions and ambiguities.

Discussion

This study demonstrates how the concepts of Confucian and Western ways of being
(Zhao 2009) can be applied to categorise students’ experiences into a series of subject
positions in identity studies. The influence of Confucianism on Chinese students is
broader than its common reduction to exam-oriented education (Kim 2009; Tan 2017).
For individuals who identified themselves with a Confucian way of being, “goal of living,
then, is to achieve harmony and enjoyment for oneself and for others through acting
optimally appropriate in those ... relationships that make us uniquely who we are”
(Ames 2010, 151-152). Being relational is the ethical and “natural status” of being
a person (Zhao 2009, 401) in Confucian terms. The most fundamental relationships for
individuals are the intergenerational relationships within families (Zhao 2009; Rosemont
2015), which the subject position of the familial self in this study recognises. Being
assigned this familial position, the students were aware of their expected roles of
fulfiling their parents’ educational aspirations, and they sensed their parent’s exorbitant
support for them. This finding of the interdependence between parents and children
resonates with the ideal of the child-parent relationship in Confucian classics: the
responsibilities of parents and children to each other are mutual (Liu 2008b; Tu 1985).
Highlighting such interrelatedness expands our understanding of how Chinese stu-
dents’ academic motivations are connected to their families (Tao and Hong 2014;
Fuligni and Zhang 2004).

However, these Chinese students were clearly not only oriented by the Confucian way
of being but also the Western one, which emphasises individual autonomy, freedom and
rationality without referring to surrounding relationships (Zhao 2009; Rosemont 2015).
Young people commonly narrate this disconnected way of being as the position of the
enterprising self (Rose 1998; Hoffman 2006; Liu 2008a; Yan 2010), as did the ones in this
study. Both school and families underlined the necessity and significance of their indivi-
dual responsibilities and plans for their educational careers. This study also recognised
a new expression of this disconnected way of being: being free and happy. This quest for
freedom and happiness challenges the standard images of students as calculators,
planners or competitors, which may be far from who they really are (Ball, Maguire, and
Macrae 2000). Being supported, having enough space and seeking leisure were all
relevant to the students.

This study also points out the complexities of identification by uncovering the inter-
actions of different subject positions (Wetherell 2010). Most Chinese students synthesise
the positions available to them around the concept of competition. Such a synthesis does
not entail simply summing up; each decisive subject position contributes to reifying the
concept of competition, which in turn gives a new meaning to each subject position.
However, not all positions can achieve consensus, and they may have to co-exist despite
their differences. These students’ passions for a competitive edge in education could not
hide their fatigue, unhappiness and criticism of exam-oriented education. It is
a negotiation of the students’ own interests with their commitments to their schools
and families. Highlighting such multiplicities, tensions and ambiguities paints a broad
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picture of who these Chinese students are rather than reproducing the polished stereo-
type of “Chinese learners” (Francis, Mau, and Archer 2017; Ryan 2010).

This new understanding of Chinese students contributes to a wider discussion about
how to re-conceptualise Chinese education (Zhao and Deng 2016). Chinese education
and East Asian education in general have often been used as political tools to defend or
attack the Western education model without an in-depth examination (Takayama 2017).
This study proposes new imaginative horizons within which to situate East Asian educa-
tion (Komatsu and Rappleye 2020, 2017): through the inquiry into learner identity.
Interweaving learning and being in the concept of learner identity situates learning in
its social-cultural context (Erstad et al. 2016; Rees et al. 1997). Students’ identity experi-
ences of being pushed and pulled between the Western and Confucian educational and
ethical models correspond to Chinese modernisation, in which the old and new institu-
tions co-exist and challenge each other (Yan 2010). Highlighting this special social and
cultural meaning of Chinese education differentiates it from other education models
(Takayama 2017). Thereby, this view of who students think they are and will become is
valuable in re-envisioning Chinese education.

The participants were from a particular socio-historical context: during their transition
to post-compulsory education. Here, the school transition is more than an educational
routine of continuing to next-level education; it also involves decisive changes of iden-
tities (Amaral et al. 2016). It is a process of negotiating with rising pressure at school and in
families (You 2019; Zhao 2015). While the participants’ experiences cannot represent the
situations of all Chinese students, they provide interesting insights into how the current
generation defines their roles as learners. Chinese students are not the only ones reor-
ienting themselves during transitions to post-compulsory education, but their uniform
concentration on academic achievement may be unique. Their Western counterparts tend
to make choices about varied education programmes following their employment inter-
ests (Amaral et al. 2016). Further studies may offer more evidence to compare changes in
learner identity internationally.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

Funding

This work was supported by the China Scholarship Council [201607960005].

Notes on contributor

Ziyu Wang studied social work (Master) at Graduate School of Chinese Academy of Social Science.
Her research and publications include childhood and youth studies, well-being of adolescents,
child-parent relationship and school transitions. Currently, she is completing her doctoral
dissertation Relational being and becoming: The intersection of education and family in Chinese
adolescence at University of Helsinki.



292 (&) Z.WANG

ORCID

Ziyu Wang (1) http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8212-3260

References

Amaral, M. P. D., M. Cuconato, R. Dale, and A. Walther. 2016. Governance of educational trajectories in
Europe: Pathways, policy and practice. London: Bloomsbury Academic.

Ames, R.T. 2010. “Achieving Personal Identity in Confucian Role Ethics: Tang Junyi on Human Nature
as Conduct.” Oriens Extremus 49: 143-166.

Attride-Stirling, J. 2001. “Thematic networks: An analytic tool for qualitative research.” Qualitative
Research 1 (3): 385-405. doi:10.1177/146879410100100307.

Ball, S., M. Maguire, and S. Macrae. 2000. Choice, Pathways and Transitions Post-16: New Youth, New
Economies in the globle city. London: RoutledgeFalmer.

Chappell, C,, N. Solomon, C. Rhodes, M. Tennant, and L. Yates. 2003. Reconstructing the Lifelong
Learner: Pedagogy and identity in individual, organisational and social change. London:
RoutledgeFalmer.

Coll, C,, and L. Falsafi. 2010. “Learner identity. An educational and analytical tool.” Revista de
Educacién (Madrid) 353: 211-233.

Curran, T. D. 2014. “A response to Professor Wu Zongjie's ‘Interpretation, autonomy, and transfor-
mation: Chinese pedagogic discourse in a cross-cultural perspective’.” Journal of Curriculum
Studies 46 (3): 305-312.

Dello-lacovo, B. 2009. “Curriculum reform and ‘Quality Education’ in China: An overview.”
International  journal of educational development 29 (3): 241-249. doi:10.1016/j.
ijjedudev.2008.02.008.

Erstad, O., H.-C. Arnseth, @. Gilje, and J. Sefton-Green. 2016. Learning identities, education and
community: Young lives in the cosmopolitan city. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Finnish National Board on Research Integrity [TENK]. 2009. “Ethical principles of research in the
humanities and social and behavioural sciences and proposals.”

Francis, B., A. Mau, and L. Archer. 2017. “The construction of British Chinese educational success:
Exploring the shifting discourses in educational debate, andtheir effects.” Journal of ethnic and
migration studies 43 (14): 2331-2345. doi:10.1080/1369183X.2017.1315852.

Fuligni, A, and W. Zhang. 2004. “Attitudes Toward Family Obligation Among Adolescents in
Contemporary Urban and Rural China.” Child development 75 (1): 180-192. doi:10.1111/j.1467-
8624.2004.00662.x.

Hall, D. L, and R. T. Ames. 1987. Thinking through confucius. Albany: State University of New York
Press.

Hansen, M. H. 2013. “Learning Individualism: Hesse, Confucius, and Pep-Rallies in a Chinese Rural
High School.” The China quarterly 213: 60-77. doi:10.1017/50305741013000015.

Hoffman, L. 2006. “Autonomous choices and patriotic professionalism: On governmentality in
late-socialist China.” Economy and society 35 (4): 550-570. doi:10.1080/03085140600960815.

Huang, G. H.-C,, and M. Gove. 2015. “Confucianism, Chinese Families, and Academic Achievement:
Exploring How Confucianism and Asian Descendant Parenting Practices Influence Children’s
Academic Achievement.” In Science education in East Asia: Pedagogical innovations and research-
informed practices, edited by M. S. Khine, 41-66. Cham: Springer.

Kim, T. 2009. “Confucianism, Modernities and Knowledge: China, South Korea and Japan.” In
International Handbook of Comparative Education, edited by R. Cowen and A. M. Kazamias,
857-872. Dordrecht: Springer Netherlands.

Kipnis, A. B. 2011. “Subjectification and education for quality in China.” Economy and society 40 (2):
289-306. doi:10.1080/03085147.2011.548950.

Komatsu, H., and J. Rappleye. 2017. “A PISA Paradox? An Alternative Theory of Learning as a Possible
Solution for Variations in PISA Scores.” Comparative Education Review 61 (2): 269-297.


https://doi.org/10.1177/146879410100100307
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2008.02.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2008.02.008
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2017.1315852
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2004.00662.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2004.00662.x
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741013000015
https://doi.org/10.1080/03085140600960815
https://doi.org/10.1080/03085147.2011.548950

EDUCATIONAL STUDIES (&) 293

Komatsu, H., and J. Rappleye. 2020. “Reimagining Modern Education: Contributions from Modern
Japanese Philosophy and Practice?” ECNU Review of Education 3(1): 20-45.

Liu, F. 2008a. “Constructing the autonomous middle-class self in today’s China: The case of young-
adult only-children university students.” Journal of youth studies 11 (2): 193-212. doi:10.1080/
13676260701800746.

Liu, F. 2008b. “Negotiating the filial self Young-adult only-children and intergenerational relation-
ships in China.” Young 16 (4): 409-430. doi:10.1177/110330880801600404.

Morrow, V. 2001. “Using qualitative methods to elicit young people’s perspectives on their environ-
ments: Some ideas for community health initiatives.” Health education research 16 (3): 255-268.
doi:10.1093/her/16.3.255.

National Data. 2020. “China Statistical Database: Annual by province.” http://data.stats.gov.cn/
english/easyquery.htm?cn=E0103

Pollard, A., and A. Filer. 2007. “Learning, differentiation and strategic action in secondary education:
Analyses from the Identity and Learning Programme.” British journal of sociology of education 28
(4): 441-458. doi:10.1080/01425690701369400.

Popping, R. 2015. “Analyzing Open-ended Questions by Means of Text Analysis Procedures.” Bulletin
of Sociological Methodology 128 (1): 23-39. doi:10.1177/0759106315597389.

Pun, N., and A. Koo. 2019. “Double contradiction of schooling: Class reproduction and working-class
agency at vocational schools in China.” British journal of sociology of education 40 (1): 50-64.
doi:10.1080/01425692.2018.1507818.

Qi, X. 2016. “Family bond and family obligation: Continuity and transformation.” Journal of Sociology
52 (1): 39-52. doi:10.1177/1440783315587796.

Rees, G., R. Fevre, C. J. Furlong, and S. Gorard. 1997. “History, place and the learning society: Towards
a sociology of lifetime learning.” Journal of Education Policy 12 (6): 485-497.

Rom, H., and F. Moghaddam. 2003. “Introduction: The self and others in traditional psychology and
in positioning theory.” In The self and others: Positioning individuals and groups in personal,
political, and cultural contexts, edited by R. Harreé and F. Moghaddam, 1-11. Westport, Conn:
Praeger.

Rose, N. 1998. Inventing our selves: Psychology, power, and personhood. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Rosemont, H., Jr. 2015. Against individualism: A Confucian rethinking of the foundations of morality,
politics, family, and religion. Lanham: Lexington Books.

Ryan, J. 2010. “The Chinese Learner: Misconceptions and Realities.” In International Education and
the Chinese Learner, edited by J. Ryan and G. Slethaug, 37-56. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University
Press.

Saldana, J. 2013. The Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers. 2nd ed. Los Angeles: Sage.

Takayama, K. 2017. “Imagining East Asian education otherwise: Neither caricature, nor
scandalization.” Asia Pacific Journal of Education 37 (2): 262-274. doi:10.1080/
02188791.2017.1310697.

Tan, C. 2017. Confucianism and Education. Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Education. Accessed 17
November 2020. h ttps://o xfordre.com/education/view/1 0.1 093/acrefore/9780190264 093.001.00
01/acrefore-9780190264093-e-226

Tang, J. 2016. “Lost at the starting line": A reconsideration of educational inequality in China,
1978-2008." The Journal of Chinese Sociology 3 (8): 1-18. doi:10.1186/s40711-016-0028-z.

Tao, V. Y. K, and Y.-Y. Hong. 2014. “When Academic Achievement Is an Obligation: Perspectives
From Social-Oriented Achievement Motivation.” Journal of cross-cultural psychology 45 (1):
110-136. doi:10.1177/0022022113490072.

Torronen, J. 2001. “The concept of subject position in empirical social research.” Journal for the
theory of social behaviour 31 (3): 313-329. doi:10.1111/1468-5914.00161.

Tu, W. 1985. Confucian thought: Selfhood as creative transformation. Albany: State University of
New York Press.

Wang, Z., M. Satka, and 1. Julkunen. 2020. “Planning School Transition Through Relational Influence
in Chinese Families: Adolescents’ Perspectives.” Young. Advance online publication. doi:10.1177/
1103308820940195.


https://doi.org/10.1080/13676260701800746
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676260701800746
https://doi.org/10.1177/110330880801600404
https://doi.org/10.1093/her/16.3.255
http://data.stats.gov.cn/english/easyquery.htm?cn=E0103
http://data.stats.gov.cn/english/easyquery.htm?cn=E0103
https://doi.org/10.1080/01425690701369400
https://doi.org/10.1177/0759106315597389
https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2018.1507818
https://doi.org/10.1177/1440783315587796
https://doi.org/10.1080/02188791.2017.1310697
https://doi.org/10.1080/02188791.2017.1310697
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40711-016-0028-z
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022113490072
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-5914.00161
https://doi.org/10.1177/1103308820940195
https://doi.org/10.1177/1103308820940195

294 (&) Z.WANG

Wetherell, M. 2010. “The Field of Identity Studies.” In The Sage handbook of identities, edited by
M. Wetherell and C. T. Mohanty, 3-26. Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications.

Woronov, T. E. 2009. “Governing China’s Children: Governmentality and ‘Education for Quality".”
Positions-East Asia Cultures Critique 17 (3): 567-589.

Wu, J. T. 2016. “Educational discipline, ritual governing, and Chinese exemplary society: Why China’s
curriculum reform remains a difficult task.” Policy Futures in Education 14 (6): 721-740.
doi:10.1177/1478210316645248.

Yan, Y. 2010. “The Chinese path to individualization.” The British journal of sociology 61 (3): 489-512.
doi:10.1111/j.1468-4446.2010.01323.x.

You, Y. 2019. “The seeming ‘round trip’ of learner-centred education: A ‘best practice’ derived from
China’s New Curriculum Reform?” Comparative Education 55 (1): 97-115.

You, Y., and P. Morris. 2016. “Imagining school autonomy in high-performing education systems:
East Asia as a source of policy referencing in England.” Compare: A Journal of Comparative and
International Education 46 (6): 882-905. doi:10.1080/03057925.2015.1080115.

Zhao, G. 2009. “Two notions of transcendence: Confucian man and modern subject.” Journal of
Chinese Philosophy 36 (3): 391-407.

Zhao, G., and Z. Deng. 2016. “Introduction.” In Re-envisioning Chinese education: The meaning of
person-making in a new age, edited by G. Zhao and Z. Deng, 1-9. London: Routledge.

Zhao, X. 2015. Competition and compassion in Chinese secondary education. New York: Palgrave
Macmillan.


https://doi.org/10.1177/1478210316645248
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-4446.2010.01323.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/03057925.2015.1080115

