12/7/2005 Beijing Normal University - Experimental Primary School

    Upon arrival we briefly toured the school.  We joined the People to People

    Education Delegation in a meeting with the vice president of the school Mr.

    Gong, the head of the math teachers Ms. Ma, and four leading teachers

    representing different grades.

    This experimental school was founded in 1958 as one of the first experimental

    primary schools in Beijing, and is state-funded.  The teachers do not use

    the universal curriculum textbook, but rather their own unique textbook,

    which is written in accord with the government standards but employs

    original teaching material that is only used at this school.  Today the

    school is comprised of approximately 100 working staff, with 700 students

    between grades 2 and 4 in 38 different classes.  After a new building is

    completed, grades 1 and 6 will return from a branch school.  Students take

    six 40-minute courses per day plus an additional selective course that they

    choose based on interest, totaling to about 8 hours of school each day.

    The core courses that every student takes include: reading literacy (also

    called Chinese), mathematics, English, geography, science, computer, physical

    education.  However, the only courses with formal tests are Chinese,

    mathematics, and English; the other classes are less strict.  Selective

    courses are such as sports, chess, and modeling (cars, planes, ships,

    etc.), music, instruments, painting, and dance.

    For grades 1-6 there are final tests after each of the 2 semesters, with

    small tests throughout but no midterm.  There is also a final test to pass

    into middle school.  Tests usually include multiple choice, blanks,

    true/false, calculations, simple geometry, and problem-solving.

    Traditionally addition and subtraction up to 20 are taught in first

    grade, gradually developing and introducing multiplication in the first

    semester of second grade.  Since the reforms of 2001, four categories of

    math are introduced and slowly built upon throughout the years: algebra

    and numbers, geometry, statistics and probability, and simple

    problem-solving.  Thus with each grade the level of difficulty will

    get harder.  The calculator is introduced in primary school, but an

    abicus is not used.  Students are taught how to use computer program

    software, but not to program computers.

    Primary school teachers acquire 3 years at the university plus a year

    as a student teacher; then for the next three years they will teach

    under a mentor.  To teach high school requires a master degree, middle

    school requires a university degree in math, and primary school requires

    at least a professional school degree.  At this school, however, all the

    teachers have bachelor degrees, and since 2002 Beijing city has required

    all teachers to have at least a bachelor degree.  For primary school,

    there is more supply than demand because of the lesser educational

    requirements; however, there is no pension, so men usually teach middle

    school or higher.  A teacher’s salary is only dependent on how well

    students do on exams for high school, not primary or middle schools.

    Teachers are not given time for planning at school.  They teach two

    courses per day with a total of 6 math lessons per week.

    Students are selected for this school by region, since there are 9 years

    of compulsory education.  Only for high school must students pass tests to

    get in.  Students that don’t pass the test after sixth grade (rarely

    happens) can still go to middle school, but will not have technically

    graduated from elementary school.  Another purpose of these tests is to

    allow excellent students to attend some of the middle schools that have

    higher reputations; in that case, they can attend school outside of their

    region.  Students are evaluated individually based on the final exam

    (~40%), attendance, homework, behavior/morality, and unit tests, and

    each subject is graded independently.

    The teachers asked us several questions as well.  They asked if we have

    tests in middle school, and what kind, but we answered that it varies

    state to state.  We evaluate students based on projects, daily work,

    observation, etc., not on statewide tests.  Our unit tests are usually

    somewhat cumulative, depending on the teacher.  There is no graduation

    test for elementary school, except in places like NC and TX, where you

    cannot go on if you don’t pass the eighth grade test.  The other

    delegation agreed with the Chinese teachers that there is a great deal of

    work for primary school teachers; in the US this includes individual

    progress reports, lunch duty, meeting with parents daily, etc.  However

    many U.S. teachers get a lesson plan period during music class or

    physical education.  Also they agreed that teaching is not respected

    and does not pay well, but the time off in the summer and the strong

    love of teaching overcomes these issues.

    We had an interesting discussion about girls in math and science that

    seemed contradictory.  At first the teachers said that the boys seemed

    to do better than the girls in all courses but dancing, but later they

    said that maybe boys are about equal to girls in all courses but

dancing, which girls are more interested in than the boys.  By fifth

and sixth grades they said that boys tend to be much better in math.

They attributed the difference to the difference in interests and

thinking methods of girls and boys; for example, the boys like to

play chess more than the girls.  They said that they do not give

extra care for the girls in classes where they see less female

participation, but they do give extra help to the bottom students

that may be struggling; however, the bottom students may not be

girls.  Any student, male or female, who does exceptionally well

would be specially trained for future national competitions.  At

this school there are five female teachers for every one male

teacher, and all of the math teachers are female.  In general, many

primary school teachers are female.

    The discussion identified a possible difference between the parental

    involvement in the U.S. versus in China.  The Education delegation

    asked if there was the equivalent of the parent-teacher conferences,

    in which many American parents argue that their child’s grades do not

    reflect his or her abilities, for example.  The Chinese teachers said

    that the parents of their students generally respect their judgment.

    The parents have very high expectations of their child, especially since

    there is only one, and they never argue with teachers.  Ms. Ma asked us

    how American teachers deal with problem children, and we responded that

    they usually call home.  Donna Spatz argued that a conversation with a

    parent can actually help, or a guidance counselor or psychologist can help

    with extreme cases.  In this Chinese primary school, the head teacher is

    responsible for the children’s psychological problems.

    The reformation to a new curriculum starting in 2001 is still under way,

    and although there are classes to train teachers to teach in the new way,

    the process is quite challenging, especially for older teachers.  They

    have adopted not only new content, but also a new teaching method and

    study method.  Teachers have to alter the concept in their mind, which

    is hard to get used to in the short term.  The teachers identified

    difficulty in the implementation of the reform.  The goal is to improve

    students' practical ability, which is hard to do.  The traditional method

    emphasized the foundation or basic knowledge.  The reform includes:

    foundation, popularity, and development, the first two of which are

    well-understood but the last is still an issue.  Another problem is that

    teaching time is very limited.  Of the 40 minute classes, lectures provide

    only the important points and about 30 minutes are used in group work,

    activities, or discussion, etc.

    Leigh asked how long the teachers had been teaching and what was their

    favorite math topic.  Ms. Ma has taught for 17 years, and although her

    favorite math topic is space and graph, she says that it is hardest to

    teach because the student needs to have the concept in his or her mind.

    The president taught for 10 years plus administration, and he enjoys

    calculating and geometry.  The other teacher has taught for 14 years,

    and prefers geometry; she says that the hardest thing is to help

    students put math ideas into practice, and to integrate them into life.

