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1. Introduction

The search for evidence to develop high quality, sustainable
education systems continues to intensify as national economies
seek to compete globally. The opening Foreword to the findings of a
recent Teaching and Learning Survey (TALIS), which reported on
the views of teachers and principals in 23 countries, explained the
task in the following way:

The challenges facing education systems and teachers continue
to intensify. In modern knowledge-based economies, where the
demand for high-level skills will continue to grow substantially,
the task in many countries is to transform traditional models of
schooling, which have been effective at distinguishing those

who are more academically talented from those who are less so,
into customised learning systems that identify and develop the
talents of all students. This will require the creation of
‘knowledge-rich’, evidence-based education systems, in which
school leaders and teachers act as a professional community
with the authority to act, the necessary information to do so
wisely, and the access to effective support systems to assist
them in implementing change. (OECD, 2009, p. 3)

Such concerns are not limited to economically developed
economies but are also the focus of attention in those countries
where economic development is less advanced, together with
those newly emerging economies such as mainland China.
International agreements, like the Millennium Development Goals
(United Nations, 2002) incorporating the principles of relevance,
equity and rights, also focus on the need to improve the quality of
teaching and learning for all children (UNESCO, 2004). However,
concepts of quality are recognised to be both complex and
contested, especially in relation to disadvantaged communities.
Previous work has drawn attention to the powerful discourses of
human capital theory and a contrasting human rights approach,
arguing for the importance of inclusivity (with regard to access and
the achievement of desired outcomes for all), relevance (in relation
to what is important for different individuals, communities and
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This paper focuses on the work of senior high school teachers in three illustrative local authority regions

of mainland China. It discusses interview and focus group data collected as part of ESRC/DfID-funded

research which examined notions of quality as experienced by key stakeholders (national and local

authority policy makers, teachers, head teachers and students). Building on previous international

literature and current Chinese education policy, this paper examines aspects of teachers’ work as

experienced within the context of a fast developing emerging economy, which emphasises a clear link

between individual and national development. Barriers identified as impacting on the provision of good

quality teaching arose, largely, from the pressures due to changing societal patterns and the demands of

far reaching curriculum reform, which highlighted tensions between a traditional reliance on the

primacy of exam results and a newer demand for all round development and lifelong learning. In

addition, there were common concerns with various structural and funding inequalities, both across

different regions and between urban and rural schools, which could lead to differential student

experience, shortages of specialised teachers, and a lack of opportunity for good quality professional

development.
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nations) and democracy (in terms of who can define what
constitutes quality) in education (Tikly, 2011; Tikly and Barrett,
2011). Central to such debates are questions about what
constitutes good quality teaching, and how to evaluate and
develop the teaching workforce (Anderson, 2004; Leu and Price-
Rom, 2006; Mpokosa and Ndaruhutse, 2008). This paper seeks to
contribute to the debate on teacher quality and development by
drawing on selected findings from research conducted in
collaboration with the China National Institute for Educational
Research (now the National Institute of Education Sciences) in
Beijing. While findings from the main studies have been
extensively reported elsewhere (Thomas and Peng, 2011; Thomas
et al., 2012, 2013), the purpose of this paper is discuss some
relevant findings which help to contribute to debate on the work of
teachers and their ability to provide conditions for good quality
learning.

Following a short review of both Western and Chinese literature
on aspects of teacher quality and effectiveness, and a discussion of
the current policy context in China, a range of findings will be used
to illustrate and discuss common stakeholder expectations, as well
as teacher values, beliefs and practice. Concerns regarding barriers
to further development are also highlighted and these are
discussed in relation to current Chinese policy to redress
disparities in educational provision, especially between urban
and rural settings.

2. Concepts of quality and teacher effectiveness

2.1. Western context

Over the last 30 years, Western research has consistently
identified differences in teacher behaviour at the classroom level,
rather than differences at the school level, as ultimately more
important in explaining variance in student outcomes (Scheerens
and Bosker, 1997; Kyriakides et al., 2000; Muijs and Reynolds,
2010). For this reason, there is a growing body of literature which
seeks to identify the dimensions of teachers’ work that might be
identified as being more likely to produce the desired outcomes for
pupils. While limitations of space preclude a detailed summary
such a large body of research, much of this work identifies three
broad areas which have been the focus of more detailed study. For
example, a recent survey of schools and teachers within the OECD
(TALIS) focuses on teacher professional competence and related

beliefs and attitudes; teacher classroom practice and professional

activities; and classroom and school level environment (OECD, 2009).
This has similarities with the three domains of teacher background

characteristics, teaching processes, and classroom ecology and climate

identified as teaching variables by Scheerens (2007, cited in OECD,
2010, p. 30) and the professional characteristics, teaching skills and
classroom climate identified by Hay McBer (2000).

In a recent review of the literature discussing teaching skills and
classroom practice, Creemers and Kyriakides (2012) draw on their
own work and that of others (for example, Stallings, 1985; Brophy
and Good, 1986; Creemers, 1994; Doyle, 1986; Galton, 1987; Muijs
and Reynolds, 2000; Creemers and Reezigt, 1996; Creemers and
Kyriakides, 2008) to explain those micro-behaviours which
research has shown to be positively associated with student
achievement. These include the quantity and pacing of instruction,
providing work at an appropriate level for students to succeed, the
smooth organisation and management of the classroom environ-
ment, systematic evaluation and reflective inquiry to improve
practice, clarity of presentation and good communication with
students, as well as the judicious use of asking questions and giving
feedback to gauge understanding. Moreover, development of
pedagogical content knowledge has also been identified as a
dominant strand in effective teaching skills in TALIS survey and

this is closely linked with the collaborative activities that teachers
engage in beyond their individual classrooms.

Research has also shown the importance of the classroom
environment to good quality learning. The quality of teacher–
student interaction, student–student interaction, students’ treat-
ment by the teacher, competition between students, and
classroom disorder has all been identified as important (Creemers
and Kyriakides, 2008; Kyriakides and Christoforou, 2011). For
Scheerens, classroom ecology and climate also includes elements
such as class size and composition, teacher expectation and the
match of teachers’ abilities with classes. For the TALIS framework it
is closely linked to the school level environment and teacher–
student relations. While for Hay McBer this category is described
as ‘the collective perceptions by pupils, of what it feels like to be a
pupil in any particular teacher’s classroom, where those percep-
tions influence every student’s motivation to learn and perform to
the best of his or her ability’ (Hay McBer, 2000, p. 27). Sammons
and Ko (2008) found similar evidence that effective teachers are
more likely to demonstrate a supportive lesson climate, proactive
lesson management, well organised lessons with clear objectives,
and environmental and teacher support. There are also links to
other research which has looked at the perceptions of students in
relation to effective teachers (for example Rudduck and Flutter,
2000; McNess, 2006; Klieme, 2012). McNess and colleagues found
that students in England, France and Denmark all identified being

fair, explaining things well, and making work interesting as the three
most important aspects of effective teachers.

The more generalised area of teacher beliefs and values has also
been the focus of much research (Lortie, 1975; Nias, 1989; Menter
et al., 1997; Acker, 1999; Hargreaves, 2001; Day et al., 2007). Such
work emphasises the importance of the social, historical, cultural
and policy context in which teachers work (Broadfoot et al., 1993;
Alexander, 2000; Osborn et al., 2003; McNess, 2004, 2009), and
draws attention to the need to look behind the more obvious
aspects of teacher practice to seek an understanding of the
underlying beliefs and values of society in defining policy and the
working environment of teachers. This argues against a universal
or fixed concept of teacher effectiveness, or what Campbell et al.
(2003, p. 352) have referred to as a ‘platonic ideal free of contextual
realities’. This idea is taken further by some who call for an
extension of the levels of analysis to include everything from the
supranational to the individual (Bray and Thomas, 1995). Creemers
and Kyriakides (2012) propose a ‘Dynamic Model of Educational
Effectiveness’ which takes into account student, classroom, school
and system, while Cheng et al. (2002) put forward a ‘Framework of
Total Teacher Effectiveness’ where levels of effectiveness (individ-
ual, group, school) are linked to domains of effectiveness
(behavioural, affective, cognitive).

Such models are helpful in identifying possible areas of
effectiveness though, it can be argued, that none can capture
the full complexity of teaching in all contexts. The qualitative
data presented later in this paper do not claim to cover all the
aspects of teachers’ work identified above, nor are such models
systematically applied. The authors recognise the limited nature
of the data in both scale and scope, and so the intention is to reveal
some common understandings and concerns that arose sponta-
neously in the interviews. But to help in contextualising these
perceptions it is first necessary to discuss both current Chinese
literature on the quality of teaching, and set this in the current
Chinese policy context.

2.2. China context

Generally speaking, within the Chinese context, the term
‘teacher quality’ is used more broadly than in Western literature. It
is used interchangeably with the concept of education quality but
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recognises the central role of teachers, where poor quality has been
associated with less than adequate outcomes (Guan, 2004). More
specifically, Li and Liu (1999) consider that teachers and students
must be considered together as the two essential contributors to
the learning process, and argue that, fundamental to education
quality, are the personal attributes that they bring to the learning
situation. These include physical attributes, knowledge, skills,
cognitive ability, feelings and emotions, as well as underlying
values. This links with Western ideas of teacher values and beliefs

which have particular resonance in a Confucian heritage context
where the teacher has traditionally been regarded as the keeper of
moral values. Confucian tradition puts great emphasis on the
morality of teachers and this continues to be an important aspect
of teacher quality, in the form of teacher professional ethics (Ren,
2009; Jin, 2010; Tang, 2010). The most recent educational
development plan within China emphasises the promotion of
professional ethics among teachers to such an extent that it
concludes that, ‘moral conduct shall become the foremost factor in
testing, appointing, employing and evaluating teachers’ (Chinese
Ministry of Education, 2010, p. 36).

Much research on effective teaching, within mainland China, is
relatively new and has been prompted, largely, by the new
curriculum reform initiated in 2001. This reform essentially signals
a shift in government policy towards strongly promoting new
teaching methods and more active learner centred-approaches, in
order to develop what is referred to as students’ all round
development or sù zhı̀ jiào yù. This term encompasses their moral,
intellectual, physical and aesthetic education, and is sometimes
translated as ‘quality’ education. This idea is also linked to the
broader need to develop active citizens as the foundation for a
prosperous society able to sustain the economic growth required of
the new China (CCCCP, 1985; Xia and Song, 2009; Wang, 2011; Wu,
2009). Hence not only are the values and attitudes of the people
(teachers, school leaders, curriculum designers, pupils and
parents) important, but also an enabling learning environment
(Li and Liu, 1999; Xia and Song, 2009). Such developments have led
to a series of curriculum reforms which have brought ongoing
tensions within the management of education (Dello-Iacovo,
2009). Gu (2011) argues that in order for teachers to successfully
address this requirement, they themselves need to be practical,
serious, diligent, rigorous, responsible, and demonstrate a high
moral and ethical code so as to act as role models for their students.
Some research evidence reveals a concern with a perceived
reduction in teacher morals and professional ethics, and calls for a
renewal of this through the efforts of both teachers and society (Jin,
2010; Guo, 2011). Yu (2008) argues that being aware of their
responsibilities and pursuing successful outcomes for themselves
and their pupils should serve as the critical driving force for
teachers to undertake self-reflection on action to improve their
teaching. Rather than other types of occupations, Nie (2007) argues
that teachers should regard themselves as professionals, similar to
doctors, lawyers and engineers.

Much thought has also been given to why, despite the hard
work of teachers, some students still find it difficult to learn, and
how best to meet the challenges brought about by the recent
curriculum reforms in an information rich and globalising world
(Lu, 2009). More recent evidence (Jiang and Yao, 2012; Zhuang,
2012) argues that effective teaching is a process which enables
students to both want to, and know how to, learn and employs
question-driven instruction and activity-based learning to guide
students in learning how to think. More importantly, it is argued
that it is necessary to leave space within class time to encourage
students to discover problems for themselves and to find their own
personal meaning in knowledge, so that they can be the masters of
their own learning. This links to previous research in the USA
(Dweck and Leggett, 1988) and newer Western concepts of the

teacher as facilitator. Tu and Pan (2011) meanwhile draw attention
to the dimensions of efficiency in relation to time and results, in the
context of large classes. There is also survey evidence indicating
that, from the teacher’s point of view, effective teaching consists of
three major stages: (i) pre-lesson preparation where teachers think
through the details of a lesson plan, identify teaching objectives
and materials, and predicting difficult learning points, (ii) in-lesson
teaching, which involves creating contexts for students to
experience the exploration of new knowledge and thinking
activity, adopting multiple approaches, including the use of ICT,
to accommodate all students’ learning styles, while monitoring
students’ learning, and (iii) post-lesson activity, which includes
teachers engaging in self reflection on how the lesson went, and
providing homework feedback to students (Huang, 2011).

Another strong theme within Chinese research relating to
quality is the concern with issues of inequality of educational
access and provision (Fang and Feng, 2005; Zhu and Zhou, 2006;
Liu, 2004; Yu, 2010). Despite the 1986 Compulsory Education Law
which requires all six-year-olds to enrol in nine years of
compulsory education, regardless of gender, ethnicity or race,
significant inequalities remain. State Guidelines (Chinese Ministry
of Education, 2010) maintain that the government’s aim is to
achieve education equity through the preferential allocation of
resources to rural, remote and deprived ethnic minority areas,
thereby narrowing the education gap. The guidelines set targets for
achieving 95% retention rates for compulsory school children, and
90% and 40% gross enrolment rates for senior high and higher
education (including vocational education), respectively, by 2020.
Since the opening up of the Chinese state, there is an increasing
focus on international responsibilities and some evidence that
mainland China is influenced by a responsibility to meet UNESCO’s
initiative requiring education for all (Jing and Hu, 2007). There is
also some evidence that policy is being influenced by international
tests such as the OECD Programme for International Student
Assessment. This has brought concerns with the traditional school
test and entrance examination formats which have been criticised
for being highly subject knowledge-based, leading to instrumental
teaching methods (Zhou, 2010). Attention is now being focused on
tests which look beyond knowledge processing and retention, to
use of knowledge and problem-solving (Kong et al., 2005; Li, 2009).
So, similar to themes identified in the Western literature, teacher
quality within the Chinese context includes such dimensions as
teacher motivation, affective attributes (such as passion and
respect), underlying beliefs in the value of change and innovation,
as well as specific personality traits, such as confidence, diligence,
devotion, independence, reflection, openness and tolerance (Wang
et al., 2010).

Though there is some overlap in the conceptual models in both
the Western and Chinese contexts, there is still no common
definition. A definition proposed by Campbell et al. (2003) suggests
that being an effective teacher should include: ‘the power to realise
socially valued objectives agreed for teachers’ work, especially, but
not exclusively, the work concerned with enabling pupils to learn’.
They recognise that this definition is ‘not perfect’, but it is useful in
that it helps to problematise a previous focus on narrowly defined
student outcomes, raising issues of the underlying values of
teachers’ work and how these may influence the broader goals of
schooling. It is with these ideas in mind that the next section looks
at the policy perspective of teacher effectiveness and development
within mainland China.

3. Current policy context in mainland China

As the world’s most populous country, China regards the
development of a high quality teacher workforce as essential to the
future prosperity of its people. The most recent Outline of China’s
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National Plan for Medium and Long-term Education Reform and
Development (2010–2020) opens with the following paragraph:

A nation’s enduring future hinges on education. Education is the
cornerstone of national rejuvenation and social progress, and a
fundamental way to improve citizens’ quality and promote
their all-round development, bearing the hope of millions of
families for a better life. Education must be enhanced if a nation
is to prosper. (Chinese Ministry of Education, 2010, p. 5)

But, the document goes on to express concern that:

Our concept of education and our teaching contents and
methodology are relatively outdated, schoolwork burdens on
primary and middle school students too heavy, the promotion
of quality education arrested, our students weak in their
adaptability to society, and innovative, practical and versatile
professionals in acute shortage. (Chinese Ministry of Education,
2010, p. 6)

The situation is regarded as particularly acute in impover-
ished rural areas, and a growing body of literature, published
both within and outside China, identifies a deficiency in both the
quality and quantity of teachers as a key drawback in raising the
quality of compulsory education provision, ensuring equity and
enabling the government’s aspiration of education for all (Liu,
2004; Jing and Hu, 2007; Robinson and Yi, 2008; Yi et al., 2012).
Evidence from the 2008 National Inspection Report on teacher
quality, based on a survey sample of approximately 320,000
teachers, field research in seven provinces/autonomous regions,
and an analysis of the annual education statistics from all
counties in mainland China from 2002 to 2007, clearly showed
that there was still a significant gap between schools, especially
between compulsory phase rural and urban schools in the career
infrastructure, qualifications, rights and interests of teachers
(National Education Inspection Team, 2009). Some rural schools,
particularly those in remote areas, were found to have insuffi-
cient numbers of teachers, compounded by a lack of certain
subject expertise (for example, foreign languages, physical
education, music, the arts and ICT). There were also big
differences between schools in the percentage of teachers with
senior academic titles, especially between urban and rural
schools, revealing an uneven distribution of resources, due in
part to the negative effects of school choice where parents are
willing to pay additional fees for some schools. On average, 20%
of teachers in urban schools and more than 40% of teachers in
rural schools had a mismatch between their professional
qualification and the subjects that they were required to teach.
The report also revealed poorer salary, medical insurance and
working conditions for teachers in rural areas and limited
budgets for professional development. With regard to accessing
additional resources to address these challenges, senior high
school education is currently vying with pre-school provision to
be included as part of the planned extension of compulsory
education provision to provide 12 years of schooling, the
outcome of which is still undecided.

As mentioned previously, since 2001, teachers have also been
facing new challenges from the ongoing implementation of
nationwide curriculum reform. This seeks to ensure the all-round
development of students by requiring teachers to move outside a
transmission model of teaching and learning in order to encourage
students to be active, creative and responsible for their own
learning, creating a democratic environment where students’
voices can be heard (The State Council of the People’s Republic of
China, 2001; Halpin, 2010; OECD, 2011). For example, the reform
calls for teachers to develop optional courses which enrich
students’ knowledge, skills and practice, by fostering students’
social responsibility and narrowing the gap between individual,

employer and society priorities so as to meet local economic needs,
particularly in rural areas (Chinese Ministry of Education, 2001).
Specifically, in relation to the process of teaching, it demands that
teachers have to actively interact with, and meet the needs of,
individual students, guide students to question and explore as well
as investigate, and use ICT to support their work. This is a
fundamental change which calls for teachers’ use of constructivist
models of teaching and learning, and links student learning to real
life issues rather than their more common traditional transmission
approaches to teaching, learning and the distribution of knowl-
edge. Hence there is an increasing demand on teachers to
professionalise their work, and to continuously enhance their
level of teaching (Yu, 2010).

Such concerns were highlighted and prioritised in the 2009
National People’s Congress (National People’s Congress, 2009) and
the current National Plan (2010–2020) refers to the following
strategies in the development of high quality teachers:

It is therefore essential to improve the status of teachers,
safeguard their rights and interests, raise their salaries and
benefits, and turn teaching into a respected occupation. It is
important to be strict with teachers’ credentials, enhance virtue
building among them, and strive to establish a well-structured
and dynamic contingent of professional teachers of high calibre
and imbued with moral integrity and teaching expertise.
(Chinese Ministry of Education, 2010, p. 36)

The Teachers’ Law, within mainland China, states that
teachers should be seen as professionals who are charged with
the duty to impart knowledge, educate people and provide
guidance and evaluation in relation to students’ study and
development. They should enjoy the rights of being included in
discussions about the reform in teaching, be able to engage in
research and academic exchange, receive salaries on schedule,
benefit from prescribed welfare, and gain opportunities for
further professional training (National People’s Congress, 1993).
While being respected by society, the law further specifies that
teachers have an obligation to abide by the constitution and act
as a role model of virtue and learning, put educational policies
into practice, fulfil their teaching contracts, educate students
based on the basic principles defined in the constitution, care for
all students with love and respect, promote students’ all-round
development, stop acts that are harmful to students, and
continuously improve their professional competence in educa-
tion and teaching.

Historically, education within China has been respected and
seen as a means of escape from poor socio-economic conditions.
Academic achievement has for thousands of years been a way of
achieving status and honour, both for the individual and the family.
In the past, the Chinese government took sole responsibility for
defining quality and allocating resources. More recently, the
process of drafting the recent guidelines has taken two years and is
the result of two rounds of consultation.

4. Research design and data collection

The data reported here relate to individual and focus group
interviews collected in eight Chinese senior secondary schools
located across three local authority areas chosen to be illustrative,
as far as possible, of national conditions. Two local authority areas
were situated in the central eastern region of mainland China and
consisted of a mixture of large urban/city areas, together with
small town and rural areas. The western region was markedly
different with mostly poor rural and small town areas, and
included a significant minority of non-Han residents in the local
population. Individual schools were identified, based on a
willingness to take part in the study, with six catering for students
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from 16 to 19 years, and two for students between the ages of 13
and 19 years. All included boarding facilities, which for some
accounted for up to 82% of their intake. Within the regions, the
project schools were located in a variety of contexts: large urban
districts, residential suburbs, and poor rural areas. Within each of
the three local authority areas, there was at least one rural and one
urban project school.

Individual interviews were conducted with the headteacher
and/or deputy headteacher in each of the eight schools. Focus
groups in each school were also conducted with a group of three to
five senior high school teachers and three to seven senior high
school students, all aged 18 years or above, within each school. In
addition, four national policy makers, nine local policy makers
(three from each region), and two policy makers from other local
authorities voluntarily took part in the interviews. All participants
were assured of confidentiality in the reporting of their contribu-
tions, and have been identified in code only according to the local
authority where they were located, the institution in which they
worked and the type of stakeholder they were: policymaker,
headteacher, teacher or student.

The individual interviews and focus groups, which involved
over 90 stakeholders, generally lasted 1 h, were tape recorded,
conducted in Chinese by native Chinese speakers, and carried out
over a two-month period in 2008. The interview data were initially
transcribed into Chinese and summarised into 13 reports of
emerging themes related to the study research questions:
including one for each study school; one for each local authority;
one for the additional local authorities; and one at national level.
These theme reports were then translated into English and further
analysed drawing on the developing themes of stakeholder beliefs
and attitudes towards quality education; classroom practice and
professional activities; and classroom and school environment.
Issues of curriculum development; equity; and further profession-
al development were further themes that had particular relevance
both for the current context in China and for the sample of
respondents who took part in the study. However, given the
relative size of China, it is recognised that only a relatively small
sample of schools and stakeholder interviewees were possible, and
so these findings are intended to be exploratory and illustrative,
rather than definitive, and a more detailed discussion of the
limitations of the work is included in the concluding section of this
paper.

5. Illustrative findings

5.1. Stakeholder expectations and the work of teachers

There was a clear consensus from stakeholders that the nature
of quality education should be centred around appropriate
outcomes for students. It was important that the students received
an education which contributed to their all-round development,
and that they should be able to contribute to the economic
prosperity of the nation. This view was in line with government
policy and identified teachers’ work as extending beyond the
classroom to include the cultivation of a certain optimistic attitude
to life and a resilience that would support students in later life. As
one teacher put it:

pp. 21–32 once entering society it is impossible for a person to
always live smoothly and in good times throughout their whole
life. Frustration, failure and rough times are unavoidable.
Therefore, to have an optimistic, positive and high-spirited
attitude and the philosophy of life is very important . . .. I think
education is to foster students as being a useful person but
without forgetting to cultivate them as being a happy person.
(Lea1Sch1TA, pp. 21–32)

This was echoed by a student:

From the nation’s point of view, on one hand, various kinds of
talents are cultivated via educational institutions in order to
serve our country and society. On the other hand, education is
to promote overall quality of citizens . . . from the view of
individuals, I think, we’re now receiving education to serve our
future life and job. (Lea1Sch2SC, pp. 45–54)

Such sentiments led to the view that being a teacher in China
has been traditionally regarded in very broad terms, having many
responsibilities in relation to their students. As one deputy
headteacher in a rural school put it:

Schools are a place for incubation and development of talents.
Therefore, ‘people’ are important. There are two aspects that
should be reflected on. First, schools have to be student-
centered and this should drive how schools arrange all their
work including resource allocation . . . the second is about the
quality of people who deliver teaching and the spirit of the team
as these would influence students . . . the quality of people
delivering teaching includes their personality, knowledge,
approaches, spirit, and etcetera. All these are also one feature
of an effective school. (Lea3Sch1HTC, pp. 387–394)

Such professional characteristics also included commitment
and a moral and ethical dimension for, as a headteacher in an urban
context commented, quality education included, a teaching

workforce with commitment which reflects the overall academic

atmosphere, work ethic and responsibilities, team morale, and the

ability of distinguishing right from wrong (Lea2Sch2HT, pp. 462–
487). This theme was taken up by a student from the same school
who said, I think a good teacher not only has a high teaching level but

also has ethics which I think is particularly important. Being a teacher,

he or she has to set an example by personally taking part (Lea2Sch2SA,
pp. 402–409).

This requirement for teachers to act as moral agents and role
models reflects the influence of Confucian civilisation and long-
established culture where teachers have, traditionally, been
respected members of society, having a moral responsibility to
attend to their students’ needs. A headteacher in an urban school
put it this way:

Since ancient times, we are influenced by East Asian Confucian
civilization. There is a proverb saying that it is a teacher’s laziness
or irresponsibility if he or she does not strictly supervise his or her
students and teach them with diligence. . . therefore, it should be
said that, in Chinese schools, teaching [in basic education] is
rather rigorous. Knowledge structure and courses on offer are
fairly comprehensive. (Lea2Sch2HT, pp. 57–59)

Chinese culture also puts great emphasis on collective
responsibility, collaboration and success of the group. It is not
enough to be successful in your own subject area, there is a
responsibility to contribute actively to the success of the group.
This is illustrated in the following quote by a headteacher in a rural
school:

If a class is very effective and energetic, it could be concluded
that, firstly the teaching team . . . I think the team, should be
very, very communicative and cooperative . . . the head teachers
of a class should be able to unify all subject teachers of the class
in studying their students on a regular basis . . . to learn what
problems exist in students’ thinking and learning. If a student is
performing poorly in Chinese, then his/her Chinese teacher can
deliver specific, individual lessons. If it’s in maths, then his/her
maths teacher will look into where the problem is. Or if it’s
about a student’s puzzled thinking and emotion, then the
teachers who have a good relationship, rather than those who

W.J. Peng et al. / International Journal of Educational Development xxx (2013) xxx–xxx 5

G Model

EDEV-1521; No. of Pages 13

Please cite this article in press as: Peng, W.J., et al., Emerging perceptions of teacher quality and teacher development in China. Int. J.
Educ. Dev. (2013), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2013.04.005

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2013.04.005


have a bad relationship, with the student can handle the issue.
We have been employing a similar approach by asking
individual teachers to take a few students to provide guidance
in aspects of affective learning methods. That’s it! Teachers
should act in coordination with each other. Everyone has to
clench their fist into one to work together. We can’t just, like
you do your own job and I do mine without communication, is
that right? The reason for many students who failed to get into a
college is that [for example] they did well in mathematics but
not in Chinese. Chinese dragged them down. (Lea3Sch1HTA, pp.
352–366)

However, it was also clear from the responses that, in common
with much research around the world (Skilbeck and Connell,
2004; Hextall et al., 2007), society in mainland China was
changing. This had brought new pressures and challenges for
teachers in terms of how they conceived of their role. One
significant change was the complex nature of student experience,
which required a broader understanding of the lives of students so
as to address students’ social and emotional needs. This was
particularly relevant in the more disadvantaged Western region.
As one local policy maker put it:

To be honest with you, I was a teacher for 20 years. But how can I
put it? This is really different. When I was a teacher, I felt there
were fewer disturbances but just . . . teaching. Now, there are
issues including safety, moral and mental education of students
facing teachers. In the past, we didn’t think that students would
have such things as mental problems. They, even those from poor
families, were all normal. We were in that kind of environment. It
seemed that there were no contradictions. As for now, quite a few
students whose families are worse off or poorer compared with
others, for example, in terms of clothing, have a sense of
inferiority. Some even just left a letter and ran away from the
school because of this. So, students’ minds tend to be more
complicated, and their endurance has become weaker. Being a
teacher, you have to teach as well as be worried about all sorts of
other issues. The pressure is greater [than before]. It is no easy job
to be a teacher. (Lea1LPM6, pp. 488–495)

One of the reasons for this societal change was the effect of
mainland China’s one child policy which has meant that extended
families, grandparents as well as parents, invest heavily in
promoting academic success for their children. In a society which
values hard work and commitment, and sees educational success
as a way to improve the life chances of not only individuals but also
their extended families, this could bring particular pressures for
teachers. As one headteacher commented:

During all these years, society has changed a lot. From a family
perspective, nowadays, children who are the only child are
blessed and cared for by their grandparents, maternal grand-
parents, in addition to their parents. They are a special
generation, having more care, but also hoping to gain more. I
have been a teacher for over 20 years since 1987. I feel that
there are differences in the approaches and methods used to
educate them as compared to those of previous generations.
(Lea3Sch4HTB, pp. 215–218)

In addition, there were new demands on teachers, in both
urban and rural situations, to enable students to go beyond just
obtaining knowledge and required that, in order to maximise their
potential after graduation, they were prepared for a new and
changing society. One student from an urban school expected
teachers and the school, ‘to help students establish correct outlook

on life and value. This includes being able to deal with problems

independently after entering the society, being innovative at work

. . .but more, it can nurture my thinking consciousness and me being in

the habit of thinking’ (Lea2Sch2SB, pp. 17–25). Similarly, one
student from a rural school required teachers to, ‘discover the

strengths of each student and help them to inspire their interests and

hobbies in order for them to make best of their strengths. After all, this

is a diverse society that needs all aspects of talents’ (Lea3Sch1SD, pp.
318–321).

However, such views were also tempered with an emphasis
from all stakeholders on the importance of exams and competition
in the employment market. This appeared particularly important
for those in rural areas. As one headteacher explained:

It is related to families’ own interests . . . within the current
Chinese context, because of the high population, there is a
particularly large pressure of employment. Now, above all, is
the entrance exam for senior high school, or for college,
including master and doctoral degrees, there is a basic rule that
applies to all these situations. That is how to achieve higher
levels of educational qualification in order to have a wider
selection of jobs. (Lea3Sch1HTB, pp. 46–57)

Similarly, a teacher from another rural school, while recognis-
ing their role as moral agent, also emphasises the need to enable
students to gain good qualifications because it is unlikely that:

. . . an industry would employ someone simply because he or she
is morally good but has no educational qualification. No
qualification probably means being jobless. The moral quality
of a person does not matter as long as you have a qualification . . .

(exam) scores are the very life of students. Students pursue
scores. Teachers pursue scores. Parents pursue scores. This is the
current situation. As a result we, as teachers, teach students how
to achieve high scores in exams. (Lea2Sch1TC, pp. 129–137)

However, such an approach is counter-balanced by concerns
which reflect the recent curriculum reforms aimed at engaging
students in a broader curriculum in order to develop the
knowledge, skills and understanding necessary for a changing
national and global context (Guan and Meng, 2007). These changes
have sought to improve teaching resources and develop more
generic skills, beyond focusing solely on examination success. As
one local policy maker explained:

There is this situation that our students have high examina-
tion score, but they are still lacking in comprehensive ability
in terms of practical ability and creativity. We are doing that
now actually. Since 2000, our nation has begun the 8th

curriculum reform. The reform is trying to influence the
situation via changing teaching materials . . . in order to
improve students’ thinking ability, creative ability, studying
and problem-solving ability as well as practical ability . . .

gradually the situation of high scores and low abilities will
change for the better as long as we persist in working hard
(Lea1LPM5, pp. 182–194).

5.2. Classroom practice and professional activities

This broad view of the role of the teacher and an emphasis on
the support of individuals was also apparent when stakeholders
talked about versatility and flexibility within classroom practice.
Teachers talked of it being necessary to impress students with
expertise beyond their particular subject specialism and offer the
students more than the knowledge contained in the curriculum.
Additionally, good teaching required an element of enthusiasm
and charisma. One teacher spoke of using teaching to:

. . . conquer your students. Second, you’d better master
something else other than teaching as much as possible.
Additionally, you should impress your students and make them
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admire you from their heart. Then I guarantee you a
comfortable class atmosphere (Lea2Sch1TB, pp. 510–512).

Another teacher, from the same school, gave the following
explanation:

If you are a maths teacher, you are also familiar with physics
and you apply the knowledge of it in your maths classes; or you
even know something about arts, then your lectures will excite
your students . . . schools should encourage teachers to develop
their multi-talents . . .. Of course, the prerequisite is that
teachers must do their own job well. (Lea2Sch1C, pp. 516–522)

One student in an urban school regarded the quality of their
teachers as high and linked this to their ability to go beyond the
curriculum and existing resources:

As to the quality, I think it’s very good in our school. At least the
level of those who teach me is very high. Especially in class, they
will supplement things that we are not able to get from
textbooks, will provide new ways of thinking that are not
confined to textbooks. (Lea2Sch2SC, pp. 50–52)

There was also a concern with the need for teachers to ensure
that they employed different teaching approaches in order to take
account of differences in students’ aptitudes. A policy maker in the
Western region drew attention to the ability to differentiate, and
characterised good quality teaching as being able to:

. . . recognise the differences between students and to be
concerned in developing different levels of students . . . if the
school is an effective one, it can suit the remedy to the case. That
is to say, teaching students in accordance with their aptitude.
(Lea1LPM6, pp. 383–384)

This sentiment was supported by a student who saw clearly the
need for good teachers to address the needs of individuals while, at
the same time, recognising the pressure that this would put on
teachers and the need for appropriate resourcing:

If teachers can enable each student to improve, it must be that
they seek different methods aimed at individual strengths and
weaknesses . . . to some extent the cost of this practice can be
very high, including the input of teachers’ energy . . . and
organising this is pretty difficult. In practical terms, this
probably involves teacher allocation in order to provide each
student with teachers that are suitable for them. (Lea2Sch2SB,
pp. 394–395, 395–398)

This recognition of the value and importance of appropriate
teaching strategies and teaching materials was also expressed in
relation to the use of feedback data at the local level to aid in
identifying good practice. As one local policy maker explained:

. . . this year, for example, we (the LEA) will choose two subjects

. . . according to the exam results of a few randomly chosen
schools. We will find out which subject has reached the
expected goal. This is not intended to assess a school or
teachers, but to determine what efforts have been made to
improve the teaching of the subjects. (Lea1LPM4, pp. 89–96)

There was also evidence of the development of more systematic
educational evaluation at the local authority level to inform
practice. One policy maker supported the recent introduction of
value added approaches by saying:

As the headteacher, if you use this method, the result will be
very obvious and quantitative, and the performance of all the
teachers will be put onto paper – and it is very convincing.
(Lea1LPM10, pp. 189–194)

This view was endorsed by a headteacher who said:

[LEA district] has recently been planning to implement a so-
called relative evaluation [similar to value added evaluation]
into the current school evaluation system so that the
evaluation would become more scientific . . . I think it is very
good, very good, and is of real education science. I have
benefited from learning about this innovation in school
evaluation even though I have been a practitioner for many
years. (Lea1HTA, pp. 18–20)

Though these new techniques were often focused on a narrow
range of academic student outcomes, it should be recognised that,
as highlighted in the previous section, Chinese teachers also saw all
round development as a high priority and recognised the need for
assessment and evaluation improvement across a broad range of
educational outcomes.

5.3. School culture and classroom climate

In line with the broader view of teaching quality that has been
expressed in recent literature within China, the dual importance of
a supportive school culture and appropriate classroom climate was
also referred to by most interviewees. One urban headteacher
drew attention to the contextual nature of this culture and the
need to ensure that it was continually reviewed to take account of
changing circumstances:

To judge whether or not a primary or secondary school is good,
first we observe its campus culture to see if it is a good place for
studying, a good environment for children’s physical and
mental development . . . a good school should be the one that
implements the ideas about what is good according to its own
understanding. It is fine even if you revise your ideas in the
process of practice. (Lea2Sch2HT, pp. 341–363)

In particular, there was a view that when students under-
stood, and were in agreement with, the overall culture of a
school, learning could be enhanced. One teacher used the
term ‘cultural penetration’ to address the importance of a
student’s recognition of, and alignment with, a school’s cultural
identity:

The crucial point is cultural penetration. That is, what is the
culture of the school. In this school, it is about indomitable
spirit, in other words, being able to strive, being cautious, being
diligent, and being innovative at work. If a student has
characteristics similar to these school cultural identities . . .

then obviously, he or she can live and learn very, very well in
this school. (Lea3Sch3TC, pp. 640–643)

Such a clear vision and statement of aims could be considered
important in terms of motivating individual students to do well. As
one student said, ‘schools need to make students understand

themselves and find their own direction for development. Moreover,

schools need to encourage students to have motives to improve and

move forward’ (Lea1Sch1SC, pp. 162–164).
The importance of a supportive and positive school culture was

also seen as important in terms of enabling students to further
their education at a higher level. One rural headteacher attributed
their yearly increase in college entrance rates over the past 10
years, to a good teaching and learning ethos which had been
developed within the school. He recognised the support that this
gave to teachers by saying that:

Our teachers have a positive teaching manner because they feel,
‘‘I am proud of working for this school and being able to
cultivate more and more good students. It’s an honour mission
to me’’. Then our students have very affirmative learning
attitudes. They know why to learn, how to learn and learn the
good things. (Lea3Sch2HT, pp. 407–409)
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A positive school environment went hand in hand with the
atmosphere within the classroom, which, for some, included an
equal relationship between teachers and students, so that students
did not feel undermined but part of a supportive learning
environment which enabled them to focus on their work. As
one teacher pointed out, ‘because students have a sense of identity

and belonging, they recognise the class, the collective and the

environment, and of course, they also recognise their study’
(Lea3Sch3TC, pp. 647–648). As one student put it, ‘a class will

gain progress as a whole if it has a good atmosphere, which definitely

leads to a good learning environment’ (Lea2Sch1SC, pp. 293–294).
However, this could be disrupted by student action. One student
considered that, at his school, learning time was wasted because he
understood that students at another school used break time to
continue their studies. This was not the case in his school where he
considered that it was more common for students to play around. A
student from a third school had similar issues and was worried
about the situation where, ‘if our classmates one by one are following

someone else to just play around, our mood for learning would be soon

disappearing, because our focus would be turning to play and totally

ignoring the learning aspect’ (Lea2Sch1SB, pp. 306–309).
Such peer influence could particularly disadvantage rural

students who, even if they wanted to learn, could be disrupted
because, as one student put it:

Other classmates are interested in something else, which is
nothing to do with learning. Sometimes, if people have low-self
control, it’s difficult to concentrate on learning . . . they will be
affected by the surrounding environment. That is, the influence
from classmates. (Lea1Sch2SA, pp. 306–309)

There was evidence to suggest that some urban students were
regarded as more difficult to control because of differing socio-
economic circumstances. For example, some urban parents might
have enough social and cultural power to intervene with regard to
how a school was dealing with their child’s misbehaviour. This was
rationalised by recognising that it might be less critical for students
from wealthy backgrounds to achieve academically because an
influential family background would help their future prospects.
As a student from another school said, ‘urban students come from

families with money and power. No matter how they disturb [the flow
of schooling] the school has no way of controlling them because of a

conflict of interests’ (Lea3Sch4SC, pp. 339–340).
Another issue that emerged from the student interviews was

whether or not competition within the classroom had positive or
negative effects on student learning. Students’ views differed and
the two quotes below represent, to some extent, the differing
views of rural and urban students. One rural school student
emphasised the need to encourage competitive collaboration in
learning:

An effective school should know how to teach students to
compete. Because competitiveness in the future and in the past
is very important, a school should have sufficient competition. I
have a feeling, in a class, the effect that comes out of one student
working on questions is not the same as the effect that comes
from two students competing with each other when working on
questions. It involves improvement no matter the speed or the
accuracy [of answering questions] . . . if everyone knows [the
essence of] competition, then all students will compete [with
each other], and then all will be full of energy, and then all will
make rapid progress. If a school can fully mobilise their
students’ sense of competition, then the effectiveness of the
school would be, should be, high. (Lea3Sch2SC, pp. 285–290)

By contrast, a student from an urban school in the same region
disagreed and argued that competition could be counterproduc-
tive, ‘the school should not create such a competitive environment. I

think you should compare the progress you’ve made yourself and

find your value. It is not necessary that you must exceed other

students and have to compare yourself against them’ (Lea3Sch4SD,
pp. 547–549).

The concept of collective collaboration is a significant feature in
a society which emphasises the collective over the individual
(Hofstede, 1991; Cheng and Wong, 1996). One teacher gave an
example of how evidence of cooperation and collaboration had, she
felt, been helpful to one student who gained a place at an overseas
university, ‘in the interview, the student didn’t tell the university

[about his involvement in a school choir] from the point of view of

him leading the choir, but from the angle of sharing experiences with

members in success and joys’ (Lea3Sch3TD, pp. 549–551).

5.4. Perceived barriers to improving the quality of teaching and

learning

Despite some clear views on what it means to be an effective
teacher, it was also evident from the interview responses that there
were barriers to ensuring quality and the future development of
teaching. This largely centred around issues of continuous
professional development and disparities between wealthier
urban and more disadvantaged rural districts, both of which are
currently the focus of government policy. As a deputy headteacher
said, there was a need to:

. . . promote not only student development but also teacher
development. During the process, teacher development could
have a positive and assuring impact on the school’s overall
development in the future. Therefore, it should also be our
priority. (Lea3Sch4HTC, pp. 57–58)

A deputy headteacher in the same school gave examples of
what was currently available to teachers, ‘the professional

development of teachers includes opportunity for postgraduate study

. . . professional training . . . [and] relevant subject activities organised

by the Provincial Educational Research Institute every year’
(Lea3Sch4HTB, pp. 358–363).

Respondents reported that teachers had various opportunities
to further their studies, including some courses that were award
bearing. Training programmes were organised at school, county/
city, provincial and national levels. For example, one Western
region local policy maker talked of an 8-day training programme in
his area which involved 14 expert teachers, across 10 subjects, who
visited from another province to focus on a new curriculum for all
senior high school teachers in the county, in order to improve
teacher capabilities. There was also evidence of school-based
initiatives where there were high numbers of new teachers. Such
initiatives could involve mentoring, observation of teaching and
visits to and from other schools, and were considered to be
thorough and were received favourably:

Currently, we have more school-based training, mainly focusing
on teacher improvement . . . for the past few years, the school
has been recruiting a relatively higher number of new teachers.
In order for these teachers to adapt to teaching, the school has
been organising different approaches to support them. For
example, new teachers are paired with senior teachers. Besides
that, we also invite experts, famous teachers from other schools,
higher education institutions, as well as within the school, to
comment on new teachers’ teaching. Moreover, we send
teachers out of the school to observe, study and learn from
other teachers’ teaching in order to improve teachers’
professional level . . . personally speaking, training, when
organised by schools, is able to look into in every aspect. This
type of training is more effective. (Lea1Sch2T, pp. 389–393,
466–467)
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However, financial limitations and difficulties with workload
and cover for absence due to training attendance were seen as
restrictions. This tension is illustrated by the following two
comments from a teacher and headteacher from the same
school:

If there were more funds then we could have more opportu-
nities to learn from outside school. This is a concern also for the
development of the school. (Lea3Sch4TA, pp. 304–305)

and,

For example, if a teacher leaves for one-month’s training, during
this month, all his or her class lessons have to be shared by other
teachers who would be overloaded . . . teachers benefit from
this training but this creates additional difficulties in school
management. Even so, we want them to receive training.
(Lea3Sch4HTA, pp. 373–377).

Again, these pressures can be especially acute for staff in rural
schools. As one rural headteacher explained:

Nowadays there are higher expectations for teachers than
before, and many young teachers cannot adapt to the
expectations. The training for professional development is
urgently needed. However, the training system fails to develop
owing to lack of personnel, even though there are various kinds
of training within the school. But I think it is still unsatisfactory.
(Lea1Sch2HT, pp. 303–308)

This situation, in terms of training and development, could be
exacerbated by a shortage of teaching staff. Several interviewees
drew attention to a serious structural problem in rural areas where
there was a mismatch between supply and demand for some
subject teachers. The lack of sufficient non-core subject teachers in
rural high schools could have serious repercussions for the breadth
of the curriculum. As one national policy maker explained:

For example, the ratio of teachers to students is set at 1:20. If
you reach 1:22 or 1:23, it should be fine. But most of the
teaching staff are language and maths teachers. There are not
enough music, sports and art teachers. The problem of
structural vacancies is very serious. (NPM3, pp. 313–315)

This was further explained by another national policy maker
who said:

Since funding is not sufficient, headteachers have no other way
but to use the limited funds they have for core subject teachers.
To the extent that some schools cannot even afford to buy a
basketball. How can you run a PE lesson without basketballs?
Consequently, the overall development of children is influ-
enced. (NPM1, pp. 420–422)

A student reported that in her rural school there was a problem
with English specialists saying that:

Teachers in the school when I studied there were not formal
teachers. I think it is a drawback too. That is, even now our rural
school has no English teachers . . . English as a curriculum
subject has been provided for the students of the 3rd grade in
primary schools in urban schools here, but our school still hasn’t
got English teachers. (Lea1Sch2S, pp. 119–124)

Such concerns can be particularly acute in remote rural areas.
This reflects the fact that the population is more disperse, the
terrain can be challenging and the distances travelled to school
greater. This can lead to small schools with limited resources
where professional qualifications and teaching quality are poor.
Though the curriculum content is common across China, the level
of implementation can differ from region to region. As one
student said:

The level of some teachers in small and remote schools is very
limited. For example, some teachers who teach Chinese
phonetics can’t even speak good Chinese. I feel the limitation
of those teachers’ ability will influence students’ pronunciation
in the future . . . the route to the school was a mountain road. It’s
tough. Because only more or less 10 students went to this
school, there was only one teacher . . . practically the school was
just a single room . . . I think it is a little bit unfair . . . for teachers
recruited by such schools were generally not qualified . . . the
government has to do something about it, to resolve the
difficulty for remote rural children to access school.
(Lea1Sch2SA, pp. 150–155, 109–113, 117–120, 146)

The need to improve teacher training and supply, and
disparities between rural and urban areas have been recognised
by the government which has implemented various policies to
ensure that teaching facilities and equipment are prioritised for
poorer areas (National People’s Congress, 2009; Chinese Ministry
of Education, 2010). One student recalls how their junior high
school benefited from such policies:

In relation to the distribution of educational resources, I think
things such as computers, TV sets, multi-media classrooms or
audio classrooms, according to our policy, are given firstly to
poorer areas. For example, the junior high school that I went to
is a small rural school and has more scholarship places than any
other city school; moreover, it was one of the schools to get
access to the Li Jiacheng remote educational network in Hong
Kong . . . all of these show that our government and educational
administrative units, they are all making efforts to improve
education as much as possible, with the hope of distributing the
educational resources more equally to every student, especially
to improve the reasonable distribution of funds to poor areas.
(Lea1Sch2SC, pp. 204–223)

There is also a nationwide policy to encourage new teaching
graduates to work in rural schools and for highly performing
schools to send their teachers for one or more years to support less
developed rural schools. However, there are questions about the
extent to which this is successful. As one headteacher said:

Graduates want to go back to the city when they become
mature after serving rural schools for a few years . . . for
teachers like those in our school, who were sent to rural
schools, what is in their mind is that, ‘I want to go back to my
original school once I finish my task here’. The policy is just an
expedient measure, which can’t resolve the fundamental
problem. It’s difficult to achieve the solution. China is
geographically huge. The number of teachers we need is
amazing. Therefore, the problem won’t be resolved itself
within a short term period. From a long term perspective, the
solution relies on the economy. As long as there is balanced
economic development, remuneration and living standards are
the same no matter where I work [then it will succeed].
(Lea3Sch1HTA, pp. 142–153)

Further, respondents pointed to a salary gap between teachers
in rural and urban locations. Some saw differences even within
areas. There was a general view that the salaries of rural teachers
did not match their workload, despite the fact that they felt
morally obliged to carry out their duties for the benefit of society.
There was also recognition that a new generation of teachers may
not feel the same way in terms of the balance between workload
and salary, as one rural teacher said, ‘for new teachers, they consider

that they should be paid for what they actually give, if it was not the

case, they got a bad sense of balance’ (Lea3Sch1TB, pp. 573–574).
So, it can been seen that, despite a strong government

commitment to educational improvement and strategies to
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ameliorate the disparity between schools and regions, serious
concerns remain over teacher training, supply and professional
development especially in poorer rural areas. The implications of
this will now be discussed in the following section.

6. Discussion

These illustrative findings reveal many similarities with
countries around the world in terms of both stakeholder under-
standings of what constitutes quality education, and government
concerns with the changing needs of society. However, they also
reveal a slightly different emphasis in a country where central
planning is the norm, and where large disparities in socio-
economic conditions impact on the provision of schooling. Teacher
development is regarded as central to the provision of high quality
education within mainland China but it is clear that certain global
and local pressures were making this difficult.

6.1. Multi-functional role and changing society

Being a teacher within many societies around the world is not
easy. The impact of globalisation and an information and
communication revolution has contributed to a rapidly changing
society which puts new demands on education systems. From our
findings, it is clear that within mainland China the views and
demands of students, as well as policy makers, were changing and
becoming more diverse and sophisticated. This, together with a
culturally determined, inclusive view of what a teacher should be
could make their work exceptionally challenging. The require-
ments of a strict code of moral and ethical standards for Chinese
teachers which, by law, requires them to be patriotic and law-
abiding, dedicated to their work, to care for their students, to teach
and educate them, to serve as role models, and to pursue lifelong
learning (Chinese Ministry of Education, 2008) could be over-
whelming, especially in poorly resourced and understaffed
situations. This is supported by previous research (Hu, 1994;
Yang and Guo, 2010) which draws attention to the expectations of
an excellent teacher, which include addressing all aspects of their
students’ development; possessing a rich subject knowledge;
displaying such personality traits as happiness, kindness, confi-
dence, diligence, intelligence and humour; to innovate and use
modern teaching strategies and resources, and to frequently
evaluate and update their teaching techniques; to carry out their
own research; to network both socially and academically; and,
above all, to achieve high student outcomes.

6.2. Curriculum reform and classroom practice

Our findings illustrate how these demands were also set in a
context of ongoing curriculum reform which brought its own
pressures. Such reform was attempting to move Chinese society
away from an overwhelming and deep seated emphasis on
examination results towards the facilitation of all round develop-
ment and lifelong learning, although so far with some evidence of
limited success (Thomas et al., 2012). The impact of curriculum
reform was not a central focus of the study but it was clear that
some difficulties were being experienced. This supports previous
research (Wang, 2010; Brown et al., 2011) which has drawn
attention to concerns over teachers’ abilities to engage with new
concepts, teaching materials and teaching strategies, new forms of
student evaluation, new management systems and the need to
teach optional subjects. This appeared especially acute for older,
more experienced teachers and there was some evidence that the
key discourse of student-centred learning has been especially
challenging for teachers in rural schools with large class sizes
(Wang, 2011). The findings of this study support previous research

which draws attention to the tremendous stress that meeting the
new curriculum requirements can bring for teachers (Sun and Li,
2005; Zhu and Si, 2006; Yazhuan et al., 2010).

There was also evidence from the research that one approach to
supporting teachers’ reflective practice is a renewed emphasis, at
the local, regional and national levels, on educational evaluation
and the introduction of more sophisticated and relevant methods
of measuring student and school performance. One national policy
maker reported on the recently established Centre for National
Assessment for Education Quality (NAEQ), located in Beijing
Normal University, which has been set up to monitor educational
achievement in every year grade of basic education through
national tests. However, such monitoring will go beyond the raw
data of academic achievement to include measures for four other
aspects of education quality: ideological, moral and civic literacy;
physical and mental health; art literacy, practical skills and
innovative awareness; and the influence of educational and social
environments on students’ development (see NAEQ, 2013). It was
also evident that stakeholders recognised the local need for a more
nuanced, value-added approach to the assessment of school
quality in order to enhance feedback to schools, improve teacher
self-evaluation, and inform the development of teachers’ practice
(Thomas et al., 2012).

The findings also demonstrate that, similar to work in Western
societies, a key dimension of the effective teacher was seen to be
the ability to create a supportive teaching and learning environ-
ment. Interestingly, this was seen to be a collective and
collaborative responsibility and not the individual teacher’s alone.
The school, the teacher and the students all had their part to play.
On the one hand, it was considered important that teachers were
able to balance creating new opportunities for collaborative work
with the more traditional, familiar and widely entrenched
approach of stimulating individual competition in the classroom
in order to motivate students to fully engage with their learning.
They were expected to maintain sound relationships with students
while acting morally in line with their professional commitment
and positive attitudes. However, there was also recognition by all
stakeholders that students had a responsibility to actively
contribute to this positive environment. This was demonstrated
by the way in which some student respondents were keen to
maximise their study time in school and resented disruption by
other students. This resonates with previous research (Anderson,
2004) which drew attention to the importance of student
involvement in their own learning. Finally, the importance of a
supportive school ethos which could engender pride and allow
teachers and students to identify with the school’s aims and
objectives was also seen as an important aspect of quality.

6.3. Inequality and professional development

Within a vast country like China which, while currently
emerging as a major economy, still has areas of great disadvantage,
it is important to consider the context when thinking about issues
such as teacher supply and retention (Scheerens, 2000; UNICEF,
2000; UNESCO, 2004). A key aspect with regard to improving the
education system nationwide is the need to improve teacher
quality and support teacher professional development. However,
our findings suggest that all stakeholders were aware of the
inequalities with regard to the distribution of resources between
schools, especially differences between the West and other areas of
china, and regarded this as a key barrier to improving professional
development and teacher quality. Such evidence supported
previous research which has shown that, while various initiatives
had been inspired by the introduction of Shulman (1986, 1987)
ideas for strong pedagogical content knowledge in order to develop
effective teaching, new or less experienced teachers—more likely
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found in rural western areas—were shown to be lacking in their
ability to integrate knowledge around subject knowledge, teaching
strategies and collaborative learning (An et al., 2004; Tang and
Chen, 2005; Li et al., 2006; Xu and Gong, 2007; Sun, 2008; Liu and
Zheng, 2010). Similarly, Brock (2009) discusses a participatory
approach which was introduced by the well known Gansu Basic
Education Project in western China to train teachers in new ways of
teaching rather than relying on the inculcation of content
knowledge alone. Evidence from the respondents in this study
suggested that opportunities for further training, organised from
national to school levels, were available but that the ability of
individual schools and teachers to take advantage of these could
vary. Insufficient resources to cover for absent colleagues, and an
imbalance in terms of teacher qualifications and subject special-
isms could limit the opportunities for some teachers. This situation
was particularly acute for schools in rural, remote and western
areas. In light of these limitations, attempts were being made to
encourage school-based training which was likely to be more
closely connected with local issues while, at the same time,
providing more opportunities for more teachers. There was some
evidence that current government priorities to increase resources
in disadvantaged Western areas was having some effect in
improving quality but there was scepticism about the long term
effectiveness of relocating teachers from urban to rural schools.

Concerns about current disparities between high expectations,
excessive workloads, multiple roles and poor pay were evident in
our data, and previous research (Liu, 2010) has drawn attention to
the extent to which this might drive people away from teaching as
a career. This is reflected in the conclusion of the 2011
International Summit on the Teaching Profession which concluded
that there was a need to make teaching more attractive and to
solve problems with recruitment and retention (Schleicher, 2011;
Stewart, 2011). Johnson (2012) has pointed out that, given the
current changes to teachers’ work; it may no longer be possible to
count on new generations taking up teaching as a lifetime career.
This can have serious consequences for the quality of education
because, as Barber and Mourshed (2007) have pointed out in their
survey of what makes effective schools effective, there is some
evidence of a correspondence between high performing schools
and the qualifications and training of the teachers. Though this is a
complex area and no causal link can be proved, the findings of this
study have shown that there are concerns about the level of initial
and further training and development available to teachers,
especially in rural areas.

7. Limitations and conclusion

This paper has discussed some illustrative findings from
individual interviews and focus groups conducted with a range
of stakeholders (national and local policy makers, head teachers,
teachers, students) across a sample of schools from three local
authorities within mainland China. In a country like China with
such vast geographical and social differences, encompassing as it
does both extremely poor, disadvantaged communities together
some of the world’s most advanced high tech cities, it would be
foolish to place too great an emphasis on conclusions drawn from
such a small sample. It should be recognised that evidence from
this study sought to broaden the usual metropolitan perspective by
including schools in rural and disadvantaged areas, together with
those in the Western region of the country where a lack of
resources and issues of minority inequalities are most evident.
Given the word limitations of this article, it has only been possible
to represent a small number of voices in detail, though the
intention of the authors has been to draw out common themes and
link these to both the existing international literature and current
Chinese policy context. The researchers recognise that, within the

constraints of the study, it was not possible to examine either
school or local authority level documentation, or observe in detail
classroom practice which could have triangulated the data
collected. The data can say nothing in detail about issues of school
and class size, the background or previous experience of teachers
or pupils, or the perceptions of Chinese parents. It should also be
recognised that the participants in the study did so voluntarily and
so were a self-selected group who may have demonstrated a
particular view of educational development within China. Social,
cultural and political pressure can constrain the ability of
individuals to share their perceptions within the context of a
focus group interview and, even within individual interviews,
participants can be wary of sharing unpopular or exceptional
views. The data were collected by Chinese speakers, from both
within and outside the national system, and were then translated
by the bi-lingual project members. Trouble was taken to represent
both the original meaning and emphasis of the participants, and
the analysis of the substantial interview data collected was
conducted with care and rigour, including attention to the central
concerns of cross-cultural researchers in establishing conceptual,
rather than strict linguistic equivalence.

So, while recognising the limitations in the data discussed, and
despite the limited scope and exploratory nature of these findings,
it is argued that this paper can still provide greater understanding
of the current situation of teaching and teachers’ work within
mainland China. The findings help to illustrate the ways in which
the demands of ongoing educational reform, which include the
active involvement of students and a focus on lifelong learning for
both students and teachers, can motivate against quality of
schooling. Tensions within a traditional structure of an exam-
based environment can make it difficult for teachers to address the
demands of sù zhı̀ jiào yù while ensuring the support of parents and
the reputation of their school. Structural and financial inequality
was evident in the responses, and strategies for further profes-
sional development were being compromised in some areas. The
findings also support the view from Reynolds et al. (2011) that
teacher behaviour is influenced by their underlying attitudes and
values, although more research is needed on the way in which the
formation and expression of such values shapes, and is shaped by,
the historical, social and political context, in which they work. It
can be argued that this is especially needed in developing country
contexts where little such research already exists.

With these exploratory findings in mind, a key aim of the on-
going research is to extend these findings to investigate the nature
of teachers’ professional development and learning in mainland
China. The relevance of such Western concepts as professional
learning communities (PLCs) in a context where tradition and
practice emphasise collectivism and the collaborative nature of the
group, rather than the promotion of the individual, is also being
investigated. Preliminary findings strongly suggest that such a
concept already exists within teachers’ working practice within
China, although the emphasis is somewhat different (Thomas et al.,
2013). For example, in the Chinese context such PLCs tend to
include only teachers, rather than all professional staff who have
contact with the pupils. It is hoped that a combination of Western
and Confucian heritage concepts, and the identification of current
localised practice, will help to enhance future approaches to
teacher professional learning.
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