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With China’s debut in international standardized testing, students in Shanghai have surprised
experts by outscoring their counterparts in dozens of other countries, in reading as well as in
math and science, according to the results of a respected exam. American officials and
Europeans involved in administering the test in about 65 countries acknowledged that the
scores from Shanghai — an industrial powerhouse with some 20 million residents and scores of
modern universities that is a magnet for the best students in the country — are by no means
representative of all of China.

About 5,100 15-year-olds in Shanghai were chosen as a representative cross-section of
students in that city. In the United States, a similar number of students from across the country
were selected as a representative sample for the test.

      

Experts noted the obvious difficulty of using a standardized test to compare countries and cities
of vastly different sizes. Even so, they said the stellar academic performance of students in
Shanghai was noteworthy, and another sign of China’s rapid modernization.

The results also appeared to reflect the culture of education there, including greater emphasis
on teacher training and more time spent on studying rather than extracurricular activities like
sports. “Wow, I’m kind of stunned, I’m thinking Sputnik,” said Chester E. Finn Jr., who served in
President Ronald Reagan’s Department of Education, referring to the groundbreaking Soviet
satellite launching. Mr. Finn, who has visited schools all across China, said, “I’ve seen how
relentless the Chinese are at accomplishing goals, and if they can do this in Shanghai in 2009,
they can do it in 10 cities in 2019, and in 50 cities by 2029.”
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