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				Foreword

				Habent sua fata libelli[1]. Mathias Corvinus Collegium is a Hungarian tertiary education institution specializing in talent management. The Budapest Centre is located next to a small volcanic lake, close to a beautiful park. It was in this park that we took our usual Socratic walk with Professor Gábor Halász in the winter of 2021. We talked about the professional program of the soon-to-be-established Learning Institute. Gábor walked quietly with his usual cautious attention. When, in an unexpected turn of thought, I raised the possibility of an Asia Lab, his eyes lit up. 

				Beyond the sparkling eyes and Socratic walks, MCC had to respond to the shift of the center of the world economy to the East and the staggering East Asian superiority of PISA/TIMMS-type global student measurements. We see it as an evident and inevitable change that independent East Asian educational paradigms will eventually rise to a global level, and we simply wanted to get ahead of the process.

				This is how the Learning from Asia project was launched in 2022.[2] One of the project’s branches (“Action Line One”) organized a professional conference around Gábor’s concept of Learning from Asia (Issues Paper). The conference was held in Budapest in 2023 with great success. The other strand of the project (“Action Line Two”) gathered PhD students studying education or social sciences in Hungary around the MCC in a so-called Asian PhD Hub. We started to work closely with colleagues at Monash University in Australia to run our PhD Hubs.

				This volume is the fruit of two years of work. The chapters of this book have been written by the speakers of the “Learning from Asia in Education” conference. Most of them are a modified version of their presentation, and some of them have been significantly altered. Half of the authors are established researchers or experts with sound academic backgrounds who have done research and taught at prestigious universities, worked as experts for recognized international organizations, or led important international missions. Their writings are presented in the second part of the book, which follows a short first part with two chapters written by the Hungarian hosts (one of these chapters serves as a conceptual framework for the LfA project). The other half of our authors are members of the Asian PhD community of the “Learning from Asia” project. The reader finds their papers in the third part. Finally, the book concludes with an epilogue written by an author with extensive experience in Eastern, Western, and Hungarian educational contexts. All speakers at the “Learning from Asia in Education” conference were invited to contribute to our common reflections on what Hungary, Europe, or—in a broader context—the West can learn from Asia in education.

				The chapters written by the members of our Asian PhD student community require a special note here. The authors of these chapters, who all actively participated in the LfA project, were invited to perform a challenging task. Following several months of studying a particular academic approach, called Asia as method,[3] which has had a strong influence on the development of the conceptual framework of the LfA project, they were asked to present the outcomes of their doctoral research applying this approach. It is also important to note that the members of the expert speaker academic community have reviewed the manuscripts of the PhD students.

				The reader of this book will encounter a wide variety of approaches. Although the speakers/authors were invited to use the conceptual framework presented in the second part, the organizers also encouraged them to follow their own academic interests. They were invited to reflect on the learning from Asia phenomenon from the perspective of their own earlier research, positioning the latter in the specific context of the goals of the LfA project. They were also encouraged to evoke earlier personal experiences. This reflects the intention of the editors to reconcile academic rigor with relevant and highly informative subjective reflections.

				The order of the chapters does not follow the order of the original conference presentations. The editors applied several principles, sometimes not easy to reconcile, when deciding the order, such as pairing texts with a broader and narrower focus, closeness to the common framework, thematic similarity, and others. For example, we decided to close the expert contributions part with the chapter, which contains the elements that can be interpreted as conclusions for the whole conference. In the third part, we took into account how much the authors integrated the Asia as method approach into their contribution.

				Before presenting its content, it is important to add one additional remark to the title of this book (and to the way we call the project behind it). During the “Learning from Asia in Education” conference, a consensus emerged that the expression “learning with Asia” would perhaps reflect the spirit of our work better than the expression “learning from Asia.” To avoid confusion, we kept the original title, but, as the reader will see, the learning experience has, in fact, been mutual. 

				The two main parts presenting the contributions of the speakers are preceded by two chapters written by the Hungarian leaders of the LfA project. The aim of this part is to present the general framework guiding both the project and the conference. The author of the first chapter (“Revisiting the ‘Western pillar’”) is János SETÉNYI, the head of the organization hosting the project: the Learning Institute of MCC[4]. This text focuses on what we have been calling “the Western side” of the LfA project. It reminds us that although the project concentrates, deliberately in a one-sided way, only on the West learning from the East, the education systems of Asian countries we intend to learn from have been significantly shaped by influences originating in the West. This is an illustration of what our conceptual framework paper calls “learning from the learner.”

				The conceptual framework of the LfA project (“Learning from Asia in Education”) is presented in the next chapter. Its author, Gábor HALÁSZ, the professional leader of the project, has developed this document—often labeled simply as “Issues Paper”—prior to the conference, with the active involvement of the authors who were all invited to help in deepening and widening our thinking about the theme of the LfA project. The concept paper has two parts: its first section presents a number of key conceptual and theoretical dilemmas encountered while designing and implementing the project. This is an important part of the broader conceptual and theoretical framework, helping the reader to better understand the philosophy underlying the project. The second section elaborates on a few specific content areas as possible focuses of discussion. This chapter also contains a short conclusion explaining why we encouraged our authors to share not only the relevant outcomes of their earlier research but also their subjective experiences or personal stories illustrating the potential of learning from Asia.

				In the second part, the reader will find nine chapters written by the invited expert speakers of the “Learning from Asia in Education conference,” who addressed the audience in two plenary sessions. This part is opened by the paper written by the only Hungarian academic lecturer, János GYŐRI GORDON, whose research has long been focusing on education in East and Southeast Asia. This text (“A Personal-Professional Journey in the World of East Asian Education: Striving to Understand and Grow”) presents his personal story of discovering the hidden features of Asian education and the building of specialized knowledge that he has shared in a number of related academic publications. This illustrates well the potential of subjective experiences and personal stories in revealing those traits of the Asian education system from which we can learn.

				The author of the next chapter (“A Critical Gaze on ‘Learning from China’ in Education: A Self-Reflective Approach”) is Yun YOU from China, who has published extensively about East-West intercultural communication in education. This text, in harmony with the encouragement of the editors, uses elements of personal storytelling as a tool to build and share relevant knowledge, following the methodological principles of the autoethnographic research tradition. This is a critical analysis of the way some Western policy actors interpreted the high performance of the Asian education system as measured by the PISA survey. The author analyses European policy borrowing from China through the lens of her personal learning and research experience, first as a Chinese PhD student at a British university and, later, as a scholar based at a Chinese university. 

				The following chapter has been written by Katherine FORESTIER (“Imagining Education in Hong Kong: The Rhetoric and Reality of England’s Interest”), who for several years worked for the British Council in Hong Kong while developing her academic interest in comparative education. She was responsible for education cooperation and managed several activities aimed explicitly to support the learning of British educational leaders from the relative high achievement of Hong Kong’s students and its education reform experiences. Her analysis shows that those who learn from Asia might be led by their special interests and influenced by their own mental construction of the features of Asian education systems, which does not necessarily reflect the reality of these systems and may have negative consequences for pupils’ education when applied in different contexts and cultures. This paper complements the previous chapter by illustrating an instrumental, interest-driven form of policy learning from the perspective of a Western analyzer who lived in Hong Kong for many years. It presents an alternative model for learning with Asia, focused on Hong Kong’s reflections on the aims of education as the starting point for reform.

				The author of the fourth chapter in the invited speakers’ part (“Distinctly Homogeneous Unpacking the Nuances of Asian Higher Education”) is the higher education specialist Chang Da WAN from Malaysia, living in Singapore at the time of the LfA conference. This chapter, on the basis of three earlier research projects, presents some important characteristics of Asian higher education, all of them being relevant from the perspective of our LfA project. He explores three domains: the distinctive institutional features of Asian universities, the role of language in the multi-ethnic and multi-lingual education system of Malaysia, and the multiple identities of ethnic Chinese living and studying in Southeast Asia. This text might be particularly relevant for readers who have a special interest in higher education and wish to explore the relevance of the LfA concept at this level of the education system.

				The fifth chapter in this part (“Normative Power of the European Union and China in Higher Education Cooperation”) is authored by Que Anh DANG, a British scholar born in Vietnam. She approaches the LfA idea from a political science and international relations perspective, comparing the external influence of the European Union and China on foreign education systems. She compares the way these two political actors exercise “normative power” when interacting with other countries in the framework of two specific programs: the “export” of the principles of the Bologna process, in the case of Europe, and the development interventions implemented as part of the Belt and Road initiative, in the case of China. This comparison helps us better understand some important specificities of learning from Asia (in this case, from China). It shows how China’s specific behavior in international relations might condition this learning.

				The sixth chapter (“School-Based Teaching Research from an ‘Efficiency Logic’ Perspective in China”) has been written by Yan LIU, a Chinese scholar working in a government-affiliated national education research agency called the National Institute of Education Sciences. She offers a detailed analysis of the advanced institutional mechanisms of collective teacher learning in Chinese schools, which is one of the Asian educational practices that Hungary (Europe, the West) could see as a valuable model from which to learn. A key element of this practice is that the workplace becomes “a legitimate learning space” where continuous professional development is embedded into the daily work of teachers. Her case study, mainly focusing on a high school in Beijing, explores how the teaching research system formed and developed and how it influenced teachers’ learning and professional development. It summarizes six key elements of the system, describing its processes, characteristics, and influence. Future research directions and implications for creating an effective and sustained approach for improving teacher quality are also discussed.

				The author of the seventh chapter of the invited speaker’s group (“Efficient Learning Environment for Teachers: Lessons from Singapore”) has been written by Lucia CHAUVET, an education policy analyst of the OECD. Her paper offers a comprehensive analysis of those features of the Singaporean education system that might have contributed to the outstanding performance of the schools of this city-state as measured by the PISA survey. She presents, among others, the practice of setting high standards and clear expectations for educators, the alignment with global best practices, the data-driven nature of decision-making, the advanced system of continuous professional development, the fostering of collaboration and teacher learning communities, and the focus on leadership development. This chapter might be particularly interesting for system leaders hoping to gain ideas and inspiration from studying education policy development in high-performing Asian countries. 

				The eighth chapter of the invited speakers’ part (“Whose Learning for What Purposes? Policy Evolution in China’s Double-Reduction Policy”) is the contribution of Wei ZHANG to our LfA project. In her chapter, the Chinese scholar uses the case of a recent policy of China to regulate massive private tutoring to show how policy learning works in a system typically presented as hierarchical and centralized but where there is quite a large room for local interpretations and creative implementation solutions. As a researcher consultant who has been directly involved in the design and evaluation of this policy, she can show many details of the policy process where top-down learning is combined with bottom-up learning. Various policy actors conceive learning very differently, and they learn for different purposes. This chapter is a particularly valuable illustration of how we can learn from studying (policy) learning processes in an Asian context, sometimes characterized by the expression “centralized decentralization” or “decentralized centralization,” where seemingly contradictory mechanisms work simultaneously.

				The author of the last chapter of the invited speakers’ part is Mark BRAY, a Hong Kong-based scholar whose contribution to the field of comparative education has been globally acknowledged and whose research on shadow education in Asia and in the wider world has inspired hundreds of scholars in this institutional phenomenon. In his paper (“Learning from Comparing: Personal Perspectives and Methodological Reflections on Shadow Education Research”), he begins with a narration of his own learning journey before turning to methodological dimensions of comparative analysis. Turning then to the theme of shadow education, he remarks on comparisons of places, times, policies, and cultures. A special value of this chapter for our LfA project is that it places our project into the broader perspectives of the discipline of comparative education.

				The third part of the book contains the papers written by those members of the Asian PhD community of the Learning from Asia project who were selected as speakers of the two PhD sections of the LfA conference. All members of this community are doing their PhD studies at different Hungarian universities, most of them in the field of educational sciences. They were encouraged not only to present some outcomes of their doctoral research from the perspectives of the learning from Asia concept but also to try to explore how the Asia as method approach might have enriched their research. Some of them have been deeply impressed by this approach, which has led to significant changes in the way they see the potential of their indigenous culture and Asian academic resources in their doctoral research project. This part of our book reflects the outcomes of our work with a larger PhD student community since the very beginning of the LfA project, which has been directly inspired by our cooperation with Monash University (Australia). 

				The impact of our cooperation is perhaps well illustrated by the first chapter of this part, written by a Mongolian PhD candidate, Byambasuren NYAMKHUU, who is studying in Budapest. Her doctoral research explores the English language curriculum in upper-secondary education in Mongolia with a focus on the competency-based approach. Her paper (“Contemplating the English Curriculum of Upper-Secondary Education in Mongolia through the Lens of ‘Asia as Method’”) is a good example of how the discovery of Asian resources can enrich a doctoral research project, originally influenced almost entirely by Western research paradigms and theories. Perhaps the most interesting part of this paper is the one where the author shares her personal narrative with the reader on how she has been influenced by participating in the LfA project and getting acquainted with the Asia as method approach.

				The author of the second chapter of the PhD speakers’ part of the book is Thiri PYAE KYAW, a PhD student from Myanmar. Her paper (“Epistemological Beliefs of Myanmar Student Teachers: What Can We Learn from the Asian Cultural Context?”), similarly to all other papers in this part, is based on her doctoral research project, which aims to explore how the beliefs of student teachers related to knowledge and learning might influence their capacity to apply principles of a new competence-oriented and learner-centered curriculum in their daily teaching practice after graduation. This paper also offers a good illustration of how becoming familiar with the Asia as method approach can enrich doctoral research projects, which originally might have been guided almost exclusively by Western theoretical models without paying significant attention to specific, geographically determined cultural patterns. In this case, we can observe an increased awareness of the specificity of Asian cultural patterns that might directly influence epistemological beliefs related to teaching and student learning.

				The third Asian PhD student author of our book is Moldir POCSTAR from Kazakhstan. Her chapter (“Understanding Female Leadership Aspirations in Kazakhstani Higher Education: ‘Asia as Method’”) is perhaps the best illustration of how getting familiarized with the Asia as method approach might deeply influence the doctoral research project of PhD students. This chapter shows an interesting attempt to apply the notion of “base entity” to the object of the doctoral study (female leadership in Kazakh universities), which made it possible for the author to discover new aspects that would have remained hidden if the object was studied only in the dominant Western framework. This is one of those chapters that—following the encouragement of the editors—includes personal, subjective self-reflection, helping the reader better understand the impact of being a member of the Asian PhD student community of the Learning from Asia project.

				The fourth PhD paper (“Governance of Shadow Education in China: An Application of the Advocacy Coalition Framework Within the Learning from Asia Context”) has been written by Pu YU, a Chinese PhD student. She uses a theoretical framework borrowed from Western political science adapted to the specific Chinese context to analyze recent government policies related to private tutoring in China. Adapting an analytical framework elaborated in a Western political context to the specific Chinese policy in the education sector required the analysis of other similar applications within China. This is again a good example illustrating the extended interpretation of the “learning from the learner” dilemma exposed in the project’s concept paper: “we” (the West) can learn from Asia also studying the way “they” (Asians) have been learning from “us.”

				The author of the fifth chapter (“Quality Perception of Private Higher Education in Western China: A Case Study Based on the Investigation of University A in Xi’an”) has been written by Yang YANG, another member of our Asian PhD student community from China. Her doctoral research focuses on quality assurance, quality management, and quality development in higher education, using qualitative data to compare Chinese and Hungarian institutional practices and policies. Comparative studies like this offer a special opportunity to explore the potential of one culture learning from another, especially when the specificities of Asian (Chinese) thinking and practice are carefully analyzed and presented. This chapter emphasizes the need for a more inclusive and globalized approach to understanding and improving the quality of higher education. It is also an interesting illustration of the perspectives and interests of different stakeholders in the quality of private higher education, which provides a comprehensive overview of the main topic of quality perception in private higher education in Western China.

				The author of the sixth chapter, written by a PhD Candidate, is Anisa Trisha Oroc PABINGWIT from the Philippines, who decided to work together on this specific project with her Hungarian supervisor, Mária HERCZ. This chapter (“Asian International PhD Students’ Intercultural Engagement: Coping up with the Challenges”) provides a further illustration of how Asian PhD students adopted resources to come to terms with the challenges they encountered as international students and how the participation in the Learning from Asia project might have an influence on particular doctoral research programs in the future. In this case, the impact has been made directly visible thanks to the specific objective of the doctoral research program: the experiences of international students studying in Hungary. Under the influence of participating in the LfA project, as explained in the closing section of the paper, the author refocused her research and narrowed the focus to Asian students.

				The seventh chapter of the PhD part of our book (“Moral Education in the Construction of Schoolscapes in a Chinese Public Elementary School”) has been written by two Chinese PhD students, Yingjie XU and Diya PENG. It presents a “Schoolscape”—the physical and visual landscape of a school—with several photos helping the reader to imagine the visual experience we gain when entering the school and walking inside its building. The symbols—inscriptions and photos—presented and analyzed in the text all serve the goals of moral education, strongly connected with political or ideological education. The analysis is supported by interviews made with teachers and students. This chapter might encourage the reader to make comparisons between the conception and practice of moral education in the West and in Asia (China).

				The authors of the last chapter of the PhD part of our book (“Freedom to Learn Programme in Building Character Education: An Investigation Into the Indonesian Education System”) are Marhadi MARHADI and Cifebrima SUYASTRI, both PhD students from Indonesia. In this chapter, they present a new higher education program based on the principle of free learning, which was designed and implemented in their country. The program is an important component of the education modernization policy in preparing human resources with competencies, knowledge, and insights that match employment needs. This chapter, written in the framework of the Learning from Asia project, is similar to all chapters in this part and is based on the PhD research of the authors. It offers a good opportunity to learn from the way a progressive approach has been applied in a traditional institutional context in Asia.

				The closing chapter of the book, the epilogue (“Learning from Asia in Education: A Personal Reflection”), was written by Aisi LI, an educational specialist with an educational background both in the East and West, currently living in Hungary. As its name suggests, this work draws on the personal, lived experiences of the author. The paper reflects on what learning from Asia in education can mean from four different spaces: China, the UK, Kazakhstan, and Hungary, analyzing them by using the concepts of educational leadership and agency. The author demonstrates how beliefs and values informed by Confucianism have clashed with those from a different context yet could be integrated, evolving into a hybrid form of new thoughts. The chapter concludes with reflections on the role of comparative and international education research in learning from Asia in education.

				The editors would like to express their gratitude to the reviewer of the book, Professor Hongzhi ZHANG (Monash University, Australia). Professor Zhang not only provided valuable feedback to the authors but also helped the members of our Asian PhD student community to get acquainted with the Asia as method approach. 

				This volume is not only a collection of academic papers, but the project has also forged an international community that is capable and ready to continue. Thus, the readers will see, first and foremost, the beginning of something that will be followed by further work. We are proud that the MCC, Budapest, and Hungary have given new impetus to this global reflection.

				 

				János Setényi

				Director

				Learning Institute

				Mathias Corvinus Collegium
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				Part I

				FRAMEWORK

				JÁNOS SETÉNYI

				Revisiting the ‘Western Pillar’

				Abstract

				The first part of this paper illustrates how, with the rise of the global PISA narrative, the Anglo-Saxon approach has come to dominate Western reflection on East Asian education.

				The second part of the paper identifies six elements of educational history that strongly link continental (especially post-communist) Europe with East Asia: Herbartian (Prussian) pedagogy, Soviet education, the holistic image of civilized man, the thirst for moral education, double morality in child socialization and the massive existence of complementary (shadow) education. A reinterpretation and pluralization of the so-called ‘Western pillar’ may pave the way for more open comparative education research and mutual learning initiatives. 

				Keywords: Learning from Asia in Education (LfA), Western reflection on East Asia, Herbartian pedagogy, Soviet education, Holistic view on civilization, Thirst for moral education, Double morality in child socialization, Massive complementary (shadow) education. 

				Introduction

				The author of this paper was one of those who initiated the Learning from Asia in Education (LfA) project at the Learning Institute of Mathias Corvinus College (MCC) in 2022.[6] We, the initiators, share a common belief: We think that East-Asian education systems have accumulated valuable knowledge and experiences, especially through recent reforms, that are worth exploring, interpreting, and presenting. They are convinced that this knowledge and these experiences can significantly improve their capacity to understand and face the challenges their educational systems are confronted with in the 21st century in Europe, in general, in Hungary, in particular. As the Issues Paper of our project stated: “The LfA project will generate valuable outcomes only if we have good and strong partners on the Western learners’ side. As the West learns from the East in this project, we need a strong ‘receiving end’ or ‘Western pillar’” (Halász, 2023). This paper aims at making the concept of the ‘Western pillar’ more nuanced and precise than usual comparative studies do. 

				Talking about the ‘Western pillar,’ this paper pluralizes the concept of the ‘West.’ It distinguishes between English-speaking and continental (predominantly of German origin) educational thought, and within the continental one, it makes explicit reference to the specificities of the communist and post-communist heritage of Eastern European countries.

				The Emergence of Asian Dominance in the Global Narratives on Education 

				This brief overview does not aim to give a complete picture of the Western reflection on East Asian education but only to highlight some of its characteristics and dynamics. Western interest in the East Asian educational system is not a new thing, but 2000 is a landmark. The international PISA test challenged the self-image of Western education more than anything else before. If we divide the global institutions of education policy thinking in the 1990s into two parts, the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank were clearly fed by an Atlantic paradigm, while UNESCO and the IEA studies, created by the Swedes, represented a more balanced approach with a strong focus on the Global South. Beyond the differences in emphasis, however, the West’s view of education in Asia was clearly organized into the Wallersteinian center-periphery paradigm (Wallerstein, 1974).

				Of course, Asian performance in the TIMMS measurements of the 1990s had already attracted attention (e.g., the Western interest in Singaporean mathematics teaching or Japanese lesson study), but all this was still cognitively manageable for Western perception. The OECD’s PISA assessment, which debuted in 2000, was clearly a landmark in the global governance of education (Sellar et al., 2016).[7] 

				Table 1. The top five PISA performers in mathematics and science between 2000-2022
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				Source: https://www.oecd.org/pisa/ 

				PISA 2000 even brought in Western champions, of whom—for reasons not entirely apparent—Finland ended up as the ‘Champion of the West.’ In the years that followed, groups of experts began to explore the reasons for the Finnish ‘miracle,’ and Finland became a pedagogical pilgrimage destination (Sahlberg, 2011; Sahberg, 2021). Japan and South Korea were not left in the shadows, but these two East Asian countries are considered the most “Westernized Asians” anyway, so there was no need for a separate Asian narrative.[8]

				In PISA 2003, two Asian non-OECD members were immediately in the lead: Hong Kong and Macao. However, the strong Finnish-Dutch performance left the old narrative unchanged. PISA 2006 has practically repeated the previous results and interpretations.

				The 2010 PISA survey, however, was a real turning point (Sellar, 2013). Shanghai and Chinese Taipei joined the measurement. With Hong Kong, Singapore, Macao, and ‘old western’ Japan and Korea, a clear and obvious East-Asian dominance was established. The official OECD report for 2011 does not say this but communicates the results as a mosaic, distinguishing between the data of OECD member and partner countries. Nevertheless, after the entry of Shanghai (China), the previous “Western” positions became untenable, and a global debate was launched in Asia. The East-Asian dominance has made a particularly profound impact in the United States, where the 1994 National Education Goals, or Education 2000, set the ambitious goal of having the highest-achieving American students in mathematics and science by the year 2000.

				Using the language of clinical psychology, the Western perception of East Asan dominance reflected the five phases in the Kübler-Ross model of trauma processing:[9]

				 

				• Denial, such as the continuous glorification of Finnish education, increasingly detached from concrete PISA test results and other concerns, or the current media focus on Estonia.

				• Anger, such as the Brookings Institute’s hukou controversy, which accused the Shanghai partners of fraud and called for a restructuring of the whole PISA management (Loveless, 2014), or the stubborn demonization and disregard for elements of traditional learning (rote learning, memorization, etc.), questioning the values behind test scores (Xu, 2022), or the invention of the so-called ‘East Asian learners’ paradox (Mok, 2007).

				• Bargaining, as the influential publications of Yong Zhao about the good and bad sides of Chinese education (Yong, 2014); cultural explanations about the learning gap (Stevenson and Stigler, 1992; Watkins and Biggs, 1996) or the discovery of shadow education as a strong explanatory force of Asian test results (Bray, 2007).

				• Depression (Tucker, 2011; de Roock, 2018).

				• Acceptance as systematic research on Asian learning styles (Loh, 2017), the ‘Shanghai Maths Project’ experiment of the Tory government in the UK (Boylan et al., 2019), or the gradual acceptance of the Asian dialectic thinking, previously seen as a strange Asian ability to live with paradoxes and contradictions (Pak, 2017).

				 

				In the cognitive and mental processing process, professional ideas such as the so-called ‘East Asian learners’ paradox’ have also emerged. At the heart of the paradox is the idea that Asian schools with underdeveloped (content and teacher-centered) pedagogy may not have produced high-achieving students, yet this is what international measures show.[10] Subsequent research has successfully demonstrated that teacher-centered pedagogical practice is also rich in learning initiative and motivation (Mok, 2007). 

				Since then, PISA measurements didn’t hesitate to re-calibrate the measurement foci (regardless of the disturbing methodological damage) of the tests by adding various cross-curricular competencies, but East Asians performed equally well.[11]

				It should be added, however, that the leaders of the PISA project have shown great resilience in defending the Chinese measurement results and creating global publicity for the Shanghai reforms (Schleicher, 2013).

				Nothing shows the power of global narratives better than the fact that Eastern Europe[12], which rejoined the Western world after 1990, worked with an imported image of Asia in its own PISA interpretation and almost forgot its own historical experience.

				This paper attempts to rediscover the similarities between Central European and East Asian education systems and, in doing so, to carry out a kind of ‘cognitive decolonization’ on the continental European side.

				A Continental European View on the East Asian Educational Excellence 

				It is not easy for an East European education researcher to join the Western discourse on East-Asian education. With a little exaggeration, every classroom is similar to Prague or Hanoi.[13]

				The education systems of continental Europe, unlike systems of English-speaking countries, were built from above, at the will of the state (Archer, 1979). Textbooks, teachers, student behavior, and school climate are very much reminiscent of East Asian systems. What is of particular interest to a British or American expert is evident and intimately familiar to a Hungarian, Czech, Russian, or Polish expert working in East Asia. 

				In the following paragraphs, we have highlighted some elements from the history of education that make it clear that there is no homogeneous ‘Western pillar’ and that Western approaches and capacities for understanding Asia are extremely diverse. I propose six invisible bounds between East Asia and Continental Europe, focusing on the post-communist educational systems. The following paragraphs provide a detailed explanation of the mental map below.

				Figure 1. The Six Invisible Bounds Between East Asian and Central European Education
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				Herbartian Pedagogy[14]

				The construction of modern mass education systems in East Asia has been based on Western models everywhere. The first and most influential series of Asian reform has happened in the Meiji-era Japan (1868-1912). A deeper analysis of the history of Japanese education (Duke, 2009, pp. 257-283) clearly indicates that there was no “Western pillar” even then. After decades of experimentation with the American education model, the Japanese imperial system has finally taken a radical turn. The Prussian model of school education was adopted, while the Scottish model was selected for technical higher education.

				Compulsory education was being introduced in Europe almost at the same time, and the Prussian model became predominant in Germany, Central and Eastern Europe.[15] Consequently, both Central and Eastern European schooling and Japanese education were built on the following Prussian elements: 

				 

				• Compulsory attendance (also for girls)

				• Mandatory kindergarten

				• Grade-level education

				• Strict classroom discipline

				• Teacher-centered methodology

				• Detailed and prescribing national curriculum

				• State-made textbooks

				• Compulsory testing

				• Selective secondary schools strictly separated from vocational training

				• Specialized teacher training

				 

				By the 21st century, both Japan and Germany had come under strong American influence, but Central and Eastern Europe (partly because of the communist decades) retained much of the Prussian model[16]. In much of East Asia, the emergence of mass education was not based on the original Prussian model but on a Soviet version of it. Therefore, the second link is the Soviet-era pedagogy.[17]

				Soviet Pedagogy

				After experimenting with progressive Western practices (Engerman, 2006) and creating independent educational paradigms (Vygotsky and Shatsky), the Soviet political leadership subordinated education to its political survival. The specialist needs for rapid industrialization and the militarization of society shaped the model of Soviet education (Lauglo, 1988). The Soviet model, which was consolidated by the 1970s, became an improved version of the Prussian Herbartian model with some specific innovations.[18] Content-wise modifications brought about Communist ideology and a strong emphasis on natural sciences. New systemic elements were also created, such as: 

				 

				• strengthening the moral education part of education,

				• the mobilization and (partial) control of parents, 

				• political activism and the cultivation of physical work,

				• a free but centralized and standardized set of learning (textbooks, exercise books, and notebooks),

				• strong emphasis on natural sciences (often at the expense of humanistic culture),

				• strong theoretic character of tuition due to the lack of sophisticated libraries and laboratories, 

				• sophisticated knowledge management, and talent management systems (including subject-based competitions and university-linked elite schools). 

				 

				The expansion of education on a dramatic scale took place under severe financial constraints, so the most cost-effective pedagogy was adopted: teacher-centered teaching in classrooms with highly reproductive student work. This model arrived in China, Mongolia, Vietnam, North Korea, Laos, and Cambodia in the50s. 

				Even though the educational elements of communist ideology have disappeared from Central and Eastern Europe and the material environment has been modernized, elements of teachers’ daily work are very similar to post-Soviet East Asian practices.

				Extracurricular school clubs are a good example of the similarities that persist in deep structures regardless of political and ideological changes. The controlled and fully nationalized conception of individual learning also implies a radical expansion of the role of a school. Chinese wanzixi (晚自习), Russian дневной уход, Hungarian iskolai szakkör or napközi, and Japanese bukatsudo extracurricular school clubs are essentially the same as Soviet school clubs (Cave, 2004). Their purpose is twofold: On the one hand, they provide teaching, team-building, and remedial catching-up outside compulsory school hours, and on the other, they relieve working parents of the burden of caring for their children at home.[19] 

				In 2019-20, 67% of Hungarian primary school students and 19% of lower secondary students attended this school service.[20] This is a lot less than before, but it is still significant at the primary level.

				The Holistic Image of Civilized Man

				Each great civilization creates its own pedagogical ideal and associated canon of knowledge. The septem artes liberales canon of the European Middle Ages or the Six Arts of Confucius with its 君子 (junzi) ideal were linked to a very similar canon of knowledge. 

				Table 2. Traditional Western and East Asian Knowledge Canons

				
					
						
								
								The Seven Liberal Arts (Septem artes liberales)

							
								
								The Six Arts (六藝) of the 君子 (junzi)
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				Finally, for historical reasons, the modern European canon of knowledge became universal in the 19th century. This was made systematic by the emergence of modern curricular subjects and the specialization of textbooks and teachers in these subjects. It is important to remember that modern curriculum systems are of Jesuit and German origin and that very different curriculum thinking has been developed in the English-speaking world.

				Since the second half of the 20th century, traditional curricula have been gradually transformed under intense pressure.[21] The most radical curricular changes have occurred in the American, British, and Scandinavian systems: 

				 

				• curricular integrations of traditionally separated subjects (‘science’ made by melting physics, chemistry, and biology), 

				• new forms of cross-curricular work (like increasingly time-consuming projects), 

				• a greater emphasis on skill/competence development elements somewhat separate from knowledge,

				• emergence of new subjects (environment, civics, digital literacy, financial literacy, entrepreneurship, health),

				• and an increasing freedom of choice for students in the previously uniformly compulsory curricular units. 

				 

				The most radical changes occurred in Finland, where constructivist pedagogy became the basis of education policy under the name ‘phenomenon-based pedagogy.’ With the radicalization of project-based pedagogy, the projectization of interdisciplinary problem areas, and the limitation of traditional teacher roles, a new pedagogy model was created. (Lähdemäki, 2019)[22]

				While post-communist Central East Europe has essentially retained the traditional continental European curriculum (with some elements of progressive pedagogy), East Asia (Shanghai, Hong Kong, and Singapore) is attempting to integrate knowledge-centered classical curricula with postmodern skills development in some globally recognized innovation processes (De Souza, 2018; Tan, 2018). Consequently, curricular thinking and classroom practice in East Asia and Central Eastern Europe remain close and at a great distance from the practice of English-speaking countries (Kotásek, 1993). Nevertheless, apart from specific curricular experiments, the pedagogical ideal of the educated man continues to dominate pedagogical thinking in Central Europe and East Asia.[23] 

				The Thirst for Moral Education

				Although education is increasingly seen as a technocratic, skill-building activity in global educational narratives, there is no value-free pedagogy in the classical European approach. The classical German educational paradigm sees the world of education as consisting of two elements: the duality of Unterricht and Bildung is exactly the same as the duality of the Chinese Jiao (教) and Yu (育).[24] 

				Here, morality is not simply the transmission of social norms but also the transmission of cognitive, mental, and physical behavioral patterns linked to certain pedagogical ideas (Cheng, 1998). 

				Since 1990, Central Eastern Europe—mainly on the basis of the historical experience of direct communist indoctrination—has been conducting a cautious and skeptical practice in the field of moral education (Buksinski, 2003). Contemporary Western approaches also have a strong influence, which sees moral learning as a value-neutral skill set and techniques like presentation, deliberative discussion, argumentation/reasoning, compromise building, etc. Other Western initiatives to introduce a new set of moral values (overall tolerance, multiculturalism, LGBTQ, etc.) have enjoyed limited support so far. Nevertheless, the analysis of the region’s state curricula clearly shows that value-based school practice will continue to be a state requirement (Konstanczak, 2016, p. 66).

				Double Morality as Part of Childhood Socialization

				The difference between the formal knowledge transmitted by schools and the everyday knowledge lived by families has been well-known since Bourdieu (Bourdieu, Passeron, 1990). 

				The strong hierarchy of East Asian societies and their cultural aspirations for political-ideological consensus further reinforce the distinction between the family and the state. Asian learners need to learn the subtle distinction between family and state loyalties and the patterns of public communication about it very early on.

				In Eastern Europe, the problem of “double moral education” came to a head with the advent of communist education in the 1950s, when families and the state were educating children according to completely different moral and ideological principles (Whyte, 1977, pp. 236–237). For children, this conflict represented a highly complex cognitive and mental adaptation process, the socialization significance of which is still not sufficiently understood. A brief review of the literature is sufficient to conclude that the mainstream literature lacks this theme. However, we are talking about a crucial process in the cognitive and emotional growth of all school children from Prague to Hanoi, without which it is impossible to think about the topic of the East-Asian and East-European learner.

				After 2000, there has been a radical change in Central European references: the theme of double morality and double standards is being transformed—in line with the American approach—to mean that the different values of various actors (like the two parents) can pose a cognitive and emotional challenge to the growing child (Buksinski, 2003). 

				This also means that, like the heritage of Soviet education, the issue of double morality is a gradually weakening link between Central Europe and East Asia.

				Massive Existence of Shadow (Complementary) Education

				Since Mark Bray’s pioneering work (Bray, 2007) on East Asian shadow education, there is abundant literature on the phenomenon (Zhang, 2023), and shadow education appears as one of the strongest explanatory factors in narratives about educational outcomes in East Asia. It has also been discovered that shadow education plays a key role in Central and Eastern European education systems (Gordon and Bray, 2021). While there are now good quantitative OECD and UNESCO data available on the prevalence of shadow eduation (Kim, 2001), the qualitative elements are more important. Although we do not have research data on it, it can be said that, for example, at the most important selection point in the Hungarian education system (the entrance exam from primary to selective secondary school), it is impossible to get into the best secondary schools without private tutoring. This qualitative fact is way more important than the data on the general prevalence and financial strength of shadow education. Private tutoring has an equally decisive role in the case of the university entrance examinations in East Asia. 

				The reasons behind the strategic importance of shadow education are the same in both regions. The individualistic, competitive, and meritocratic values (shared by parents) in both Central European and East Asian societies stem from the fact that learning is the fastest and most efficient form of social mobility, offering far more opportunities than hard work or youth entrepreneurship. In other words, both regions’ societies offer scarce opportunities for job development, second-chance start-ups, and innovative small capital start-ups. 

				Conclusions

				The above analysis shows, mainly through references to the history of education, that there is no single ‘Western Pillar’ in the East-West learning process in education. Much of the Western influence on East Asian education systems in the 19th and 20th centuries originated in continental Europe, particularly the German and Soviet models. While these models have been eclipsed by the Atlantic globalization that reached its peak in the 1990s, we have identified six invisible links that deeply connect East Asian and Central and Eastern European education practitioners. 

				In this paper, we have shown that six specific historical links (Herbartian pedagogy, Soviet pedagogy, holistic image of civilized man, thirst for moral education, double morality in childhood socialization, massive existence of shadow education) create a link between Central European and East Asian education. These bounds make a special connection between Central/Eastern European and Asian thinking about education and between the educational practices and related policies of these two regions. The cultural dimension behind educational performance in East Asia now has a huge Atlantic literature. The details of the analyses vary widely, but the differences compared to Western civilization (like individualism vs. collectivism) are emphasized in all the analyses. The above analysis makes it clear that, for historical reasons, Central (Eastern) European education systems differ little (or not at all) from East Asian systems in a number of areas. 

				This special connection has to be taken into account when we think about Hungary (and the West) learning from Asia in education. This distinction between ‘Western westerns’ and ‘Eastern westerns’ has great significance in the specific context of our LfA project, which we have initiated, that is, Central/Eastern European educational researchers. As the LfA project continues, we will be able to take some important cognitive steps to make these connections more conscious, like:

				 

				• purging the Western understanding of East Asian education from the remains of Orientalism (Said, 1979),

				• build a collegial understanding based on common educational bounds,

				• help to articulate Eastern educational-pedagogical paradigms in the West that draw on this common understanding,

				• and, finally, pluralize Eastern conceptions of a homogeneous ‘Western Pillar.’

				 

				The above summary also raises important questions for comparative education, which we can call the ‘paradox of the Western pillar.’ While, for understandable historical reasons, the institutions that play a key role in the global governance of education (OECD, World Bank, Asian Development Bank, European Union, etc.) use the conceptual and associative set of English-speaking countries, the majority of OECD member states do not have such an education system. This paradox needs a gradual resolution, the key element of which is to stop demonizing traditional pedagogical practices and overestimating the results of progressive pedagogy. The growing doubts about the practice of policy borrowing stem from precisely such considerations (Cheng, 1998 and Burdett, 2016).
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GÁBOR HALÁSZ

				Learning from Asia in Education 

				Abstract

				This text is a revised version of the “Issues Paper” prepared for the Budapest conference on “Learning from Asia in Education.”[25] Its goal has been to outline a framework for our common thinking about what and how we can learn from Asia in the field of education. “We”, in this context, means Hungarian educational researchers in a narrower perspective, but also European or, in an even broader sense, Western educationalists. This document has also served as a conceptual foundation for the “Learning from Asia” (LfA) project of the Learning Institute of the Mathias Corvinus College (MCC).[26] Although the document has been developed in communication with our partners—whose feedback has significantly influenced it—the full responsibility for its content rests with the author and the Hungarian LfA team.[27]

				Introduction

				Those who initiated the LfA project share a common belief: Asian education systems have accumulated valuable knowledge and experiences, especially through recent reforms, that are worth being explored, interpreted, and presented. They are convinced that this knowledge and these experiences can significantly improve their capacity to understand and face the challenges their educational systems are confronted with in the 21st century in Europe, in general, and in Hungary, in particular. 

				Practical, Methodological, and Theoretical Dilemmas 

				At the beginning of and through the process of conceptualizing and designing the “Learning from Asia” project, a number of fundamental dilemmas emerged. These are summarized in what follows. Although these are mostly of practical and methodologic nature, most of them might have substantial (cultural, philosophical, ethical, etc.) implications. Reflecting on these dilemmas might bring as much value to the LfA project as reflecting on the specific problem areas presented later in the section entitled “Focus on specific areas of learning.”

				The “Why” Question

				Several of our partners asked us about the motivations behind the LfA project and encouraged us to make it more explicit as to why we want to learn from Asia. Like most other projects, this project has its own history, and motivations become clear when this history is told in detail. Some elements are rational or logical (e.g., understanding the educational implications of the “Asian century,” considerations related to Hungary’s foreign policy priorities, or the international relations strategy of the hosting organization). In contrast, others are rather subjective (connected with the personal professional backgrounds and life stories of the initiators). The important point is that these motivations and goals must be transparent and easy to understand for participants and partners.

				What Do We Mean by “Asia”?

				Asia is an elusive concept. Its geographical and cultural frontiers can be defined in different ways. Our main focus in this project is on East and Southeast Asia (ESEA). Although we do not exclude from our reflections the regions of Central Asia, South Asia, or the Middle East, on the basis of a number of practical and also theoretical considerations, we decided to keep our attention focused mainly on the Eastern and Southeast areas of the continent and to regions often described as belonging to the “Confucian Heritage Culture” with a special interest for its largest entity, China. However, in our dialogue with Asian PhD students, we also invited participants from Central and South Asia, and we wish to strengthen our awareness of the huge diversity within the Asian regions.

				How Do You Work with a Diverse Community of Partners?

				In the LfA project, we work with a highly diverse community of partners, which is a challenge but also an opportunity, both logistically and culturally. Some of our partners—both from Asia and the West—belong to an “inner circle”: they have been invited as speakers to our 2023 Autumn conference and asked to contribute to the book we plan to publish about the project. Others belong to an “extended circle,” the members are invited to attend our hybrid (onsite/online) meetings and help us develop our conceptual framework. The community of Asian PhD students studying in Hungary, representing various Asian countries, is also part of this extended circle of partners.[28] The high level of cultural/social heterogeneity of these circles of partners is an asset; however, managing its diversity might require sophisticated intercultural skills.

				Narrowing or Broadening the Scope?

				Some of our partners suggested that we should narrow the focus of our dialogue to some more specific areas with high strategic relevance or to specific subsystems. Although we feel the risks of having a too broad focus, we think keeping it wide-ranging has more advantages. We are interested in all education areas and subsystems (from the lowest to the highest level, including non-formal and informal learning). The most relevant related challenge is keeping the focus on meaningful learning from Asian educational thinking and practice. All sectors and all problem areas are interesting for us as long as they provide experiences or cases that can support our exploration of the potential of learning from Asia. 

				What Kind of Knowledge Are We Interested in?

				While thinking about the potential content of learning, we distinguished two kinds of knowledge areas. One is closer to the technical and practical end, such as specific policy tools and solutions or educational practices and technologies. The other is more abstract and philosophical, such as epistemological and cognitive models or mental representations. We are interested in both, but we want to put the emphasis on the second. Our aim is to create a kind of “double loop learning” that allows us not only to get new information but also to find new ways of understanding. 

				Why Not Mutual Learning?

				There is a strong temptation to talk about mutual learning, where Asians and Europeans learn from each other instead of Europeans learning, in a one-sided way, from Asians. Some of our partners suggested that we should open our perspective so that we could take into account learning in both ways. Our experience shows, however, that when we open the reflection on the way of learning to both directions, there is a tendency, for well-known historical reasons, to focus more on what Asians can learn from the West than on what the West learns from the East. We would like to avoid this, so we keep the one-way direction. 

				Learning from the Learner

				From the previous dilemma, another emerges: What does “learning from the learner” mean, and what are the implications of this “reversed form of learning”? In the last one and a half century, the East—pushed and pulled to modernize and make catching-up efforts—was typically in the role of the “learner,” and the West played the role of the “teacher.” In the context of the LfA project, the roles are reversed. For those working in the field of education, putting “teachers” in the position of “learners” and letting “learners” teach the “teachers” has always been an inspiring idea. This requires a significant change in our mindset and attitudes shaped by centuries of traditions in education, which might be particularly challenging for those who are socialized in Asian education systems.[29] In the context of East-West relations, this also brings in the historical and political perspectives of colonization, decolonization, and post-colonialism. From this perspective, the increasing role of Asian countries in international development—being both on the “receiving” and “giving” side—seems to be particularly interesting (see more about this later in the section “Policy design, policy implementation, experimentation, and development”). 

				Learning “from” Versus Learning “through”

				Although we use the word “from” in the name of our project, assuming the presence of the “other” who is willing to share her or his knowledge with us, what we have in mind is rather learning through interaction with the “other.” We see it as a main source of learning our interactions (dialogue, communication, common activities). We want to learn not simply “from” our Asian partners but rather “through” communicating with them. The emphasis on learning from interaction is a fundamental principle in the LfA project, and it has a number of implications for the way we run the project.[30] One of them is that in this project, it is not enough to let our Asian partners speak and listen to them; we also have to create platforms for exchange and perform common activities. 

				Learning from Success and Learning from Mistakes

				We often learn more from mistakes than from successful practices. Most Asian countries have experienced painful transitions in their way of moving towards modernity, and this has rarely been smooth and straightforward. The success stories of the “Asian tigers,” for example, can also be described as stories full of uncertainties, disorientations, setbacks, and failures. The eyes of a critical analyst can discover scenes of conflicts, fights, resistance, and protests behind the successful reforms of high-performing Asian educational systems. Studying this less invisible, “grey” history of reforms might be more useful than simple admiration or uncritical emulation of our learning.

				Strengthening the “Western Pillar”

				One of the dilemmas that emerged during the conceptualization of the LfA project has been related to those who want to learn from Asia. Effective learning can happen only if the learner is not only motivated, engaged, and open-minded but also well-prepared. The LfA project will generate valuable outcomes only if we have good and strong partners on the Western learners’ side. As the West learns from the East in this project, we need a strong “receiving end” or “Western pillar.”  

				Understanding How We Learn from Asia

				When speaking of and promoting learning from Asia, we also have to think about what this learning means. We have to understand the nature of this specific form of learning. Is this “replacing” our knowledge with another kind of knowledge, or is this developing a new kind of parallel knowledge without losing the old one? Is this a smooth, easy process, or is it a difficult process that requires specific mental effort? Is this simply adding new elements to our existing knowledge without fundamental changes in our epistemological behaviour, or is this a kind of “double learning” that fundamentally changes our way of seeing the world? Raising questions like these and seeking responses to them is seen as an important component of the LfA project.

				Bipolarity Versus Unity

				The title of the project implies a bipolar perspective in which there is a clear distinction between “them” and “us.” This suggests a model assuming that “we are learning from them” and “they are learning from us,” which might seem to be in contradiction with our anthropological postulates. We are all humans with similar natural characteristics, and differences between Eastern and Western cultures might be greater than differences between these cultures. The bipolarity suggested by the title of the LfA project should be conceived as a methodological tool supporting a focused dialogue; it does not question our basic assumption of unity and similarity.

				Emulating, Understanding, Reflecting

				The high-performing education systems of ESEA countries have attracted much attention from the West, sometimes even provoking emulation efforts (see more details about this below). A better understanding of the background of the high performance of these systems, in order to “borrow” some of their elements, could naturally be among the goals of the LfA project, but this is not the main goal. The focus is on reflection without direct intentions to influence education policies. In this project, the intellectual dimension might be more important than the direct practical or utilitarian implications. 

				How Do We Avoid Reinventing the Wheel?

				Learning from other systems and cultures has long been an important theme of comparative and cultural studies. There is abundant literature available on this. An important goal of the project is, therefore, to explore what existing literature says about our theme and to build on existing knowledge in our reflection. In the context of the LfA project, it is worth mentioning the existence of quite a rich Hungarian literature on education in the ESEA region as a valuable input.[31]

				Focus on Specific Areas of Learning

				In the following, short reflections related to a number of specific areas will be presented with the intention of strengthening the conceptual background of the LfA project, offering specific focuses to our dialogue during the “Learning from Asia in Education” conference and supporting our speakers.

				The main goal of defining a limited number of areas of special interest is to enhance the process of exploring the possibilities of learning. This has been influenced by the conversations with our partners; some of them see the selection as too broad and others as too narrow. What follows can be conceived as a kind of “menu,” hopefully giving our partners sufficient freedom to bring in what they think to be the most relevant from their own interests and experiences. The most important expectation is that our dialogue in each thematic area should support learning.

				The selection of the specific areas below reflects the interest of those running the LfA project. Since this is not an exclusive list, further areas could naturally be added, and not all of them deserve necessarily the same level of attention. This can also be complemented by a number of horizontal, cross-cutting themes that might be discussed within each of the proposed thematic areas. Some of the general dilemmas and principles presented in the first part of this paper—especially those related to the nature of learning—could appear explicitly in each thematic area. The question of sustainability—stressed by some of our partners—could also be discussed as a horizontal theme, similar to the questions of different value systems and those related to globalization. Although our goal is not comparison, each thematic area might be approached from a comparative perspective, exploring similarities and differences in both East-West and East-East relations. Our hope is that it is possible to discuss the specific problem areas presented below from the perspectives of the general dilemmas presented in the previous section.

				High-Performing Asian Education Systems

				The idea of learning from Asia in education has received growing attention in the West since the publication of the results of the first international assessments of student performance in the 1980s, demonstrating that some Asian education systems significantly outperformed their Western peers. It might be worth quoting a paragraph from a book that has played a particularly strong role in directing the attention of Western educational thinkers toward Asia in the early 1990s. The two American authors, who conducted comparative studies of US, Japanese, and Chinese education, wrote this in the introductory chapter of their book: 
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