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Neoliberal education today suffers from the confluence of a conception of 
students as workers in training, an overemphasis on knowledge transmission, and 
high stakes testing. Although there are Western origins for this approach, it 
accords well with some aspects of Chinese culture, especially the emphasis on 
diligence and meritocratic social placement.  

However, the neoliberal model clashes with other aspects of Chinese culture, 
such as the view of education as cultivation. The latter view is articulated 
convincingly in the excellent new book, Education as Cultivation in Chinese 
Culture, edited by Shihkuan Hsu and Yuh-Yin Wu. The editors and contributors 
to the collection explore various elements of the cultivation perspective, 
including virtue education, social responsibility, betterment of society, and 
lifelong learning. They emphasize teaching the person as well as teaching 
knowledge of disciplines. 

The book offers numerous examples of what this distinction means. In a 
chapter focusing on primary schooling, Li-Juing Wu quotes from TiZi Gui (rules 
for students), a book “used heavily by teachers to cultivate pupils’ character”: 

 
First, you must obey your parents, respect your older siblings, love your younger siblings, 

be careful in your speech, and keep your promises to others. You should have a generous 

love towards others, and try to befriend people with good manners. If you can do the 

above and still have energy left, you can proceed to study literature and other knowledge. 

(p. 113) 

  
Although aspects of this emphasis on character development can be seen in 

any educational system, the contributors make a strong case that it is still central 
to Chinese education, despite the surrounding neoliberal imperative. 

Several of the chapters examine what the idea of cultivation currently means, 
or could mean, in education today. There are chapters on early childhood 
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education (one by Chiou-Shiue Ko and one by Min-Ling Tsai), primary 
schooling (Li-Juing Wu), secondary education (Tsun-Mu Hwang), and art 
education (Ju-I Yuan). Other chapters explore overarching policy issues, such as 
social mobility (one by Hsueh-Cheng Yen and one by Hsueh-Cheng Yen and 
Yuh-Yin Wu) or teacher education (one by Yuh-Yin Wu and one by Shihkuan 
Hsu and Tsun-Mu Hwang). Each of these help to flesh out various interpretations 
of cultivation and its practical implications. I found these focused examinations 
to be worthwhile as standalone contributions, but also to make otherwise abstract 
conceptions more specific and understandable. 

Perhaps the most useful chapters are those that frame and summarize the 
historical and philosophical context. Chin-Hsieh Lu looks at The Chinese Way of 
Goodness and Hung-Chung Yen reviews theories of human nature in ancient 
China. The specific claims about the view of education as cultivation are laid out 
clearly in the first and last chapters by editor Shihkuan Hsu. There is also a very 
handy Appendix, offering a timeline of milestones in Chinese education starting 
over 4,400 years ago. 

The contributors talk as much about teachers as they do about students. In the 
concluding chapter, Shihkuan Hsu states the issue well: “A single-minded 
emphasis on high scores is likely to reduce the opportunity for students to learn 
about themselves, their relationships with others, and the world around them” (p. 
272). Yet, the Westernization of Chinese education has meant the diminishment 
of both the practice of cultivation and the role of the teacher.  

The book tells us something about why and how this has occurred. 
Recognizing the power of new economic orders, it seeks refuge in teachers: 
“Teachers are the last remaining hope in our educational system” (p. 272). This 
is one of the few points on which I differ. While teachers are very important and 
need to have a renewed and more powerful role in education, they and teacher 
education programs suffer from the same pressures impinging on students, 
parents, administration, curriculum, school design, and testing. A successful 
response to schooling for the new economic order requires action on all fronts, 
locally and globally. 

That is of course a tall order, one for which neither the book nor this reviewer 
claim to have all the answers. There is one thing that might be a useful starting 
point, and something that the book ably supports. In Beyond the Culture Wars: 
How Teaching the Conflicts Can Revitalize American Education, Gerald Graff 
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argues that education should be a battleground of ideas. For example, applied to 
the idea of cultivation, a debate about the goal of career readiness versus 
developing critical, socially-engaged citizens, could be used creatively and made 
part of the educational process itself. 

Teachers in preparation, practicing teachers, parents, administrators, and even 
students could use the framework that this book provides to reflect upon their 
own as well as societal goals. They could examine questions such as the ones the 
book poses: Is it enough to transmit knowledge effectively to individuals, or 
ought we also, even primarily, help students to flourish as morally responsible, 
socially engaged, and creative participants in a larger world? How can that be 
accomplished in our modern world? The book is an invaluable resource for that 
inquiry. 
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This fascinating work is a collection of 15 articles and book chapters that Prof. 
Ruth Hayhoe published from 1988 to 2012. Together they constitute both an 
autobiographical account of an extraordinary educator’s career spent teaching 
and studying in China and the West—Prof. Hayhoe has been a teacher, an 
academic administrator, a diplomat with a cultural and educational portfolio, and 
a scholar of educational theory—and a passionate plea for the use of lessons 
learned through the study of comparative education to generate a model for 
educational reform. Having worked in such a wide range of capacities, she has 
been well positioned to examine the theory and practice of cross-cultural 




