
     

  

 SUMMARIZING, PARAPHRASING, AND QUOTING WORKSHOP 

 
A RESPONSE TO “THE SHANGHAI SECRET” 

 
In a recent New York Times op-ed, Thomas Friedman argues that students in 
China are outperforming their American peers because Chinese educators are 
more rigorous in delivering the basics of education to their students. According 
to Friedman, Chinese educators teach, but are also given ample time to learn 
techniques from fellow teachers and to deepen their knowledge of their 
subjects, which makes them better at their jobs. Friedman argues that the 
Chinese educational model is thus one that American schools should emulate; 
however, as an educator in America, I question whether his findings should be 
applied to our school system. Yes, students in Shanghai are performing well on 
standardized tests. But what exactly is being taught in these schools? Can we 
extrapolate from findings based on one school in Shanghai toward an entire 
country’s educational system?  

Friedman bases the majority of his argument on evidence extracted 
from one sole visit to one third-grade English classroom in Shanghai’s Qiangwei 
Primary School. Friedman observes that in this class, the lesson is perfectly 
mapped out. This is because this classroom’s teacher spends a good amount of 
his day planning lessons and learning to improve his teaching techniques. But 
how representative is this extraordinary classroom? Do most Chinese teachers 
spend “70 percent of each week teaching and 30 percent developing teaching 
skills and lesson planning”? If so, I would love to hear more about how China 
manages to execute and fund this system, so that we in America could learn 
from them. But Friedman does not make it clear how representative this 
school’s model is. 

Also, how many students were in this classroom? As a public-school 
teacher, I know that the quality of education I am able to provide my students is 
dependent on the number of students I have in front of me. I have no doubt 
that Teng Jiao is a phenomenal teacher, but what was the experience of other 
teachers at this school? Do they all have small classrooms, and do they all feel as 
if they are leading their students to excel in the best possible ways? If Friedman 
had based his argument on a larger, more representative sample, and spoken 
with more teachers, at more schools, I would have been more convinced of 
“The Shanghai Secret.” Perhaps as an American, language was a barrier for him. 
  Friedman briefly acknowledges that this commitment to teacher training 
and development is hard to implement school-wide. I would have liked for him 
to explore this idea more. I currently teach eighth grade at a public school in 
Atlanta, Georgia. In my school, funding does not exist for teachers to teach less, 
and take more time to deepen their skill sets, though we’d love to (I teach five 
sections of thirty students.) Despite these parameters, teachers in my school still 
do find ways to enrich and inspire their students. My brightest students are not 
always the ones who perform best on standardized tests. Yet they are constantly 
learning to challenge existing ideas and to develop their intellectual curiosities—
skills I find make me very optimistic about the possibilities of the American 
public school system, even if we are not topping the PISA charts—yet. 
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