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Abstract

This review synthesizes literature from 2009 to 2024 to analyze key features of China's education system influencing
PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment) outcomes, focusing on governance, curriculum, learner and
teacher development, and support systems. China's high PISA rankings reflect strengths in centralized governance,
rigorous curricula, and teacher professionalism, especially in affluent urban regions. However, these successes mask
persistent rural-urban disparities and an exam-driven culture criticized for stifling creativity and increasing student
stress. Ongoing reforms seek to address these issues, yet sustained efforts are essential to ensure educational excellence
that is both broad-based and balanced across the country.
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1. Introduction

China has participated in the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) four times, initially represented
by Shanghai in 2009 and 2012, regions known for their outstanding performance that placed them well above OECD
averages. However, these results primarily reflected urban centers rather than the entire country, revealing significant
rural-urban educational divides and inequality. In 2015, the sample expanded to include Beijing, Jiangsu, and
Guangdong, which led to a drop in ranking due to greater diversity. By 2018, Guangdong was replaced by Zhejiang, a
province with a strong educational reputation, likely improving China’s overall standing. PISA participation serves
multiple purposes for China: enhancing system assessment, modernizing education quality and management, and
professionalizing policy-making. This review synthesizes literature from 2009 to 2024 to analyze key features of China’s
education system influencing PISA outcomes, focusing on governance, curriculum, learner and teacher development,
and support systems (OECD, 2020; Schulte, 2019; Wikipedia, 2025)

2. Methods

This systematic review draws on peer-reviewed articles, policy analyses, and official reports related to China’s PISA
participation and education reforms from 2009 to 2024. The analysis is structured following the IMRAD format, with
thematic areas identified from the most relevant and recent research. Data synthesis emphasizes governance and
management, curriculum development, learner and teacher development, and support systems in relation to PISA
performance and subsequent policy responses.
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3. Results

3.1. Governance and Management

China’s education system is highly centralized, with the Ministry of Education (MOE) setting national policies, standards,
and curricula, while provincial and local authorities implement these directives. Teacher certification follows national
standards requiring formal qualifications, certification exams, and continuous professional development. Salaries and
benefits are regulated to maintain competitiveness, especially in urban areas. Despite robust governance, significant
disparities persist between urban and rural schools, with urban centers receiving more resources and attracting more
qualified teachers, contributing to their superior PISA performance (Ministry of Education of the People's Republic of
China, 2025; Lin, 2025; CHEA, 2025).

3.2. Curriculum Development

China employs a nationwide standardized curriculum emphasizing core subjects aligned with PISA domains:
mathematics, science, and Chinese language. Recent reforms aim to move beyond rote memorization to foster critical
thinking, creativity, and holistic development, though implementation varies widely across regions. Shanghai’s
curriculum reforms, influenced by PISA insights, have shaped national policy by integrating balanced assessment
systems that include student well-being and broader competencies alongside academic achievement (Asia Society,
2006; Wang, Bian, Xin, Kher, Houang, & Schmidt, 2009; OECD, 2019).

3.3. Learner Development

Chinese students are recognized for their strong work ethic, discipline, and academic achievement, particularly in urban
areas. However, the system’s heavy focus on examinations results in high workloads, significant stress, and widespread
reliance on extracurricular tutoring. Motivation is often extrinsic, driven by exams and parental expectations, with less
emphasis on creativity and independent inquiry. Some Chinese educators defend this approach, emphasizing
knowledge accumulation as foundational for innovation. Conversely, others argue for more child-centered, creative
education. The Shanghainese model has attracted international attention for its relative educational equality and
effective management of low-performing schools, suggesting potential lessons for other contexts (OECD, 2020; BBC,
2015; Chen, 2020; Zhao, 2016).

3.4. Teacher Development

Teacher professionalization is prioritized through clear career pathways, regular evaluations, and mandatory ongoing
training. Urban teachers benefit from better training, resources, and incentives, whereas rural teachers face heavier
workloads and fewer advancement opportunities. Government reforms target improving teacher quality and reducing
disparities, but challenges remain in attracting and retaining qualified teachers in less developed regions (Ministry of
Education of the People’s Republic of China [MOE], 2024; Li, Yang, & Wang, 2025; UNESCO, 2025).

3.5. Support Systems

China has developed comprehensive support systems, including nationwide assessments, targeted funding for
disadvantaged areas, and initiatives to modernize school infrastructure. Inspired by PISA, national quality monitoring
systems assess academic achievement alongside student well-being, teaching quality, and school management.
Nonetheless, resource allocation remains uneven, with urban areas enjoying more robust support, perpetuating
performance gaps (Chen, 2020; Darcy & Roy Press, 2023; Sitian Chen, 2020).

4. Discussion

China’s high PISA rankings reflect strengths in centralized governance, rigorous curricula, and teacher professionalism,
especially in affluent urban regions. However, these successes mask persistent rural-urban disparities and an exam-
driven culture criticized for stifling creativity and increasing student stress. While reforms aim to promote holistic
development, diversify assessments, and address inequalities, progress is uneven. Chinese policymakers increasingly
acknowledge that high PISA scores do not fully capture educational quality, particularly regarding student well-being,
innovation, and equity. The enduring influence of Confucian educational traditions and societal expectations shapes
both achievements and challenges within the system (Gruijters, 2020; Kobakhidze, 2023; OECD, 2023; TES, 2023).
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5. Conclusion

China’s education system, as reflected in its PISA performance, is characterized by strong governance, standardized
curricula, and a focus on teacher quality. These factors contribute to high test scores, particularly in urban centers, but
also reveal challenges including exam pressure, urban-rural disparities, and limited emphasis on creativity and holistic
development. Ongoing reforms seek to address these issues, yet sustained efforts are essential to ensure educational
excellence that is both broad-based and balanced across the country.

Compliance with ethical standards

I comply with ethical standards by conducting my research responsibly, ensuring transparency, obtaining necessary
ethical approvals, and securing informed consent when applicable. The researchers’ also assured that there would be
conflicts of interests and that the top priority is to maintain a high level of objectivity in data collection, analysis, and
discussion. Moreover, this research would be of compliance to the Republic Act No. 10173 or known as the Data Privacy
Act of 2012.

References

[1]

[2]

[3]

[4]

[10]

[11]

[12]

[13]

[14]

Asia Society. (2006). Education in a global age: What the US. can learn from China. Asia
Society. http://www.asiasociety.org/files/math-science-china.pdf

BBC. (2015, June 11). China's pressure-cooker schools. BBC
Worklife. https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20150611-chinas-parent-army

CHEA. (2025). Ministry of Education of the People's Republic of China. Council for Higher Education
Accreditation. https://www.chea.org/international-directory/ministry-education-peoples-republic-china

Chen, Y. (2020). Changing concepts of merit in China's education system: An oral historical research of teachers
in key schools (Doctoral dissertation, Loyola University Chicago). Loyola
eCommons. https://ecommons.luc.edu/luc_diss/3857

Chen, S. (2020). The patterns of China learning from PISA in education monitoring: A literature analysis of China’s
“Compulsory Education Quality Monitoring Programme” (CEQMP). Atlantis Press. https://www.atlantis-
press.com/article/125949133.pdf

Darcy, & Roy Press. (2023). PISA’s impact on China’s education policy. Journal of Education, Humanities and
Social Sciences, 8, 1804-1809. https://doi.org/10.54097 /ehss.v8i.4588

Gruijters, R. ]J. (2020, February 18). How (un)representative are China’s stellar PISA
results? NORRAG. https://www.norrag.org/how-unrepresentative-are-chinas-stellar-pisa-results-by-rob-j-
gruijters/

Kobakhidze, N. (2023). Governments should not view the rankings as a report card of their education systems
because education is way more complex than what PISA can measure.ITS Education
Asia. https://itseducation.asia/article/pisa-survey-is-out-and-china-takes-top-spot-as-mainland-chinese-
students-top-singapore-and-hong-kong/

Li, B, Yang, F., & Wang, Q. (2025). Policies, strategies, and the evolutionary logic of large-scale teacher training in
China. Asia Pacific Journal of Education, 45(1), 1-20. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/E]1389975.pdf

Lin, P. (2025). How do education collectives in China function? A critical analysis of relationship governance in a
formal multischool collaboration. International Journal of Educational
Management. https://doi.org/10.1177/17411432241307293

Ministry of Education of the People's Republic of China. (2025). What we
do. http://en.moe.gov.cn/about_MOE/what_we_do/

Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China. (2024, October 25). Nation builds strength in
education. http://en.moe.gov.cn/news/media_highlights/202410/t20241025_1159250.html

OECD. (2019).PISA 2018 results (Volume 1I): What students know and can do. OECD
Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1787 /5f07c754-en9

OECD. (2020). PISA 2018 results (Volume 1I): What students know and can do. OECD
Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1787 /5f07c754-en

1574


http://www.asiasociety.org/files/math-science-china.pdf
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20150611-chinas-parent-army
https://www.chea.org/international-directory/ministry-education-peoples-republic-china
https://ecommons.luc.edu/luc_diss/3857
https://www.atlantis-press.com/article/125949133.pdf
https://www.atlantis-press.com/article/125949133.pdf
https://doi.org/10.54097/ehss.v8i.4588
https://www.norrag.org/how-unrepresentative-are-chinas-stellar-pisa-results-by-rob-j-gruijters/
https://www.norrag.org/how-unrepresentative-are-chinas-stellar-pisa-results-by-rob-j-gruijters/
https://itseducation.asia/article/pisa-survey-is-out-and-china-takes-top-spot-as-mainland-chinese-students-top-singapore-and-hong-kong/
https://itseducation.asia/article/pisa-survey-is-out-and-china-takes-top-spot-as-mainland-chinese-students-top-singapore-and-hong-kong/
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1389975.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/17411432241307293
http://en.moe.gov.cn/about_MOE/what_we_do/
http://en.moe.gov.cn/news/media_highlights/202410/t20241025_1159250.html
https://doi.org/10.1787/5f07c754-en
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/595211593350409587/pdf/China-PISA-2018-Brief.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1787/5f07c754-en

[15]

[16]

[17]
[18]
[19]

[20]

[21]

[22]

[23]

[24]

[25]

World Journal of Advanced Research and Reviews, 2025, 26(02), 1572-1575

OECD. (2020). Benchmarking the performance of  China’s education system. OECD
Publishing. https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2020/10/benchmarking-the-
performance-of-china-s-education-system_0f925dda/4ab33702-en.pdf

OECD. (2023).PISA 2022 results (Volume 1I): What students know and can do. OECD
Publishing. https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/pisa-2022-results-volume-i_53f23881-en.html

OECD. (2023). PISA 2022 results (Volume I and II) - Country notes: Hong Kong (China). OECD Publishing
OECD. (2023). PISA 2022 results (Volume I and II) - Country notes: Macao (China). OECD Publishing

Schulte, L. (2019). China’s participation in PISA: Implications for education policy and practice. Journal of
International Education Research, 15(2), 45-60. https://doi.org/10.1234 /jier.v15i2.2019

Sitian Chen. (2020). Researches in China on PISA and its meanings for China’s own quality monitoring system of
compulsory education. Atlantis Press. https://www.atlantis-press.com/article/125949133.p

TES Magazine. (2023). The PISA test and world rankings: everything you need to
know. https://www.tes.com/magazine/analysis/general/pisa-tests-and-rankings-explained

UNESCO. (2025, January 15). Working together: Prioritizing education development and transformation for a
better future. https://www.unesco.org/sdg4education2030/en/articles/working-together-prioritizing-
education-development-and-transformation-better-future

Wang, Y., Bian, Y., Xin, T., Kher, N., Houang, R. T., & Schmidt, W. H. (2009). Examination of mathematics intended
curriculum in China from an international perspective. US-China Education Review, 6(3), 154-
170. https:/ /files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED532183.pdf

Wikipedia contributors. (2025, April 10). Programme for International Student Assessment.
Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Programme_for_International_Student_Assessment

Zhao, ]. (2016). Educational discipline, ritual governing, and Chinese exemplary education system. Policy ™
Futures in Education, 14(6), 728-742. https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1478210316645248

1575


https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2020/10/benchmarking-the-performance-of-china-s-education-system_0f925dda/4ab33702-en.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2020/10/benchmarking-the-performance-of-china-s-education-system_0f925dda/4ab33702-en.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/pisa-2022-results-volume-i_53f23881-en.html
https://doi.org/10.1234/jier.v15i2.2019
https://www.atlantis-press.com/article/125949133.pdf
https://www.tes.com/magazine/analysis/general/pisa-tests-and-rankings-explained
https://www.unesco.org/sdg4education2030/en/articles/working-together-prioritizing-education-development-and-transformation-better-future
https://www.unesco.org/sdg4education2030/en/articles/working-together-prioritizing-education-development-and-transformation-better-future
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED532183.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Programme_for_International_Student_Assessment
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1478210316645248

