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Under Pressure

At eight in the morning, Changjiang Street was entirely devoid of traffic, save for the occasional rogue
bicyclist. This in itself would give anyone familiar with Nanjing pause, but for the date. June 7-9 are
indelibly etched into the minds of any Chinese student hoping for a chance at higher education. The
steady drizzle beat down—the weather matching the mood of the latest batch of test-takers. The stream of
nervous teens wielding plastic baggies containing their identification began slowing to a slow trickle,
leaving behind a throng of anxious parents either chatting or throwing desperate glances at the gates of
Nanjing No. 9 High School, one of several test taking centers.

The gaokao, officially called the National Higher Education Entrance Examination, is the test on which
millions of Chinese students must pin their future on. Over the course of an intense two to three days,
students in Nanjing took a two and a half hour section of the test in the morning. A core of Chinese,
mathematics, and a foreign language, usually English, is mandatory or all students. The remaining
subjects depend on the student’s intended college major and subsequent career path, broadly split into
three categories: the sciences, the humanities, and the arts. Students’ entire education up to this point has
been in preparation for this one moment.

China's Biggest Spectator Sport

Despite the crushing pressure, most Chinese seem to hold the gaokao in veneration. Zhou Yifan, a tenth
grade student, stood outside the school in the dismal weather with her classmates. “Our teacher organized
this to support our fellow students, * she explained. They held banners and chanted encouraging slogans
as the test-takers shuffled through. In a way, the gaokao resembles a spectator sport. The whole process
has uncanny similarities with the way high school football is often treated in the United States.

When the police force was spread too thin to properly enforce the street blockade on Changjiang Street
during the English listening section, parents and volunteers from Nanjing Normal University form a
human wall to prevent noisy traffic from effecting the students’ results. When the gaokao begins, the
entire country takes part.

Unlike the SAT, the goakao is more than just an exam. It is a rite of passage—a cultural phenomenon
heavily entrenched in the national consciousness. The gaokao as it is known today was established in
1977 but has its origins in the imperial civil service exams beginning in 600 AD. Zhou said, “While it has
its shortcomings, the gaokao is fair....Although I haven't experienced gaokao stress for myself yet, I think
the second and third years of middle school spent in preparation for the high school entrance exam are
similarly stressful. Overall, [ still think positively of those years. ”

Mr. Li, the father of one of the test takers, temporarily swapped his car for a stranger’s electric scooter
when the heavy traffic seemed likely to prevent them from reaching the school in time. Li was more
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enthusiastic about the gaokao. “It’s a way for the children of poor laborers and farmers to create better
lives for themselves. China’s specialty has always been taking tests. Things emphasized in America like
leadership, management, and art just aren’t practical. In developing countries, kids want to learn
engineering, medicine, and the agricultural sciences.” he said. Li’s statement is telling in terms of the
prevailing Chinese attitude towards education.

Trials and Tribulations

Comparing the college admissions process between China and the United States reveals the many
underpinning cultural differences. While gaokao results automatically qualify students for acceptance to
certain universities in China, American colleges require a multifaceted application process. High school
course load and grades are the most important part of the application, but various factors, including SAT
or ACT scores (tests that last only four and three hours total and can be retaken multiple times within the
year), teacher recommendations, interviews, essays, and extracurricular activities. In other words,
performing well academically is no longer enough to guarantee students spots at top colleges. The other
sections give schools the chance to know each applicant on a more personal level and assess the student’s
abilities outside the classroom through their participation in extracurricular activities. The difference
between the Chinese and American admissions processes boils down to the long talked over debate
between rote memorization and critical thinking skills.

While general academic competence is unsurpassed in the more developed regions of China, some things
cannot be taught through a test-based curriculum. Jiang Xueqin, the deputy principal of Peking University
High School wrote in the Wall Street Journal, “According to research on education, using tests to
structure schooling is a mistake. Students lose their innate inquisitiveness and imagination, and become
insecure and amoral in the pursuit of high scores.”

Furthermore, the very meritocratic practice that is come to define the gaokao is more fiction than reality.
The lack of uniformity of the exam amongst provinces is an enormous source of contention.
Underprivileged students are faced with insurmountable odds. Sometimes hard work is not enough to
overcome this disparity in resources. Critics have also accused admissions officers of discriminating
against students based on geographic location. This leaves less developed provinces with fewer
universities in a vicious cycle of poverty.

Moreover, China cannot handle the

immense psychological burden the s

gaokao creates. o
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(B B C) Chinese woman's 'needle ordeal'
Last Updated: Friday, 7 September 2007, 12:30 GMT 13:30 UK  http:/news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/6983435.stm

Doctors in China have discovered 26 sewing needles embedded in the body of a 31-year-old woman.

They think they were inserted into Luo Cuifen's body when she was a baby by grandparents upset she was
not a boy.

Some of these needles have penetrated vital organs, such as the lungs, liver and kidneys. One has even
broken into three pieces in the woman's brain.

The needles were discovered only when Ms Luo went to hospital complaining of blood in her urine.
She was given a routine X-ray, which revealed the needles. Up until then she had been in good health.

A team of 23 doctors, including five from the United States and Canada, are debating how best to remove
the needles at the Richland International Hospital in Kunming, the capital of Yunnan province.

Xu Mei, the chief doctor at the hospital, told the BBC that removing the needles would be a long,
complicated procedure requiring several operations.

The first of those is expected to take place next week when seven needles will be removed.
The hospital is doing the first operation, which will cost 170,000 yuan ($22,500, £11,200), for free.

But Ms Luo, from rural Songming County in Yunnan Province, will have to raise money to fund the other
operations.

Doctors believe the needles were inserted into the woman when she was just a few days old by her
grandparents, who they believe were disappointed that she was not a boy.

But there is no way to confirm this theory, as the grandparents are now dead.

In many rural areas boys were - and still are - valued more highly than girls. One reason is that they can
carry on the family name.
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