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The academic significance of this project are multiple. First and foremost, it provides a new
perspective on student achievement in East Asia, especially Japan. By extension this challenges the
normal portray of Japan as in deficit, instead arguing the case for difference and mutual learning.

This three year project sought to understand the underlying basis for East

Asia"s superior cognitive performance in international large-scale student learning assessments, in
particular PISA. Since the 1960s when Japan first started participating in the IEA studies, then
again in the new PISA exams, Japan and East Asia have consistently scored among the highest.
Nevertheless, there has been a dearth of rigorous analysis of why this is the case. That is, most
of the time this performance is understood as a result of Exam Hell, high levels of private
tutoring, stress inducing competition, etc. During this three year project, I was able to eliminate
most of the negative factors (stereotypes), calling attention to alternative approaches to learning

(including underlying epistemic and ontological beliefs). Based on this it was found that
curriculum, classroom practices, and even various aspects of policy reflect this alternative system.

This cautions against hasty reforms.
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One recent development in educational research is the emergence of large-scale international achievements
tests, most notably the OECD’s Programme for International Student Achievement (PISA). These studies
show which students in the world perform highest (in math, science, and reading) and also provide a wealth
of supplementary information on students’ attitudes and classroom experiences. Previous studies utilizing
this new PISA data have focused mainly on the relationship between cognitive skills (as measured by
achievement scores) and economic growth rates among nations (e.g., Hanushek & Woessman, 2015) or have
attempted to explain the reasons for high achievement in the PISA ‘winner’ Finland (e.g., Sahlberg, 2006,
Simola 2005).

Within this body of research, however, the consistently high performance of East Asian students remains a
puzzle. Hanushek and Kimko (2000) show that when scores for all international achievement tests are
combined into one composite index, 6 of the top 10 highest performing countries are in East Asia: Japan,
China, Hong Kong, Singapore, Taiwan, and South Korea (in that order). However, these authors do not
attempt to understand the factors behind this. Recognizing this, several subsequent studies (Leung 2006; Fu
and Markus 2014; Jerrim 2015; Komatsu and Rappleye 2017) attempted to identify causes for why East
Asian countries outperform their Western counterparts. The causes hypothesize are listed in Figure 2.

However, the real cause still remains a puzzle. This is because most of these previous studies were based on
simple correlation between PISA score and the factors predetermined as the cause by the authors. Some of
these possible causes are most likely the real causes, with the other factors not independent but forming one
coherent system. But these interconnections cannot be examined because of the methodological limitation
of simple correlation between PISA score and proposed causal factors.

This study attempted to overcome this limitation. It recognizes that we now have more resources, i.e., PISA
scores, PISA questionnaire data, indigenous philosophies/theories of learning, and observations of
teaching/learning practices comparing East Asian and Western countries conducted in the past (1980s-1990s)
and present (e.g., Tobin, Hsueh, Karasawa 2009). There have been very few studies utilizing all of these new
resources effectively to explain the variations achievement revealed by PISA scores. One major reason for
this is probably the fragmented state of educational research (i.e., education philosophers/theorists do not
use empirical data, while empirically inclined scholars utilize limited philosophy/theory to interpret their
findings). This study attempts to take up the challenging role of bridging philosophy and empirical data and
proposing an evidence-based, systematic understanding of why East Asian countries outperform Western
countries academically.

2. OB

This three year project sought to understand the underlying basis for East Asia's superior cognitive
performance in international large-scale student learning assessments, in particular PISA. Since the 1960s
when Japan first started participating in the IEA studies, then again in the new PISA exams, Japan and East
Asia have consistently scored among the highest. Nevertheless, there has been a dearth of rigorous analysis
of why this is the case. That is, most of the time this performance is understood as a result of Exam Hell,
high levels of private tutoring, stress inducing competition, etc. During this three year project, I was able to
eliminate most of the negative factors (stereotypes), calling attention to alternative approaches to learning
(including underlying epistemic and ontological beliefs). Based on this it was found that curriculum,
classroom practices, and even various aspects of policy reflect this alternative system. This cautions against
hasty reforms.

3. WDk

The study proceeded in three steps. First, it analyzed the PISA data from 2000-2015. Next, it sought a deeper
understand of these statistical correlations through additional resources, including indigenous (i.e., non-
Western) theories of learning and qualitative empirical studies. Comparisons between Taiwan, China, and
Japan will show variations within in East Asia, whilst comparisons with the UK and USA will show East
Asian variation from the dominant Western paradigm.
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The results of these studies were published in a series of papers from 2017 — 2020. Below, I highlight the
major findings. Links to the published papers are provided.

1. Japanese and East Asian students do not necessarily obtain higher PISA scores dues to longer hours
of study hours or higher rates of exam related pressure. As shown in these graphs and developed in the
two papers listed, Japanese students actually study less and feel less pressure than many of their Western
counterparts.

Publications:

Rappleye, J.* and Komatsu, H. 2019. Is Exam Hell the
Cause of High Academic Achievement in East Asia?
The Case of Japan and the Case for Transcending
Stereotypes. British Educational Research Journal,
44(5): 802-826.

Hyperlink — Click Here

) China ]
: e [ Rappleye, J.* with Komatsu, H. 2018. Stereotypes as
oo Anglo-American Exam Ritual? Comparisons of
B S students’ exam anxiety in East Asia, America,
Ko Cconpote of b s o of ool bty Australia, and the United Kingdom. Oxford Review
Couing rapan aod Korems a0 £k e conpnce The e Spent o leaming it Tgre % the of Education 44(6): 730-754.

composite of in- and out-of-school learning. The original data were derived from OECD (2017).

Hyperlink — Click Here

2. Japanese and East Asian students do no necessarily score higher on PISA due to involvement

in after school tutoring and/or cram schools. As shown in the figure, Japan scores one standard-
deviation, on average, than other PISA scoring countries, but at both the 4™ and 8™ grade level. Given
that juku attendance is not strong in the 4t grade, particularly in science, we can conclude that this is not
caused by juku attendance. See full papers for a fuller account.

Table 1
?[btevemeﬂl pf]@ml and 0rbe: (eg/;lﬂr -participants in TIMSS (England, Hong Kong, Hungary, Iran, Norway, PubllC atl ons:
ingapore, Slovenia, and the United States)
Japan  Meanof regular  SDofregular  Japan-Mean  (Japan-Mean)
(points)  pasticipants participants (points) /SD .
— {poins) {poins) Rappleye, J.* with Komatsu, H. 2020. Is
Math, 4% grade 593 536 57 57 101 . .
Math, 8% grade 586 526 54 61 090 Shadown Education the Driver of East
Science, 4% grade 569 520 48 4 118 . . .
Science, 8% grade ) 5 P 094 Asia’s High Performance on Comparative
2011 . .
Math, 4% grade 585 531 53 5 098 Learning Assessments? Education Policy
Math, 8% grade 570 514 57 56 102 . !
Science, 4% grade 559 524 36 35 101 <12
Science, 8% grade 558 527 32 31 104 AnalySIS Archlves, 28(67) 1-25
2007
Math, 4% grade 568 520 62 48 130
Math, 8% grade 570 510 55 61 091 : :
Science, 4% grade 548 524 44 24 181 Hyp er-Link — Click Here
Science, 8% grade 554 523 32 31 103
2003
Math, 42 grade 565 508 62 57 110
Math, 8% grade 570 511 59 59 1.00
Science, 4% grade 543 510 47 33 144
Science, 8% grade 552 527 36 25 145
1995
Math, 48 grade 567 499 58 68 086
Math, 8¢ grade 581 513 53 68 0.79
Science, 4% grade 553 495 48 58 083
Science, 8% grade 554 521 31 34 092

Note. Original data for the regular participant countries are shown in Table Al in the Appendix. Data for 1995 were
inconsistent between older and more recent TIMSS reports. We used data derived from recent TIMSS reposts (TIMSS
& PIRLS International Study Center, 2018a, pp. 27-30; TIMSS & PIRLS International Study Center, 2018b, pp. 34-37).
We confirmed that our conclusions hold even when using data derived from old TIMSS reports (c.g., TIMSS
International Study Center, 1997a, p. 24; TIMSS International Study Center, 1997b, p. 22).

2. Having eliminated several of the major stereotypes of Japanese and East Asian achievementl
think shifted to understand indigenous theories of learning, teaching, and different onto-
epistemic foundations of East Asia schooling. As these papers do not lend themselves to easy
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visualization I have simply listed them here, followed by a brief explanation of the findings:

1. Rappleye, J.* with Komatsu, H. 2017. A PISA Paradox? An alternative theory of learning as a
possible solution for variations in PISA scores. Comparative Education Review, 61(2): 269-297.
Hyperlink — Click Here

This paper utilizes PISA data to find that Japanese students maintain a level of achievement despite
having low-levels of students initiative. This suggests an alternative model of learning, which we elaborate
through the notion of horizons of learning.

2. Rappleye, J.* & Komatsu, H. 2017. How to Make Lesson Study Work in America: A Japanese
Perspective. Research in Comparative and International Education, 12(4): 398-430.
Hyperlink — Click Here

This paper looks closer at the alternative notions of learning inherent in the Japanese practice of Lesson
Study (#%Z£MF5E). It suggests that the non-hierarchical focus on relations reveals an indigeneous
approach to learning that is different than the cognitive, ‘objective’ view found in Best Practice
approaches.

3. Rappleye, J.* & Komatsu, H. 2020. Reimagining Modern Education: Contributions from Modern
Japanese Philosophy and Practice? East China Normal Review of Education, 3(1): 20-45.
Hyperlink — Click Here.

This paper looks more carefully at the onto-epistemic foundations of the alternatives sketched out in the
two papers from 2017. It suggests that the categories of relatio and the notion of negation are more
important in the Japanese notion of learning than in Western accounts built on substantia.

Through this series of papers, I believe the 3-year research project has helped suggest that there is, indeed,

an alternative theory of learning underpinning Japanese (and perhaps wider East Asian) achievement. This
project has thus been successful in achieving its goal, and can be follow-up in future studies that will further
elaborate this ‘implicit cultural logic’ underpinning Japanese (and perhaps East Asia) educational practices.
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