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In terms of research, the results are significant for showing how well-being and achievement work in
non-Western contexts such as East Asia. In terms of social achievements, the results provided a
foundation for challenging dominant policy trends and developing contextually-rooted alternatives.

This project produced many research results, including: clarification of
modes of well-being under-theorized in mainstream Western social science research, exploration of
alternative interpretations of PISA results, and the breaking down of several dominant stereotypes
about education in East Asia. These research results were shared both within academic circles
(especially English-language academic journals), and more widely within popular outlets (including
CHIKUMA paperbacks, policy circles, and publications aimed at teachers). Moreover, these results
have led to cross-disciplinary fertilization, bringing together educational researchers with
philosophers and psychologists. The project was extended with a KOKUSAI A grant as well, allowing
me to extend this root project in dialogue with leading scholars outside Japan.
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One mgjor global trend in educational research and policymaking is the increasing influence of
international large-scale assessments (ILSAS). Results from the OECD’s Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA) have become a major rationale for many governments
worldwide to reform policy, institutions, curriculum, and pedagogy (Meyer & Benevot 2013;
Takayama2008). However, there has been increasing critiquethat PISA (i) narrows educational
goals to cognitive outcomes alone (e.g., math, science, and reading) and (ii) fails to capture
contextual and culturally-specific differences among countries (Meyer 2014).  In the context of
these critiques, the OECD has recently announced a major shift in focus to non-cognitive
outcomes: student well-being and happiness.  1n 2017, the OECD released thefirst Student PISA
WEell-Being Report (OECD, 2017). In 2018 the new OECD L earning Framework 2030 announced
that well-being would be the overarching goal for al OECD education work up to 2030 (OECD,
2018). Following the OECD’s lead, leading international education organizations such as
UNESCO and the World Bank have begun to focus on student well-being as well (UNESCO,
2016 World Bank, 2018). Driving this shift has been academic research on the non-cognitive
dimensionsto higher achievement, frequently referred to in North American educational research
as Socia and Emotiona Learning (SEL) and Positive Education (Zins, 2004; Durlak et a. 2011,
Seligman et a. 2009).

In this global context, one puzzle that has emerged is around East Asia: although East Asian
students have consistently performed the highest on the cognitive dimensions ILSAs over the last
four decades (Hanushek & Kimko, 2000), they have recently scored the lowest in assessments of
student well-being and happiness. The aforementioned OECD’s 2017 Students Well-Being
Report showed that among the 47 countries in the study, the countries with the lowest levels of
life-satisfaction on a 10-point scale were all in East Asia: Japan (6.8), China (4 provinces) (6.8),
Taiwan (6.6), Macao (6.6), Hong Kong (6.5), and Korea (6.4) (OECD Average: 7.3). What
accounts for this? In fact, issues surrounding life satisfaction and well-being are not merely
academic issues but have become an issue of wider interest to the genera public. For example,
the Japanese government has explored how to measure and improve well-being in recent years
(e.g., The Commission on Measuring Well-Being, Japan 2010-2011). Meanwhile, the South
Korean government’s Mgjor Education Plan 2014 laid out concrete policiesto improve happiness,
most prominently a “Free Semester” system with no exams. But does comparatively high
achievement necessarily lead to low-levels of student well-being and happiness? Do these
results confirm a negative dimension to schooling across East Asia (e.g., high-pressure exams,
long study hours, rigid discipline, bullying)? Or is there possibly some bias implicit in
comparative measurements of student well-being conducted by the OECD? Existing research
does not allow to answer these questions, as most of it is small-scale or single-country.



This project will clarify why students across East Asia, athough they consistently achieve the
highest cognitive scores on international large-scale assessments (i.e. TIMSS and PISA), have
recently scored the lowest on new international comparisons of student well-being (i.e., the
OECD’s 2017 Students Well-Being Report).  What accounts for this contradiction? Does high
cognitive achievement always come at the cost of low student well-being? Or isit possibleto find
ways to achieve high outcomes in cognitive and non-cognitive domains? The project aims to
better (i) under stand the relationship between high achievement and low well-being in five
major countries/areas across the region (Japan, Taiwan, China (4 provinces), Hong Kong,
Korea) by analyzing quantitative data from inter national and domestic surveys, aswell as
qualitativeinterviews and classroom observations, and at the sametime (ii) examinetheway
wel-being isconceptualized and empirically operationalized in lar ge-scale assessments (e.g.

PISA) deveoped primarily in Europe and America.

This study pursued an internationally comparative, mixed methods approach, combining
quantitative analysis of ILSA dataand domestic surveyswith new qualitative data (interviewsand
classroom observations), to clarify the relationship between well-being and achievement in East
Asia.  In effect, the effort is to extend, in an origina ways, results from my previous KAKEN
project (2017-2019) that focused on East Asian achievement, in effect mirroring the global

discourse.
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