DON’T THINK OF A GIRAFFE

Lessons for parents on children’s education post Covid19

Blending Eastern and Western wisdom to ensure your children’s academic success in a post-Covid 19 world
 

CHAPTER 2:	THINKING ABOUT THINKING

Part 6: 	Study Techniques of Eastern and Western Students

The question remains then – Why do Eastern students do so much better than their Western counterparts in similar academic tasks? 

Is it personality, character, parents’ influence, effort or particular learning strategies? Eastern education has always been pilloried in the west for the predominance of “rote learning” but there is now growing evidence that the Eastern learning method which utilises memorisation to achieve understanding appears to achieve better results than the more predominant Western method which scorns memorisation and tries to use analysis and critique to achieve the same result.

 Some Eastern students in Western universities use memorisation as a study technique for examinations to compensate for the difficulties they have in formulating answers in English. One Chinese participant in a New Zealand study stated:
“I try to memorise everything because it’s in my second language. Sometimes understanding became less important than memorising. I try to use the original sentence from the textbook in the exam rather than my own words because I think it looks better and will help get more marks” (Tait, 2010)

Other Eastern students use memorisation as an essential part of the process of gaining understanding:
“Understanding and memorisation contribute to each other. If we study only through memorisation without understanding, we cannot analyse questions in the exams. But if we only understand but don’t memorise we cannot remember it in the exam.” (Au & Entwistle, 1999).

Students in Hong Kong emphasised repetition combined with what they call ‘attentive effort’. By this means they said they were able to discover new meanings in the material studied and deepen their understanding. (Dahlin & Watkins, 2000)  
  
“I read in detail section by section. If I find any difficulties I try my best to solve the problem before I go onto the next section. If you don’t memorise important ideas when you come across them then you will be stuck when you go on. You must memorise and then go on – understand, memorise and then go on, understand memorise and then go on. That is my way of studying.” (Kember & Gow, Cultural specificity of approaches to study, 1990) 

Traditionally, academics have viewed the field of “approaches to learning” as essentially dichotomous. “Deep” approaches to learning involved interrogation of material to achieve understanding and “shallow” approaches involved rote memorisation of information. Deep approaches have been linked with high academic performance and shallow approaches with much poorer performance (Marton & Saljo, 1976). The achievement of Eastern students in all forms of international academic assessment in the last 15 years has forced a revision of that view - deep understanding is now thought to be able to be achieved through an approach to learning involving deliberate memorisation. “Intermediate” approaches to learning are now proposed combining memorisation and understanding into “meaningful memorisation” which is considered to be quite distinct from rote learning (Kember, 2016).  
In using the skill of memorisation Eastern students have a huge advantage because Western students are actively discouraged from memorisation all through their school life in the mistaken belief that memorisation is somehow detrimental to learning. 

The combination of memorisation and understanding is seen by Chinese students as obvious because “having an understanding of something implies memory, just as memory implies understanding” (Marton, Watkins, & Tang, DIscontinuities and continuities in the experience of learning, 1997)

In order for children to learn how to remember in a meaningful way they need to develop the faculty of remembering. Throughout China, students from a very young age are taught to remember Chinese characters, poetry, songs and multiplication tables through repeated copying, chanting and testing. Although such methods are viewed as unsophisticated and harsh by most Western educators what they produce is children with excellent working memories. In Western schools it is no longer thought appropriate for students to be able to recite poetry or prose from memory or to chant times tables in maths or to learn lines by heart for roles in plays. But maybe by neglecting the training of memory Western education is not advantaging children in the way an Eastern education seems to be.

For both Eastern and Western students an emphasis on meaningful memorisation seems to be the strategy for success in academic examinations and international tests.
  
Lenora Chu in her excellent book “Little Soldiers” describes the journey she and her American partner took their young son Rainey on, through his early years of schooling. Originally born in the USA, at three years old Rainey was enrolled in a state-run public school in Shanghai. Their experiences over the next few years are worth reading about but two of her key conclusions on comparing USA and Chinese education were:
· Chinese pre-school and primary education gave her son a considerable advantage in self-management, analytical thinking skills and Maths scores over his USA counterparts
· From Grade 6 (10-11 year old children) onwards a USA education with less pressure and more creativity and independence would advantage him more

Lenora Chu found a middle way that harnessed the best of both systems that I think all parents can learn from. Most of us don’t have her advantages of being able to choose which country our children will get educated in but we can sometimes choose which education system they are exposed to and we can all make up for any deficiencies in our present system through careful choice of educational opportunities for our children outside of school.

I am not a big fan of children attending extra lessons at before-school school or after-school school or weekend-school or school-holiday-school because all this does is simply increase the pressure and stress on children, negatively affect their at-school performance, reduce their enjoyment of life and there is good evidence to show it does nothing to improve academic performance (Byun & Park, 2012). I am however a big fan of parents working with children to make up for any deficiencies in their own country’s education system. This would mean in the West, parents helping children to learn self-management and self-control at a young age and working on memory with children, helping them to learn how to remember and recite poetry and plays, songs and poetry, their family’s and their country’s history, times tables etc. In the East this would mean when children get to high school, taking some of the pressure and stress off them by involving them in all the decisions taken that affect them, teaching them how to make good decisions for themselves and how to become more independent in their thinking and learning, also teaching them key skills that they might be lacking like creativity and innovation, problem, solving and most importantly how to fail well ( see chapter  ).

As always the best all-round approach is to take the middle way.


If you like my writing I have many more articles on my website on the ‘Articles’ page www.taolearn.com/articles-by-lance-king/ and on the ATL page www.taolearn.com/approaches-to-learning/ or you could buy my book The Importance of Failing Well at www.taolearn.com/shop/the-art-of-learning-for-parents-the-importance-of-failing-well/ 

