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PISA, policymaking and political pantomime: education policy referencing 

between England and Hong Kong  

Bob Adamson, Katherine Forestier, Paul Morris and Christine Han 

 

Abstract 

Since the mid-1980s, a number of East Asian societies have consistently performed well in 

international tests, and their education systems have emerged as models of “best practice”, 

including Hong Kong, which has been extensively referenced by politicians and their advisers 

in England. In parallel, local dissatisfaction with the education system in Hong Kong has 

prompted major education reforms. This mismatch between the perceptions of the Hong Kong 

education system of the two policy communities is explored using documentary analysis and 

interviews with policymakers and other key stakeholders. We analyse the ways in which 

features of Hong Kong’s education system are reconstructed and projected in policymaking in 

England and argue that the referencing to Hong Kong in England is akin to a form of political 

theatre, reminiscent of a pantomime, with stereotyped villains, heroes and fairy godmothers, 

narratives of good conquering evil, and comical set-pieces. We argue that these elements 

provide the means for both constructing and validating simple causal claims and their 

associated policy actions.  
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PISA, policymaking and political pantomime: education policy referencing 

between England and Hong Kong  

 

Introduction 

Nations have long looked beyond their borders for inspiration on how to develop and improve 

their education systems and the relatively recent emergence of cross-national tests of pupil 

achievement has provided a universal metric by which the quality of schooling can be 

compared across nations. Studies such as those carried out by the Programme for International 

Student Assessment (PISA) are now a powerful influence on education policymaking as they 

are portrayed as providing objective and global evidence of the comparative effectiveness of 

school systems. The powerful influence of these tests has resulted in both the processes of 

education policymaking and the nature of policy in nation states increasingly operating within 

a global context (Rizvi and Lingard 2010; Carney 2012) as nations seek to achieve goals such 

as ‘world class standards’ or ‘international best practice’. A global network of consultancies 

and edu-businesses – such as McKinsey, the Grattan Institute, Pearson and the OECD itself– 

has emerged to advise Governments and implement reforms designed to achieve these goals. 

The specific reforms they promote are derived from analyses of the features of schooling in 

high performing systems which are portrayed as the both the causes of high performance (Auld 

and Morris 2014) and models for emulation (Steiner-Khamsi 2004; Crossley 2014; Forestier 

2015).  

 

The consistently strong performance of pupils from a number of East Asian societies (and more 

recently Shanghai) and some Scandinavian countries (especially Finland) has focused both 

policymakers’ and the consultancy industry’s interest on the education policies and practices 

of these “high performing” education systems. The propensity of policymakers to react to the 

publication of the rankings by seeking a formula for success spurred a growth in both fact-
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finding missions to Hong Kong, Shanghai, Singapore and other destinations and panegyric 

reports on their educational systems. Since the end of the Second World War, the East Asian 

Tigers have emerged as some of the world’s most dynamic and fastest growing economies, 

which in recent years has been used to support the alleged direct causal connection between 

good performance on PISA (and similar tests) and the subsequent rate of economic growth 

(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 2010; Hanushek et al. 2013). 

 

The process of seeking solutions from other systems is variously described as ‘borrowing’ (e.g., 

Phillips and Ochs 2004), ‘appropriating’ (Phillips 2000), ‘hybridising’ (Schriewer 2012), 

‘learning’ (Raffe 2005), ‘reorienting’ (Adamson, Nixon and Su 2012), ‘referencing’ (Steiner-

Khamsi 2002), ‘importation’ (Lauder 2000), and other related terms. We use the term ‘policy 

referencing’ to recognise that the process may be rhetorical, symbolic or theatrical as well as (or 

instead of) involving the actual transfer and implementation of policies and/or practices from 

one system to another. When external policies are referenced, they may be appropriated or 

adapted, or not implemented faithfully; they may primarily serve as a symbolic linking to 

external or global trends designed to legitimise reform in the process of policymaking (Phillips 

2004; Steiner-Khamsi 2004; Waldow 2012; Auld and Morris 2016). From the perspective of 

policymakers, referencing other education systems is an attractive strategy as it can be portrayed 

as providing an evidence-based, and externally-legitimised rationale for reform and, hence, as 

objective, non-ideological and scientific (Ozga and Jones 2006). The notion that referencing is 

an essentially symbolic, expedient and ideologically-driven activity matches Rappleye’s political 

production model (Rappleye 2012) whereby politicians engage in a form of ‘political theatre 

where specific actors, driven by ideological and political agendas consciously script 

opportunities to “get their message out” by articulating it in “references to elsewhere”’ (Rappleye 

2012, 136), with the aim of catalysing and shaping policy change based on their existing 

ideological stance. 
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David Bell, who was closely involved in the process of referencing as a former Permanent 

Secretary for Education in England, explained the deployment of policy referencing in England 

for both these purposes: 

You use your international comparisons to make both political and educational points, 

and they can inform your policy, but in the end you’re still likely to sit with your own 

ideological instincts. And some people may call that skewing the evidence. I don’t. I 

actually think it’s … lining up the evidence. ... And maybe we just have to accept that 

politics will always come to the fore, that you use international comparisons as much 

for political rhetoric as you do, sort of, for detailed policy. (Bell, interview, October 

2014) 

 

This study investigates the referencing of Hong Kong in educational policymaking in England 

since 2010. (The focus is on referencing by England rather than the United Kingdom, as the 

former’s education policies are determined separately from those of other constituent members 

of the latter.) We argue that, in the case of England, the nature of the political theatre was more 

akin to a form of pantomime, which is a form of popular entertainment similar to Aristophanist 

comedy that provided light relief after the cathartic experience of tragedies in classical Athens. 

The pantomime tradition that has developed in England has a strong element of farce, is 

targeted at children and involves extensive audience participation; cross dressing; and the 

suspension of disbelief/reality. It typically loosely reworks a folk/fairy tale about heroes 

triumphing over villains, with comic and romantic elements lightening the mood. We argue 

that politicians in England reworked the discourse and portrayed selected elements of the Hong 

Kong education system in order to script a narrative that justified their desired reforms. This 

script was laden with caricatures; it cheered good practice and hissed at evil forces. It was 
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distinctly enamoured of the more traditional aspects of education in Hong Kong, while its 

superficiality and manipulation of the evidence bordered on farce.   

 

Hong Kong and England provide complex and instructive contexts for investigating the nature 

and processes of external referencing in policymaking which is of both a substantive and 

rhetorical nature. The two societies have strong historical linkages, are widely seen as 

paradigmatically “Western” and “Eastern”, are heavily engaged in education reform, have 

actively undertaken forms of voluntary external policy referencing, and are deeply embedded in 

global policy networks. We highlight the nature of the referencing of Hong Kong by English 

policymakers by comparing the “good practices” they identified to the views of the policy 

community in Hong Kong towards those practices. 

 

The research team comprised academics in England and Hong Kong and the data were collected 

between December 2013 and June 2014 In England, the sources of data were policy briefings, 

written or oral public statements, and semi-structured, in-depth interviews with 11 members of 

the policy community involved in developing and implementing education reforms in England 

(including the former and serving ministers with a responsibility for education, senior civil 

servants, and academics advising them – ministers and senior civil servants – on the reforms). 

The interviews allowed us to go beyond the rhetoric of documents so as to explore the 

experiences, perceptions and attitudes of these policy actors. To ascertain the local perceptions 

of the Hong Kong system, we analysed curriculum policy documents and interviewed 23 

individuals who were active members of the policy community. They included policymakers, 

school principals, academic advisors, overseas experts, leaders of youth groups, leaders of parent 

organisations, and representatives of employer organisations. Many interviewees had multiple 

cross-over roles across policy and practice, and some had emic-etic comparative perspectives as 

international experts working in Hong Kong. The interviewees were selected on the basis of their 
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system-wide experience and knowledge, and influence on the policymaking process. In both 

research sites, the interviews were conducted in English, and prior informed consent was gained 

from all participants; some interviewees requested anonymity; others consented to the use of 

their names. 

 

In analysing the data, we used the “Framework” approach of Ritchie and Spencer (1994) for 

applied policy research. The five-stage process comprised familiarisation, identification of a 

thematic framework; indexing; charting; mapping; and interpretation. Themes were clustered so 

that predominant views could be discerned based on the frequency with which they occurred in 

the various data sources. The findings facilitate an enhanced understanding of how externally 

referenced education features and systems are perceived, used, and manipulated in policymaking, 

so as to develop and derive lessons about the nature and role of external policy referencing. 

Below we begin by describing the policy context which prevailed in England and the script 

devised and performed by leading policy actors.  

 

Villains, heroes and fairy godmothers 

Under England’s Conservative-led Coalition (2010 to 2015) and Conservative government 

(2015 to present), politicians have increasingly eschewed the advice of academic advisers and 

their own civil servants, preferring to seek the views of Special Advisers and to commission 

multinational consultancy firms. Academics in university education faculties came under 

particularly virulent attack from the government, derided by the then Secretary of Education 

Michael Gove as key members of ‘the Blob’, who were castigated as ‘enemies of promise’ and 

‘guilty men and women who have deprived a generation of the knowledge they need’ (Gove 

2013). In the same article he made it clear that he would neutralise the influence of this Blob 

in teacher education and the local education authorities that had been responsible for overseeing 

schools in England. Nick Gibb, the current Minister of School Reform, also portrayed 

This is the pre-published version.



 8 

academics as villains, as this question asked in the House of Commons on the release of the 

2012 PISA results shows: 

Does he [Michael Gove] share my view that university education faculties, which have 

trained generations of teachers, should take their share of blame? Should not the Institute 

of  Education and Canterbury Christ Church, two of the biggest teacher training 

institutions, be held to account, not only for today’s poor figures but for the country’s 

long tail of underachievement? 

Gove responded that Gibb had hit ‘several nails squarely on the head’ (House of Commons 

Hansard, 3 December 2013, Vol 571). 

 

The performance of English pupils in PISA in 2012 was portrayed by policymakers as poor 

and requiring the instigation of transformative reforms. After the PISA results were announced, 

Gove lamented that education in England was falling behind other systems. It had: 

… plummeted in the world rankings from 4th to 16th for science, 7th to 25th for literacy 

and 8th to 28th for maths [while] from Shanghai to New Orleans, Alberta to Hong Kong, 

Singapore to Helsinki, nations which have been educational back markers [sic] have 

become world leaders. (Gove 2012) 

He stated that the recently published Schools White Paper was ‘deliberately designed to bring 

together – indeed, to shamelessly plunder from – policies that have worked in other high-

performing nations’. Hodgson and Spours (2016, 15) describe this response as typical of an 

“Anglo-Saxon” model, characterised by  

… a focus on international competition; centralised around the role of the Secretary of 

State for Education; keen to use international comparison for “cherry picking” “best 

practice” and with an emphasis on radical change rather than learning from the past.  
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Hong Kong’s education system was one of those that allured English policymakers (Sellar and 

Lingard 2013; You and Morris 2015; Forestier and Crossley 2015), as if offering the magical 

solutions of a fairy godmother. It was first signalled as a possible source of reference in the 

preliminary report of the International school effectiveness research project (1995), led by 

David Reynolds, and in a subsequent publication, Worlds apart? (Reynolds and Farrell 1996), 

derived from that study, which specifically promoted the importance of a didactic whole-class 

teaching pedagogy. More recently, Hong Kong’s education system was referenced in 

consultancy reports by Barber, Donnelly and Rizvi (2012) and the Grattan Institute, the latter 

of which argued that ‘Hong Kong provides a leading example of successful education strategy 

and implementation’ (Jensen et al. 2012, 23). A Government report (Ruddock and Sainsbury 

2008), which compared England’s mathematics, science, and literacy curricula with that of 

high performers in PISA, highlighted Hong Kong, along with Singapore and South Korea. 

Overall, the quality of schooling in England was portrayed as poor and declining; local 

academics and education administrators were cast as the villains responsible for this; and 

salvation was to be found in the heroic features of high-performing education systems to be 

delivered by the Secretary of Education. Ragged dystopia, rich utopia and the fairy godmothers 

who could supply magical remedies were clearly identified.   

 

The English policy community specified three facets of education in Hong Kong as explaining 

the strong performance in international tests: high curriculum standards, quality of teaching, 

and school autonomy. We focus on how each of these was projected by English policymakers. 

 

High Curriculum Standards 

The Hong Kong education system was referenced in policy documents produced in the run-up 

to the revised National Curriculum for English schools, such as The Framework for the 
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National Curriculum: A report by the External Panel for the National Curriculum review (DfE 

2011).  

 

Official speeches and statements affirmed the Government’s position that it wanted a 

curriculum, qualifications and standards on a par with high-performing systems. For example, 

Michael Gove (2012) stated that ‘Our curriculum reforms were inspired by the high 

expectations for all children in Singapore and Hong Kong’. The mathematics curriculum 

received particular attention — maybe because the other two core subjects in Hong Kong 

schools, Chinese as a first language and English as a second or foreign language, have less 

relevance for England — and was admired for its challenging content, as confirmed by Sir 

David Bell:  

What actually emerged in the maths curriculum … [was] content that was assumed to 

be capable of being tackled by primary-aged children in Hong Kong that had never been 

assumed to be capable of being tackled by primary-aged children in England. (Bell, 

interview, October 2013) 

Tim Oates, who chaired the Expert Panel of the Review of the National Curriculum in England, 

concurred, although he focused on textbooks:  

Hong Kong has very high quality maths textbooks. You know, I have … closely 

analysed the different writing frameworks for textbooks around the world, looked at the 

different elements and how they are combined, how they are driven by different 

pedagogic models, and the Hong Kong textbooks score extremely highly. (Oates, 

interview, July 2014) 

The Schools Minister, Nick Gibb MP, visited Hong Kong and was enthused by what he 

observed in mathematics lessons: 
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I’m very clear … we need to teach maths in the traditional way that they do in Hong 

Kong, which is teaching the algorithms, and practice, practice, practice. (Gibb, 

interview, September 2013)  

 

Quality of Teaching 

Barber and Mourshed (2007), in a report published by McKinsey and Company, highlighted 

the fact that teachers in Hong Kong were drawn from the top 30 percent graduating each year 

from the school system. The McKinsey report was extensively referenced by policymakers in 

England (Alexander 2012; Auld and Morris 2014). In terms of the quality of teaching, the 

McKinsey report influenced the decision to raise the academic entry requirements for trainee 

teachers in England, and was used to justify the move to school-based teacher education 

programmes. (Alexander 2012). 

 

Teacher-pupil interaction, and the role of classroom layout in this, won admiring praise from 

Gibb (interview, September 2013): 

[Teachers] taught as a whole class… [The pupils’] desk configuration was very 

traditional, mostly facing the front; they weren’t in groups …. Concentration levels 

were higher … behaviour was immaculate … It had not been overly affected by 

progressive education.  

Such perceptions of the importance of ‘traditional’ whole class teaching to student achievement 

have given rise to innovations in England, such as a scheme that recruited teachers from 

Shanghai to replicate these pedagogical approaches in English schools. Gibb was quoted as 

saying that importing Chinese pedagogical methods for teaching mathematics had been ‘hugely 

successful’ (Weale, 2015) and the most valuable innovation the Government had undertaken. 
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School Autonomy 

Policymakers in England and their advisers referenced the Hong Kong education system in 

their argument for enhanced school autonomy, on the grounds that it had enhanced 

competitiveness and subsequent high performance; for example, the Secretary/Minister for 

Education stated: 

In its most recent international survey of education, the OECD found that in countries 

where schools have greater autonomy over what is taught and how students are 

assessed, students tend to perform better. Two of the most successful countries in PISA 

international education league tables – Hong Kong and Singapore – are amongst those 

with the highest levels of school competition. (Gove 2012) 

Gove (2013) added that the East Asian examples demonstrated ‘a strong correlation in these 

league tables between freedom for heads – in systems – and improved results’. Such references 

provided the basis for the Government’s decision to ‘dramatically increase the number of 

academies and free schools – and give heads more control over teacher training, continuous 

professional development and the improvement of underperforming schools’. You and Morris 

(2015) identify reforms in three areas related to autonomy that were legitimised by this rhetoric: 

greater autonomy in the governance and management of schools; the delegation to schools of 

decisions concerning the curriculum and the school calendar; and, decisions related to the 

recruitment of teachers and determining their salaries.   

 

Fairy godmother? Oh no, she isn’t!  

After Hong Kong, a British colony from 1841, was restored to Chinese sovereignty in 1997, a 

review of the aims of education was conducted by the Education Commission, a group of 

advisers to the government that represented various local interest groups. A public consultation 

was carried out, and the commission also looked at education systems in Shanghai, Taipei, 

Singapore, Japan, South Korea, Chicago, and the USA (Education Commission 2000). This 
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process led to the introduction of the Learning to Learn curriculum in 2001, and of the New 

Academic Structure (NAS) in 2009. Learning to Learn infused subject knowledge with four 

key tasks — Reading to Learn, IT for Interactive learning, Moral and Civic Education; and 

Project Learning — while generic soft skills, in particular communication, critical thinking and 

creativity, were emphasised (Curriculum Development Council 2001). The NAS changed the 

structure to six years’ secondary and four years’ tertiary education and included a New Senior 

Secondary Curriculum (NSSC) (Education and Manpower Bureau 2005), and assessment. This 

replaced the 3:2:2 structure of secondary schooling with a 3:3 structure and ruptured the former 

alignment with the educational structure/system in the UK (excluding Scotland). The extensive 

recruitment of academic consultants and curriculum experts from overseas (especially 

Australia and the UK) to support the implementation of reforms relating to curriculum content, 

assessment and school improvement suggests that Hong Kong’s approach to policy referencing 

that moved beyond a symbolic and legitimatory function and was driven by a genuine interest 

in changing practice. 

 

These reforms were instigated despite the evidence of continuing strong performance by Hong 

Kong pupils in international tests dating from the 1980s, when Hong Kong joined the Second 

International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) Mathematics 

Study (Garden 1987). For example, in the Trends in International Mathematics and Science 

Study of 1995, seventh and eighth grade pupils in Hong Kong were ranked fourth in 

mathematics out of 41 participating countries or systems (IEA 2015), and when Hong Kong 

first participated in PISA in the 2002 exercise, its 15-year-olds came first in mathematics, third 

in science and sixth in reading (Education Bureau 2016). Clearly, these achievements were not 

perceived as an endorsement for maintaining the status quo in the education system. Zhao 

(2015) suggests that a feature of the Hong Kong education system is the commitment to future-
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oriented reforms characterised by a focus on skills to cope with the changing economic climate. 

A study by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 

(Breakspear 2012) of 37 education systems reported that Hong Kong was only ‘moderately’ 

influenced by the PISA results of 2009, in contrast to the reaction in England, where education 

policies were deemed ‘very’ influenced by PISA. While the feedback from PISA was valuable 

and affirming, Hong Kong policymakers—as noted above—focused on a range of sources of 

evidence when reviewing their educational policies.  

 

Unlike English policymakers, the Hong Kong interviewees did not focus on factors relating to 

schools, teachers and teaching to explain their students’ good performance. Instead, they 

pointed to values and other factors outside the classroom, such as diligence and extra tuition, 

as contributing to examination success and, by extension, good PISA scores. As Elliott (2014) 

notes, there is a focus in Hong Kong on out-of-school factors that can also explain PISA success 

in other high performing East Asian societies. A policymaker who had moved to Hong Kong 

from overseas (Policymaker 2, interview, December 2013) suggested that ‘East Asians have a 

lot to teach us around perseverance and value of hard work’. This view was supported by 

another policymaker:  

In a social context like Hong Kong, the human capital is the real capital that we can rely 

on. So parents invest extra resources, extra time and energy to support their children to 

get good grades in basic education. (Policymaker 4, interview, May 2014) 

 

The specific aspects of the Hong Kong education identified above that were eulogised by the 

English politicians were thus perceived very differently by the local policy community. 

 

Demanding curriculum 
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The association by English policymakers of deep engagement and memorisation with the high 

performance in PISA, did not impress stakeholders in Hong Kong. The view of Sun Kwok, the 

Dean of Science at the University of Hong Kong, was typical. He wrote:  

While Hong Kong students can calculate mathematical problems very quickly and 

accurately, they have no idea what maths is for…. [T]heir idea of maths is to 

mechanically and repeatedly grind through formulas. When asked what mathematics 

can do to solve problems around us, few can give any answers. … It is clear that the 

quality of education cannot be measured by standard tests. Instead, we must measure 

our students by their ability to innovate and compete in the modern world. (Kwok 2015)  

This critique echoes long-standing concerns regarding the pedagogy of the mathematics 

curriculum, which called for a shift from the predominant Platonist model (based on teacher 

instruction) to a social constructivist approach (Chen and Leung 2013). The intention of the 

Learning to Learn reform at the turn of the millennium was therefore to replace rote-learning 

with more problem-based learning, logical thinking, creativity and collaborative work 

(Curriculum Development Council 2001). Similar moves were advocated across all subjects in 

the curriculum. The rationale the Education Commission offered when pushing for these 

reforms was that: 

School life is usually monotonous, students are not given comprehensive learning 

experiences and have little room to think, explore and create. … To make up for these 

weaknesses, we need to uproot outdated ideology and develop a new education system 

that is student-focused. (Education Commission 2000, 29) 

According to Policymaker 2 (interview, December 2013), the new curriculum is ‘really, really 

strong’ and ‘getting the basics right’, with standards being ‘professionally and technically set’ 

and valuable ‘cognitive interchange’ taking place between mathematics and learning Chinese 

and English. One reason for this improvement, according to Academic Advisor 1 (interview, 
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December 2013), was the fact that ‘We [Hongkongers] really have very good subject experts’. 

Liberal Studies, a new compulsory interdisciplinary subject introduced in the NSSC which 

sought to develop pupils’ ability to think critically and independently, was also considered by 

many interviewees to be a strength. Principal 5 (interview, April 2014) felt that Hong Kong 

was leading the way in having a ‘questioning curriculum’. A Deputy Principal (interview, 

December 2013) agreed, commenting that: 

…the introduction of Liberal Studies liberates students’ minds and pushes them, 

stretches them further, to attempt to investigate their world, learn to conduct a study, 

conduct a learning process on their own, synthesise a lot of data and information and 

most importantly they … have choice in their learning. 

From the business community, a representative observed that ‘Liberal Studies [is] a good step 

towards ensuring that we have people who are not only employable, but interesting to be 

employed’ (Employer 1, interview, May 2014).  

 

Although the reforms met with general approbation, there was a lingering dissatisfaction that 

they had failed to permeate classroom practice to the intended extent. The reasons for this were 

identified as logistical problems, ideological and cultural resistance, reform overload, and lack 

of teacher preparation (e.g., Curriculum Development Council, Hong Kong Examinations and 

Assessment Authority, and Education Bureau 2015). Most of the representatives of parent 

groups interviewed for our study were disappointed by their children’s experiences in school. 

Specifically they complained that too much lesson time was devoted to the acquisition of 

knowledge that was often trivial in nature or application. Parent 1 (interview, May 2014) 

commented: ‘[My daughter] works so hard… but on stuff that really doesn't matter’. Employer 

2 (interview, April 2014) was critical of the narrowness of the curriculum: 
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With the exception of a handful of schools, there's not enough focus on inquiry-based 

learning, creativity around thought processes. There's very little focus on international 

exposure.    

 

Teacher quality 

Stakeholders in Hong Kong tended to recognise teachers’ diligence but were highly critical of 

their pedagogy and the learning outcomes. For example, Principal 2 (interview, December 2013) 

considered Hong Kong teachers ‘very, very hardworking’, but most of the Hong Kong 

stakeholders we interviewed were less positive about the quality of teaching. As Parent 

representative 1 (interview, May 2014) put it:  

You may have very committed teachers…very kind … great pastoral care, but the 

system is skewed towards training good behaviour in students rather than inspiring them 

intellectually. … I don't expect my daughter to learn anything … because the teachers’ 

quality isn't that fantastic. 

 

These views might seem to validate Gibb’s characterization of classroom interaction as teacher-

centred, but the Hong Kong policy community did not share his enthusiasm for relying 

predominantly on whole-class teaching, nor for his view that PISA results could be taken as a 

proxy for the quality of education. The consensus in Hong Kong was that the long-standing 

teacher-centred, rote-learning approaches were counterproductive in achieving Hong Kong’s 

aims of education. One local academic adviser commented sarcastically that Hong Kong was 

‘top of the world’ for instructional time (Academic Advisor 1, interview, December 2013). A 

parent representative expressed frustration, noting: 

There are a lot of drills. That helps explain why they do better in exams. …Teachers 

don't tolerate questions—they see questions as a challenge to [their] authority…. It is 
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all about covering syllabuses. It's all quantitative, nothing qualitative. This is what's so 

upsetting to parents. (Parent 2, interview, December 2013) 

The focus on testing as a prevalent feature of Hong Kong schools was seen as detrimental to 

pupils: 

This is her fifth set of exams for this academic year, and these are not easy exams. This 

is in addition to small Maths tests and dictation every week. …They're constantly tested. 

(Parent 1, interview, May 2014) 

Principal 1 (interview, December 2013) commented on how, from Secondary 5 onwards, extra 

lessons and make-up classes added 40 extra school days a year in his school. In addition, as 

Policymaker 5 (interview, February 2014) argued, the ubiquitous provision of private tuition 

merely reinforced test-centred approaches: 

Parents will send their children to tutorial schools after formal school. Tutorial school 

is usually still drill, practice and then taking quizzes and extra quizzes and tests.  

Such teaching approaches not only frustrated students and parents, but were also perceived to 

have a negative effect on the competencies in the workplace. An employer reported that a result 

of the focus on testing and teacher-centred pedagogy was a lack of initiative in young people 

entering the workforce:  

[O]ne of the things that we constantly hear [from employers] is recent graduates are 

very good at executing what they're told to do. What they're not so good at is figuring 

out what needs to be done. (Employer 1, May 2014) 

In general, therefore, members of the Hong Kong policy community did not view teacher 

quality as a positive or salient feature of education in Hong Kong. Indeed, they did not see 

teaching as a career that attracted the strongest graduates. Policymaker 4 (interview, May 2014) 

bluntly commented:   
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If you look at the quality of qualifications of people coming into teaching, it’s lower 

than in other kinds of professions. 

Hence, the role of quality of teaching in student achievement was understood quite differently 

by English policymakers and Hong Kong stakeholders, with the latter tending to attribute 

student success to out of school factors, such as values like diligence, as well as the use of 

private tuition.   

 

School autonomy 

School autonomy and accountability in Hong Kong had been subject to reform from the mid-

1990s as school-based management was phased in, transferring management from sponsoring 

bodies (primarily religious groups) to Incorporated Management Committees, and creating 

new processes of school review and self-evaluation (You and Morris 2015). The promotion of 

school autonomy involved two distinct strands. The first began around 1991 and involved the 

creation of Direct Subsidy Scheme (DSS) schools which were allowed greater latitude in a 

number of areas of decision making, including the deployment of resources, curriculum design 

and pupil admission. These schools now comprise 9% of secondary schools in the mainstream 

system and consist of a mixture of ex-communist schools (which obtained public funding by 

joining the scheme) and elite and new schools that were, by virtue of joining the scheme, able 

to select pupils and charge fees. The second strand involved a move to establish an Incorporated 

Management Committee for all schools, which was implemented from 2009 (Cheung and Kan 

2009). Whilst this latter policy was promoted by the Government through a discourse which 

stressed the value of decentralisation and reflected the dominant neo-liberal discourses of 

globalisation, competition, and the post-industrial knowledge economy (Dale 1997; Lee 2014; 

Marsh, et al. 2014), it was seen locally as an attempt to reduce the power of the main bodies 

(especially Catholic and Protestant church groups) that ran schools (Cheung and Kan 2009). 
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The school evaluation system, introduced in 2003 and revised in 2008, was developed with 

input from senior inspectors and academics from Scotland and features a mix of self-evaluation 

and external review focusing on formative feedback. Its purpose was to provide guidance on 

how to improve learning outcomes as well as to strengthen the accountability of schools 

(Morris and Adamson 2010). 

 

Four of the principals we interviewed reflected positively on Hong Kong’s system for holding 

schools accountable. Principal 1 (interview, December 2013) explained that school inspections 

served as a ‘driver for improvement’ without deploying any mechanism designed to name and 

shame poor schools. He felt that schools generally received fair assessments, and he liked the 

strategy used by the external assessors to celebrate strengths first, before considering ways to 

improve. This supportive role was further enhanced by the inclusion of external school 

principals on review panels, facilitating the sharing of good practices.  

 

However, there was considerable variation in the degree of autonomy enjoyed by schools. 

While the vast majority of publicly-funded schools might enjoy some autonomy (in financial 

matters, for example), this freedom is far more restricted than that enjoyed by the DSS schools. 

Although the policy intention promotes autonomy in pedagogy in curriculum, this is limited in 

practice. As Policymaker 5 (interview, February 2014) noted: 

Autonomy's an odd word to use about Hong Kong's schools …. It doesn't develop 

autonomy amongst students. It doesn't expect autonomy from teachers….Teachers … 

are told, quite strictly, as I understand it, by senior staff within the school what they're 

expected to do in the classroom, whether they agree with it or not. … A lot of them have 

to give way and regress to more traditional, spouting methods. 

In senior secondary schools, autonomy appeared to be tempered by intense competitive 

pressures facing Hong Kong schools, in both attracting pupils and securing good public 
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examination results for future pupil recruitment. According to Principal 2 (interview, December 

2013): 

Teachers are under great pressure to have their students pass exams, so I don't see much 

autonomy… If you are talking about lesson time, if you're talking about teacher 

workload, I don't think they have many choices. But in junior forms, yes, relatively, we 

do have greater autonomy. 

Another principal (Principal 3, interview, December 2013) attributed this general lack of 

teacher autonomy to an ‘Oriental culture, of subordinates looking up to superiors’.  

 

It seems, therefore, that Hong Kong schools were allowed scope for self-improvement under 

the leadership of the principals, but the fiercely competitive environment induced many to 

focus more on examination results, particularly for senior forms, than on pedagogical 

innovation. At the level of school inspection, however, the system of school accountability – 

including a process for self-evaluation — was a positive one that encouraged improvement. 

This generally positive tenor of the attitude to the inspections was not however, an aspect of 

education that was borrowed by the English education reforms, which, instead, persisted in 

deploying a regulatory system that has been described as ‘exploiting and, in turn, contributing 

to a complex nexus of “victimisation” of the teaching profession’ (Case et al.. 2000, 619). 

 

It also needs to be recognised, as You and Morris (2015) note, that autonomy consisted of 

conferring greater power on principals for differing reasons in England and Hong Kong. In the 

latter, autonomy was associated with (a) emasculating certain school managing bodies, while 

also allowing school principals greater managerial power and space for curricular innovation; 

and (b) a means to allow a small proportion of schools to select their intakes and charge fees. 

In the move towards enhancing autonomy for all schools in England, policy discourse dressed 

up the Hong Kong reforms as having led to improved learning and teaching, a conclusion that 
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was disputed by interviewees there, who, as noted above, felt that school principals used 

autonomy to strive for competitive/improved examination results. In England, the power of 

principals to innovate in schools was severely constrained by a more punitive system of 

accountability, suggesting that the purposes of the reforms were more concerned with the 

establishment of free schools and academies than with granting principals and teachers greater 

pedagogical freedom. 

 

Suspension of belief  

Notwithstanding the high level of performance of Hong Kong pupils on PISA, the authorities 

had embarked upon substantial educational reforms designed to address the issues described 

above. Gibb’s visit to Hong Kong in 2010 coincided with the introduction of the NSSC. He 

explained candidly the purpose of his visit: 

I wanted to see good things, because I wanted to take the good things and bring them 

here. …I knew what I was looking for, I wasn’t there as an innocent seeing schools and 

saying, ‘right, Hong Kong’s great, let’s copy everything’. I was looking for particular 

things….  And I saw what I expected to see … Traditionally taught, practice is 

important… and the kids were achieving. (Gibb, interview, September 2013) 

Inevitably, during his visit the nature and purposes of the reform were highlighted and his 

reaction was one of dismay and suggested that he feared that the fairy godmother (the Hong 

Kong policy community) was being seduced by the sinister Blob: 

I just thought, oh my goodness, don’t do this. ….It’s all the stuff we were fighting 

against in [England], that you were absorbing hook, line, and sinker: the creative 

curriculum, skills-based curriculum… (Gibb, interview, September 2013) 

In rejecting the Hong Kong reforms, the English policymakers adopted two arguments. The 

first, articulated by Gibb, represents an ideological difference of opinion concerning the nature 
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and orientation of the school curriculum. The second was based on their quest for evidence: 

Tim Oates (interview, July 2014) explained that the subsequent Review of the National 

Curriculum by the Expert Panel in 2011 was interested in factors in place when Hong Kong 

pupils who were tested in PISA in 2009 had embarked on their primary schooling, rather than 

the NSSC reforms that were regarded as unproven in their impact on PISA results. Thus the 

English politicians preferred to reference pre-reform practices in Hong Kong, even though 

these were perceived as unfit for purpose in meeting the goals of education by Hong Kong 

stakeholders. 

David Bell, the former Permanent Secretary, explained this approach to policymaking thus:  

You have to accept, do you not, that the politician, the elected politician, has got the 

right to say ‘my political beliefs’, or ‘my ideology drives me more likely in this 

direction than that direction’, not quite irrespective of what the evidence says, but the 

evidence will be orientated, in a sense, to get behind my ideology. 

 

Policymaking as Pantomime 

The very considerable discrepancy between what policymakers from England and the 

consultants, such as McKinsey, identified as good practices in Hong Kong schools, and what 

local stakeholders considered to be its strengths involved a suspension of disbelief on the 

English side. Essentially, the approach of the English policymakers was not primarily a search 

for ‘what works’ in Hong Kong; it was more of an exercise where they believed they already 

knew what the magical solutions were and they sought to impose their views on what they saw 

in Hong Kong. They created an image of the education system there that adhered to the 

conventions of a political script. That script contained all the key elements of an English style 

of pantomime: a myth of academic excellence in Hong Kong was generated based on selective 

data to justify the reforms in England; heroes were mythologised and the fairy godmother 
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embraced; ideological opponents were vilified. English education was portrayed as mired in 

dystopian poverty and that of Hong Kong and others were portrayed as inhabiting crystal 

palaces, even though many attributes admired by the English policymakers were actually 

viewed as problems needing rectification in Hong Kong. None of the three areas of strengths 

highlighted by the former in this study—a demanding curriculum, the quality of teachers and 

school autonomy—was perceived by the Hong Kong respondents as a specific reason why 

pupils performed well in PISA or as an indicator of an outstanding education system. However, 

they did suit the agenda of English policymakers in different ways. One was to transpose ‘good 

practices’ in pedagogy that fitted the English policymakers’ preference for ‘traditional’ 

teaching methods (such as drilling and more demanding content in mathematics); another was 

to refer to practices (such as school autonomy) in Hong Kong to legitimise a policy in England 

that actually had little substantively in common with the object being referenced. This exercise 

degenerated into the farcical when Hong Kong departed from the script and began to introduce 

reforms contrary to those preferred by the English policymakers.  

 

In order to derive lessons from the better-performing systems, the English policymakers drew 

upon a mixture of the PISA data and broad-brush comparative reviews by commercial 

consultancies and policy think tanks. The data and the accompanying analysis were framed to 

facilitate the identification of specific key factors (such as a demanding curriculum, good 

quality teachers and a high degree of autonomy for school principals) that are claimed to bring 

about strong PISA scores, which in turn are associated with strong economic productivity. This 

approach requires a serious leap of faith: in the absence of an ability to establish a causal 

connection between the input factors identified and the desired outputs (Auld and Morris 2016; 

Forestier 2015; Gillis, Polesel, and Wu 2016), it relies on speculation, impressions, correlations 

and assertions to fill the vacuum. In Hong Kong, in contrast, overseas academics and specialists 

This is the pre-published version.



 25 

in specific areas are brought in to synthesise their expertise/support implementation with that 

of local stakeholders. Together, they are able to draw upon more contextualised understandings 

of, and interactions with, the Hong Kong education system. The resultant reforms tend to be 

more holistic, addressing issues inside and beyond the classroom and school, rather than 

focusing on narrow strategies. 

 

Superficially, the process of external policy referencing employed by the English politicians is 

as comical/farcical as the pantomime it resembles. However it serves a far more important 

function in the policymaking process, especially in increasingly post-factual and anti-

establishment political environments where political success increasingly goes to those who 

can provide the narratives which are best aligned to what people want to believe. Evidence and 

expertise are difficult to comprehend as they tend to provide complex and conditional 

answers (Auld and Morris 2016). As Gove (2016) explained in the context of the referendum 

in the UK on leaving the European Union: “I think the people in this country have had enough 

of experts from organisations … with acronyms saying they know what is best and getting it 

consistently wrong”. 

 

Simple narratives of educational good and evil, and the allure of dysfunction being overcome 

by happiness-ever-after, drawn from scientific and global data (such as PISA) provide a 

powerful and flexible resource from which simple policy stories can be constructed and 

complexity and conditionality marginalised. Our analysis has focused on how Hong Kong is 

referenced by English policymakers. Other literature (e.g., Han 2016; Dimmock and Tan 2013; 

You and Morris 2015) would suggest that a similar pattern is evident in the references made 

by English policymakers to other nations whose pupils perform well on cross-national tests. 

The study demonstrates — once again — how the use of international comparisons in education 
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by policymakers and their advisers is an expedient exercise fraught with fantasy, and is 

redefining how the applied strand of comparative education works. Its function nowadays can 

be described as ‘comparison advocacy harnessed to the task of winning imaginary contests and 

competitions, such as the global “war for talent”, the “education race” and “skills race”’ 

(Morris 2016, 5). Comparative educationalists are increasingly participating in a policymakers’ 

pantomime drama, as heroes, villains or small bit players writing pantomime scripts.  
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