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For my parents




I am a little soldier, I practice every day.

I raise my binoculars, I see things clearly.

I take a wooden gun—bang, bang, bang!

I drive a small gunboat—boom boom boom!

I ride as a cavalryman—go go go!

I am a little soldier, I practice every day.

One-two-one, one-two-one, Let us forward march!

FOR … WARD … MARCH!

—A song taught in Chinese kindergarten
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PROLOGUE
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THE RED STAR

It seemed like a good idea at the time. When my little boy was three years old, I enrolled him in a state-run public school in Shanghai, China’s largest city of twenty-six million people.

We’re Americans living and working in China, and the Chinese school system is celebrated for producing some of the world’s top academic achievers. We were harried, working parents—I’m a writer, my husband’s a broadcast journalist—motivated by thoughts of “When in Rome…” as well as a desire for a little Chinese-style discipline for our progeny. Our son would also learn Mandarin, the most widely spoken language in the world. Excuse me for thinking, What was not to like?

It seemed an easy decision. And two blocks from our home in downtown Shanghai was Soong Qing Ling, the school, as far as posh Chinese urbanites were concerned. Soong Qing Ling Kindergarten educated the three- to six-year-old children of ranking Communist Party officials, wealthy entrepreneurs, real estate magnates, and celebrities. Strolling past on weekends, I sometimes spotted young Chinese parents gazing through the school’s entrance gates, as if daydreaming about a limitless future for their child. Inside a culture where the early years are considered so critical that there’s a common saying: [image: image], or “Don’t lose at the starting gate,” we figured Soong Qing Ling was among the best education experiences China had to offer.

A transformation began almost immediately. After the school year began, I noticed my normally rambunctious toddler developing into a proper little pupil. Rainey faithfully greeted his teacher with “Laoshi zao!”—Good morning, Teacher! He began heeding the teacher’s every command, patiently waiting his turn in lines, and performing little duties around the house when asked.

He also began picking up Mandarin, along with a dose of what the culture valued: hard work and academics. One day, Rainey tried to decipher the meaning of a Chinese phrase he’d heard in the classroom.

“What does congming mean?” he asked me, large brown eyes wide.

“Congming means ‘smart,’ Rainey,” I responded.

“Oh, good. I want to be smart,” he said, bobbing his head. He wrinkled his nose. “What does ke ai mean?”

“That means ‘cute,’ ” I said, and his eyes widened.

“Oh! I don’t want to be cute. I want to be smart,” Rainey said.

One afternoon, he emerged from school with a shiny red star plastered to his forehead.

“Who gave you that star?” I asked my son.

“My teacher! I was good in school,” Rainey chirped, glancing up at me as I studied his face.

“What do you get a red star for?” I ventured, always curious about his classroom environment. “Do you get it if you run fast?”

Rainey laughed, a hearty guffaw that emanated from his tiny belly and up through his throat, as if I’d just uttered the most ridiculous thing he’d ever heard.

“Mom, I never get a star for running in the classroom,” he said, smirking, large, brown eyes dancing. “I get it for sitting still.”

Sitting still? I immediately recognized the error in my assumptions. In America, a student might be rewarded for extraordinary effort or performance, for rising a head above the rest. In China, you get a star for blending in and for doing as you’re told. It was America’s celebrity culture versus China’s model citizen; standing out versus fitting in; individual excellence versus the merit of collective behavior.

The Chinese way was certainly familiar to me, the daughter of Chinese immigrants to America. Yet I’m also a product of US public schools and their culture of personal choice, and as a parent, I wanted good habits instilled for the right reasons, and delivered with a firm but featherlight touch. I began to wonder: Were Rainey’s teachers instilling the right values?

“Why do you sit? Do they make you sit at school? Do you have to sit?” I asked Rainey, my voice increasing in pitch and speed with each query.

But my rapid-fire questions were too much for a three-year-old. My husband, Rob, told me it sounded as if I were saying, “Are your human rights being violated?”

A few weeks later, Rainey suddenly announced at dinner, over stir-fried tofu, “Let’s not talk while we’re eating.”

“Where did you get that idea?” I said, immediately on the case. “Did the teachers say that?”

On this, Rob was also incredulous. “So you can’t speak during lunch, Rainey?”

“No. Bei Bei and Mei Mei were talking and the teacher said, ‘Be quiet.’ Sometimes the teachers are angry to us,” Rainey said, as Rob shook his head. Some of the fondest memories from my Texas childhood come from the school lunch table; there, we learned to barter peanut butter for ham sandwiches, negotiate playdates and Friday-night meet-ups, and collect votes for student council elections—and we forged friendships with as much noise as we could muster. Rob also came out of American schools, and I gather he had trouble imagining his own son being subjected to silence over salami (or, in this case, soybeans).

Cultivating a superstar student in China, I’d come to learn, started with impulse control at the earliest age. Jammed into rows alongside his twenty-seven Chinese classmates, planted in a miniature chair, my son had learned to arrange each hand on its corresponding knee, back erect and feet positioned in parallel. He learned never to squirm in his seat or allow a foot out of place, for there was no faster way to draw a teacher’s ire. He understood he shouldn’t ever touch the student next to him, talk when the teacher is talking, or stand up for water without permission. Above all, he learned the last thing he wanted was to draw attention to himself.

The red star was his reward for sitting mute in a chair, and my son proved a stellar trainee. Though Rainey’s toddler talk came out in halting sentences, at home he was clear about communicating one thing: The sticker would not be removed. Rainey brandished the red star at the dinner table, forehead tilted proudly toward the ceiling. He wore it during soccer practice and at a classmate’s birthday party. He even refused to peel it off when I tried to wash his face.

“No, Mom—don’t touch, don’t touch!” he’d yelp, as we readied for bedtime. Off to bed he marched, red sticker intact.

Were we unwittingly engaged in a battle over our son’s mind?

“Should we be concerned?” I found myself saying out loud.

“Don’t worry about it,” my husband would respond, though sometimes I saw his forehead furrow, too.

I couldn’t help but worry. Strolling through my Shanghai neighborhood, I observed Chinese children who were proper in public, polite to elders and peers, and orderly on the playground. I sauntered past the neighborhood elementary school at three p.m. on weekdays to see parents and grandparents waiting patiently in a pickup line that snaked around the block: Education here is a family affair. It was no stretch to imagine these children growing up to be disciplined geniuses, respected the world over. But what, if anything, were they giving up?

A journalistic curiosity kicked in as I began to seek answers—by watching closely, asking the right questions, and pursuing experts with more knowledge than I had. As a daily reporter in New York, Minnesota, and California, I’d always defaulted to this approach, and although Chinese society seemed to frown upon independent inquiry, I was driven by a powerful motivating force: parental anxiety.

Ironically, four months after Rob, Rainey, and I had arrived in China in 2010, the country posted some impressive education news: Shanghai teenagers scored tops in the world in math, reading, and science, according to a global student assessment test named PISA (Program for International Student Assessment). In their exam debut, students in my newly adopted city had beat out peers in nearly seventy countries (the United States and the UK finished in the middle of the pack). The result shocked the education policy world. “The Shanghai Secret!” trumpeted the New York Times. President Obama declared it a “Sputnik” moment, and the president of Yale marveled in a speech that China was building its own version of the American Ivy League, creating the “largest higher-education sector in the world in merely a decade’s time.” Meanwhile, media headlines continued to broadcast China’s galloping economic juggernaut; not only was China muscling the rest of the world onto the sidelines but was also out-educating the West.

What I was reading in the newspapers didn’t exactly sync with my experiences on the ground. Just as I began looking into the school life of these super-achieving Chinese kids, I started to notice troubling signs in our son, such as a habit of obeisance that trickled into other aspects of his life. One day, a classmate’s mother asked him if he liked singing. “I don’t like singing, but if you want me to do it, I’ll do it,” he responded. Other days, Rainey would recite Communist Party songs, singing praise unto the “motherland.” I would try to convince myself that our home environment was just as important as that of school; meanwhile, I began to watch my son carefully, as if I’d developed a sixth sense especially tuned to subservience and a seventh to brainwashing. I suddenly recalled a conversation I’d had with a European expat friend who had pulled her daughter out of Chinese school. “I did not raise my daughter to be a robot or a people-pleaser,” she fumed.

I noticed the Chinese around me had anxieties of their own, but of a different kind. A long-lost but now rediscovered Shanghainese cousin had begun frantic arrangements for his daughter’s primary school entrance interviews, enrolling her in a fearsome after-school activity called “Math Olympiad.” A high school kid I’d met began marathon preparations for the National College Entrance Exam. A rural Chinese woman who’d babysat Rainey for a year suddenly hightailed it home to Hubei province. The son she’d left behind in the countryside was struggling in the run-up to high school entrance exams, and now he had nowhere to live. “The government is razing my house to clear the way for a building project,” the woman said through tears, one of hundreds of millions of Chinese migrants blessed by job opportunity yet simultaneously cursed by the devastation rapid economic change can bring.

Rob and I had headed to China for what seemed like limitless opportunity, but the Chinese themselves seemed uneasy about the change happening around them. I wondered about the contradictions I was sensing: Was the obedience I observed in Rainey part of the Chinese secret to academic success? Was the Chinese education system really pumping out robots or were their students actually getting a superior education? Although the world seemed to hail China’s march toward global superstardom, are Chinese methods really what the West should measure itself against, much less emulate?

These questions surfaced again and again, and before long I began taking a pen and paper everywhere I went, jotting notes as I looked for answers. For several years, I trailed young Chinese and talked to teachers, principals, and education experts. I dropped in on schools in the United States and China, and traveled deep into the Chinese countryside to look into reports of devastating poverty and inequality. I pored over research studies and volunteer-taught at a Shanghai kindergarten. I was certain my reporting would open a peephole onto a massive country that seemed formidable from the outside, yet was quietly struggling to make sense of its newfound standing in the world; and it would also illuminate the best way forward for Rainey in his own schooling.

Early on, I instinctively understood my family would need to bend and be flexible to find our compass (in fact, we’d be required to deliver practice tests before breakfast!). As my journalistic quest began to calm my anxiety as a parent, one important lesson became clear: If we opened our minds, we just might reap the benefits of rearing our child in a second culture, and educating him the Chinese way (while hopefully retaining our Western sense of individuality).

Ours would be a journey that would require grit, more than a few leaps of faith, as well as an outward respect for everything our newfound culture would throw in our direction (including bribery by red-star sticker).

China would have it no other way.
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THE SYSTEM
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FORCE-FED EGGS
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She put it in my mouth, I cried and spit it out, then she did it again.

—RAINEY





My Chinese uncle told me luck must have been falling from the sky the day I received the news: My son had been accepted into Shanghai’s most prestigious kindergarten.

“How did you get Rainey into Soong Qing Ling?” he asked.

In other words, how had I—his American niece—succeeded where he’d come up short? His granddaughter was three, just like Rainey, but she’d been denied a spot. Uncle Kuangguo had been an executive at one of China’s first auto supply companies and for much of his life had enjoyed guanxi, networks of people he could call on for favors and introductions. He’d had connections of the sort that made the impossible materialize on your doorstep.

“Only luck, I suppose,” I told him, as he wrinkled his nose at the floor.

We’d moved to Shanghai from Los Angeles in the summer of 2010, when Rainey was eighteen months old. As we announced plans to move, I was surprised to detect an undercurrent of envy in our American friends’ responses, as if we’d hopped a speedboat to China and they’d soon be treading water in our cultural and economic wake. Certainly, America’s future seemed increasingly unstable—in the year 2010, the US economy was still spinning inside a recession—while China seemed to be eating the planet’s economic lunch. China boasted the world’s fastest-growing major economy, the biggest market for autos, the largest number of cellphone users … a new superlative seemed to scroll across Western media headlines every other week. Within a decade or so, experts said, China would surpass the United States to become the largest economy in the world.

We’d also been feeling the intense pressure of raising kids in a competitive urban environment. More and more, talk at dinner parties had begun to revolve around how to line up interviews for the few spots available at good American preschools, or the odds of winning that charter school lottery. The decision to relocate seemed easy: Rob had been offered a job as the China correspondent for a US public radio show just as we were closing in on the starting line of an American parenting rat race. “Rainey will be bilingual!” one friend mused with raised brows, as if it had suddenly struck him that a two-language toddler might help with those preschool interviews. “Nanny help is affordable in Asia, I hear,” pondered a girlfriend, after she’d battled fiercely with her husband over daycare pickups that week.

Rob and I chose to live in Shanghai’s former French Concession, a part of the city center known for its winding streets, from which narrow alleys wind and weave, populated with small shops and cafés and overhung with abundant green foliage. This section of the city was conceded to the French in 1849 but transferred back to China in the 1940s during World War II. In the century in between, the French had made their mark, establishing the concession with now-historic buildings and luxuriant London plane trees. Here, the foreign population enmeshes with its Chinese neighbors, together creating ample demand for such Western delights as French baguettes, gourmet coffee, and fresh Brie, alongside Chinese street delicacies such as scallion pancakes, pork buns, and taro cakes. East meets West, right outside our front door.

We found everything we needed in our new city and made friends quickly. At first, Rainey was more likely to stick chopsticks in his ear than use them to eat, but he adjusted to his new surroundings, too, picking up spoken Mandarin and acquiring a taste for pork dumplings. We hired a Chinese ayi named Huangrong to take care of Rainey while Rob and I worked, and they developed a close, playful bond. Rainey spoke Mandarin with Huangrong during the daytime, and English in the evenings with us, and he was soaking up new words in both languages.

“How’s Rainey’s Chinese coming along?” friends back home would ask with a smidge of envy.

“Great, he’s already counting to thirty,” I’d boast. “He’s perfectly bilingual.”

As Rainey’s third birthday approached—about a year into our time in Shanghai—he was getting restless at home. A bilingual nursery where he spent time each week changed teachers frequently, and I knew we needed a real preschool with competent administrators. We briefly considered a Western-style school, but tuition for international schools in Shanghai cost as much or more than an Ivy League university, nothing short of insane for a child who couldn’t yet wipe his own behind. More than that, we couldn’t easily afford it (many American companies covered school fees for their employees, but at the time we were on our own).

Chinese schools are a relative bargain. In China, public schools are managed and funded by an authoritarian government inside a culture that prizes education. It’s also common knowledge that Chinese schools are great with discipline, and I reveled in the idea that someone other than I might toil away daily to imbue our son with self-control and a respect for learning, delivering him home at four p.m. every weekday, a model citizen with manners. Rob wanted to raise our son bilingually; he had studied, lived, and worked on four continents, and learning a second and a third language had served him well in his career.

We’d heard stories of Chinese teachers who went overboard with authority and Communist Party propaganda seeping into the later school years, but we couldn’t imagine this would be an issue in kindergarten. While we didn’t know much about what Rainey’s day-to-day experience might be like inside a Chinese school, we liked the big picture.

We weren’t alone in that thought. In major Western cities, Chinese nannies had become highly coveted and Mandarin-immersion schools were springing up throughout the suburbs. Friends in Minnesota wangled their way onto the board of one such school to boost their chance of securing entry for their daughter. “We got a spot!” they would rejoice after months of acrobatics and schmoozing. China was among the world’s largest economies and its mother tongue the most spoken language in the world, and to me it was clear: Being conversant in this culture and country would only become more important.

In Shanghai, we would have a chance to ensconce our child in a real Chinese school—“in China no less,” we would harrumph to friends back home.

Our first choice was two blocks from home.

We’d often strolled past the gates of Soong Qing Ling Kindergarten during neighborhood walks. Few Chinese schools looked as stately as this one, with its black-and-gold wrought-iron gates enclosing a sparkling green lawn. A bold government plaque declared the school a “model” kindergarten of the type that all others should aspire to—and in this country, government plaques were a serious business. The school’s namesake was the wife of Sun Yat-sen, founder of the Kuomintang, which ruled China until the Communist takeover in 1949. Soong Qing Ling the woman went on to devote much of her life to issues of education and children’s welfare, and in today’s China she is considered a saint.

The school drew the children of ranking Communist Party officials and families with money and influence. A current Shanghai vice mayor sent his grandchild to Soong Qing Ling, as did a number of other top-ranking city officials. This was significant because the offices of the Shanghai mayor and Party secretary were famous for being rest stops on the highway to national office, producing current president Xi Jinping, former president Jiang Zemin, and former premier Zhu Rongji. Also at the school were the children of tech and security entrepreneurs, IT gurus, and investment magnates. These were families with power, money, and the luxury of choice in a country where, I implicitly understood, options are fewer for those without wealth and connections. Chinese parents who couldn’t secure a spot vented their frustrations online: “Many people knock their heads broken against the sky trying to get in,” wrote one, using a common Chinese saying. “My child didn’t get a seat … the world is full of unfair advantages … how will my son have a chance?” wrote another. (Clearly, we’d sought a respite from the American parenting rat race, only to land squarely in the Chinese equivalent.)

When I peeked through the school’s gates, I imagined the future leaders of China sitting inside its classrooms, being drilled in Mandarin characters, eating noodles and rice, and napping on canvas cots. If China’s leadership trust their offspring to this school, I thought, it must certainly be the best early education experience the country has to offer.

Rainey’s feelings about Soong Qing Ling were simpler: “I like the playground,” he said, tiny hands gripping the black bars of the school gates, peering at the two climbing structures that stretched twenty feet skyward with tiny notches in each post for little feet. The school’s classrooms encircled the play structures, and around four p.m. each day young Chinese children spilled out into the green courtyard, their chatter filling the air with merriment.

“Fang xue le!” School’s out!

“Mama dao le!” I see Mom!

“Hui jia le!” Time to go home!

There was an element of order as the children covered every part of the lawn, eventually filing through the school’s gates with a nod to the security guards.

“Shu Shu zaijian!” Goodbye, Uncle, the kids would chirp, using a term reserved for addressing Chinese elders.

Rainey glanced up at me, eyes wide. “Is this my school, Mommy?”

“Not sure yet, sweetheart. We’ll see.” We’d been preparing him for the transition from days at home: Little boys go to school every day, just like mommies or daddies go to work, we told him.

Rob and I had strategized for months about how to get a spot for Rainey. Most public schools were required to admit students based on where they live, but the government allowed certain schools—particularly model and high-performing schools—to operate by special rules. The Chinese often gained admission to such schools through a complicated web of guanxi, but as foreigners we’d need to find an alternative way in. During the year before Rainey would enter xiaoban—the Small Class grade level that is officially the first year of kindergarten—we called the main office again and again. Rob and I took turns, carefully spacing out our calls by weeks, hoping they wouldn’t remember our voices from previous failed inquiries.

Each call was met with the same detached voice, giving us some variation of the same answer: “Our classes are full. There’s no reason to call again. There’s no hope for a spot.” We asked to speak with the principal and were always told, “She’s away at a meeting.” One time, I managed to get her name: Zhang Yuanzhang, or Principal Zhang.

We always had a backup in Shanghai’s international schools, but as we neared summertime, I figured I had nothing to lose. One more time I walked over to the school entrance. I peered into the guardhouse, enclosed in glass and set just behind the black iron entrance gates, in perfect position to detect intruders.

In moments such as these, I’m always aware that I’m a special kind of foreigner. Mandarin was the language of my childhood home, as my parents had emigrated with their families from China to the United States via Taiwan decades before, but I was born and raised in America. Thus, I speak Mandarin with a hint of a Texas drawl and a vocabulary of California-speak I cultivated as a young adult. To most mainland Chinese, I appeared to be one of them until I opened my mouth, and they’d quickly identify me as someone deserving of unique disdain: an alien cousin who spoke oddly and had foreign mannerisms.

I waved at the guardhouse glass. One of two men sitting inside ventured out.

“What do you want?” he barked through the gates. He was a short man, coming up only to my shoulder, and he wore thick glasses.

“Is Zhang Yuanzhang in?” I said.

“What are you inquiring about?”

“Just wondering about a spot for my son.” He looked me over and then shook his head.

“It’s full, it’s always full,” he said. “There’s no use in asking.”

“May I speak with her? I’d just like to introduce myself.”

“She’s in a meeting,” the guard responded. He turned and stepped back into the glass-enclosed house.

“When is a better time to come back?” I called after him, but he ignored me. Later, at home, Rob and I regrouped.

“Should I go?” Rob asked.

“I think you might have to,” I replied.

“Yup,” Rob said, looking at me meaningfully. That was the reality in China: Sometimes you needed to send over the “foreigner.” I spent my first year in China bemoaning this reality, as a strong-headed woman who managed the finances in her marriage, but here was a culture with an ingrained hierarchy about who matters and who doesn’t. Caucasian Americans trump Chinese Americans, and on top of that, Rob was a fluent Mandarin speaker who’d spent time in rural China. He was a source of unusual fascination for the Chinese, and he typically managed to sneak in a request while they wallowed in wonderment at this blond, blue-eyed foreigner who spoke their language.

Rob walked over to the school gates before work one day and triumphantly reported that evening that he’d managed to get the guard to call a teacher out to meet him.

“She was friendly,” Rob reported. “She said, ‘You speak Chinese so well!’ Then she wrote Rainey’s name and passport number down on a piece of paper.”

“Did she write it down in some kind of notebook?” I prodded. “Did it look like a waiting list?”

“No … it was a scrap of paper. The size of a Post-it,” Rob said, with some hesitation.

“She didn’t invite you inside?” I pressed, my pride assuaged by the fact that he, too, had failed to penetrate the gates.

“Nope.” Rob raised his eyebrows—he knew exactly what was going on inside my head. Even so, we rejoiced. Somewhere inside that formidable institution, our son’s name was sitting on a slip of paper that might eventually find its way to Principal Zhang.

Now we could only wait.

A month later a call came to my mobile phone. The vice principal introduced herself as Xi. “You’re lucky,” she said brusquely. “We are allowed to add a few spots to the xiaoban grade level. Has Rainey found a school yet?”

“No, we’d love for him to go to Soong Qing Ling,” I said quickly.

“Bring him over next week.”

On the day of our “interview,” I dressed Rainey in a plaid shirt and corduroy pants and served his favorite breakfast of oatmeal and apples. Rob was traveling for work, and my father happened to be in town for a visit, so I decided to bring him along as backup.

I planned to present to Principal Zhang the portrait of an ideal Soong Qing Ling family: captivatingly cute toddler, engaging Mandarin-speaking foreigner parent, and one talkative grandfather with deep roots in the country. Rainey said “Nihao” when he was to supposed to say hello, I hit my Mandarin tones perfectly, and my father became fast friends with Vice Principal Xi, who marveled that here was a Shanghai-born Chinese man who raised a family in the United States, while decades later his American-born daughter was rearing a family in the motherland!

Whether by chance or circumstance, a family had gone on a long journey and returned to the bosom of the motherland. Now its members were kowtowing to Vice Principal Xi. “And Rainey has the opportunity to attend Soong Qing Ling,” Xi said, perhaps pondering the smallness of the globe or the circular nature of life.

“Yes, we hope so!” my father smiled.

“Qian ren zhong shu, hou ren cheng liang,” Xi remarked, shaking her head. “One generation plants the trees, another gets the shade.” That was it: the moment I knew we were in. A Chinese proverb uttered in conversation indicated wonderment, camaraderie, and acceptance all rolled into one; it was always a splendid surprise, like a tissue-wrapped moon cake dropping suddenly out of the sky. Principal Zhang, who had hovered nearby during most of our meeting, delivered a short nod at Xi before stepping out of the room.

“So Rainey’s in?” my father asked Xi.

“Yes.” Xi gave a firm nod.

At home, Rob and I marveled at our good fortune. Rainey had a spot in school and we couldn’t be more thrilled.

*  *  *

IT WAS RAINEY’S first day of school. Rob and I made our way through the crowds that thronged the streets of the French Concession on this lovely fall morning. Between us, like a tiny bud on a daisy chain, was Rainey, each hand clasping one of ours. As Rob and I took a step forward, Rainey pulled us backward, tugging with all his might.

Suddenly, Rainey stopped. “I’m going to cry,” he announced.

“It’s okay to cry,” I assured him, dragging him forward. Slowed by our hand-holding, our little ensemble weaved its way north up the crowded sidewalks of the street in front of our complex and waited out a red light as taxis, sedans, and scooters choked and gasped on the morning commute.

“Let’s not cut through the hospital,” Rob called out. We passed a bustling hospital complex, whose outpatient department alone serves more than four million patients a year, and veered left onto the main road. As we approached the school, we stepped in front of a Ferrari and around the tail of a BMW with a driver inside, assisting with morning drop-offs. In the Soong Qing Ling crowd, Rob and I were distinctly middle class, but we were foreign and that was our mark. Indeed, Rainey was the perfect manifestation of West and East. He had my husband’s lanky figure and high-bridged Caucasian nose, and the dark hair and black-brown eyes of my Chinese heritage. His round eyes were so large, they overtook most of the real estate on his face; the effect was that he looked continually awestruck. Old Chinese men and young professional women alike would stare down at him, exclaiming, “Look at the little foreigner! He’s a handsome little guy!”

We streamed through the wrought-iron gates along with other sets of parents and grandparents, as the elders issued missives in Chinese: “Behave. Listen to the teacher. Eat your vegetables.”

Soong Qing Ling divided its classes into four grade levels—“Caring,” “Small,” “Middle,” and “Big”—and further divided each level into classroom numbers. That made twenty classes total, spanning the ages of two to six years old. Rainey’s home for the next year would be Small Class No. 4.

Parents and grandparents crowded the classroom doorway, packed four or five deep. Over their heads I saw the face of Teacher Chen, master instructor of Small Class No. 4. She had yellowed teeth with black marks where they touched, and, despite her smile, my gaze always seemed to home in on those dark spots. I instinctively gathered there was nothing small about her temper.

Today, Chen was friendly, patting children’s heads and fluidly greeting parents in either Mandarin or Shanghainese: “Welcome to school! Did you have a nice summer?” She intuitively knew which language to use. The children seemed calm and compliant, issuing a nod or chirping a hello.

In China, you don’t so much push your way forward as let the crowd carry you. As we were slowly transported to the door frame, Rainey gripped my hand tighter and tighter. Parents peeled away and we finally found ourselves at the door, facing Teacher Chen. I nodded at her, adjusted Rainey’s shirt, and gave him a reassuring pat on his head. “We love you, Rainey. We’ll see you after school.”

“No! Don’t leave me,” Rainey said in English, glancing up at me frantically as Rob and I pushed back toward the stairwell. “Don’t leave me here.” Tears began flowing. I sidestepped over to the exit, and in a flash Rainey went horizontal, throwing himself at my ankles.

“We’ll see you later today,” I said, looking down at the back of Rainey’s head, trying to stay calm. “You’ll have fun at school—see all the toys!” I looked around. Pale green streamers hung from the ceiling at evenly spaced intervals, and a row of paper plates with flower petal cutouts greeted us along the back wall. Color drawings from the previous year’s class were still up; I noticed that all the apple trees were colored in the same way, with scribbles in shades of green, brown, and red.

“Go have a snack. Be a good boy. Tinghua,” said Teacher Chen. “Listen to what I say.” It was the listen-and-obey command that would become a theme of Rainey’s time here.

“Noooo!!!” Rainey sobbed, speaking to my ankles as Chinese parents looked on with great interest. It seemed their children were silent, standing tall and filing into the classroom, spines erect.

“Don’t go. Don’t leave me!” Rainey screamed. Rob leaned over, detached Rainey from my ankles, and carried him into the classroom. He deposited our thirty-pound boy near the play kitchen, turned, and sprinted toward the doorway, next to which several children sat at tables, quietly drinking milk and chomping sugar cookies—cookies at eight a.m.?—and glancing our way with interest.

Rob and I pushed through the crowd of parents and children and ran down the stairs; we stopped once we were safely out of sight. I turned my ears in the direction of the classroom door, hoping to hear silence: the stealth listening familiar to any parent doing a daycare or school drop-off.

Rainey was still wailing. We listened for about thirty seconds, and I suddenly noticed I was grinding my teeth. Rob turned to me.

“Welcome to Soong Qing Ling,” he said, with an uncertain smile. He grabbed my hand and we made our way toward the school’s gates.

The second day of school, Rainey came home with a story. Four times, he found egg in his mouth. He hadn’t placed it there himself; instead, his most hated food made its way past his teeth by the hand of the fearsome Teacher Chen.

“She put it there,” Rainey told me, mouth wide, finger pointing inside. Then what happened? I asked.

“I cried and spit it out.”

Then what?

“She did it again,” Rainey said. We were making our way home along a crowded sidewalk jammed with people and lined with fruit and vegetable vendors. Rainey jabbed an elbow into the bottom of an elderly Chinese woman walking before us, pushed firmly, and stepped into the void he’d created. Our little boy could throw elbows like the natives.

And? I prodded.

“I cried and spit it out again,” he said. I coaxed more of the story out of him; Teacher Chen had put egg in his mouth four times, and the last time, he swallowed. I absorbed the news of my child being force-fed in school, the clamor of China surrounding us: the bleats of a vendor hawking tomatoes on a three-wheeled cart, the creak of a turnstile halfway down a neighborhood lane, the sounds of taxi horns. At home, battles over food ended in screaming and flailing. Rainey would rather go hungry than try something new. The last time I’d presented him with steamed kale (which I arranged in dinosaur shape on his plate), he thrashed so violently that he chipped a tooth against the floor.

“Why did you eat the egg?” I asked.

“I don’t want to talk anymore.”

Later, I texted an American girlfriend, thumbs flying over my phone. “I think Rainey was force-fed eggs in school.”

My friend responded without missing a beat. “I think the severe discipline of the Chinese teaching style is oppressive…. You are not going to find Mary Poppins here. But forcing a smart, freethinking child to eat an egg is disturbing.” Her children attended an international school in Shanghai.

I resolved to ask Teacher Chen about it at pickup time. I didn’t entirely trust my three-year-old’s account of what happened, and I thought it would be a great time to introduce myself as an engaged and involved parent. The next day, I lined up with the crowd—mostly mothers and grandparents—outside the classroom door and strained to lift my head above the throng. I got a glimpse of thirty children sitting in pint-size chairs in a perfect U-shaped formation around the teacher. Rainey was sitting—sitting!—in the third chair from one end. He rarely sat at home, and I saw here that it wasn’t easy for him. Every appendage was in motion: elbows, hands, legs, feet. He looked like a wiggly caterpillar with its middle nailed down and the rest flailing wildly, but still he kept his seat. Craning his neck toward the door, along with every other child awaiting pickup, Rainey finally spotted me. The teacher saw me also and called his name. Rainey sprang from his seat and ran over to me. One by one the other children’s names were called, parents peeled away, and finally I could step over to Teacher Chen. Rainey clutched my hand.

“Good afternoon, Teacher Chen,” I said. “We’re excited to start the new year.”

“Good, good,” Chen responded.

“How’s Rainey doing?”

“Good,” Chen said, nodding.

“I wanted to ask something. Rainey doesn’t eat eggs at home, but he told me he ate them at school. Did someone put eggs in Rainey’s mouth?”

“Yes,” she answered, without a smidgen of defensiveness. My heart jumped, and any plan to ease into this conversation evaporated. I forged ahead.

“Really? Who?”

“I did,” Chen said.

“Oh! Ah! We prefer you don’t make Rainey eat foods he doesn’t like. We foreigners don’t … use these methods,” I said, as Teacher Chen tapped her foot and glanced past me. “We don’t use such methods of force in America,” I repeated.

“Oh? How do you do it?” she clucked, looking down at Rainey.

“We explain that eating egg is good for them, that the nutrients help build strong bones and teeth and helps with eyesight,” I said, words speeding up as I tried to sound authoritative. “We motivate them to choose to eat eggs. We trust them with the decision.”

“Does it work?” Chen said.

An image of Rainey’s chipped tooth flashed before my eyes. “Well … not always,” I admitted.

Chen nodded. “Rainey needs to eat eggs. We think eggs are good nutrition, and all young children must eat them.” She took one last look at Rainey and then clicked away.

*  *  *

THERE’S A LITTLE MAN who resides inside the head of every Chinese man and woman, whether they know it or not. He governs how they find their mates, what they look for in jobs, how they treat their parents, and how they educate their children.

His name is Confucius and he lived 2,500 years ago. He was both a teacher and a philosopher. You mention his name—Kong zi—to most ordinary Chinese, and they nod in respect and then change the subject, as if he’s some great-great-granduncle they know they’re supposed to revere but don’t have much to say about.

Confucius believed that the purpose of education was to shape every person into a “harmonious” member of society, and harmony was more easily maintained if everyone knew his proper place. So Confucius spent a lot of time and attention delineating relationships. In Confucius’s world, a wife always obeys her husband, a subject never challenges his emperor, a young brother heeds the older brother, and a son does what his father requires on a daily basis. “Let the ruler be a ruler, the subject a subject, the father a father, the son a son,” Confucius said, according to the Analects, a classic collection of ideas attributed to him and his followers. Confucius staked his entire philosophical pantheon on the concept of top-down authority and bottom-up obedience.

I remember these lessons from my own upbringing. My father grew up in Asia and brought his Chinese ways to America, where he met and married my mother—like him a fellow Chinese immigrant—and raised my sister and me. My father was nothing if not authoritarian, and I had a rebellious streak, setting the stage for many clashes during my childhood. In our suburban Houston mid-century house sat a preserved portion of a tree that had grown in the yard of my father’s childhood home in Taiwan. Knotted where branches used to grow and slicked over with polyurethane, the section of trunk served as a gnarled, daily reminder of ancient traditions.

I was constantly overstepping boundaries. “I don’t want to do homework tonight, I’m tired of chemistry. You make me study too hard,” I’d say to my father, whom I called Ba, the Chinese word for father.

“A daughter is not supposed to talk to her father like that,” he’d retort, lips quivering with rage.

As a teenager, I never knew who had told him daughters don’t talk like that, but now I know it was Confucius whispering his wisdom across the generations and reaching down into our lives. Another time, I coolly informed my father that I was plotting to audition for the drill team, a venerable institution at a top high school—Texas state champs in ’78—inside a state that worships football. Unfortunately, football and dance don’t register as a worthy pastime on the Chinese scale.

“Dance is not an honors elective,” Ba said. “It will bring down your grade point average.”

“I don’t care. I’m going for it anyway,” I told him.

“Oh?” Ba said. “You can just decide like that?”

“Yeah. I’m going to do it, and there’s nothing you can do about it.” I remember there was nothing more satisfying—and terrifying—than challenging my father’s authority. That was also me butting up against Confucius.

Every year, my mother and aunt—my father’s sister—would spend days preparing dishes for our annual Chinese New Year feast. They’d shell shrimp, chop pork, braise mushrooms, boil winter melons for soup, roast ducks, wrap dumplings, and on and on. At the end of the long labor, we would place the dishes—sometimes two dozen in all—on a table alongside burning incense as a way to honor our ancestors. After an hour or two, the smoky, sweet smell of incense would pervade the house, while the food turned limp, with stir-fry oil forming shiny pools on the plates. We’d have to reheat each dish one by one in the microwave before we could finally sit down to enjoy our feast. The year I was ten, I announced that this ritual not only seemed inefficient but was a grand waste of feminine labor.

“We must honor our ancestors,” my father countered, launching into a speech about tradition. The lecture, a familiar one by this time, would take fifteen minutes but boiled down to the promise that misfortune would befall those who didn’t honor their ancestors properly. According to the Confucian canon, an event that seemed like bad luck—an accident, a lost job—was really an ancestor’s revenge. And so the women of the family continued the annual shell-chop-braise-boil-roast-wrap marathon, and we continued to let the food sit on a table for hours afterward.

I was a terrible practitioner of filial piety. This is one of the concepts Confucius espoused most heavily, and it called for children to respect their elders as well as folks who’d given rise to their bloodline but were long gone from this earth. While in the West, elders often retire to nursing homes when health turns frail, the Chinese buy homes with a spare bedroom for Grandma and spend days preparing feasts to honor her after she’s gone.

Ancient paintings and verse illustrate how the virtue of filial piety knows no bounds: A young boy encourages mosquitoes to suck his blood so that his parents will remain undisturbed while they slept; a man buries his infant son alive to free up scarce foodstuffs for his ailing mother; a man tastes his father’s stool to diagnose a terminal illness and then offers up his life in exchange. My favorite is about a woman and her mother-in-law, a figure much maligned in Western culture. Not so in China: In one tale, a woman cut out a piece of her own liver to boil as a base for broth to cure her severely ill mother-in-law.

In today’s China, filial piety often manifests itself in the form of educational achievement. Performing well in school is the ultimate way to respect your parents, since good grades and test scores are the path to financial stability, and the ability to provide for your parents and buy a bigger house—with a room for Grandma. The principle of obedience and respect extends naturally to teachers, of course, as children are “required to respect the teacher’s authority without preconditions,” wrote two Western academics in a 1996 study of Chinese kindergarten curricula.

Parents are also required to fall into step. And so, I had crossed a line with Teacher Chen. I had failed yet again to be a proper practitioner of Confucianism.

I sensed it the moment she chose to end our conversation about eggs with a simple maneuver: She walked away from me.

Over the following weeks she no longer engaged me, although I could see her glancing my way amid the scrum of parents at pickup. On the day she asked me to step into the coatroom, I realized she’d been waiting for an opportunity to talk privately.

“Let me bother you for a second,” Chen said, using a common nicety.

“Sure, is there a problem?”

“No problem, but … I want you to refrain from questioning my methods in front of Rainey,” she said.

“Oh,” I said.

“Yes, it is better that the children think we are in agreement about everything,” she said.

“Oh!” I said.

“If you have a different opinion from me, then you can talk to me privately,” she said. “But in front of the children you should say ‘Teacher is right, and Mom will do things the same way,’ okay?” she said.

“Oh … okay,” I stammered. “I didn’t mean … I just want him to be happy in school.”

“Happy? He is happy,” she said, with a firm nod. “And at home it’s best also if you don’t talk about the teachers when Rainey’s in the room.” Teacher Chen’s mouth was upturned, in a taut smile of forced courtesy.

Before I could reply, she admonished me once more. “Don’t make the children feel Mom’s opinion conflicts with the teacher’s.”

I nodded and quickly stepped out of the coatroom. I’d been scolded by Teacher Chen!

On my way home with Rainey, my mind raced to process the exchange. What I’d viewed as a simple request of Teacher Chen had been taken as an affront to her authority. The glimpse I’d had of Rainey sitting in a chair at pickup time, waiting for a teacher’s permission to rise, suddenly seemed foreboding.

Snippets of conversations I’d had with other Chinese parents filtered into my head—they suddenly had context. A Chinese mother had told me once she was afraid to ask her son’s teacher about anything, for fear her child would suffer consequences in the classroom. Poor woman, I’d thought back then. Imagine that! Another parent had told me she spent weeks planning the gifts she’d bestow on her daughter’s master teacher. Western skin-care or luxury items were great, she said, enthusiastically ticking off brand names with a Chinese accent: Louis Vuitton, Prada, L’Occitane, Clinique, Godiva. She’d been tipping me off, I now realized. I’d failed these tests, and to top that off I’d challenged a teacher in front of a child. A Chinese early childhood education professor would later tell me that the worst thing for a teacher is to lose face in front of children. “Westerners may feel happy when children challenge them, but in our traditional culture we don’t think life is supposed to be like this,” he said.

The following weeks Chen avoided me as much as possible. When I approached she was always engaged with another parent or leaning over to talk to a child. Shanghai built its subways in just a few years, and a new building seemed to pop up in our neighborhood every month. Shanghai Tower was rising on the horizon, steel piece by steel piece, and when completed it would be the world’s tallest skyscraper, boasting the fastest elevator in existence. The country’s economy was growing at unparalleled rates. But amid all that change, some traditions were too ingrained to shift even an inch: You must be devoted to your elders, and you never questioned your teachers to their face. Today’s rules of societal conduct had been cemented two and a half millennia ago, and I had done the unthinkable.

Rainey and I were in trouble.

Over the next week, I began to watch others in the pickup line, keeping my head down as I approached the classroom door. Some yapped with Teacher Chen and Associate Teacher Cai in their native Shanghainese—a language I didn’t understand or speak—and others spoke in Mandarin about the children’s artwork or after-school activities. The parents never seemed to voice any concerns or brave any inquiries about what the children were doing in school. The only questions I heard were open-ended and nonconfrontational, innocuous: Did Nong Nong fall asleep quickly today at nap time? Did Mei Mei eat her lunch?

All exchanges ended in some sort of nicety by the parents: “Laoshi, Xinku le!” Teacher, you work too hard! What a great job you’re doing! “Taibang!” Too amazing! Excellent!

Okay, I get it, I told myself. Keep it light. Offer compliments.

One day at pickup, Teacher Chen spoke to me: “Rainey eats eggs.” Her delivery was flat, as if she were ticking off a grade on a list of subjects. Her tone of voice clearly denoted B-minus, as in, “The process was labored, but the goal was eventually reached.”

“Taibang le!” I cried. “Excellent!” Inside, my stomach was inside my throat. Eggs had taken on a new meaning in my life; they were no longer simply a good source of protein. I was anxious about eggs, and fearful of the methodology employed to get my son to swallow them.

Safe inside our apartment walls, Rainey continued to refuse eggs, whether scrambled, fried, poached, or boiled. How did Chen manage it? And did he eat them willingly? By his own hand? These thoughts kept rolling over in my head, until I decided I needed to see Rainey eat an egg for myself. One weekend morning, I cajoled Rainey to have an egg, tossing in a helping of carbs and offering a bribe for good measure.

“Rainey, if you eat this French toast you can watch Kungfu Panda after breakfast,” I said.

“What’s French toast? Does it have egg in it?” Egg clearly had special meaning for Rainey, too.

“Well … French toast is bread. With a little egg,” I ventured. “But … mostly bread.”

Rainey glanced at the egg-coated creation I’d placed on a plate, thought about kungfu-kicking pandas, and nodded. He asked for a cup of water, and I installed myself in a chair about ten feet away, pretending to read a book.

Rainey placed the plastic water cup at the two o’clock position, next to his plate. He looked at the arrangement for about half a minute. Then, deliberately, he started. His little fingers tore the French toast into small pieces, which he scattered about the plate. He eyed the pieces. He took a deep breath. He chose one and placed it in his mouth.

Morsel in, he moved quickly, scooping up the cup of water and tipping it into his mouth, flushing the bit of French toast down his throat like a dinghy pressed through a tunnel by a tidal wave. He paused, took another breath, and repeated the process. I refilled his cup when empty. He was determined, and he didn’t pause to speak or smile. Fifteen minutes and three cups of water later, the French toast had disappeared.

I heard the voice of every American pediatric and nutritional expert from Mayo Clinic to Dr. Sears: Don’t ignite food battles. Don’t force food on children. Don’t let mealtime become a source of anxiety. Food should be enjoyed, lest disordered eating develop in later life.

It was safe to say I had accomplished all those no-no’s in magnificent form. My promise of Kungfu Panda was also a Western no-no—never reward food consumption. Yet I was amazed. I’d never suspected my three-year-old was capable of such a display of resolve. I barely recognized my tantrum-throwing, food-tossing, chipped-tooth little boy in this creature who’d willed himself to complete a task he did not enjoy. The culture reinforced the notion that teacher knows best, but did the end justify the means?

After the plate was empty Rainey settled in front of the television, Kungfu Panda cartwheeling across the screen.

“Do the teachers watch you eat?” I asked. Rainey paused, considering my query.

“I’ll tell you if you let me watch Thomas the Train, too.”
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A FAMILY AFFAIR
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We don’t pick children—we pick parents. Yesterday, I met a parent who purchased two flutes. One flute for herself, so she could practice alongside her child. I like that kind of parent.

—PRINCIPAL ZHANG





A few months into Rainey’s first year of kindergarten, my Chinese acquaintance Wu Ming Wei brought her son Little Hao over for a playdate.

“You are very free in allowing your son to play,” Ming told me. It was an insult, delivered the euphemistic Chinese way. She watched Rainey chase after a ball that had rolled under a table. On the way, my son hopped on a chair and leaped off the armrest with arms flapping, as if celebrating that something had gone awry in his little world.

Ming had all the accouterments of a middle-class city parent: a stable job as a doctor; two sons birthed legally through an exception to China’s one-child policy; an apartment with a room for Grandma, who did indeed live in the room; an address a block away from a well-regarded public kindergarten; and plans for her children.

I considered Ming something of an informal education expert. Clearly, she didn’t think the same of me.

I glanced over at her boy, sitting cross-legged in front of a pile of Legos. Ming had arranged everything for him, pulling out the pieces, organizing them on the floor, and even handing him the Lego he should start building with.

“We do have rules,” I told Ming, suddenly defensive




















































































































































































































OEBPS/images/p2.jpg





OEBPS/images/part1.jpg
PART 1






OEBPS/images/9780349411767.jpg
An American Boy,

a Chinese School, and the
Global Race to Achieve







OEBPS/images/map.jpg
CHINA I\j/\‘v

Kazakhstan
Mongolia

[ N .
- . Changchun®
i Kyrgyzstan Urumai e ain

Sheniang, 1,

E\ “,‘(T/\VJ\L/—/
S, —— —
&

s N X g < e
8 Lhasa Y

N Fi |
/? ot 7 'eulya:grr

East China Sea

hangsha® '~
Nanchan

Guangx Taiwan

7 Pacific

Burma
Ocean

' *Hong Kong

7
o o boos Haikou <
o 250 Miles. A\ g d
South China
S0 kdometers Q Sea






OEBPS/images/line.jpg





