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A Study of the Differences Between China and UK Classroom
Teaching in Middle Schools Based on a BBC Documentary
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This paper aims to analyze the differences between China and UK classroom teaching in middle school based on a
case study of a BBC documentary, Are Our Kids Tough Enough-Chinese School. The author found that there were
many significant differences between the two countries in terms of the relationship between teacher and student,

classroom teaching style and teaching methods.
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Introduction

Nowadays, all the countries around the world pay more attention to education. The UK and China are both
countries with a long traditional educational history. Both of them hope to absorb the merits from the other to
improve the quality of their education.

However, due to the different development in politics, economics, and culture in two countries, there exist
big distinctions in terms of education idea or education method. So this research focuses on the study of the
differences in education, based on the case study of a BBC documentary Are Our Kids Tough Enough-Chinese
School.

Status Quo

In terms of the relationship between students and teachers in China, teachers are highly respected by others
and students are used to obeying the teachers.

In terms of the teaching methods, Francis McGonigal (2002) from Birmingham commented that “Chinese
methods encouraged learning by rote, rather than independent thinking”. Chinese teachers like to give the answer
directly. Because of this, a lot of students lost the ability of independent thinking.

However, teachers tend to be friends with their students in Britain. As Durkin ( 2004 ) said “A pattern of
social constructivist learning environment, where a teacher acts as a guide and facilitator considering the students
as their equals rather than being a guru-like role of absolute authority and knowledge”. Hofstede (2012) also said
that “the entire system is based on student’s well-developed need for independence and the quality to an extent is
determined by the excellence of students”. So in Britain teachers think a good student should not only have good

grades but also have independent thinking ability and know the ways how to face the challenges. Besides,
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individual personalities are respected.

Research Design

Research Method

Based on the related, literature, review from the papers, journals, or websites, the main research method is a
case study method that studies a BBC Documentary: Are Our Kids Tough Enough-Chinese School.

The documentary is talking about a bold and unique experiment, Hampshire school which is one of the top
comprehensive school in Britain has invited five teachers from leading schools in China to teach 50 of pupils in
Grade 9, aged 13 and 14, for four weeks.

Research Questions
What is different relationship between teachers and students? Should we give the children a happy
childhood or urge them study hard for their future? Should we cultivate students’ spirit of collectivism or

encourage them to keep their personality?

Results and Discussion

Different Relationship and Teaching Approach Between Teachers and Students

In China, the relationship between teachers and students is just like that between parents and children. The
teachers are highly respected by students and students are used to obeying the teachers. It is true that teachers
often put on a face strictly in class to let students know they are now in a very competitive world and they should
try their best in their studies. However, after class, teachers are really kind. They often find time to talk with
children and try to know what they are thinking about.

However, in Britain, teachers tend to be friends with their students. The relationship between them is more
equal. The class is much smaller. So the teaching approach is more personal and friendly. Besides, teachers
encourage students to raise questions. They also believe there is not only one right answer. In the meanwhile, they

hope to work, study, and make progress with their classmates together.

Difference Between Educational Ideas

In China, teachers prefer to teach knowledge to students. They stress more on the results rather than on the
learning process. Because of this, they prefer to give the standard answer directly even in science class which
needs a large number of experiments. That does no good to cultivating students’ ability of independent thinking.
Therefore, the students are always ready to accept the correct answer from the teacher blindly.

Compared with Chinese teachers, British teachers pay more attention to the development of student’s ability.
They think children should know how to study independently. Teachers and parents know that they cannot do
everything for children, so they should only play a facilitator role. In class, teachers always put forward many
questions to let students think about and ask students to solve problems by themselves. During the scientific
experiments, they do not tell every experimental step. Instead, they encourage students to find the answers by
themselves and summarize experience in failures. In their eyes, a good student should not only have good grades
but also have independent thinking ability and know how to face the challenges. Furthermore, they also need to

cultivate their individual personality.
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Different Class Management Modes

Class discipline. In China, teachers hope students can be absolutely quiet and focused attention on what the
teachers say in the class. Students are expected to be quiet and obedient. Accordingly, students take a lot of notes
in class quietly.

However, British teachers give relatively more freedom to students. They think students should have a
comfortable study environment. The students in UK are encouraged to express their own thoughts in class. Even
when pupils sit in the class with legs on chairs, chewing gums, and so on, it is not considered as an offence by
the British faculty but rather a kind of good communication with the teacher. But for Chinese teachers, these
behaviors are definitely not allowed in class. Moreover, what shock the Chinese teacher is that one girl cried
heavily and got out of class just because her favorite pop singer quit the band.

Learning time. Students in China often spend nearly nine hours for studying at school and spend nearly five
or several more hours on homework after class in a day. All in all, the kids in the Chinese school have almost as
twice long as their counterparts under UK classroom teaching in class. Chinese teachers ask students to attend to
the class before seven o’clock in the morning and stay at school for 12 hours one day. Besides, there are only two
short rest times for students to have lunch and have breaks. Teachers believe long days and strict discipline can
contribute to superior learning results.

However, in UK, students spend less time on study both in school and at home. They could have more free
time to read extra-curricular books to gain more knowledge and do some interesting out-of-class activities, to

enjoy childhood rather than working hard for the test.
Reflection on the Results of the Academic Test

As shown in Table 1, it obviously seems that the Chinese teaching approach achieve much better results.

Table 1

The Results of the Academic Test
The average marks of students under classroom The average marks of students under UK classroom
teaching of Chinese teachers teaching

Math 67.74 54.84

Mandarin 46.88 36.46

Science 58.33 50

It seems that the students under Chinese teachers classroom teaching approach had better academic results
during this experiment. Obviously, the students who get high scores or get progress are very happy. However,
most of them also think that “Chinese education is not the most encouraging thing”. Just as one child said “I think
the Chinese education system seems like sort of an industrial process. You get batches of really intelligent kids
who have the same work ethic”. Admittedly while most of them improve their grades and attained a high state of
inner happiness from the grade for the time being, it is true that in their eyes they also felt so tired of their
learning.

Admittedly, it is not ideally rigorous if we compare the differences between China and UK classroom
teaching in middle school only based on a BBC documentary. However, it can be obviously seen from the
documentary that British education pays more attention to training students’ ability, rather than focuses on

students’ grades.
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Conclusion

This study compares the differences between China and UK classroom teaching in middle school. British
students’ are accustomed to considering things independently, and they have their own unique way to solve the
problem or to keep the relationship with others. However, their theoretical knowledge is relatively weaker.
Chinese students spend too much time on learning the subjects in school and though they have a better academic
grades, but their ability such like independent thinking, the capacity for innovation and other abilities are not
good enough.

Actually, whether in China or in Britain, when students get good grades, they all feel happy and are proud of
themselves. To a certain extent, the outstanding grades can show the students study attentively during the
learning process. However, if students spend too much time on study and lack of rest, they will feel tired or even
tired of studying. Thus, the education authorities in these two countries should regulate students’ learning time

appropriately and enrich after-school activities to let students have a happy childhood.
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