
  
    
  

      Chapter 1

      Success

      
         
         
      

      
      
         “A year’s harvest counts on spring; a man’s success counts on diligence.”

      

      The Fireside Chat

      
      Soon after the last day of the winter final examination, a group of international
         Chinese students came together to modestly celebrate the completion of their most
         recent college semester in the United States. This student support group holds scheduled
         meetings, allowing them to share their aspirations and challenges and to support each
         other. The small group likes to meet at the fireside lounge of the ever-popular student
         union building because it is conveniently located on campus and is usually quiet,
         with comfortable sofas. Regular members of this group are Katy Wang, Shan-Shan Zhang,
         Li-Fan Long, Yen-Chi Liang, Sun-Yu Chi, Fei-Fei Tian, Douglas Chen, and Chung-Wai
         Gong.
      

      
      Katy Wang comes from Beijing, the capital city of China. Her family believes that
         she needs to take charge of her own destiny through diligent work—schoolwork. Academically,
         she was an average student in China and could not get into a top-tier local university.
         Her aspiration to succeed prompted her to venture overseas to the United States through
         the support of her family and her own savings. Katy is in America training to become
         a certified accountant and has a promising career. She says, “I learn how to invest
         and how to manage resources. I want to be a successful businesswoman.”
      

      
      Shan-Shan Zhang believes that a sure way to make it in the world is to take charge
         in life. She came from Dalian, a beautiful coastal seaport city in northeastern China.
         She believes strongly that she can get ahead as long as she applies herself in life.
         To her pleasant surprise, she received a modest scholarship to study at the university.
         The scholarship is more important to her as recognition of her good work than as a
         source of free money. Shan-Shan is a business major at the university and hopes to
         make it in the world as a reputable investor at a major US bank after graduation.
         “My computation skills are noted as compared to my other American classmates. On the
         other hand, I wish I can speak and write like my American friends. At the end of my
         training, I know that I need both my subject-matter expertise and communication skills,”
         says Shan-Shan.
      

      
      Li-Fan Long came to the United States as a bright graduate student from Shenyang,
         the capital city of Liaoning, in northeastern China. He is very good in mathematics
         and computers and was a wiz junior computer programmer in China. He believes that
         adding an advanced degree in project management will help him to expand his father’s
         tech business in China. Li-Fan is a research assistant at the university and often
         helps his classmates with their computer homework. He says, “I am good in math and
         computers, and this will be my passport to a good career when I graduate. I share
         what I know about computer science, and in return my American friends teach me English;
         we help each other out in schoolwork.”
      

      
      Yen-Chi Liang is a chemical engineering major. His best high school subjects were
         chemistry and mathematics. He came to the United States from Hong Kong years after
         the former British colony reverted to China in 1997. Much of his thinking is evidence-based
         and logical, and this can be connected to his foundational training in science and
         mathematics. “I would consider myself successful when I gain fame and material possession,
         and is this not logical? Look at Michelle Wu. She is a Harvard Law School graduate
         paving her way to become the first Asian American woman to be the Boston City Council
         President!” Yen-Chi applied to several US graduate programs and was lucky enough to
         get accepted by all of them. He decided to attend a prestigious institution, believing
         that a degree from a high-ranking university would help him land a well-paid job down
         the road, possibly in government.
      

      
      Sun-Yu Chi comes from a good family, and his parents tell him that his top priority
         in life is to graduate from a good college. He came to the United States because he
         could not get into a top college in Shanghai, China. He did not give up, however,
         and followed the advice of his parents to further his education in the United States
         after high school. “Success is doing well in school and finding a good job when you
         are done; it could be that simple,” says Sun-Yu optimistically. “The one challenge
         facing me is the embarrassment of sharing my ideas in class. I hesitate to share when
         I am unsure whether my ideas are good or even valid. The expectation of expressing
         my ideas fluently in English is often a scary experience.”
      

      
      Fei-Fei Tian is a controlling person, and his confidence stems from being a top student
         from ZhongShan High School in China. He is currently also a top student in his college
         class in the United States. It is no surprise that Fei-Fei is such a strong and self-reliant
         person. He says, “I believe that I am the only person who can help me because of my
         good school grades, and other people around me (except my parents and professors)
         do not matter much. With my father’s connections, I would like to go back to China
         after graduation and secure a government job.”
      

      
      Douglas Chen, from a family in Guangzhou, China, believes strongly in academic success
         and being the master of his own destiny. As a student, he sailed smoothly through
         the rigorous Chinese public examination system. He was accepted at a state-run university
         in China and decided instead to broaden his academic horizons in the United States,
         following his uncle’s footsteps. His family is well-to-do and elite in Guangzhou,
         so paying full college tuition in the United States is the least of their problems.
         Douglas says, “Doing well in college should not be a problem because my field of interest
         is science and technology and the achievement as such does not depend so much on the
         mastery of the English language. My plan is to return to Guangzhou after graduation
         here because I need to help and expand my parents’ food-manufacturing business.”
      

      
      Chung-Wai Gong comes from a small village in Fuzhou, China. He is the only child in
         the family. As a youngster, he dreamed of going to college, getting a lucrative job,
         and eventually securing a good future. Chung-Wai is a food science major, and this
         is his second-to-last semester at the university. When asked about finding a job after
         graduation, he says, “My chance of getting a job here in America is better than in
         China because I am good in my field and the employment competition here is less keen.
         I want to go back to China after a few years of work; I feel obligated to attend to
         the needs of my aging parents back in Fuzhou.”
      

      
      One can say that these Chinese students have much in common in terms of their backgrounds
         and motivation to excel. They differ little from students from other countries like
         the United States. With no exceptions, they all want to pursue better lives and prosperity.
         It is clear from the fireside chat that key to realizing their dreams are both family
         and education. In the minds of these ambitious young students, the dream has the potential
         to reel in personal fame and eventually to honor the family. In that sense, the prosperity
         concept goes beyond the individualism of the student to collectivism of the family.
      

      
      The Perception of Success

      
      The students at the fireside chat raised the idea of life’s success, and the two Chinese
         characters for success (figure 1.1) well represent its nature in the context of Chinese
         education. The two characters read from left to right as cheng gong. The words stem historically from radicals of the Chinese written language in the
         form of a picture or just the meaning. Written Chinese language is complex, and it
         is classified by the radicals of the character.
      

      
      Compare the following two Chinese characters: 採 and 踩. The two words have the same
         right-hand radical. To find the meaning, one needs to analyze the left-hand radical.
         One is 扌, and the other is 足. The 扌 radical means “hand,” so one can guess that it
         is a word related to the hand. The 足 radical means “foot,” and one can guess that
         it is a word related to the foot. 採 is a verb, and it means to “pick with the hand.”
         踩 is also a verb, and it means to “stomp with the foot.” Such is the magic of using
         the radical to extract the meaning of Chinese characters.
      

      
         
Chinese characters for success.

         

      

      Let us now go back to the two characters for success. The left-hand character, 成,
         has the radical for “spear”; it is an ancient Chinese weapon. What, then, is the relevance
         of a spear in success? The connection is competition. In the ancient Chinese world,
         warriors used weapons of sorts to compete for victory. One can induce from the spear
         radical that competition is a component for attaining success, and in chapter 6 you
         will see the fierce nature of academic competition in Chinese education.
      

      
      The right-hand character 功 has two radicals for “task” and “effort,” respectively.
         Here, the “effort” radical refers to strength. The two characters cheng gong, or success, in Chinese are powerful in meaning and have been used commonly in names. Zheng Cheng
         Gong (1624–1662, see appendix) is someone with success as part of his name. He defeated
         the Dutch pirates to recover the island of Taiwan for the motherland. He is a famous
         folk hero of China.
      

      
      A group of characters that make up phrases with a certain meaning are idioms. These
         develop from popular social usage, and some have a story. Many idioms are literary
         in meaning, and the story can be traced from some written historic source. Others
         originate from all walks of life and from past generations.

      
      An attribute of a Chinese idiom is an equal number of characters in each segment.
         Figure 1.2 shows a banner slogan evolved from an idiom format that has two segments,
         as seen in the two vertical banners on display on campus at Dalian Nationalities University.
         The slogan takes the structure of an idiom. The right banner reads, “Focus teaching,
         emphasize learning.” The left banner reads, “Respect teacher, love students.” The
         first segment has four characters and is balanced by the second segment, which also
         has four characters.
      

      
      The slogan describes the noble quality of education and the professional relationship
         between the teachers and students. It is a reminder that education is not only a theory
         but also a practice that takes place in the real classroom. Amusingly, the educational
         ideal of respect and diligence sometimes contrasts with what we see in public school
         classrooms in the United States.
      

      
         
Chinese slogan banner.

         

      

      “A year’s harvest counts on spring; a man’s success counts on diligence” is a Chinese
         idiom quoted at the beginning of the chapter. In traditional Chinese agrarian society,
         farmers plan their harvests by sowing seeds during the growing season of spring and
         working hard throughout the year to care for the crops. The proverb refers to the
         qualities of wisdom in planning and diligence in attaining success. People who are
         not farmers do not have to deal with agricultural work; nevertheless, planning and
         diligence still apply.
      

      
      Do you know why China was successful in the 2008 Olympics? Chinese athletes are trained
         to believe that hard work gets results. These athletes practice year-round. Thus,
         having followed a long period of training, they optimized their efforts to win the
         medals.
      

      
      Please remember that, for many Chinese scholars, success means not just getting the
         job done but getting the job done well. Does this not reinforce the competitive nature
         of success in Chinese education?
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