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(1) Summary of the impact

Historian James Lee and his collaborators have provided for the first time an empirical basis for
assessing how, over time, China’s national college entrance examination (gaokao) made elite
university education in the country accessible to children from modest origins through large-scale
quantitative analysis of more than 150,000 student registration records at two major Chinese
universities over more than 50 years. Via public debate that included over 60 response articles in the
Chinese media, the research informed policymakers and the public. In 2014, State Councilor Yu
Zhengsheng noted publicly that he had recommended Lee et al.’s work to Liu Yandong, then Minister
of Education.

(2) Underpinning research

Lee (joined HKUST in 2009, now Yan Ai Foundation Professor of Social Science) is a major
quantitative social historian who has published extensively on population, family, and inequality in
China and in comparative perspective in the 19th and 20th centuries. He is a Guggenheim Fellow
and Changjiang Scholar.

In the early 2000s, Lee initiated a project to study the social origins of students at Peking
University, an elite national university in China, and Suzhou University, a major regional university,
over the last half of the 20th century. The team of collaborators that he led included Danching Ruan
at Hong Kong Baptist University, his long-time co-author Cameron Campbell (then at UCLA, joined
HKUST in 2013), and faculty, postdocs, and graduate students at Peking University. With initial
support from the Hong Kong Research Grants Council, Lee and his collaborators turned student
registration records at both universities into a database that they used to study trends in the geographic
origin, family backgrounds, and gender of students at the two universities. Records comprised over
64,000 cases from Peking University and more than 86,000 from Suzhou University. The resulting
book and major journal article [R1, R2] were among the first studies of long-term trends of the social
origins of students at elite universities in China. Lee went on to argue the case for the value of a
quantitative approach for studying history, using big historical data, in a subsequent article [R3].

Lee and his collaborators found that as late as 2002 where the database ends — and well into
the period of China’s economic reform and opening — one-quarter to one-third of students at both
universities came from farming or manual origins. While in the final years covered by the study,
rising numbers of students were the offspring of professionals, managers, and other white collar-
workers, it was clear that students from such privileged backgrounds had not monopolized places at
the elite universities like their counterparts in the United States and United Kingdom. The analysis
identified key point schools (zhongdian xuexiao) as playing an important role in maintaining access
because at the time they were still widely accessible to talented students from less privileged
backgrounds. The analysis also found geographic and social concentration in the backgrounds of the
students were most pronounced in the least developed interior provinces because prosperous coastal
provinces had good secondary schools even in their poorest, most rural, and least developed areas.

The focus by Lee and his team on two elite institutions sidestepped limitations associated
with traditional data sources, such as nationally representative retrospective surveys, which typically
include too few graduates of elite universities to support analysis. They organized the transcription
and analysis of student registration cards from 1949 to 2002 held in the archives of Peking and
Suzhou Universities. Production and analysis of the databases were complex because key
information on parental occupation and other variables was open-ended and unstructured. University
staff transcribed the records to databases according to standards specified by Lee and his
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collaborators and then produced de-identified versions with student names removed. These were
analyzed on-site in a secure data enclave by university staff working under the direction of Lee and
his collaborators. Considerable work was required to categorize the parental occupations and other
data in a way that allowed analysis because the data spanned several decades during which the
economy developed, and the occupational structure changed dramatically. The work and follow-up
studies on the social origins of educational elites from 1865 to 2014 were recognized by the Jiangsu
Academy of Social Sciences, with awards in 2014 and 2017 respectively.
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(4) Details of the impact

As one of the first quantitative empirical studies of the social origins of students at elite universities
in China, the work by James Lee and his collaborators became a source and reference for discussion
among national leaders, the media, and online readers. The work appeared at a time when there was
already heated public debate about college admissions at top universities in China and the role of the
country’s entrance examination (gaokao). There were proposals for alternatives, such as a more
holistic approach that accounted for grades, school activities, or performance at interview. Lee’s
study accordingly filled a major gap by providing information on how, under the gaokao system,
larger proportions of students from modest origins attended top universities in China than was the
case in the United States or United Kingdom, feeding discussion on the role of education, and the
examination, in supporting the social equity aims of the 1949 revolution in China.

Influence on policymakers

Lee’s research achieved impact on policy debate by informing the thinking and deliberations of major
leaders in the central government. Most notably, and rather unusually for China, a major leader
publicly stated that he had recommended the work to another high government official in charge of
educational policy.

At a 2014 side meeting of the Chinese People’s Consultative Political Conference (CPPCC)
focused on education and reported on by the Chinese media, Lee’s book was discussed by a Peking
University professor, Shi Dinguo, who recommended to State Councilor Yu Zhengsheng, also
Chairman of the CPPCC (2013-18) and a Politburo Standing Committee member (2012-17), that he
should read it. Yu responded he had done so and had already recommended it to Vice-Premier Liu
Yandong. Liu was a member of the Politburo from 2007-17 and a State Council member from 2007-
12. Most relevantly, her portfolio while Vice-Premier included health, education, and sports. The
exchange and recommendation were reported in a news article [See Section 5, S1] in China Youth
News Online (F1 75 £ £E), the official online platform of the Communist Youth League, which at the
time had approximately 100 million members. The article cites Shi as emphasizing in her speech the
importance of ensuring children of workers and peasants and the children of the middle and lower
classes have the equal chance to receive education, and then making reference to Lee’s book: “ ‘I
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recommend Chairman Yu to look at it.” Yu Zhengsheng told her on the spot that he had read this
book and had made recommendations to Vice Premier Liu Yandong.” [S1]

While in light of the opacity of the Chinese leadership’s decision-making processes, it is not
possible to assess whether the attention given to the book by top leaders had a direct impact on
college admissions policy, it is noteworthy that in the time since the publication of Lee’s work,
experiments with alternatives to the gaokao have been curtailed. During the 1990s and 2000s,
colleges could select some students independently (H F-474E and £33 %%24) by means other than
gaokao scores, but since the publication of the book, one of these processes (f5.#42%4) has been
abolished. A trend toward offering bonuses on the gaokao to students with outstanding extracurricular
and sometimes non-academic achievements in athletic or other competitions has also been reversed.

Although these developments were a reaction to specific scandals and controversies involving
independent admissions and gaokao bonuses, the above evidence does indicate that at the time when
the leadership was making decisions about the gaokao and college admissions more generally, at
least some were reading and taking note of Lee’s work.

Informing public debate

The work also generated impact on society and culture, becoming a touchstone for public debates
about the college entrance examination system. It inspired numerous discussions, including critiques,
that appeared in non-academic venues aimed at an educated lay audience. Over 60 pieces appeared
in media outlets between 2012-18, encompassing summaries, critiques, and broader discussions of
university admissions policy, including whether it remains equitable as the middle class expands,
with Lee’s work taken as a starting point.

One example [S2] is an extended piece on policy regarding university admissions that begins
with a reference to Lee’s work and the above referenced exchange about it at the CPPCC side meeting,
on the well-known Observer (#i%Z3) online news site and aggregator, focused mainly on
commentary.

Other pieces appeared on websites or in print versions of the most important media outlets in
mainland China, including People’s Daily (NK#), Guangming Daily (J6WH#H), Caixin (W),
Caijing (WE84Y), Xinhua GHT#E4H), China News Weekly (W BU#TE F 1), Southern Weekly (FiJ7
JEIR), The Paper (¥ #1#) and China Youth Daily ((FEFHE#R). [S3] and [S4] are extended
critiques of Lee’s work, with other discussions focused on Lee’s work evidenced in [S5 to S9].

The 2015 article in the Paper, for example, highlighted that Lee’s book, The Silent Revolution,
had inspired a great deal of discussion because of its subject and its quantitative methodology. The
article reflected on its relevance to key controversies in ensuring equity in Chinese education
opportunities, and of the silent revolutionary power of education to transform class identity [S6].

Lee has calculated that 19 of the 60-plus pieces were reposted on other sites over 350 times.
Five pieces were interviews with Lee about his results, including one [S10] that originally appeared
in Wen Wei Po (3CII_#}%), a major Hong Kong news outlet, and was republished elsewhere.
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