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We study the causal effect of school curricula on students’ political at-
titudes, exploiting a major textbook reform in China between 2004
and 2010. The sharp, staggered introduction of the new curriculum
across provinces allows us to identify its causal effects. We examine
government documents articulating desired consequences of the re-
form and identify changes in textbooks reflecting these aims. A survey
we conducted reveals that the reform was often successful in shaping
attitudes, while evidence on behavior is mixed. Studying the new cur-
riculum led to more positive views of China’s governance, changed
views on democracy, and increased skepticism toward free markets.
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CURRICULUM AND IDEOLOGY 339
I. Introduction

Beliefs, attitudes, and ideology play a fundamental role in human socie-
ties: they shape interactions within social networks and in markets, and
they underlie political institutions and policy choices. People’s attitudes
are formed by a variety of sources: they are transmitted from parents to
children; from peer to peer; and from third parties, such as media, ex-
perts, or the state; and they arise from individual experiences.' The influ-
ence of education on attitudes has also been widely studied across the
social sciences, but without an established body of clear, causal evidence
of its effects.

In this paper, we use evidence from a survey we conducted with nearly
2,000 Peking University undergraduate students to study the causal ef-
fect of school curricula on students’ political attitudes and beliefs, exam-
ining the impact of a new high school politics curriculum that was intro-
duced by the Chinese Communist Party between 2004 and 2010 with the
explicit intention of shaping students’ ideology. The State Council (the
highest administrative body in the Chinese government) and the Minis-
try of Education issued documents articulating the government’s objec-
tives for the new curriculum: among these were emphasizing the adher-
ence of the Chinese government to the rule of law, teaching students
about Chinese socialist democratic institutions, teaching students about
China’s unique economic institutions and development path, cultivating
in students a traditional national identity that bridged ethnic groups, and
promoting increased concern for the environment.

The curriculum reform we study offers a particularly promising setting
in which to estimate the causal effect of educational content on students’
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' Parent-child transmission has received considerable attention, e.g., Bisin and Verdier
(2001). Peers’ influence on beliefs has been studied by Sacerdote (2001, 2011), among
others. Stromberg (2004), DellaVigna and Kaplan (2007), DellaVigna et al. (2014), and
Shapiro (2014) study the influence of the media on political views; Alesina and Fuchs-
Schiindeln (2007) study the effects of growing up in a communist system on policy prefer-
ences later in life. Di Tella, Galiani, and Schargrodsky (2007), Malmendier and Nagel
(2011), Rao (2013), and Giuliano and Spilimbergo (2014) study the role of individuals’ ex-
periences in shaping attitudes and beliefs.
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beliefs and attitudes. Between 2004 and 2010, the new curriculum (the
Eighth Curriculum Reform) was sharply introduced to entering cohorts
of high school students (but not to older students) in a staggered man-
ner, with different provinces adopting the new curriculum in different
years. Using our survey, we confirm that students studied the intended
textbooks: nearly 95 percent of students identify the textbook cover we
predict given their home province and high school entry date. In addi-
tion, we find that the changes in the textbooks’ content are reflected in
students’ factual knowledge.

The primary purpose of our survey was to elicit students’ political atti-
tudes and beliefs. We specifically asked students questions in a manner
that did not look like a series of examination questions, and the pattern
of responses does not look like what one would expect if students’ re-
sponses simply reflected what they believed to be “correct” answers. Our
survey allows us to measure the political attitudes and beliefs of four co-
horts of Chinese students, who entered high school between 2006 and
2009, drawn from 29 Chinese provinces.

We apply a generalized difference-in-differences framework to test
whether students who studied under the new curriculum express political
attitudes different from those of students who studied under the old cur-
riculum. To derive hypotheses, we carefully examine government docu-
ments detailing the goals of the reform, and we compare the old and new
versions of the textbooks, both qualitatively and quantitatively (through
word frequencies). We identify five broad categories of attitudes the gov-
ernment wished to affect: (i) views on governance, (ii) views on Chinese
political institutions, (iii) views on economic institutions, (iv) students’
views on Chinese identity, and (v) attitudes toward the environment. In
addition to studying the effect of the new curriculum on these attitudes,
we also study (vi) behaviorrelated to the attitudes we examine (specifically,
self-reported political behavior, economic choices, and past cooperation
with Chinese ethnic minorities).

We find that the new curriculum was often successful in changing stu-
dents’ attitudes on importantissues, in the direction intended by the Chi-
nese government. Regarding governance, students exposed to the new
curriculum have greater trust in government officials, view government
officials as more civic minded, and see bribery as less prevalent and effec-
tive. With respect to political institutions, students exposed to the new
curriculum see China as more democratic and view individuals’ political
participation as a defining characteristic of democracy but are more skep-
tical of unconstrained democracy—precisely the message conveyed by
the new curriculum (and matching the government’s aim of teaching stu-
dents about “socialist democracy”). Finally, students exposed to the new
curriculum express more skeptical views of unconstrained free markets,
again matching the content of the new curriculum and the government’s
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aim of teaching students about Chinese (as opposed to Western, free-
market) economic institutions.

On the other hand, we do not find statistically significant effects for
some of the attitudes that we examine. As desired by the government, stu-
dents express somewhat more “multiethnic” views of Chinese national
identity and also express a somewhat stronger sense of their own national
identity, though these effects are not statistically significant. The new cur-
riculum did not cause students to favor policies protecting the environ-
ment. In fact, attitudes move in the opposite direction of what the govern-
ment intended, perhaps because environmental protection can be seen
as opposed to economic growth—another high priority.

We also surveyed students regarding their engagement in behavior re-
lated to the attitudes that the government wished to shape. Here our re-
sults are mixed: students exposed to the new curriculum engage in sig-
nificantly less risky investment activity (investing in stocks and bonds),
consistent with viewing markets with more skepticism. Studying the new
curriculum is not associated with significantly different rates of cooperat-
ing with ethnic minorities, which is consistent with students not reporting
a significantly more expansive sense of their national identity. In the po-
litical institutions dimension, we find that students exposed to the new
curriculum engage in slightly more political activity (such as voting/plan-
ning to vote and participating in political organizations), but the differ-
ence between their behavior and that of students exposed to the old cur-
riculum is not statistically significant. This stands in contrast to the highly
significant differences in views on Chinese governance and political insti-
tutions.

The statistically insignificant effects of the new curriculum on political
behavior may, in part, reflect Peking University students’ very constrained
opportunities to engage in political behavior. In Section V, we examine
the association between stated attitudes and reported political behavior
in the Asian Barometer Survey, a broader sample with an older popula-
tion. In the Asian Barometer sample, we indeed find a statistically signif-
icant relationship between stated trust in local government officials and
political behavior: more trust is associated with less participation in dem-
onstrations and less refusal to pay taxes. While this evidence is merely sug-
gestive, the greater trust in government officials that we attribute to the
new curriculum may reduce antigovernment behavior among affected
students in the decades ahead.

Our findings contribute to a vast social science literature on the ability
of educational content to shape individuals’ beliefs, preferences, and po-
litical ideology. Prior work ranges across centuries and continents: from
studies of the construction of a “national sentiment” through public
schooling in nineteenth-century Prussia and France (Weber 1976), to stud-
ies of American schools in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (Dewey
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1916; Lipset 1959; Freire 1970; Bowles and Gintis 1976), and communist
and socialist education in the second half of the twentieth century (Lott
1999). Despite striking examples of schooling changes being associated
with ideological changes (e.g., education in Nazi Germany), it is difficult
to determine whether schooling plays a causal role in shaping beliefs or
if, instead, changes in curriculum simply coincide with other social, politi-
cal, or economic changes that themselves shape preferences.

Recently, scholars have begun making progress toward identifying the
causal effect of education on political attitudes and ideology. Friedman
etal. (2015) exploit experimental variation in access to additional school-
ing on Kenyan women’s political and social views. Their work identifies
an effect of schooling on attitudes but does not identify the effects of par-
ticular educational content on attitudes. In a study of the impact of Cat-
alan education on political attitudes, Clots-Figueras and Masella (2013)
exploit variation that is similar to ours—cohort-varying exposure to new
educational content—but they lack the sharp variation in educational con-
tent across cohorts that we can exploit, and they also lack credible cross-
sectional variation with which to address concerns about unobservable
cross-cohort differences. Their work also studies the combined effect of
changes in the language of instruction with changes in content, in a con-
text of broad political change.

By examining sharp province x cohort variation in school curricula, we
can plausibly identify the causal effect of educational content on attitudes
and ideology. Specifically, our identification strategy allows us to rule out
as confounding factors (i) province-specific differences (e.g., levels of de-
velopment), (ii) cohortspecific differences (e.g., broad changes in atti-
tudes across time), (iii) provincextime-varying shocks that affect adja-
cent cohorts similarly (e.g., natural disasters or province-level political
shocks that do not differentially affect children of different ages), and
(iv) provincextime-varying shocks that affect adjacent cohorts differen-
tially, but smoothly (e.g., province-specific trends in economic activity),
in a specification that includes province-specific cross-cohort trends. We
also implement a variety of techniques (following Anderson [2008]) to
address concerns regarding statistical inference, given that we test multi-
ple hypotheses.

Beyond identifying the causal effect of typically endogenous curricu-
lum change, our particular setting is of great interest. The variation in ed-
ucational content we observe is naturally occurring, introduced on a mas-
sive scale by an authoritarian state that explicitly aimed to shape students’
views. Whether the Chinese government can shape the political attitudes
of Chinese children is difficult to know ex ante: on the one hand, the Chi-

* See also Gradstein and Justman (2002, 2005), Spilimbergo (2009), Campante and Chor
(2012), Alesina and Reich (2013), Friedman et al. (2015), and Bandiera et al. (2016).
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nese government is greatly concerned with information control; it seems
to be very effective in implementing policies across many domains; in ad-
dition, Chinese children spend a great deal of their time in school, ab-
sorbing information on which they will be tested. On the other hand, stu-
dents know that the Communist Party disseminates information (school
curricula and media) in part driven by political concerns. One might be-
lieve that students will thus view the official curriculum with skepticism—
or even react negatively against it.> The new curriculum might also fail
to persuade students because the internet allows students to easily access
content that differs from official party positions.* Thus, an important
question in the internet age is whether school curricula can affect ideol-
ogy even when students know that their curriculum may be shaped by
political concerns and when students have access to information that dif-
fers from the party line.

Our finding that China’s Communist Party successfully shaped stu-
dents’ views contributes to a growing empirical literature on persuasion
(DellaVigna and Gentzkow 2010), much of which has focused on the per-
suasive effects of media communications (Stromberg 2004; DellaVigna
and Kaplan 2007; DellaVigna et al. 2014; Yanagizawa-Drott 2014; Bursztyn
and Cantoni 2016). Recent work has focused on attempts by authoritar-
ian regimes to shape the views of their citizens (Alesina and Reich 2013),
to which we contribute a study of the role of educational content in shap-
ing political attitudes. Our findings suggest that alongside other mecha-
nisms of social and political control, political elites can shape students’
attitudes by choosing the content of the education system.

The paper proceeds as follows: in Section II, we discuss China’s Eighth
Curriculum Reform, which is the focus of our study; we identify specific
attitudes the Chinese government wished to shape and present qualita-
tive and quantitative evidence of changes in textbook content that re-
flect the Chinese government’s aims. In Section III, we describe our sur-
vey of Peking University students, which is our primary data source, and
discuss our approach to statistical inference. In Section IV, we present
our empirical model and our main results. In Section V, we provide a dis-
cussion of robustness, economic magnitudes, and external validity. Fi-
nally, in Section VI, we place our findings within the social science liter-
ature on the effects of schooling on political beliefs and attitudes and
present conclusions.

* Fouka (2016) presents evidence that government policies aimed at promoting cultural
assimilation among German Americans in the United States in the early twentieth century
backfired.

* Edmond (2013) models sophisticated consumers of potentially biased government
media and emphasizes the importance of media centralization for the government’s ability
to control information and prevent revolt.
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II. China’s Curriculum Reform

We study China’s Eighth Curriculum Reform, a nationwide education re-
form undertaken by the Chinese central government beginning in 2001.°
The curriculum reform was described by government officials as “histor-
ically important” and among the most significant changes in educational
policy since China’s economic reforms.® Our focus will be the reformed
textbooks of senior high school (gaozhong xinkebiao) students, correspond-
ing to grades 10-12 in the Chinese educational system.”

A.  The Introduction of the New Curriculum across Space and Time

The mode of introduction of the revised curriculum makes China’s cur-
riculum reform an especially promising context in which to study the
causal effect of a change in curriculum. Between 2004 and 2010, different
Chinese provinces, in different years, introduced new high school curric-
ula and textbooks for incoming cohorts of senior high school students.
Students entering high school one year would have a 3-year curriculum
entirely different from that of students who entered high school just the
year before. Students in the older, prereform cohort would not be “par-
tially treated” because the college entrance exam was based either on
the old curriculum or on the new one.?

The first entering cohorts to study under the new curriculum were stu-
dents entering high school in 2004 (graduating in 2007) in the provinces
of Shandong, Ningxia, Hainan, and Guangdong. Over the next 6 years,
every other province except Shanghai saw the introduction of the new
textbooks, with Guangxi, Sichuan, Guizhou, Qinghai, and Tibet finally
introducing the new curriculum to entering high school students in
2010 (graduating in 2013). The introduction dates by province are pre-
sented in figure 1.°

> The previous, Seventh Curriculum Reform was initiated in 1992.

® The quote comes from Muju Zhu, Vice Chief at the Basic Education Bureau, Ministry of
Education of China. See Hongtao Zhao, “High School Curriculum Reform Is a Historically-
Important Mission” (2007; http://goo.gl/Xf2j1X). Tao Qi, Minister of Education of Shan-
dong Province, placed the curriculum reform alongside reform of the job allocation system
for college graduates as the most important educational policy changes in the post-economic
reform era. See Quanzheng Song, “High School Curriculum Reform, the Earlier the Better—
Minister of Education Tao Qi Discussing the Curriculum Reform” (2004; http://goo.gl
/81F7ND).

" For reference, in online app. A, we briefly describe the structure of the Chinese high
school curriculum.

® While students in different school cohorts may interact, in Chinese high schools the
vast majority of a student’s time is spent with other students in the same cohort; thus, there
is limited potential for “contamination” of the old curriculum students by those treated by
the new curriculum.

? In app. B, table B.1, we provide citations to government documents and official news
reports announcing the introduction of the new curriculum in each province.
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F1G. 1.—Years of introduction of the new curriculum textbooks. Color version available
as an online enhancement.

It is worth stressing that the introduction date of the new curriculum
was not randomly assigned across provinces. Provinces introduced the
new curriculum when they had successfully trained teachers and devel-
oped supplemental materials based on the new textbooks. We discuss
how nonrandom introduction of the new curriculum across provinces af-
fects our identification of the causal effects of the curriculum below.

B.  Political Aims of Curriculum Reform

An explicit goal of the Eighth Curriculum Reform was to shape (or re-
shape) students’ political and social beliefs. In a 2001 document prepar-
ing the reform (“Framework for Basic Education Curriculum Reform”),
the Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China stated that
education should “form in students a correct worldview, a correct view on
life, and a correct value system.”'’ An author of the new politics textbooks

' Translated excerpts from this and other official documents preparing the curriculum
reform are presented in app. C. Along with changes in the content of the curriculum, there
was a desire to change the exam-oriented nature of primary and secondary education
through the introduction of new instructional methods. However, this aspect of the reform
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described the development of the new curriculum as follows: “The Politics
textbook is the spiritual material that the country provides for its students.
Writing the Politics textbook is an act at the state level, rather than an aca-
demic activity of the individual author. Although the high school Politics
textbook teaches very basic knowledge, it possesses extremely strong po-
litical, policy-oriented, and scientific characteristics. With a large reader-
ship, it will influence an entire generation of young people.”"

While the Eighth Curriculum Reform affected the content of textbooks
across the high school curriculum (e.g., there was an increase in the dis-
cussion of Confucianism in the reformed humanities curriculum), we fo-
cus on changes made to the politics curriculum because it was designed
for “moral and ideological education.”"* Indeed, the State Council, Chi-
na’s chief administrative authority, issued a memo in 2004 titled “Sugges-
tions on Strengthening the Ideological and Moral Construction of Our
Youths,” which articulated the government’s aims for the reform and
guided the writing of the new politics textbooks. The memo declared the
socialization of young people to be an “important and urgent strategic
task” and saw schools as “the primary channel for transmitting ideological
and moral education to young people.”"* We consulted the State Council
memo, several other government documents, as well as the Ministry of Ed-
ucation’s “Curriculum Framework for the Senior High School Politics
Subject” to identify the government’s objectives for the curriculum re-
form (these documents are described in online app. C).

C. Changes in Textbook Content and the gaokao: Qualitative Evidence

To identify specific changes in the politics curriculum content that
matched the government’s objectives, we first performed a comprehen-
sive comparison of the old and new editions of the Economic Life and Po-

is acknowledged to have failed; see, e.g., Hua Gua, “New Curriculum and ‘Wearing New
Shoes to Walk on the Old Path’” (2010; http://goo.gl/VFDmwB). We examine changes
in instructional methods across curricula in further detail in Sec. V.

" Appendix B includes this and other translated excerpts from an essay written by Tian
Xinming, chair of the committee in charge of rewriting the politics textbook. The original
text can be found at http://www.pep.com.cn/sxzz/js/thjx/kb/jsys/bx1,/201008/t20100830
\_824446.htm.

'* See app. B for translated excerpts from the essay written by the chair of the committee
in charge of rewriting the politics textbook (original text at http://www.pep.com.cn/sxzz
/js/thjx/kb/jsys/bx1/201008/t20100830\_824446.htm). Chinese high school students spe-
cialize in either a science track or a humanities track, with students in both tracks studying
the politics material on which we focus. While the politics material is higher-stakes for hu-
manities track students, students in both tracks are tested on it as part of the college en-
trance process. We find similar effects of the new curriculum for the two tracks (see Sec.
V); our baseline analysis pools students from the two tracks.

¥ The document is available online at http://www.people.com.cn/GB/jiaoyu,/1053
/2405224 html. See app. C for translated excerpts.
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litical Life textbooks.'* The politics textbooks (unlike other subjects) are
common to all provinces of China except Shanghai—one set for the old
curriculum and one set for the new curriculum—greatly simplifying our
analysis and reducing concern about endogenous variation in textbook
content. While much of the textbooks’ content was maintained across cur-
ricula, some content changed considerably.

We identified sections that were entirely new to the reformed text-
books, sections that were removed from the old textbooks, and sections
that were extensively revised. We also examined variation in the material
on which students were tested in China’s high-stakes college entrance
exam (gaokao). Specifically, we compared the gaokao frameworks across
curricula to confirm that the framework associated with the new curricu-
lum incorporated the revisions, additions, and deletions of the new cur-
riculum in a manner that matches changes in the textbook content that
we identified."” Indeed, for all of the textbook content changes on which
we focus, we find corresponding changes in the gaokao framework; this
is prima facie evidence that the changes in content would have been im-
portant to teachers and students.

It is clear from our analysis that several sets of striking curriculum
changes were consistent with the objectives outlined in the government
documents. These changes fit into five broad categories of political atti-
tudes that the Chinese government wished to change: (i) views on gover-
nance, (ii) views on Chinese political institutions, (iii) views on economic
institutions, (iv) students’ views on Chinese identity, and (v) attitudes to-
ward the environment. Here we describe the qualitative evidence of text-
book changes matching the government’s desired attitude changes.'

Governance—It is clear from the government documents on curricu-
lum reform that a high priority was to teach students about institutions
that legitimized the Chinese government and its officials, especially ad-

'* These textbooks made up two-thirds of the old politics curriculum and half of the new
politics curriculum. The old curriculum included a Philosophy textbook, and the new cur-
riculum includes both Philosophy and Cultural Life. We felt that the Philosophy textbook was
too nebulous to systematically link to the political objectives of the Chinese government,
and the Cultural Life textbook could not be compared across curricula. We do examine
the content of the Cultural Life textbook in our quantitative textual analysis below. Images
of the covers of old and new politics curriculum textbooks can be seen in app. B.2.

* Carnoy et al. (2013, chap. 6) describe the importance of the gaokao and the gaokao
framework (or “syllabi”) as follows: “The college entrance exam in China is a two-day high
stakes test whose score largely determines into which college and major a student will be
admitted. . . . Moreover, the curriculum in Chinese academic high schools is heavily struc-
tured around the college entrance exam. This is because most provinces in China release
syllabi to high school teachers about what will generally be covered on each year’s (provincial-
level) exam.”

'* In app. D, we present an item-by-item discussion of each of these government aims: we
point to their discussion in government documents, we identify changes in the politics
textbooks that match the government objectives, and we describe changes in the gaokao
framework that match the objectives as well.
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herence to rule of law. Reflecting this aim, the new curriculum’s Politi-
cal Life textbook includes an added section titled “Where Does Govern-
ment’s Authority Come From?” which states, “Where does the Chinese
government’s authority manifest itself? A government with authority must
be a government under the rule of law. It guards the ultimate authority of
the constitution and the legal system, and hence protects people’s funda-
mental rights and benefits” (49).

The new curriculum’s gaokao framework reflects the changes to the text-
book, with added sections in the Political Life module on “the functions
and duty of the Chinese government,” “the principles of the Chinese gov-
ernment,” and “the significance and necessity of rule of law.”

Political institutions.—The Chinese government’s documents on curric-
ulum reform also emphasize teaching students about “socialist democ-
racy.” This notion of democracyis more limited than the Western concept:
itinvolves the participation of citizens while maintaining the political sta-
tus quo of one-party rule (Brady 2008). Reflecting this, the new Political
Life textbook includes entirely new sections on political participation
and electoral institutions. Some of these are descriptive, providing in-
formation on voting for offices such as village head and People’s Con-
gress representative. Others are prescriptive; importantly, the new cur-
riculum does not simply advocate unfettered political expression and
action; it highlights the institutions allowing for political participation
in China while drawing a clear distinction between orderly and disor-
derly civil participation.

For example, the Political Life textbook includes a new section titled
“Cherish Your Voting Rights,” which states, “Citizens have to continue im-
proving themselves in participating in democratic elections, so that they
can exercise their voting rights well. Only then can citizens be able to bet-
ter manage China’s national and social affairs, as well as its economic
and cultural matters” (17-18).

A bit further into the Political Life textbook, there is another new sec-
tion titled “Orderly and Disorderly Political Participation,” which states
that orderly political participation depends on “whether citizens can cor-
rectly handle the relationship between their political rights and political
duties. Aslong as we are under the leadership of the Chinese Communist
Party, following the constitution, laws and regulations, we can ensure or-
derly political participation. Without the leadership of the Chinese Com-
munist Party, violation of laws, regulations, and procedures will inevitably
lead to disorderly participation” (30).

The new sections in the textbook are reflected in the gaokao frame-
work for the new curriculum as well. The framework includes the follow-
ing new modules in the Political Life component: “Channels for Chinese
Citizens’ Participation in Political Life,” “Multiple Ways for Citizens to Par-
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ticipate in Democratic Decision-Making,” “The Meaning and Significance
of China’s Villages and Urban Dwellers Governing Themselves,” and “Cit-
izens Need to Realize Their Democratic Supervising Rights Responsibly.”

Economic institutions—Government documents shaping the new curric-
ulum emphasized the importance of the “socialist market economy” (as
opposed to a free-market economy) for economic and social develop-
ment. In the new Economic Life textbook, many sections emphasize the
“socialist market economy,” in which markets are complemented or cor-
rected by state or socialist institutions. For example, the important role
of state-owned enterprises is made clear in the new curriculum’s Economic
Life textbook: “Just like the pillars that support skyscrapers, state-owned-
enterprises (SOEs) are the backbone of China’s domestic economy. They
control the life vessels of the economic system, and play a vital and lead-
ing role in the system. To develop, expand and strengthen the SOEs is
of critical importance, to demonstrate the superiority of socialist system,
to strengthen China’s economic power, national defense power, as well
as ethnic unity. They can also elevate the international position of China”
(31).

Social inequality—a major threat to Chinese political and social stabil-
ity—is explicitly linked to market institutions. The new Economic Life text-
book states that “allowing markets alone to allocate resources will lead to
inefficiency and waste, as well as socioeconomic instability. Market func-
tioning alone can also result in economic fluctuations and chaos, unfair
redistribution, widening income gaps, and even cause severe polariza-
tion” (81).

Many changes in the gaokao framework also emphasize the important
role played by the state in the economic system. In the Economic Life sec-
tion of the framework, new sections include “Sustainable and Balanced
Economic Development,” “Public-Ownership Structure Should Play a Ma-
jor Role,” and “Multiple Ownership Structures Develop Simultaneously.”

Identity—The Chinese government made it a high priority to cultivate
a “national spirit” encompassing both the majority Han Chinese and the
minority ethnic groups in China. The new Political Life textbook adds an
entire section titled “Principles of Dealing with Relationships among Eth-
nic Groups: Equality, Unity, Joint Prosperity” (72). The new Cultural Life
textbook adds two sections titled “The Eternal Chinese Ethnic Spirit” and
“Promoting the Chinese Ethnic Spirit” (71-81). The emphasis on ethnic
and national pride and unity in the new curriculum is striking: the new
curriculum’s Political Life textbook states, “It is every Chinese citizen’s re-
sponsibility to abide by the Constitutional duty that one has to guard na-
tional and ethnic unity and harmony. As a youth in China today, we need
to put our responsibility to develop Socialist multi-ethnic harmony into
action” (75).
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According to the new curriculum’s Cultural Life textbook, “The power
of the Chinese civilization is primarily manifested by the power of the
Chinese ethnic spirit. . . . After five thousand years of development, the
Chinese ethnic group has formed a great ethnic spirit centered around
patriotism, and encompassing unity, peace, diligence, bravery, and perse-
verance” (71-72). The new curriculum’s gaokao framework also added
new sections regarding Chinese ethnic unity: “Promote Chinese Ethnic
Spirit” and “The Core of Chinese Ethnic Spirit.”

Environment—Government documents structuring the curriculum re-
form mention consciousness of the environment as a value that ought to
be instilled in Chinese students. The new Economic Life textbook includes
a new section titled “Establishing the Correct View on Consumption,”
which states that “we should protect the environment and consume
‘green.’ Facing a severe shortage in resources, and environmental pollu-
tion, we should establish an attitude of environmental friendliness, and
maintain the harmony between people and nature” (22). The new cur-
riculum’s gaokao framework includes new sections in the Economic Life
module titled “Scientific Outlook on Development” and “Sustainable
and Balanced Economic Development,” which include discussions of en-
vironmental issues.

D.  Changes in Textbook Content and the gaokao: Quantitative Evidence

In addition to our qualitative analysis of the textbooks’ content, we con-
ducted a quantitative analysis of the text in the old and new politics cur-
ricula.!” To structure our analysis, we searched for each word contained
in the Chinese State Council document, “Suggestions on Strengthening
the Ideological and Moral Construction of Our Youths,” which outlined
the government’s objectives for the reform. For each word, we calcu-
lated the frequency of that word in the old politics textbooks and the
new. We also refine our search for words, manually identifying 67 out
of the 1,166 words within the State Council document that match our
five broad categories of interest.'® For comparison, we also search for the
1,166 most frequent words in the Chinese language, taken from the Mod-
ern Chinese Frequency Dictionary (Beijing Language College and Language
Education Research Institute 1985), and again calculate the frequency
of each word in the old and new textbooks.

7 We digitized and examined the Economic Basics (tenth-grade module A) and Political
Basics (tenth-grade module B) texts for the old curriculum and the Economic Life, Political
Life, and Cultural Life texts for the new curriculum.

'" In app. C.3, we present the full list of these words that match the government objec-
tives on which we focus.
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In figure 2, we present the cumulative distribution functions of the per-
centage change in the frequency of words across curricula, for three sets
of words: the full set of government document words, the subset of gov-
ernment document words that match our five main attitudes of interest,
and the dictionary words. One can see in the figure that the words pres-
ent in the government document increase in frequency systematically
more than the comparison dictionary words. Moreover, the words linked
to our five broad categories of interest show much greater increases in
frequency than the other government document words; again, this is seen
across the distribution of words.

In addition to examining the full set of 67 words in the government
document that were related to the five categories of attitude change we
identified as government objectives, it is of interest to focus on key terms
in the government document most closely linked to these attitudes. In
table 1, panel A, we present counts and the percentage change in fre-
quency of two “keywords” for each category of attitudes that we examine.

Cumulative density
5
1

T T
-100 0 500 1000
% change in word frequency

State Council Document ~— --------- Common Usage Dictionary
— — — Five Main Categories

Fi6. 2.—Cumulative distribution functions of the percentage change in a word’s fre-
quency across curricula for three sets of words: the 1,166 words in the State Council doc-
ument, “Suggestions on Strengthening the Ideological and Moral Construction of Our
Youths,” the subset of 67 State Council document words that match our five main attitudes
of interest, and the 1,166 most frequent words in the Chinese language, taken from the
Modern Chinese Frequency Dictionary. The percentage change in frequency is top coded at
1,000; words appearing only in the new curriculum (with percentage change equal to in-
finity) are assigned the top code.
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TABLE 1
CHANGES IN WORD COUNTS FOR FIVE BROAD CATEGORIES OF INTEREST
Count in Countin  Change in
Word in Outcome Old New Frequency
Word in English Chinese Category Curriculum  Curriculum (%)
A. Categories of interest:
Rule of law ikt Governance 0 10 £
Supervision faRes Governance 30 116 225
Political insti- 2 120 4,948
Election e tutions
Political insti- 11 282 2,057
Democracy R+ tutions
Economic 208 67 =73
Market economy 3£ 5 institutions
Socialism with FEK 3 Economic 4 97 1,940
Chinese char- ' institutions
acteristics
Chinese ethnic
group R Identity 1 100 8,313
Homeland AELIE Identity 1 51 4,191
Environmental
protection 7RG Environment 0 4 0
Sustainable
development  A[#4:KE Environment 0 3 0
B. Comparison terms:
Opening-up X4 S 20 19 —20
Domestic ES . 47 43 —23
Region X e 69 66 —20
Resident Ji R - 48 54 -5
Jiang Zemin TLER e 0 4 ©
Hu Jintao A e 0 7 ©

Note.—Frequency equals the count of a word divided by the total number of words in
the textbooks used in the new or old curriculum. The old curriculum textbooks contained
a total of 145,062 words; the new curriculum textbooks contained a total of 172,424 words.
Panel A shows counts of “keywords” closely linked to the five broad categories of attitudes
on which we focus, by curriculum. Panel B shows analogous counts for political concepts
that were not focused on by the Chinese government, counts for “neutral” terms, and
counts for the names of political leaders of China in the early twenty-first century who were
not mentioned in the old textbooks. All terms come from the State Council document
“Suggestions on Strengthening the Ideological and Moral Construction of Our Youths,”
issued in 2004.

One can see that these keywords are typically associated with unusually
large increases in frequency. The one exception is “market economy,”
which decreases in frequency. This change, and the very large increase
in frequency of the term “socialism with Chinese characteristics,” reflect
the more negative treatment of markets in the new textbooks.

We also show in table 1, panel B, the counts and changes in frequency
of (i) two political terms that are not focused on by the Chinese govern-
ment, (ii) two “neutral” (nonpolitical) words, and (iii) “Hu Jintao” and
“Jiang Zemin,” two presidents of China who held office during the curric-
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ulum reform process but whose names were never mentioned in the old
curriculum. One can see that the changes in frequency we found for the
five attitudes of interest are large relative to these “comparison” words.

Our quantitative analysis thus confirms our conclusions from reading
the politics textbooks and examining the gaokao frameworks: the lan-
guage used in the State Council document is far more prevalent in the
new curriculum than in the old, and the specific concepts on which we fo-
cused our qualitative discussion show even sharper changes in prevalence
across curricula.

III. Survey of Peking University Students

We measure students’ beliefs using a web-based survey we conducted
April and May 2013 (the entire set of survey questions is provided in
online app. E). We sent an e-mail invitation to participate in the survey
to the complete e-mail list of undergraduate students at Peking Univer-
sity; students were offered payment for their participation and were in-
cluded in a raffle for a number of desirable Apple brand electronics. We
received nearly 2,000 completed surveys, for a response rate of around
18.6 percent of the undergraduate population of Peking University. Par-
ticipants were paid an average of 58 RMB ($9.50) and were awarded mul-
tiple iPads and iPods."

A, Survey Questions Measuring Political Attitudes and Behavior

We study six broad categories of outcomes from among the larger set of
survey questions: responses to survey questions regarding the five catego-
ries of political attitudes that the Chinese government aimed to shape
(discussed in detail above) and questions eliciting self-reported behavior
linked to these attitudes.* Within the six broad categories, we organize sur-
vey questions into subcategories where appropriate. We always code the
responses to these questions such that the Chinese government’s desired
attitudes are assigned larger, more positive numbers. The specific sur-
vey questions eliciting our outcome variables are shown in the Appendix.

' The survey’s content and implementation procedure were approved by the University
of California, Berkeley, Committee for Protection of Human Subjects, Protocol ID 2012-05-
4323. The recruitment e-mail (in Chinese and in English translation), a screenshot from
the survey, and an image of an iPad winner are all provided in app. E.

* In addition to the survey questions studied as outcomes, the survey included questions
on students’ personal backgrounds (which we use to test for balance across curricula and
as controls in our robustness analysis); questions on students’ perceptions of teaching
practices (which we examine in Sec. V); questions regarding political attitudes not dis-
cussed in government documents related to the curriculum reform (discussed in apps. E
and F); and questions about attitudes and beliefs outside the political realm (again,
discussed in apps. E and F). The latter categories were included in the survey as part of a
broader study of China’s elite.
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A natural concern given the large number of survey question outcomes
we examine is the possibility of false positives. To address concerns about
multiple hypothesis testing, we construct a zscore index variable for each
of the subcategories of attitudes we examine: trust in government offi-
cials, bribery and civic-mindedness, perception of Chinese democracy,
and so forth. Following Anderson (2008), we standardize each compo-
nent of the index and sum individuals’ standardized outcomes (zscores),
weighting each outcome by the inverse of the covariance matrix of the
standardized outcomes.?" The index for each category will both help us
address concerns about multiple hypothesis testing (by reducing the num-
ber of hypotheses we test) and also capture broad attitude changes that
are only imperfectly measured by any single survey question. In addition
to examining the effects of the new curriculum on broad indices, when we
examine individual survey question outcomes, below, we address con-
cerns about multiple hypothesis testing by presenting p-values that are ad-
justed using the false discovery rate (FDR) procedure (Benjamini, Krieger,
and Yekutieli 2006; Anderson 2008). For transparency, we also show esti-
mated effects of the new curriculum on all of our survey questions (not
just the outcomes of interest) in appendix F, figure F.2.

B.  Survey Response Rale

The response rate we achieved, 18.6 percent, is very much in line with
other online surveys that rely on impersonal, e-mail recruitment.” Be-
cause the response rate is lower than that seen in surveys using alterna-
tive methods, it is important to discuss a range of questions about the in-
ferences one can make from our sample. The first question that arises is
one of power: even if selection into our survey were random, a low re-
sponse rate can limit our ability to precisely estimate treatment effects.
However, the response rate was in line with our expectations from the lit-
erature on online surveys, so by design our sample size is large enough to
identify economically meaningful effects of the new curriculum as statis-
tically significant.

A second question is of greater concern for making causal claims: if
selection into the sample were nonrandom, this may bias our estimated

* We also standardize the zscore index to allow for easier interpretation of the magni-
tudes of our regression estimates. Other methods used to construct a single variable that
summarizes a set of related outcomes, e.g., an equally weighted average of the standardized
outcomes, or the first principal component of the set of outcome variables, generate very
similar results (we present a broad set of results using first principal components in app. G).
Such index variables have been used to evaluate the effectiveness of policy interventions on a
set of related outcomes; see, e.g., Kling, Liebman, and Katz (2007).

* For example, in meta-analyses, Manfreda et al. (2008) and Shih and Fan (2008) find
that around one-third of online surveys examined have a response rate below 20 percent
and over half have a response rate below 30 percent; see also Kaplowitz, Hadlock, and
Levine (2004).
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treatment effects. Itis important to emphasize that for nonrandom selec-
tion into our sample to threaten the internal validity of our estimated ef-
fects, the selection would need to be differential across curricula. We can
test for differential selection into the survey by curriculum in two ways.
First, using information on the total number of students enrolled in Pe-
king University by province and cohort, we can estimate the difference in
response rates by curriculum, conditional on province and cohort fixed
effects.” In fact, we find that the (conditional) response rate differs across
curricula by less than 2 percentage points, statistically indistinguishable
from zero (see the note to table G.3 in app. G). Second, we can test for bal-
ance of observable student characteristics across curricula in our sample
(again conditional on province and cohort fixed effects). As we discuss be-
low, we find that our sample is balanced between curricula across a range
of observable covariates. The lack of evidence of selection correlated with
the curriculum studied indicates that we are able to estimate an internally
valid causal effect of the new curriculum, conditional on being in our
sample. We further discuss concerns about selection into the survey, selec-
tion into Peking University, and the external validity of the effects that
we estimate in Section V.

C. Interpreting the Survey Responses

Many of our outcome variables are self-reported responses to direct sur-
vey questions. Itis natural to wonder what exactly is captured by variation
in these responses. Here we discuss several concerns with using students’
responses to direct survey questions to evaluate the impact of the new
curriculum.

Do students try to respond “correctly” to exam-style questions >—An important
concern is that students who study under different curricula may all have
the same private attitudes. But if they try to provide “correct” answers to
questions that are similar in structure or content to exam questions and
if the correct answer differed across curricula, then responses to exam-
style questions might differ even if attitudes do not.

To address this possibility, we took care to ask our questions of interest
in a manner that did notlook like the questions students would have seen
in the gaokao or any other exam. Indeed, other than a small number of
factual questions related to the new curriculum, which we do notinclude
as part of our analysis of political attitudes, the vast majority of questions
explicitly asked about students’ own opinions. Most of our questions
looked nothing like exam questions, and they typically came from preex-
isting social surveys that had nothing to do with the analysis of Chinese

* In app. G, we show the number of respondents by province x cohort cell, as well as the
number of students enrolled in Peking University from each cell.
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education. For example, we asked students about their trust in various
categories of government officials, which plausibly may have been influ-
enced by students’ study of a curriculum emphasizing the rule of law and
citizen oversight of officials. Importantly, no exam ever asked students di-
rect questions about their trust of government officials.

One can see suggestive evidence in the distribution of students’ re-
sponses that our attempts to write questions that elicited students’ opin-
ions were successful. This can be best examined in the case of the vari-
ables relating to trust in government officials, as they are measured on
a 1-5 scale, allowing one to see shifts across the distribution of attitudes
(we present the distributions of responses to these questions by curricu-
lum in app. G, table G.4). A first indication that respondents are likely
not attempting to provide “correct” responses is the broad range of an-
swers to all of the questions we asked. In each curriculum, for all out-
comes, we found responses in the full range, from 1 to 5, and in every case
the modal response was provided by less than 60 percent of students. An-
other indication that in the new curriculum there was not a clearly cor-
rect answer to our questions about trust is that modal responses were
not located at an end of the distribution. Nor was there always the same
modal response: we see modes of either 3 or 4 for our various outcomes.

The changes in the distribution of responses across curricula are also
consistent with students’ opinions changing, rather than simply moving
to a new correct response. One can see that for many outcomes, not only
are there shifts in the distribution toward the new curriculum modal re-
sponse (from below), but there are also movements away from the modal
response (moving up). For example, we asked students about their trust
in local government on a 1-5 scale. Under the old curriculum, the modal
response was 3, with nearly 48 percent of students indicating this level
of trust. Under the new curriculum, the mode remained 3 (indicating
no change in a correct answer), with 45.25 percent of students choosing
this response. Interestingly, responses of 1, 2, and the modal response of
3 are all less common under the new curriculum, while the number of re-
sponses of 4 increased by nearly 12 percentage points (over 50 percent).

Do students try to express socially acceptable or politically correct views —A sec-
ond concern is that students who study under the new curriculum may
not have their attitudes changed but respond to survey questions differ-
ently after learning about a different set of constraints on the views that
they ought to express. While there is always a concern that students will
be afraid to reveal stigmatized or politically incorrect beliefs, there are
several reasons to take students’ responses in our survey at face value.*

* The state’s ability to shape what individuals see as acceptable expression by changing
the curriculum may itself be of interest and may have important consequences for political
debate, coordination, and thus political behavior.
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First, none of our questions touched on topics that are taboo in China,
such as multiparty elections, views of the Communist Party per se, or di-
rect criticism of the leadership of China. All the questions asked, indeed,
were based on topics that were discussed in Chinese high school curric-
ula, and all our questions were vetted by our mainland Chinese coauthor
(Chen), by a variety of China scholars, and by high school teachers with
whom we spoke. Importantly, recent scholarship on China provides evi-
dence that criticism of the government online is both prevalent (despite
a lack of complete anonymity) and tolerated by the government; censors
focus their attention on silencing speech that may generate collective ac-
tion (King, Pan, and Roberts 2013), which the privately expressed attitudes
in our survey surely would not do.

Second, the main survey was conducted privately, online, so there would
have been no direct social stigma attached to particular responses, nor
should there have been strong experimenter demand effects. We also em-
phasized the confidentiality of students’ responses in the online consent
forms read prior to the survey (approved by the UC Berkeley Institutional
Review Board).?®

Third, as noted above, it is clear from the range of responses received
in the survey that responses were not concentrated around a single “ac-
ceptable” response. Our questions regarding trust in various government
officials and government bodies are perhaps the most politically sensitive
of our survey questions. We find that 20 percent of individuals rate the
central government at a 3 or below; for the provincial and local govern-
ments, this number is 38 percent and 65 percent, respectively; for courts,
the army, and police, we see responses of 3 or below from 37 percent,
31 percent, and 47 percent of students. More students reported trust in
the police at a level of 2 than at a level of 5. Clearly, some students were
willing to give less than stellar marks to a range of government institutions.

Indeed, the fact that our study was run in Peking University makes it
less likely that students would self-censor their beliefs out of fear of gov-
ernment (or peer) reprisals for expressing critical attitudes. Peking Uni-
versity is known to be a setting in which liberal views can be expressed,
even contrary to government aims. Indeed, the university posted an arti-
cle from the Atlantic magazine on its website stating that it is “an open se-
cret that teachers at the school and neighboring Tsinghua University of-
ten broach topics critical of the government in the classroom”; a student
quoted in the article states that most students are “very liberal minded, so
it’s ok to talk about sensitive political things.”*

We also examine whether students who are more risk averse (and so
likely to be more concerned about responding in a socially or politically

* The paper and pencil follow-up was also completed privately.

* The article can be found at http://english.pku.edu.cn/News_Events/News/Outlook
/10590.htm.
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acceptable way) exhibit effects of the new curriculum different from those
of students who are less risk averse. We find that the more risk-averse re-
spondents in the study do not show significantly different effects of the
new curriculum (see app. G, table G.5).

Stated preferences versus revealed preferences—As a final check that stu-
dents’ survey responses were meaningful, we can compare students’ re-
sponses to direct questions about risk preferences to their choices in an
incentivized game eliciting risk preferences, which took place after the
survey. In the game, we elicit students’ certainty equivalent to a risky
gamble (the greater the certainty equivalent, the more risk-seeking is a
student; see Dohmen et al. 2011). We find a positive, highly statistically
significant relationship between self-reported risk preferences and the
certainty equivalents from the incentivized game (in a bivariate regres-
sion, the coefficient on stated risk aversion is 0.163, with p<.001). While
questions about risk preferences are not likely to be associated with stig-
matized attitudes, this remains a useful check that students responded
to the survey in a manner that reflects their preferences.

IV. Empirical Analysis
A, Comparisons of Means

To begin our analysis of the effect of the new curriculum, we simply com-
pare means of students’ political attitudes across curricula; specifically,
we examine means of the zscore indices constructed from the six broad
categories of outcomes (12 subcategories) described above. Within the set
of provinces for which we observe both students who studied the old cur-
riculum and students who studied the new curriculum, we group together
provinces that have the same curriculum introduction date (and thus
have the same number of cohorts in our sample under each curriculum).”
To allow for a difference-in-differences style comparison, we also plot
mean attitudes among students in provinces that do not have variation in
curriculum among the cohorts we study; we calculate means across co-
horts that match the relevant comparisons for provinces with variation
in curriculum.

* The oldest students in our survey sample were college seniors in the spring of 2013;
they graduated from high school in 2009 and entered high school in 2006. Thus, if a prov-
ince introduced the new curriculum for the 2006 high school entry cohort, the oldest stu-
dents in our sample from that province (and all younger students, naturally) would have
studied under the new curriculum, and we would lack within-province, cross-cohort varia-
tion in curriculum. The youngest students in our sample were college freshmen in the
spring of 2013; they graduated from high school in 2012 and entered high school in
2009. Thus, if a province introduced the new curriculum in 2010, we would not observe
anyone from that province who studied the new curriculum. The 13 provinces with varia-
tion in curriculum in our sample are Beijing, Hunan, Heilongjiang, Jilin, Shaanxi, Henan,
Xinjiang, Jiangxi, Shanxi, Hubei, Yunnan, Inner Mongolia, and Hebei.
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In figure 3, we present these means graphically. The bars show means
for the relevant group of students in the provinces with variation in cur-
riculum in our sample: comparing the bars, one can see differences in po-
litical attitudes between students who studied different curricula. The
dots show means for the corresponding cohorts within the set of prov-
inces without variation in curriculum among the cohorts we study: com-
paring the dots, one can see the difference in political attitudes across the
same cohorts in the absence of any change in curriculum.

The top-left graph (panel A) shows means of trust in government offi-
cials by the curriculum studied, for each set of provinces. One can see
that for each set of provinces examined with variation in curriculum, the
mean level of trust is greater among individuals who studied under the
new curriculum. Examining the mean trust in government officials among
students from provinces without variation in curriculum in our sample,
one can see almost no difference in trust across cohorts. Panel B shows
means of the index variable measuring perceptions of bribery and views
of government officials’ civic-mindedness. For each set of provinces with
variation in curriculum, we find that studying the new curriculum is asso-
ciated with the view that bribery is less prevalent and effective and with
more positive views of officials. There is very little difference in views on
bribery and government officials across cohorts among students from
provinces without variation in curriculum in our sample.

In panels C-I, one can see that for some attitudes (e.g., perceptions of
Chinese democracy, skepticism of markets, and views on Chinese ethnic
identity), there are consistent differences across curricula for all sets of
provinces (in the direction the Chinese government desired). Other at-
titudes (e.g., national identity or views of the environment) are not con-
sistently associated with the curriculum studied. Examining differences
in attitudes among students from provinces without variation in curricu-
lum in our sample, one can see that there are rarely differences in atti-
tudes across cohorts that match the differences associated with the curric-
ulum studied.

Panel J shows that engagement in political behavior, such as voting, is
often lower among students exposed to the new curriculum. Some of this
is simply due to differences in opportunities to engage in political behav-
ioracross cohorts. For example, Beijing last had a People’s Congress elec-
tion in 2011; thus, freshmen in our sample, who entered university in
2012, had no opportunity to vote in Beijing—and likely no opportunity
to vote at all given their age.*® Older students also have had more chances
to join political organizations such as the Chinese Communist Party; se-
niors are twice as likely to be in the CCP as freshmen. This is apparent, too,

* Note that among provinces that introduced the new curriculum in 2009, all of the stu-
dents who studied the new curriculum in our sample were freshmen.

This content downloaded from 137.189.180.053 on June 12, 2018 20:19:33 PM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www .journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).



A: Trustin
government officials

B: Bribery and
civic-mindedness

0 4 us,
‘ |
I . . . i . ° i. ' - i-
ol ali | il
Old New Gurr. Old New Curr. Old New Gurr. Ol New Gurr. Old New Curr. Old New Gurr.
2007 intro. 2008 intro. 2008 intro. 2007 intro. 2008 intro. 2008 intro.
C: Perception of D: Wisdom
Chinese democracy of the masses
0 4 0 4
1 .
™ I " . v I R - . . - i
.| )i _1 N
Oid New Gurr Oid New Curr. Old New Curr. 0l New Curr Old New Curr Old New Curr
2007 Intro. 2008 intro 2009 intro. 2007 intro. 2008 Intro. 2009 Inro.
E: Characteristics F: Skeptical
of democracy of markels
°
| . ‘ Ly
-/ ol
Old New Gurr. old New Gur. Old New Gurr. Old New Curr. Old New Curr. Old New Curr.
2007 intro. 2008 intro. 2009 intro. 2007 intro. 2008 intro. 2009 inlro.
G: Ethnic identity H: National identity
@ 4 «d
. B '
o . i o
' T T T T T T T T T T T T
Old New Curr. Oid New Curr. Old New Curr. Old New Curr. old New Curr. Old New Curr
2007 intro. 2008 infro. 2000 Intro. 2007 inlro 2008 Intro. 2009 intro.
I: Attitudes
about environment J: Political behavior
| @l
| | . .
. I . ‘ I ‘ I R - - .
Old New Curr Oid New Curr Old New Curr. Old New Curr Old New Curr. Old New Curr.
2007 intro. 2008 Intro, 2009 intro. 2007 intro. 2008 Intro. 2009 infro,
_ K: Avoiding L: Cooperation
risky investment with minority
0 4 _— |
.| N
—— : : —i— = : = : : :
Old New Curr old New Curr. Old New Curr. Qld New Curr. old New Gurr. Old New Curr.
2007 Intro. 2008 intro. 2009 intro. 2007 intro. 2008 intro. 2009 Infro.

Fi6. 3.—Differences in means between students who studied the old curriculum and
the new curriculum. The bars show means for the relevant group of students in the 13 prov-
inces with variation in curriculum in our sample. Provinces are organized into three cate-
gories by the year when the new high school curriculum was introduced: either 2007, 2008,
or 2009. The 95 percent confidence intervals are indicated by lines. For comparison, the
dots show means for the corresponding cohorts within the set of provinces without varia-
tion in curriculum among the cohorts we study.
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in the political behavior of students from provinces without variation in
curriculum in our sample.

In the last row, one can see that students exposed to the new curricu-
lum systematically engage in less risky investment behavior (panel K),
consistent with the greater skepticism of markets seen in panel F. There
is almost no difference in the investment behavior of students from the
same cohorts but coming from provinces without variation in curriculum
in our sample. Finally, we do not see consistent differences across curric-
ula in cooperating with minorities (panel L).

Overall, for our broad categories of governance, political institutions,
and economic institutions, the raw data suggest that the government may
have been able to shift attitudes in the desired direction, while evidence
on identity and on environment is more mixed, as is the effect of the new
curriculum on behavior associated with the government’s desired atti-
tude changes.

B.  Empirical Model

We next examine these differences in a regression framework, including
all provinces, and controlling for province and cohort fixed effects. We
estimate a generalized difference-in-differences model, as follows:

Yp = 2V, T géﬁ + B New Curriculum,, + ¢, (1)

where y,, is either an individual survey question or an index variable (z
denotes the individual, ¢ the high school entry cohort, and p the province
of high school attendance); vy, and ¢, are full sets of cohort and province
fixed effects; and 8 is the coefficient of interest, capturing the effect of
the new curriculum, conditional on fixed differences across cohorts
and fixed differences across provinces. In our main estimates, we allow
idiosyncratic differences, &, to be correlated across individuals within
a province x cohort cell (the level at which the curriculum varies).* In ad-
dition to this baseline specification, we will estimate additional speci-
fications below: (i) we disaggregate the effects of the new curriculum by
cohort, (ii) we include individual-level controls, (iii) we include prov-
ince x cohort-level controls, and (iv) we include a full set of province-
specific, cross-cohort trends (in addition to the province and cohort fixed
effects).

Our baseline model allows us to address a variety of concerns about our
ability to identify the causal effect of the new curriculum. First, one may

* We also present p-values based on clustering at the province level; because of the small
number of clusters in this case, we implemented the wild bootstrap procedure (Cameron,
Gelbach, and Miller 2008).
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be concerned that province-level differences in openness, income levels,
and policies may be correlated with attitudes. However, fixed differences
across provinces cannot drive our estimated effects of the new curricu-
lum, because we control for province fixed effects and exploit cross-
cohort variation within provinces (nonrandom introduction of the cur-
riculum across provinces is discussed further in Sec. V). Similarly, one
might worry about the evolution of attitudes across cohorts even in the
absence of a change in the curriculum; by including cohort fixed effects,
we are able to difference out cross-cohort changes that occur even in the
absence of a change in the curriculum.

One mightstill be concerned about time-varying factors that affect dif-
ferent provinces in different years. For example, one may worry about
differences in economic growth rates across provinces or about shocks,
such as the Sichuan earthquake of 2008, which might differentially af-
fect different provinces. Itis important to emphasize, however, that prov-
ince x time-varying shocks are not necessarily province x cohortvarying
shocks: a confounding factor would need to differentially affect different
high school entry cohorts within a province to threaten our identifica-
tion strategy. The cross-cohort variation we exploit is within a very narrow
window and is very sharp: individuals entering high school just 1 year
apart studied entirely different curricula around the introduction of the
new curriculum. This method of introducing the new curriculum consid-
erably reduces concerns about omitted variables, as many time-varying,
province-specific shocks seem unlikely to have very different effects across
adjacent cohorts of students and so will be absorbed by the province fixed
effects.

Finally, even unobserved factors that do vary at the province xcohort
level will often affect adjacent cohorts within the same province smoothly
rather than sharply. Our specification thatincludes controls for province-
specific, cross-cohort trends is able to capture smooth, province-specific
changes in attitudes across cohorts. This specification is especially de-
manding as it attributes to the new curriculum only the “jump” in atti-
tudes relative to the cross-cohort trend. Thus, although the introduction
of the new curriculum was not random across time and space, many dif-
ferences across provinces and across cohorts—other than the curricu-
lum change—are likely to be absorbed by our control variables, leaving
us more confident that we are able to identify the causal effect of the
new curriculum.

C. Balance of Student Characteristics

We present summary statistics for the survey sample in table 2, columns 1
and 2, and show the mean characteristics of students by curriculum (old,
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then new) in columns 3 and 4. We next check for balance of observable
characteristics among survey respondents across new and old curricula.
A lack of balance could arise from differential selection into the survey
sample or from shifts in matriculation into Peking University as a result of
the curriculum change (or some other province x cohort-specific shock).

In table 2, columns 5 and 6, we present the raw differences and the p-
values testing for the statistical significance of these differences in char-
acteristics of students who studied under the old and new curricula in our
sample. One can see in the table that there are significant differences
across the two groups. However, it is worth emphasizing that this uncon-
ditional imbalance is to be expected. Students who studied under the
new curriculum are younger on average (the new curriculum was intro-
duced later in time) and come from provinces where the curriculum was
introduced earlier; and there was no random assignment of introduction
years across provinces, so differences across students from different prov-
inces appear as well (e.g., the fraction of Han Chinese).

In table 2, columns 7 and 8, we show differences between students in
the new and old curricula, conditional on province and cohort fixed ef-
fects, and the p-values testing for the statistical significance of these con-
ditional differences. (We estimate eq. [1] with student characteristics as
outcomes and present the coefficient on the new curriculum dummy var-
iable.) One can see that accounting for average characteristics in the prov-
ince of origin and accounting for average characteristics of a cohort, those
individuals in our sample who studied under the new curriculum look sta-
tistically indistinguishable on observable characteristics from those who
studied under the old curriculum.

D.  Regression Estimates of the Effect of the New Curriculum

We begin our regression analysis by estimating our difference-in-
differences model in equation (1). But rather than pool the students who
studied under the old curriculum and new curriculum into two coarse cat-
egories (old curriculum and new), we allow students to have different at-
titudes depending on the “distance” between their cohort and the first
cohort that studied under the new curriculum in their province. This al-
lows us to examine whether outcomes differed across cohorts even prior
to the curriculum reform (which would call into question our identifica-
tion strategy) and also to verify that there is a sharp change in outcomes
precisely with the first cohort exposed to the new curriculum. We treat the
last cohort studying under the old curriculum in a particular province as
the omitted category and compare it to the cohorts entering high school
2 or more years before the curriculum change, the first cohort that stud-
ied the new curriculum, and the cohorts that entered high school 2 or
more years after the new curriculum was introduced.

This content downloaded from 137.189.180.053 on June 12, 2018 20:19:33 PM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www .journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).



CURRICULUM AND IDEOLOGY 365

In figure 4, we present coefficients and 95 percent confidence inter-
vals on the dummy variables indicating a student’s cohort relative to the
introduction of the new curriculum in his or her province, for each of
the index variables in our six broad outcome categories. In the gover-
nance, political institutions, and economic institutions graphs, one can
see clear, significant jumps in outcomes—shifts in attitudes in the Chi-
nese government’s desired direction—moving from the last cohort un-
der the old curriculum to the first cohort that studied under the new cur-
riculum. We do not find significant differences in identity, and attitudes
toward the environment move in the direction opposite to the one hy-
pothesized. Our findings for behavior are mixed, with the “avoiding risky
investment” outcome sharply differing across curricula (the increase in
the outcome reflects less risky investment among students exposed to
the new curriculum), while political behavior and cooperation with mi-
norities do not differ much across cohorts.

Figure 4 also allows us to examine whether attitudes were trending in
the direction desired by the Chinese government even prior to the intro-
duction of the new curriculum. One can see that there is almost no ev-
idence of meaningful pretrends in figure 4; indeed, it is almost never the
case that students who entered high school 2 or more years prior to the
curriculum change have attitudes or behavioral outcomes that signifi-
cantly differ from those of students in the final cohort who studied un-
der the old curriculum. One can also see that outcomes are quite similar
for all cohorts that studied under the new curriculum: the sharp differ-
ences in attitudes we find across curricula are not limited either to the
first year of introduction or to the students in our sample who are youn-
gest, and thus closest to their exposure to the high school curriculum.

We next estimate the standard difference-in-differences model, equa-
tion (1), examining differences between students exposed to the newand
old curricula, controlling for province and cohort fixed effects. Figure 5
shows the coefficient estimate on the new curriculum dummy variable
from estimating equation (1), as well as the 95 percent confidence inter-
val, for each of the individual survey questions presented in Section III,
and the index variables analyzed in figures 3 and 4. For ease of presen-
tation, we standardize each outcome variable and we plot the absolute
value of the coefficient; coefficients with positive signs are denoted with
closed symbols, while coefficients with negative signs are denoted with
open symbols (we also indicate the sign of the estimate in brackets). As
noted above, responses are coded such that a positive effect indicates a
movement toward the Chinese government’s desired attitudes. The fig-
ure also includes p-values (adjusted using the false discovery rate proce-
dure) from a test that the coefficient on new curriculum equals zero.

Scanning the dot plot, one can see quite a bit of consistency within
the categories and subcategories that we examine: across a wide range
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of questions about trust in government officials, we find significant in-
creases in trust associated with study of the new curriculum. One can also
see that students view government officials as more civic-minded (less
self-interested and less likely to serve the rich and powerful) and see brib-
ery as less necessary across a range of domains. Note that in some cases,
individual results are not statistically significant when we adjust p-values
to reflect our testing of multiple hypotheses, but the consistency of the
signs of the effects and the significant index variables are suggestive of
meaningful attitude changes.

Continuing to move down the dot plot, one can see that students view
China as more democratic if they studied the new curriculum; they view
people’s participation as a defining characteristic of democracy (albeit
not statistically significantly so), and they often express greater skepti-
cism of the wisdom of the masses, or “unconstrained democracy.” The
finding that students exposed to the new curriculum both see China as
more democratic and are more cautious about unconstrained democracy
matches what we see in the new curriculum textbooks’ content.

Attitudes toward the market were elicited in only one survey question,
which shows a significant shift toward greater skepticism of unconstrained
markets—consistent with the new curriculum textbooks’ content. Atti-
tudes toward ethnic minorities show mixed differences across curricula.
Students express an identity that is more “Chinese” than “world citizen”
if they study the new curriculum, but the result is not statistically signif-
icant. Next, one can see that attitudes toward the environment consis-
tently move in the opposite direction from that intended by the govern-
ment, though not statistically significantly so. Finally, there are positive,
but insignificant, effects of the new curriculum on political behavior and
cooperation with minorities and a positive, significant effect on avoiding
risky investments.

In table 3, we present the analysis shown in figure 5 (but note that out-
comes are not standardized), as well as some additional information. We
show coefficient point estimates, standard errors clustered at the prov-
ince x cohort level, standard p-values and FDR-adjusted p-values, means
and variances of the dependent variables, and estimated persuasion rates
(we discuss persuasion rates in Sec. V below). As can also be seen in fig-
ure 5, along the three dimensions that the curriculum significantly af-
fected (views on governance, political institutions, and economic institu-
tions), studying under the new curriculum is associated with a change in
attitudes of around 10-20 percent of a standard deviation.

We also include in table 3 an important falsification exercise. A natu-
ral question that arises in interpreting our finding of a significant effect of
the new curriculum on trust in government officials is whether the new
curriculum was associated with greater trust more broadly rather than spe-
cifically greater trust in government officials. We thus examine students’
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responses to questions about their trust in a variety of nongovernmental
entities (nongovernmental organizations, banks, foreign investors) and
about their trust in people in general. In the bottom row of panel A in ta-
ble 3, one can see that an aggregate index of trust in these nongovern-
mental entities and individuals is not affected by the introduction of
the new curriculum (the point estimate is very close to zero and not signif-
icant), reinforcing our interpretation that the content in the new curric-
ulum specifically increased trust in Chinese government officials.

V. Discussion
A. Robustness Checks

We next explore the robustness of our results for the six outcome cate-
gories examined; we show robustness specifications only for the zscore
indices constructed to summarize each category’s outcomes. As above,
if a category includes only a single question, we examine that rather than
an index variable.

In table 4, panel A, we present our baseline estimates of the effects of
the new curriculum using a parsimonious specification that includes
only province and cohort fixed effects. In addition to our coefficient es-
timates and standard errors clustered at the province x cohort level, we
add (in parentheses in the fourth row) p-values based on clustering at
the province level; because of the small number of clusters in this case,
we implemented the wild bootstrap procedure (Cameron etal. 2008). For
comparison, p-values from standard errors clustered at the provincex
cohort level are presented in the row above. One can see that changing
the level of clustering does not affect our statistical inferences.

Because we have a relatively small number of treated observations in
our sample, we also make our statistical inferences in an alternative man-
ner, by comparing the treatment effect we estimate for each index vari-
able to the distribution of placebo treatment effects we estimate when
randomly assigning new curriculum introduction dates to provinces. To
be precise, we randomly assign new curriculum introduction dates to
provinces, with the dates drawn from the actual set of introduction dates
of the new curriculum, without replacement (so in a given year, the same
number of provinces have the placebo new curriculum introduced as had
the actual new curriculum introduced, but the placebo assignment will
be made to a random selection of provinces). We randomly draw 10,000
sets of placebo treatment assignments and estimate equation (1) for each
of the six main index variable categories. In appendix G, figure G.3, we
plotthe distribution of #statistics from the 10,000 estimated placebo treat-
ment effects for each outcome and mark the location of the #statistic of
the actual treatment effect within the distribution. We also report the
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share of the placebo #statistics that is larger than the actual statistic in ab-
solute value. One can view this measure as analogous to a p-value; across
outcomes, the inferences drawn are verysimilar to the standard regressions.

We next examine the robustness of the estimated effects of the new
curriculum to the inclusion of additional control variables. We begin by
adding to our baseline specification student-level controls for the individ-
ual and household characteristics reported in panels A-D of table 2. In
table 4, panel B, one can see that including these individual-level controls
does not affect our findings.”'

An alternative approach to studying differences in student character-
istics across curricula is to use our students’ background characteristics
(the same used as controls in table 4, panel B) to predict the zscore in-
dex variables for our six categories of outcomes and test whether pre-
dicted outcomes differ across curricula. In appendix G, table G.8, we
present the estimated coefficient on the new curriculum dummy from es-
timating equation (1) with predicted index variables as the outcomes. In
every case, the estimated effect of the new curriculum on the predicted out-
comes based on observables is close to zero and statistically insignificant.

Another important question about our analysis is whether the intro-
duction of the new curriculum coincided with other provincial variation
that might affect attitudes at the province x cohort level. One possibility
is that school spending may have been greater for those cohorts in a prov-
ince exposed to the new curriculum; if so, then some of our effects may
be driven by school spending rather than changes in the curriculum’s
content. We thus control for provincial spending on secondary education
at the province X cohort level (calculated as a province’s average level of
spending during the 3 years of senior high school for each cohort).*
One can see in table 4, panel C, that the estimated effects of the new cur-
riculum controlling for spending on secondary education at the prov-
ince x cohort level are nearly identical to the baseline estimates.

Another possibility is that students who experienced important po-
litical transitions while in high school may have differing views on gov-
ernance, political institutions, and so forth. To examine this possibility,
we collected information on all of the transitions of provincial gover-
nors and provincial party secretaries (from http://baike.baidu.com and

* The one exception is the indicator that a student studied the humanities track in high
school, because it is missing for more than 300 students who did not take the gaokao exam
as part of their admission to Peking University. Note that we do include a dummy for whether
a student took the gaokao exam.

' We also examine whether differences in students’ personalities may affect our results,
estimating our baseline model for our six broad outcome categories, controlling for an in-
dividual’s “Big 5” personality traits zscores, and our results are unchanged (see app. G, ta-
ble G.7).

* Data are taken from the China Educational Finance Statistical Yearbook, published by the
Finance Department, Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China (2004—12).
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http:/ /www.wikipedia.org) that occurred while students in our sample were
in high school. We then estimate our baseline specification, but control-
ling for either the experience of a provincial governor turnover or a provin-
cial party secretary turnover while a student was in high school. In appen-
dix G, table G.9, one can see that these controls do not affect our results.

More generally, one might be interested in the determinants of a prov-
ince adopting the new curriculum in a particular year and be concerned
that these factors may affect student attitudes. We explore this question
in detail in table G.10, using two approaches: first, we treat China’s prov-
inces as a cross section and allow province characteristics in 2003 (just
prior to the first wave of introduction) to determine the timing of adop-
tion; second, we consider a panel (observations at the province xyear
level) with province characteristics in a given year determining new cur-
riculum adoption in the following year. For each data set we estimate or-
dinary least squares models and Cox proportional hazard models. Our
most robust finding is that greater 2003 province income is quite predic-
tive of earlier introduction of the new curriculum (as are other variables
correlated with income, such as fiscal revenues and employment). Edu-
cational variables are generally less predictive, except for the percentage
of primary school students enrolling in secondary school, which again is
correlated with income.

To determine whether higher 2003 incomes were associated with sys-
tematic differences in attitudes across cohorts, in table 4, panel D, we pre-
sent estimated effects of the new curriculum but controlling for the in-
teraction between a province’s 2003 gross regional product per capita
interacted with the four cohort fixed effects. One can see that including
these controls does not affect our findings.

Another concern is that differing trends in attitudes across cohorts in
different provinces may play some role in generating the differences in
attitudes we attribute to the new curriculum. To address this concern, we
estimate equation (1) but include a full set of province fixed effects in-
teracted with cohort-level trends. That is, we allow each province to have
its own (linear) trend in attitudes across cohorts, and we identify the
effect of the new curriculum as a deviation from the trend. In table 4,
panel E, one can see that controlling for province-specific cross-cohort
trends does not qualitatively affect any of our estimates of the effects of
the new curriculum.

A final concern about our baseline specification regards our sample’s
composition. Some provinces do not have any variation in curriculum
studied among the four cohorts in our sample, but these provinces are in-
cluded in our baseline estimates (though they were excluded from our
comparison of means in fig. 3). One might wish to estimate the effects
of the new curriculum on a balanced panel that includes only provinces
in which we observe variation in curriculum. We thus estimate the effect
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of the new curriculum using a “short panel” that includes only students
from the last cohort under the old curriculum and the (adjacent) first co-
hort of the new curriculum from the 13 provinces for which we observe
students from both of these cohorts in our sample. Using this alternative
dataset, our results are very similar to those estimated using the entire set
of province x cohort cells (see table G.11).

B. Addressing Additional Questions about Our Findings

Concerns about the online survey response rate—An important question about
our estimates is whether they may have been driven by unusual selection
into our online survey. Above we noted that response rates between stu-
dents under the two curricula are statistically indistinguishable and that
student characteristics in our sample are balanced across curricula, sug-
gesting that students’ self-selection into our survey likely does not explain
our results. Still one might wonder whether the sample on which we es-
timate the effect of the new curriculum is very atypical, even relative to
the rest of Peking University.

As an additional check that the treatment effects we estimate from
the online survey do not greatly differ from what we would find among
nonrespondents at Peking University, we conducted a paper and pencil
follow-up survey using in-person recruitment in June and July 2014 (see
app. E.5 for a more detailed description of the follow-up survey). The
follow-up survey was conducted by a team of Peking University under-
graduates, who recruited survey participants in the Peking University
dorms and handed out a paper version of the same survey questionnaire
as was used online (to be completed individually and privately). The re-
cruiters invited 446 students who had not completed the online survey
to complete the paper survey; the response rate in the follow-up survey
was 78 percent, for a total of 347 respondents.

We estimate our baseline specification on the follow-up survey sample,
examining the index variable outcomes in our 12 subcategories, and find
that in eight of 12 cases the signs of the estimated effects of the new cur-
riculum match our baseline estimates (compare table 5, panels A and B).
Results for governance, economic institutions, and the environment are
both qualitatively and quantitatively very similar between the main survey
and the follow-up. Thus, although there are two categories (views of the
“wisdom of the masses” and political behavior) for which we find quite
different effects of the new curriculum in the follow-up survey, we are re-
assured that the follow-up survey results generally match those in the
main survey.

Concerns about differential selection into Peking University following curricu-
lum change—Another concern is thatstudents with preexisting differences
in political attitudes were differentially selected into Peking University
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CURRICULUM AND IDEOLOGY 379

across the two curricula: students who had political attitudes more con-
cordant with the new curriculum’s ideological aims may have scored bet-
ter on the gaokao college entrance exam and thus been admitted to the
universityin greater numbers following the curriculum change. One check
of whether this was likely an important driver of our results is to examine
the effects of the new curriculum on students who were enrolled in the
science track in high school. These students were examined on the poli-
tics material, but the test was much lower-stakes than that taken by stu-
dents in the humanities track and would not have played a first-order role
in determining their university admissions.

We thus split the sample by students’ high school subject track.” Among
the subsample of students who studied the science track in high school,
the effects of the new curriculum are qualitatively and quantitatively very
similar to our main results (see table 5, panel C). The one notable differ-
ence between the main results and those estimated on the science track
students is that the effect of the new curriculum on skepticism toward free
markets is no longer statistically significant (though the coefficient is pos-
itive). When we examine the subsample of humanities track students, we
again find results that are qualitatively very similar to our baseline find-
ings (see table 5, panel D).

Checking implementation of the curriculum reform and students’ textbook re-
call—To what extent was the curriculum reform implemented as de-
signed, with the new textbooks introduced according to our assignment
of province x cohort cells? As a check that our province X cohort-level as-
signment of students to curricula is accurate—and as a check that stu-
dents have some recollection of their high school textbook—we exam-
ine students’ responses to a survey question (asked at the end of our
survey) in which we presented them with images of the covers of politics
textbooks from the old and new curricula and asked them to identify the
textbook they used (allowing them to indicate that they did not remem-
ber which textbook was theirs). Remarkably, we find that nearly all stu-
dents in our survey—around 94 percent—identified as their high school
textbook the one that we would predict on the basis of the introduction
dates by province presented in figure 1. We also estimate our baseline
econometric model of equation (1), predicting students’ choice of the
new curriculum politics textbook (as opposed to selecting the old text-
book, reporting that they did not remember their textbook, or reporting
a textbook not shown). The results in table 6, column 1, confirm that the
curriculum reform was rolled out according to what we expected and in-
dicate that the vast majority of students recall their high school textbook.

* Around 15 percent of the students in our sample could not be assigned to a subject
track because they did note take the gaokao (our assignment of track was based on a ques-
tion we asked about the subjects a student was examined on in the gaokao).
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TABLE 6
ADDITIONAL TESTS: IDENTIFYING TEXTBOOKS, FACTUAL KNOWLEDGE,
AND TEACHING PRACTICES

DEPENDENT VARIABLE

Factual Knowledge

Aware: Aware: zScore zScore  Teaching
New Village  Able Index Index  Focused
Textbook Head to Vote (Factual (Teaching on
Cover  Elected PCR Knowledge) Style) gaokao
1 (2) (3) (4) ®) (6)

New curriculum .865 .079 .038 .198 —.007 .108
[.015] [.034] [.028] [.075] [.083] [.069]
Observations 1,691 1,754 1,755 1,754 1,691 1,691
Mean dependent
variable .659 770 .870 .006 —.007 1.937
Standard deviation
dependent variable 474 421 .336 997 1.004 .867

Note.—All regressions include a full set of province and cohort fixed effects (not re-
ported). Robust standard errors are in brackets, clustered at the provincexcohort level.

Effects of the curriculum on students’ factual knowledge—It is also of inter-
est to examine whether purely descriptive (rather than persuasive) text-
book content that differed across curricula generated persistent differ-
ences in students’ knowledge. In addition to ideological content, the new
curriculum included new factual content regarding Chinese political in-
stitutions. We next examine whether factual details of China’s political
system were differentially known by individuals who studied under the
new curriculum.

Our survey included questions asking students whether they were
aware of elections for the position of village head and for the position of
People’s Congress representative. Discussion of these elections is much
more extensive in the new curriculum textbook than in the old curricu-
lum textbook (as seen in table 1, the word “election” appears two times in
the old curriculum and 120 times in the new). We thus estimate our base-
line regression model, with the two “election awareness” variables as out-
comes; one can see in table 6, columns 2 and 3, that study of the new cur-
riculum is, indeed, strongly associated with greater knowledge of political
institutions covered in the new curriculum textbooks. An index variable
outcome based on these two factual questions also shows a significant ef-
fect of the new curriculum on students’ knowledge of Chinese political
institutions (table 6, col. 4).

An important question regarding the nature of the political persua-
sion we observe is to what extent it was based on the provision of new in-
formation, as opposed to purely ideological, persuasive content. On the
one hand, it is clear that there was new, purely ideological content intro-
duced in the new curriculum; this can be seen in many of the quotes from
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the new curriculum’s textbooks above. On the other hand, our findings
here suggest that factual additions to the new curriculum may have af-
fected students’ beliefs and attitudes as well.

The impact of changes in instructional methods—A final question about the
implementation of the curriculum reformis whether, in addition to chang-
ing the content of textbooks, the curriculum reform changed teaching
practice. Indeed, under the reform, class discussions were to be encour-
aged, and there was to be a reduced emphasis on the rote memorization
of material by students. One might be concerned that shifts in teaching
practice may have directly affected students’ attitudes or affected students’
willingness to think independently or to express certain opinions, thus
affecting responses to our survey (see, e.g., Algan, Cahuc, and Shleifer
[2013] on the importance of teaching practices in shaping students’ be-
liefs and attitudes). However, as noted above, there is a widespread per-
ception in China that teaching practices did not change as a result of
the reform: teachers’ and students’ incentives were still strongly directed
toward the memorization of textbook content in order to succeed in the
gaokao college entrance exam.

To determine whether students’ perceptions of their teachers’ methods
differed across curricula, we asked several survey questions relating to
teaching practices that the reforms may have changed: we asked whether
teachers encouraged class participation, whether students explored an-
swers on their own (as opposed to being told correct answers up front),
and whether memorizing material was important to doing well in school.
From these individual questions, we constructed an index of standardized
outcomes that captures changes in students’ perceptions of teaching
practices (the components of the index were all coded such that a posi-
tive change in the index indicated change in the direction desired by re-
formers). In addition to this index, we also directly asked students, “how
much do you think class/lecture or teaching activity is centered on gaokao
preparation?”

In table 6, we present the estimated effects of the new curriculum on
the teaching practices index (col. 5) and on students’ perceptions of the
focus of teaching on gaokao preparation (col. 6). One can see that the
new curriculum did not have a statistically significant effect on the broad
teaching methods index or on students’ perceptions of teachers’ focus on
gaokao preparation. Thus, we do not believe that changed teaching prac-
tices concurrent with the textbook reform explain our findings.

C.  Benchmarking the Effect Sizes

Persuasion rates—In order to quantify the magnitude of the effect of the
new curriculum, for each individual question in our six broad categories
of outcomes we compute persuasion rates (DellaVigna and Gentzkow
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2010): the estimated percentage of individuals who did not initially hold
the view that the new curriculum aimed to instill (the “desired belief”)
but who did hold the belief if they were exposed to the new curriculum
(and analogously for behavior). One could calculate this as the estimated
treatment effect of the new curriculum divided by the share of students
who do not hold the desired belief (engage in the desired behavior) in
the entire sample.** Amore correctdefinition of the persuasion rate would
require us to divide the effect of the new curriculum by the share of stu-
dents without the desired attitude among individuals who studied under
the old curriculum; however, the compositional differences (by province
and cohort) in the sample between old and new curriculum students
would distort the results. As an alternative, we estimate the fraction of in-
dividuals who would hold the desired belief in the absence of the new cur-
riculum. To do so, we predict students’ beliefs using our baseline regres-
sion model; but for students who studied under the new curriculum, we
subtract the treatment effect of the new curriculum. We then average the
predicted outcomes for those who studied under the new curriculum and
the old curriculum and use this to calculate the fraction of the sam-
ple who would not hold the desired view in the absence of the new curric-
ulum. We then use this share to compute the “conditional” persuasion
rate.

In our presentation of regression results in table 3, we included esti-
mates of the implied conditional persuasion rates. The persuasion rates
we find are substantial: across all outcomes (including those for which
the effects did not go in the government’s desired direction), the me-
dian persuasion rate was 8 percent; more than a quarter of the outcomes
we examine show persuasion rates of greater than 20 percent. This is a
large effect relative to estimates of persuasion rates found for various me-
dia in prior work; for example, DellaVigna and Kaplan (2007) find a per-
suasion rate from Fox News of approximately 3-8 percent, and Della-
Vigna et al. (2014) find a persuasion rate of 4-5 percent for Serbian
radio in Croatia.” Itis plausible that persuasion rates for educational con-

* For a binary outcome variable, this is straightforward; for questions that do not have a
binary outcome, we calculate the persuasion rate based on a transformed dependent var-
iable, which equals one if the outcome is greater than or equal to the median answer. In
table 3, we always present the main regression results, i.e., the estimate of the treatment
effect of the new curriculum, based on the original data (e.g., on a scale from 1 to 10),
while the persuasion rates reported are calculated with the binary analogue. Note that
in one case—"bribes are not necessary in interactions with police”—the median response
equals the maximum possible response, so no persuasion rate is presented. Also note that
we do not present persuasion rates when outcomes did not move in the direction desired
by the Chinese government as students were not, on average, persuaded to hold the gov-
ernment’s desired attitudes.

* Enikolopov, Petrova, and Zhuravskaya (2011) find an 8 percent persuasion rate in an
analysis of an independent Russian television station’s effect on voting for the opposition
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tent are considerably larger than those for media, owing, for example, to
the intensity of exposure and perhaps to the greater pliability of youths’
views.*

Effects on attitudes and behavior: Evidence from the Asian Barometer Sur-
vey.—Our survey results on behavior—particularly political behavior—
reflect the ambiguity of the mapping from political attitudes to political
behavior.?” As noted above, we believe that this analysis is affected by Pe-
king University students’ constrained opportunities to engage in many
political activities of interest. We thus examine the association between
political attitudes and reported political behavior using data from the
Asian Barometer Survey, which covers a broader population, including
older individuals who are less constrained in acting on their political at-
titudes.*

The Asian Barometer Survey asks respondents about their trust in var-
ious government officials, just as we asked the students in our sample.
The survey also asks respondents about various forms of disruptive polit-
ical expression, including whether they have attended a demonstration
or protest march at least once during the past 3 years and whether they
have refused to pay taxes or fees to the government during the same time
period. Around 3 percent of respondents report having attended a dem-
onstration, and 1.5 percent report refusing to pay taxes. We examine the
association between reported levels of trust in local government officials
(most relevant to the political behaviors we study) and reported political
actions among mainland Chinese respondents with at least 12 years of
schooling.

Our regression estimates (presented in app. G, table G.12) indicate
that one standard deviation greater trust in the Asian Barometer Survey
is associated with a 2 percentage point reduction in the likelihood of at-
tending a protest or demonstration and a 1 percentage point reduction
in the likelihood of refusing to pay taxes or fees. In figure 5, we saw that
studying the new curriculum is associated with around a one-quarter
standard deviation increase in trust in local government officials. Thus,
under the assumption that the relationship between an individual’s trust
in government officials and his or her political action is similar for stu-
dents in our survey to that for the broader set of educated individuals
in the Asian Barometer sample, the new curriculum would make students

parties it supported. They find a much larger, 65 percent, persuasion rate for the TV sta-
tion’s message of opposition to the progovernment party.

* See Gentzkow and Shapiro (2004) for a discussion of the influence of media and ed-
ucation on ideology.

¥ See Holbrook (2011) for a discussion of the strengths and weaknesses of inferring at-
titudes from behavior.

* The survey is hosted by the Institute of Political Science, Academia Sinica, and the In-
stitute for the Advanced Studies of Humanities and Social Sciences, National Taiwan Uni-
versity. See http://www.asianbarometer.org.

This content downloaded from 137.189.180.053 on June 12, 2018 20:19:33 PM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www .journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).



384 JOURNAL OF POLITICAL ECONOMY

around 15-20 percent less likely to engage in these disruptive political
activities relative to their means.

D. External Validity

As with any study that relies on quasi-experimental variation, our esti-
mated effects are “local” to our particular context. We believe this con-
text is of special interest: not only do we study a naturally occurring pol-
icy change, but we also study a group of students whose views are most
likely to shape Chinese political discourse—China’s educated elite. In
addition, we study the impact of a change in educational content during
students’ critical years (Krosnick and Alwin 1989; Giuliano and Spilim-
bergo 2014), with a lag of several years. This is of some interest: beliefs
shaped by the curriculum would need to be persistent in order to be ob-
served in our survey, and beliefs formed in students’ late teens and early
20s may be most likely to persist into adulthood.

Of course, one should use caution when generalizing from our results
to the effect of the curriculum change on other Chinese students ex-
posed to it. Peking University students uniformly excelled in their high
school studies and so are more likely than other students to have learned
the material in the high school curriculum. This might lead our esti-
mated effects to be larger than for other samples of Chinese high school
graduates (let alone for nongraduates). However, it is worth emphasiz-
ing, as discussed above, that our survey questions did not look like exam
questions, but rather gauged students’ opinions. Moreover, there is good
reason to think that our estimates may actually be lower bounds of the
curriculum change’s effects on other Chinese students: students who
choose to enter Peking University are seen as China’s most liberal and
critical of government and so are likely be less easily persuaded by the
content of their high school textbooks than are other students.*

It is also worth noting that our survey can shed some light on hetero-
geneous effects of the new curriculum. In table G.13, we examine the ef-
fects of the new curriculum allowing there to be heterogeneity depend-
ing on students’, and their parents’, characteristics. While we find that
these characteristics (e.g., parents’ membership in the CCP or students’
consumption of foreign media) are associated with differing political at-
titudes across students, they are not significant sources of heterogeneity
in the effects of the new curriculum.*

* An Atlantic article posted on the Peking University website (quoted above) makes this
point very explicitly (see fn. 26).

* One might also wonder whether, as a result of variation in response rates, our esti-
mates differ from what one would find from a sample that matched the composition of Pe-
king University. In app. G, table G.14, we examine the effects of the new curriculum, but

This content downloaded from 137.189.180.053 on June 12, 2018 20:19:33 PM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www .journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).



CURRICULUM AND IDEOLOGY 385
V1. Conclusion

The Chinese government laid out a set of ambitious goals for curriculum
reform in the early 2000s: the government wanted to shape students’
views on the legitimacy of the Chinese government’s institutions, politi-
cal participation and democracy in China, and the role of the state in the
economy. In all of these aims, we find evidence that the new curriculum
introduced by the government successfully changed students’ views of
fundamental aspects of the society in which they lived. The magnitudes
of the effects were both statistically significant and quite large: persuasion
rates for a variety of important political and economic attitudes are esti-
mated to be larger than those estimated in other settings, from other
sources of information, such as television.

The government also indicated a desire to shape students’ identities,
uniting the Han majority and minorities within a traditional Chinese eth-
nic spirit. We do not find statistically compelling evidence that the gov-
ernment was successful in this aim, though in general, attitudes moved
in the direction the government desired. The new curriculum also did
not succeed in making students more environmentally conscious, per-
haps because of a perceived policy trade-off between priorities of eco-
nomic development and environmental protection and perhaps because
environmental issues were not greatly emphasized in the new curricu-
lum. Finally, the effects of the curriculum on students’ behavior were
mixed, which may reflect constraints on students’ political behavior.

Our findings provide evidence on three broad theories of the roles
played by school curricula in shaping political attitudes. First, and most
broadly, they suggest that an authoritarian state can effectively indoctri-
nate students. Chinese students who studied under the new curriculum
trusted a broad range of government officials more, viewed Chinese po-
litical institutions as more democratic, and were more skeptical of free
markets. These are precisely the sorts of outcomes that scholars suspi-
cious of elite control of educational institutions would fear (e.g., Freire
1970; Bowles and Gintis 1976; Lott 1999).

But there is also a brighter side to our findings: scholars who have ar-
gued that education can be crucial to the development of a functional de-
mocracy and the teaching of civic values (e.g., Dewey 1916; Lipset 1959;
Glaeser, Ponzetto, and Shleifer 2007; Bandiera et al. 2016) also find sup-
portin our results, which suggest that educational content can shape stu-
dents’ views of political institutions. Finally, our results provide weaker
evidence of education forming students’ national and ethnic identities

reweighting each observation by the inverse of the survey response rate in the respondent’s
province x cohort cell. Using the reweighted observations produces results very similar to
our baseline estimates.
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(see Weber 1976; Gradstein and Justman 2002, 2005; Alesina and Reich
2013; Clots-Figueras and Masella 2013): the new curriculum only margin-
ally (and not significantly) affected students’ expressed identities.

While we find causal effects of school curricula on students’ ideology,
the social welfare consequences of these effects depend on the political
economy of curriculum choice: to the extent that educational content is
selected to shape ideology, rather than to produce human capital, there
can be a significant cost of using the education system to indoctrinate,
certainly to students being educated, and perhaps to elites as well, if they
benefit from more productive workers. On the other hand, the beliefs
shaped by the schooling system might be extremely beneficial, as they
may reduce social friction, improve coordination in a variety of settings,
and establish socially valuable norms. Of course, the norms instilled in
school may be disproportionately beneficial to the seated elite, who have
the ability to shape what is taught.

These results thus suggest an analysis of the political economy nexus
when thinking about the government’s incentives to provide education.
Cantoni and Yuchtman (2013) examine elites’ choices of whether to in-
troduce particular educational content in important historical settings,
but political choices are made regarding educational content around the
world shaping political outcomes as well as human capital accumulation.
We believe that the choices that elites make regarding educational con-
tent deserve further study.

Appendix
Category: Governance

Panel A: Trust in government officials

A.1-6. Describe your level of trust in the following institutions: (1 = com-
plete distrust; 5 = complete trust)

A.1. Central government

A.2. Provincial government

A.3. Local government

A.4. Courts

A.5. Armed forces

A.6. Police

Panel B: Bribery and civic-mindedness

B.1. Village heads put their own interest before those of people. (1 = fully
agree; b = fully disagree)

B.2. Village heads care primarily about the powerful and rich people, and ne-
glect the interests of ordinary people. (1 = fully agree; 5 = fully disagree)
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B.3-7. In your opinion, how often is it necessary for people like you to have
to make unofficial payments/gifts in these situations: (1 = always; b =
never)

B.3. Interacting with the traffic police?

B.4. Requesting official documents (such as passport or birth certificate)?

B.5. Interacting with the civil courts?

B.6. Interacting with the providers of primary or secondary education?

B.7. Interacting with doctors?

B.8. Do you think that paying a bribe is an acceptable way to accomplish

something? (1 = no)

B.9. Do you think that paying a bribe is an effective way to accomplish some-

thing? (1 = no)

B.10. From the perspective of local government officials, do you think they

would accept a bribe when it is offered to them? (1 = no)

Category: Political Institutions

Panel C: Perception of Chinese democracy

C.1. Where would you place our country under the present government?
(1 = completely undemocratic; 10 = completely democratic)

C.2. In reality, ordinary people are able to influence who becomes the village
head. (1 = totally disagree; 5 = fully agree)

Panel D: Wisdom of the masses

D.1. Ordinary people can judge who would make a better village head. (1 =
fully agree; 5 = fully disagree)

D.2. Theoretically speaking, ordinary people should be able to influence the
decision of who becomes the village head. (1 = fully agree; 5 = fully dis-
agree)

D.3. Ordinary people know clearly which leader is doing a better job. (1 =
fully agree; 5 = fully disagree)

D.4. Democracy (choose one): (@) Democracy is preferable to any other form
of political system; (b) Under some circumstances, an authoritarian gov-
ernment may be preferable to a democratic one; (¢) For people like me,
it does not matter whether a government is democratic or authoritarian.
(1 = chooses (b) or (¢); 0 = otherwise)

D.5. Here is a similar scale of 1 to 10 measuring the extent to which people
think democracy is suitable for our country. If “10” means that democ-
racy is completely unsuitable for China today and “1” means that it is
completely suitable, where would you place our country today?

Panel E: Characteristics of democracy
E.1. Which of the following do you think are characteristics of a democracy?

(1 = “People’s participation in the political process” listed first; 0 = oth-
erwise)
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Category: Economic Institutions

Panel F: Skeptical of markets

F.1. From the following statements on a market economy, choose one that
you agree with the most: (@) A market economy is preferable to any other
form of economic system; (b) For people like me, it does not matter
whether the economic system is organized as a market economy or as
a planned economy; (¢) Under some circumstances, a planned economy
may be preferable to a market economy. (1 = chooses () or (¢); 0 = oth-
erwise)

Category: Identity
Panel G: Ethnic identity

G.1. Generally speaking, would you say that people in minority groups can be
trusted, or that you cannot be too careful in dealing with them? (1 =
cannot be too careful; 5 = completely trustworthy)

G.2. Chinais a country made up of multiple ethnic groups. Which one of the
following statements regarding ethnic minority groups do you agree with
more? (a) Compared to Han Chinese, ethnic minority groups are rela-
tively independent groups. (coded as 0) () Ethnic minority groups are
the same as Han Chinese, and they are all Chinese people. (coded as 1)

G.3. Chinais a country made up of multiple ethnic groups. Which one of the
following statements regarding ethnic minority groups do you agree with
more? (a) Ethnic minority groups share the same historic heritage and
cultural traditions as the Han Chinese. (coded as 1) (b) Ethnic minority
groups have different historic heritage and cultural traditions from the
Han Chinese. (coded as 0)

G.4. Canyouimagine yourself marrying a member of a different ethnic group
in the future? (1 = yes)

Panel H: National identity

H.1. Where would you place your identity on a spectrum, with being Chinese
on one end (5) and being a world citizen on the other end (1)?

Category: Environment

Panel I: Attitudes about environment

I.1. Would you be willing to give part of your income or pay more taxes, if
you were sure that the extra money was used to protect the environment?
(1 = yes)

1.2. People often talk about what the goals of this country should be for the
next ten years. Listed below are some common goals for a nation. Please
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pick the one that you consider as primary for a nation. (a) A high level of
economic growth. (b)) Maintaining economic stability. (¢) Maintaining or-
der in the nation. (d) Giving people more say in important government
decisions. (¢) Protecting the environment. (1 = chooses (¢); 0 = other-
wise)

I.3. Here are two statements people sometimes make when discussing the
environment and economic growth. Which of them comes closer to your
own point of view? (a) Protecting the environment should be given prior-
ity, even if it causes slower economic growth and some loss of jobs. () Eco-
nomic growth and creating jobs should be the top priority, even if the en-
vironment suffers to some extent. (1 = chooses (a); 0 = otherwise)

Category: Behavior

Panel J: Political behavior

J.1. T have voted for local (county or district) People’s Congress representa-
tives before. (1 = yes)

J.2. Iplan to vote for local (county or district) People’s Congress representa-
tives. (1 = yes)

J.3. Are you a CCP member, or reserved member of the CCP? (1 = yes)

J.4. Have you ever participated in political groups other than CCP and Com-
munist Party Youth Organization? (1 = yes)

Panel K: Avoiding risky investment

K.1-2. Have you had the following investment experiences before? (Choose
all that apply)

K.1. Stocks. (1 = no)

K.2. Bonds. (1 = no)

Panel L: Cooperation with minority

L.1. Have you worked with minority group students at school before (in study
groups or class projects)? (1 = yes)
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