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Abstract

As global economies shift to meet the demands of technological innovation and artificial
intelligence, education systems face increasing pressure to prepare students who are not only
academically competent but also adaptable, creative, and capable of driving innovation. In
China, where the national strategies place innovation at the center of future development, a
paradox has emerged: students consistently perform well on international academic assessments,
yet struggle with practical problem-solving, creativity, and well-being—traits essential for
thriving in an innovation-driven world.

This study draws on qualitative data to examine a well-known private K—12 school in China
backed by a major technology company. It explores how the school conceptualizes innovation,
implements novel practices, and navigates both opportunities and constraints shaped by China’s
evolving education policies. Grounded in organizational innovation theories, the research
analyzes how innovation is interpreted and enacted across the school’s culture, pedagogy, and
governance.

The study addresses three core questions: (1) What cultural frameworks exist at the school,
and how does their interplay shape its pursuit of innovation? (2) How does the school balance
building on established practices while experimenting with new approaches in curriculum,
pedagogy, and technology? (3) What mechanisms and partnerships do the school engage in to
support innovation, and to what extent are these practices transferable?

Findings reveal that the school’s innovative efforts are shaped by the interaction of
entrepreneurial culture and educational mindset, a balance between exploratory experimentation
and established practices, state policy shifts, and the leverage of professional development and
external partnerships to foster teacher agency. Despite structural and contextual constraints, there
are early signs that some of the school’s practices may be transferable to other educational
contexts.

This case highlights that educational innovation is not only about new programs or tools but
also about fundamentally rethinking and redesigning the purposes, processes, and outcomes of
schooling. By situating a school-level case within the broader context of China’s national
innovation agendas and global educational change, this study seeks to contribute to theory and
practice on educational innovation. Though rooted in China’s unique socio-political context, it
offers practical lessons for educators, policymakers, and institutional leaders worldwide working
to redesign learning environments for a rapidly complex and dynamic future.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

What does it take to prepare students for an Al-driven future? As industries transform and
workforce demands shift, education systems worldwide face a pressing challenge: how to
cultivate the innovators of tomorrow while preserving what still works about current approaches
to academic excellence. Innovation is often viewed as a catalyst for development, driving
progress through improving upon existing practices or creating entirely new approaches!. It is
increasingly considered pivotal for national competitiveness, particularly in economies shaped
by technological advancements and globalization (Schwab, 2019). China, notably, has placed
innovation at the heart of its economic and technological strategy, linking national prosperity
with its capacity for innovative development (Xi, 2023; Li, 2024; Lin, 2024). As China rises
through innovation, will its schools become the testing ground—or the bottleneck—for its
future? Within this broader innovation-driven development narrative, education emerges as a
particularly important domain.

Today, education systems globally are under unprecedented pressure to adapt to rapidly
evolving demands driven by technological innovation, especially the pervasive influence of
artificial intelligence (Al) (World Economic Forum, 2020; OECD, 2021). The rise of Al is
reshaping industries and redefining workforce needs, moving beyond traditional educational
priorities such as reading, writing, and arithmetic (the three "Rs"). Contemporary workforce
competencies now heavily emphasize complex problem-solving, creativity, technological
fluency, and adaptability (UNESCO, 2013; Hinderliter et al., 2018; UN, 2023). Countries that
fail to cultivate innovative capabilities in their populations face more than just educational
shortcomings—they risk falling behind in the global race for technological leadership,
experiencing economic stagnation, rising inequality, and diminished geopolitical influence
(Schleicher, 2018; World Bank, 2019; Wagner, 2012).

However, education systems tasked with preparing the future workforce often struggle to
keep pace with the shifting demands of a rapidly evolving global economy. These challenges
stem from entrenched practices—such as mandated curricula, standardized assessment methods,
and institutional resistance to change—that are slow to adapt and frequently misaligned with the
imperative to foster innovation (Fullan, 2007; Zhao, 2012; OECD, 2015).

!'In this dissertation, I draw on the widely accepted definition of innovation from the Oslo Manual, adopted by the
OECD and the Global Innovation Index (GII), which defines innovation as “a new or improved product or process
(or combination thereof) that differs significantly from the unit’s previous products or processes and that has been
made available to potential users (product) or brought into use by the unit (process)” (OECD & Eurostat, 2018).
Building on this, I apply a broad understanding of innovation in the educational context as the intentional
development and implementation of new or significantly enhanced practices, processes, or organizational structures
aimed at improving educational outcomes.



To explore how one private K-12 Chinese school—Yungu School—navigates the tension
between traditional educational structures and innovative practices, I conducted a qualitative case
study examining how innovation is interpreted, implemented, and institutionalized across
different levels of the school, and the extent to which participants anticipate these innovative
practices to be transferable—that is, adaptable or replicable in other school contexts with
different institutional, cultural, or policy environments. By situating these findings within the
broader context of China’s national innovation agenda, this research endeavors to contribute to
the understanding of how education systems can reconcile legacy structures with forward-
looking goals to prepare students for an uncertain and rapidly changing future.

In this chapter, I first describe the specific innovation challenges facing Yungu and other
schools operating in the Chinese context—challenges I conceptualize as the Educational
Innovation Paradox. 1 then outline the key gaps in the literature that motivate this study and
establish its theoretical framework.

Educational Innovation Paradox in China: Challenges, Opportunities, and
the Case for Research

The challenge of fostering innovative educational practices and cultivating innovative
thinking among students is pronounced in China, where such efforts must navigate a number of
constraints. Despite consistently high academic performance as evidenced by scores on
international assessments like the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), these
assessments also reveal significant weaknesses among Chinese students. These include relatively
lower abilities to apply learned skills to real-world, open-ended problems, inefficient learning
habits, and notably lower levels of life satisfaction (OECD, 2019).

Further reinforcing this reality, China's Ministry of Education (MOE)’s first Compulsory
Education Quality Monitoring Report (MOE, 2018) surveyed over half a million students and
tens of thousands of educators across the country. The report highlighted systemic and structural
issues, including an excessive focus on academic outcomes to the detriment of holistic education,
insufficient practical learning experiences, and overwhelming academic burdens. High levels of
academic stress from excessive homework and widespread off-campus tutoring illustrate the
persistent rigidity and inefficiencies of China’s education system.

This paradox—high academic achievement paired with limited practical, creative
capabilities—points to shortcomings in China's educational practices and lies at the heart of this
dissertation. As nations worldwide race to cultivate the innovative capacities of their youth,
China stands at a crossroads: how to balance academic excellence with the need to foster
creativity, adaptability, and problem-solving in its next generation.

To prepare students for a rapidly evolving future, some experts assert that innovation in
education should begin early—positioning K—12 schools as pivotal spaces for nurturing
innovative competencies (OECD, 2018; Wagner, 2012). Research consistently shows



educational innovations can enhance learning outcomes and efficiency (OECD, 2016), while also
promoting educational equity and responsiveness to societal shifts (Dumont et al., 2010;
Schleicher, 2012; Winner et al., 2013). Education can prepare students to be innovators, but that
may require a shift away from traditional rote memorization towards pedagogical and
organizational practices that foster creativity, critical thinking, and adaptability (OECD, 2016;
Wagner, 2012; Zhao, 2014).

Despite this recognition, schools remain one of society's most rigid institutions, constrained
by entrenched bureaucratic structures, standardized assessments, and inflexible curricula (OECD,
2016). Therefore, a question emerges: How can schools themselves innovate to cultivate the
innovative and adaptive competencies that students urgently need?

While China’s innovation agenda has worked in the economy, driven by national policies
emphasizing technological self-reliance and industrial upgrading (Liu & Cheng, 2018), its
education system continues to grapple with how to balance academic rigor and creative capacity
(Zhao, 2012; OECD, 2016). This paradox raises important questions about the organizational
conditions that foster or constrain innovation within schools — questions that current research
has yet to fully explore.

Extensive literature exists addressing innovation in organizational contexts, highlighting its
role in achieving competitive advantage, efficiency, and adaptability (March, 1991; Tushman &
O'Reilly, 1996). However, notable gaps remain in understanding how educational institutions—
particularly those operating within the distinctive socio-cultural and policy environments of
China—systematically manage and sustain innovation. While organizational innovation research
is well developed in the corporate sector, there is growing interest in extending these frameworks
to educational settings. More research is needed to examine how organizational dynamics
influence innovation practices within and between K-12 schools, especially in non-Western
contexts (OECD, 2015; Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Wang & Yu, 2021; Liu & Chen, 2023).

Purpose and Research Questions

This dissertation investigates how a school fosters educational innovation under complex
institutional and policy constraints. Through an in-depth case study of Yungu School in China—
an institution known for its pioneering practices and close collaboration with industry partners—
it examines how innovation is interpreted, enacted, and sustained to support the development of
future-oriented student competencies. In doing so, the study sheds light on how schools navigate
competing demands from policy mandates, cultural expectations, and organizational routines
within a system shaped by strong societal pressures and evolving educational reforms.

Many scholars argue that to educate future innovators, schools must themselves become sites
of innovation (Senge et al., 2000; Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009). This transformation involves
more than adopting new pedagogical methods or integrating advanced technologies—it requires
a fundamental rethinking of the structures, cultures, and processes that define school operations



(OECD, 2015). Drawing on organizational innovation theories—originally developed to
understand how businesses and institutions foster creativity and adaptability—this research
explores how such frameworks can inform efforts to build school environments that
systematically nurture and sustain educational innovation.

Specifically, this dissertation addresses the following research questions:

1. What cultural frameworks exist at the school, and how does their interplay shape its
pursuit of innovation?

2. How does the school balance building on established practices while experimenting with
new approaches in curriculum, pedagogy, and technology — and what organizational or
contextual factors shape these decisions?

3. What mechanisms, networks, and partnerships do Yungu employ to support innovation,
and to what extent are these practices and processes transferable to other educational contexts?

Through addressing these research questions, the study seeks to provide actionable insights
for educational leaders and policymakers, contributing to both theory and practice in educational
innovation.

Yungu School: A Case Study of Educational Innovation in China

To explore these research questions, I selected Yungu School, an example of educational
innovation in China. Established in 2016 by Alibaba partners—including Jack Ma, Alibaba’s
founder—Yungu prioritized entrepreneurial principles and advanced educational practices,
positioning itself at the forefront of education reform. Yungu’s unique association with Alibaba
offers a context to examine how high-tech corporate visions and resources can influence
educational innovation in a complex policy-driven environment.

Yungu School embodies a deliberate synthesis of educational and corporate expertise,
reflecting broader trends in China where tech corporations such as Alibaba, Tencent, and Huawei
actively invest in educational initiatives.

Yungu represents a case of intentional, systemic innovation—spanning curriculum design,
teaching methodologies, technology integration, organizational culture, and teacher
development. Its approach goes beyond isolated reforms, aiming instead to reconfigure how a
school functions holistically to support student-centered, future-oriented learning. Notably,
interviewees felt its innovative practices show potential for scalability and transferability, and
there are early signs of influence on other schools and students across China. In Chapter 3, I
offer a detailed description of Yungu, including its founding history and institutional priorities.

Yungu operates in a rapidly evolving private education landscape shaped by shifting
government policies, which provide context for understanding its innovation strategies; this
landscape is explored in detail in the literature review (Chapter 2). Its examination will yield
valuable theoretical insights and practical implications for China’s broader educational reform.



Significance and Dissertation Structure

This study seeks to provide both an empirical account of a school in China recognized for its
innovative practices and broader insights into how schools can address the challenges of an
innovation-driven era. By bringing organizational innovation theory into the context of K-12
education, as detailed in Chapter 2, I explore how schools can balance building on existing
strengths with experimenting in new directions and engage with external partners to share ideas
and practices. The study also examines how innovation efforts can interact with broader policy
and social environments. Through this work, I hope to contribute to ongoing conversations about
what innovation means in education—not only in curriculum or technology, but also in
organizational culture, governance, and adaptability. Although grounded in the Chinese context,
the lessons from Yungu may inform broader international debates on educational reform.

This dissertation is structured into seven chapters, each addressing specific aspects aligned
with my research objectives:

*  Chapter 2 Theoretical Framework and Review of the Literature reviews relevant
theoretical and empirical research underpinning organizational innovation and
educational practices.

*  Chapter 3 Methodology details the case study research design, methods of data
collection, analytic approaches, and considerations for rigor and validity.

*  Chapter 4 Cultural Convergence primarily addresses Research Question (RQ) 1,
presenting findings related to cultural dynamics influencing innovation within the school.

*  Chapter 5 Curriculum and Technology Innovation focuses on RQ 2, illustrating how the
school balances their reliance on traditional approaches with the more novel.

*  Chapter 6 Professional Development and Transferability explores mechanisms enabling
professional learning as a case of the school’s approach to innovations, and transferability
of Yungu’s innovative practices, primarily responding to RQ 3.

*  Chapter 7 Discussion and Conclusion integrates findings, answers research questions,
elaborates theoretical and practical contributions, suggests policy recommendations,
identifies study limitations, and outlines avenues for future research.



Chapter 2. Theoretical Framework and Review of the Literature

Introduction to the Chapter

This chapter provides a review of the theoretical and empirical literature that informs this
dissertation’s investigation of organizational innovation in K—12 education, with a focus on the
case of Yungu School. I begin by defining innovation, then turn to organizational innovation
theories—specifically, the frameworks of ambidextrous organizations (March, 1991; O’Reilly &
Tushman, 2008) and open innovation (Chesbrough, 2006)—to establish theoretical lens for this
study. This study proposes a combined framework of ambidextrous organizations and open
innovation to explore how Yungu School cultivates innovation and contributes to broader
educational transformation.
Following this theoretical grounding, I review empirical studies that examine innovation in
K-12 schools, organized around four key areas:
1. The historical evolution of innovation in education (Tyack & Tobin, 1994; Cuban, 2020)
2. The impacts of innovation on students, teachers, and schools (Hattie, 2009; Harris et al.,
2017; Silver et al., 2019)

3. The enabling conditions that support innovation (Bush, 2010; McCharen et al., 2011;
Martin et al., 2017), and

4. The barriers that hinder its implementation and sustainability (Pont et al., 2008; Muijs &
Rumyantseva, 2014; Tyack & Tobin, 1994).

This review draws on international and cross-sectoral evidence to summarize how innovation
has been approached, experienced, and evaluated in school settings.

The chapter concludes by identifying gaps in the existing literature and sets the stage for the
empirical investigation that follows, which endeavors to advance both theoretical understanding
and practical insights into how schools can function as innovative organizations.

Defining Innovation in Education

Before exploring the theoretical frameworks that underpin this study, it is important to clarify
what is meant by “innovation” in the context of education. Innovation is a term widely used
across sectors and has become an essential concept in discussions of 21st-century education
(Fullan, 2010; OECD, 2015, 2016). Yet its meaning can vary significantly depending on the
context. The Oslo Manual, developed by the OECD and Eurostat, provides one of the most
widely accepted general definitions, describing innovation as “a new or improved product or
process (or combination thereof) that differs significantly from the unit’s previous products or
processes and that has been made available to potential users (product) or brought into use by the
unit (process)” (OECD & Eurostat, 2018, p. 20). While this definition was originally intended for



economic and industrial contexts, it has been increasingly applied in public sectors, including
education, to capture the dynamic processes of change and improvement.

In the educational sphere, innovation has been further refined to reflect the unique purposes,
goals, and constraints of schooling. Goldenbaum (2012, as cited in Pietsch et al., 2024, p.1053)
defines innovation in education as “relatively new, targeted, intentional, and planned measures
that bring about changes or improvements in the school education system (macro-level), in the
individual school (meso-level), and/or in the classroom or social interactions (micro-level).” This
three-tiered perspective recognizes that educational innovation operates not only at the system
level through national or regional reforms but also at the school and classroom levels, where new
pedagogical approaches, curricular models, organizational structures, and technologies are
implemented.

Scholars and international organizations have underscored that educational innovation
encompasses both academic and organizational dimensions. Academic innovations may include
curriculum redesign, the introduction of interdisciplinary learning, and the integration of
emerging technologies, while organizational innovations might involve changes in governance,
leadership practices, professional development, and partnerships (Hargreaves, 1999; OECD,
2015). Importantly, innovation in education is not limited to the adoption of new tools or
technologies; rather, it involves rethinking processes, relationships, and mindsets to improve
learning outcomes and school performance (Fullan, 2010; Harris et al., 2017).

Educational innovation also needs to be understood in relation to the concept of adaptability.
As Fullan (2010) argues, innovation is not just about isolated changes or pilot projects but about
fostering system-wide adaptability and continuous improvement. This perspective aligns with the
broader view of schools as knowledge-creating organizations that must respond proactively to
social, technological, and policy changes (Hargreaves, 1999). In this sense, innovation involves a
capacity for ongoing learning, experimentation, and transformation, embedded in the
organizational culture and daily practices of schools.

Finally, innovation in education is often framed as a necessary response to the challenges of
the 21st century, including rapidly evolving labor markets, technological disruption, and the need
to prepare students for lifelong learning (OECD, 2015; WEF, 2016). However, while innovation
is widely promoted as a positive force, it can also generate tensions within education systems,
especially when it conflicts with existing norms, accountability frameworks, and resource
constraints (Tyack & Tobin, 1994; Cuban, 2020). Recognizing these tensions is necessary for
understanding both the promises and challenges of educational innovation.

Theoretical Frameworks

To understand how innovation emerges, evolves, and is sustained within K—12 schools, it is
useful to draw on insights from organizational theory. Educational institutions, much like other
organizations, operate in complex and dynamic environments shaped by technological change,



policy reforms, social expectations, and shifting labor market demands (Fullan, 2010; OECD,
2015). However, unlike businesses or corporations, schools face a distinctive set of challenges:
they are tasked not only with improving performance but also with preserving cultural, civic, and
historical knowledge, often within rigid institutional structures and under intense public scrutiny
(Tyack & Tobin, 1994; Cuban, 2020).

Organizational theory offers a valuable set of conceptual tools for examining how schools
navigate the tension between stability and change. Originally developed to explain how firms
create, adopt, and diffuse innovation, these theories have increasingly been adapted to the public
sector, including education, to explore how organizations balance internal improvement with
external adaptation (Bogers et al., 2019; Hargreaves, 1999). Applying these theories to schools
provides an opportunity to examine not only the technical aspects of innovation—such as the
adoption of new practices or technologies—but also the social and cultural dynamics that shape
whether innovations take root and how they are integrated into organizational routines.

This dissertation focuses on two key theoretical frameworks from organizational innovation
research: ambidextrous organizations and open innovation. Ambidextrous organization theory,
developed by March (1991) and expanded by O’Reilly and Tushman (2008), highlights the need
for organizations to balance exploitation—defined as the refinement and optimization of existing
practices—with exploration, which involves experimentation, risk-taking, and the pursuit of new
opportunities. Open innovation, introduced by Chesbrough (2003, 2006), shifts attention to how
organizations engage with external actors—such as universities, businesses, and policy
networks—to acquire, adapt, and diffuse knowledge across boundaries. Taken together, these
two frameworks offer complementary perspectives for understanding how schools can cultivate
internal capacity for change while leveraging external resources and networks.

While these theories have been extensively applied in business settings, their combined
application to K—12 education remains relatively underexplored, especially at the meso-level of
schools as organizations (Hargreaves, 1999; McCharen et al., 2011). By integrating these
frameworks, this study seeks to build a more holistic understanding of how innovative schools
like Yungu navigate the demands of exploration and exploitation, balance internal and external
learning, and create the organizational conditions for sustained innovation. The following
sections review these two theoretical perspectives in greater depth and assess their relevance for
the study of educational innovation.

Ambidextrous Organizations

The concept of ambidextrous organizations provides a useful lens for understanding how
schools can balance the competing demands of stability and change. Originating in the
organizational learning literature, James March’s (1991) seminal work introduced the distinction
between exploitation and exploration as two competing yet complementary strategies in
organizational life:



» Exploitation involves refining existing knowledge, optimizing current processes, and
enhancing efficiency and reliability. It includes activities such as refinement, choice, production,
efficiency, selection, implementation, and execution.

* Exploration, by contrast, emphasizes experimentation with novel alternatives. It is
characterized by uncertainty, risk, and the pursuit of innovation through search and variation.

March (1991) explores the trade-off between exploration (search, experimentation,
innovation) and exploitation (efficiency, refinement, execution) in organizational learning. He
argues that although both are necessary, organizations tend to favor exploitation between its
benefits are more immediate, certain and measurable — yet overemphasis on exploitation can lead
to long-run stagnation and maladaptation, while overemphasizing exploration may result in
inefficiencies and resource depletion. The central challenge for any organization, therefore, is
achieving a dynamic balance between these strategies.

Building on this foundation, O’Reilly and Tushman (2008) formalized the concept of
ambidextrous organizations, defining them as entities capable of simultaneously pursuing both
exploitation and exploration. This capacity for “organizational ambidexterity” enables
organizations to achieve short-term efficiency while ensuring long-term adaptability and
innovation. In educational settings, this framework is particularly relevant given the dual
mandate schools face: to ensure the consistent delivery of high-quality instruction and to
continuously adapt to evolving student needs, technological advances, and societal expectations
(Bush, 2010; OECD, 2015).

Figure 1. Outcomes of Exploration and Exploitation Combinations
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Scholars have identified several mechanisms through which organizations achieve
ambidexterity.

» Sequential ambidexterity refers to alternating between periods of exploitation and
exploration over time (Duncan, 1976). Sequential ambidexterity may be particularly useful in
stable, slower-moving environments and for smaller organizations (Goosen et al., 2012).
However, the literature often lacks detailed descriptions of how these transitions unfold at the
ground level (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013).

*  Structural ambidexterity involves creating separate units or teams within the
organization, each focused on either exploration or exploitation, while maintaining a shared
overarching strategy (Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996, 2008). Structural ambidexterity involves not
only separate units but also distinct competencies, systems, incentives, processes, and cultures,
all aligned under a shared strategic vision and core values (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2008). This
approach emphasizes the leadership's ability to “sense and seize new opportunities through
simultaneous exploration and exploitation” (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2011).

»  Contextual ambidexterity, developed by Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004), shifts attention
to the individual level, highlighting the importance of organizational contexts that empower
employees to balance alignment and adaptability in their daily work. Unlike sequential and
structural ambidexterity, this approach centers on individual agency within a “supportive
organizational context” that encourages employees to judge how best to divide their time
between alignment and adaptability. Organizational culture plays a critical role in promoting
both flexibility (creativity and innovation) and control (efficiency of execution) (Khazanchi et
al., 2007; Chatman et al., 2013). Despite its potential, critiques of contextual ambidexterity
highlight ambiguities in how individual employees interact with senior leadership on new
initiatives and how organizations can manage exploration and exploitation during radical
changes (Kauppila, 2010).

While ambidexterity has been widely studied in corporate settings, its application to schools
is still emerging. Recent research suggests that educational leaders play a crucial role in
cultivating ambidexterity by creating conditions that support both incremental improvement and
radical innovation (Levinthal & March, 1993; Bush, 2010; McCharen et al., 2011). For example,
school leaders may foster exploitation through professional development, data-driven decision-
making, and standardized practices, while promoting exploration through pilot projects, teacher-
led innovation, and partnerships with external organizations (Pont et al., 2008; Pietsch et al.,
2020).

While much of the literature treats exploitation and exploration as distinct modes of
organizational learning (March, 1991), recent work has emphasized their dynamic
interdependence (Gupta et al., 2006; O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013). In practice, the boundary
between them can be fluid: exploration may evolve into exploitation as practices stabilize, while
exploitative routines may give rise to new exploration through adaptation, recombination, or
contextual shifts (Benner & Tushman, 2003; Farjoun, 2010).
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In the context of this study, ambidextrous organization theory provides a useful framework
for analyzing how Yungu School navigates the dual imperatives of maintaining educational
efficiency and driving innovation. It enables an examination of how the school not only balances
but also transitions between exploration and exploitation at multiple levels—systemic,
organizational, and individual-—and how this balance contributes to its identity as an innovative
institution.

While ambidextrous organization theory offers insights into how schools balance exploration
and exploitation at the organizational level, it does not fully capture the micro-level processes
through which individuals and groups within organizations contribute to innovation and change.
To deepen this analysis, it is helpful to draw on March’s (1991) mutual learning model, which
explores the dynamic relationship between individual learning and the evolution of the
organizational code. This perspective highlights how the interplay between individual agency
and collective norms shapes an organization’s capacity for adaptation, experimentation, and
sustained improvement—key processes for understanding how schools foster innovation at the
cultural and professional levels.

Mutual Learning Models

In addition to exploitation and exploration, March’s seminal work also introduced the
concept of the mutual learning model, which offers a valuable framework for understanding how
organizations learn and evolve over time (March, 1991). At the heart of this model is the concept
of the organizational code, defined as the set of shared beliefs, norms, and routines that guide
behavior within an organization (March, 1991). According to March, individuals within an
organization continuously update their beliefs through interaction with this code—learning and
internalizing the organization’s established practices, expectations, and values. At the same time,
the organizational code itself evolves as it absorbs feedback from individuals, particularly those
whose knowledge and experiences reflect external realities and emerging conditions (Levinthal
& March, 1993).

One of the key insights from March’s simulations is that organizational learning is not
always a uniformly beneficial process. When individuals learn too quickly from the
organizational code, they rapidly converge on existing norms and practices, reducing belief
variation and limiting the organization’s capacity to adapt to new challenges. Conversely, when
some individuals learn more slowly, they help preserve variation in beliefs and practices, which
allows the organization code to update in ways that better reflect reality, learning to improved
organizational knowledge over time (March, 1991; Levinthal & March, 1993).

March further explored the effect of heterogeneous learning rates and found that a mix of
“fast learners” and “slow learners” within an organization often produces higher overall
knowledge levels than a uniformly fast-learning population, as the presence of slow learners
enables the organizational code to evolve in more robust and reality-aligned ways (March, 1991).
This creates what March describes as a distributional dilemma: while slow learners help improve
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organizational knowledge, the benefits disproportionately accrue to the fast learners who adapt to
the improved code (March, 1991).

The implications of this model for educational settings are profound. Schools are not merely
technical systems but cultural and social systems where learning occurs at both the individual
and collective levels. The mutual learning model suggests that fostering a culture of innovation
in schools requires preserving a balance between convergence and diversity—ensuring that
teachers and staff have opportunities to learn from established practices while also creating space
for dissent, experimentation, and alternative perspectives (Hargreaves, 1999; McCharen et al.,
2011). This balance is needed for professional development, as it underscores the need for
collaborative learning environments where teachers can both internalize organizational goals and
contribute new ideas and approaches (Opfer & Pedder, 2011).

Moreover, this highlights the importance of distributed leadership and inclusive decision-
making processes in driving educational change. By empowering individuals at all levels of the
school—teachers, staff, and even students—to contribute their insights and feedback, schools can
enhance the adaptability of the organizational code and build a more resilient and innovative
culture (Bush, 2010; Harris et al., 2017). Finally, the model points to the potential risks of overly
centralized control or rigid accountability systems, which may stifle the very diversity of
thinking that fuels organizational learning and innovation.

In the context of this study, the mutual learning model complements the ambidextrous
organization framework by illuminating the micro-level dynamics that shape Yungu School’s
capacity for continuous learning and innovation. Together, these perspectives provide a more
holistic understanding of how schools function as adaptive, evolving systems—setting the stage
for the discussion of open innovation, which extends the analysis to the school’s engagement
with external networks and knowledge flows.

While ambidextrous organization theory and mutual learning models provide powerful
insights into how schools balance internal demands for stability and change, they largely focus
on dynamics within the organization. However, innovation in schools rarely occurs in isolation.
Increasingly, educational organizations are engaging with a wider ecosystem of partners—
including universities, businesses, non-profits, and government agencies—to access external
knowledge, resources, and support. To capture this outward-facing dimension of innovation, this
study draws on the framework of open innovation, which highlights the importance of cross-
boundary collaboration in enhancing an organization’s innovative capacity.

Open Innovation

The theory of open innovation, developed by Chesbrough (2003, 2006), marked a major shift
in how organizations are understood to generate and sustain innovation. Traditionally, innovation
was seen as a closed process, whereby firms developed new products, processes, or ideas entirely
within their internal Research & Development departments, relying minimally on external input
to maintain a competitive advantage. In contrast, open innovation emphasizes that organizations
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can enhance their performance by intentionally managing the flow of knowledge across
organizational boundaries—both bringing in external ideas and sharing internal innovations with
outside partners (Chesbrough, 2012; Bogers et al., 2019). For open innovation to yield
meaningful outcomes, the approach must be fully aligned with the organization's business model
(Chesbrough, 2003a, 2012; West & Bogers, 2014).

Open innovation typically involves three interrelated processes:

1. Inbound Open Innovation: Organizations integrate external knowledge through
collaboration, benefiting from external insights and expertise (Chesbrough, 2012).

2. QOutbound Open Innovation: Organizations share internal knowledge with external
entities, promoting cross-organizational learning and innovation.

3. Coupled Process: Combines inbound and outbound mechanisms to create shared value
through strategic alliances and networks between organizations (Gassmann et al., 2010; Pietsch
et al., 2023a).

Figure 2. Three Phases of Open Innovation
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While Chesbrough’s theory emerged from studies of high-tech firms such as Intel, its
application to public sector organizations, including schools, has gained increasing attention
(Bogers et al., 2019; De Coninck et al., 2021). Schools are increasingly viewed as knowledge-
creating organizations (Hargreaves, 1999), expected to both generate innovative professional
practices internally and collaborate with external partners to improve teaching, learning, and
organizational performance (McCharen et al., 2011; Pietsch et al., 2023). For example, schools
may engage in inbound innovation by partnering with universities for research-based
interventions or adopting technological tools developed by ed-tech companies. Outbound
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innovation may involve sharing successful instructional practices with other schools or
contributing to national policy dialogues on educational reform. These findings underscore the
importance of cultivating an “open innovation mindset” within educational institutions (Bogers
et al., 2019; Chesbrough, 2017).

However, implementing open innovation in schools is not without challenges. Research
suggests that the most significant barriers to open innovation are often internal rather than
external, including organizational silos, rigid workflows, and limited capacities for collaboration
(Chesbrough, 2023; Silver et al., 2019). Schools must not only develop partnerships but also
adapt internal cultures, leadership practices, and routines to effectively absorb and apply external
knowledge (Pietsch et al., 2024). Without such alignment, externally inspired innovations may
fail to take root or may even disrupt the coherence of existing practices (Fullan, 2007).

For this study, the open innovation framework provides an important complement to the
ambidextrous organization and mutual learning models by broadening the unit of analysis
beyond the internal workings of the school. It allows an examination of how Yungu School
engages with its external ecosystem—universities, ed-tech firms, policy networks, and
community organizations—to co-create and diffuse innovation, thereby enhancing its capacity to
adapt and lead within a rapidly evolving educational landscape.

Taken together, the frameworks of ambidextrous organizations, mutual learning, and open
innovation provide a comprehensive theoretical lens for analyzing how schools navigate the
complex demands of educational innovation. Ambidextrous organization theory highlights the
need for balancing and transitioning between exploration and exploitation to maintain both
operational efficiency and adaptability (March, 1991; O’Reilly & Tushman, 2008). The mutual
learning model deepens this understanding by illuminating the micro-level processes through
which individuals interact with and shape the organizational code, emphasizing the importance
of balancing convergence and diversity to foster continuous learning (March, 1991; Levinthal &
March, 1993). Open innovation extends the analysis beyond the organization’s boundaries,
drawing attention to how schools access and contribute to external knowledge flows through
partnerships and networks (Chesbrough, 2006; Bogers et al., 2019). Together, these frameworks
provide an integrated perspective on how schools function as dynamic, adaptive systems—
capable of innovating internally and engaging with broader ecosystems to drive change.

Proposed Integrated Framework

Drawing on the theoretical insights, this study proposes an integrated framework for
understanding organizational innovation in K—12 schools. This framework combines the concept
of an ambidextrous organizational core with an open innovation layer, situating these within a
mutual learning process that operates across levels of the school system.
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Figure 3. Organizational Innovation: Theoretical Framework
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At the core, the ambidextrous organization framework (March, 1991; O’Reilly & Tushman,
2008) explains how schools balance exploitation—the refinement and optimization of existing
practices—with exploration—the pursuit of experimentation, risk-taking, and new opportunities.
This balance is crucial for enabling schools to maintain operational stability while remaining
adaptive to changing demands. The cycling arrows represent the fluid and evolving relationship
between exploitation and exploration, highlighting how organizations may move dynamically
between the two over time.

Surrounding this core is the open innovation layer (Chesbrough, 2003, 2006), which
emphasizes the role of external networks, partnerships, and knowledge flows in enhancing the
school’s innovation capacity. Finally, the mutual learning model (March, 1991; Levinthal &
March, 1993) highlights the micro-level dynamics through which individual and collective
learning interact, shaping how innovations are adopted, integrated, and sustained over time.

Together, this combined framework helps address the key gaps identified in the literature.
First, by focusing on the meso-level of the school as an organization, the framework moves
beyond classroom-level or system-level accounts to examine how innovation is structured, led,
and sustained at the school level (Hargreaves, 1999). Second, by adapting business theories of
ambidexterity and open innovation to educational contexts, the framework offers actionable
concepts that can guide school leaders and practitioners in designing innovation strategies
(Bogers et al., 2019; Pietsch et al., 2023). Third, by integrating organizational innovation
theories that address both internal processes and external interactions, the framework sheds light
on the processes of adoption, integration, and diffusion, offering insights into how innovation
becomes embedded in school routines and scaled across networks (Coburn, 2003; Bryk et al.,
2015).
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This combined framework structures this case study by examining how Yungu balances
exploration and exploitation in its organizational practices, engages with external partners to
access and share knowledge, and leverages mutual learning dynamics to shape the development
and evolution of its innovation efforts. By applying this integrated framework to the Yungu case,
the study strives to contribute to both theoretical and empirical literature on school innovation,
and provides practical insights that can inform the work of educators, policymakers, and
reformers in other contexts.

While these theoretical perspectives offer useful frameworks for understanding innovation in
schools, it is important to situate them within the broader empirical research on educational
innovation. The following section reviews key empirical studies examining how schools have
historically pursued innovation, the impacts of these efforts on teaching and learning, the
conditions that enable or constrain innovation, and the barriers schools commonly encounter. By
synthesizing this empirical literature, the chapter provides context on the practical realities
schools face when attempting to apply innovation theory—helping to identify the research gaps
addressed in this study.

Empirical Research on Innovation in K-12 Schools

History and Evolution of Innovation in Schools

History and Evolution of Innovation in Schools in the U.S.

Innovation in K—12 education has deep historical roots, shaped by shifting social, political,
and economic forces. Throughout the 20th and early 21st centuries, several influential
movements in the United States have sought to reimagine the purpose and practices of schooling.
Three major innovation streams relevant to Yungu’s case—progressive education, charter and
magnet schools, and competency-based education (CBE)—are often considered in the U.S.
context.

The progressive education movement of the early 20th century, led by John Dewey,
emphasized experiential learning, critical thinking, and democratic participation (Dewey, 1902,
1938; Tyack & Cuban, 1995). Dewey’s philosophy of “learning by doing” shifted attention away
from rote memorization toward hands-on problem-solving, real-world engagement, and the
development of social and civic skills. Progressive schools positioned themselves as spaces for
holistic child development, framing education not just as academic preparation but as preparation
for active participation in society.

In the late 20th century, charter schools and magnet schools emerged as institutional
innovations designed to improve educational quality and increase access and equity, particularly
in urban settings. Charter schools offered autonomy from district regulations in exchange for
performance accountability, creating spaces for experimentation with instruction, governance,
and accountability systems (Bulkley & Fisler, 2003; Miron & Nelson, 2002). Magnet schools,

16



designed partly to promote voluntary desegregation, attracted diverse student populations
through specialized curricula such as STEM, arts, or international studies (Goldring & Smrekar,
2000).

More recently, CBE has emerged as a major reform movement in the United States, aiming
to reshape traditional notions of time-based progression and assessment. Rooted in the
theoretical work of Dewey on experiential learning and Bloom’s mastery learning model, CBE
prioritizes flexible pacing, formative assessment, and student-centered progression (Bloom,
1976; Sturgis, 2012; Lewis et al., 2014). CBE allows students to advance upon demonstrated
mastery of explicit, measurable learning objectives rather than seat time, shifting the emphasis
from time spent in class to evidence of learning and application of knowledge. Drawing on the
standards-based reform efforts of the 1980s and 1990s, CBE emphasizes clear learning goals,
personalized support, and rigorous assessment systems to ensure all students achieve proficiency
(Hamilton et al., 2009; Sturgis & Casey, 2018). In recent years, CBE has been promoted as a
strategy to improve equity, reduce achievement gaps, and better prepare students for college,
careers, and lifelong learning (Lewis et al., 2014; Priest et al., 2012).

It is important to note that the innovation movements highlighted here reflect developments
primarily in the U.S. context. Although international interest in competencies has grown,
especially through frameworks promoted by the OECD, UNESCO, and national governments
such as China’s “Student Development Core Competency” framework (OECD, 2005; Zhong &
Cui, 2018), the history and evolution of these innovations are shaped by distinct cultural,
institutional, and policy contexts.

Understanding the historical trajectory of these innovation movements provides context for
analyzing contemporary efforts to transform schools. It reminds us that innovation in education
is not only about introducing new programs or tools but also about fundamentally rethinking the
purposes, processes, and outcomes of schooling.

The Evolution of Educational Innovation in China

China has undergone substantial and systematic efforts to reform its education system over
the past three decades. These reforms—Ied primarily by the MOE—have sought to modernize
curriculum design, instructional methods, and learning outcomes to meet the evolving needs of
Chinese society and to align more closely with international educational trends (Zhao & Deng,
2015). Since the late 1990s, the MOE has introduced three major rounds of national curriculum
reform, typically on a ten-year cycle, each reflecting a distinct conceptual evolution (Deng & Hu,
2021).

The first wave of reform emphasized the “Double Foundations” (X{J&)—that is, basic
knowledge and fundamental skills. This approach aimed to establish national benchmarks for
what every student should master across subjects and grade levels, reflecting the broader goals of
universalizing basic education and standardizing content delivery during China's rapid
development period (MOE, 2001).
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The second reform cycle introduced the concept of “Three-Dimensional Objectives”(= 4 H
¥r)—expanding beyond cognitive learning to include “process and methods” as well as
“emotional attitudes and values.” This reform sought to transform not only what and how
teachers teach but also how students learn. It encouraged more active, student-centered
instructional approaches such as cooperative, autonomous, and inquiry-based learning, while
promoting interest, responsibility, and positive learning dispositions (Qian, Walker & Li, 2017).

The third and most recent wave of reform centers on the development of “core
competencies” (1%:0» 2 7%). This phase marks a clear departure from prior domestic frameworks
and reflects increasing alignment with global trends promoted by international organizations
such as the OECD and UNESCO. It emphasizes transferable skills essential for success in the
21st century, including critical thinking, creativity, communication, and collaboration (Wang,
2019). Unlike earlier reforms, which focused on either knowledge mastery or holistic
development, the competency framework prioritizes the application of knowledge and skills—
along with personal character and values—in real-world, complex scenarios (Cui, 2016a).

China’s high school (G10-12) curriculum reform released in 2018 marked a formal transition
from “quality-based education” (i #{ &), which emphasized moral, intellectual, physical,
aesthetic, and labor development, to a “competency-based curriculum” (Z 7 #{ &) designed to
cultivate students’ ability to solve authentic problems, adapt to uncertainty, and contribute
meaningfully to society (MOE, 2018). To guide subject-specific implementation, the MOE also
introduced subject core competencies—e.g., logical reasoning and mathematical modeling in
math, scientific inquiry in science, and cultural understanding in Chinese language—ensuring
alignment between broad competency goals and discipline-specific learning (MOE, 2018; Wang,
2019).

In 2022, the MOE released updated Curriculum Standards for Compulsory Education (G1—
9), further emphasizing the central role of competency development in China’s educational
system. The new standards explicitly called for drawing on both China’s past curricular
achievements and advanced international ideas to deepen reform, enhance curriculum
integration, and promote more transformative pedagogy (MOE, 2022). These changes were
accompanied by nationwide textbook revisions and large-scale teacher training initiatives to
align classroom practices with the new expectations (Qian, Walker & Li, 2017).

While each reform cycle has introduced new pedagogical and curricular priorities, they
collectively reflect a broader effort to adapt the education system to the demands of a changing
society and global environment. The most recent reforms signal a continued commitment to
aligning learning outcomes with real-world competencies, positioning schools to play a more
active role in fostering adaptable, capable, and socially responsible citizens (Wang, 2019).
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The Evolution of Private Education in China

The rise of private education in China has been one of the most striking developments in the
country’s post-reform education landscape (Yang, 2020). Closely aligned with China’s broader
economic reforms and Opening Up policies, the growth of the private education sector has
reshaped opportunities for innovation, competition, and educational diversity (Zhou & Tan,
2019; Wang, 2013).

From a public monopoly to diversification

From 1949 to 1978, during the planned economy period, private education was effectively
nonexistent (Mok, 2009). The 1978 National Science Conference, where Deng Xiaoping
emphasized that education was the responsibility of all sectors of society, marked a turning point
(Deng, 1994; Kwong, 1997). Following the 1982 revision to China’s Constitution (Article 19),
private education gained legal recognition, encouraging collective, institutional, and individual
actors to establish educational endeavors (Que et al., 2019).

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, a series of landmark laws—including the 1993 Outline of
China's Education Reform and Development and the 1995 Education Law—jprovided policy
legitimacy and set the stage for the rapid growth of private education (Kwong, 1997). The state
encouraged private actors to meet rising educational demand, culminating in the 2002 Law on
the Promotion of Private Education, which formalized the state’s support, regulatory
frameworks, and oversight mechanisms (Wang, 2013).

The hybrid “state-owned private school” model

In the early 2000s, China’s government promoted “state-owned private schools (& X755
5¢)—a hybrid model combining public resources with private management flexibility (Zhao &
Liu, 2010). While these schools offered attractive facilities and top teachers, they initially
struggled to recruit talent because public-sector teachers feared losing their civil service status(Z
fill) (Zhong, 2011). Over time, government support, favorable policies, and professional

development opportunities helped establish the legitimacy of these schools and attract both
teachers and families (Mok, 2009).

Autonomy, innovation, and competition

Private schools benefited from significant flexibility in admissions, curriculum design, and
governance, allowing them to become sites of pedagogical experimentation and organizational
innovation (Zhou & Tan, 2019). Schools like Yungu leveraged this autonomy to recruit aligned
families and educators, experiment with innovative teaching methods, and position themselves as
alternatives to the exam-driven public system. As one interviewee noted, private schools were
seen as “a golden era for innovation” in the 2010s, drawing not only educational practices but
also management techniques from corporate sectors.
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A shift toward regulation and equity

Since 2020, China’s regulatory environment has shifted markedly, reflecting growing
concerns about educational equity, fairness, and social cohesion (Zhang & Tan, 2022). Policies
such as “simultaneous enrollment” (2 [<[F]#3) and district-based restrictions have curtailed the
admissions advantages previously enjoyed by private schools, mandating lotteries when
applications exceed available spots and limiting cross-district enrollments (MOE, 2020). These
reforms have reduced private schools’ autonomy and intensified pressures on their operations,
signaling a broader effort by the government to level the playing field between public and private
education providers while addressing rising societal concerns about access, competition, and
inequality (Shi & Hu, 2023).

Private education as a force for reform

Despite tightening regulation, private education remains central to China’s educational
reform agenda. According to the MOE?, private schools account for over one-third of all schools
and nearly one-fifth of total student enrollment from preschools to universities. The State
Council’s 2021 Regulations for the Implementation of the Law on the Promotion of Private
Education and statements in the National Outline for Medium and Long-Term Education Reform
and Development (2010-2020) explicitly recognize the sector’s importance in diversifying
educational offerings, stimulating reform, and expanding parental choice (State Council, 2021;
MOE, 2010).

Intersections with innovation

Private education in China has introduced not only alternative curricula and examinations—
such as the International Baccalaureate (IB), A-levels, and Advanced Placement (AP)—but also
created space for broader experimentation with teaching methods, learning approaches, and
organizational practices (Wang, 2013). Educators highlight the greater flexibility, dynamism, and
openness to cross-sectoral innovation that characterize private schools (Zhou & Tan, 2019).
However, they also caution that these opportunities remain unevenly distributed, often confined
to elite urban schools with strong leadership and external networks (Yang, 2020). Yungu School
shows this intersection, as its competency-based innovations were shaped by both the autonomy
afforded by its private status and its alignment and tension in operating within a dynamic policy
environment, providing a lens through which to examine the reciprocal influences between
educational innovation and private school governance in the context of China’s broader
education reform agenda.

2http://Www.moe.gov.cn/iyb sjzl/moe 560/s7382/201305/t20130529 152562 .html.
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Impacts of Innovation

Educational innovation has been widely promoted as a strategy to improve a range of
outcomes in K—12 schools, including student learning, teacher development, and overall school
performance (Fullan, 2007; OECD, 2015). While the evidence is mixed and context-dependent,
empirical research over the past several decades has identified several key areas where
innovation has demonstrated positive—though sometimes uneven—impacts (Levin, 2010;
Schleicher, 2018).

One of the most widely studied outcomes of educational innovation is student learning and
achievement. Meta-analyses such as Hattie’s Visible Learning (2009), which synthesized over
800 meta-analyses covering millions of students, have shown that certain practices once
considered innovative—such as formative assessment, feedback, and collaborative learning—are
generally believed to have positive effects on student achievement. Similarly, project-based
learning and other inquiry-based approaches have been found to increase student engagement,
motivation, and deeper understanding, particularly when implemented with fidelity and
supported by high-quality instructional practices (Bell, 2010; Thomas, 2000). However, studies
also caution that the success of these approaches depends heavily on teacher expertise, school
culture, and alignment with assessment and accountability systems (Barron & Darling-
Hammond, 2008).

Beyond student outcomes, innovation has significant implications for teacher learning,
professional growth, and job satisfaction. Research has found that teachers engaged in
professional learning communities (PLCs), collaborative inquiry, and school-based innovation
networks report higher levels of collective efficacy, instructional improvement, and
organizational commitment (Harris et al., 2017; Stoll et al., 2006). Innovation often provides
teachers with opportunities to exercise professional autonomy, experiment with new approaches,
and participate in co-creating school improvement strategies (McCharen et al., 2011). These
professional benefits, in turn, have been linked to greater retention of high-quality teachers and
stronger school climates (Leithwood & Sun, 2012).

At the school level, innovation has been associated with improvements in school
performance, adaptability, and organizational learning capacity. Fullan (2010) argues that
innovation-driven schools tend to be more resilient in the face of external pressures and better
positioned to engage in continuous improvement. Studies of networked improvement
communities, for example, have shown that schools participating in structured innovation
networks can spread effective practices, build collective problem-solving capacity, and improve
system-wide outcomes (Bryk et al., 2015; OECD, 2016). However, research also highlights the
challenges schools face in scaling and sustaining innovations, especially when they are
implemented in a fragmented or top-down manner (Coburn, 2003; Spillane, 1999).

Importantly, the impacts of innovation are not uniformly positive. Several scholars caution
that innovation can exacerbate inequalities when access to innovative programs or resources is
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unevenly distributed across schools and student populations (Datnow & Park, 2018).
Additionally, innovation fatigue can arise when teachers and schools are subjected to constant
cycles of reform without adequate time, support, or capacity-building (Cuban, 2020). These
findings underscore the importance of attending to contextual factors—including leadership,
resources, and system alignment—when evaluating the impacts of educational innovation.

Overall, empirical research points to the potential of innovation to enhance student learning,
strengthen teaching, and build more adaptive schools. However, it also highlights the need for
careful attention to implementation conditions, equity, and sustainability to ensure that
innovation delivers on its promises.

Enablers of Innovation

Leadership and Vision

Effective school leadership is consistently identified as an enabler of innovation. Leaders
play a central role in setting a clear vision, communicating goals, and aligning resources to
support innovative practices (Bush, 2010; Leithwood & Sun, 2012). Studies show that
transformational leaders—those who inspire, empower, and model innovation—are particularly
effective at creating environments where experimentation and risk-taking are encouraged (Pont
et al., 2008). Strong instructional leadership, focused on improving teaching and learning, has
also been linked to greater innovation capacity at the school level (Robinson et al., 2008).

Professional Collaboration and Capacity-Building

Collaboration among teachers and staff is another key enabler of innovation. Research on
PLCs, teacher networks, and collaborative inquiry highlights the importance of providing
teachers with structured opportunities to co-design, implement, and reflect on innovative
practices (Harris et al., 2017; Stoll et al., 2006). Collaborative professional development fosters
collective efficacy, distributes expertise, and promotes the diffusion of innovation across
classrooms and teams (McCharen et al., 2011). Studies also emphasize the importance of
investing in teacher capacity through ongoing, job-embedded professional development that is
aligned with school goals and responsive to local needs (Martin et al., 2017).

Organizational Culture

An innovation-supportive organizational culture is fundamental to sustaining change.
Research suggests that cultures characterized by trust, openness, psychological safety, and a
shared commitment to continuous improvement are more likely to support experimentation and
learning from failure (Khazanchi et al., 2007; Fullan, 2010). Schools that cultivate a “learning
organization” mindset—where adaptation and inquiry are embedded into daily routines—are
better able to navigate the complexities of innovation implementation (Kareem et al., 2024;
Senge, 1990).
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Resources and Infrastructure

Adequate resources, both material and human, are essential for innovation. Studies highlight
the importance of providing schools with the necessary time, funding, technology, and staffing to
support new initiatives (Pont et al., 2008; OECD, 2016). Without sufficient resources, even the
most promising innovations are unlikely to be implemented effectively or sustained over time.

External Partnerships and Networks

Finally, external relationships play a crucial enabling role. Schools that actively engage with
universities, community organizations, businesses, and other schools can access new knowledge,
tools, and support systems that enhance their innovation capacity (Pietsch et al., 2023; De
Coninck et al., 2021). Research on networked improvement communities and cross-sector
partnerships shows that such collaborations can accelerate the spread of effective practices, build
collective capacity, and foster continuous improvement at scale (Bryk et al., 2015; West &
Bogers, 2014).

Overall, the empirical literature points to innovation as a relational and systemic process,
dependent on the interactions among leadership, teachers, culture, resources, and external actors.
Recognizing these enablers is important not only for understanding why some schools succeed in
innovating while others struggle but also for informing the design of policies and interventions
that aim to promote sustainable change.

Barriers of Innovation

While many schools pursue innovation with the goal of improving student outcomes and
organizational performance, empirical research consistently shows that innovation efforts are
often constrained by a range of barriers operating at multiple levels. These barriers can
undermine implementation, reduce impact, and contribute to cycles of reform failure or
superficial change.

Structural and Institutional Constraints

One of the most persistent barriers to innovation in schools is the institutional inertia built
into educational systems. Tyack and Tobin’s (1994) concept of the “grammar of schooling”
highlights the deep-seated regularities in school organization—including age-graded classrooms,
subject-specific teaching, and standardized schedules—that have proven remarkably resistant to
change over time. Even when new practices are introduced, they are often reshaped to fit existing
routines, a process sometimes called “institutional isomorphism” (Meyer & Rowan, 1977;
Cuban, 2020). In addition, rigid policy frameworks, narrow accountability measures, and
bureaucratic regulations can limit schools’ flexibility to experiment and adapt (Pont et al., 2008).
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Resource and Capacity Constraints

A lack of adequate resources—including funding, time, personnel, and infrastructure—is
another frequently cited barrier to innovation. Schools often struggle to allocate the necessary
resources to support new initiatives, particularly in under-resourced contexts (OECD, 2016; Pont
et al., 2008). Teachers may face increased workloads when asked to implement innovations
without sufficient release time, training, or support (McCharen et al., 2011). Without investments
in professional development and capacity-building, innovation efforts are likely to remain
fragmented or superficial (Coburn, 2003).

Cultural Resistance and Change Fatigue

Innovation also requires addressing the cultural dimension of change. Research highlights
that even when structural and material conditions are supportive, resistance can emerge from
teachers, administrators, parents, or students who are skeptical of new approaches or concerned
about their consequences (Datnow & Park, 2018; Fullan, 2010). Teachers may be reluctant to
abandon familiar practices, particularly if they have experienced previous waves of unsuccessful
or short-lived reforms (Cuban, 2020). This phenomenon, often called reform fatigue or change
fatigue, can erode trust and diminish motivation for future innovation efforts.

Fragmentation and Lack of Coherence

A further barrier stems from the fragmented nature of many reform initiatives. Innovation
efforts are often introduced as isolated projects or “add-ons” that are poorly integrated with
existing school goals, curricula, or improvement strategies (Coburn, 2003; Spillane, 1999).
Without coherence and alignment, schools may struggle to scale innovations beyond a few
classrooms or to sustain them over time.

Limited External Collaboration and Knowledge Flows

Finally, schools often face challenges in building effective external partnerships that support
innovation. While open innovation frameworks emphasize the importance of cross-boundary
collaboration, schools may lack the organizational routines, relational capacities, or institutional
incentives to engage meaningfully with external actors such as universities, businesses, or
government agencies (De Coninck et al., 2021; Chesbrough, 2023). Without such connections,
schools may have limited access to the new knowledge, resources, and expertise needed to
innovate effectively.

In sum, the empirical literature suggests that innovation is not only a technical or managerial
challenge but also a social and systemic process shaped by organizational, cultural, and political
dynamics. Understanding these barriers is necessary for designing innovation efforts that are
both context-sensitive and sustainable.
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Identified Gaps in Literature

Despite the theoretical and empirical work on educational innovation cited above, several
important gaps remain in the current literature. Addressing these gaps is crucial for advancing
both scholarly understanding and practical approaches to innovation in K—12 education.

Gap 1: Need for more school-level research on innovation in non-Western contexts

Scholars have increasingly called for more research on how schools function as sites of
organizational innovation, especially regarding leadership, culture, and internal capacity for
change (Ainscow, 2020; Chapman & Hadfield, 2010). This gap is particularly evident in non-
Western education systems, where school-level innovation processes remain under-documented
and under-theorized (Yin & Zheng, 2022). Greater attention to the meso-level is essential for
understanding how innovation is enacted, negotiated, and sustained in diverse contexts.

Gap 2: Need for actionable frameworks bridging organizational theory and school
innovation

Although theoretical frameworks such as ambidextrous organizations, mutual learning, and
open innovation have been well developed in the business literature (March, 1991; O’Reilly &
Tushman, 2008; Chesbrough, 2003), their application in educational settings—particularly in K—
12 schools—remains limited (McCharen et al., 2011; Hargreaves, 1999). Existing studies often
draw on these theories individually and at a conceptual level, but rarely combine them in an
integrated framework that captures both internal organizational dynamics and external
knowledge interactions (Bogers et al., 2019; Pietsch et al., 2023). Moreover, much of this work
focuses on higher education or large public-sector organizations, leaving a gap in understanding
how these theories can inform innovation practices in the unique context of K—12 schools
(Bogers et al., 2019; Pietsch et al., 2023). Without practical models that translate organizational
theory into actionable insights, school leaders and practitioners may struggle to operationalize
key insights, limiting the real-world impact of academic research on educational change.

Gap 3: Insufficient research on adoption, integration, and diffusion of innovation

While much has been written about the development of innovative practices in schools,
relatively little attention has been paid to the processes by which these innovations are adopted,
integrated into existing systems, and diffused across schools and networks (Coburn, 2003;
Datnow & Park, 2018). Studies frequently document innovation at a single point in time or focus
on “success stories,” without systematically examining the conditions that enable innovations to
spread, become embedded in organizational routines, and achieve sustainable impact (Bryk et al.,
2015; Spillane, 1999). Addressing this gap is necessary for understanding not only how
innovations emerge, but also how they endure and scale over time.
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By addressing these gaps using the integrated theoretical framework, this study seeks to
contribute both theoretically and practically to the field of educational innovation. Specifically, it
seeks to provide a meso-level analysis of school innovation; to develop an integrated framework
that bridges business and education perspectives; and to generate insights into how innovations
are adopted, integrated, and diffused within and beyond the school setting.

Conclusion

This chapter has reviewed the key theoretical and empirical foundations for understanding
innovation in K—12 schools, focusing on three complementary frameworks: ambidextrous
organizations, mutual learning models, and open innovation. These perspectives provide a robust
lens for examining how schools balance the demands of stability and change, how individual and
collective learning interact to shape organizational adaptation, and how external partnerships
contribute to innovation capacity. The empirical literature further highlights the history and
evolution of innovation in schools, its impacts on student and school outcomes, the enabling
conditions that support success, and the barriers that often hinder sustained change.

Despite this rich literature, several gaps remain. Research on meso-level, school-centered
innovation remains underdeveloped, especially in non-Wester context like China, limiting
understanding of how schools function as organizational units of change. Existing theoretical
frameworks from the business and organizational literature are often underutilized or remain at a
conceptual level in educational research, leaving practitioners with few actionable models to
guide innovation efforts. More research is needed to understand the adoption, integration, and
diffusion processes that determine whether innovations take root, spread, and endure over time.

By addressing these gaps, this study seeks to advance the field of educational innovation both
theoretically and practically. It offers an integrated framework that combines ambidexterity, the
role of external knowledge flows, and the importance of mutual learning dynamics to explain
how schools innovate. Applying this framework to the case of Yungu School will generate
insights into how an innovative school navigates complex change processes, balances internal
and external demands, and contributes to broader educational transformation.

The following chapter describes the research design, data sources, and analytic strategies
used in this study. It explains how the proposed framework informs the study’s methodological
approach and details how the investigation at Yungu School was carried out to explore these
central research questions.
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Chapter 3. Methodology

I use a qualitative case study methodology to examine organizational innovation at Yungu
School. Aligned with my research questions, problem statement, and theoretical framework, this
approach allows for an in-depth investigation into how innovation is conceptualized,
implemented, and sustained in a real-world school setting.

Drawing on the traditions of Merriam & Tisdell (2015) and Yin (2014), the qualitative case
study method is especially well-suited for exploring complex organizational processes within
bounded systems, such as a single educational institution. Rather than seeking generalizability,
this study seeks to generate rich, contextualized understanding of how Yungu School engages in
innovation through structures, practices, and external partnerships.

There are other reasons for employing a qualitative case study approach in this research,
including:

1. Contextual depth: The case study method enables a holistic understanding of Yungu
School’s innovation processes within its organizational and cultural context. As Yin (2014)
notes, case studies are ideal when the boundaries between the phenomenon and its context are
not clearly evident.

2. Exploring complexity: Organizational innovation is not a linear process. It involves
interacting with cultural, structural, and policy dynamics. The case study method provides
flexibility to capture such complexity across multiple data sources and participant perspectives
(Maxwell, 2012).

3. Process Orientation: This method supports the analysis of change over time. As
emphasized by Yin (2014), this approach enables researchers to investigate cases over time and
in depth. Through retrospective accounts, interviews, document analysis, and observations, I was
able to trace how innovative ideas are generated, tested, institutionalized, and adapted at Yungu
School.

In this chapter, I describe the data collection methods and instruments employed in this
study, as well as the subsequent data analysis and coding procedures. Materials for data
collection — e.g., consent scripts, interview protocols — are included in the appendix to this
dissertation.

Data Collection

In this study, I gathered diverse data that would enable triangulation and provide an
understanding of organizational innovation at Yungu School. This section outlines methods I
used to collect data and strategies for participant sampling and recruitment. Throughout, I sought
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to ensure that the data collection process was both methodologically rigorous and aligned with
the study’s overarching goals.

I primarily collected data in person during the summer of 2024, with virtual follow-up
interviews collected over the subsequent months. I collected multiple data types to enable data
triangulation and provide a robust understanding of organizational innovation at Yungu School,
including semi-structured interviews and focus groups, observations, and document collection.

Interviews and Focus Groups

I conducted in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted with Yungu administrators,
teachers, staff, parents, high school alumni, and focus groups with principals and teachers from
five other schools to explore the transferability of Yungu’s innovative practices. The interactive
nature of group discussions helped surface collective insights and foster deeper exploration of
key themes (Macnaghten & Myers, 2004).

Ethical research practices were followed throughout. All participants were informed of the
study’s purpose, their insights as participants, and the voluntary nature of their involvement.
Informed consent was obtained, and all identifying information was anonymized to ensure
confidentiality.

Protocol Development

I used semi-structured protocols for interviews and focus groups because they provide a
balance between consistency across participants and flexibility to explore emerging themes in
depth (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). The open-ended questions encouraged participants to reflect
on and elaborate upon their experiences, offering rich data on school culture, innovation
processes, and implementation practices. I structured interview protocols around my evolving
theoretical framework, described in its current form in Chapter 2, creating categories for
interview questions that included curriculum and pedagogical innovations, professional
development, and educational technology. Although the original protocol was informed by
earlier conceptual interests—particularly competency-based education and learning
organizations—the shift toward an organizational innovation lens emerged through early data
engagement and is discussed further in the data analysis section. This ensured that my interview
questions were aligned with the overarching purpose of the study. Interview protocols are
included in the Appendix.

Participant Selection

A total of 40 stakeholder participants affiliated with Yungu School were purposefully
selected for 30—90 minute interviews. Purposeful sampling enables researchers to intentionally
select individuals who are especially knowledgeable about or experienced with the phenomenon
of interest, thereby supporting the depth and relevance of qualitative inquiry (Maxwell, 2012).
These participants were identified as information-rich cases capable of offering insight into the
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processes and conditions surrounding organizational innovation in a school setting (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2015). Stakeholder participants included school founders, administrators, teachers,
parents, and alumni to ensure a range of perspectives across organizational roles.

In addition, 11 educators (principals and teachers) from five other schools across China
participated in 30—-60 minute focus group interviews. I sought to include educators from a variety
of educational settings—urban and rural, public and private—across different geographic regions
in China. These participants were selected from among the schools participating in Yungu’s
summer professional development week. I obtained the list of participating schools from a
Yungu administrator, then selected a diverse sample of schools. After identifying the schools, I
sent out invitations for voluntary participation through the Yungu administrator. Participants
were selected based on their professional roles, geographic and institutional diversity,
availability, and their willingness to share experiences relevant to innovation and educational

reform.

Table 1. Interview and Focus Group Participants

Participants Number  Criteria

Yungu Teachers 12 Currently employed at Yungu School, teaching across various subjects
and grade levels. These participants play parts in the school’s innovation
efforts.

(Elementary: 3, Middle School: 3, High School: 6; including 2 expat
teachers)

Yungu Administrators 9 Hold leadership positions or serve on the school board with decision-
making authority related to educational policies and practices across
school divisions.

Supporting Staff 5 Staff members of public relations, engineering, design, and data science
who contribute significantly to Yungu’s innovation process.

Yungu Parents 9 Parents or legal guardians of current Yungu School students.

High School Alumni 5 Graduated within the past two years after attending Yungu’s high school
(or both middle and high school); currently studying diverse majors in U.S.
universities or liberal arts colleges.

Non-Yungu principals and 11 Educators from other schools who participated in Yungu’s summer

teachers workshop and gained exposure to its innovative practices.

More specifically,

* Yungu administrators and teachers were selected to maximize variance in perspectives
based on their tenure, administrative roles, and affiliation with different school divisions.
Participants from the elementary and middle school divisions were typically required to have at
least five years of experience at Yungu, with two exceptions. For the high school division, which
was established in 2020, participants had a minimum of three years of experience, also with two
exceptions. This sampling approach aimed to ensure both deep familiarity with the school’s
evolving culture and innovation practices, and diversity in role-based and organizational
perspectives.
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» Participants affiliated with Yungu were recruited via direct invitations through DingTalk,
Yungu’s internal communication platform, or in person. Follow-up reminders emphasized the
importance of their input in contributing to a better understanding of educational innovation.

* Given the researcher’s prior role as an individual contributor at Yungu (without
hierarchical authority), rapport and trust facilitated participant engagement, while I sought to
minimize power imbalances, addressing concerns such as participants feeling obligated to
participate, offering socially desirable responses, or hesitating to share critical views due to
perceived loyalties or affiliations (Seidman, 2013).

» External educators were invited to join the focus groups during their participation in a
summer workshop hosted by Yungu. These educators had expressed interest in learning how to
implement elements of Yungu’s practices in their own schools, making them well-positioned to
reflect on which aspects appeared practically transferable, which posed challenges, and how
context shaped their perceptions of innovation.

Observations

Observations are a key qualitative method for understanding social settings and practices in
context, allowing researchers to capture behaviors, interactions, and environmental cues that may
not be fully articulated in interviews or documents (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). I conducted on-
site observations to gain firsthand insight into Yungu’s physical environment, school climate,
and everyday practices, offering additional layers of meaning and validation to the self-reported
data from interviews and focus groups.

I was present at Yungu during its summer professional development week, where Yungu
teachers and visiting educators from across China participated in training sessions, as well as
during student summer camps that included participants from Yungu, other regions of China, and
international locations. I observed workshops focused on project-based learning, performance-
based assessment, and educational drama, which revealed how pedagogical concepts were
translated into practice. In addition, I visited and took observational notes in various parts of the
school campus, including classrooms, the library, black box theatre, sports auditoriums, and
teachers’ shared offices.

To document observations, I used field memos documenting setting, activities, participant
roles, and researcher reflections. These memos were later coded alongside interview and
document data to support triangulation and deepen thematic analysis.

Document Analysis

Document analysis allows researchers to systematically examine and interpret textual and
visual data to gain contextual understanding, verify emerging insights, and uncover patterns or
contradictions that may not surface through interviews or observations alone (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2015). I reviewed a wide range of over one hundred school-generated and external
documents, including strategic plans, curriculum and assessment materials, professional
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development resources, student work, branding materials, media coverage, conference
presentations, and relevant national and municipal policy documents. These documents provided
contextual background, confirmed findings, and enabled cross-validation of insights derived
from other data sources.

These qualitative strategies offered complementary perspectives and enabled data
triangulation, thereby enhancing the credibility and trustworthiness of the findings (Maxwell,
2012).

Data Analysis

Careful and systematic data analyses are essential for developing credibility and depth in
qualitative findings. Following best practices outlined by Merriam and Tisdell (2015) and
Bingham and Witkowsky (2022), I took deliberate steps to organize, code, and interpret the
collected data in ways that honored the complexity of participant experiences while maintaining
methodological rigor. By attending to challenges such as language translation, cultural nuance,
and researcher reflexivity, I sought to conduct analyses that were transparent and trustworthy,
contributing to the overall trustworthiness of the study’s findings.

In addition to procedures outlined below, I wrote reflective memos throughout the data
collection process (Saldafia, 2016). These memos captured informal interactions, emergent
insights, and reflexive observations throughout the research process, supporting a careful
interpretation of participants’ perspectives and my own learnings.

Data Preparation

To support efficient data management and transparency, I created a case study database,
following Yin’s (2014) recommendation for systematically organizing all relevant data. This
database included audio files, transcripts, field notes, memos, observation records, and
documents, which were stored on RAND’s secured cloud platform to minimize the risk of data
loss (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). All data were systematically labeled and stored using consistent
identifiers to support retrieval and analysis.

The majority of the interview transcripts (all except for two expat teachers) and school
documents were originally in Chinese. To translate these materials into English, I first used
professional translation software for initial translations. Then, I conducted careful manual
reviews and revisions to ensure accuracy, readability, and preservation of original meaning. This
process gave me the opportunity to closely engage with the data, becoming familiar before the
coding process began.

During this process, I paid special attention to culturally nuanced expressions, idioms, and
context-specific terminology, which translation can misinterpret. To maintain consistency, I
developed a glossary of key concepts, theoretical terms, and context-specific language used
throughout the dissertation. For example, translating “2% 7= #{ & consistently as “competency-
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based education”. I also kept the original Chinese-language interview recordings and transcripts
as part of my research records, thereby enhancing transparency and ensuring methodological
rigor.

During translation, as throughout the research process, I maintained a reflexive stance and
wrote field notes and analytic memos to capture initial impressions, emergent themes, and
methodological reflections, in line with qualitative best practices (Bogdan & Biklen, 2011;
Merriam & Tisdell, 2015; Saldafia, 2016). These reflexive documents were stored alongside
primary data to support transparency in analysis and interpretation.

Data Coding

I conducted data coding using Dedoose, a web-based qualitative data analysis tool. I began
with “pre-coding” (Layder, 1998), identifying “codable moments” (Boyatzis, 1998) from
interviews, focus groups, and documents that were particularly rich, surprising, or theoretically
relevant. I then engaged in an inductive coding process, generating initial codes from participant
narratives, aligned with the research questions and my evolving theoretical framework.

Using Merriam and Tisdell’s (2015) analogy of “seeing both the forest and the tree,” I first
identified broad thematic categories (the forest) before engaging in more granular coding of
subthemes (the trees). Following the initial inductive phase, I applied a deductive approach to
refine and structure the coding system, ensuring the coding scheme was exhaustive, mutually
exclusive, and analytically meaningful.

This iterative process included regular memoing and returning to raw data to test and revise
emerging categories. While I conducted coding independently, I strengthened the trustworthiness
of the analysis by triangulating across data sources, consulting with dissertation committee
members, and integrating informal member checks with key participants to validate
interpretations (Saldafia, 2016).

Data Analysis and Interpretation

Although my initial interview protocol was designed around a theoretical framework focused
on CBE and learning organizations, early coding and memoing revealed that participants
consistently framed their experiences through the lens of innovation. This unexpected but
recurring theme prompted a shift in theoretical orientation. Drawing on abductive reasoning
(Tavory & Timmermans, 2014), and in consultation with my dissertation committee, I refined
my analytical framework to incorporate theories of organizational innovation—particularly
ambidexterity, mutual learning, and open innovation—as more fitting lenses for interpreting the
data. This shift allowed me to more accurately capture the complexity of how innovation was
described, enacted, and institutionalized at Yungu School. While the original framework
informed early coding categories, the updated framework guided later rounds of deductive
analysis and theme refinement.
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Data Analysis and Interpretation

During and after coding, I interpreted patterns across data sources using thematic analysis,
guided by both my theoretical framework and grounded insights that emerged from participant
experiences. Consistent with Saldafia’s (2016) emphasis that “all coding is a judgment call,” I
maintained awareness of how my own positionality shaped the interpretive process, documenting
these reflections through analytic memos.

I identified a preliminary set of themes, or “hunches,” based on recurring patterns that
emerged during the coding process. To refine these themes, I systematically revisited related
codes and synthesized information across diverse data sources, including participant interviews,
observations, and documents. This iterative process allowed me to piece together nuanced
insights and deepen my understanding of the emerging findings. To further develop and
substantiate each theme, I created a series of analytic memos that captured key ideas,
connections, and reflections. These memos served as a foundation for discussions with members
of my dissertation committee, where we examined the emerging findings to test their rigor and
alignment with the study’s objectives.

To further enhance analytical rigor, I used iterative coding and constant comparison to
address biases such as intentionality bias, single-motive bias, and recall error. This involved
contrasting participant accounts, refining themes, and remaining attentive to discrepancies and
alternative explanations (Saldafia, 2016). Given that the data included perspectives from alumni,
I paid close attention to the authenticity and context of youth voices and remained mindful of
these dynamics in data interpretation.

Selection of Yungu School as a Case Study

The selection of the case is important, as it fundamentally shapes the scope, depth, and
direction of qualitative inquiry. Case selection influences what can be learned, how findings are
interpreted, and the extent to which theoretical insights can be developed or transferred (Yin,
2014). I purposefully selected Yungu School as an informational-rich case (Merriam & Tisdell,
2015) due to its widely recognized reputation as one of the most innovative private schools in
China, and because my relationship to the school made access possible. This section provides an
overview of Yungu’s characteristics, highlighting factors that make it useful for addressing the
research questions and advancing theoretical and practical insights.

Yungu’s practices — including competency-based education, integration of technology,
external partnerships, and a pro-innovation organizational culture — make it a fertile ground for
studying innovation in action. In recent years, several high-tech corporations in China, such as
Alibaba, Tencent, and Huawei, have invested in founding or supporting schools. Yungu,
therefore, presents a unique opportunity to explore how educational innovation can be shaped by
the vision, resources, and influence of a high-tech corporation in a non-Western, policy-driven
educational context.
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Founded in 2016 and located in Hangzhou, China, Yungu School was established with over
200 million USD in funding from Alibaba Partners. Alibaba, one of China’s largest technology
companies, has business spanning across e-commerce, cloud computing, and e-payment, and
evolved into an Al-driven enterprise in recent years. The school’s founding was led by Jack Ma,
a former English teacher and Alibaba’s primary founder, along with six other Alibaba Partners.
Together, they created the Yungu School Committee, which approved the school’s founding
vision: to be “future-focused”, “non-profit”, and “an innovative model of education that
integrates the wisdom and culture of both the East and the West™ (Yungu website). With a bold
mission to address the most pressing challenges faced by students and parents, Yungu sought to
be a driving force for educational reform in China and beyond.

Figure 4. Total Number of Enrolled Students at Yungu
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Yungu has experienced rapid growth since its founding. After a year of preparation, the
school opened in September 2017 at a temporary campus with just 100 students in grades 1 and
7. Nearly seven years later, Yungu has grown significantly and relocated to its permanent 543-
acre campus in Hangzhou’s Xihu District, adjacent to Westlake University, a leading private
university established in 2018, and the Alibaba Cloud headquarters. Today, it provides
comprehensive preK-12 education to over 1,500 students, supported by a faculty and staff of
351, with a student-teacher ratio of approximately 5.9:1.

Yungu is selective in its hiring practices. Since its inception, the school has received more
than 10,000 job applications — average around 1,500 annually — with a selection rate of just 9%.

3 https://yungu.org/.
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Among its faculty and staff, 99% hold a college degree, and over 50% have earned a master’s
degree. Staff backgrounds are diverse: 50% come from private schools, 10% from public
schools, 10% from international schools, 10% are recent college graduates, and 4% from schools
overseas.

In addition to educators, the school employs a robust operations team. Approximately 15%
have professional experience in the corporate sector. Many have worked in Alibaba — including
nearly 30 in-house engineers, as well as professionals in Human Resources (HR), design,
finance, and photography. While Yungu’s division principals come from educational
backgrounds, its organizational design reflects a deliberate blend of educational and corporate
expertise.

Figure 5. Total Number of Faculty and Staff at Yungu
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The school employs a unique mix of teachers and staff. Over one-third of teachers and staff
have studied or worked abroad. A quarter of the team has been with the school for over five
years, and more than 60% have worked for at least three years. Approximately 68% have
children enrolled at Yungu. The average age of faculty and staff is 25.5, with about half born
after 1990. Twelve teachers (3%) have over 30 years of teaching experience. Yungu is also
accredited by the Western Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC).

Due to policy restrictions that allow only city-wide student applications, the majority of
Yungu students are Hangzhou residents. However, 16% come from other provinces (having
secured legal residency in Hangzhou), and another 7% come from other cities within Zhejiang
Province. These figures suggest Yungu’s appeal to mobile, education-focused families — so-
called “education migrants.”

35



Yungu’s founders made some decisions to break with norms of the Chinese education
system, while following it in other ways. For instance, all of Yungu’s high school graduates
attend universities outside of mainland China, thus bypassing the Chinese College Entrance
Exam. This strategic decision gives the school greater flexibility in curricular and pedagogical
innovation. However, Yungu still adheres to China’s national curriculum and uses standard
textbooks, as I further discuss in Chapter 5. Middle school students must sit for local high school
entrance exams, and high school students must pass the provincial academic proficiency test to
obtain a national high school diploma. The school innovates not only in what is taught, but in
how it is taught — with the purpose of making its practices more accessible and replicable for
both public and private schools across China, where there is limited flexibility in curriculum.

Beyond its core K-12 offerings, Yungu has expanded its influence through supplemental
programs. Since 2021, it has offered weekend, summer, and winter break courses designed to
reach a broader population. To date, over 50 courses have served more than 1,800 students from
over 200 schools across 40 cities and five countries. These courses span science and technology,
design thinking, arts, public speaking, psychology, and entrepreneurship.

Yungu also operates a “Parent School” to support parenting education through a variety of
courses and workshops. Since its inception in 2018, the Parent School has hosted more than 180
in-person sessions, reaching over 8,000 Yungu parents on topics such as positive psychology,
non-violent communication, and growth mindset. Since 2023, it has expanded its offerings to
include online programming open to the broader public, reaching 160,000 viewers across 32
provinces in China. It has also developed 86 online learning modules serving over 7,000
learners.

A distinctive feature of Yungu is its in-house engineering team, which has been co-
developing educational software alongside teachers since the school’s founding. To date, they
have created over 40 apps and provided the services — often below market cost — to nearly 40 K-
12 schools across 11 provinces, supporting more than 20,000 teachers and students.

Daily operations at Yungu are overseen by the Secretary General of the School Board — an
experienced HR professional and early Alibaba member appointed by Jack Ma. She leads the
school’s administrative team, coordinates across the school’s divisions (preschool through high
school), and ensures the school’s operational alignment with its vision and values.

In sum, Yungu School represents a uniquely positioned, resource-rich, and forward-looking
institution, making it a useful case for examining the processes, structures, and implications of
educational innovation in contemporary China. The characteristics described above will be
important for understanding this study’s findings, given the unique character of the school and
how it interacts with its environment.
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Positionality and Reflexivity

In line with principles of reflexivity and transparency in qualitative research, I offer this
statement to acknowledge how my background, experiences, and values have shaped this study.

My positionality is informed by the convergence of personal, academic, and professional
experiences. Raised in Beijing during a time of rapid development under the dual policy pillars
of gaige (reform) and kaifang (opening up), I developed an early awareness of education’s
transformative power—not just for individuals but as a tool of national progress. Benefiting from
structural privileges as an only child with access to abundant educational opportunities, I came to
believe in the ability of learning to alter life trajectories, while also becoming increasingly aware
of the structural privileges that shape access to quality education.

My academic journey—from the Chinese University of Hong Kong to UC Berkeley, McGill
University, and later RAND—has deepened my commitment to educational equity and
sharpened my analytical lens. International work with UNICEF and other organizations
reinforced a global outlook grounded in cultural empathy and structural critique.

Importantly, I was an early member of Yungu School, where I witnessed and participated in
building an educational institution from the ground up. This experience shaped my belief in the
power of collective imagination and action, as well as my appreciation for the complexity of
innovation in practice. My role as a mother of two school-age children has also given me a
visceral understanding of how schools shape children’s growth, well-being, and sense of
possibility—heightening both the personal and professional stakes of my inquiry.

My time at RAND has also played a formative role in shaping my approach as a researcher,
sharpening my analytical skills and deepening my commitment to rigor, objectivity, and
evidence-based analysis. This training has strengthened my ability to examine complex systems
and to balance empathy with analytical distance—skills I bring to my study of Yungu and to the
broader questions of educational innovation.

Throughout this study, I occupied an insider—outsider position. While my familiarity with
Yungu granted access and trust, it also demanded a continuous reflexive stance to avoid over-
identification. I actively engaged in self-reflection and sought disconfirming evidence to mitigate
bias.

Having moved between Eastern and Western academic and professional environments, |
approach this work from a perspective that is both locally grounded and globally informed. This
cross-cultural positioning has shaped my ability to situate Yungu’s innovation efforts within both
Chinese educational dynamics and wider international debates.

I approach this work from a constructivist perspective, interested in how meaning, practice,
and innovation are co-constructed in specific institutional and cultural contexts. At its heart, this
research is animated by both intellectual curiosity and a personal hope that schools can become
spaces where innovation, inclusion, and human flourishing intersect meaningfully.
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By making my positionality explicit, I aim to promote transparency, reflexivity, and
accountability in the research process. I recognize that who I am shapes what I notice, the
questions I ask, and how I interpret meaning. Acknowledging this is necessary not only to the
integrity of the research but also to ensuring that its insights are understood within their cultural,
institutional, and relational context.

Limitations

While I carefully planned and executed data collection and analyses, it is important to
acknowledge this study’s limitations. These limitations stem from factors such as my dual
insider-outsider status, the single-case study approach, and methodological constraints like
retrospective interviewing and participant selection. By addressing these challenges, and
employing strategies to mitigate their impact where possible, I hope to provide a transparent
account of the study.

My relationship with the school provides me with an insider—outsider status (Dwyer &
Buckle, 2009), which brings both benefits and limitations, and which I worked to mitigate
through regular reflection and reflexive practice. I took a leave of absence from the RAND
Graduate School of Public Policy in September 2018 and joined Yungu as an independent
consultant. In this role, I worked closely with teachers and observed decision-making processes
with administrators, offering me a valuable opportunity to study and understand innovation in a
K—12 educational setting at the ground level. I left Yungu and resumed my doctoral studies at
RAND in January 2024.

My early involvement in the school’s development helped establish trust and rapport with
participants, which facilitated access and openness during data collection. At the same time, my
independent consultant status helped maintain analytical distance and reduced the risk of role-
based bias. Nevertheless, my prior affiliation with the school may have introduced limitations,
such as participants offering socially desirable responses or withholding criticisms to preserve
relationships. To address these risks, I engaged in ongoing reflexivity, triangulated data across
stakeholder groups, and paid particular attention to divergent perspectives and disconfirming
evidence to enhance the credibility and trustworthiness of the study.

While the single-case design allows for rich, in-depth exploration of Yungu School’s
innovation processes, it inherently limits generalizability. However, the primary aim of this
research is not to generate universal claims but to offer grounded theoretical insights and
practice-oriented implications that can inform innovation in similarly situated K-12 schools.

As subsequent chapters unfold, the methodological choices outlined here will serve as the
foundation for interpreting Yungu’s practices and their implications for theory and practice.
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Chapter 4. Cultural Convergence at Yungu: Integrating Tech and
Educational Mindsets

This chapter examines how Yungu School’s distinctive organizational culture emerged
through the convergence of two historically separate domains: the entrepreneurial, tech-driven
mindset of corporate leaders—primarily from Alibaba—and the educational mindset of career
educators. Drawing on qualitative data from interviews with founding members, administrators,
and teachers, I explore how the interaction between these cultural frameworks shaped Yungu’s
identity, operational practices, and capacity for innovation. Although both groups were united by
a shared mission of educational transformation and idealism, they brought divergent mental
models, assumptions, and work styles, resulting in both generative synergies and ongoing
tensions. Yungu’s innovative character appears to be shaped not only by the initial tension and
integration of these mindsets but also by their continued negotiation and dynamic evolution over
time.

The chapter is organized into five sections. Following the analytical framework and
background context, the first empirical section outlines the defining characteristics of each
cultural framework. The second examines how these orientations clashed during the school’s
founding, producing both creative energy and organizational strain. The third analyzes the
ongoing process of cultural integration, drawing on organizational theory to show how shared
frameworks developed to facilitate collaboration and innovation. The fourth section investigates
how these cultural dynamics manifest across different levels of the organization, revealing both
coherence and divergence in how values are interpreted and enacted by leaders, mid-level
managers, and frontline educators. Through this multi-layered analysis, the chapter offers
insights into how hybrid organizational cultures emerge and evolve to support innovation in
education.

To guide this analysis, I draw on concepts from organizational studies and school innovation
research. Organizational culture refers to the shared values, beliefs, assumptions, and norms that
shape how members of an organization understand their work, interact with others, and engage
with their environment (Schein, 2010). Often described as “the way things are done around here”
(Deal & Kennedy, 1982), culture influences both formal structures and informal practices,
shaping decision-making, relationships, and the organization’s capacity for change.

This analysis primarily uses March’s (1991) concept of organizational codes, introduced in
Chapter 2. Organizational codes refer to the collective routines, norms, and knowledge systems
that guide behavior within an organization. While related to organizational culture, codes are
more operational in nature—focusing on the formal and informal rules that govern daily work
(Levitt & March, 1988). In March’s mutual learning model, individuals adapt their beliefs
through interaction with the organizational code, while the code itself evolves by incorporating
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insights from individuals whose perspectives better reflect changing external realities. This
reciprocal process underpins an organization’s ability to learn and adapt over time. In this
chapter, I use the concept of organizational codes as a central analytical lens, while also
referencing organizational culture and broader cultural frameworks when appropriate,
recognizing their overlapping but analytically distinct dimensions. Further analysis is provided in
Chapter 7 (Discussion and Policy Recommendations).

Analytical Framework and Cultural Context

Within Yungu, two dominant cultural frameworks played a formative role: the
entrepreneurial mindset and the educational mindset. The entrepreneurial mindset is
characterized by opportunity-seeking, experimentation, adaptability, and proactive problem-
solving (Kuratko, 2007; Morris et al., 2013). Closely tied to the tech sector, this orientation
values autonomy, rapid iteration, and resilience under uncertainty (Edmondson, 2019; Ries,
2011). In contrast, the educational mindset emphasizes care, patience, and long-term
developmental goals, privileging structure, relational work, and collective well-being
(Hargreaves, 1998; Fullan, 2007). The interaction of these mindsets shaped Yungu’s
foundational culture and continues to influence its organizational identity and practices.

Yungu’s preparatory year before opening its doors in September 2017 was a formative period
in which the school’s distinctive culture began to take shape. Planning and development
unfolded in a conference room at Alibaba’s headquarters in Hangzhou, where the founding team
— composed of corporate leaders and educators — worked side by side. On the corporate side,
the Secretary General of the School Board brought expertise in finance and human resources,
supported by colleagues with backgrounds in organizational development, engineering, and
operations. On the educational side, the founding principal of the elementary and middle school
divisions, with extensive experience managing local private schools, assembled a team of key
administrators and teachers to oversee academic planning and student development.

During this intensive period, the team grappled with foundational questions: What mission
and vision should guide the school? What educational objectives should it prioritize? What
hiring strategies, admission policies, and curriculum design would best reflect its goals? While
all members were committed to building an innovative and meaningful school, their interactions
quickly revealed sharp differences in mindset and working style. Corporate members, drawing
on their experience in the fast-paced tech sector, approached problems with a high tolerance for
ambiguity, a preference for co-creation, and a bias toward rapid experimentation and iteration.
Educators, in contrast, valued careful planning, structure, and stability, reflecting their
professional roots in schooling and child development.

These differences generated moments of tension. Corporate members frequently challenged
educators’ habitual assumptions, using provocative questions and thought experiments that
pushed the group to articulate and sometimes rethink long-held beliefs. For educators, the open-

40



ended and iterative approach favored by the corporate team could feel destabilizing, especially
when core pedagogical practices were being reexamined. Yet rather than fracture the group, this
dynamic tension became a catalyst for mutual learning.

Characteristics of the “Tech Culture” or “Entrepreneurial Mindset”

From its inception, Yungu’s founding members from corporate backgrounds were
transparent about their limited experience in education. Nevertheless, they believed their
expertise, particularly from the high-tech sector, could positively shape the school. The
aspiration to “build a school with Alibaba’s genes” became a unique marker of Yungu’s identity,
frequently emphasized by both corporate and educational members. The school’s preparation
coincided with the rise of China’s internet economy, shortly after Alibaba’s record-breaking IPO
in 2014, a period marked by entrepreneurial ambition and rapid innovation. Corporate members
explicitly sought to infuse Yungu with these characteristics, laying the foundation for what
became known as the school’s “tech culture.” In the following section, I describe dimensions of
the tech culture, as described by interviewees themselves, arrived at through an iterative coding
process.

Table 2. Reported Characteristics of Tech Culture and Educational Culture at Yungu

Tech Culture Educational Culture

Embracing uncertainty and valuing the emergent process Patience and Long-Term Human Development
(Brainstorming and Co-Creation)

Challenging habitual thinking, reflective and retrospective  Caution Toward Change and Discomfort with Ambiguity
thinking, and welcoming challenges to ingrained beliefs

Iteration and Rapid Experimentation Preference for Harmony and Reluctance to Voice Dissent

Flat management

Characteristic One: Embracing Uncertainty and Valuing the Emergent Process

A defining feature of Yungu’s entrepreneurial culture was its comfort with uncertainty and
its embrace of emergent, co-created processes. This contrasted sharply with the educators’
preference for planning and predictability, creating early tensions but ultimately opening space
for new ways of working and learning across the team.

During Yungu’s preparatory year, the founding team devoted several months to tackling
fundamental questions about the school’s mission, vision, curriculum, and admissions. Corporate
members, familiar with operating in a Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, and Ambiguous (VUCA)
environment, a framework used in corporate environments, were comfortable approaching these
issues without predetermined answers. They saw meetings as opportunities for open-ended
dialogue and collective sensemaking rather than as spaces for top-down decision-making. One
founding member reflected, “When faced with such a significant issue as defining what kind of
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school we want to create, it didn’t matter to us if we didn’t have clear ideas; we would just
discuss it.”

While educators often arrived with detailed notes and concrete proposals, corporate members
encouraged setting these aside to allow for broader discussion. This process, while sometimes
frustrating to educators, ensured that even when the group ultimately endorsed the educators’
proposals, they did so with a shared understanding of the rationale behind them.

A key practice that emerged from this comfort with ambiguity was a strong emphasis on
brainstorming and co-creation. Even the most experienced educators on the team, though highly
knowledgeable, were accustomed to joining schools with established structures. At Yungu, by
contrast, everyone faced a blank slate. Corporate members explicitly encouraged collective
dialogue, empowering the team to explore questions such as, “What kind of school do we want
to create?”, “What is our vision for children’s futures?”, and “How will we know if we are
educating them well?” Through iterative discussions, team members clarified expectations,
surfaced assumptions, and arrived at shared goals — strengthening mutual understanding across
professional backgrounds.

According to interviewees, brainstorming and co-creation were not confined to the founding
period; over time, they became core practices across the school. This approach shaped how
administrators and teachers engaged in problem-solving, program design, and pedagogical
innovation. It signaled that at Yungu, working through uncertainty collectively was not just a
leadership strategy, but an organizational code that extended across levels of the organization.

Characteristic Two: Challenging Habitual Thinking, Reflective and Retrospective
Thinking, and Welcoming Challenges to Ingrained Beliefs

Another hallmark of the tech mindset was its commitment to challenging assumptions and
encouraging reflective thinking. This approach disrupted habitual educational practices and
pushed both corporate and educational members to surface and interrogate beliefs.

Corporate members brought a new perspective to education, approaching it as outsiders
willing to question everything — from what “quality” meant in schooling to how admissions
policies reflected values of inclusive access. Through thought experiments, such as asking,
“What if students lost all their knowledge after graduation — what would we want them to
retain?”, they pushed the team to make expectations explicit, surfacing understandings that might
be shared among those from common backgrounds but were not obvious to all in the group.

These thought-provoking techniques were familiar to those from the corporate world. They
were comfortable with being challenged and did not worry about “losing face.” While educators
initially found this approach disorienting — and at times confrontational — they gradually came
to value it. Over time, this dynamic contributed to an organizational code which questioning
assumptions became both normalized and embedded in hiring criteria. As one founding member
observed, “Being open to challenges and welcoming others to challenge your ingrained beliefs is
still a key aspect of the way things are done at Yungu.”

42



This openness—including the capacity for self-reflection and what interviewees described as
undergoing “personal revolutions”—became a foundation for innovation, cultivating a mindset
of adaptability and continuous learning. Such dispositions have been widely recognized in the
literature as essential components of innovative organizational cultures, particularly in dynamic
and knowledge-intensive environments (Edmondson, 1999; Senge, 1990). Regular “review and
reflection” meetings (& #% <), along with brainstorming (¥ %) and co-creation sessions (3t

4%), have become embedded in the school’s daily organizational routines.

Characteristic Three: Iteration and Rapid Experimentation

Another feature of Yungu’s entrepreneurial mindset was its commitment to iteration and
rapid experimentation — the idea that progress is best achieved through identifying
opportunities, trial-and-error, feedback, and continuous refinement rather than waiting for perfect
plans. According to interviewees, this orientation shaped not only the school’s early development
but also its evolving approach to innovation over time.

A key influence on this mindset was the entrepreneurial idea, popularized by Peter Thiel, of
moving “from 0 to 1” (Thiel & Masters, 2014). This approach involves navigating uncertainty
without clear precedents or definitive solutions — creating something fundamentally new rather
than merely improving on existing models (“from 1 to n”). Notably, the phrase “from 0 to 1”
became widely used across Yungu, referenced not only by founding members but also by
teachers, reflecting how deeply this mindset had permeated the school’s culture and vocabulary.

At Yungu, this spirit was reflected in a strong orientation toward action, even in the absence
of perfect information. As one corporate leader explained, “There’s a lot of ‘just get it done, then
perfect it later’ — start when things are good enough, and then iterate along the way.” This
approach aligns with what the entrepreneurial literature describes as “failing fast and learning
fast”—launching initiatives quickly, gathering feedback, and making rapid adjustments to
improve outcomes (Blank, 2013; Ries, 2011). It reflects a broader belief, echoed in
organizational learning research, that meaningful progress comes through iterative cycles of
action, reflection, and refinement rather than prolonged planning or pursuit of perfection
(Edmondson, 1999; Ries, 2011). At Yungu, this mindset was reinforced by a cultural acceptance
of mistakes, viewing failure not as a setback but as an integral part of learning and continuous
improvement.

This iterative mindset proved particularly important because Yungu’s founding team was
building something with few clear examples: a new school combining entrepreneurial and
educational cultural frameworks. Without an established roadmap to follow, the team drew on
practices familiar from the tech world — using small experiments, piloting ideas, and treating
mistakes as learning opportunities. A founding member captured this spirit by noting, “You
don’t have clear answers, but you still have to push forward, right?”
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While this approach initially felt foreign—even risky—to many educators, it gradually
became embedded as an organizational code that shaped school-wide practices. Iteration was not
only about speed, but also about mindset: embracing imperfection, responding to feedback,
staying adaptive, and accepting failure as part of the learning process. Over time, the term
“iteration” (71X) entered everyday vocabulary, helping to cultivate a broader culture in which
experimentation was encouraged, continuous improvement was expected, and failure was
reframed as integral to innovation.

Characteristic Four: Flat Management

Finally, the entrepreneurial mindset favored a flat, decentralized approach to management,
emphasizing autonomy, shared responsibility, and collective ownership. This marked a
deliberate departure from hierarchical educational models.

One teacher described how the school’s internet-inspired culture fostered “the absence of
strict hierarchical structures, favoring instead a relatively flat management approach.” Tasks
were distributed among team members, creating a sense of camaraderie and deep horizontal ties.
In addition to teaching and mentoring, teachers were expected to serve as “project managers”
(PMs) for school-wide initiatives such as organizing sports day and the school’s opening
ceremony. As one interviewee explained, “When implementing projects...we take turns to act as
PM.” Another added, “Teamwork is constantly being emphasized... everyone is constantly
creating this thing that everyone is fighting side by side.” These shared responsibilities
contributed to a collaborative culture where leadership was distributed and collective ownership
was encouraged.

The founding members’ aspiration to build a “teal organization,” as described by Frederic
Laloux (2014), further underscored this commitment. In a teal organization, self-management
replaces top-down authority; wholeness encourages individuals to bring their authentic selves to
work; and an evolutionary purpose drives continuous adaptation. These principles aligned with
Yungu’s broader vision of fostering autonomy, continuous learning, and distributed leadership
across all levels of the school, as consistently reported by interviewees.

These abovementioned entrepreneurial characteristics did not remain confined to the
founding team. Over time, they spread throughout the organization, shaping how educators,
administrators, and staff approached problems, collaborated across roles, and engaged with
change. Practices like brainstorming, co-creation, review and reflection, and iterative
experimentation became institutionalized — not only in the daily vocabulary used across the
school, but also in practice — signaling that the entrepreneurial mindset had become part of
Yungu’s broader organizational DNA.
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Characteristics of the “Educational Culture”

While the entrepreneurial culture brought speed, experimentation, and a preference for
action, Yungu’s educational culture contributed a distinct set of values and practices that shaped
how innovation unfolded at the school. This section explores three key characteristics of the
educational mindset — patience and long-term development, caution toward change and
ambiguity, and a preference for harmony — and examines how these features both
complemented and occasionally clashed with the entrepreneurial approach.

Characteristic One: Patience and Long-Term Human Development

A central feature of educational culture was its perceived emphasis on patience and the long-
time horizons needed for human development. As a founding member with a corporate
background reflected,

“In Alibaba or other internet companies, would they give people opportunities to
grow? Certainly, but for how long? I personally think about six months to a year,
yes. Two years would be stretching it. Three years would be impossible, right?
But in a school setting, it definitely takes much longer, and sometimes it turns out
to be a waste, but in some cases, it proves to be very fortunate that we allowed
such a long period.”

This perspective underscored that, in education, providing continuous opportunities and trust
often enables individuals to grow in ways that shorter-term timelines do not permit. For
corporate members, this realization marked a shift in understanding — they came to appreciate
that patience and a long-term view are essential for meaningful educational change. This
characteristic sometimes acted as a counterweight to the tech team’s faster pace, reminding the
organization of the importance of sustained relational and developmental work.

Characteristic Two: Caution Toward Change and Discomfort with Ambiguity

A second reported defining trait of the educational culture was its cautious approach to
change and its discomfort with ambiguity — a pattern that revealed itself in both organizational
processes and interpersonal dynamics. While corporate members embraced experimentation and
ambiguity, many teachers preferred a more structured approach, especially when it came to
change initiatives. They often sought clear goals, explicit priorities, well-defined directions and
detailed execution roadmaps to help them navigate innovation efforts, finding it difficult to
engage with vague or loosely framed calls for exploration.

At the same time, however, this discomfort with ambiguity took a seemingly contradictory
form in management and interpersonal relationships. When it came to internal management
practices, teachers tended to favor a softer, more relational style of leadership. They were often
uneasy about delivering or receiving direct feedback or setting firm performance expectations.
As a founding member observed,
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“The teachers feel very uncomfortable with providing clear management,
whether it’s giving feedback or evaluating outcomes. They tend to be much
softer and more vague. To some extent, this has slowed down the school's
development and the pace of change.”

This contrast highlights the challenge of balancing what was described as two distinct
management logics: the corporate culture’s precise, outcome-focused approach and the
educational culture’s more nurturing and compassionate orientation. As one founding member
reflected,

“Compared to a more precise and efficient mechanism for producing things,
perhaps the warmth and human touch are more important for a school. So, maybe
the management culture suitable for a school should be somewhere between the
clear, decisive, and straightforward style of the past—where the heart is kind, but
the knife is sharp, right?”

While teachers’ caution and desire for clarity and guidance sometimes created friction with
the entrepreneurial push for rapid change, it also helped safeguard the quality of educational
work by ensuring that innovation remained grounded in the realities of teaching and learning.
Ultimately, the integration of these contrasting approaches became part of Yungu’s ongoing
effort to balance efficiency with care, and innovation with relational stability.

Characteristic Three: Preference for Harmony and Reluctance to Voice Dissent

A third reported feature of the educational culture was its preference for harmony and its
discomfort with open conflict. As reported by interviewees, educators tended to prioritize
maintaining collegial relationships and continuity over voicing dissent or engaging in public
disagreement. While corporate members initially had little understanding of educational
practices, their management style and working methods dominated the early phases of Yungu’s
development, often without full acknowledgment of the quiet adjustments educators were
making behind the scenes.

Educators, perceiving the tech culture as representing higher productivity and innovation,
often took on the burden of adapting. As a founding member from the corporate side reflected,

“As we worked together, I realized that many of the challenges they (educators)

faced were internal. Even though they appeared calm on the surface, they were
undoubtedly experiencing a shift in their work culture and methods.”

This tendency to internalize discomfort and maintain outward harmony reflects an ingrained
cultural norm in education: a commitment to unity, collaboration, and relational stability, even at
the cost of personal discomfort or disagreement (Hargreaves, 1998; Fullan, 2007). While this
helped preserve a sense of team cohesion, it also masked underlying tensions, making it harder
for the organization to surface and address deeper challenges during periods of rapid change
(Edmondson, 1999; Schein, 2010).

Taken together, these three characteristics highlight how the educational culture shaped both
the opportunities and the limits of Yungu’s innovation journey. Patience and care for long-term
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growth balanced the entrepreneurial push for speed; caution around change protected the quality
of educational work; and a preference for harmony supported collaboration but at times
suppressed necessary debate. Understanding these dynamics is essential for analyzing how
Yungu’s hybrid organizational culture evolved and how the school negotiated the complex
integration of entrepreneurial and educational logics.

Shared Characteristics of the Two Cultures

Despite their differences, the entrepreneurial and educational cultures at Yungu shared two
foundational values across founding members that helped bridge their worlds: a profound
commitment to idealism and a deep belief in the potential of individuals. These shared values
played a role in integrating the two mindsets, creating common ground for collaboration and
innovation even in the face of tension and disagreement.

Shared Idealism and Mission

One of the most frequently referenced shared values was a commitment to idealism that
motivated both groups and gave them a sense of mission and purpose of contributing to
educational reform and nurturing whole-person development. This shared moral aspiration
became a point of deep connection between the two groups.

As the founding principal — notably coming from an education background--reflected,

“I feel that I am very much aligned with Alibaba, or specifically with Jack Ma
and the partner team, on a spiritual level. There’s a deep connection in terms of
ideals. But in terms of mental state, coming to Yungu has elevated me, making
me feel like I’ve been pulled up to a higher level instantly. The spiritual
connection comes from our shared idealism.”

For her, this environment elevated her sense of work from a career to a profound sense of
mission.

From the corporate side, idealism was also ingrained — though expressed through a different
lens. One founding member explained that idealism at Alibaba means “daring to think big” and
believing that “even though something may be difficult, it’s not necessarily impossible.” More
than personal ambition, this kind of idealism was rooted in a moral imperative. As the same
member elaborated,

“It’s not just about dreaming big, distant, or difficult dreams, but also about
having a purpose that goes beyond oneself. This kind of idealism isn’t merely
personal ambition but something bigger—a belief that what you are doing serves
a greater good.”

This altruistic dimension of idealism — the sense that work should serve humanity — was
reported by interviewees as a powerful motivator for both groups. It was also perceived as a
standard by which decisions were evaluated, even when trade-offs emerged.
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This commitment to purpose-driven work was especially visible in the leadership’s stance on
education as a public good, rather than a commercial venture. As the Secretary General
emphasized,

“I believe that one of the things we have done well is staying true to our original
intent in founding the school. From 2015 to 2018, which was the golden era for
the rapid development of private education, I’'m convinced that most people who
started schools had different goals from ours. They were primarily driven by the
influx of capital, which, of course, expects financial returns. For Yungu, our
primary goal was to create a school that could bring meaningful change to
education.”

She added that this non-profit, mission-first orientation made their decisions fundamentally
different from those in more commercially driven schools, especially when navigating external
pressures.

Taken together, these reflections show how idealism served as more than a feel-good
sentiment. It provided a durable foundation of shared purpose that shaped how Yungu’s leaders
framed challenges, made decisions, and remained committed to transformation, even in uncertain
times.

Deep Respect for and Belief in Individuals

The second frequently reported trait shared by both cultures is the deep respect for
individuals and a genuine belief in their potential, rooted in the conviction that ordinary people
can achieve extraordinary things. This belief is one of Alibaba’s core values and resonates
strongly with the principles of education.

One founding member described ongoing debates within Alibaba about how to balance
supporting people’s growth even when it might impact short-term performance. Whether
emphasizing “what the company can do for the individual” or “what the individual can do for the
company,” both sides ultimately converged on the importance of personal development.

This belief in human potential shaped how the Yungu team approached co-creation and
collaboration. As one founding member explained,

“Alibaba was built by a group of ordinary people... They never see themselves
as extraordinary or as elite scholars. But they firmly believe that if you work
sincerely and diligently, good results will follow. They don’t think wisdom is
concentrated in the minds of just a few people.”

According to interviewees, this philosophy of distributed intelligence and collective effort
resonated strongly with the school’s educational ethos. They emphasized that it supported a
culture where input from all stakeholders—teachers, parents, administrators, and students—was
actively valued and incorporated into decision-making.

Together, these shared values of idealism and belief in human potential became the cultural
glue that bound the two groups. While they did not eliminate all tensions, they provided a moral
and relational foundation that made integration possible. By anchoring innovation efforts in a
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shared sense of mission and a respect for individuals’ growth, Yungu’s leaders were able to
negotiate the differences between entrepreneurial and educational cultural frameworks. As the
following section will explore, it was through the ongoing negotiation of these shared
commitments — and the balancing of differences — that Yungu’s unique organizational identity
continued to evolve.

Cultural Integration and the Emergence of Yungu'’s Organizational ldentity

While shared values provided an important foundation, the true challenge and opportunity at
Yungu lay in negotiating the differences between the entrepreneurial and educational cultures.
Integration was not automatic; it required an ongoing process of dialogue, adaptation, and
learning. Understanding how these two mindsets came together—and how their tensions were
navigated—offers insight into the emergence of Yungu’s distinctive organizational identity.

These contrasting characteristics shaped daily decisions, interactions, and innovation efforts.
Rather than allowing one culture to dominate, Yungu’s leaders worked intentionally to blend
these approaches, creating a hybrid organizational identity that honored elements of both worlds.

As Yungu’s Secretary General reflected, “While culture may seem abstract, it is
fundamentally about the process of becoming.”

She emphasized that Yungu’s culture was shaped by Alibaba’s DNA, especially its emphasis
on questioning assumptions, strategic thinking, and proactive choice-making. In her words,

“Alibaba’s culture shapes both the principles and methods through which we
operate, and it also impacts the people involved. My focus on culture, for
example, is deeply rooted in Alibaba’s emphasis on questioning one’s original
intentions and understanding the core of the problem. Strategic planning and
making proactive choices are what I prioritize when building an organization.
Whether it’s people achieving success or success shaping people, it’s a mutually
reinforcing process.”

The Secretary General had a clear understanding of how a school led by entrepreneurs may
differ from one led by traditional educators. She articulated these differences with conviction and
expressed a strong belief in the value of entrepreneurial thinking in shaping a school culture that
fosters continuous innovation. In her view, immersion in such a culture enables individuals to
develop the mindset and capacity necessary for sustained educational experimentation and
growth.

Specifically, she highlighted a fundamental distinction in how entrepreneurs and educators
conceptualize human development. While educators often approach education from within the
boundaries of their field—drawing on pedagogical traditions and practices—entrepreneurs tend
to view education through the lens of long-term talent development, or from “the end point of
education”, informed by a broader and more systemic understanding of human potential. She
explained:
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“The difference between schools run by entrepreneurs and those run by educators
lies in their perspective. Educators tend to discuss education from within the field
of education itself. When an entrepreneur runs a school, they approach education
from the perspective of talent development, which is a more fundamental
difference in viewpoint. While both may lead to similar outcomes, the sense of
conviction and vision for the future might be stronger in entrepreneur-run
schools. Entrepreneurs view human development from a broader, environmental
perspective, which leads to a different approach.”

This orientation, she suggested, has laid the groundwork for building “a place where like-
minded idealists come together to do meaningful work in a grounded way.” This shared sense of
purpose helped bridge differences in professional background, allowing educators from both the
tech and education sectors to collaborate around a common set of values. Reflecting on the
school’s evolving culture, she noted:

“In the past few years, we’ve managed to build a culture rooted in strong
conviction and pure intentions. This culture has naturally attracted a group of
like-minded people. As a result, the teachers are willing to innovate, reflect, and
experiment in their practice.”

Building on this perspective, the Secretary General’s belief in entrepreneurial thinking was
not merely abstract—it directly shaped how Yungu was established in its early years. The
school’s founding process reflected this broader, long-term approach to human development by
emphasizing shared purpose and cultivating mindsets conducive to innovation, collaboration, and
capacity building.

Yungu began its journey by defining its core values, clarifying its priorities, and building
consensus through generative thinking, thorough discussions, evaluations, and the questioning of
assumptions, followed by reflection and reiteration. These early processes laid the foundation for
the school’s mission, vision, and educational objectives.

At the heart of this cultural formation were practices more commonly associated with the
tech world: brainstorming, co-creation, iterative development, and structured reflection. These
approaches were initially unfamiliar—and at times uncomfortable—for founding members from
educational backgrounds. However, they were gradually embraced, not only because of the
corporate team’s strong conviction in their value, but also because many educators recognized
their potential to bring fresh energy and innovation into the school setting. Rather than rejecting
what felt unfamiliar, the educators demonstrated openness and adaptability, seeing in these new
practices a possible catalyst for meaningful change.

The founding principal, who had prior experience working in other private schools
established by corporations, recognized the importance and benefits of “transplanting” some of
the company’s core cultural elements into the school to infuse energy and creativity into the
educational setting. Although companies and schools are fundamentally different entities, she
believed that,
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“A company brings with it corporate thinking, culture, and management tools. If
we successfully integrate these elements into a newly established school, it opens
up another window for management. That’s why I’ve always believed that hybrid
models are the smartest approach. Yungu, in a way, is like a hybrid baby, right?
The integration of the educational team and the corporate team has been
incredibly beneficial. But behind this shared approach is my belief that these
corporate practices can be brought into the school setting, and that’s why I’ve
been confident in integrating them.”

Her vision of a “hybrid model” underscores Yungu’s innovation strategy: not merely
importing corporate tools, but thoughtfully integrating them into the fabric of a new kind of
school culture.

In other words, the emergence of Yungu’s organizational identity was not about replicating
Alibaba’s culture within a school, nor about preserving educational traditions unchanged. It was
about forging a hybrid culture—one that blended entrepreneurial dynamism with educational
care and purpose. This ongoing process of integration has been central to Yungu’s capacity for

innovation, adaptability, and sustained growth.

How the Type of Enterprise Affects the Integrated Culture

When two distinct organizational cultures integrate—particularly in the context of building a
new school—the type of enterprise involved plays a role in shaping the emerging culture.
Different sectors bring distinct assumptions, leadership styles, and cultural repertoires that
influence how integration unfolds (Schein, 2010). At Yungu, the influence of Alibaba’ tech
culture contrasted sharply with the principal’s prior experience at a real estate-backed school,
offering a comparative lens on how organizational origins matter.

The founding principal of Yungu brought with her valuable experience from a previous
private school established by a real estate company. In that setting, she intentionally transplanted
the company's core values—what they called sincerity, goodwill, precision, and perfection—into
the school culture. However, the real estate company operated more like a family-run enterprise,
with a top-down leadership style that centralized decision-making in the hands of the founder.
Despite the principal’s efforts to cultivate a democratic atmosphere within the school, the
broader organizational environment remained heavily influenced by hierarchical, family-style
leadership norms.

She described it as, “One model is democratic, open, dynamic, and vibrant, while the other is
more rigid, somewhat authoritarian, and hierarchical, with a family-controlled structure.”

This experience highlighted how the cultural framework of the parent enterprise could
constrain or shape the cultural practices of the schools it established, often limiting the space for
shared governance or co-creation even when school leaders were committed to those principles.

In contrast, Alibaba brought to Yungu a corporate culture that was markedly different from
the real estate sector. As a technology and internet company, Alibaba embodied a highly
collaborative, fast-moving, and innovation-driven ethos. From the outset of Yungu’s
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establishment, the founding members immediately began speaking the language of co-creation
and democracy, signaling a fundamentally different approach to school building and governance.
She further noted,
“Just look at how much of Yungu’s language and slang align with Alibaba’s.
Expressions like ‘We believe, and then we see.” And Alibaba’s working methods
like co-creation and reflection have now become not just our way of working, but
also part of our shared culture. These include collaborative ways of working and
reflective practices, which have now become integral to our culture of co-
creation.”
Over time, what began as distinct contributions from the tech culture became cornerstones of
Yungu’s organizational identity. As new faculty and staff joined the school, these concepts—
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“brainstorming,” “co-creation,” “review and reflection,” and “iteration”—were passed down and
became embedded in Yungu’s shared vocabulary and working style.

This comparative insight underscores the type of enterprise behind an educational venture
matters not only for its financial resources or governance structure but for the deep cultural
repertoire it introduces. At Yungu, interviewees reported that Alibaba’s emphasis on
collaboration and experimentation provided fertile ground for innovation and integration, helping
the school develop a distinctive hybrid culture. In contrast, enterprise types characterized by
more hierarchical or centralized structures may struggle to cultivate the same degree of openness
and shared ownership. Ultimately, Yungu’s case points to the need for closer attention to how

organizational origins shape the cultural dynamics of enterprise-backed educational innovation.

From Integration to Evolution: The Ongoing Shaping of Yungu’s
Organizational Culture

When two cultures clash, it is natural for a period of adjustment. Initially, the educators took
time to adapt and absorb the tech culture, while over time, the corporate members began to see
the value in the educational culture and made efforts to integrate it.

Over time, members from the corporate background became increasingly aware of the
fundamental differences between educators and professionals from the tech industry, as well as
the merits of educational culture. This growing awareness led to a more intentional effort to
integrate an “education mindset” into their approach. For example, members with corporate
experience became more willing to allow time for gradual change and for staff development,
recognizing that transformation in education often requires patience and relationship-building.
These shifts contributed to a more balanced and cohesive organizational culture.

The diversity and complexity of the organizational cultures shaped by the two founding
groups were immediately felt—and often appreciated—by those who joined Yungu later. An
administrator with a government background reflected on this contrast:

“(My team before) was relatively homogeneous—everyone shared a similar
pursuit of stability and exhibited common traits. However, at Yungu, the
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diversity of backgrounds is much greater, and as a result, the way people think is
also very different. While this diversity sometimes leads to friction,
disagreements, or clashes of ideas, it also makes things more interesting. You get
to hear a variety of perspectives, and I find that very enriching."

As more staff members joined from government, nonprofit sectors, and various industries,
they brought new perspectives that further enriched Yungu’s initial cultural elements and
contributed to the evolving culture. Their various professional experiences, work style, and
appreciation for diversity helped sustain a culture where difference was not only visible but also
valued.

These dynamics also appeared to both influence, and be influenced by, the professional
disposition of junior educators. One administrator observed that many young teachers at Yungu
demonstrate a noticeably different mindset compared to their more experienced peers:

“I've noticed that the younger teachers here are quite bold. For example, during a
recent evaluation, two grade group leaders received feedback from their peers.
They acknowledged the feedback by saying, 'I hear what you're saying, but I
don’t necessarily think it fully applies to me.' They are comfortable expressing
their own thoughts and standing by their views, which adds to the dynamic
environment at Yungu."

The administrator attributed this boldness to "the sense of safety in the environment,"
explaining that "everyone feels secure expressing themselves", appreciated how "different and
unique everyone is," and emphasized that Yungu is "a space where diversity in thought and
background is not only accepted but truly valued."

These observations point to an ongoing process of cultural formation and organizational
learning. Yungu’s evolving culture is not simply the product of a predominant entrepreneurial
mindset or a one-time integration between two founding groups; rather, it is shaped through
ongoing interactions among individuals with diverse professional backgrounds and values.
Rather than settling into a fixed identity, the school’s organizational culture remains dynamic—
shaped by reflection, adaptation, and the everyday practices of its members. This case illustrates
how organizational culture in education can evolve through a process of deliberate integration,
mutual learning, and gradual acculturation, especially in contexts where innovation is prioritized
and diversity is structurally embedded.

Layered Understandings of Organizational Culture

Understanding how people at different levels of Yungu experience and interpret its
organizational culture offers insight into how cultural values were understood, adapted, and
sometimes contested across roles. These perspectives illuminate the diffusion and tensions
related to Yungu’s evolving identity, showing how innovation-driven reform is both enabled and
constrained by lived organizational dynamics.
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Yungu’s senior leaders—particularly the founding members—reported a consistent
conviction in the importance of organizational culture. They not only articulated a clear belief in
the school’s cultural values but actively invested in shaping and reinforcing them across all
levels of the organization. This conviction extended to newer administrators, who acknowledged
and built upon the foundational culture while also introducing new elements. One mid-level
administrator explained how their team integrated key values such as collaboration, openness,
and innovation, while also adding a distinctive emphasis on efficiency:

“And there’s a third cultural element, which aligns closely with Yungu’s work
culture. For example, we focus on collaboration, openness to new ideas, and
innovation. In our grade level, we’re implementing these elements in line with
the broader school culture. However, I’ve added another key requirement:
efficiency. Without efficiency, it would be difficult for anyone to stay here for
long. To be honest, the workload and intensity here are still quite high.”

While fast-paced work is often associated with corporate culture, the notion of efficiency
described here reflects a more nuanced interpretation—one aligned with exploitation. Rather
than promoting constant innovation or disruptive change—which can undermine stability and
strain teaching routines—efficiency in this context refers to establishing clear priorities,
executing them with focus, and improving existing processes.

Such comments highlight how middle leaders served as key translators, balancing the
school’s founding ideals with the practical demands of everyday work. Positioned between
senior leadership and frontline teachers, they were shouldered with the task of interpreting
abstract values—such as innovation, autonomy, and collaboration—into routines that are
actionable, equitable, and sustainable. In this role, they also carried a significant emotional
burden: supporting others while managing ambiguity themselves.

Middle leaders further reflected on the importance of staff support in a high-pressure
environment:

“I personally lean toward a management approach that focuses on upward
management and downward service...... I believe that innovative and creative
schools must operate this way. Over the years, we’ve seen many young teachers,
whom we’ve spent a lot of time training, leave the school. Meanwhile, the new
teachers coming in don’t always meet the same standards. So, even from a
practical and cost-effective standpoint, we need to understand how to retain these
people....... ‘downward service’ might start with understanding and
acknowledging. The first step is to understand and recognize the state of the
teachers because it’s very easy for teachers to go unnoticed in this environment.
We often focus on the students and overlook the teachers....... I believe a better
form of service would be to not only create space for innovation and creativity
but also help the teachers become more autonomous, transforming them into a
leaner who can enhance their own skills.”

This quote illustrates how contextual ambidexterity is enacted and mediated through middle
leadership. In environments that encourage both alignment and adaptability—what Gibson and
Birkinshaw (2004) describe as contextual ambidexterity—frontline educators are often expected
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to exercise individual agency in balancing routine responsibilities with innovation. However, the
strategic priorities of senior leadership may not always be clearly communicated or consistently
reinforced at the frontline level. As this middle leader suggested, retaining talent and fostering
innovation requires more than abstract encouragement; it demands active, empathetic support.

The concept of “downward service” emphasizes empathy and attentiveness to teachers’ well-
being—a recognition that teachers, like students, require emotional support, professional growth
opportunities, and space to develop autonomy, particularly in a school environment where
continuous change and innovation were highly prioritized. This framing challenges the often-
unseen costs of innovation work. Teachers are often expected to develop new competencies
while unlearning familiar routines and reconfiguring their professional identities—a process that
could generate uncertainty, fatigue, and vulnerability (Hargreaves, 1998, Cuban, 2020). The
emotional toll is often compounded by performance pressures, high workloads, and limited time
for reflection or collaboration, all of which can inhibit the very creativity and experimentation
that innovation is meant to foster (Hargreaves, 2003). Recognizing these emotional dimensions is
essential to understanding the lived realities of innovation in schools and the conditions under
which it can be sustained meaningfully over time.

The consequences of these emotional challenges are also reflected in the preceding quote,
which highlights a deeper tension between the school’s aspirational ideals and the realities of
teacher turnover. While innovation demands risk-taking and adaptability, it also depends on
institutional memory, mentorship, and long-term investment in people. The reflection
underscores a risk that, without sufficient support structures, schools may unintentionally
exhaust the very educators who carry forward innovation efforts—undermining sustainability
from within.

This tension was not only observed by middle managers, but also deeply felt by frontline
educators, many of whom were reportedly drawn to Yungu by its mission and idealistic vision.
Teachers often cited the school’s values as a source of professional motivation and personal
growth, even as they navigated the strains of continuous innovation. One educator reflected on
how their habitual way of thinking was challenged and ultimately transformed after joining
Yungu:

“I think this has been one of the biggest gains I’ve experienced at Yungu since
leaving the public school system. It has really changed the way I habitually think
about problems. Before, we were all trained as teachers from normal universities,
but now that’s no longer the case—people here come from a variety of
backgrounds. So your way of thinking and your perspective shift quite quickly.
Over these six years, I’ve gone through a lot of changes. The most obvious sign
is when I meet up with my former colleagues each year. Sometimes I’ll mention

something, and they’ll say, How do we not know anything about that? Then
they’ll ask, ‘Why don’t you share what you’re doing at Yungu now?’” And they’ll

9

say, ‘It’s very clear—you’re doing something very different’.

Another teacher described how their perspectives shifted from skepticism to commitment:
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“It's like when a school says, 'Let every student become the best version of
themselves'—how do you actually make that happen? That’s where the real
charm lies. Many people can come up with ideas, but to truly implement them
and consistently put them into practice is rare. After being at Yungu for two
years, | underwent a significant shift in my mindset. Initially, [ was highly
critical, holding the school to an idealistic standard, thinking about all the areas
where it wasn’t living up to my expectations. But one conversation really opened
my eyes—it made me realize why I was here, which is to make this vision a
reality. That conversation sparked a major change in my thinking. If I truly want
to start my own school one day, I need to focus on the path of how to actually
build a school.”

This narrative highlights the journey from critique to ownership. Despite the heavy workload,
many teachers viewed their experience at Yungu as one of significant professional development:
“I’ve managed to remain a learner, which is something I value greatly. Although

I made a few small complaints earlier about the heavy workload, being able to
learn project-based learning, and continually growing in the areas of
competency-based education, is something I’'m proud of. I’ve done a lot of
reflection and restructuring, and that has given me more confidence in becoming
a more professional individual. Yungu has provided the soil and platform for this
growth, allowing me to develop across multiple dimensions.”

This comment reflects the dual reality of innovation: high expectations, and high reward. The
teacher acknowledged the intensity of the workload but frames it as part of a broader
developmental arc. The sense of personal and professional development was echoed by other
interviewees, who described acquiring skills that extended beyond the traditional classroom role.

“I think Yungu plays a significant role by providing ample space and
resources...For example, you would take on a project and, through that, learn
project management and operational experience.”

At the same time, however, there were voices expressing concerns about the internalization
of cultural expectations and their long-term implications. One teacher noted the parallels
between Yungu and Alibaba in terms of cultural programming. In the teacher’s opinion, Yungu
adopted a “distinctly ‘Alibaba-like’ approach” to embedding its values — drawing directly from
corporate practices common in the tech industry. Just as Alibaba has “100-Year Ali” orientation
program to familiarize new employees with the company’s culture and core beliefs, Yungu has
established its own “100-Year Yungu” program. Held each summer prior to the academic year,
this initiative was designed to socialize new faculty and staff into the school’s vision, mission,
and value. The teacher’s reflection aligned with the founding members’ emphasis on Alibaba’s
cultural ideals — particularly the value packed on idealism and the belief that ordinary individuals
can accomplish extraordinary things.

“First, we are a group of extraordinary individuals; second, we are engaged in
meaningful, impactful work; third, the organization’s collective interests are
extremely important. These three messages are repeatedly emphasized on many

occasions. Given the first two premises — that we are exceptional people doing
important work — what’s the harm in making some personal sacrifices?”
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A recurring theme among frontline teachers at Yungu is the tension between intrinsic
motivation and implicit pressure to conform to a high-performance, high expectation work
culture. One educator offered a reflection on the internalized expectations at Yungu, describing
how teachers frequently took on additional responsibilities without financial compensation,
motivated by a combination of idealism, peer influence, and a desire to be seen (or a fear not to
be seen) as contributing members of the community:

“This mentality has become quite pervasive. For instance, many of us willingly
take on extra tasks out of a desire to learn, without any monetary compensation.
This is, if you think about it, quite unbelievable. I’ve discussed this phenomenon
with friends working at another progressive school. In that school, they carefully
calculate teaching hours. Their teaching hours are open and transparent, and
everyone knows exactly how many hours each person has worked, as it directly
influences their salary. Therefore, they are highly sensitive about taking on
additional hours or differing from other. So teachers rarely collaborate across
grades without explicit incentives. My friends there were astonished, saying such
extensive cross-grade exchanges and community-building efforts would never
occur because there’s simply no mechanism to motivate teachers to do so. Also at
that school, when something positive occurs, they immediately think about how
to motivate other teachers to participate. At Yungu, however, there’s no such
explicit incentive structure. On one hand, people join voluntarily, influenced by a
sort of meritocratic ‘brainwashing’ that convinces them it’s good to participate.
On the other hand, there’s also a ‘wage-earner mindset’ — people perceive tasks
as duties and genuinely care about others’ evaluations. There’s strong concern
that one might not be ‘seen’ or recognized. As a result, everyone tries to
proactively participate in various activities.”

The teacher called this “Now we’re somewhat powered by passion alone.”

This blurring of voluntary and obligatory participation raises important questions about labor,
recognition, and sustainability in innovation-driven school environments. On the one hand, the
absence of rigid incentive mechanisms arguably allowed for more organic collaboration and a
stronger sense of community ownership. On the other hand, the teachers’ use to terms like
“brainwashing”, “wage-earner mindset”, and “meritocracy” suggest that some educators may
experience a degree of cognitive dissonance — simultaneously inspired and overextended.

Echoing the concerns of mid-level managers, teachers also reflected on the ongoing
challenge of translating ideas into effective practice. While the school’s vision and structure were
seen as relatively strong, many noted that the real difficulty lies in implementation—what one
teacher described as “making it truly happen.” Several interviewees emphasized that successful
execution must be driven from the bottom up rather than imposed from the top down, and that
this process requires coordinated effort, clarity of roles, and a willingness to confront practical
obstacles rather than avoid them.

One teacher noted that while discussions often remained at the conceptual level, “there are
too many people discussing what should be done, but not enough on how to do it.” The pressure
of multiple initiatives, coupled with limited time and energy, means that difficult choices must be

made. As one educator put it, “There has to be someone who can say, ‘This is what we need to
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pursue, and that can be let go.”” Without this kind of prioritization and focus, innovation efforts
risk losing momentum. Another teacher captured the sentiment succinctly: “It often feels like the
last mile is the hardest to achieve.”

These reflections point to a core tension in innovative environments—balancing vision with
execution—and underscore the need for supportive leadership, operational clarity, and the
capacity to manage complexity without overwhelming frontline staff.

Conclusion

Yungu’s organizational culture has developed through the deliberate and evolving integration
of two distinct cultural frameworks. The entrepreneurial influence has shaped key organizational
codes—such as responsiveness, experimentation, and iterative problem-solving—that closely
align with the demands of innovation-oriented schooling. At the same time, the educational ethos
provides an essential counterbalance, emphasizing care, developmental appropriateness, and
relational continuity. The integration of these orientations was made possible by a shared set of
underlying values, including idealism, a belief in human potential, and a commitment to
meaningful education. This foundation enabled the formation of a hybrid culture that now
constitutes a defining element of Yungu’s organizational identity.

The process of cultural integration has not been linear or uniform. Rather, it is continuously
negotiated and redefined through daily interactions and operational decisions, and is experienced
differently across organizational levels, highlighting some challenges of innovation-driven
culture.

These cultural dynamics have laid the groundwork for Yungu’s capacity to innovate—not as
a technical function, but as an embedded organizational orientation. While this environment
fostered meaningful professional growth for teachers, it also introduced emotional strain and
operational pressures that accompanied the demands of continuous innovation. Building on this
cultural foundation, the next chapter examines how Yungu balances exploration and exploitation
in its curriculum and instructional practices, and how innovation is shaped not only by values,
but also by strategic decisions and structural constraints.
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Chapter 5. Curriculum and Technology Innovation: Navigating
Exploration and Exploitation

In this chapter, I explore the dynamic interplay between exploration and exploitation as it
emerged from interviewees’ accounts. Drawing on March’s (1991) framework, I examine how
Yungu balances exploiting existing practices and routines with exploring new or less
conventional approaches. I focus on curriculum and instruction because they lie at the heart of
Yungu’s innovation strategy: they shape the day-to-day learning experience, reflect the school’s
educational philosophy, and offer a key arena where organizational ambitions and systemic
constraints intersect. Notably, while some of Yungu’s practices may be relatively familiar or
even mainstream within Western education systems, they remain pioneering and highly novel
within China’s context, where standardized curricula and exam-driven instruction dominate.

Specifically, I examine four core components of Yungu’s curriculum and instruction that
interviewees highlighted as central to the school’s identity:

(1) The use of the national curriculum;

(2) Project-based learning (PBL) and transdisciplinary learning (TL), which fosters inquiry
and real-world connections across subjects;

(3) Competency-based education (CBE), which emphasizes holistic development over
narrow academic achievement; and

(4) Technology-enhanced instruction, including the use of Al to personalize learning and
support teachers.

For each component, I analyze how Yungu builds on established practices while introducing
new approaches, using the exploitation/exploration lens to illuminate how the school navigates
the tensions between stability and innovation. The discussion focuses on the first three
components and then offers a dedicated discussion of the school’s use of technology. Given the
central role in Yungu’s reform efforts, CBE receives particular attention as the school’s most
ambitious and systemic innovation. The chapter concludes by reflecting on the broader successes
and challenges Yungu has encountered in advancing its curriculum and instructional reforms.

Curriculum Exploitation and Exploration

The national curriculum serves as the backbone of China’s K—12 education system,
providing a uniform framework of subject content—including Chinese, mathematics, English,
science, and moral education—as well as standardized instructional time and learning objectives
across the country (MOE, 2022; Luo & Weng, 2020). At Yungu, this mandated curriculum forms
the foundation upon which all other instructional innovations were built. The school delivered
the designated instructional hours for each subject, adhered to grade-level content standards, and
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prepared students for high-stakes assessments such as the Zhongkao (high school entrance
exam), which is mandatory, and the Gaokao (college entrance exam), which Yungu had the
option to bypass.

Yungu intentionally chose to adopt the national curriculum rather than alternative programs
such as the International Baccalaureate (IB), which is widely regarded as a rigorous and
prestigious curriculum among private and international schools in China. School leaders
articulated a clear rationale: they believed the challenge in Chinese education lies not in the
content itself, but in the methods of instruction. By demonstrating that innovative pedagogies can
deliver positive outcomes even when using the national curriculum, Yungu hopes its practices
can serve as adaptable and scalable examples, with the potential to reach the vast majority of
schools across China, where all public schools follow the same mandated framework.

Figure 6. Yungu’s Elementary School Curriculum Framework
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Beyond meeting national requirements, Yungu has enriched its educational program with a
wide range of school-based curricula designed to reflect the demands of a rapidly changing
world. These included signature courses such as Design Thinking and Information (DTT), PBL,
TL, Museum Studies, and Information Literacy.

In addition to the core academic program, to address the limited opportunities for choice and
individuality often found in traditional education, Yungu designed an “enrichment curriculum”
comprising of streaming, co-curricular activities (CCA), and individual support to advance
students’ personalized development. It provided over 130 CCA at the elementary level, covering
a wide range of domains including language and culture, the arts, STEM, and sports. These
offerings were intended to create opportunities for students to explore diverse interests and
engage in broader forms of learning.
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The school adopted tiered instruction based on students’ ability levels, beginning with
English in elementary school and extending to English, Math, and Science in middle school. This
approach was intended to allow for differentiated pacing and content, with the goal of aligning
instruction more closely with students’ varying needs and capacities.

In addition, the school provided individualized mentoring and instructional support aimed at
addressing students’ specific developmental and academic needs. The table below presents the
proportion of instructional hours allocated to the Enrichment Curriculum relative to the Common
Curriculum across grade levels, reflecting the school’s structured approach to increasing student
choice, promoting autonomy, and supporting differentiated learning trajectories over time. These
offerings allowed the school to strike a balance between meeting external mandates and pursuing
its own educational vision.

Table 3. Percentage of Annual Instructional Hours — Enrichment Curriculum

Grade G1 G2 G3 G4 G5 G6 G7 G8 G9

% of Annual 4.6% 4% 10.6% 11.7% 14% 16.5% 26.6% 58.1% 56.9%
Instructional Hours —

Enrichment

Curriculum

NOTE: Source: Yungu School

Most of Yungu’s distinctive courses were developed in-house, including a substantial
number of CCA initiated by teachers who volunteered to expand their expertise. Additional
offerings were either co-designed with or outsourced to external partners. In contrast, the core
curriculum followed standardized practices to ensure compliance with national mandates. There
was limited flexibility to modify core content, and the school’s adherence to national standards
reflected a deliberate decision to maintain stability in this area. While some educators expressed
frustration with these constraints, they also acknowledged that aligning with the national
curriculum provides a necessary foundation for legitimacy and accountability.

Although the content is largely fixed, Yungu has found spaces for exploration by integrating
school-based courses, adopting innovative pedagogical approaches, and embedding
interdisciplinary themes. These efforts allowed the school to stretch the boundaries of the
national curriculum and tailor learning experiences to students’ needs.

Pedagogical Exploitation and Exploration

In addition to its work on curriculum innovation, Yungu has prioritized pedagogical
innovation since its founding. As the school stated on its curriculum webpage:

“Pedagogical innovation is at the heart of everything we do. Our aim is to
redefine the student learning experience through student-centered classrooms,
breaking the barriers between academic disciplines by providing transdisciplinary
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and project-based courses, and encouraging inquiry-based learning in real life
circumstances.”

Yungu’s pedagogical exploration was wide-ranging, with teachers actively experimenting
with diverse approaches to improve student engagement, deepen understanding, and foster
holistic development. A 2024 school-wide survey conducted by Yungu’s administration,
involving 129 elementary and middle school educators, provided insight into the distribution of
commonly adopted pedagogical approaches (see the figure below).

Figure 7. Distribution of Innovative Pedagogical Methods at Yungu (2024)

Project-Based Learning

Gamified Learning Inquiry-Based Learning

21%

Jnit-Based Integrated Teaching D 8% Experiment-Centered Instructior

9%
9%
15% Performance Tasks

Big-ldeas Teaching
Collaborative Learning

SOURCE: Yungu School

Among these, several key strategies stood out:

o Unit-based teaching is the effort that organizes a unit around broad topics or themes that
connect knowledge and skills within the unit to provide students with more holistic and
relevant learning experience.

e Big-ideas teaching stems from Understanding by Design by Grant Wiggins, providing the
overarching, fundamental concepts that students should grasp within a specific topic or
unit. They are the core ideas that provide a framework for understanding more complex
or specific knowledge and skills*.

e Gamified learning is an educational approach that incorporates game-like elements to
enhance student learning motivation and engagement (Deterding et al., 2011).

As the founding principal noted,

“We follow the national curriculum and textbook learning very diligently in our
daily teaching, right? However, the way we approach the textbook material has
undergone significant changes. Behind these changes is the integration of more
comprehensive learning models, such as inquiry-based learning methods, as well

4 hitps://ctl.uaf.edu/big-
ideas/#:~:text=Provide%20a%?20focusing%20conceptual %20%E2%80%9Clens,at%20multiple%20levels%20and %
20stages.
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as small and large explorations and projects embedded by teachers in every
course.”

This shift reflected Yungu’s deliberate effort to rethink not just what is taught, but how it is
taught—replacing traditional lecture-centered instruction with approaches that center student
inquiry, collaboration, and real-world application.

Among Yungu’s pedagogical innovations, TL reportedly stood out as a signature practice
and a key site of exploration. Yungu has developed a comprehensive TL curriculum that spans
all grade levels, designed to transcend the limitations of traditional subject-based, exam-driven
instruction, drawing lessons and support from experts in Taiwan, High Tech High, and Duke
School in the U.S. Through sustained collaboration and iterative design by teachers across
disciplines, the school has created a program structured around ten thematic units that evolve
developmentally: from exploring the self (Grades 1-2), to the self in relation to others (Grades
3-4), and ultimately the self in relation to the world (Grades 5-6). Each unit was embedded in
open-ended, real-world contexts that cultivated students’ capacities for inquiry, knowledge
integration, and application beyond disciplinary boundaries.

In practice, students engaged in TL for one to two hours per week over the course of a
month. During this time, they practiced research and inquiry skills, learning strategies, and
thinking tools. Working in teams, they investigated guiding questions and co-create enduring
products. The program’s design scaffolded progression across grades: younger students may
produce life story picture books in Grade 1, while older students in Grade 6 develop data-driven
action proposals addressing real-world challenges.

TL marked a clear departure from China’s conventional education approach, which typically
emphasizes subject-based instruction, standardized content, and preparation for high-stakes
exams. It reflected both international influences and local adaptation, making it particularly
novel within China’s educational landscape. As part of Yungu’s broader innovation strategy, TL
illustrated the school’s exploratory efforts: while the national curriculum anchors learning in
foundational content, TL allowed Yungu to push the boundaries of disciplinary learning and
experiment with new instructional approaches. Notably, Yungu began developing its TL
program years before the 2022 National Curriculum Standards introduced a formal mandate
requiring that each course dedicate at least 10% of instructional time to implementing
transdisciplinary learning—an approach that TL and PBL are particularly well suited to deliver.

In this sense, Yungu’s work represented early and independent experimentation ahead of
national policy shifts. Teachers collaborated across departments, co-designed units, and
iteratively refined practices—processes that embody organizational exploration. Yet, TL also
drew on elements of exploitation, as it leverages and reinforces core knowledge from the
national curriculum, ensuring continuity alongside innovation.
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Assessment Innovation — Toward Competency-based Education

CBE at Yungu reportedly represented one of the school’s most ambitious and distinctive
innovations, considering how student learning is conceptualized, assessed, and supported. CBE
emphasizes holistic development over rote academic achievement, aiming to equip students with
the competencies needed to thrive in an increasingly complex and unpredictable world (Casey &
Sturgis, 2018).

In 2018, during a visit to progressive schools in the U.S., Yungu’s team met with the founder
of the Mastery Transcript Consortium (MTC)—an organization advocating for a rethinking of
traditional high school transcripts, which was later acquired by Educational Testing Service
(ETS) to advance efforts in assessing “skills of the future.”> MTC argues that conventional GPA-
based transcripts reflect outdated, industrial-era education and proposes a digital, interactive
transcript that captures students’ demonstrated mastery of key competencies, supported by
authentic evidence and learning artifacts.

Resonating with this vision, Yungu joined MTC’s international network in December 2018,
which included nearly 400 public and private schools. With guidance from MTC, Yungu drew
on a combination of international frameworks, such as the OECD Learning Compass 2030, and
domestic models, notably the Chinese Students’ Core Competency Framework developed in
2016 under the MOE, and developed its own frameworks for preschool, elementary, middle, and
high school, anchored in three developmental orientations:

e [nner focus: Emphasizing purpose and agency through self-awareness and self-regulation

e Other focus: Encompassing collaboration, communication, and global citizenship

e Future focus: Centered on critical thinking, creativity, and entrepreneurship

These frameworks were adapted to the Yungu context, where teachers used carefully
developed rubrics to guide instruction, monitor progress, and assess growth across cognitive,
social, and emotional domains. In 2022, Yungu’s high school students also became the first in
China to apply to overseas colleges using a competency-based transcript’. Although this move
initially caused considerable anxiety among parents, the school’s leadership remained firm in its
decision, viewing it as closely aligned with Yungu’s mission to promote holistic, future-oriented
education.

Yungu’s adoption of CBE represented a marked departure from China’s conventional
educational approach, which prioritizes exam scores, academic rankings, and proficiency in
narrowly defined subject areas. Traditional assessment practices typically rely on standardized,

3 https://www.ets.org/news/press-releases/ets-mastery-transcript-consortium-mtc-join-forces-scale-skills-
transcript.html.

® https:/mastery.org/our-storyy.

7 For more information on the competency-based transcript, see Mastery Transcript and MTC Learning Record |
Mastery Transcript Consortium® (MTC).
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summative evaluations that emphasize drilling and speed over deep understanding or transferable
skills (Zhao, 2012). Initially introduced at Yungu as an assessment reform, CBE soon evolved
into a comprehensive, systemic framework aimed at reshaping not only how students are
evaluated but also how they learn and develop. By focusing on the mastery of competencies—
integrating content knowledge, essential skills, and attitudes and values in addressing real-world
problems—CBE enabled Yungu to broaden its definition of student success beyond test
performance and to leverage competency-based transcripts as a tool for promoting PBL and
performance assessment in the classroom.
As recalled by the founding principal,

“When Yungu was first established, we didn’t have such a clear expression about

‘competency’ ... over these past few years of exploration... we started extracting

those skills and competencies and aligning them more with international

standards. In fact, we started advocating for ‘competency-based education’ even
before it became widely recognized in the country.”

Well before the MOE formally promoted CBE at the national level, Yungu had proactively
embraced the concept, positioning itself as an early explorer of this educational paradigm. Over
time, the school has integrated CBE across curriculum, instruction, and student life, reflecting its
commitment to continuous exploration and innovation in advancing holistic education.

When asked about the notable practices established in Yungu's initial years, one
administrator stated:

“We’ve consistently pursued competency-based education. This approach isn't
merely structural; it's deeply embedded in every aspect of our educational
practice—from curriculum design to classroom instruction.”

Yungu’s curriculum was intentionally designed to nurture competencies, supported by a
“competency heatmap” that visually illustrated how each subject contributed to core
competencies across grade levels. Teachers were required to explicitly identify targeted
competencies in both course syllabi and daily lesson plans, ensuring that skills such as critical
thinking are purposefully cultivated. As part of the assessment framework, they also designed
performance-based projects aimed at developing students’ targeted competencies. Competency
development further extended beyond the classroom into broader aspects of student life: students
set personal growth goals, meet regularly with mentors, and engage in structured reflection on
their progress—activities that help build competencies such as purpose and agency. Both in-class
and out-of-class competencies were assessed using a competency rubric and documented in the
competency transcript, accompanied by concrete evidence such as student-produced artifacts and
projects.

Although Yungu has made notable progress, its curriculum, pedagogical, and assessment
innovations continue to encounter challenges. The following section explores the key constraints
that shape how the school navigates the balance between exploration and exploitation in its
ongoing pursuit of innovation.
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Balancing Exploitation/Exploration in Yungu’s Pursuit of Innovation

Tension with High-Stakes Standardized Exams

One of the most significant challenges reported by interviewees to implementing
competency-based pedagogical and assessment innovations at Yungu was the continued
dominance of China’s high-stakes standardized examination system. National evaluation and
selection mechanisms remain largely unchanged and continue to prioritize exam performance,
creating a fundamental tension between school-level innovation and the broader systemic
context.

As one Yungu educator acknowledged,

“The broader environment, especially the overarching framework for identifying
and selecting students, is not yet aligned with competency-based principles... In
this dilemma, I feel that the biggest challenge we face when building or
advancing this system is that we are sometimes forced to make compromises
with reality.”

For elementary school teachers, the pressure was relatively low. Students have six years to
develop competencies, and while they take a district-level graduation exam, admission to middle
school is determined by lottery rather than by exam scores, making this stage relatively low-
stakes. However, the situation shifted dramatically in middle school, where students must take
the high school entrance exam (Zhongkao) at the end of Grade 9. Admission to high-quality
academic high schools is based primarily on exam scores. For example, in Hangzhou, the
Zhongkao has a total score of 600 points, and if a top high school has 200 slots, only the 200
highest-scoring students will be admitted. In 2024, only 60% of Hangzhou’s 38,000 middle
school graduates secured spots in regular high schools, with the remainder directed toward
vocational tracks—an option widely viewed by parents as less desirable (Hangzhou Municipal
Education Bureau, 2024).

This makes the Zhongkao an intensely competitive and consequential gatekeeper, placing
considerable pressure on both students and teachers. For Yungu’s middle school educators, the
challenge is particularly acute: balancing the need to deliver strong exam results with the
school’s commitment to developing students’ broader competencies through innovative
pedagogical and assessment practices. As one teacher aptly described, this created a constant
dilemma—a trade-off in time and focus—where achieving both academic performance and
meaningful competency development becomes “extremely difficult.”

This dilemma was further complicated by the fact that Yungu was still developing tools and
gaining external recognition for its competency-based assessment system. Without strong exam
performance, the value of its innovative approach may be questioned by parents, educational
authorities, or even students themselves.

As one administrator noted,
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“The first challenge is achieving balance... what should the academic standard
be? Is it 85 points or 90 points?... the key is proficiency... to what degree do we
need to ensure that this mastery supports a student... When we weren’t as
constrained by... the high school entrance exam, teachers were given more
freedom to explore and focus on developing capabilities.”

This comment underscores how high-stakes testing constrains pedagogical flexibility. When
exam pressures were lower, teachers had greater freedom to experiment with innovative, often
time-intensive competency-based practices. But once formal exam requirements were
introduced, the tension between innovation and accountability became unavoidable. In such a
system, even a single exam point can influence a student’s future, amplifying the pressure to
prioritize test preparation over broader educational goals. Under pressure to deliver measurable
outcomes, teachers often reverted to traditional methods that had historically yielded strong test
results—prioritizing familiarity and perceived reliability over both the refinement of existing
practices and the exploration of new approaches. At the same time, the experience prompted
valuable reflection. As one educator explained,

“After we had to participate in the high school entrance exam, we began to
reflect... A student might be excellent at oral communication, but if they are
misspelling basic words... that’s an issue... Is the entrance exam necessarily a bad
thing for us? Not really. It made us rethink whether there are gaps in our
knowledge framework, areas we might have overlooked. After all, advanced
skills don't just develop out of nowhere; they need to be built on a solid
foundation of basic mastery, right?”’

This reflection reveals an important insight: while competencies such as critical thinking,
collaboration, and creativity are essential, they need to be supported by a solid foundation of
subject mastery. Without basic academic proficiency, students may struggle not only on exams
but also in applying higher-order competencies effectively (Pellegrino & Hilton, 2012).

Despite these tensions, Yungu’s leadership has worked hard to maintain the school’s broader
educational vision. As an administrator explained,

“At the same time... we also thought about not losing... project-based learning,
critical thinking, and inquiry... While the pendulum swung one way, it has now
started to come back toward the center... We are constantly reflecting and
adjusting... how can we ensure that students are getting the best outcomes?...
something we continue to refine.”

This iterative process of reflection and recalibration reflects Yungu’s commitment to
balance: honoring the demands of the existing system while sustaining its mission to develop
well-rounded, future-ready students. The founding principal expressed optimism that the tension
between innovation and academic performance is not necessarily a zero-sum choice: “It’s
possible—developing competencies and academic learning are aligned and not contradictory.”

This confidence was partly grounded in the strong exam results of Yungu’s early elementary
cohorts, which topped local rankings. Another source of optimism comes from anticipated shifts
in national policy. Recent curriculum reforms and exam revisions in China increasingly
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emphasize the development of student competencies, signaling a gradual movement toward
assessments that mirror international models like PISA, which evaluate real-world problem-
solving and application (MOE, 2022; Zhang & Zhao, 2021). Still, as one educator put it,

“Stepping outside the existing discourse and evaluation framework within the

broader system is undoubtedly difficult. But from a longer-term perspective, |

remain optimistic. It’s something that can be achieved, though it will take time.

The real challenge in the early stages is to persist—to survive in a narrow space

before expanding.”

This reflection highlights a critical insight: exploratory approaches, though difficult to sustain
under current systemic constraints, have the potential to generate positive outcomes that
gradually reshape institutional boundaries. In this view, exploration is not only about short-term
experimentation but about laying the groundwork for future norms—where today’s innovations
may evolve into tomorrow’s standard practices. Yungu’s challenge, then, is not only to survive
misalignment with dominant expectations but to persist long enough for its competency-based
innovations to become legitimate, repeatable, and scalable—transforming exploratory practice
into organizational exploitation in a changing educational environment.

Fixed Instructional Time and a Subject-Centric Curriculum

The 2022 National Curriculum Standards for Compulsory Education clearly defined subject
offerings and instructional time requirements. Each academic year comprises 39 weeks. Students
in Grades 1-2 have 26 class periods per week, Grades 3—6 have 30 periods, and Grades 7-9 have
34. In elementary school, each class period lasts 40 minutes, while in middle school, it extends to
45 minutes (MOE, 2022).

The table in the appendix outlines the subject distribution and the proportion of total
instructional time across the nine years of compulsory education. National textbooks are aligned
with these time allocations, and teachers are expected to cover core content within the designated
hours. School-based curriculum is included within the 14%—18% allocation, which also
encompasses labor education, comprehensive practical activities, and local curriculum. The
Standards further encourage schools to implement interdisciplinary learning through
comprehensive practical activities.

However, at Yungu, balancing time for the school-based curriculum while fulfilling national
requirements has proven to be a persistent challenge. Its emphasis on transdisciplinary and
project-based learning often exceeds the constraints of the standard 40—45 minute class periods,
necessitating creative scheduling and flexible timetabling. One educator captured this core
tension:

“Within this kind of time allocation, what we are aiming to develop—those
higher-level, comprehensive competencies that require more time to nurture—
becomes a significant challenge... for teachers, there is the immediate reality of

needing to complete the textbook for the semester, right? For a public school, it’s
fine if the students simply complete these tasks—master the words, sentences,
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and texts. As long as they can read, recite, dictate, form sentences, and write
essays, that’s enough. But for us, that’s not enough. This difference can create
challenges for our teachers.”
Moreover, TL and PBL both originate from Western educational traditions, where curricula
are often more flexible and allow greater teacher discretion. In countries like the U.S.,

elementary schools typically operate under a self-contained (£23f]) model in which a single

homeroom teacher covers multiple subjects, making it easier to integrate learning across
disciplines. In contrast, Chinese elementary schools assign different teachers for each subject
starting from Grade 1, which can hinder coordination and cross-disciplinary planning.
Implementing TL at Yungu therefore requires deliberate restructuring and communication across
departments, often placing additional demands on teachers’ time and collaboration efforts.

Even among teachers who are committed to Yungu’s pedagogical vision, the day-to-day
demands of content delivery often override aspirations for innovation. As another educator
explained:

"Actually, people here are all thinking about and trying to apply these
(innovative) ideas, but when it comes to real implementation, things still get
somewhat distorted. In the end, it becomes more about completing tasks. To put
it bluntly, there's already not enough time to get through all the content in the
textbooks, so there's just no room left for anything extra."

The limitations imposed by fixed instructional hours are compounded by the content load
mandated in the national standards. A teacher noted:

“Class hours at Yungu are less than other schools....The national curriculum
standards cover a lot of content, and to cover so much material means that almost
all the time is spent on teaching content.”

This structural constraint underscores a broader issue: the disconnect between the rigid
demands of textbook coverage and the flexible, often nonlinear process required to nurture
competencies like critical thinking, creativity, and collaboration. In this context, the push for
CBE and implementation of innovative teaching methods can easily get diluted when educators
are overwhelmed by the pressure to finish the syllabus.

Yungu’s position as an early adopter of innovative practices added another layer of
complexity. Although recent national textbook reforms have begun to align with competency-
based goals, alignment has not translated into simplification. Instead, it has introduced new
layers of instructional expectations and pedagogical demands. One educator reflected on the
school’s ongoing process of adjustment:

“Yungu actually started earlier than the national textbooks, right? Even we
explore ahead of time, we are still in the stage of exploration....... improvements
are happening iteratively. Although things are getting better, there are still many
issues during this iterative process. So I think the most crucial thing now is to
change how teachers conduct their classroom teaching. This includes the

structure of the classroom, teaching methods, and the use of tools. The key
question: how are you thinking about these things?”
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This reflection reveals that innovation is not a linear journey from experimentation to
mastery. Even with policy trends moving in a similar direction, Yungu’s teachers face ongoing,
detailed challenges in translating broad policy goals into concrete instructional change. The
educator highlights classroom teaching—its structure, methodology, and tools—as the focal
point of continued iteration. Crucially, they also emphasize that exploration cannot occur in a
vacuum; it must build on and interact with existing practices. Rather than replacing routines
wholesale, teachers are engaged in a process of adaptation—modifying familiar structures in
ways that support new goals. This reflects a broader organizational strategy of balancing
exploration with exploitation: drawing on established practices for stability while experimenting
with new approaches to respond to evolving expectations. Yungu’s experience thus underscores
that even in a policy environment increasingly supportive of innovation, the real work lies in the
day-to-day integration and reconfiguration of teaching practice.

Moreover, in China’s education system, there remains an emphasis on subject knowledge
acquisition. While recent curriculum reforms have begun to introduce more competency-oriented
frameworks, they remain largely anchored in subject-specific competencies. The 2022 National
Curriculum Standards continue this trend by identifying competencies only within discrete
subject areas, without offering integration with broader, domain-general competencies such as
critical thinking, collaboration, or inquiry.

At Yungu, this created both conceptual and practical challenges. Reportedly, administrators
and teachers often struggled to make meaningful connections between the domain-general core
competencies outlined in the school’s internationally influenced internal competency framework
with the subject-specific competencies mandated by the national standards. As one administrator
noted, educators were unsure how to align the two, and the national curriculum provided little
guidance: while each subject-specific competency was described, there were no developmental
rubrics that track how these competencies should evolve over time. Furthermore, the new
standards omitted any mention of the 2016 Chinese Students’ Core Competency Framework,
which had initially laid the groundwork for a more holistic, cross-disciplinary approach to
education.

This lack of clarity left subject teachers with the burden of interpreting how to assess
competency progression without concrete rubrics or examples, especially when attempting to
bridge subject-specific teaching with domain-general outcomes. As a result, efforts to integrate
competencies into instruction often felt ad hoc or fragmented.

One educator described this as an unresolved pedagogical dilemma:

“Traditionally, teachers have always taught with a subject-based approach.
However, breaking through to a teaching method that genuinely focuses on
cultivating competencies is an area we are still exploring. While we have made

many attempts, we haven’t yet fully cracked the code... This is an ongoing
journey.”
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To ease this complexity and promote consistency, Yungu’s administrators developed a
“competency heat map” to link national subject-specific competencies with the school’s domain-
general core competencies. Teachers were encouraged to use this tool when designing lessons,
helping them remain mindful of both competency dimensions. While assessments still drew on
the school-developed rubrics for domain-general competencies, subject-specific competencies
were referenced during instructional planning. This integrated approach was intended to lighten
the cognitive and administrative load on teachers while promoting coherence across teaching and
assessment practices.

Still, progress was uneven. Many educators felt unprepared or overwhelmed by the dual
demands of subject content mastery and competency cultivation. As one administrator observed,
there was a persistent tendency among subject specialists to focus narrowly on their disciplines:

“For teachers who are specialized in a single subject area, they tend to treat their
subject as a kind of belief system... something unchangeable and indisputable.”

Even among more open-minded teachers, questions remained about how vastly different
disciplines—such as science and the arts—can contribute to the same domain-general
competencies. For example, the competency of “inquiry” might look very different in a physics
lab than in a literature discussion. One teacher reflected on this challenge with cautious
optimism:

“Next semester, we plan to introduce inquiry-based projects across both
humanities and sciences... The goal is to identify shared elements and allow
students to present their work across different subjects... These are all positive
attempts, [ believe.”

Despite these challenges, Yungu’s leadership remained hopeful. They believed that once
teachers began to see the underlying connections between subject content, subject-specific
competencies, and domain-general competencies, the process of curriculum integration would
become more intuitive. This integration may shift the narrative from one of constant trade-offs to
one of productive synergy. As an administrator articulated:

“Some feel that if they focus too much on projects, their exam results might
suffer... They haven’t yet bridged the gap between foundational knowledge,
subject-specific competencies, and core competencies... Once that connection is
made and they have a clear understanding of how to firmly integrate everything, I
believe the outcomes we see in our competency-based education will strengthen
teachers’ confidence and determination—and make them smarter in their
approach.”

This reflection captures the heart of Yungu’s ongoing struggle—and opportunity—in shifting
from a subject-dominated paradigm toward CBE. The effort to bridge foundational knowledge,
subject-specific competencies, and domain-general competencies is not merely a technical task
of alignment, but a profound shift in mindset and professional identity for many educators. When
teaching is no longer viewed as content delivery but as the development of transferable skills and
dispositions, the role of the teacher becomes more complex, but also more impactful.
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Bridging the Discourse Gap: Building Shared Understanding of Competency-Based
Education

A third reported challenge Yungu faced is building a shared language and collective
understanding of CBE—not just within the school, but across the broader educational
community and public sphere. While China’s national curriculum reform has formally shifted
emphasis from “quality-oriented education” (suzhi jiaoyu Z[FiZ(F) to “competency-based
education” (suyang jiaoyu ZZF£Z 5), this change in terminology reflects a deeper—yet still
evolving—shift in educational philosophy: from a broad focus on moral, intellectual, physical,
aesthetics, and labor (8% {&3£ %55 or 1.5 J£%%) development to an emphasis on transferable
competencies that enable students to solve real-world problems and adapt to uncertainty (Wang,
2019). However, as several interviewees reported, this shift remained unfamiliar and even alien
to many educators, let alone parents or the general public, who continued to equate educational
success with test scores, rankings, and content mastery.

For nearly three decades, the notion of suzhi jiaoyu has shaped public discourse and policy
around educational reform. Despite its limitations, it was a familiar term. In contrast, suyang
jiaoyu, though just one character different in Chinese, was derived from international discussions
of competencies and is thus perceived as foreign, academic, and difficult to grasp. As several
interviewees noted, unlike widely resonant educational goals such as “happiness” or “lifelong
learning,” the idea of suyang lacked intuitive meaning for many stakeholders.

The 2022 curriculum standards were among the first state-level documents to formally adopt
suyang as a guiding concept, defining it as the key competencies, character traits, and values
demonstrated when individuals apply knowledge and skills to navigate complex real-world
problems(MOE, 2022). However, the reform did not clearly distinguish this shift from the older
“quality education” model, leaving educators to interpret the differences themselves. As a result,
many teachers must first internalize the theoretical distinction before they can enact it in
classroom practice.

To aid understanding, some scholars have employed metaphors. One likens competency to
becoming a skilled driver: mastering traffic rules (knowledge) and passing the road test (skills)
are not enough—true competency emerges when one applies both in real contexts, with
judgment, values, and awareness (Cui, 2016a). This aligns with the OECD’s widely accepted
definition: competencies are not only about knowledge and skills but involve the ability to
mobilize a combination of cognitive and psychosocial resources—including attitudes, values,
and dispositions—within specific contexts (OECD, 2005). Yet, Chinese academic and policy
discourse on competency-based education has tended to focus more on the shift from academic
proficiency to applied, holistic capabilities, rather than on more systematized interpretations and
school-wide reform—such as Casey and Sturgis’s Quality Principles for Competency-Based
Education.
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This lack of clarity and shared understanding makes communication difficult, even within the
professional community. As one Yungu administrator reflected:

“When we talk about competency-based education, people have different
interpretations in their minds—everyone has a unique understanding of it. Even
when I talk about competency assessment, people within the current education
system still equate it with the traditional comprehensive evaluation that focuses
on moral, intellectual, physical, aesthetic, and labor development.”

The discourse gap creates a sense of isolation for educators pioneering this work. Another
administrator shared:

“So I feel that our discourse system has already become quite different.
Sometimes, when I go outside and try to talk about these things, I feel a bit
lonely. I wonder—am I being too academic, making it hard for others to
understand? Or is it that our ways of thinking and speaking have truly diverged
that much? That’s why, even though it looks like so many people are coming to
Yungu to learn and understand what we’re doing, I still feel this gap... as a single
school working within its own walls, creating a kind of ‘ivory tower’ of
competency-based education, it’s encouraging to see the growth in the students.”

This tension—between inward conviction and outward recognition—is emblematic of early-
stage innovation. Although the school was encouraged by the transformation it saw in its
students, communicating that success to others is not easy. Educators worried that visitors only
saw isolated innovations, such as new teaching techniques or project-based activities, without
recognizing the systemic, values-driven foundation behind them.

“Even external educators (when they come to Yungu for workshops), they only
see fragmented pieces and the excitement around certain aspects, but they don’t
see the entire system. Sure, they may notice a particular change—like a new
teaching method—but they don’t realize it’s actually part of a larger, systemic
transformation.”

This fragmentation of understanding also affects how other schools, and especially parents,
perceive the purpose and value of competency-based learning.

Amid growing interest, there was also concern that suyang jiaoyu could be reduced to a
passing slogan—adopted in name but not in substance.

“Competency-based education must not become just a slogan—it needs to be
something that schools genuinely put into practice. If it’s done right, it won’t be a
slogan. But if schools don’t follow through, it could become just another passing
label. I think part of the reason people don’t understand us now is because we are
too forward-thinking. People simply aren’t able to grasp what we’re truly talking
about yet.”

Moreover, as diverse innovative teaching and learning methods continued to evolve at the
grassroots level, Yungu aimed to position CBE not simply as a shift in assessment focus, but as a
comprehensive framework—one that coherently aligns educational objectives, pedagogical
practices, and assessment reform in meaningful ways. However, the conceptual underpinnings
and interconnections among these practices—such as PBL, performance-based assessment, and
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their direct relationship to competency development—remained insufficiently articulated, as
reported by several interviewees. A more robust and shared understanding was still needed to
guide implementation at scale.

For teachers, navigating this evolving landscape can be particularly demanding. The
combination of experimental instructional approaches and the continuous adaptation to new
national curriculum standards has created a dynamic, yet complex teaching environment. One
teacher reflected on the unique demands of teaching at Yungu:

“I think one of the key differences between this school and others is the large
number of newly developed and continuously evolving courses. This includes not
only the innovative programs but also the traditional, state-mandated curriculum,
which teachers here are constantly reworking—integrating, restructuring, and
rebuilding from the ground up. That’s a significant distinction. For teachers, this
means they need to redesign their courses each semester.”

While many educators embraced Yungu’s spirit of innovation, others expressed a more
cautious perspective—questioning whether new methods should necessarily replace more
traditional practices. This tension reflects a deeper dilemma within educational reform: how to
balance innovation with continuity, and exploration with operational efficiency. As another
teacher commented:

“As for traditional schools, I think there are still certain practices worth
preserving or learning from. For instance, when it comes to routine tasks, there’s
no need to emphasize freedom—those can and should be done in highly efficient
ways.”

Unlike in the corporate world, where innovation is often framed as the creation of new
products or systems, educational innovation typically unfolds within established institutional
constraints and professional norms. In this context, meaningful change depends not on
overthrowing the old, but on identifying which traditional practices remain effective and how
they can be adapted to support new goals. For Yungu, the challenge is not only to pioneer new
instructional approaches, but also to build shared pedagogical frameworks and support structures
that allow teachers to connect those models to competency development—while preserving the
efficiency and reliability of well-established routines. This approach reflects a deeper
organizational task: balancing exploration with exploitation, and fostering innovation without
sacrificing coherence.

Misalignment of Expectations: Navigating Student Adjustment and Parental
Understanding

Another reported challenge Yungu faced in implementing CBE was the misalignment of
expectations between students, their families, and the school. While CBE represents a
progressive, future-oriented shift in educational philosophy, it remains relatively unfamiliar to
both students and parents. This unfamiliarity could lead to confusion, resistance, and
misunderstandings that some interviewees felt impacted trust in the school’s approach.
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For students, adapting to CBE required a fundamental shift in mindset. Unlike traditional
instruction, which emphasizes textbooks, clear right-or-wrong answers, and exam preparation,
CBE prioritizes autonomy, problem-solving, and real-world application of knowledge. This shift
could be particularly challenging for students accustomed to structured, performance-driven
environments. As one educator explained, “Competency-based education inherently requires
individual initiative. However, not all students have the awareness or ability to recognize and
leverage this aspect of their learning journey.”

Even high-achieving “good students” in conventional systems—those adept at test-taking—
could struggle to adapt when their success was tracked through resourcefulness and initiative
rather than exam scores. These students could feel destabilized in a CBE framework; one teacher
said the approach challenged them in new ways, “highlighting the resourcefulness and initiative
become essential for success.”

Although alumni consistently reflected that the entrepreneurship-style and performance-
based projects they undertook at Yungu helped them learn to apply knowledge in meaningful
ways—considering real-world applications and becoming more reflective and attuned to their
surroundings in college—current students, particularly those newly enrolled, still needed time to
adjust to this approach.

However, it was not just the students who faced an adjustment; a similar lack of
understanding and misalignment existed among parents, many of whom prioritized traditional
metrics like grades and rankings. This misalignment could create tension during academic
transitions, such as graduation from primary or junior secondary school. One educator shared,
“Every year when students graduate... parents ask, “‘Why don’t you talk about scores? Why
don’t you talk about grades?” And we feel like we’ve done very well, so why should we be
fixated on that? Where is the trust in our school? Where is the understanding of our competency-
based approach?” This underscores a deeper tension between short-term academic performance
and long-term personal growth.

Yungu’s approach emphasizes self-directed learning, collaboration, creativity, and other
competencies that may not immediately translate into test scores. Yet, many parents—and
indeed, the broader education system—still judge school success through the lens of
examinations. As one teacher expressed, “The challenge is helping parents understand that a
competency-based approach is beneficial in the long run. It’s not about short-term achievements
but rather the lasting impact this education model has on students.”

Yungu educators said they found themselves not only teaching but also advocating for and
explaining CBE to parents and society at large. This dual role added emotional and logistical
burdens, as they worked to reframe conversations away from immediate outcomes toward
broader educational goals. One administrator reflected, “While some parents do see the positive
influence, we need more support from the broader societal environment to convey this message.
Explaining this balance and gaining the understanding we need is definitely difficult.”
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Even parents who were generally satisfied with their children’s education at Yungu during
the elementary years expressed concerns as their children advanced to higher grades and faced
increasing academic pressure. As one parent explained,

“Yungu is quite unique; it’s not an independent international school. Instead, it
has chosen a more balanced approach. To be honest, I’m still uncertain about this
path. I wonder how much the traditional domestic administrative system
influences Yungu’s educational approach. There are concerns about whether this
dual approach® can work effectively, which leaves me with some doubts.”

Yungu’s experience highlights that student adjustment and parental buy-in are not peripheral
issues but essential elements of educational innovation. Efforts to introduce competency-based
approaches are shaped by the delicate balance between exploration—pioneering new educational
approaches—and exploitation—drawing on established resources and relationships to maintain
legitimacy and trust. In an education system where test scores still dominate public perceptions
of value, it is important for schools like Yungu constantly navigate this tension, working to align
stakeholder expectations while sustaining their broader transformative mission.

Technological Exploitation and Exploration

Drawing from Alibaba’s technological heritage, Yungu School has positioned technology as
both an efficiency tool and an engine for educational innovation. According to interviewees,
Yungu’s hiring strategy favors teachers who are proficient with technology—mnot simply for its
own sake, but as an indicator of open-mindedness and adaptability. Since its founding, the school
has invested heavily in developing a robust digital ecosystem, employing approximately 30 in-
house engineers—many with prior experience at Alibaba—who collaborated closely with
teachers to design customized applications and digital platforms. Over seven years, this team has
developed nearly 40 specialized applications, not only enhancing Yungu’s internal operations but
also supporting approximately 20,000 teachers and students across 40 schools in 11 provinces in
China.

Streamlining routine tasks: exploiting technology for efficiency

A central dimension of Yungu’s technological strategy was its use of technology to
streamline administrative tasks and optimize instructional workflows—an example of
organizational exploitation. Systems like the facial recognition attendance platform automated
daily check-ins, reduced manual workload, and provided administrators with real-time,
centralized oversight. Similarly, the school’s self-developed learning management system (LMS)
supported lesson planning, student engagement, assessment, and feedback processes, reportedly
making teachers’ work more efficient and organized. As one teacher explained,

8 Using Chinese National Curriculum while attending universities abroad.
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“The grading platform alleviates the need for teachers to manually calculate
grades or compile data... and resource sharing is greatly expedited, allowing
teachers to quickly search and access colleagues’ lesson plans.”
As consistently noted by interviewees, these tools enhanced the school’s capacity to meet
high-stakes demands—including exam preparation—while also improving the overall teaching
environment.

Enabling pedagogical innovation: exploring new modes of teaching and learning

Beyond improving efficiency, Yungu used technology as a space for educational exploration.
The LMS integrated precision learning modules—particularly in STEM subjects—that
automated assessment analysis and provide personalized feedback and practice exercises. This
reportedly not only improved exam preparation but also supported differentiated instruction.

Yungu’s DTI course and the annual Makers’ Festival further embodied this exploratory
spirit, providing students opportunities to engage with cutting-edge tools like 3D printing,
robotics, and drones. In the face of rising interest in Al, teachers have co-developed an “Al use
map” to guide students through progressively sophisticated stages of Al engagement—from
experimentation to critical evaluation—helping students develop not only technical skills but
also judgment and ethical awareness. As one educator noted,

“Yungu may not be the only school exploring Al, but it is undoubtedly among

the leaders nationwide, attracting tech-forward educators who are enthusiastic
about new solutions.”

Collaborative Innovation Between Teachers and Engineers

One of Yungu’s reportedly distinctive features was the co-evolutionary dynamic between
educators and engineers. Initially, the two groups struggled to communicate effectively, often
feeling as though they spoke different languages. In the early stages, it was the engineers who
actively pursued teachers to inquire about their needs. Over time, however, teachers became
more comfortable articulating their requirements and shifted from being passive users of
technology to active co-designers. When teachers proposed new features or tools, the
engineering team responded with rapid prototyping and iterative refinement, fostering a
collaborative cycle of innovation. As one teacher reflected,

“It’s easier to stay calm, thinking ‘we’re partners in this’ when facing these
issues... you really feel that the technology platform is omnipresent and tightly
integrated with daily teaching, making it an experience with a very strong sense
of involvement and immersion.”

This tight coupling between technological and pedagogical teams has created a way of
working in which engineers and teachers operate as genuine collaborators—mutually responsive,
embedded in each other’s workflows, and committed to shared problem-solving. Rather than
developing tools in isolation, Yungu’s engineering team worked closely with educators to
integrate technology into instructional design and classroom routines. This model of co-
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development fosters not only a sense of partnership, but also ensures that technological solutions
remain grounded in pedagogical realities. As a result, the tools and platforms emerging from this
collaboration are both contextually relevant and immediately usable—reportedly one reason why
Yungu-developed applications have gained traction beyond the school itself. This approach
suggests that innovation may be more easily scaled when it emerges from authentic, need-driven
collaboration, rather than through top-down directives or externally designed solutions.

Integrating Technology into Student Experience

Technology at Yungu extended beyond supporting teacher workflows to play an integral role
in student learning and assessment. Beginning in grade one, students used iPads—purchased by
their families—as essential tools for a range of activities, from coding projects to photographing
and submitting paper-based assignments via the school’s learning management system (LMS).
The school also maintained detailed digital student growth profiles that went beyond traditional
report cards. These profiles included multimedia artifacts such as presentations, performance
recordings, and reflections that demonstrated competency development, along with personal
learning goals, teacher feedback, and progress summaries. Built-in analytics enabled students,
teachers, and parents to monitor growth over time, reinforcing a competency-based approach that
integrates academic achievement with social and emotional development.

Challenges to Technological Innovation

While administrators and teachers at Yungu widely recognized the transformative potential
of technology—especially the growing impact of Al on education—they also expressed
thoughtful reservations and concerns. These reflections reveal that technological innovation in
education is not only a matter of access and infrastructure, but also one of philosophy, values,
and pedagogy.

Technology as Means vs. Ends

Though acknowledging the power of technology and Yungu’s reputation as a technology-
driven school, a recurring concern among Yungu educators was the risk of techno-centrism—
where the digital tools begin to overshadow the educational purpose they are meant to serve.

“We need to be especially cautious that technology, big data, and artificial

intelligence don’t become ends in themselves, rather than the means they should
be.”

This reflection captures a tension familiar to many innovation-oriented schools: the implicit
pressure to adopt new tools as symbols of progress, even when their pedagogical value remains
unclear (Selwyn, 2016; Cuban, 2001). Educators reported that in a culture where innovation is a
defining institutional identity, "new" can carry intrinsic legitimacy. This creates social and
organizational expectations to implement emerging technologies—sometimes regardless of
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actual need or fit. But this mindset, educators cautioned, can inadvertently distract from deeper
educational goals:

“Train children to become guerrilla fighters of the media. Alan Kay mentioned

that using tools like the iPhone's voice input or tapping images with fingers

appeals more to people's so-called evolved instincts—the simpler, the better.

However, in education, what we need to do is precisely to train students in

activities that go against their instincts, such as long-form reading, calculation,

and writing... which ultimately lead to greater creativity.”

This quote challenges the notion that digital convenience aligns with educational depth. In
fact, it suggests the opposite: that authentic learning often requires intellectual discomfort, effort,
and delayed gratification—capacities not easily nurtured through frictionless, tool-based
engagement. When uncritically adopted, technology may actually undermine the very
competencies it is meant to support, such as sustained attention, reflection, and complex
reasoning. Another educator reflected,

“In today's world, where techno-centrism is rampant and aggressively promoted,
this is critically important. The rapid and overwhelming adoption of technology,
without a shared understanding or consensus, could potentially cause unknown
harm and risks to students and families.”

Here, the concern moves beyond pedagogy to questions of ethics, well-being, and
institutional responsibility. Several educators noted that the use of Al and other digital tools is
aggressively promoted in China through both market trends and state policy. In this climate, to
express caution is to push against prevailing currents. And yet, as one educator implied,
deliberation—not acceleration—may be the more responsible path in the long run.

These reflections call for a clear-eyed, collective understanding of where and how
technology should be integrated—and where it should not. Rather than equating innovation with
digitalization, educators at Yungu emphasized the importance of critical, purpose-driven
decision-making. For a school celebrated for its forward-thinking approach, this presents a
particular organizational challenge: how to sustain a culture of innovation while resisting the
allure of novelty for its own sake.

In doing so, Yungu illustrates the challenge of organizational ambidexterity—the ability to
balance exploration, such as experimenting with new technologies and practices, with
exploitation, or the refinement of established methods that continue to serve essential educational
purposes. The caution voiced by educators reflects not a resistance to change, but a desire to
ensure that innovation remains pedagogically grounded and socially responsible. The real work
lies in selectively integrating technology in ways that enhance—not replace—core teaching and
learning values.

Ultimately, these insights raise essential questions: What is the purpose of using technology
in the classroom? Does it truly deepen thinking or cultivate creativity, or is it simply a
convenience? In innovation-rich environments, discernment—not just experimentation—is
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critical. The challenge is not only technical or operational, but philosophical: how to ensure that
technology remains in service of learning, rather than the other way around.

Redefining the Role of Al in Learning

Similarly, several teachers acknowledged the power of Al as a learning aid, but emphasized

that it must be thoughtfully integrated and clearly framed in the learning process.
“To what extent should Al be integrated into our daily teaching and students'
thinking processes? Tools indeed have the power to shape thought patterns. So,
how far should we allow students to use such tools in ways that ultimately
influence and shape their thinking?”

This reflection points to the cognitive and developmental implications of Al use—an
awareness that tools do more than assist; they frame how learners engage with problems. For
many educators, the emphasis was not on restricting Al entirely, but on cultivating a healthy,
intentional mindset around its use:

“The focus, I believe, should not be on whether students use Al for their
assignments, but rather on guiding them to perceive and approach Al correctly.
Ultimately, students' perspectives on Al are influenced by how teachers frame
and integrate it in the learning process.”

In certain disciplines, such as language arts, teachers advocated for non-negotiable
boundaries—especially around independent thinking and imagination:

“In the language arts discipline... independent thinking is irreplaceable by Al,
and original imagination is also crucial. There are boundaries we need to protect,
such as dialectical reasoning and logic. It’s essential to be able to analyze a
phenomenon and come up with solutions independently, without relying on tools.
If students lack these foundational skills, they may not even know how to use
these tools effectively.”

As reflected in the previous section, rather than rejecting Al outright, educators at Yungu
grappled with how to preserve core learning values—such as independent reasoning and
creativity—while responsibly incorporating new tools, framing technology not as a replacement
for human thinking but as a deliberate complement to it.

Digitization vs. Transformation

Despite rapid advances in digital tools and platforms, some educators questioned whether
digitization has truly impacted the core of student learning.
“From the original paper lesson plan to now an electronic version... or from
handwritten growth goals to digital ones—I feel like the current situation is that
the process of digitization hasn’t had a significant impact on the core of students'
learning.”
This concern echoes a broader theme: without changes to the underlying pedagogical
paradigm, technology becomes a substitute—not a transformation.

80



“No matter how many other changes you make, whether it's Al or other
advancements, if you don't change the fundamental paradigm of your teaching
and classroom approach, these are just auxiliary tools and won't reach their full
potential... So, although everyone is working really hard, the actual progress in
implementing these changes is still insufficient.”

These reflections underscore a distinction between digitization and transformation. While the
former focuses on converting existing practices into digital formats, the latter involves rethinking
the learning experience itself—its goals, relationships, and pedagogical foundations (OECD,
2021). At Yungu, this tension reveals the limits of tool-based innovation when not accompanied
by cultural and instructional shifts. Without reexamining core assumptions about teaching and
learning, even well-intentioned technological integration may fall short of achieving meaningful
educational change. In this sense, innovation is not always about adding something new—it can
also involve returning to fundamental questions about the purpose of education. Revisiting core
values such as deep thinking, authentic engagement, and human development may be just as

transformative as adopting the latest digital tools.

The Risk of Data Misuse

Another reported source of concern was the overcollection and potential misuse of student
data, particularly in the name of digital campus development. While data-driven tools can offer
valuable insights, several educators at Yungu expressed unease about the scope, purpose, and
ethical implications of such practices.

“I'm very conservative about this issue...I'm cautious about how data is used. For
instance, when people propose concepts like ‘digital and intelligent education,’ |
feel strongly that data itself cannot educate people.”

Educators argued that more deliberation is needed—not only in how data initiatives are
designed and implemented, but also in how they are interpreted and justified. Without clear
boundaries and shared understanding, data collection can easily drift into surveillance,
undermining trust and student agency.

The discussion also touches on the broader question of what aspects of teaching and student
support can or should be "outsourced" to technology. As one teacher reflected:

“If we outsource even the understanding of and care for students to data tools,
then what’s left for the teacher? ...Additionally, there’s the risk of data breaches,

and if [ constantly rely on this data to understand what kind of person a student
18, it raises serious concerns.”

These reflections highlight two interrelated issues: the risk of dehumanizing education by
over-relying on data tools, and the vulnerability of student information to misuse or breaches.
Using technology to support meaningful educational purposes requires careful attention to its
pedagogical, relational, and ethical implications.
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Balancing Freedom with Structure

As Yungu encouraged students to explore and engage with technology in creative and
meaningful ways, a key challenge lied in striking the right balance between freedom and
guidance. While the school fostered an open learning environment and promoted the
development of digital literacy, educators acknowledged that the support systems necessary to
guide student behavior and decision-making were not always fully in place.

One teacher reflected on this tension:

“Although we provide plenty of opportunities for students, the education and
guidance in these areas aren’t sufficient. There’s an appearance of openness...
but without the necessary support, rules, and structure to truly guide them.”

This tension was especially apparent in the use of tablets and digital tools. Students were
encouraged to use devices for assignments across multiple subjects, and their fluency with
technology often exceeded teachers’ expectations.

“Students are encouraged across various subjects to use tablets... These
students—as digital natives—display a frequency and ease of technology use that
often exceeds my expectations. They create presentations, edit videos, and even
use animation apps. Their creative engagement with technology continually
surprises me.”

However, unfettered access to technology also introduced new challenges. As much as the
school supported student autonomy, both educators and parents faced difficulties in monitoring
appropriate use, especially when restrictions may unintentionally hinder important skill
development.

“The school restricts access to search functions, but searching is a vital skill for
information literacy. This creates a dilemma... Even with restrictions, students
determined to play games still find creative ways around the system. This
highlights the need for adult guidance, especially since many adults themselves
struggle to regulate their own use of digital devices like iPads. For students, it’s
even harder.”

These reflections point to a broader issue: technological freedom without pedagogical
scaffolding can lead to missed learning opportunities or even unintended consequences. While
students thrive when given creative agency, they also require clear boundaries, structured
guidance, and the development of self-regulation skills. For schools like Yungu, maintaining this
delicate balance is essential to fostering both innovation and responsibility in students’ digital
lives.

Overall, Yungu’s educators demonstrated both vision and caution in their approach to
technology. They are not technophobic but actively exploring how digital tools, Al, and data
systems can enhance learning. Yet their insights reveal a nuanced understanding that true
educational innovation lies not in the tools themselves, but in how thoughtfully they are
integrated into teaching and learning practices.
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Conclusion

This chapter highlights that Yungu’s innovation journey is not a linear success story, but a
process marked by messiness, contradictions, and the need for constant recalibration. A central
insight is the delicate and ongoing balance between exploitation and exploration: while Yungu
introduces pedagogical and assessment innovations such as PBL, TL, CBE, and advanced
technology integration, it simultaneously depends on—and carefully preserves—elements of the
national curriculum, established routines, and trusted practices. This balancing act enables the
school to innovate without losing legitimacy, coherence, or foundational quality.

The chapter also surfaces the dilemmas and risks of pioneering in a system where stakeholder
expectations and institutional structures are not yet aligned with the school’s ambitions. Being
ahead of national policy trends places Yungu in a vulnerable position: parents, students, and even
some teachers struggle to fully understand or accept the value of innovations like competency-
based education, while the broader education system continues to reward conventional markers
of success such as test scores and rankings. This misalignment creates not only communication
challenges but also emotional and political strain, as the school is continually required to
advocate for its vision while delivering results that meet external expectations.

The chapter further underscores that meaningful educational change at Yungu does not
involve discarding existing practices or making a clean break from tradition. Rather, Yungu’s
experience illustrates the importance of building on, connecting, and gradually transforming
existing structures—including national curriculum frameworks, subject-specific competencies,
and exam preparation routines.

This lesson also applies to Yungu’s use of technology: innovation is not driven by novelty
alone, nor is digitalization seen as inherently valuable. Instead, technological tools are evaluated
based on their capacity to support deeper learning goals, integrated with pedagogical intent, and
adopted selectively to enhance—not replace—core instructional values. In this sense, Yungu’s
experience highlights a common trap in innovation discourse: equating “new” with “better.”
Sustainable innovation, as this case suggests, may require revisiting and reinterpreting
foundational educational purposes as much as adopting emerging tools.

Taken together, these insights suggest that educational innovation may be as much about
managing relationships, expectations, and institutional systems as about introducing new
methods or technologies. Yungu’s experience highlights that innovation involves not only vision
and experimentation, but also ongoing negotiation, pragmatic decision-making, and
responsiveness to evolving contexts.
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Chapter 6: From Innovation to Influence: Professional
Development and the Transferability of Practice

This chapter explores the mechanisms, networks, and partnerships that support open
innovation in schools, focusing on how such systems enable the continuous flow of knowledge
both into and out of the organization.

At the center of this analysis is Yungu’s professional development (PD), which reflects a
dual focus on inbound and outbound innovation. The school regularly invites external trainers
and experts to provide targeted workshops, lectures, and seminars, enriching staff learning with
outside perspectives. At the same time, it encourages teachers to share internally developed
practices—through peer-led workshops, collaborative research, and public dissemination—
extending Yungu’s influence across the broader educational landscape.

This coupled innovation dynamic reportedly creates a reinforcing cycle: external inputs
prompt internal reflection and adaptation, while outbound dissemination fosters further learning
and validation. Interviewees emphasized that this cycle not only enhances teacher development
but also strengthens the school’s broader innovation capacity, enabling it to navigate the balance
between exploration and exploitation more effectively.

Finally, the chapter examines the idea of transferability—how and to what extent Yungu’s
practices might be adopted in other schools across China. While more discrete elements, such as
training formats or collaboration models, were seen as adaptable, interviewees noted that broader
systemic replication faces constraints, including exam-driven accountability, limited resources,
and institutional risk aversion. Nonetheless, incremental changes and cross-school networks may
provide important pathways for diffusion and localized adaptation.

Open Innovation Professional Development Mechanisms

Common Professional Development Practices in China

China has developed a comprehensive, school-based PD and research system across its
public schools, influenced by the former Soviet Union. This system intends to improve
instructional quality and bridge the gap between educational theory and classroom practice (Tsui
& Wong, 2009). Emphasizing both teaching and research, the MOE refers to this as school-based
teaching research (FZ A Zf) (MOE, 2010).

Key components of this nationwide system include subject-based teaching research groups (
2RI ), collective lesson planning (£5{A%51H), open lessons (/A F1#), mentoring
programs pairing senior and junior teachers (377 #), regular classroom observations (W i3 )

by administrators and subject leads, and school-level teaching research activities (Ui 2h).
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These activities often involve consultation with researchers or officials from district or municipal
education bureaus (Ke et al., 2019). Importantly, all teachers are expected to participate in these
embedded professional learning practices. This robust infrastructure is widely regarded as a key
factor behind Chinese students’ consistently strong performance on international assessments
such as PISA (Schleicher, 2011; OECD, 2015; Zhang & Kong, 2012).

Yungu School has adopted many of these foundational elements of school-based teaching
research in its own professional development system. However, its approach extends beyond the
conventional. Reportedly, Yungu’s PD practices are not only structured and embedded in daily
routines but are also intentionally designed to reflect the school’s core values of innovation,
professional autonomy, and continuous improvement. As the following sections will show,
Yungu builds upon the traditional framework to create a more dynamic and open innovation-
oriented system—one that integrates external knowledge sources and encourages internal
dissemination of practices across networks.

Guiding PD Principles and Inbound Innovation at Yungu

In its early stages, Yungu School established a small PD team composed of educators from
diverse backgrounds. Initially, the team faced considerable challenges in organizing effective
training sessions. Like many schools, early PD efforts at Yungu were dominated by traditional
lecture-style formats in which teachers passively attended presentations by external scholars,
with limited opportunities for interaction or practical application.

However, with the autonomy to design its own PD content and the imperative to support
innovative teaching practices, Yungu quickly began to diverge from conventional approaches.
The school actively sought out global expertise—particularly from the United States—to bring in
fresh perspectives and practices. Notable examples include training in PBL delivered by
educators from Duke School and High Tech High, and workshops on coaching skills facilitated
by Erickson Coaching International. These collaborations not only exposed staff to new
pedagogical techniques but also revealed the limitations of passive, one-size-fits-all training.

The influx of external expertise served as a catalyst for internal reflection, prompting the PD
team to rethink fundamental assumptions about teacher learning. Rather than importing and
replicating external models wholesale, Yungu staff used these encounters to reexamine the core
purposes and methods of professional learning within their own context. They began asking
foundational questions: What does effective training look like? What formats genuinely address
teachers’ evolving needs?

This reflective process led to the articulation of four guiding principles that shaped Yungu’s
professional development efforts:

o Service-oriented Approach: Shifting from a traditional managerial perspective to viewing
the PD team as service providers, thereby prioritizing teacher feedback as input.
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e Practitioner-led Training: Emphasizing that effective PD sessions should be conducted
by frontline teachers, ensuring practical relevance through direct understanding of
classroom challenges.

e Actionable Content: Structuring PD activities to provide teachers with practical,
immediately applicable strategies and tools.

e Dynamic and Interactive Formats: Ensuring training sessions incorporate fresh, real-time
examples and interactive methods, allowing teachers diverse, personalized insights and
takeaways.

These developments reflect Yungu’s approach to inbound innovation—actively seeking and
integrating external expertise to inform its internal practices. Rather than directly adopting
external approaches, the school used these inputs as reference points to examine and refine its
own professional development system. The resulting design emphasizes responsiveness to
teacher needs, practical relevance, and interactive delivery formats. By drawing on outside
perspectives while adapting them to local conditions, Yungu illustrates how inbound innovation
can be operationalized within the context of school-based professional learning.

The Development of the “T” Shape Competency Framework for Teachers

As Yungu sought to organize and systematize the diverse external inputs introduced through
its professional development efforts, it recognized the need for a unified yet adaptable structure.
Given the varied backgrounds, expertise, learning preferences, and time constraints of its
teaching staff, a more coherent framework was necessary to ensure that external training aligned
with both institutional goals and individual teacher needs.

To address this, Yungu’s PD team introduced a “T-shaped” competency framework. The
horizontal bar of the “T” represents a set of core competencies expected of all teachers,
establishing a shared foundation across the school. These competencies reflect institutional
priorities and serve as a common reference point for teacher development. The vertical stem of
the “T” allows space for individual specialization, enabling teachers to pursue deeper learning in
areas aligned with their interests, subject expertise, or professional aspirations.

To operationalize this framework, the team designed a structured “course menu” that
includes both core and elective offerings. Core courses are mandatory and ensure alignment with
the school’s baseline expectations, while elective courses provide flexibility and support
differentiated professional growth. This design enables Yungu to integrate knowledge from both
external experts and internal sources in a way that maintains coherence while supporting teacher
agency and specialization. It reflects an effort to mediate between institutional consistency and
professional autonomy in the implementation of externally sourced innovation.
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Figure 8. “T” Shape Competency Framework for Teachers
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The “Four Quadrants” for Categorizing Training Content

To further refine and operationalize the “T-shaped” competency framework, Yungu’s design
team introduced a “four-quadrant” model for organizing educational resources and training
content. Recognizing the inefficiencies of developing all materials internally, the team adopted a
strategic categorization system to guide decisions about when to develop content in-house and
when to draw on external sources.

In this model, the horizontal axis differentiates between domain-standard knowledge and
Yungu-specific knowledge, while the vertical axis distinguishes content required for all staff
from specialized training for certain groups. For example, when high-quality external resources
on CBE were unavailable, Yungu developed its own specialized content by internal pioneers and
experts for all staff (Yungu-Specific and Required for all). In contrast, for topics like cognitive
science (Domain-General and Required for All) that are broadly relevant and well-resourced, the
school engaged external experts, such as university professors, to deliver training sessions.

Training content can move between quadrants over time. For example, large language
models (LLMs) initially attracted interest from only a subset of teachers, and the school lacked
in-house expertise in this area (Yungu-specific and relevant to certain groups). To build capacity,
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Yungu partnered with university professors to co-develop the “Teachers in the Age of AI”
program, specifically tailored for the K—12 context. Feedback from pilot participants guided
subsequent revisions, and over time, Yungu’s internal team became capable of independently
updating and expanding the course. It eventually evolved into a foundational Al training program
required for all staff (Yungu-specific and required for all).

Figure 9. Yungu’s Training Strategy Matrix
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To further tailor training delivery, core and mandatory courses were differentiated by teacher
cohorts—including new hires, junior teachers, lead instructors, and management—ensuring that
content addressed the distinct needs and professional stages of each group.

The four-quadrant model reflects a structured approach to managing inbound innovation.
Rather than relying exclusively on internal development or outsourcing, Yungu combines both
through what Chesbrough (2003) terms a coupled innovation strategy. According to
interviewees, this method has enabled the school to better allocate resources, engage external
expertise in a targeted way, and integrate new knowledge into a coherent professional
development system. Importantly, the process is experienced as iterative: external collaboration
often informs internal capacity building, while internal development priorities shape how future
partnerships are pursued and refined. This structured but adaptive approach illustrates how open
innovation principles can be operationalized within a school-based professional learning system.

From Research to Practice: Output-Driven Professional Development

School-based research has long been a core component of professional development in
Chinese public schools. However, reported by interviewees, such research is often compulsory
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and closely linked to promotion and financial incentives. The conventional approach often
prioritizes quantity and institutional recognition, with many teachers producing research papers
primarily to fulfill administrative requirements rather than from genuine academic inquiry or
professional curiosity (Gu & Wang, 2021).
An administrator highlighted the prevalent practices:

“In many schools, every teacher has to submit their research during the holidays,

and their achievements are tied to their salaries. For example, winning a third-

place research award at the district level comes with a specific cash reward,

second place earns more, and city-level awards bring even higher bonuses.

Because teachers’ salaries are relatively fixed, these financial incentives often

drive them to engage in research. But the problem is, once the research is done,

you can’t even find it anywhere—it’s static. After the paper is submitted, it’s

forgotten.”

In response to these limitations, Yungu deliberately designed its teacher research system to
move away from formulaic, extrinsically motivated approaches. Instead, administrators
emphasized the importance of intrinsic motivation and grounded inquiry, encouraging teachers to
engage in research out of a genuine desire to improve practice and solve real problems in their
classrooms.

To achieve this, Yungu focused on making research “alive” by creating a system in which
teachers are encouraged to conduct action research aimed at solving practical problems in their
daily classrooms. Teachers are also supported in engaging with research through a variety of
formats beyond traditional academic papers, including presentations, training sessions, social
media publications, and other interactive methods that foster problem solving, public visibility,
social interaction, and peer feedback. Rather than imposing strict guidelines or rigid
requirements, Yungu’s approach centers on cultivating a supportive environment that enables the
organic and dynamic development of ideas and innovation.

Interviewees described how this approach fosters a more organic and dynamic professional
culture. Teachers are supported through collaborative feedback, opportunities to present their
work in both internal and external forums, and a school environment that values continuous
improvement over compliance with rigid benchmarks. As one administrator explained:

“The ultimate goal is to help teachers solve real problems in their work. Research
should provide genuine value to them—it can’t just be something they do in
isolation. What they produce needs to be shareable, open to feedback, and
capable of further refinement.”

This reflects Yungu’s broader strategy of integrating professional development and teacher
research into a cyclical, output-driven process. Professional training serves as the starting point,
providing teachers with new pedagogical strategies and conceptual tools. These inputs are then
tested and adapted through classroom application, leading to the production of new insights,
practices, and resources that can be shared both within and beyond the school.
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Figure 10. Output-Driven Professional Development Model
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Interviewees reported that this approach improved teacher motivation by connecting
professional learning to tangible outcomes—such as improved classroom practice and peer
recognition—while also expanding dissemination beyond written reports to include socially
engaged formats like presentations, workshops, and collaborative exchanges. Teachers viewed
the opportunity to share their work as a key driver of ongoing engagement and intellectual risk-
taking. Rather than viewing professional development as a top-down obligation, many described
it as a self-reinforcing process tied to personal growth and collective advancement.

Moreover, by facilitating the outward flow of teacher-generated knowledge, Yungu
participates in a wider ecosystem of educational innovation. According to interviewees, external
dissemination—through training workshops, publications, and institutional collaborations—not
only amplifies the school’s impact, but also creates feedback loops that inform subsequent cycles
of teacher learning and school-level reflection. This reciprocal flow illustrates a coupled
innovation strategy in which professional development and research are mutually reinforcing and
responsive to both internal needs and external opportunities.

Mechanisms for Structuring Output and Fostering Open Innovation

Rather than relying solely on external networks or top-down mandates, the school has
aligned its internal professional development culture and routines with the demands of open
innovation. Mechanisms such as learning communities, internal sharing platforms, individualized
PD funding, and externally engaged PD weeks are designed to reduce organizational silos,
encourage horizontal collaboration, and provide flexible pathways for teachers to initiate and
lead learning efforts.

Learning Community Model

Teachers were encouraged to form self-organized research teams focused on shared topics of
interest. As one administrator explained:

90



"This approach has become particularly popular at Yungu because it empowers
teachers by allowing them to form their own teams. Teachers get excited about
collaborating with colleagues they might not normally interact with and focusing
on a topic for sustained research."

Research topics have ranged from educational drama and developmental psychology to
Making Thinking Visible tools®. Reportedly, research outcomes increasingly feed directly back
into daily teaching practice, generating new project ideas and enriching summer training
sessions. Looking ahead, they plan to better align with the school’s strategic priorities; as one
leader explained, “Next year, we’ll open up some of the school’s key issues for teachers to claim
as research topics, forming teams to tackle these challenges.” By gradually integrating
organizational goals into teacher-driven research initiatives, Yungu ensures a balance between
personal autonomy and collective advancement, further reinforcing its coupled open innovation
process.

Internal Sharing Platform: Zhihui Yunji (A Convergence of Wisdom)

This platform provided a stage for teachers to present their expertise and research outcomes.
As an administrator described:

"If a teacher feels they have developed expertise in a certain area, they can share
it through this platform. While it primarily serves as an outlet for research, it also
becomes a learning opportunity for other teachers."

Through this mechanism, Yungu supports peer learning, fosters cross-pollination of ideas,
and identifies emerging talent within the school, thereby creating internal knowledge flows that
mirror the principles of open innovation. A teacher shared personal perspective of the platform:

“We have a PD program that leverages local resources. Our colleagues run
workshops and share their learning outcomes, often in the form of discussions
and idea exchanges. I think this is a good way to promote peer learning. This
approach isn’t common in many schools, where they might only highlight one or
two exemplary teachers for others to learn from, but the frequency and
complexity of such learning interactions are often limited... You can see how
certain methods or strategies have been applied to help someone achieve their
research goals or personal objectives, which in turn serves as positive motivation
and creates a healthy learning cycle for everyone.”

This reflection underscores how Zhihui Yunji not only facilitates knowledge dissemination
but also strengthens the connection between theory and practice. By encouraging frequent,
multidimensional interactions among teachers, the platform supports an active peer learning
culture, which contributes to ongoing professional development and the maintenance of an open
innovation environment.

9 Making Thinking Visible is a set of tools developed by Project Zero at Harvard University designed to guide
learners’ thinking processes and promote active engagement by making their thinking visible.
https://pz.harvard.edu/projects/visible-thinking.
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PD Fund

Yungu offered teachers annual financial support to pursue diverse learning opportunities both
locally and abroad, with the flexibility to accumulate the funds over time. As an administrator
shared:

"A teacher told me he wanted to visit schools in Yunnan during the summer. He
was curious about how educational innovation is happening in resource-poor
areas. [ encouraged him to use the PD Fund for his trip."

The PD Fund was not restricted to formal educational activities. Instead, it supports a wide
range of professional and personal development experiences, reflecting Yungu's recognition that
diverse exposures enrich teaching practices and strengthen innovation capacity. The impact of
this mechanism was further highlighted by a teacher's reflection:

“The PD fund ... allows teachers to independently pursue specific projects or
topics they want to explore further. This gives teachers a lot of autonomy to
choose what they are genuinely interested in researching. When the teacher
initiates the learning process themselves, rather than it being driven by an
administrative requirement, the learning tends to be more in-depth and
meaningful, rather than just completing a task for the sake of assessment.”

This perspective underscores the fundamental purpose of the PD Fund: by empowering
teachers to take ownership of their professional growth, the fund helped foster intrinsic
motivation and deeper engagement. In doing so, it helped enhance the overall quality of
professional learning and contributes to an open innovation environment where individualized
exploration and self-directed research are actively encouraged.

Externally-Open PD Week

Expanding upon its internal professional development efforts, Yungu has institutionalized
outward-facing initiatives that create structured opportunities for external engagement. A key
example is the summer PD Week, which in 2024 brought together educators from over 40
schools across 13 provinces. Without leaving campus, Yungu teachers engaged with peers from
diverse contexts through a mix of expert-led and teacher-led workshops. These sessions allowed
Yungu staff not only to learn from external experts but also to present their own practices and
research, transforming them from participants into contributors in the broader professional
community.

Similarly, Yungu’s semester-based “Academic Week,” originally an internal PD event, has
been opened to the public. A recent event in 2024 was live-streamed via the school’s social
media platform, drawing over 100,000 viewers and extending the school’s reach to a national
audience.

These initiatives served multiple purposes accordingly to the interviewees. They create
pathways for outbound sharing of teacher-generated knowledge, support peer recognition, and
offer real-time feedback from a wider audience. One administrator explained the rationale:
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“By lowering the barrier to research and allowing teachers to approach it in ways
they enjoy and excel at, they not only gain more feedback but also feel more
empowered.”
Teachers also highlighted the benefits of frequent exposure to external perspectives. As one

described,

“We frequently have talks, lectures, and workshops led by experts, which I think
provide great opportunities for us to broaden our perspectives and engage in
cross-disciplinary exchanges.”

The openness and inclusivity of these opportunities were also noted. A teacher emphasized,

“Any teacher, if they want to further develop or advance in a certain area, has the
same opportunities available to them. There is no discrimination or limitation in
this regard.”

Administrators observed that such external-facing activities have increased the visibility of
Yungu’s work. As a result, teachers were frequently invited to present at national conferences
and lead external workshops—opportunities the school can now selectively pursue. Reportedly,
these forms of dissemination helped contribute not only to Yungu’s public presence but also to
teachers’ professional confidence and continued motivation.

These routines reflect an intentional effort to cultivate the internal conditions needed for open
innovation to take root—moving beyond partnerships alone to build the absorptive capacity of
the organization. As highlighted in the literature, barriers to innovation in schools are often
internal: without supportive cultures, aligned routines, and mechanisms for sharing and iterating
on ideas, externally inspired innovations may struggle to gain traction (Chesbrough, 2023;
Pietsch et al., 2024). In Yungu'’s case, interview data suggest that its internally structured
professional development system plays a key role in enabling teachers to translate external ideas
into practice, generate outputs based on their own work, and contribute to a broader cycle of
organizational learning. While challenges remain, these mechanisms offer an example of how
schools might address internal constraints and more effectively engage with open innovation.

Transferability of Yungu Practices and Processes to Other Educational
Contexts

The transferability of Yungu’s practices to other educational settings emerged as a layered
theme. The findings in this section are drawn from focus group interviews with educators from
other schools who participated in Yungu’s Summer PD Workshop. The participants were
primarily school administrators from both public and private schools, representing different
provinces and cities with varying economic conditions. Despite this diversity, their schools were
typically highly reputable and well-regarded within their local contexts. The participants valued
the opportunity to visit Yungu not only for the chance to observe diverse practices and engage in
professional exchange, but also because they viewed Yungu as one of the most innovative
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schools in China—approaching the experience with what many described as a sense of
“pilgrimage.” This perspective should be considered when reading their responses.

While all participants expressed that there were valuable elements of Yungu they could
adapt, they reported that the extent of this transferability was shaped by the local educational
environment, institutional constraints, and broader policy context.

Transferability of Yungu Practices

Culture and educational philosophy: A Source of Inspiration

Participants reported that Yungu’s distinctive educational philosophy and school culture had
potential for transferability. They were impressed by what one described as Yungu’s identity as
“a gathering of idealists”—a culture characterized by openness, individuality, a strong
commitment to student-centered learning, and an emphasis on developing students’ overall
competencies rather than merely imparting factual knowledge.

Although no students were present on campus during the summer workshops, visitors formed
impressions through their observations of the physical environment and their interactions with
Yungu teachers. As one educator described, “as I entered, it felt more like a studio...
Everywhere on campus, you can see things made by the students themselves,” underscoring the
school’s emphasis on creativity, student agency, and authentic expression over polished
perfection. Such observations conveyed to visitors that Yungu’s environment not only reflects
but actively embodies its educational philosophy.

For the visiting educators, this cultural foundation was particularly motivational in two ways.
First, it modeled a collaborative, team-based ethos that stood in contrast to more individualistic
or hierarchical school cultures. Participants repeatedly noted how Yungu teachers worked in
teams to deliver workshops and emphasized the collective nature of their learning. As one
participant observed, “team culture is deeply embedded... the idea that 1+1>2,” highlighting
how collective innovation and mutual support are cornerstones of Yungu’s operations.

Second, the focus on continuous growth and learning extended beyond students to teachers.
As one educator from a third-tier city!” reflected, “When we go back, we need to think about
how to ignite that energy in our teachers... Fundamentally, no matter what degree someone has,
a school should be a place of growth—for both students and teachers.”

Importantly, participants perceived these cultural and philosophical elements as transferable
in principle, regardless of local economic conditions, though they acknowledged that successful
implementation would require careful adaptation to the local context. The emphasis on fostering
a growth mindset among teachers, building collaborative teams, and creating a culture of

10 China’s city tier system is an unofficial but widely used classification that ranks cities based on factors such as
population size, economic development, infrastructure, and administrative status. First-tier cities—such as Beijing
and Shanghai—are considered the most developed, while third- and fourth-tier cities tend to be less affluent and
have more limited access to resources and opportunities (Zhang, 2020).
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creativity and experimentation were seen as aspirations that could lead to meaningful change in
diverse educational settings.

Incremental transferability: Small-scale practices and training approaches

Many participants emphasized the value of small-scale, concrete practices that could be
readily integrated into their own schools. Examples included student-centered displays, creative
classroom decorations, three-minute speeches!!, and participatory training formats. One educator
remarked, “The ‘Principal’s Afternoon Tea’... small practices could be quickly implemented,”
underscoring the appeal of approachable, low-risk innovations. Participants also highlighted
scaffolding and visualization tools designed to “make thinking visible,” which they viewed as
practical and accessible strategies for enhancing student learning and engagement in the
classroom.

Several participants commented on the distinctive value of Yungu’s immersive and
experiential approach to professional development. They described this “fully participatory”
training as sharply contrasting with the more conventional knowledge-transfer models they were
familiar with, which often relied on passive activities such as watching videos followed by
discussion and were described as “exploratory but not experiential.” The hands-on, collaborative
nature of the training at Yungu was seen as “incredibly inspiring” and a promising way to enrich
teacher professional development in their own contexts.

This incremental approach to transfer aligns with the concept of organizational exploitation
(March, 1991), in which schools prioritize the adaptation and refinement of existing routines to
achieve gradual improvements without fundamentally disrupting their core institutional goals.
Such small-scale practices allow schools to experiment, build capacity, and generate early wins,
which can in turn create momentum for deeper, longer-term change. While these practices may
not immediately transform the broader educational system, they represent important first steps in
cultivating a more reflective, adaptive, and innovative school culture.

Project-Based Learning as a Lever for Reform

Interviewees felt that PBL was a particularly promising area for transfer, especially due to its
strong alignment with China’s ongoing national curriculum reform. The most recent National
Curriculum Standards mandate that each course dedicate no less than 10% of instructional time
to implementing transdisciplinary learning!>—an approach that PBL and TL are well positioned
to deliver. In some economically advanced regions, such as Shanghai, schools have been
experimenting with PBL for years, developing local expertise and institutional capacity. As one
educator from such a region noted, “Because we had already built a certain level of capacity

' One of the summer professional development sessions focused on the “three-minute speech,” a technique
designed to develop public speaking skills within a limited timeframe. This technique is applicable to both teachers
and students.

12 http://www.jyb.cn/rmtzgjyb/202311/t20231103 2111112152 html.
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beforehand, when the wider rollout happened, we were able to implement it directly and
seamlessly.” These participants came to Yungu to deepen their understanding of PBL and
explore Yungu’s distinctive methods and tools.

In contrast, participants from less economically advantaged areas often encountered the idea
of TL for the first time through the national curriculum documents and were only beginning to
explore how it could be implemented in their schools. Several educators specifically came to
Yungu with the goal of learning how to design and deliver PBL effectively. For these schools,
Yungu’s structured use of PBL resources—such as design cards and the seven-step design
process—provided a concrete framework to translate abstract reform mandates into classroom
practice. As one participant put it, “We’re looking to leverage project-based learning as a means
to drive forward our curriculum reform efforts.”

Despite the widespread enthusiasm for PBL, participants also recognized that its
transferability was incremental and highly contingent on local capacity. For many schools,
particularly those in under-resourced areas, limited expertise, lack of prior experience, and scarce
opportunities for expert-led training posed significant barriers to implementation. Nevertheless,
the visit to Yungu functioned as an inbound open innovation channel (Chesbrough, 2003),
exposing visiting educators to new pedagogical tools and processes that they could adapt and
experiment within their own contexts.

The adoption of PBL also reflects a hybrid dynamic of exploitation and exploration. On one
hand, schools are responding to external policy pressures—exploiting the momentum created by
curriculum mandates to introduce modest changes. On the other hand, the shift toward PBL also
opens up opportunities for exploration, requiring schools to experiment with new pedagogical
designs, interdisciplinary approaches, and collaborative learning approachs that may
significantly reshape classroom practice. However, the extent to which PBL becomes a genuine
lever for systemic reform will depend on schools’ capacity to move beyond surface-level
adoption, and will take longer to assess.

Challenges and limits to transferability

Despite participants’ enthusiasm for Yungu’s innovative practices, they were keenly aware of
the substantial challenges involved in applying these approaches within their own schools. While
many saw opportunities for incremental change, they tended to focus on adopting peripheral or
“add-on” elements—such as classroom decorations or extracurricular activities—rather than
pursuing deeper, systemic transformation. This reflects a combination of structural, contextual,
and psychological barriers that together shape schools’ capacity and willingness to innovate.

Structural Challenges

A reported central structural barrier is the intense exam pressure faced by schools across
China, particularly surrounding high school entrance exams. As one educator put it, “The
pressure from high school entrance exams is so intense that it feels like we can barely breathe.”
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In this context, small adjustments were seen as acceptable, but more ambitious reforms were
viewed as high-risk ventures that could jeopardize academic outcomes. As one participant
explained, “We can’t afford to take big risks... once our school becomes strong enough, we’ll
definitely head in this direction.” For many schools, reputation hinges not just on overall student
placement but specifically on the proportion admitted to “key point” high schools—selective
institutions known for enrolling top scorers and achieving strong university outcomes. For
example, one school reported increasing its key point admission rate from 32% to 38% over the
past year, a success that paradoxically intensified the pressure to preserve, rather than innovate
upon, existing practices.

Other structural constraints further limit schools’ ability to adopt student-centered and
exploratory approaches. Class size was a major concern, with public schools typically reporting
40-50 students per class and private schools 30—40. Teachers across both sectors emphasized the
difficulty of providing individualized support or implementing hands-on, project-based learning
in such crowded classrooms.

Time constraints compound these challenges: students, particularly in economically less
advantaged areas, often endure grueling schedules. As one educator described, “Our students
start at 6 a.m. and go until 10 or 11 p.m., with weekends packed with assignments... our students
barely have 10 minutes between classes and are fully scheduled without any personal time,
leaving little room for project-based work.”

This demanding schedule also constrained teachers’ time and energy, leaving little room for
reflection, collaboration, or the kind of experimentation required to support meaningful
pedagogical innovation. These conditions not only limited opportunities for experiential learning,
but also reflected systemic pressures that prioritize test preparation over holistic development—
making innovation difficult to implement without broader structural reforms.

Contextual Constraints

These structural barriers are closely tied to local conditions in the surrounding education
system. As one participant explained, “The region and city we’re in impose certain limitations.
We need to align with local characteristics and adapt our practices to suit the local context.”
Educators often spoke about the competitive pressure they face, describing what one called the
“catfish effect”—a constant push for short-term academic results driven by nearby schools’ focus
on test scores and rankings.

This competitive context produces what another educator described as a “controlled
flexibility”’: some schools have cautiously begun to relax their approach by, for example,
allowing students to self-study during evening hours instead of providing more direct instruction,
or contemplating first steps towards integrating hands-on learning through conducting
experiments in science classes. Several participants articulated a strategic pathway toward future
exploration, envisioning a gradual recalibration of institutional goals. As one participant
suggested, schools might move from striving to be the number one performer in their local area
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to aiming for a top-three position, thus creating space for more experimentation and risk-taking.
Yet overall, these efforts remained tentative and tightly bounded by the imperative to maintain
academic performance.

Psychological Barriers

At the heart of these structural and contextual dynamics lies a psychological barrier: fear.
Fear operates as a hidden but pervasive constraint, amplifying risk aversion, reinforcing
institutional inertia, and narrowing schools’ capacity for innovation (Kelchtermans, 2005; Fullan,
2007). Educators articulated a deep anxiety about jeopardizing hard-earned reputations,
alienating parents, or inviting criticism from local authorities. This fear acts as a brake on
experimentation, constraining the range of pedagogical strategies schools are willing to pursue
and reinforcing a default to familiar, historically “safe” practices. Importantly, fear does not
merely block new initiatives; it embeds inertia within the organization, making it difficult even
to question existing routines or imagine alternatives. As one participant candidly admitted,
“We’re gradually relaxing our approach, but we can’t relax too much because we need to hold
our ground within our competitive circle before trying anything experimental.”

Notably, many educators expressed interest in understanding how Yungu balanced
innovation with academic rigor. They were eager to learn how the school achieves robust
learning outcomes while simultaneously advancing creative, student-centered, and competency-
based approaches—viewing this as essential for guiding meaningful transfer and for dispelling
the common perception that innovation inevitably comes at the expense of academic
performance. As Yungu continues to refine its own approach to striking this balance, its ability
to demonstrate consistently recognized learning outcomes may be encouraging for other schools
pursuing educational reforms.

The interplay between structural and contextual challenges illustrates why innovations like
those at Yungu are not easily transferable. While open innovation processes allow schools to
access new ideas, the extent to which these can be implemented depends on a school’s internal
adaptive capacity—its ability to navigate local pressures, reallocate resources, and shift internal
priorities. Without addressing the underlying conditions of competition, accountability, and
resource constraint, the promise of deep pedagogical reform risks remaining largely symbolic.
Sustainable transfer requires not only importing practices but also cultivating the structural
flexibility and contextual readiness to allow these practices to take root and thrive.

In addition, while exploitation involves refining and extending existing competencies,
exploration requires experimentation with new alternatives—a process inherently fraught with
uncertainty and potential failure. As organizational scholars (Weick & Westley, 1996) have
argued, fear of failure, loss of control, or reputational damage can significantly inhibit
exploration, locking organizations into familiar routines even when opportunities for learning
and adaptation exist. In the case of these schools, structural and contextual pressures feed into
psychological dynamics that reinforce risk aversion, creating a self-reinforcing cycle where the
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very innovations that might strengthen long-term outcomes are sidelined in favor of short-term
stability (Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996).

Given this, schools may struggle to move from surface-level adaptations to organizational
learning. As discussed in Chapter 4, Yungu’s integration of an entrepreneurial mindset—
emphasizing iteration, openness to feedback, and acceptance of mistakes—has helped lay the
foundation for an innovation-oriented culture. Practical innovation thus requires not only
resources and policy reforms but also shifts in mindset—supporting schools and educators to
view experimentation not as a threat to stability, but as a necessary pathway to long-term
adaptability and success.

Teacher Mobility and Demographic Decline in Rural Schools

While structural and contextual challenges are present across diverse educational settings,
some barriers are particularly acute in rural schools. Two prominent challenges are high teacher
mobility and declining student enrollment, both of which significantly undermine the capacity of
rural schools to engage in sustained innovation.

One rural school included in the study, designated a “curriculum reform experimental
school” by the MOE in recognition of its achievements in promoting holistic education, has a
faculty of approximately 30—40 teachers; however, over the past six years, the school has seen 42
key teachers leave their positions. As a result, the current teaching staff is notably young, with
educators in their thirties already regarded as senior. This rapid pace of teacher turnover creates
serious challenges for implementing curriculum reforms, as many new teachers are still
mastering basic classroom management and lack the pedagogical grounding needed to engage
with new instructional approaches. Even when the school forms partnerships with Yungu and
sends motivated teachers for professional development, these efforts often have limited long-
term impact, as many teachers leave soon after the summer training. Consequently, the school is
left with a persistent shortage of qualified and experienced staff, impeding its capacity for
school-wide improvement.

The problem is not only the loss of teachers, but also the declining levels of engagement
among those who remain. Despite no apparent differences in salary or formal benefits between
urban and rural schools in the region, rural schools struggle to attract and retain talent. Teachers
from outside the area often prefer to return to their home counties, and those who remain
frequently report low morale. This often leads to what is described locally as a “lie flat™ attitude,
in which teachers focus narrowly on completing their assigned duties while avoiding additional
responsibilities or school-wide initiatives. As a result, when collaborative projects or innovations
need to be advanced, only a small number of individuals are willing to take on the work, leaving
schools in a cycle of over-reliance on a few individuals with limited time and experience. This
pattern not only stalls innovation but also increases burnout and turnover, further compounding
the problem.
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In addition to staffing challenges, rural schools are facing an emerging demographic crisis.
While student enrollment in the case school is currently stable, school leaders anticipate a
significant decline in the coming years. At present, there are approximately 50-60 students per
grade, a number that supports small class sizes conducive to hands-on and personalized learning.
However, administrators project that within three years, enrollment will fall to just 20-30
students per grade. This trend reflects broader national patterns of urbanization and demographic
decline in China, which threaten the long-term viability of rural schools and amplify concerns
about resource allocation, staffing, and educational opportunity.

The intertwined challenges of high teacher mobility and declining student populations
highlight the organizational fragility of rural schools in times of change. Organizational learning
literature emphasizes that the successful adoption of innovation requires both the stability of key
personnel and the accumulation of institutional knowledge over time (Weick & Westley, 1996).
In environments marked by constant staff turnover, however, schools struggle to build the shared
understandings, trust, and professional capacity necessary for sustained exploration. Moreover,
the looming demographic decline adds an additional layer of uncertainty, reducing schools’
incentives to invest in long-term improvement. Addressing these challenges will require not only
targeted teacher retention policies and support for rural educators, but also proactive strategies to
adapt to shifting demographic realities.

Conclusion

This chapter examined how Yungu School’s professional development system functions as a
platform for open innovation in education and considered constraints educators reported to
adopting and adapting Yungu’s approaches in their own schools. Rooted in the national tradition
of school-based teaching research (fi A~ZHT), Yungu preserves foundational practices while
reimagining them through the lens of innovation. Rather than treating professional learning as a
compliance-oriented routine, Yungu developed a system where inputs and teacher-driven
outputs—such as research, training, and dissemination—are integrated and mutually reinforcing.

A central insight is that open innovation at Yungu appears to depend not only on access to
external ideas but also on the presence of internal cultures, leadership routines, and institutional
structures that support the absorption and application of new knowledge. Yungu’s process is
grounded in promoting collaborative inquiry, peer learning, and teacher-led experimentation
within a coherent institutional framework.

The chapter also highlights the limitations and conditions of transfer. While educators from
diverse school types and regions found Yungu’s philosophy, team-based culture, and practical
tools such as project-based learning to be especially compelling, they noted that broader systemic
adoption was constrained by structural, contextual, and psychological barriers—including exam
pressures, time scarcity, teacher turnover, and a pervasive fear of failure.
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Another key insight concerns professional networks and cross-school alliances. Yungu’s role
as a hub of open innovation—offering its knowledge to others while learning from them —
supports a broader ecosystem of mutual learning and adaptation. Such networks help reduce
isolation, provide practical guidance, and build the relational infrastructure needed for
sustainable change (Chesbrough & Bogers, 2014).

These knowledge flows are not unidirectional. Yungu’s teachers also benefit from sharing
their work with external audiences, which strengthens their professional identity and deepens
their engagement with educational reform. Many see themselves as contributors to a larger
national movement—an outlook that reinforces motivation and collective purpose within the
school.

101



Chapter 7. Discussion and Policy Recommendations

Educational innovation in the 21st century is essential but challenging, as the traditions and
policies in education can both support and obstruct progress.

The purpose of this qualitative case study has been to investigate how Yungu conceptualizes
innovation, implements novel practices, and navigates both opportunities and constraints shaped
by China’s evolving education policies. This inquiry was driven by three interconnected research
questions:

1. What cultural frameworks exist at the school, and how does their interplay shape its
pursuit of innovation?

2. How does the school balance building on established practices while experimenting with
new approaches in curriculum, pedagogy, and technology — and what organizational or
contextual factors shape these decisions?

3. What mechanisms, networks, and partnerships do Yungu employ to support innovation,
and to what extent are these practices and processes transferable to other educational contexts?

Through investigating these questions, this case study examines how one school balanced
tradition and experimentation in their pursuit of innovation, using its organizational culture,
professional development initiatives, and curriculum design as illustrative examples. The
school’s culture integrated entrepreneurial traits from its tech-sector roots with traditional
educational values; in doing so, the school balanced exploiting existing practices—such as
adhering to China’s national curriculum—with exploration through transdisciplinary learning,
competency-based education, and technology-driven instructional methods. Its professional
development leveraged internal expertise and external partnerships for continuous learning, and
they shared practices with the broader educational community. While interviewees saw their
approach as partially transferable, systemic constraints like exam pressures and resource gaps
highlight the challenges of scaling innovation across educational contexts in China.

In this concluding chapter, I bring together a discussion of my findings in light of the
conceptual framework and existing research, then provide recommendations for policymakers
and educators. I close with a discussion of the study’s limitations, and a call for future research.

Cultural Hybridization and Innovation Capacity

As described in Chapter 4, Yungu’s school culture was a unique mix of entrepreneurial
culture characterized by opportunity-seeking, risk-taking, experimentation and rapid iteration,
and flat management and educational culture characterized by care, patience, relational work,
prioritizing developmental appropriateness and collective well-being over speed or efficiency.
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Yungu'’s culture can be understood through March’s (1991) mutual learning model, which
captures the dynamic relationship between individual beliefs and organizational codes. As noted
in Chapter 4, organizational codes are the collective knowledge, norms, and procedures that
guide behavior within an organization; they are not identical to organizational culture, but
closely related. While organizational culture encompasses deeper shared values and assumptions,
the organizational code is more operational, referring to the formal and informal rules that shape
how work is done (Levitt & March, 1988; Schein, 2010). In March’s model, individuals
continuously update their beliefs through socialization into the organizational code, while the
code itself evolves by learning from individuals whose insights better reflect external realities.
This two-way learning process enables organizations to adapt over time.

At Yungu, this dynamic is visible in how practices rooted in its entrepreneurial origins—such
as brainstorming, co-creation, iterative problem-solving, and structured review and reflection—
have become embedded as core organizational codes. Research suggests that these characteristics
are more likely to support experimentation and learning from failure (Khazanchi et al., 2007,
Fullan, 2010). Initially introduced by founding members with corporate backgrounds, these ways
of working gradually evolved from informal rules into shared routines and expectations. Over
time, they shaped not only how decisions were made and problems addressed, but also the
vocabulary and mindset through which educators engaged with change. Terms like “iteration,”
“co-creation,” and “review and reflection” became common parlance among staff, signaling their
internalization as norms rather than temporary experiments. These practices now structure
everything from curriculum development to professional learning, laying the procedural
foundation for Yungu’s innovation-driven culture. In this way, the school’s organizational code
was not simply handed down from leadership but co-constructed through the mutual learning of
individuals and the institution—where entrepreneurial beliefs and educational values converged
and stabilized into everyday practice.

A particularly important insight from March’s model is the value of heterogeneous learning
rates—that is, differences in how quickly individuals adopt and internalize organizational norms.
March’s simulations show that organizational learning is not always a uniformly beneficial
process (March, 1991). When all individuals learn too quickly from the organizational code, they
converge rapidly on existing norms, reducing diversity of beliefs and limiting the organization’s
capacity to explore alternatives (March, 1991). By contrast, when some individuals learn more
slowly, they help preserve variation in ideas and approaches, which creates opportunities for the
organizational code to evolve in ways that better reflect external challenges.

As discussed in Chapter 4, heterogeneous learning rates at Yungu could be seen in the
interactions between educators with differing orientations—some more traditional and stability-
focused, others more entrepreneurial and experimentation-driven. This cultural diversity often
created friction, but also served as a productive source of balance. For instance, the patience and
caution of more traditionally minded educators sometimes prompted entrepreneurial leaders to
slow down and reconsider the enduring value of relational trust, developmental appropriateness,
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and professional care. Rather than being marginalized, these perspectives were integrated into
the evolving organizational culture. While this negotiation process was not always efficient,
interviewees noted that it ultimately enhanced the school’s adaptive capacity—ensuring that
innovation was not only bold but also grounded, reflective, and responsive to diverse internal
voices.

These findings contribute to the literature in several ways. First, Yungu offers an empirical
example of how cultural hybridity—the blending and evolution of entrepreneurial and
educational cultural frameworks—can enable innovation without requiring radical disruption.
This extends the work of scholars like Fullan (2010) by showing that meaningful change can be
achieved through cultural integration and gradual adaptation. Second, it demonstrates how
mutual learning dynamics operate in educational settings by showing how schools can
institutionalize innovation through two-way learning processes between individuals and
organizational norms. At Yungu, this occurs not only through structured professional
development but also through active contributions from teachers and staff with diverse
professional backgrounds and roles. Individuals learn from shared frameworks and values, while
the organization evolves by incorporating their insights, experiments, and feedback—allowing
innovation to emerge as a collaborative and adaptive process rather than a top-down mandate.
Third, ambidexterity literature often assumes that rapid individual learning and convergence on
best practices support the integration of exploration and exploitation (Tushman & O’Reilly,
1996; Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004). However, March (1991) cautions that overly fast learning
can reduce belief diversity and hinder innovation. Yungu’s experience supports this view: by
deliberately maintaining diverse pedagogical perspectives and allowing for varied learning
trajectories, the school avoids premature convergence and sustains its innovative capacity.

Overall, Yungu’s experience underscores that culture is not simply a backdrop for innovation
but an active and evolving force that shapes, enables, and constrains it. By weaving together an
entrepreneurial mindset, adaptive leadership, and mutual learning processes, Yungu provides an
example of how ambidexterity, learning, and change may interact in schools, offering insights
for further study.

Balancing exploration and exploitation

Yungu provides an example of organizational ambidexterity by actively pursuing
exploration—through novel pedagogical practices, project-based learning, and competency-
based education—while simultaneously exploiting more traditional educational practices.
Importantly, this balance is not static but cyclical and mutually reinforcing. Insights gained from
Yungu’s exploratory efforts were codified into formal systems, transforming initial
experimentation into codified practice.

Most organizations struggle to balance exploitation and exploration effectively (March,
1991; O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013). In particular, schools operating under the pressures of high-
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stakes standardized exams often prioritize exploitation—refining existing practices to secure
short-term gains on assessments and protect institutional reputation (Berliner, 2011; Fullan,
2007). This tendency can come at the expense of long-term adaptability and innovation
(Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996). The desire to maintain status and competitive standing among
“reputable” schools further discourages experimentation and systemic innovation (Mehta & Fine,
2019). Without a sustained commitment to cultivating students’ long-term competencies and
adaptability—and with a narrow focus on maximizing high school admission outcomes—it
becomes exceedingly difficult for schools to shift from exploitation toward exploration, let alone
sustain meaningful, system-wide innovation.

Yungu School illustrates a case of balancing exploration and exploitation by embedding
contextual ambidexterity across multiple levels of the organization, defined by Gibson and
Birkinshaw (2004) as the ability of individuals within the same unit to achieve both alignment
(exploitation) and adaptability (exploration) through self-regulation and informed judgment.

Yungu’s broader innovation efforts reflect contextual ambidexterity by cultivating a work
environment that empowers educators to navigate competing demands autonomously. Teachers
are encouraged to experiment with diverse pedagogical strategies—such as PBL, TL, and
student-led inquiry—while remaining accountable to national curriculum standards and high-
stakes exam expectations. This requires ongoing judgment and adaptability at the individual
level.

The school’s organizational culture and expectations reportedly play a central role in
supporting this form of distributed agency. While professional development offers structured
opportunities for reflection, collaboration, and capacity-building, it complements the cultural
norms that position innovation as a shared responsibility. Interviewees consistently described
innovation not as a top-down mandate but as something embedded in daily routines and
decision-making. In this way, Yungu’s approach reflects a work environment where teacher
agency is not only enabled but expected, aligning closely with Gibson and Birkinshaw’s (2004)
vision of empowered and ambidextrous organizational contexts.

Yungu’s approach to technology integration highlights an important insight: in an
innovation-driven culture, educators exercised discretion and caution when engaging with
emerging Al technologies, underscoring that innovation should not be equated with technology
alone. Technological innovation in education is not merely a matter of access or infrastructure—
it also involves deeper questions of philosophy, values, and pedagogy.

While Yungu intentionally pursued innovation, their strong focus on exploration also had
some downsides. As discussed in Chapter 4, individual educators reported feeling “innovation
fatigue” by the demands of implementing novel practices, particularly when adapting numerous
exogenous approaches to fit their cultural and organizational context. Many teachers also
expressed a desire for clearer guidance on priorities, more explicit definitions of what constitutes
“success” in innovation, and a greater emphasis on consolidation and refinement (“exploitation’)
rather than constant experimentation (“exploration’).
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In addition to these internal challenges, systemic constraints created barriers for Yungu’s
approach—most notably the pervasive influence of high-stakes standardized exams and the
absence of national competency standards in China. Furthermore, part of Yungu’s flexibility to
innovate comes from its ability to “bypass” the pressures of the National College Entrance
Examination by preparing many of its high school graduates for overseas study. However,
shifting global dynamics and an increasingly conservative international climate have raised
concerns among parents about the long-term cost-effectiveness and viability of sending their
children abroad, adding another layer of uncertainty to the school’s innovation trajectory.

Nevertheless, Yungu’s experience contributes to the literature in several ways. First, it offers
an empirical case of contextual ambidexterity in a K—12 educational setting within a non-
Western, policy-constrained context—an area where research remains relatively limited. It
enriches our understanding of how schools can pursue innovation without sacrificing core
functions, even under tight regulatory and cultural constraints.

Second, Yungu demonstrated how systemic innovation coupled with individual agency can
operate in a school context. According to interviewees, Yungu’s distinctive school culture and
professional development systems were intended to support educators in exercising informed
judgment and taking initiative amid competing demands. Importantly, it also surfaces the
organizational and systemic constraints that shape these efforts, such as the risk of individual
overload, the need for clearer success criteria, and the challenge of maintaining these practices in
the face of regulatory pressures or shifting global conditions. Together, these insights contribute
to a more nuanced understanding of the boundaries and enabling conditions of contextual
ambidexterity in schools.

Third, Yungu illustrates how contextual ambidexterity can be diffused across organizational
levels. As discussed in Chapter 4 and 5, this included classroom teachers, mid-level
administrators, supporting staff, and senior leaders, rather than being concentrated solely at the
top or confined to specialized innovation units. This distributed form of ambidexterity
demonstrates how exploration and exploitation can become embedded in an organization,
moving beyond a leadership-level challenge to a collective, school-wide endeavor.

Overall, Yungu offers a compelling example of how ambidexterity can be enacted in
education, providing valuable lessons for both scholars and practitioners. By embedding the
balance between exploration and exploitation into its daily practices, professional development
systems, and organizational culture, this case study advances our understanding of how schools
can innovate from within, even under significant systemic and cultural constraints. At the same
time, it underscores the need for further research to explore the conditions, mechanisms, and
potential trade-offs that influence the effectiveness and sustainability of contextual ambidexterity
across diverse educational settings. As educational systems worldwide grapple with the dual
imperatives of stability and innovation, Yungu’s experience offers a timely and instructive model
for navigating this complex terrain.
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The role of open innovation networks

Yungu School’s innovation journey reveals the role that open innovation networks can play
in expanding capacity for experimentation, learning, and improvement. Consistent with
Chesbrough’s (2003, 2006, 2012) theory of open innovation, Yungu has moved beyond
traditional “closed” school improvement—which relies solely on internal resources and
expertise—to actively engaging with a diverse range of external partners. These include
universities, businesses, technology providers, peer schools, and international networks, all of
which contributed ideas, expertise, and resources that supported Yungu’s innovation goals, as
discussed in Chapter 6. What’s noteworthy is how Yungu uses open innovation to challenge and
extend internal practices—such as curriculum design, assessment methods, and professional
development—>by actively incorporating external expertise, tools, and collaborations. Yet open
innovation also carries risks: dependency on external partners, misalignment of goals, and
difficulties in scaling innovations all require deliberate coordination and boundary management
(Chesbrough & Bogers, 2014).

Yungu’s practices reflect three phases of open innovation. First, in line with inbound open
innovation, Yungu integrated external knowledge by drawing on international pedagogical
models such as PBL, TL, and CBE. It collaborated with universities, research organizations, and
global education networks to bring cutting-edge ideas into its curriculum and teaching practices.

Second, Yungu engaged in outbound open innovation by sharing its own practices and
innovations—such as its PBL, performance-based assessments, and curriculum designs—with
peer schools, educators, and policymakers. It did this through national conferences, workshops,
and publications, positioning itself as a knowledge producer that contributed actively to sector-
wide improvement.

Third, Yungu adopted a coupled process, combining inbound and outbound flows of
knowledge through strategic alliances and collaborative partnerships. According to interviewees,
this approach created shared value across networks by enabling Yungu not only to absorb and
adapt external innovations but also to co-develop new ideas with its partners. For example,
Yungu’s engagement with MTC, an international network of innovative schools, was not limited
to learning from MTC’s global community but also involved sharing its experiences and piloting
new assessment frameworks alongside other members. The coupled process can enable
organizations to move beyond one-way flows of knowledge, creating reciprocal, long-term
relationships where joint learning, experimentation, and innovation take place across
organizational boundaries (Enkel, Gassmann, & Chesbrough, 2009).

The findings from this case study highlight several important connections to and extensions
of the open innovation literature. First, consistent with Chesbrough’s (2023) observation that the
greatest challenges of open innovation are often internal, Yungu has not only forged external
partnerships but also built robust internal capacities to absorb, adapt, and operationalize external
knowledge. According to interviewees, the value of Yungu’s internal knowledge transfer system

107



lies in its output-oriented approach, which used collaboration with external stakeholders to
catalyze internal learning, motivate individual growth, and create a dynamic collective learning
environment. Professional development activities were not isolated exercises but were linked to
dissemination and external collaborations, giving teachers incentives to experiment, reflect, and
improve, while fostering a school-wide culture of learning.

Second, this case study illustrates the literature by showing how schools can become active
contributors to innovation networks, not just passive recipients of external ideas (Ahn, 2021).
Yungu promoted educational innovation nationally by opening its professional development
activities to outside educators, hosting national conferences, and forming informal alliances with
other schools. Internationally, its involvement with networks like MTC demonstrate how schools
can engage in bidirectional knowledge exchange, not only learning from but also contributing to
global conversations on educational change.

Third, Yungu’s experience illustrates an open innovation mindset in a school context—
marked by openness to external inputs, a willingness to share internal knowledge, and a
commitment to collaborative learning (Chesbrough & Bogers, 2014; Ahn, 2021). Yungu’s case
reinforces the insight that schools need external stimuli to break free from self-recursive routines
(Silver et al., 2019),

Overall, this case study contributes to the open innovation literature by offering an example
from the K—12 education sector in a non-Western context. It shows how schools can function as
open innovation hubs that integrate, adapt, and co-create knowledge across organizational
boundaries, while also highlighting the organizational challenges, cultural shifts, and internal
systems needed to make such networks effective. By illustrating the conversation beyond firms
and into schools, Yungu enriches our understanding of how open innovation can be harnessed
for social impact and educational transformation.

The Mutual Reinforcement of Culture, Ambidexterity, and Open Innovation

While the previous sections have analyzed Yungu School’s innovation practices through the
lenses of mutual learning model, ambidexterity, and open innovation separately, an important
insight from this study is that these three frameworks are not operating in isolation — rather,
they are interconnected and mutually reinforcing within Yungu’s innovation model. The
integrated framework developed in this dissertation provides a theoretical foundation for the
dynamic interplay between ambidexterity, open innovation, and organizational culture.

As discussed in Chapter 5, ambidexterity provided internal capacity for balance; Yungu
maintained a continuous cycle of exploration and exploitation, where experimentation and
adaptation drive the development of new practices, and functioning approaches are refined,
codified, and scaled across the school. This internal balancing mechanism is crucial, but on its
own it might eventually be limited by the organization’s bounded resources, expertise, or
perspectives (March, 1991).
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According to interviewees, this is how open innovation became an amplifying force at
Yungu. Through inbound knowledge flows, Yungu expanded its exploratory capacity by
accessing new ideas, methods, and tools from external collaborators. Through outbound flows,
Yungu shared its innovations outward, which might both contribute to sector-wide learning and
sharpen its own practices through reflection, articulation, and improvement. The coupled process
— where Yungu engages in joint experimentation, co-design, and mutual learning with external
partners — bridges external engagement with internal ambidexterity, creating a virtuous cycle in
which collaboration strengthens organizational learning and adaptability.

As interviewees noted, the school’s culture — characterized by openness, reflection,
psychological safety (the belief that one can take risks or make mistakes without fear of negative
consequences), and a shared commitment to educational purpose — lays the groundwork for
both exploration and experimentation internally and for an open innovation mindset externally.
Without such a culture, efforts at ambidexterity might collapse under risk aversion, and open
innovation partnerships could fail to gain meaningful traction (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013;
Chesbrough & Bogers, 2014). In this case study, culture served as both an enabler and an
integrator, weaving together the internal balancing of ambidexterity and the outward-facing
engagement of open innovation into a coherent and sustainable innovation system.

In these ways, Yungu provides an example of how a school might balance internal
adaptability with external engagement in educational innovation networks. While this
contributed to Yungu’s internal capacity for innovation and might magnify its external impact, it
also required careful stewardship. Interviewees reported having to balance openness with
coherence, protect staff from innovation fatigue, and develop the integrative capabilities needed
to align diverse initiatives with the school’s mission. These elements point to the potential utility
of innovation strategies in K—12 education that integrate robust internal balancing mechanisms,
active external collaboration, and a culture of continuous learning and openness.

Transferability of Yungu’s Innovation Practices

One question guiding this study was the extent to which Yungu’s innovation practices could
be transferred to other schools operating under different socio-cultural, institutional, or policy
conditions. Findings detailed in Chapter 6 are drawn primarily from interviews with educators
from schools outside Yungu who were seeking to learn from their approach. These interviewees
suggest that while schools may be able to adopt specific innovative pedagogical methods such as
PBL or transdisciplinary approaches — often as incremental responses to national curriculum
reform mandates — these surface-level changes may not be sufficient to drive deep and
sustainable innovation. What interviewees said distinguished Yungu was not only the presence
of novel practices, but the systemic design of an innovation-driven culture and capacity-building
infrastructure that enabled these practices to take root and evolve over time. This case study
makes a series of important points related to transferability:
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e Yungu staff felt that innovation was less about replicating isolated practices and more
about adopting a holistic approach that integrated cultural change, leadership alignment,
professional development, and open external engagement.

o Interviewees shared that Yungu’s educational philosophy and capacity-building
infrastructure — notably its peer learning networks and shared innovation vision — was
crucial in helping translate individual experimentation into organizational practice.

e Yungu staff felt that the culture of psychological safety, openness, and collective purpose
empowered them to experiment, adapt, and scale innovations across the school.

Based on these learnings, schools seeking to emulate Yungu’s practices may want to pay
careful attention to the enabling conditions that support innovation — such as organizational
culture, leadership support, teacher agency, collaborative norms, and external partnerships — in
addition to programmatic or pedagogical adoption. This echoes education literature that suggests
innovations cannot be simply replicated, but need the right conditions to take root (Fullan, 2007;
Coburn, 2003; Bryk et al., 2015; Elmore, 1996).

Finally, while structural conditions (such as regulatory flexibility or resource availability) do
appear to matter, Yungu’s case demonstrates that ambitious innovative approaches are possible
even in policy-constrained environments. This provides a promising direction for both
practitioners and scholars seeking to understand not just what innovations transfer, but how and
under what conditions they can meaningfully take hold across diverse educational systems.

The Role of Policy as Enabler and Constraint

The findings of this study highlight the role of public policy in shaping the conditions under
which schools like Yungu operate and innovate. While organizational factors such as
ambidexterity, open innovation, and culture drive much of the internal change process, the
external policy environment serves as both an enabler and a constraint that shapes the boundaries
of what schools can do, as mainly discussed in Chapter 5.

On the enabling side, China’s policies formally recognize the role of private education in the
national education system; policies such as the Promotion of Private Education Law (ER7ME(H
{e#t7£) explicitly secure and affirm the legal status, social value, and contributions of private
schools in expanding educational access, diversifying educational offerings, and supplementing
public provision. This formal recognition created space for private schools like Yungu to
innovate, attract talent, and pursue alternative pedagogy, positioning private education as a
central actor in China’s education arena.

Moreover, national-level reforms promoting “core competencies” and reducing excessive
academic burden (often referred to as the “double reduction” policy) have generated important
discursive and policy space for schools to explore student-centered pedagogies, new assessment
systems, and holistic learning environments. And the recent tightening of private education
regulation, which some interviewees viewed as a constraint, can be understood as an effort to
promote greater educational equity by curbing excessive privatization, reducing profit-seeking
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behavior, and narrowing opportunity gaps between elite private and public schools. For schools
like Yungu, which align their mission with broader public goals—such as eschewing selective
admissions and promoting equity—this fosters legitimacy and coherence with government
priorities.

However, the study also identifies policy-related constraints that interviewees felt limited
innovation potential at Yungu. Interviewees reported that rigid teaching schedules and
overloaded curricula often limit teachers’ ability to implement interdisciplinary or project-based
approaches. While national guidelines formally require time for integrated learning, Yungu’s
experience shows that textbooks and curriculum mandates still emphasize breadth over depth,
leaving little space for deep exploration or student-driven inquiry. To address this, Yungu
leveraged school-level autonomy and leadership support to create more flexible structures and
embed project-based learning into regular instructional time. High-stakes standardized exams
also shape school priorities and reinforce conservative expectations around academic
performance. Yungu still prepares students for required national assessments, but interviewees
noted that it has worked to balance these demands by prioritizing holistic student development
alongside academic achievement. Finally, the lack of concrete national guidance on
implementing competency-based education contributes to uncertainty and hesitation across the
system. Yungu responded to this gap by drawing on internal expertise and collaborative design
processes to develop its own competency frameworks, rubrics, and assessment tools—an
approach that may be difficult for schools with fewer resources or less institutional autonomy to
replicate. Future research could explore whether similar constraints have a pronounced impact on
schools with lower capacity or institutional autonomy, particularly in contexts where systemic
support for innovation is uneven.

The findings highlight a tension observed at Yungu: while external policy conditions set
broad boundaries, interviewees emphasized that the school’s ability to innovate depended
heavily on its internal capacity to adapt and respond. At Yungu, this capacity was reportedly
supported by strong leadership, professional development systems, and a culture of innovation,
which interviewees felt enabled the school to navigate policy constraints through creative
adaptation, local experimentation, and building legitimacy. These findings are specific to Yungu
and suggest areas for further exploration in other school contexts, particularly in those that are
less resourced.

Practical and Policy Recommendations

Drawing on the findings of this study and the integrated innovation framework developed,
this section offers recommendations for policymakers, school leaders, and educators seeking to
foster sustainable innovation in K—12 education.
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For Policymakers

Provide regulatory clarity while safeguarding local flexibility. Offer concrete, actionable
guidance on key priorities such as competency-based education, transdisciplinary learning, and
assessment reform. Rather than prescribing one-size-fits-all solutions, create policy frameworks
that define “what” needs to change at the system level while allowing schools to experiment with
“how” to deliver those changes in ways that fit their local contexts.

Consider recalibrating accountability systems to value innovation alongside academic
outcomes. While acknowledging the central role of standardized testing in China’s education
system, policymakers can take meaningful steps to broaden school accountability frameworks to
align with national priorities of innovation. This could include emphasizing schools' efforts to
foster creativity, transdisciplinary learning, or competency-based approaches in addition to
traditional metrics.

Invest in schools’ adaptive capacity, not just technical capacity. Recognize that innovation
depends not only on mandates but on schools’ ability to respond to them. Go beyond providing
resources or training for specific reforms by helping schools develop the adaptive capacity to
navigate change, manage uncertainty, and learn from experimentation. This may include
supporting leadership development, fostering peer-learning and open innovation networks,
encouraging partnerships to exchange and co-create innovative practices, and strengthening
schools’ ability to make sense of policy shifts and translate them into meaningful local action
aligned with their goals.

For School Leaders

Focus on designing enabling conditions, not just managing innovations. Instead of
concentrating narrowly on overseeing new programs or piloting pedagogical initiatives (e.g.,
PBL), prioritize building the systemic conditions — such as a culture of experimentation, robust
professional learning structures, and internal incentives — that can allow innovations to take
root. School leadership for innovation involves not only overseeing individual innovation
projects but also cultivating an organizational environment that enables ongoing experimentation
and improvement.

Foster distributed leadership through guided experimentation. Cultivate leadership and
agency at multiple levels—not only at the top, but also among middle leaders, team leads, and
teacher leaders. Yungu’s experience illustrates that innovation can take root when individual
agency is distributed across the organization, allowing experimentation and continuous
improvement to become part of everyday practice. To support this, school leaders can adopt a
guided experimentation approach: providing space for teams to try new ideas while grounding
their efforts in a shared mission, strategic priorities, and regular feedback. This helps align local
innovation with broader school goals, while also equipping individuals to navigate the tensions
between exploration and exploitation with informed judgment and initiative.
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Use open innovation strategically to expand internal capacity. Engage external partners (e.g.,
universities, NGOs, peer schools, professional networks) not just to import solutions, but to co-
create knowledge, build staff capabilities, and stretch organizational thinking. Select partnerships
that complement, challenge, and amplify the school’s internal innovation efforts.

Balance innovation with teacher capacity. Regularly assess the workload and demands
involved in implementing new practices. While innovation benefits from teacher initiative and
experimentation, it also requires time, energy, and emotional investment. School leaders should
create mechanisms to gather feedback on teacher capacity, adjust implementation timelines when
needed, and ensure adequate support and resources are in place. Protecting time for reflection,
collaboration, and recovery helps maintain motivation and prevents burnout—both of which are
essential for meaningful, long-term change.

Recognize the value of “slow adopters”. As March’s (1991) “distribution dilemma” suggests,
while slow learners play a critical role in preserving and improving organizational knowledge
over time, the benefits of that learning often accrue disproportionately to fast learners who more
quickly adapt to the improved code. School leaders should recognize the value of slower
adopters—not as barriers to innovation, but as contributors to organizational memory and
stability—and ensure that support structures are in place to engage and include them in the
innovation process.

For Teachers

Adopt an entrepreneurial mindset and start small: Engage in small, incremental
improvements within the classroom or team that reflect an innovative mindset. This can include
experimenting with new instructional strategies, adapting assessments to better reflect student
understanding, or using structured reflection to improve teaching and learning. Even within rigid
systems, small changes—when informed by student needs and shared within professional
communities—can build momentum for deeper instructional transformation over time.

Leverage peer and professional networks to amplify learning and innovation. As evidenced
at Yungu, engaging with both internal and external networks — including colleagues,
professional communities, and cross-school collaborations — can contribute to collective
learning. Sharing practices, exchanging ideas, and participating in joint problem-solving expand
the collective knowledge base beyond individual classrooms and foster teachers’ motivation to
experiment and improve their practice.

Integrate external knowledge into local practice through contextual adaptation. At Yungu,
teachers and administrators described how exposure to new ideas—whether through research,
professional exchanges, or peer networks—prompted reflection and adaptation rather than direct
adoption. Integrating external approaches into local practice often involved modifying them to
align with the school’s goals, student needs, and cultural context. These experiences suggest that
engaging with external knowledge can support innovation when combined with careful
consideration of how new practices fit the specific teaching and learning environment.
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Limitations and Future Research

While this study offers insights into the mechanisms and conditions that enable school
innovation, several limitations should be acknowledged. First, as a single case study of Yungu
School, the findings may have limited generalizability to other school contexts, particularly
public schools or less-resourced private schools operating under different institutional, cultural,
or policy conditions. Future research should explore comparative studies across diverse school
types, regions, and governance models to examine how innovation frameworks apply under
varying circumstances.

Second, this study relied primarily on qualitative data sources, including interviews,
observations, and document analysis. While these methods provided in-depth understanding of
organizational processes and perceptions, they may be limited by subjective interpretation and
informant bias. Future research could benefit from incorporating mixed-methods approaches that
combine qualitative insights with quantitative measures, such as student outcomes, teacher
professional growth metrics, or organizational performance indicators, to assess the impact of
innovation efforts more systematically.

Third, the study focused largely on the internal dynamics and external networks shaping
innovation but gave less attention to the perspectives of external stakeholders, such as education
authorities and community members. Given the importance of policy actors and local
communities in shaping schools’ innovation trajectories, future research should incorporate
multi-stakeholder perspectives to capture a fuller picture of the enablers and barriers to
innovation.

Conclusion

This dissertation examines the practices and challenges of one Chinese school as it worked to
innovate within the constraints of institutional, cultural, and policy environments. Yungu’s
experience, situated within the broader context of Chinese schooling, reflects the country’s
ongoing search to reconcile tradition and innovation, ambition and constraint, local context and
global aspiration. At a time when education systems worldwide face unprecedented challenges
— from rapid technological advances to evolving societal needs — the capacity to innovate is no
longer a luxury but a necessity.

One of the most urgent challenges facing China’s education system is that while innovation
thrives on doing — on experimentation, making, and real-world problem solving — the
dominant assessment regimes continue to prioritize writing, recall, and conformity (Zhao, 2014).
If schools are evaluated solely on test-based criteria, it risks stifling creativity, experimentation,
and ultimately, the very capacity for innovation they are increasingly expected to cultivate.

Innovation in education is not simply a matter of isolated programs or technical interventions
— it can be understood as a systemic and cultural capacity, rooted in the continuous and adaptive
pursuit of improvement. It is not only about exploration and radical change, but also about the
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disciplined work of exploitation: refining and optimizing existing practices, and at times,
preserving the very traditions that make us human—especially in an era shaped by artificial
intelligence. Crucially, innovation cannot thrive without openness — openness to new ideas,
partnerships, and cross-boundary learning creates the conditions for innovation to take root in
everyday educational practice.

Ultimately, this dissertation calls for a reimagining of educational innovation — not as a
static blueprint or technical fix, but as a living, systemic, and relational process anchored in
culture, leadership, networks, and policy.
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Appendix

Informed Consent Form_Interview HIEREH iR

Project Title I B & #K: A Case Study of Yungu 2 2 22 Z 1A 5%

Principal Investigator FEHFFLE:  Agnes Xiangzhen Wang T [7] H. awang@rand.org

You are being invited to participate in a research study conducted by Agnes Xiangzhen Wang,
a graduate student from Pardee RAND Graduate School. Your participation is voluntary, and you
can stop the interview at any time or skip any questions. You should ask the study team any
questions you have related to participating before agreeing to join the study.

EHIBIES S — DU A 2 AEs AR e i AT R B 52a N, Rf
SR TR ERMS 5 NRR, ANSS. £RES 5220, SRR
WA 52 5405 AR AT ] L,

Purpose of the Study:

The research study is my doctoral dissertation with the purpose of understanding how a newly
established private preK-12 school in China, Yungu School, is designed, assess the effectiveness
of its design and implementation of competency-based education as a learning organization model,
identify strategies that can be adopted by other schools, and propose solutions to overcome barriers
hindering broader implementation domestically and potentially internationally.

WF5T H 1

AWFFRILHIE LR, BAE T BB BOLK — TR AT 2 12 F R A R— R
FRCTE, PR IR RBE SEERCR, RBI ] AR A RCR SRS, IR 5
PR G AT ARAE N R A [ Bt o 21 R B

Your Role:

You are identified as a teacher/administrator/parent at Yungu School, and I would like to learn

what it has been like for you and others like you to work or have a child studying at Yungu. Your
perception and insights are valuable to this study.

GNIOpS RGN

TR E N BB PRI — R BIME BN R/, B WML Au e A0
B FAIEE TG =B TAFR NSRRI TAE SR AN E PIAE .

Study Procedures and risks:

If you agree to join the study, you will be asked to complete the following research procedures:

Your participation in the interview will last for 1 hour. This interview is also confidential. I
will not report or share any information you share in a way that can be attributed to you. You may
request to stop or pause the recording at any time, and it will be erased after the analysis is
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complete. Data from the interview will be used in my dissertation and will be reported
aggregatedly. The dissertation report will be published on the RAND website.

I would like to audio record this interview to help me when conducting the analysis. Only I
will have access to these recordings. You may request that I stop or pause recording at any time
for any reason, and I will erase the recording after the analysis is complete.

I do not anticipate any risks to participation in this study.

R A XU :

MREFRES SAFIT, ERYRER RN

B 5MUTRRHFEE 1 /D RIRVTRRZRER . REENVF, WAZLUREIE
N5 AR B FATAE B o AT AR EE R A5 b B (5 3, SR AL 70 B 56 B
JE MBS o

P ER AR VTR AT R, DAEERAT I . HA B R U7 R I 2 .
Tr] DABE I ZOR P 1R B 5 5, JAGAE A e U M R o3

HI 2 5 AW FEA 2 RARAT S o

Point of Contact for questions or problems regarding the study:

Please feel free to contact Xiangzhen Wang at awang@rand.org for any questions or
problems regarding the study.

IR TR U Tl 5 R AN

WA AFAR] T F0 I e @R Bl e 2, 1B BRI CR R 5, HB4H: awang@rand.org.

Point of Contact for HSPC:

If you wish to contact HSPC, please feel free to email rhino@rand.org.

HSPC HIEEFR A

WFHHLFR HSPC, 1HFERT KILHELE % : rhino@rand.org.

Consent:

With all that said, do you agree to participate in this interview? Do you consent to audio
recording? (If yes, start recording. If no, continue on without recording.)

Signature of participant:

=%

LN BB EM L, BEBRBESMBRVIR? BEGRERE? (WREAX, 1§
i, WRAFEE, MELREATE. D

Z5H%4:
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Semi-Structured Interview Guide (for teachers)

Section 1: General Information
1. Can you please describe your role at Yungu School and how long you have been teaching
here?
a. [If not answered] What subjects and grade levels do you teach?

Section 2: Understanding Competency-Based Education (CBE)
2. How would you define competency-based education in your own words?
a. [Ifnot answered] How is CBE different from other (traditional) education
models/practices you may have experienced or taught before?

Section 3: Implementation of CBE at Yungu

3. Please describe how you implement competency-based education in and outside of your
classroom? [Probe for specific strategies or methods. ]

4. How do you assess student competencies? [Probe for examples of assessment tools or
practices. ]

Section 4: Effectiveness and Challenges
5. In your opinion, What have been some of the successes in implementing CBE at Yungu
so far? (what works)
6. What challenges have you encountered in implementing CBE at Yungu?
a. How have you addressed these challenges, if at all?

Section 5: School as a Learning Organization
7. To what extent does Yungu school foster continuous learning among teachers and staff?
Give some examples of how.

a. In what ways does Yungu School encourage reflective practice and
continuous improvement among its teachers, if at all?

8. Please describe any professional development opportunities you have participated in at
Yungu.

a. [If not answered] Please provide an example of how you have applied new
learning or techniques from professional development into your
classroom.

9. To what extent does school leadership support and facilitate teacher collaboration and
teamwork? [Probe for examples.]

a. How are successes and lessons learned shared among teaching staff at
Yungu?

Section 6: Perception and Practice with Al

10. How do you perceive the role of Al in education, specifically in the context of Yungu
School?

11. What Al tools or applications do you currently use in your teaching practices?

12. How do you think AI can support competency-based education?
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13. What challenges have you faced in integrating Al into your teaching, and how have you
addressed them?

FEMUTRIETE (FUH)

B EXER

L BEN A TNEESBERIAGULEAZ R T2 KIE? a MR RE]
AR EERL H A2 ?

BoHy. HERFIEAHF (CBE)

2. HHEH QI E T ARRIFFFHAF? a [WRBEATHE] mFFHAFEE
CARTZ I s i Al (1850 BOa /s B (i AN 2

#=¥4: CBEEE=AHILHE
3. iR TEERENIIMOFSERRFEFHE? RN TR ERE . ]
4, TEUVAPEAE AR R IE? RN T RS LRSI 1. ]

FEUFR: FREBER

5. FEIBEK, 5N LRI FRAEAMLERITZAb?  (HH2a47%0

6. AR LMRITT FAE MBS FIREPhik? a KA, ER WA I ek
il 1 2

BRE: FRAENFEIANA

7. BAFERAE S KAERE AR SEUmAn 03 THgHr 8721 7 1628 — 580 71, a. 2%
R COnRAT TS Sl #OMEEAT S A SRR AT 5 8 et ?

8. iR — MEAEZ B ST MEM LR L. a [WERBCA R 55— A&
ARARD A M Fe m T R R BRI 2R B AP 411

9. RSP L KREE LS AMiedt BUM 2 MK S S RIAME? RN T il B AR
To Ja. ZARHITZ I8 U] 73 2 B4 6 AN Ao ?

BT X AL KB IEMEE

10. & WmEAr N LR REA R P RAM G, RSB RINER R

11 48 H AR S0 S P A8 IR LS AT L BN 2

12. I AT SO R IR R A 2

13, fEAEHG ATRINZU AR B 2 7 ULk ? f80 Q] LXK L ) 2
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Table: Subject Allocation and Its Percentage of the Total Instructional Time Across the
Nine Years (National Curriculum Standard 2022)

Subject Grades Proportion of Total 9-Year
Covered Class Hours

National Curriculum Subjects

Morality and Law 1-9 6%—8%

Chinese Language 1-9 20%—-22%

Mathematics 1-9 13%—15%

Foreign Language 3-9 6%—8%

History, Geography 7-9 3%-4%

Science (General Science) 3-6

Physics, Chemistry, Biology 7.9 8%-10%

(Integrated Science)

Information Technology 3-9 1%-3%

Physical and Health Education 1-9 10%—-11%

Art 1-9 9%—11%

Labor 1-9

Comprehensive Practical Activities 1-9 14%-1 S% o

Local Curriculum 1-9 . duii;zgn;:;izei rtcs)vmmal

School-Based Curriculum 1-9 Determined by each school
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