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In The Book of Rites, an important Chinese
classic on laws and institutions, it is stated:
“To build the country and to manage public
affairs, education should be given the
priority”. Since ancient times, education
had always occupied an important position
in Chinese people’s social life. After a
long history of development both school
education and home education established

their own strict systems.
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As early as during the Western Zhou
Dynasty (1046 B.C. - 771 B.C.), official
schools were formed. These government
sponsored education institutions laid a solid
foundation for the unshakable position of
official schools in education. The reason
was because that in a feudal society where
hierarchical distinctions were very strict, the
very nature of official schools determined
that those who could attend these schools
were naturally from families of distinction.
Confucius was regarded by ensuing feudal
rulers as a sége who opened the door for
private schools. His idea of “Education for
all” expanded the scope and coverage of
education and contributed to the building of
a splendid Chinese culture in ancient times.

This book describes the ancient Chinese
education system, involving official schools,
private schools, academies of classical
learning, old-style tutorial schools and home
teaching. It also explains why the Chinese
people in ancient times attached great
importance to education and why they had
high respect for teachers. It is our sincere
hope that the book will provide the reader
with a basic understanding of education in

ancient China.
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Education System in Ancient China
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The Chinese education system in ancient times consisted mainly
of official schools run by the government and private schools run
by civil society. In addition, there was a third type of institutions
between the two, i.e., academies where many famous celebrities
served as lecturers. These institutions turned out numerous

scholars and men of great learning. This trinity composition of

teaching institutions continued until the end of the feudal society.
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A Bronze Gui with Lid—A Ritual Object (Western
Zhou Dynasty, 1046 B.C.-771 B.C.)

> Official Schools

As early as in primitive times, mankind
passed on their knowledge, experience,
and norms of social life and production
skills to their descendants through
primitive forms of educational activities,
so that they grew into members of the
society that is needed in social life. When

society developed to a certain historical
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Era of the Five Emperors

As recorded in historical annuals, prior to the Xia Dynasty (approx. 2070 B.C.-1600 B.C.)
China was ruled by the Three Sovereigns and the Five Emperors. The Five Emperors era
covered the period between the 30th-21st
century B.C. and the Three Sovereigns era
covered the period before the Five Emperors.
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A Portrait of the Yellow Emperor

According to The Record of the Grand Historian, the
five emperors referred to the Yellow Emperor, Zhuan
Xu, Diku, Yao and Shun. Yellow Emperor ranked the
first among the Five Emperors and as legend has it,
was the forefather of the Chinese nation.
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A Jade Pendant With Dragon Patterns—
A Ritual Object (Western Zhou Dynasty,
1046 B.C.-771 B.C.)
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venue for singing and performance during
religious ceremonies or public assemblies
as well as for learning music. These
“Chengjuns” were the primitive form of
school.

In addition to “Chengjun” there was
the record of another teaching venue in
ancient times called “Xiang”. A “Xiang”
was a place where public grains were
stored and elderly people were requested
by the families to guard the family
property. It was also the place where
the elderly were rendered respect and
care and where some ceremonies were
performed. Because the elderly were unable
to undertake strenuous work, yet they had
rich experiences, so they were given the
responsibility of educating the young. Hence
these “Xiangs” became concurrent venues
for teaching the young people. A “Xiang”
was another primitive form of school.

The Western Zhou Dynasty in
Chinese history was a rather advanced
regime in terms of political, cultural and
educational development. It was around
this peak period of the slavery society in
China that a complete education system
featuring the absolute authority of official
schools was established.

The major feature of education

during the Western Zhou Dynasty was
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A Bronze Bell with Patterns of Clouds and
Lightening—A Strike Musical Instrument
(Western Zhou Dynasty, 1046 B.C.-771B.C.)
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A Chime Stone—A Percussion Musical
Instrument (Western Zhou Dynasty, 1046
B.C.-771 B.C.)

government-run schools. Since education
institutions were set up in the government
premises, the government controlled
both education and academic activities.
Education was regarded as a privilege and
symbol of the nobles. As it was stated,
“Rites do not extend to the common
people”, the imperial court kept all textual
records, documentation, ritual regulations,
as well as utensils and equipment for
teaching rituals, music, dance and
shooting in the government premise.
These objects and documents were
supervised by court officials and were
not accessible to the common people.
There were no enabling environment for
carrying out academic activities among
the civil society, nor were there schools.
Teachers engaged in education activities
in schools also held concurrent civil
servant posts. It could be concluded that
the then education system and politics
were almost entirely integrated.
During this period, the
school education system was
rather well established with
two types of schools, i.e. State
Schools and Township Schools, divided
according to their geographical regions
and different sponsors.

State schools were specially set
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Bronze Spears—Weapon (Western Zhou Dynasty, 1046 B.C.-771 B.C.)
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up for the ruling class and children of
nobilities and were generally located in
the capital city of the Kingdom or Prince
States. State schools were divided into
two levels of primary and higher learning
institutions according to the different
age of students and their varied literacy
levels. While higher learning state
schools focused on poetry, calligraphy,
propriety and music, primary schools
focused on ethics, behavior, arts and
etiquettes. Among higher learning state
schools, the one set up by Emperor Zhou
was the largest in scale, known as the

“Five School” or the “biyong (Circlet)”.
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A Celadon Biyong (Circlet) Ink Slab (Tang
Dynasty, 618-907)

An ink slab is one of the stationery for grinding ink.
“Biyong" adopts the name because of the round
shape of the stone surrounded by water

The school was built on a high island
surrounded by water. Four learning
palaces were built in the four directions
respectively to the east, west, south and
north of the island and the fifth one in
the center. Each palace was devoted to
a specific discipline. The East Palace
for military subjects; the West Palace
for rites; the South Palace for music and
the North Palace for literacy. Higher
learning schools built by princes were
called Water-side Palaces as they were
surrounded by water on three sides.

Township schools belonged to the
realm of local schools. Students attending
these schools included children of junior
officials as well as those of economically
well-off civilian families. Township
schools could be regarded as primary
education institutions on the local level.
There were no higher learning schools on
the local level. Content of the teaching in
township schools was very similar to that
in the primary state schools.

Education during the Zhou Dynasty
was rather advanced with its major
teaching scope centered on the “six
arts’: propriety, music, archery, chariot-
riding, writing and mathematics. Among
them, propriety and music were the

most important disciplines. Propriety
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