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The 20th century witnessed China’s transition from decline to revival, as well as from a feudalist
society to a modern one. During this century, unprecedented changes took place in China’s politics,
economy, culture and education. Meanwhile China’s preschool education, bore hardships, and devel-
oped continuously towards modernization, nationalization, popularization and scientization. It has
made great contributions to the changing of children’s life, the shaping of a national spirit, and the
cultivation of generations of citizens and talents.

Looking back upon the development of China’s preschool education over the last 100 years, we
can divide it into four historical periods: (1) the initial period, from the end of the 19th century to the
beginning of the 20th century; (2) the experimental and popularizing period, from the May 4th Move-
ment (1919) to 1949; (3) the rapid development period, from the establishment of the P. R.C. to
1970s; (4) the reform and development period during the 1980s the 1990s.

The history of ancient China lasted thousands of years. During the long period, there were no
systematic forms of preschool education but some spontaneous and closed ones within families. This
kind of**preschooling”did not attract the attention of ancient educators. It was not until the late 19th
century that the educational system of the West was introduced into the East. At that time, some
insightful persons who wanted to save China from subjugation and ensure its survival began to realize
the importance of preschool education. “It really lays the foundation for achieving thorough under-
standing and superb skills to school children at early ages and teaches them reading and mathematics.”
“A man might live for 100 years, but his success is based on his learning in the early years.” At the end
of the 19th century, Western missionaries built the first kindergartens in China. In the Autumn of
1903, Zhang Zhidong, a well-known figure of the Westernization Movement, and some others built
the first public institute of preschool education in China— the Hubei Kindergarten. At the beginning
of 1904, The Guimao School System was enacted, which explicitly recognized the importance of
preschool education in terms of school system for the first time in Chinese history. From then on,
China’s preschool education was moving from family to society.

The first step of the socialization of China’s preschool education, like many other undertakings,

took Westerners as the teachers. It pioneered, on one hand, a new trend to learn from the more ad-



vanced countries in the world. On the other hand, however, it was stamped with the brand of colonial-
ism and feudalism.

There were many insoluble problems at that time and among the major ones were how to deal
with the conflict between the imported and the native, how to keep balance between imitation and
innovation; how to move preschool education from serving the upper class only to serving the broad
masses of the people;and how to develop scientific and quality preschool education. It was not until
after the Revolution of 1911, particularly after the current of democracy and science brought forth by
the May 4th cultural Movement swept China, that the educators began to confront and reflect the
problems of “serving the upper class only”, “expensiveness” and “foreign dominance” (quotations
from Tao Xingzhi) in preschool education. Led by Che Heqin, Tao Xingzhi and Zhang Xuemen,
educators made great efforts to modernize, nationalize and popularize China’s preschool education,
including building experimental bases and theoretical systems. This period witnessed the building of
many village kindergartens and the fair-price kindergartens for the common people. It also saw the
birth of China s first Kindergarten Curriculum Standards. The work of these pioneers had great influ-
ence on China’s preschool education during the 1930s and the 1940s, and the influence can still be felt
today. During the same period, on the other hand, many kindergartens on horseback were created in
the liberated areas. They served kids of the working people, established a unique system of preschool
education, and laid a good foundation for the reform and development of preschool education of New
China.

After the founding of the People’s Republic of China, earthshaking changes took place in pre-
school education: the management system and organizations at all levels were established and improved;
policies were made to serve the working people and all preschool children; an all-round education,
including moral, intellectual, physical and aesthetic education, was carried out. Preschool education
became an important part of the people’s educational cause. It developed rapidly nation wide. Step by
step, many types of preschool institutes better suited to China’s actual conditions were created and
developed at different levels. Meanwhile, a formal system to train preschool teachers was developed

and it trained tens of thoundands of professional preschool educators. During that period, the contents



and mechanism of preschool education were based on the educational experience of the old liberated
areas. The Soviet model of preschooling was absorbed comprehensively and systematically. Though
it was helpful for developing China’s own characteristics, the rejection of the West and the criticizing
and abandoning of the good traditions of the 1920s and 1930s also brought about some one-sided,
conservative and ossified views.

After the Great Cultural Revolution, the reform and opening-up policy opened a new chapter for
China’s preschool education. The Ministry of Education timely issued the Regulations for Kindergar-
ten Management, the Regulations for Kindergarten practice, and the Guidelines Jfor Kindergarten
Education. To speed up the development of preschool education, the policy was made to encourage
individuals, collectives and the state to run preschools together. More specifically, the public pre-
schools were supposed to play the leading role and set examples for the others, but preschools run by
individuals and collectives were supposed to play the primary role. As a result, the public preschools
were combined with the private ones, and the formal accompanied by the informal. During this period,
China’s preschool education developed rapidly, and the achievements attracted world attention. For
example, the number of the kindergartens increased from 442,600 in 1976 to 1,411,800 in 2002. The
number of children enrolled went up from 13.955million in 1976 to 20.360million in 2002. Now,
preschool education is no longer a luxury that only a very few families can afford: it has become the
right of the masses, and has laid a foundation for social development, particularly for the develop-
ment of human beings. Thanks to our absorbing the good theories and thoughts of the world based on
our centuries of experiences, we have made a new breakthrough in the outlook on preschool education,
including that of children, education, and curriculum. Preschools with advanced curriculum, skillful
teaching and good facilities have become popular not only in metropolises, but also in middle and
small cities, and are spreading to rural areas. In the rapid changes, China’s preschool education is
oriented to the needs of modernization, and towards the future and the world. It has become an impor-
tant part of and is playing a more and more important role in the whole world’s preschool education.

With centuries of vicissitude and achievements, China’s preschool education embodies the pains-

taking efforts of thousands of people with high aspirations, and relates numerous vivid stories of the



