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Series Editors’ Preface

Of all human activities education is among the highest and noblest. As a social
factor, it has been seen as “an engine of social development”, “a purifier of
human harmony” and “an expression of culture”. Without education, the prospects
for humanity would be bleak and world prosperity might be a mere dream.
Civilization, social development and personal advancement are continuous
with education: they precede and follow it. Nations, families and individuals
stake their hopes on education. Because of its special role at all levels of
human progress, education has been given priority in all ages in countries the
world over.

As a result, humanity has accumulated a wealth of positive experience and,
in the world’s long history, many intractable problems have been solved,
setbacks have been tackled and challenges have been turned into opportunities.
But we cannot rest on our laurels or stop addressing the present and the future.
New challenges and problems have come as a consequence of the faster pace
of change and expansion, which characterizes the new century. To promote
steady and sustainable development and foster understanding among peoples in
this increasingly global world of ours, we should never give up exploring new
avenues and finding new opportunities. Education, as history shows, is perhaps
the single best approach we can rely on to achieve our goals. With this
background, mutual exchange and cooperation become all the more important.

China’s rise in the recent past has benefited from educational development
spanning a period of sixty years, beginning with the birth of the People’s
Republic of China. China has made considerable strides and achieved enviable
goals in the field of education during often very difficult times. Now, with a
population of about 1.3 billion, our country, which has the largest educational
system in the world, is well on track in successfully achieving the “popularization
of compulsory education” and the “massification of higher education”. Some
of China’s achievements may surprise us: a modern educational system is
basically in place; vocational and technical educational policy tries to meet the
demands of social and economic development; the internationalization of
education has set out along a broad avenue; educational policies and legislation
are being regularly improved, etc. At the same time, however, as a developing
country, China is facing many hurdles and challenges in her task of further
developing the educational system. Education is part of China’s overall
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development, and as such it requires her own efforts, wisdom and innovation in
order to set up and manage a modern educational system able to respond to the
unique challenges she faces. To sustain development, however, China needs to
learn from the experiences, the achievements, the research and experimentation
of other countries, without underestimating in the process her own achievements
and characteristics. In a word, since Chinese educational development will
necessarily have a Chinese character, while at the same time being an inseparable
part of the global educational system, we can expect China to play the role of a
good citizen in the global village.

Mutual understanding is the precondition for international exchange and
cooperation. However, up to now, foreigners have encountered many hurdles in
trying to improve their knowledge of education in China. On the one hand, not
many of them manage to achieve a working knowledge of the Chinese language
and, on the other hand, there is an undeniable shortage of English literature
taught in modern China. In order to help foreign friends and scholars know more
about today’s education in China, the Zhejiang University Seeco Educational
Research Centre, which was established in 2007 to promote studies in the field
of comparative education, has undertaken the task of producing the present
Education in China Series. The various volumes endeavor to explain the context
of education in China during the past sixty years, to introduce educational
development in the present situation, to analyze the problems as they develop,
and to look forward to the future of education in China in different areas, with
each author offering his or her own original perspective. We hope that the series
will help global society to better know the outline and features of modern
education in China, that it will arouse interest in it, and will encourage readers to
explore the legislation governing its development.

We are pleased to announce that the series has obtained the support of the
General Administration of Press and Publication of the People’s Republic of
China, to whom we express our sincere gratitude. Many thanks are due to
Zhejiang University Press and Homa & Sekey Books of U.S.A. for undertaking
to publish the series. Finally, we would like to express sincere appreciation to
the authors who compiled the books with true professionalism and selflessness,
while handling busy schedules, and to all the friends and colleagues who have
offered invaluable criticism, advice and encouragement.

Xiaozhou Xu & Carlo Socol
Hangzhou, China



Preface

In China, the term ‘basic education’ is normally used to include pre-school
education, primary education, and academic-oriented secondary education
(vocational secondary education is excluded). Basic education is an important
part of China’s national education system which also embraces secondary
vocational and technical education, higher education, and adult education. In
1986, China officially introduced a 9-year compulsory education system in the
country, which covers 6-year primary education and 3-year junior secondary
education. In this sense, pre-school education and senior secondary education
are not part of the compulsory education system, although great efforts have
been made on the part of the government to promote the coverage of pre-school
education and senior secondary education during the past decade.

The Legacy Before 1949

Efforts to establish a modern education system in China started in the late Qing
Dynasty, the last feudal empire in China. In 1902, the then government of the
Qing Dynasty issued China’s first series of official documents on the
establishment of a modern school system entitled Royal Charters on School
System, which consisted of charters on the establishment of kindergartens, primary
schools, secondary schools, and higher education institutions. In these documents,
the objectives, duration of study, entrance requirements, subjects of study of
different levels of education institutions, and their connections were envisaged.
However, due to lack of confidence and political endorsement, these charters
were not able to be implemented as they had been planned.

The first Chinese modern education system that was put into force was the
updated version of Royal Charters on School System, issued two years later in
1904. According to these documents, the education system in China should be
divided into three levels, including primary education (age 7-16), secondary
education (age 16-21) and higher education (age 21-). As far as primary
education was concerned, there were also three sub-levels of institutions,
namely kindergartens (under age 7), junior primary schools (age 7-12), and
senior primary schools (age 12-16). The guiding principle for the 1904 school
system was the so-called ‘Zhongtixiyong’, which means that it was based on
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the tradition of Chinese culture to train students to become loyal to the existing
feudal system, and at the same time draw experience from western countries.
Literacy, moral education, and practical education were emphasized. Moreover,
subjects in science and humanities, such as physics, chemistry, foreign languages,
gymnastics, drawing and handcrafts were introduced in primary and secondary
schools. The development of teaching pedagogy was also emphasized both in
school classrooms and teacher training institutions. The issuance of the 1904
school system led to the termination of China’s 1,900 years’ tradition of
examination-based education and official selection system in 1905 (Kejuzhidu),
and marked the establishment of the modern Chinese school system.

With the outbreak of the Xinhai Revolution in 1911, the Qing Dynasty
came to its end and China became a republic. In order to restore the education
system and make it more adaptable to the newly-established democracy and
republic spirit, the government set up the Ministry of Education to prepare the
reforms of the old school systems. In July 1912, a provisional national education
conference was convened with the participation of social celebrities and
education specialists from across the country to discuss the reform of the
school system. Based on the outcome of the conference and after wide consultation,
Order on the School System was issued by the then Ministry of Education in
September 1912, which was followed by a series of regulations on different
levels of educational institutions. In 1913, the above-cited documents were
synthesized to make up the framework of 1913 school system which was
implemented until 1922. The 1913 school system maintained the three-level
school system but shortened the duration of study. Primary education was
restructured into two sub-levels, including junior primary school (age 6-10)
and senior primary school (age 10-13). The age cohort of secondary school was
subsequently changed to age 13-17, while higher education institutions began
to take students at age 17. The guiding principle of the 1913 school system was
to establish a modern school system which was compatible with the new
democratic and republic system. More attention was paid to strengthening the
link between education and real social life, citizenship education, and pragmatic
education.

The 1913 school system was upgraded in 1922 when the government
introduced a new school system based on an American model. The duration of
study for primary education was further cut to 6 years, including 4-year junior
primary school and 2-year senior primary school. Secondary education was
extended from 4 years to 6 years with a clear division of junior secondary and
senior secondary schools. Curriculum framework and subject standards were
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also revised to reflect the new demands and social reality at that time.
Generally speaking, the 1922 school system was a result of China’s attempt to
modernize its education system by borrowing experience from developed
countries, especially from the United States. John Dewey’s idea and progressive
education were very influential in many schools and teacher training institutions
in the country.

It was obvious that official regulations on the school system had been
developed and renovated since the late Qing Dynasty and throughout the first
republic period before 1949. However, due to the political instability and
financial incapability caused by social unrest and the Second World War during
that period, the participation rate of the school system remained a very low
level. Up to 1949, the year of the founding of the People’s Republic of China,
the total primary school enrollment was 24 million, only 20 percent of the
school age population. The total enrollment of junior and senior secondary
schools were 0.925 million and 0.315 million respectively. 80 percent of the
population in China were illiterate."

Basic Education in the New China

After nearly half a century’s radical social changes affected by the Second
World War and the civil war, the People’s Republic of China was founded in
1949. Education was regarded as one of the key issues and challenges facing
the new government. In October 1951, the new government issued an important
official document entitled Decisions on the Reforms of School System to start
the education reconstruction process. The document started by saying that the
old system had the following defects: firstly, training schools and classes for
workers and peasants did not have a place in the school system; secondly, the
division of junior and senior primary schools with total duration of study for 6
years prevented the children from labor families from completing the whole
stage of primary education; thirdly, technical schools had not been institutionalized
to meet the demands of the country. Therefore, the following policies were
proposed.

® Nursery education for 3- to 7-year-olds should be implemented in nursery
schools, which should first be provided in urban areas with necessary
resources and then spread to other locations.

| Gee National Center for Education Development Research (2001), Studies on the
Education Structure System in Contemporary China. Retrieved 17 March, 2009, from
http://www.cecs.edu.cn/ M_sub01/index05.03.asp
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® Primary education should cover school-age children as well as youths
and adults. Primary schools should provide primary education for
school-age children, while Accelerated Schools for Workers and Peasants
(ASWP), part-time schools, and literacy schools should provide primary
education for out-of-school youths and adults.

® The duration of study in primary schools should be 5 years starting
from 7-year-olds. Primary schools were no longer divided into junior
and senior primary schools and should operate as a single school.
Primary school graduates could continue their study in secondary
schools or other forms of secondary education institutions according to
their results in the graduation examinations. Primary schools should
also set up vocational training classes to prepare those who could not
continue their study in ordinary secondary schools.

® Secondary education should be provided in secondary schools,
Accelerated Secondary Schools for Workers and Peasants (ASSWP),
part-time secondary schools, and secondary vocational schools. The first
three kinds of secondary schools should provide students with
comprehensive education, and the last one should provide secondary
vocational education for students according to the needs of the country.

® The duration of study in secondary schools should be 6 years, which
was divided into 3-year junior secondary schools and 3-year senior
secondary schools. The normal starting ages for junior secondary schools
and senior secondary schools were 12 and 15 respectively. There were
selective examination procedures for students who wanted to further
their studies in upper level schools.'

In 1958, in order to further promote reforms of the school system, the
government began to take the policy of encouraging provincial authorities to
conduct pilot programs concerning school system reforms. In 1959, the
government went on to issue Decisions on the Experimentation of School
System Reforms, which stipulated that provincial governments should take the
responsibility of selecting certain primary and secondary schools in their areas
to conduct school system reforms. Subsequently, various forms of school
systems were experimented across the country. Up to April 1960, the kinds of
school systems experimented included: 4-year secondary schools; 5-year secondary

! See State Council (1951), “Decisions on the Reforms of School System”, People’s
Duaily, 3 October, 1951.
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schools; 3+2 secondary schools; 4+2 secondary schools; 5+4+2 primary and
secondary schools; 9+2 primary and secondary schools; all 10-year schools; all
9-year schools, etc. According to the statistics of 27 provinces, the number of
secondary schools involved in the experimentation reached 3,495, 18.6 percent
of the total number of secondary schools in the surveyed provinces.

A task force was set up in 1964 to investigate the reforms of the school
system. The task force submitted two reports later in the same year with the
following recommendations.

® The number of secondary schools with 3+3 model should gradually be
reduced and transformed into 4+2 model.

® Experimentation of all 5-year secondary school model and the division
of specialization between science and humanities for senior secondary
school students should continue.

® The basic school system should be 5 years for primary school, 4 years
for junior secondary school, and 2 years for senior secondary school.

After the turbulent decade of the Cultural Revolution from 1966 to 1976,
the government started to rebuild its education system. In January 1978, the
government issued Tentative Teaching Plan for 10-year Full-time Primary and
Secondary Schools, which clearly stated that the school system should be 5
years for primary schools, 3 years for junior secondary schools, and 2 years for
senior secondary schools. In December 1980, the government issued another
important document entitled Some Decisions on the Popularization of Primary
Education, which stated that the country prepared to adopt 12-year primary and
secondary education system. In the transitional period, 5-year primary schools
were allowed to exist along with the new 6-year primary schools which were
mainly piloted in urban areas. The document asked the Ministry of Education
to lay out new school system reform plans and unify the country’s basic school
system. Since then, the majority of large and medium-sized cities adopted
6-year primary school model, and senior secondary schools were restored to 3
years. The 6+3+3 model of school system became more and more popular in
the years afterwards.

The Enforcement of Compulsory Education

The year 1986 can be seen as a milestone in the development of basic
education in China when Compulsory Education Act of the People’s Republic
of China was passed through the National People’s Congress, which paved the
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way for continuous quantitative expansion of compulsory education in the
years afterwards. The main content of the Act can be summed up as follows.

XVi

China would introduce 9-year compulsory education. Provincial
governments should determine their own pace and strategies to achieve
this goal according to their own conditions of economic and cultural
development.

All children at the age of 6 should start to receive compulsory education,
regardless of their gender and ethnic backgrounds. In areas without
necessary facilities and resources, the starting year of compulsory
education could be postponed to the age of 7.

The 9-year compulsory education should be divided into two stages,
including primary education and junior secondary education. Efforts
should be made to increase the coverage of primary education first, and
then the coverage of junior secondary education. The school system
should be decided by the central education authority.

The development of compulsory education should be under the general
leadership of the central government with local governments responsible
for the organization and management of compulsory education in their
own regions. The central education authority should determine the
teaching systems, content of study, and curriculum framework, and
examine school textbooks.

Local governments should properly locate primary and junior secondary
schools in their jurisdictional areas, so that school-age children could
go to nearby schools. Local governments should also establish special
schools or classes for children with physical or mental disabilities.
Compulsory education facilities should be incorporated into rural and
urban development planning.

No tuition fees should be imposed on students taking compulsory
education. The government should set up scholarships to help students
with financial difficulties. The central and local governments should be
responsible for the funding of recurrent expenditure and capital
expenditure to guarantee the operation of compulsory education. The
growth of government expenditure on compulsory education should be
higher than the growth of govérnment recurrent income. The government
expenditure on education per-capita should be increased gradually.
Local governments could impose Extra Charges of Education Funds in
rural and urban areas to supplement the regular funding of compulsory



education in their areas. The central government should provide
financial subsidies for the development of compulsory education in less
developed and minority areas, and encourage donations from social
organizations and individuals.

® The government should take necessary measures to strengthen and
develop teacher education, so that primary school teachers can have the
graduation certificates of secondary normal schools, and junior secondary
school teachers can have graduation certificates of 3-year higher teachers
colleges. The access to the teaching profession should be subject to
government regulation.

Soon after the promulgation of the Compulsory Education Act, the
government proposed that in order to promote the development of compulsory
education, there should be flexible arrangements for different regions across
the country. In economically and culturally developed areas, it was required
that the 9-year compulsory education should be achieved in about 1990. In
moderately-developed areas, it was required that 6-year compulsory education
should be achieved in about 1990, and 9-year compulsory education be
achieved in about 1995. In economically and culturally less developed areas,
attempts should be made to achieve 6-year compulsory education at the end of
the 20th century. Local governments were also asked to take action according
to local circumstances.

The implementation of compulsory education in China was accompanied
by the country’s campaign to eliminate adult illiteracy. In 1988, the government
issued Regulation on the Elimination of Illiteracy, which provides that all
illiterate citizens between the ages of 15 to 40 should have the right and
responsibility to receive literacy education. Illiterate citizens above the age of
40 are encouraged to take literacy education. Literacy education should be
related to life skill development. The regulation set up national criteria of
literacy and asked local governments to evaluate the progress of literacy
programs according to the criteria. Local governments should provide financial
support for teacher training, textbook development, and other related activities.

To facilitate the development of compulsory and literacy education across
the country, the central education authority introduced a national monitoring
system in 1993. Guidelines on the evaluation indicators, criteria, procedures,
and the recognition of evaluation results have been developed to evaluate the
development of compulsory education and literacy education at county or
district level. In 1994, the then State Education Commission ( now known as

xvii
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Ministry of Education) issued Tentative Regulation on the Evaluation of
Compulsory Education, which has become the official basis for the evaluation
of compulsory education in the country.

Quantitative Expansion of Compulsory Education

After the establishment of compulsory education system in China in 1986 and
the introduction of monitoring system for the development of compulsory and
literacy education in 1993, great progress had been made in the quantitative
development of compulsory education before the end of the 20th century. It is
understandable that at the early stage, the focus of attention was put on the
quantitative development of compulsory education. This can be seen in the
following sets of indicators used by the government to monitor and evaluate

the progress of compulsory and literacy education at county, city, or district
level.

® Coverage level. The sub-indicators of this include participation rate of
school-age children and those with physical or mental disabilities,
dropout rate, completion rate, and percentage of illiterate persons in the
age group of 15-40.

® Profiles of teaching staff. This covers teacher/student ratio, teachers’
qualifications, the training of head teachers, and teachers’ professional
development.

® Profiles of school infrastructure. This covers school space per student,
teaching facilities, the application of ICT, the construction of outside
learning bases, library book holdings, physical education facilities,
teaching instruments for music and art, and healthcare facilities.

® School financing. The growth of local government expenditure on school
education should be higher than the growth of local government recurrent
income. Expenditure on education per student, the income of teachers, and
school recurrent expenditure per student should increase year by year, etc.

® Teaching quality. This covers students’ behavior, the guarantee of teaching
time, elimination of students’ violation of laws and regulations, completion
rate of students, etc.

® Literacy education. This includes consolidation rate of the people
getting literate, and the illiteracy rate of adults.

The procedure of the evaluation starts with self-evaluations at county, city,
or district level, followed by re-evaluations, inspections and confirmations
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from upper level governments. Once the cases are confirmed by provincial
governments, they should be submitted to the Ministry of Education for final
approval. The Ministry of Education publishes the recognized lists of counties,
cities, and districts when the cases are approved.

The indicators stated above are mainly quantitative in nature that’s even
the case with the indicator of teaching quality. However, it is with these sets of
indicators that the development of compulsory education and literacy
education at county, city or district level has greatly been enhanced since 1993.
In January 1995, the Ministry of Education announced the first recognized list
of counties, cities and districts that had passed through national compulsory
and literacy education evaluations. It can be observed that counties, cities, or
districts that have passed the national evaluations at the early stage are mainly
those in relatively developed eastern areas, such as Beijing, Shanghai, Tianjin,
Guangdong, Jiangsu, and Zhejiang. Efforts have been made by the central
government to promote the development of compulsory education and literacy
education in less developed western areas through special financial assistance,
distance education projects, and other special government projects. It was
announced that up to February 2007, there were more than 2,900 counties,
cities, or districts that had achieved the goals of 9-year compulsory education
and literacy education, which accounted for 96% of the total number of counties,
cities and districts in the country. The coverage population of compulsory
education and literacy education reached 98%."

The monitoring and evaluation systems could be seen as China’s way of
delivering its commitment to basic education. These systems have stimulated
local governments to pay more attention to the development of compulsory
education and literacy education both financially and technically, and provided
them with a clear national framework. This has been very important, especially
for a country that has a huge population with very limited resources. It should
also be pointed out that the development of compulsory education and literacy
education under these arrangements do not touch upon the quality dimension of
education very much. At the turn of the century, based on the quantitative
expansion of compulsory education, quality issues have gradually come up as
the new policy priority on the part of the government. The shift in the policy
focus means that China is going from ‘education for all’ to ‘quality education
for all’.

' MOE (2007), Ministerial Press Release on the Development of Compulsory
Education and Literacy Education, 14 February, 2007, Beijing.
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Quality Enhancement through Curriculum Reforms

Curriculum lies at the heart of the quality education. China used to have a very
centralized school curriculum system with school syllabus, textbooks, and
allocation of school hours among different subjects being determined by
central education authority. This has been largely the result of the influence of
the Soviet model since the founding of the People’s Republic of China.
Obviously this system greatly contributed to the reconstruction of the education
system in the early days and enabled the new government to control the
teaching content and thus rebuild China’s national identity and unity after the
turbulent period before 1949. However, centralized school curriculum system
can squeeze the room for local flexibility, hinder school innovation and the
operational autonomy of teachers in classrooms.

One of the most important attempts of the government to promote the
quality dimension of basic education was the introduction of new basic
education curriculum reforms in 2001, which covers pre-school education,
primary education, junior secondary education, and senior secondary education.
The objectives of the new curriculum reforms have been as follows:

® 1o change the previous knowledge-based curriculum and emphasize the
cultivation of positive learning attitude of students, so that the acquisition
of basic knowledge and skills can be accompanied by the acquisition of
learning methods and formation of reasonable values;

® 10 change the previous subject-based curriculum to comprehensive type
of curriculum that takes 9-year compulsory education as a whole and
considers different needs of students from different regions;

® to change the previous focus on textbook knowledge, strengthen the
links of curriculum content with students’ real life and the social and
technological development of the world, and emphasize the development
of study interests and experience of students, so that they can have the
basic knowledge and skills that are necessary for lifelong learning;

® to change the previous mechanical ways of learning, advocate participatory
and enquiry-based learning, strengthen the development of ICT skills,
problem solving abilities, and communication and cooperation capacities
of students;

® to change the previous over-emphasis on the selective function of
curriculum evaluation and utilize curriculum evaluation as a means to
promote the development of students and teachers;

@® to change the previous over-centralized school curriculum system to
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allow local education authorities and schools to have more roles to play,
and increase the relevance of school curriculum to local communities,
schools, and students.’

Under the new system, the government is responsible for the determination of
national curriculum criteria for each school subject; institutions and individuals
are encouraged to develop school textbooks according to the national
curriculum criteria, which leads to the diversification of school textbooks;
schools and teachers are responsible for the implementation of school
curriculum. In the circumstances, schools and teachers have more operational
autonomy in the selection of textbooks and adoption of teaching modalities.
Teachers no longer deliver their teaching strictly according to outside guidance,
they can rather plan their teaching by themselves, although at the early stage
they need capacity building with the assistance of outside experts. This also
means that the ideas of teachers’ professional development and ‘teachers as
researchers’ are gradually accepted, and school-based action research by
teachers become more popular in the transitional period to the new system.

Another fundamental change has been the introduction of ‘three dimensions
of study target’ in the assessment of teaching quality. It has been proposed that
teachers should plan each of their teaching session with the following three
dimensions of study target.

® Study target in knowledge and abilities. This dimension used to be the
only focus of attention in classroom teaching, which led to the so-called
‘examination-oriented’ education.

® Study target in process and methods. This dimension means that classroom
teaching should provide students with a learning environment that can
enhance their communication with teachers and fellow students and
enrich their personal learning experience. Learning modalities, such as
independent learning, cooperative learning, enquiry-based learning, and
discovery learning should be introduced into classrooms. This dimension
of study target had long been ignored previously by many schools and
teachers.

® Study target in the development of students’ sentiments, attitudes and
values. This dimension of study target has been regarded as a very

' See MOE (2001), Outlines of the Reforms of Basic Education Curriculum, July 2001,
Beijing.
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important part of quality education.

The implementation of the new curriculum reforms was based on
experimentation at the early stage starting in 2001, with national experimentation
areas being set up in almost every province to conduct pilot activities. Various
kinds of activities, such as training workshops, conferences, field visits, on-site
evaluations were organized for the experimentation of new national curriculum
criteria, curriculum operation mechanisms, student assessment, teacher assessment,
local and school-based curriculum development, and teachers’ professional
development. It was expected that after some years’ experimentation, the new
curriculum framework could be fully implemented nationally in compulsory
education schools from 2005. At the same time, curriculum reforms in pre-school
education and senior secondary education also started with experimentation
first, followed by implementation nationally.

Towards a Balanced Development of Compulsory Education

In May 2005, the Ministry of Education issued an important document entitled
Some Guidelines on the Balanced Development of Compulsory Education,
which marked another change in policy priority of the development of
compulsory education in the country. In the document, it was stated that at the
end of the 20th century, China had successfully achieved the goals of 9-year
compulsory education. More attention had been paid to the development of
compulsory education in less developed rural and western areas with intensified
financial support from the central government and other special government
initiatives. However, the gaps in the development of compulsory education
between rural and urban areas, different regions and schools, still existed, or
even widened in some aspects. It was therefore decided that the balanced
development of compulsory education be put on the government agenda, so
that the equity of education opportunity can be promoted, and thus contributing
to the construction of harmonious society in the country. The following
strategies were proposed by the document.

® Provincial education authorities should establish basic requirements
with regard to the establishment and operation of schools according to
national guidelines. County, city, or district education authorities should
work out local plans for the improvement of weak schools through
school reconstruction, education resource sharing, and partnership building,
etc.
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