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CHINESE EDUCATION: OLD AND NEW, RADICAL AND REFORMED

Kuan Yu Chen

The task of national development in China is unprecedented in scale,

scope, and intensity. In scale it involved more than 800 million people, i.e.

one-fifth of the human population. In scope development is conceived of in

. the broadest sense. It is not confined to economic development only, but en-

compasses reconstruction in the political, social, cultural, and personal di-

mensions as well. The'degree of intensity in carrying out the development task

may be best characterized by the Chinese slogan of "going all out, aiming high

and achieving greater, faster, better, and more...results in building socialism."

These words are being actually practiced in the daily purposeful but frenzied

endeavors of the hundreds of millions of Chinese. What is of interest to us

as educators is that China has designated to education the key role to achieve

the mammoth task. Thus education becomes the focal point of the "two-line

struggle" within the Chinese Communist Party leadership. Educational policies

fluctuate as one or the other faction takes power. Nevertheless, it should

be made clear that both factions are dedicated to the same national goals for

China. Both embrace the same general educational aims, only their approaches

are different.

China's National Goals

China's first goal is to attain purity in ideology with Marxism-Leninism

as a theoretical base and Mao Tsetung Thought - as the practical ideology in

guiding the implementation of national policies. She wants to bring about a

moral and psychological transformation in her people through socialist ethics

and education. Her second goal is to achieve a balanced economic development

with agriculture as the base and industry as the leading factor. Her third
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goal is the sophistication of a defense system which can assure national secur-

ity and sovereignty. Science and technology are the means to achieve comprehen-

sive modernization of the above factors and to take China to the front rank

among the world's nations by the end of this century.

Mao Tsetung Thought

Mao's practical ideology provides norms of behavior and guidelines for

actions to attain these national goals. There are several basic notions which

need to be understood before the panorama of China can be comprehensible:

(1) Egalitarianism, which is an ideal in the utopian classless society,

is believed to be really desirable and achievable. (e.g., pay differentials,

hierarchy in status -of occupations, gaps between rural and urban development

should be reduced to a minimum).

(2) Based on Marxist dialectic principle, all concrete contradictions

could be resolved by the "unity of the opposites." (e.g., the contradiction

between the cost and quality in the production of bicycles to be resolved by

a technical innovation which takes the two factors into consideration.) Hence,

this principle becomes an important motivating force to overcome the plethora

of obstacles to reconstruction for the Chinese people. Daily the masses try

to wring from it solutions to their concrete problems.

(3) Insistence on adhering to the "mass line" is characteristic of Mao's

way of implementing democratic centralism. Within the framewo-k of a single,

correct ideology and central planning, the masses at the lower levels should

be seriously involved in participatory planning, governance, and evaluatiOn.

(e.g., the Revolutionary Committee which was the administrative body of all

units in society during the decade of the Cultural Revolution was composed of

V NW' 111,
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representatives of people at the grassroots as well as of professional person-

nel and Party branch cadres).

(4) Self-reliance is another important category in Mao's Thought. It

stems from the necessities of the Yenan period down to the present day's

material constraints on development. (e.g., the Production Brigade, a sub-

.
division of the commune, should develop its local resources to feed its small

scale rural industry in support of agriculture. External aid from higher

levels should be only subsidiary.)

(5) The slogan of "walking on two legs" is also central in Mao's thought.

It means balanced develwment by making use of all available and useful resources.

It can be applied to all fronts. (e.g., educationally, formal balanced with in-

formal education; industrially, state-run heavy industry balanced with local

light industry; medically, traditivaal Chinese medicine balanced with western

medicine.)

(6) The need for continuous renewal and raising of consciousness in the

realms of ideology and behavior is couched in Mao's familiar phrase: "contin-

uous revolution". The battles have to be fought in the individual's mind,

values, world view, human relationships, and patterns of behavior through group

dynamics. Hence, there are constant study and discussion groups criticism and

self-criticism meetings, mass demonstrations and rallies related to ideological

and practical policy campaigns.

The Chinese Conception of Education

The term "education" is given the most comprehensive interpretation. Be-

sides the regular school system, there is a large alternative sythtem of spare-

time and work-study education. Moreover, informal mass education is of paramount



importance. It includes all of the mass media, all forms of art, all group

activities and mass movements as mentioned above. Productive labor is an

integral part of the educational process. It is inclusive of all people, old

and young, men and women, the schooled and unschooled, the employed and unem-

ployed. It is closely integrated with the official ideology and development

goals. Its role is to serve the people in their socialist reconstruction. It

short, education is life itself in China.

Professed Educational Policy

Chapter 5 of the Common Program, the first tentative constitution adopted

in 1949 delineated the educational policy in nine ar icles. The following are

excerpts of significant points:

"Article 41. The culture and education of the Chinese 517
People's Republic are...nationalistic, scientific and
popular...

"Article 43. To develop rigorously the natural sciences, to

A serve construction in industry, agriculture and national
defense.

Article 44. To promote the application of the scientific
historical point of view in the study...of history, economy,
politics, culture and international affairs...

Article 45. ...to awaken the people's political conscious-
ness, and to encourage the people's enthusiasm for labor.

Article 4% The educational method...is the unity of theory
and practice...to reform the old educational systems, educa-
tional contents and teaching methods.

Article 47. To carry out universal educatioa...to reinforce
secondary and higher education; to put emphasis on technical
education, and to strengthen spare time education for working
people as well as education for cadres in service, and to
provide young as well as old intellectuals with revolutionary
political education."



Achievements in Education Up To 1966

China lost no time in declaring war on illiteracy through a pervasive

system of spare-time adult literacy programs. Prior to 1949 over 90 percent of

of the population was illiterate, and among the industrial personnel it was

about 80 percent. By 1966 the estimated national illiteracy dropped under

60 percent, urban illiteracy under 20 percent, and among industrial personnel

it was about 10 percent. 1
The nature of the Chinese written language makes it

more difficult to acquire basic literacy than phonetic languages. The leader-

ship tried to combat this problem by two means. One was romanization, used as

a tool to aid pronunciation of the Chinese characters. The other was to sim-

plify the characters by reducing the number of strokes. A list of 2,328 sim-

plified words was published in 1964. A citizen is considered tc be basically

literate if he has acquired about 1,500 to 2,000 characters which would enable

him to read ideological posters, newspapers and directives.

For the very young, nurseries and kindergartens were operated by practically

all units of enterprises and neighborhoods. Group activities were emphasized,

and basic socialist values such as sharing, cooperation, self-denial, love for

working people, and pride in their achievements were inculcated. Visitors to

China are usually impressed by the spontaneous liveliness and evident health of

the children. Childhood probably has never been so happy before for the masses

of Chinese children.

Major effort was made in expanding primary school education, especially

dut4ng the Great Leap Forward of 1958. By the eve of the CultUral Revolution

84.7% of all school-age children (116 million) were enrolled either in the

regular or alternative primary system as compared with 25% (about 17 million)

in 1949.
2

Rural areas remained the underprivileged sector.
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The length of primary schooling was six years. Ideological moulding per-

meated all the regular subjects. Children in the upper grades begin to take

a foreign language, with English being the -lost popular. After 1958 productive

labor was added to the curriculum. Efforts were made to familiarize pupils

with agricultural and industrial life through contacts, visits, and even by

working briefly at the production sites.

At the secondary level, there were general and sp2Cialized full-day schools,

supplemented by part-time programs. Prior to 1966 the six years of secondary

education was divided into three years each for the junior and senior middle

schools. Thegeneral secondary schools offered an academic program with politi-

cal education and productive labor as important components. Emphasis was more

on mathematical and scientific subjects than on humanities and social sciences.

The great majority of junior middle graduates had to go to work and continued

their education in spare-time programs. Enrollment in general secondary educa-

tion jumped from 1 million in 1949 to 23 million in 1965, not including the

number enrolled in spare-time programs which reached 5 million in 1958.
3

A major source of skilled manpower was the system of specialized secondary

education. There were two basic types, i.e. the vocational and the normal. The

vocational schools offered specialized training in hundreds of fields of concen-

tration which were directly linked to industry, business, and agriculture. The

graduates were semi-professionals or technicians manning the intermediate level

jobs. The majority of them were is the technical and industrial specialties.

The normal schools were engaged in training teachers who were in great shortage.

Junior normal sc -ls took elementary graduates and prepared them to teach the

four lower primary grades, while senior normal schools trained teachers of all

grades of the elementary school and kindergarten. The enrollment of specialized



7

secondary education jumped from 228 thousand in 1949 to 1.4 million in 1959,

without including the number enrolled in spare-time programs which stood at 588

thousand in 1957.
4

In spite of the expansion the goal of universal junior

middle school education was far from being realized even in relative large

cities by 1965.

Institutions of higher learning included comprehensive universities, poly-

technic universities, specialized professional and technical institutes, and

research institutes. The comprehensive universities were interdisciplinary

institutions offering a general education to produce researchers, scientists,

and educators of high calibre. However, they tended to be somewhat specialized

and applied in nature. Polytechnic universities typically offered five to ten

specialties related to different branches of industry. These institutions were

an important source of manpower. The specialized professional institutes, pre-

dominantly engineering schools, were the major source of manpower for industry

with a higher education. Their courses were more specialized and applied,

relating to only a particular branch of industry. The smaller number of finance

and economic institutes provided an important but limited source of high level

managerial and white collar manpower for business and industry. In the mid

1960's China was the third largest r .,ducer and consumer of engineers in the

world, after the Soviet Union and tY 'nited States. The weakest link in

Chinese higher education was and is in the social and behavioral sciences.

Before 1949 there were altogether only 207 higher educational institutions

in China. By the mid 1960's there were about 400 regular institutions which

included 20 comprehensive and 15 polytechnic universities, and the rest vex.

professional and technical institutes.
5

There was also a spare-time program

with an enrollment of 400 thousand in 1960.
6

Ninety percent of China's



higher-educated engineers and scientists have been Lrained since 1949. Des-

pite the expansion higher education was inadequate to meet the demands of

large number of urban youths. On March 1, 1966 the editorial of the People's

Daily recommended the solution of "sending them to the rural areas in planned

migration."

Graduate education was and is in its infancy conducted by leading univer-

sities and the research institutes of the Chinese Academy of Science. In 1965

only one percent of the total number of college graduates were involved. Ninety-

nine percent were assigned jobs to serve the state. A small number of selected

graduates were sent abroad to study, earlier to the USSR, and later to sixteen

countries, including 102 to France and 25 to England.
7

The highest organ responsible for research on a national scale was the

Commission of Science and Technology which coordinated all research, oversaw the

Academy of Science and supervised important classified projects such as nuclear

weapon development. Dr. Arne Tiselius, Nobel Prize winner for chemistry and

preuident of the Nobel Foundation for years, made the following comments after

a visit to China in 1966:

"What I saw led me to believe that in many places the
Chinese are doing excellent work in bio-chemistry and

fundamental medical research. They are making impres-
sive efforts to build up and intensify scientific re-
search in general and they are also paying great atten-
tion to practical application of their research to agri-
culture, industry, and public health."8

An Assessment

It is appropriate to stop at the juncture of 1966 on the eve of the Cultural

Revolution to review the educational. achievements of China after seventeen years

under Communism. The record was truly impressive for a developing nation contending

10
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with overpopulation, devastation from wars, poverty, illiteracy, and century-old

traditions. Education was realistically planned and practically carried out on

all fronts and at all levels within the material constraints. It reached the

broadest masses of people, unparalleled in Chinese history, and provided the

majority of them with at least literacy and rudiments of skills. The expansion

of secondary and higher education produced a relatively large number of intermediate

level and sophisticated personnel to meet the urgent needs of national develop-

ment as well as long term goals. Much was borrowed from the Soviet Union, but

selectively adapted to Chinese conditions. Generally speaking, Chinese educa-

tion had basically progressed along the lines laid down in the Common Program.

However, there were characteristics inherent in the system which led to the

drastic educational reforms during the Cultural Revolution.

1. By the early 1960's a two-track system had been developed, with the

regular full-day schools on the one hand, and the alternative work-study

schools on the other. The former were concentrated in the cities, producing

the nation's educated elite. Financially speaking, the two-track character

could also be symbolized by the state-run schools as opposed to the schools

run by the local collective units such as the neighborhoods and villages with

state subsidies. Invariably the facilities of the latter kind were inferior

to the state-run school.

2. Moreover, the full-day schools were further differentiated into a

hierarchy with the "keypoint" schools at the apex closely followed by schools

which primarily catered to the cadres' children. The keypoint system channeled

the best students from the best primary and secondary schools, or to the best

colleges on the basis of unified entrance examinations at each level. The cri-

teria for admission were: entrance examination score, class background, and

11
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the student's own political record. This system received more funds from the

state than ordinary schools, and enjoyed the highest teacher/student ratios,

best facilities, and the most qualified teachers.

3. Hence college students in the 1960's primarily came from urban and

white-collar families, although the proportion of students from worker-peasant

background did rise steadily but gradually.

Education and the Cultural Education

Mao was dissatisfied not only with the non-egalitarian and elitist nature

of the pre-1966 educational system, but also wth a number of other aspects of

it. Firstly, the emergence of an educated elite who used their schooling for

self-advancement reminiscent of traditional scholar- gentry aiming for official-

dom. Secondly the curricular content, heavily dependent on pre-revolution and

translated materials, was in many ways not only irrelevant to China's neeis, but

also contradictory to socialist ideology. Thirdly, the methods and process of

education were still very traditional, characterized by rote memorization, blind

acceptance of the authority of the written word, separation of the mind and

hands, emphasis on examinations and selections, and authoritarian relationships

between the teacher and the taught. Finally, academic and professional leader-

ship, especially in higher educational institutions, was still mostly in the

hands of intellectuals trained before the revolution. Their concern for academic

scholarship and theoretical studies collided with the practical emphasis on "learn-

ing first what is most needed."

..... Hence, when Mao launched the great Cultural Revolution (1966-68), education

was a central issue. On May 7, 1966 Mao issued the famous Directive on Education

which itas served as the basis for all subsequent revolutionary activities in

education, for a decade:

12



"...While their (students') main task is to nidy, they
should, in addition to their studies, learn other things,
that is, industrial work, farming, military affairs, and
also learn to criticize the bourgeoisie. The period of
schooling should he shortened, education should be revo-
lutionized, and the domination of our schools by bourgeois
intellectuals should by, no means be allowed to continue."9

The Revolution began with the attack on the president of Peking University,

who represented' the "bourgeois leadership." College, enrollments for 1966-67

were suspended by stopping the entrance examination which allegedly discriminated

against youths of peasant/worker/soldier backgrounds. This marked the beginning

of a two-year period during which Red Guard student activists of all ages took

to China's streets. In early 1967, three successive calls were issued by that

central leadership, exhorting activist students and teachs to return to their

schools to make revolutions there. They were told to do three things, i.e.

"struggle, criticism, and reform." The first was to struggle against the "re-

actionary acade, Lc authorities" in the schools and to depose them. The second

task was to expose and criticize the defects of the pre-1966 system. Finally

they should reform the system under the guidance of Mao's Thought and his May 7

Directive. The revolution in the schools stalled at the first two phases of

"struggle and criticism." It was not until May, 1969 that a draft outline of

reformed rural primary and secondary schools appeared in The People's Daily.
10

The severe struggles among the feuding Red Guards delayed the re-opening of

colleges a.1 universities until 1970, after a four-year suspension of classes.

The Reforms

By 1972 a general pattern of the reformed system began to emerge, but it

was never officially adopted. The leadership seemed intentionally to let it be

experimental, allowing considerable latitude for local variations:

13
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(1) Within the period of the Fourth Five Year Plan (1970-75) universal

five-year primary education, and seven-year education where possible, would be

introduced into the rural areas as quickly as possible. All state-run primary

schools were transferred Lo production brigade management, thus eliminating the

distinction between state-run and people-run schools. Keypoint schools were

abolished. Poor and lower-middle peasants were represneted on the Revolutionzey

Committee, which became tilt._ administrative body. Teacher shortage would be

ameliorated by recruiting resettled urban secondary school graduates, and other

relatively skilled people. Children would attend primary school within the area

of their own production team, junior middle school students would attend school

in their own production brigade, and senior middle school students in their own

commune. State subsidies would be available for the construction of new school

buildings in some areas, while the principle of "self-reliance" would be strictly

observed.

(2) In the towns universal seven -year education, and nine-year education

where possible, would be introduced. The latter comprises five years of primary

education, two years of junior middle and two more years of senior middle school.

Hence the 5-2-2 system of primary and secondary education would be the target to

be universally institutionalized.

(3) Higher education was shortened from 4-5 years to 2-3 years. There was

nation -wide recruitment of students witlzyorker-peasant-soldier background for

enrollment in universities. Thirty leading universities have been designated as

national universities whose new body of students would come from all over the

country, each province receiving a fixed quota. Studente at lesser institutions

would come from within the province where the school is located. Under the new

selection procedure, the candidate must have at least two years of working

14
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experience and a junior middle school academic preparation. He first submitted

his application for consideration and recommendation by the grassroots peopl° of

his working unit. Class background, political record, and labor performance

were primary factors for consideration. The college entrance examination was

abolished. The next step was the approval the county leadership, followed by

interviews with the recruiting teams sent out by the colleges. As a result, the

composition of the student body in higher education was drastically changed in

favor of those who came from families of workers and peasants. The graduates

were expected to return to their original working units after completion of study,

or to be re-assigned to jobs according to societal needs.

(4) The curricula were revised at all levels, with an increase in political

content, extension of productive labor and military affairs. Peking University

served as a reformed model for comprehensive universities. All departments fol-

lowed a general course plan: Marxism-Leninism and Mao Tsetung Thought, social

and political economy, history of the Chinese Communist Party, international

studies (history and politics of the Third World), composition, productive labor,

and specialized subjects. Unlike technical students who could apply their theo-

retical knowledge in workshops and factories, students of liberal arts were told

to take thc whole society as their "factory", a truly "school without walls"

concept. The Chinese call it "open-door education" Tsinghua University served

as the reformed model of polytechnic universities. To integrate theory with

practice, professors and students had to go through actual engineering or con-

struction processes to get first hand knowledge. Such knowledge would be sum-

marized later back in the classroom and supplemented with a theoretical frame-

work which would then be written down as instructional material produced collec-

tively. The student's time schedule was divided as follows: 75 percent class-

room and theory, 15-20 percent political education, 5-10 percent productive labor.

15
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(5) Management of schools was be the responsibility of a Revolutionary

Committee consisting of reptesentatives of the Party, the professional and staff,

students, and workers/peasants. Participatory planning, governance and evalua-

tion were practiced. The positions of principals and college presidents were

abolished, so were the titles and ranks of the professionals.

(6) Theoretically the most dramatic change was to take place in the educa-

tional process. The teacher's role was is to guide and facilitate inquiry and

learning on the part of students. There should be "reciprocal learning" between

them, hence eliminating their century-old "feudal" relationship. The teacher was

also to be held "totally responsible" for his students and measured by their

"total collective progress." Since most of the new crop of university students

had inadequate academic backgrounds, teachers were expected to give them special

individual attention and remedial help. (A true concept of accountability)

Teaching methods were to combine theory with practice and to develop analytical

and problem-solving skills in the students. Thus lectures were limited, Take-

home or open-book examinations were used to identify those inneed of help.

Marks were to be de-emphasized. Teachers were to be "re-educated" under the

guidance of peasants/workers by taking turns to do labor, together with their

students, in the farms and factories periodically.

Other Socialist Innovations

The above reforms were mostly connected with formal schooling, but the

Cultural Revolution brought about other innovations which are educational in

nature.

(I) The down-to-the-countryside program was launched in 1968 and continues

to be one of the key policies of China. It concerns with the resettlement of

urban middle school graduates in the vast rural areas. From 1968 to 1975 over

16
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twelve million people were resettled.
11

This program is aimed at absorbing the

greatly increased number oleducated youth into the reconstruction Efforts in

the countryside. All kinds of measures have been tried to make the resettlement

program work.and to make it more palatable to the urban youths and their parents.

Different kinds of incentives are provided for them: multiplied correspondence

courses run by regular universities, better eligibility for membership in the

Communist Youth League and the Party, and promotion to local leadership posi-

tions. They are encouraged to make use of their education in meaningful work

such as teaching in rural schools, running political study classes, or organizing

experiments in scientific farming. When they have achieved the status of peasant

with a few years of labor, they may apply to their communes for recommendation

to the universities. However, higher education is not necessarily a way out of

the countryside, since university graduates were expected to return to their

communes. As long as reconstruction of the vast countryside and development of

socialist agriculture are priorities in national policies, educated youths are

needed there until expanded industrialization in urban centers calls for addi-

tional manpower.

(2) Another innovation was the Worker and Peasant Colleges. The Urban

model was referred to as "July 21st" College. The best example was found in, the

Shanghai Machine Tool Plant. Its previous spare-time middle school was trans-

foiied into a technical college to train advanced-level technicians from among

its own work force. New recruits were selected from those who had at least

twelve years of experie,xe. The worker-technician was trained specifically in

terms of the needs of his factory. It was a kind of intensive in-service train-

ing to upgrade the cultural and technical level of existing personnel. In the

curriculum, besides politics, productive labor and military affairs, 80 percent

17
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of the time was devoted to technical studies. A final examination required

actual designing of one of the more complicated machines from drawing board to

production line. Technicians in the plant and professors from nearby polytechnic

universities served as instructors. The length of the program was about three

years.

The rural examples were the "May 7th" Colleges which might specialize in

agriculture, rural technology, health care, or teacher training. They aim to

upgrade a large number of local leadership of the communes. After one year of

study, they return to their posts to do leavening work among their comrades.

This kind of college is modelled after the famous self-reliant Kang Ta (the

former Anti-Japanese Military and Political College at Yenan, the basic pattern .

of Maoist conception of all-round education.)

(3) In in the field of medicine and public health, the slogan was "medicine

to face the countryside." About 80 percent of all Chinese doctors have spent

some time in the rural areas. Ordinarily, 15-20 percent of all hospital profes-

sional medical staff were working away from their base hospital at any one time,

on a rotation basis. A specialist would usually stay for eight to ten months in

a commune, practicing his specialty and teaching his special skills to the

doctors in the commune hospital. When his time was up, a specialist of another

field would replace him. Many teaching hospitals would adopt a commune as an

area of special interest. Great emphasis was placed on combining Chinese and

western medicine with a 40-60 split respectively between them in the medical

college curriculum. The schedule of the shortened three year course was divided

as follows: after the first four months spent in college, the whole class with

teachers went to the countryside in groups for the rest of the first year and

most of the third year. The emphasis was on the study of rural diseases. The

18
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second year was spent mostly in the city at hospitals and factories. Thus, the

work of the college was integrated with the wider system of public health ser-

vices, especially at the production brigade level. Medical services at this

level relied greatly on the work of the celebrated "barefoot doctors." Accord-

ing to official definition, they are "peasants trained to give medical service

locally, without leaving their farm work;" thus they are very close to the

peasants, knowing their ailments and health hazards. They are usually peasants

with primary and middle school education whc receive two or three months of

elementary training at the county or commune hospital with refresher courses

from time to time. They play a major role in health education against prevalent

diseases, in raising the level of community hygiene, in giving minor treatment

and providing first aid. Their contribution to the successful family planning

education is inestimable. Hawkins, in his insightful article on this topic,

points out not only the impressive decline of birth rate and general population

growth rate in China (estimated 1.0 percent compared with near 3.0 percent in

the Third World) but also the effectiveness of using educational alternatives to

achieve such a goal.
12

China has successfully found solutions to the central,

hard-core problem, i.e. overpopulation, in her national development through a

network of non-formal educational dforts comprising the principles of the mass

line, the raising of political consciousness, and the complementary development

in the socio-economic-cultural sphere.

An Assessment of the Educational Revolution (1966-1976)

Post-Mao China is left with a mixed legacy of revolutionary educational prac-

tices. Many of them are very significant politically and socially, but others are

questionable in terms of sound educational policy.
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1. Based on the Maoist notion of egalitarianism, the goal of universal pri-

mary education is almost achieved (95% of all achool-age children
13

), and secon-

dary education is now available in the rural areas. However, the emphasis on

equalizing educational opportunities for the disadvantaged masses may have been

carried to the point of denying opportunities to the urban youths and children

of former "bourgoisies" at the high school and college levels. Roadblocks such

as entrance examinations, academic standards, and grades were removed from the

way of the masses. The hierarchical structure of the educational system was

broken, so that resources could_ be spread more equitably. Reducing the length

of schooling from primary to university levels was still another means to solve

the problem of limited resources. Its natural corollary was the condensation

and dilution of course contents: Thus the price for expanding the educational

base was sharply cutting off the top and nationwide lowering of standards.

2. The policies of "ending the domination of schools by bourgois intellec-

tuals" and of urging students to "learn to criticize them" led to the transfer

of educational governance from the hands of the professional to the non-profes-

sional (Revolutionary Committee). In the atmosphere of "politics in command"

and "red in ascendancy" (red vs. expert), China's small pool of highly trained

professionals and even the rink and file of school teachers were regarded as

adversaries of the revolution. Countless of them were indiscriminatingly

attacked and even physically assaulted by frenzied Red Guard students. They

were so intimidated and demoralized that they were unable to contribute effec-

tively to the "reform" of education. This accounts for the phenomenon of the

stalling of the educational revolution at the "struggle and criticism" stages

without progressing to the "reform" stage for several years. In such an atmos-

phere of anti-intellectualism, basic academic and theoretical studies were

20
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down-graded, while the political and practical were greatly emphasised. The

Moaist notion of "unity of theory and practice" reinforced the "open-door"

approach to education by sending students out to factories and communes to study

zad work. In many instances, this was carried to the extreme.

Undoubtedly the students have gained much insight of the exploitive nature

of the old society from the sharing of bitter experiences by the workers and

peasants who were brought into the rostrum of the classrooms and into the admin-

istration of the schools. Their political consciousness was definitely raised

by having participated in the "great revolutionary storms." Such experiences

were intended for them to "gain the revolutionary character of their predeces-

sors" so that they might become worthy successors of the revolution.

3. The Moaist notion of "self-reliance" obliged each unit or locality to

come up with its own solution for the provision of education within the frame-

work of the guidelines. In adapting to local realities and needs, the system

became extremely decentralized. Arrangements, practices and emphasis varied

widely over time and place. In addition, the political tug of war between the

two lines within the central and local leadership aggravated the situation

further. There were continued vacillation in educational emphases. What was

revolutionary and correct at one time or place might be anti-revolutionary and

wrong at another. Under such confusion excesses and cynicism grew among stu-

dents and teachers. Discipline became a problem in schools.

The above are just a few indications of the dilemmas encountered in the

implementation of the ideals of educational reform during the Cultural Revolu-

tion decade.

21
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Contemporary Revised Educational Approach: 1977-1979

With the passing of Mao and the downfall of the radical "Gang of Four" in

1976, China has ushered in a new era with the "pragmatist" faction in command.

The national emphasis is shifted to the "Four Modernizations", i.e., in agricul-

ture, industry, defense, and science and technology. The Chinese refer to this

endeavor as the New Long March which will take China to the front rank among

nations by the end of this century. Again, education is asked to play a signi-

ficant role.

The key slogan that emerged in early 1977 was "respect teachers, love stu-

dents." It implied the restoration of teacher authority. Other new themes for

education appearing in the press emphasized student discipline, teaching of

basic knowledge, and regular examinations. During the summer of 1977, decisions

governing the new school year 1977-78 began to be announced.

1. The length of primary and secondary schooling is not to be extended.

The goal is to standardize the full-day primary and secondary schools on a

nationwide basis with 5 years at each level, i.e., a ten-year system. Acknow-

ledging the necessity of "walking on two legs", the current 9-year rural system

together with the alternative work-study schools will have to continue until

resources are available for a universal 10-year system. At the higher education

level, schooling has seen extended back to 4-5 years.

2. Basic curricula, teaching materials, textbooks, and teaching outlines

both for primary and secondary schools have been standardized. ,"Open-door"

education is proportionately reduced. Individual schools are no longer allowed

to interrupt classroom instruction at will. Centralization is now underway.

3. In early 1978 the Ministry of Education issued a communique, calling

upon educational units at all administrative levels (i.e., provincial, prefectural,

22
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municipal, and country-wise) to do a good job in operating " keypoint" schools by

. the opening of the fall semester, 1978. It specified that consideration should

be given to both urban and rural areas. The "key point" schools run by enter-

prises (such as petroleum, metallurgy etc.) should emphasize specialized basic

knowledge needed by them. While enjoying priority in resources, the "keypoint"

schools should also operate under the principles of "self-reliance and thrift."

The communique designated twenty schools as "national keypoint schools" to be

run directly by the Ministry. 14
Since then, different administrative levels

have continued to announce their "keypoint" schools. These schools will recruit

students throughout the entire administrative areas to which they belong, as

opposed to the ordinary schools which will enroll students on a neighborhood

basis.

In higher education 88 universities and colleges have been designated as

national keypoints as compared with 60 before the Cultural Revolution. These

institutions constitute the apex of the educational pyramid. Besides teaching,

their research functions are being strengthened and expanded. Each institution

has its own "keypoint research topics" and will develop its specialized research

centers.
15

Over 200 institutions of higher education, as well as research

institutes of the Academy of Science and government departments began to enroll

graduate students after a rigorous examination" in 1978. 16

4. Unified national entrance examinations to the universities have been

reinstituted. Eligible applicants should be senior middle school graduates or

equivalents, between ages 20 to 25, unmarried, and it good health. Exceptions

are allowed for graduates from the classes of 1966 and 1967 when the univer-

sities were closed down. They can be 30 years old and married. In addition,

outstanding middle school graduates recommended by their schools can sit for the

23



examination without the usual two years of working experience. Criteria for

selection are: examination score, the candidate's political record, and result

of a physical examination. The latter two assessments are undertaken only for

those who have passed the written examination. Official media are non emphas-

izing the line that family background (such as former landlord, bourgois intel-

lectual classes) should not be allowed to affect the lives of the younger gen-

eration, particularly in connection with college enrollment.

Altogether 5.7 million young people took the entrance examination in Decem-

ber 1977; only 278,000 were admitted for the spring semester of 1978. Some

290,000 freshmen were enrolled in October for the academic year 1978-1979.
17

Nevertheless these are stupendous figures compared to those of the Cultural

Revolution decade when enrollment was drastically down. The number of places

falls far short of demands.

A solution to shortage of places is to set up "affiliated day colleges.'

They are housed in primary and secondary schools whose pupils have been reallo-

cated to other schools. Facilities for higher education are added. Qualified

staff are seconded from regular universities and colleges to operate them. Stu-

dents attend TV lectures with teachers to help. This idea was originated from

the industrial port city of Tientsin whose municipal bureau of education takes

up the responsibility of financing eight affiliated colleges which enroll an

additional 6,600 students. Its example is followed by other cities such as

Peking, Shanghai and Canton. The Ministry of Education has now decided that

wherever feasible such colleges should be set up. Hence, it is expected that

110,000 more students will be enrolled this year than the state has planned.
18

Another innovation reported is the Central Broadcasting and Television

University unaugurated in Peking on February 6, 1979. If offers courses in
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mechanical engineering and electronics, covering a period of three years. The

teaching of basic courses such as mathematics, chemistry and English are already

underway. The credit system has been adopted. Recipients of diplomas issued by

this TV university will be recognized as college graduates by the state. The TV

University in Peking will provide syllabic and textbooks for similar universi-

ties in other parts of the country. The Shanghai TV university which offers six

specialties has already given courses in mathematics, physics, chemistry and

medicine for one year. Now it has added mechanical engineering and electronics

as the Peking TV university. It is reported that students enrolled this year

are mainly workers of factories, mines and other enterprises, middle school

teachers and military p2rsonnel.
19

5. Policy toward intellectuals has changed. It is pointed out that many

fundamental changes have taken place in the ranks of the intellectuals. The

ones from the old society have been severely tempered and tested during the

Cultural Revolution, while 90 percent of all intellectuals are "proletarian

intellectuals" trained in the new society. Hence they should be tegarded as

members of the working class and be given "position, authority and responsi-

bility.
u20

In the educational field, positions of chancellors of universities,

principals of schools, academic titles and ranks of the faculty have been re-

stored. Revolutionary Committees have been abolished. Teachers are guaranteed

more time for their academic pursuits (5/6 of their working time), increased

supply of up-to-date reference materials and laboratory equipment, more research

assistants, better housing, promotions and pay increases, some of which have

been abolished as early as 1958 at the Great Leap Forward.
21

6. To learn advanced science and technology from abroad and strengthen

international scientific exchanges are being actively pursued. There is a

25
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concerted effort to tap the talents and resources of the Chinese of Hong Kong

and Macao and Overseas Chinese in more distant places. It has been planned to

send 10,000 students abroad to various countries to learn. An initial 500

students will be coming to the United States this year. This trend has been

under---ded by the recently signed scientific and technological agreement and

cultural agreement between the U.S. and Chinese governments during the historic

visit of Vice-Premier Teng Hsiao-ping to this country. The emphasis on science

and technology are amply reflected in the curricula. Mathematics, the three

branches of basic science, and foreign languages are given great attention. A

nationwide Mathematics contest for middle school students was held in the spring

of 1978. 200,000 applicants entered the preliminaries, and 350 contested in the

final. 57 winners were honored in a ceremony in Peking in June.
22

A young

niece of this author's, (a 4th year middle school student), reports in a recent

letter that she had succeeded in passing a test qualifying her to be enrolled in

the scientific track. In her weekly schedule, there are 8 periods of mathema-

tics, 6 periods of physics and 5 periods of chemistry. There is also mention of

homework after supper till 11:00 p.m. Proudly she writes that her school has

just been approved as a municipal "keypoint" school of Shanghai.
23

7. The policy of sending urban middle school graduates to the countryside

is to be continued with adjustment. The young people will no longer stay in the

production teams in order to alleviate the extra burdens on the peasants. They

will work on the state farms or collectively owned farms specially set up for

them. The state will pay special attention to their continued education and

training, and help them to raise their scientific and cultural levels. It is

envisioned that the number will be gradually reduced after a few years as modern-

ization of agriculture advances, and as opportunities fa: work in industry and
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trade expand in the cities. Also more branches of universities will be started

to provide them with continued education.
24

8. As to ideological education, the Third Plenary Session of the 11th Cen-

tral Committee of the Communist Party of China clarified the new leadership's

stance toward Mao Tsetung Thought 43 follows:

The session emphatically pointed out: Comrade Mao Tsetung was a

great Marxist. The lofty task of the Farty Central Committee on
the theoretical front is to lead and educate the whole Party and
the people of the whole country to recognize Comrade Mao Tsetung's
great feats in a historical and scientific perspective, comprehen-
sively and correctly grasping the scientific system of Mao Tsetung
Thought and integrate the universal principles of Marxism-Leninism-
Mao Tsetung Thought with the concrete practice of socialist modern-
ization and develop it under the new historical conditions.
(the underlines are the author's).

So Mao's position in the Marxist camp is confirmed. His great achievements (feats}

are given recognition. His Thought will continue to serve as theoretical guide-

lines for the current program of modernization.
25

Another article in Beizing Revism (formerly. Peking Review) critizes the mis-

use of Mao Tsetung Thought by radicals. It is alledged that the most serious mis-

take is fragmentation and oversimplification of Mao's system of thought. Excerpts

and sentences were "truncated" out of context to serve the purposes of the radi-

cals. People were forced to commit them to memory and to accept them on blink

faith as "Holy Writ." The article goes on to blame the radicals for creating

false dichotomy between "politics and economics", between "revolution and pro-

duction" etc.

Hence currently in ideological education, the call to grasp the comprehensive

system of Mao Tsetung £hought in a scientific and wholistic manner. It empha-

sizes that "the sole criterion for testing truth is 7actice", not written words.

It also stresses the dynamic and, relative nature of any system of thought, includ-

ing Marxism and Moats Thought. As new historical conditions emerge, development

of Mao's system of thought is possible and necessary.
26
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Another new theme is "to each according to his work" as a correct social-

ist principle.
27

This justifies the reinstituted examinations, grades, "merits",

"awards" and ability grouping etc.

Attempts have also been made to educate the people to differentiate between

academic excellence and intellectual elitism, between professionel leadership and

"bourgois domination", between excessive egalitarianism and equal opportunity etc.

What Actually is Happening in A Primary School

For a glimpse of what actually is happening in a primary school, the author

is glad to share with the readers a primary source, i.e., a self-evaluation by a

10-year old, 4th grade nephew written at the end of last semester (January, 1979)

required by his school.- A copy of it reached the author in family correspondence

without any preconceived intention of using it for this article. The original

and its translation will be found in the appendix.

Conclusion

As for the domestic and foreign policies of China's new leadership are being

made known one by one to the outside world, the cliches of "de-Haoization" or

"Revisionism" (implying Soviet-Union's style) began to appear in western media.

The general impression is a clean break from the recent past. In reality, China

has never deviated from any of her national goals. As to educational pOlicy,

the final aim of producing workers with both socialist consciousness and culture

-remains the same. The only differences lie in the emphasis and approach to

achieve those goals and aim. If reader,: would check against the section on

"Professed Educational Policy" on page 5, they would find certain elements were

emphasized during the Mao era while others are now being picked up by the new

leadership.
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Article 41 - The "nationalistic" and "popular" aspects were emphasized

by Mao, while the new leadership is now emphasizing "scientific"

approach to ideological study as well as to practical solution of

problems in construction.

Article 43 - "Natural science" was definitely not "rigorously" devel-
oped under Mao, while the new leadership is cc centrating its great
effort in science and technology to serve the Four Modernizations.

Article 44 - Social sciences such as "history, economy, Politics,

(political science), 'culture (humanities) and international affairs"

were the weakest link in Chinese higher education under Mao. The

new leadership has now set up an Academy ofSocial Sciences. History

and geography are again regular subjects in school curriculum. In the

great push for economic development, the scientific approach to study-

ing economic laws is very much emphasized. With China's outreach to
the world, goreign languages and international studies are given great

attention. A recent visitor to China reported that he was "pleased
and surprised to find so much coverage of global happenings "in the

Chinese TV evening news.28

Article 45 - People's political conscious" was definitely raised, and
people's "enthdsiasm for labor" was painstakingly cultivated by Mao.
The new leadership considers the former as a continued necessity, but

regards mental activities just as much labor as manual tasks. It be-

lieves that the time and talent of the small pool of intellectual re-
sources should be put into better use for the Four Modernizations.

Article 46 - "Unity of theory and practice" as the educational method

was emphasized by Mao. However, it was skewed to empirical practice

to the detriment of theory, hence there was no real unity of the two.

The new leadership also endorses the-principle. However, it emphasizes

basic and theoretical knowledge to be s;?plemented by practice in the

campus workshops, and by carefully planned and reduced "open-door"

education in the factories and communes.

Article 47 - Mao Made great efforts to achieve "universal" primary

education. Under his e A "spare time" education for toorkers, and
"political education" for intellectuals and cadres were emphasized.
Now it is left for the new leadership to expand and "reinforce secon-

dary and-higher education," and to put emphasis on technical education."

In conclusion, this author is of the opinion that thet- has not been any re-

versal of policy or goal. All efforts made in the two eras are within the frame-

work of professed comaim'ents. Neither faction ever thinks in terms of "either,

or", but onlyin terms of "priority and precedence." The tug of war between the

two lines can be boiled down to two questions: What should be done first for the

.good of China's national development? Hence, whom should educition serve first

29
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iu order to achieve the dev ,opmental goals? Power struggle, personal rivalries

and excesses aside, the Chinese experiments mirror in sharp focus the dilemmas

faced by all developing countries in a magnified scale. What is most singifi-

cant in the Chinese case is the fact that China: from the start has incorporated

into her development strategies not only economic considerations, but alSo

equal emphasis on the ethical, cultural, and ideological transformation of the

human individual in his social group by both factions in the leadership. And

these strategies correspond with many of the theories advocated by world

scholars of development.

30



Appendix

(TfiCoriginilwriting of Chen Lei, a 10-year-old, 4th grader. It is his self-

evaluation, entitled "Ideological Summing Up" of a semester.)
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(Translation of Chen Lei's Self-evaluation)

Ideological Summing Up No. 21 Chen Lei

Time passes very fast. The semester has slipped by. Now let me recall

what I have done during the semester. First I want to talk about what I did

in the "Symbolic Long March". During our walk to the Chang Feng Park, I ob-

served discipline. I participated in the "barrier" test along the way. My

score was 96. On Sunday I took part in voluntary labor., Although I was some-

what fatigued, but I thought how wonderful it would be for my classmates to

'return the next day to a spacious bright and very neat classroom. I collected

three stories about scientists and materials on three modern constructions.

In the homeroom period, I interacted. I also made nine small products. Making

products requires great concentration and exploration. To use the mechanical

man as an example, I made a solid mechanical man. I thought how meaninfful

it would be if I could make hiM move with lively motions. I used a piece of

wire and connected it with the wire that strung his hand. When I pulled that

piece of wire at his back, his hand followed to move likewise. So did his

head. His nose should be made of a small piece of cork (or cap or a bottle?).

But I could not find one, so I put a pair of paper spectacles on him and

painted the nose. Then I used my painting brush to dress him up very smartly.

During the Science Month I was designated as a science activist in the munici-

pality. In my studies, every day I finished all the assignments designed by

my teachers on time. But sometimes I did not do my best. When I returned

home after school, I immediately worked on my assignments, and then I had

supper. I relaxed a while after supper before. I spent 1 1/2 to 2 hours to

examine and review my studies. In class I sometimes talked to my classmates,

but I often raised my hand and expressed myself actively. With the arrival
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of winter, our school started the symbolic long distance run of "scaling the

heights of science with speed." I improved my distance with every training

session.

The above are my performances during the semester. I am determined to

contribute to the four modernizations for the sake of our fatherland.
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