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ABSTRACT

i

L This ‘paper consists of observations on a China tour
to nursery schools, children's hospitals, primary schools, a high
school, a teacher training institute, after-school children's centers
and a school for the deaf. Twenty American’ early childhood education
specialists participated in the tour, which included visits to five

“cities and to rural areas. The possibility that any or all of the
schools visited may be showcase institutions is discussed. The most

" noticeable feature of schooling in China was the emphasis on moral
‘education or the direct teaching of explicit values. Alsc of interest
to the observers: the formal pedagogical style (children in art
class, for example, all copy the same picture) and the emphasis on
physical education,.The children appeared happy and alert, paying

. close attention to all that went on. There was little sign of the
restiveness many have come to expect in a formal school setting.
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In the month of January, 1975, I participated in a tour of
preschool and érimary school settings in The People's Republic of China.
I traveTéd with twenty Americans, all experienced in the field of early
childhood education. We visited nursery schools, children's hospitals,
a high school, p%ﬁmary schools, a teacher training institute, after
school children's centers and a school for the deaf..

We were in the cities of Peking, Tientseiﬁ, Nanking, Soochow and
Shanghai. Much of our time was spéﬂt in rural areas. As part of the
tour we a]saxvisited guitura] sites, factories aﬁd wark'piaces, went to
the opera, and saw a film which was currently pru]af;J"Tbe Bfight
Shining Red Star." We were assigned threerpermanent gféﬂs1atgfs to Qué
group. They stayed with us for the duration of our trip in China, and
made arrangements for connections in other cities that had their own
brances of the travel service. .Our gﬁides from the travel service
(Luxsinghe, were genuinely helpful individuals who were friendly and
even, at times, relaxed éﬂd informal, thus validating the importance of
people-to-people education. It {s important to address the question of
how much of the real China we saw. It is clear that we saw orily a very
little because China has land mass larger than United States with eight
au£ongmaus regions ‘hd over one hundred ethnic m%norities. It is

clearly a country. of wide‘reg%gha1 and cultural differences. The issue
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that it was, because of the large number of aifferEﬂt settings we were
in, and from repowﬁs of other American Visitors who have seen very
similar educational practices but visited different settings. My only
feeling of a "show case" ﬁﬁstitutionHWas in Peking Nursery School
Number 5, which appears to be a standard visiting place for tours.
Another piecé'of evidence suggests that we saw "representative" places
was the travel services' constant attempt to accommodate our requests
to visit places wé wanted to see as a function of our special interest.
Our school visits had a certain regular pattern: after a warm
welcome, we would meet with the responsible peop]é at the site, talk
with them briefly, tHen have a look ar@ﬁndg and then have a further in-
Jdepth question énd_aﬂSWE? ﬁeriﬁd; Since one of our purposes of the tour.
was an official ‘delegation of friendship, we also géve Séhoals that we é
visited small Qresents of.books and records.
Question and“ansWer se;sionsxbetween our group and the Chinese
~were generally informative and the atmosphere was friéndly and the

exchange open. The difficultyg of course, was in coping with each other

as fellow Americans; I sometimes felt 1ike Mark Twain's Innocence Abroad
and worse. The other issue is the political nature of the travel éervicé;v;
their goal is to show The Pedple's Republic of China in its best light,
with enthus}asm:énd péréuas{oni This is why background information on
what is happening in The Peop1e'§ Republic currently is so important
for understanding. _FDE example, the importance of the Great Cultural
Pro?etarién Revolution, the. continued 1eadérship of Chairman Mao, and
the movement to criticize L1n Piao and Confuscious are such consistent

_ themes in the rhetoric of the travel serv1ce that it wou]d seem essent1a]
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‘to have prior‘know1edge of some of the events and issues. A constant
theme we heard in discussion groups about the nature of the curriculum

in schools, Forlexamp1eg was ﬁﬁe significanée in changes thét had taken
place as a result of cultural revoiution. Fina11y; one must, gt would
seem, approach the process of being toured abéut‘by the trave} service
with an openness and sense of humor. The itinerary allows for Tittle
free time, 1ittle time to be by oneself, and a constant changing view of
Sitesg'eventé and discussions. It.was important to try éndg1earn and to
consensually vaTidate what was going on wifh American peers. Fror example,
one evening our head permanent guide announced with a particularly |
pleasing smile that we were privileged to see a "propaganda" film that

was currvent fare at the cinemas, but had been brought to the hotel by
friends from the local ﬁ;éatera- Indeed we had seen billboards for "The
Bri'ght Shining Red Star" and it was recently featured in China Reconstruct
Magazine.. But the thought of seeing a érapéganda movie as a "special

© treat" was indeed somewhat disccncerting or at 1:ast presented a contrast
in social reality.

I

There are sevéral observations I would Tike to share with ycuj¥
about what I perceive to be the nature of preschool and primary school
~education cUrricu1um‘and practices in China at.this time in history..
These observations are based on my first hand expérienceé in The People's
Republic, and, of course, ére 1imited by’thisg Furthermareggthé
observations are also a function of the fact that I carfy observer biases.

It is clear that I may have misunderstood many things, ﬁis;ed important
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information or read meaning into events from my an ethnocentric world
view. [ was not a cultural anthropologist in China, rather an American
early childhood education-specia1ist in China. To help car%ect for my
limitations, I .read extensively before and after my trip. I would

recommend two general readings which have appeared to clarify much:

" From The Other Side of the River, A Self Portrait of China Today by K. H.

. . : |
Fan and K. T. Fan; and China! Inside the People's Republic by the .

Committee of ConcernediAsian Scholars. In the specific there is a
paucity of literature on schools in China; however, there is a chapter
on schools in the Fans' book and I would also recommend Daily Life In

entitled "Mao's Children."
Now. for my observations:
The most noticeable feature about schooling is the emphasis on

moral development or the -direct reaching thgypjicit values.

The content of language Tessons, the production of pTay1ets; the -

lyrics to songs, the purpose of science lessons, the art lessons and the
inclusion of exercises in productive labor are geared to Maoist moral
education. A good example of this was in a kindergarten classroom in

Tientsien in which the children put on a playlet for us entitled, Big

1

Apple Fér Little Brother. Five children came oi the stage in costume,
andvsang a chorus. Then the protagonist, ETEer sister, sets the scene.
She has a basket Qf-épp1es that .she hands out to tﬁevgraup of brothers
and sisters one by one. At the end she comes to a'ciassii moral dilemma

for young children; two app]es left, a 1arge one and a sma1: one, one

for her and one for little brother. Wh1ch one shauld she keep for herself?v
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In song she reviews the m@ra1’di1émma; and decides that he needs the food
-" more than she because he is 'still growing, and sﬁe gives the larger apple
to him in a selfless act.

The example of the importance of DEOdUCtiVEﬁéSS was taught in a
very direct manner. - In a different Primary School in Tientsien, fgﬁrth“
and fifth grade childrén work an hour each day folding cardboard T's
that fit into toothpaste boxes to keep the tube from rattling in the box.
For this:service the school is paiddby the Féctory; And finally in all’
1§nguage lessons we heard, thE*tgxts wererstories‘cf'heraism during the
time of the revolution.

An interesting commentary on this direct teaching of values was
underscored in a meeting with Talitha Gurlach %n Shangﬁaf- This interesting

© American born woman has 1ived jn China s%nce p?e%?évoiuticnary days, when’
she- was a YWCA worker, and has continued consulting to the Chinese
Ministry of Education and working for the Chiﬂgse information Ser;icesi
! I} a meeting with 'us she said that it was the goal of the Chinese educa;
 tional system to directly stamp out any vistiges of bourgeois ideology -
and to educate children tthha carrec} path toward bu%]ding a socialist
man. |
- Secondarily to the direct training of va’lﬁes3 is the formal
pedagog1ca1 style in wh1ch from an ear1y age, children do choral reading,"
/- 'group rec1tat1on and rehearse and perform p]ayTets 1 do not want to o
give the 1mpress1on that this appears to be oppress1ve in any way. It
does not It 51mp1y appears formal. - |
In art c]ass, for exampte, children a,ﬂ copy the same p1ctur‘e of

Tien An Min Square_ Or in English class children read in unison. One
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abacus lesson stands out in pargﬁeu1af: " The teacher Her up a F1aeh /
card with the problem. The ch11dfen responded with a clatter of moving
_beads and then hands went up. The teacher called on several differenﬁ
eﬁildren who shouted out the correct answer from their independent
v;ca1cu1atione! : S "
Children epend much of their school time practicing formal physical
fitness training. Th1e is seen 1in gymnast1c exere1se andfgameej such
as running relays, da1ng song and dance roat1nee. These appeared to me
to always be at an exceptionally high performance 1eve1,gf
These observations all e]ear1y fit in with Mao's doctrines of
bhyeaea1; moral and intellectual developmént, and these three ebaer;atiene
are hardly speculative. From what I ean‘teT]g they are also similar to
the observations uf others. 5 7 ,
A final observation, however, is more puzgling and Haa;ﬁaaée with ,-
school behavior of children that Jack Kounin and others called with-it=ness.
Iﬂ a11 af the school settings in which we Qbaerved children, even down
to age. threej appeared to be a]ert tuned 1n and pay1ng attent10n tD the
ongoing aet1v1t1e5 This was true also of the children as they watched
the1r peers perferm in p'ia_y]etss or when ethera were reciting in front
of the class. There appeared to th1e obeerver 11tt1e evidence that the
children were restive under"a fam111ar oppreea1ve regime of "school,"
as we have sometimes characterized in our eaeiety; We feeauehETy remarked

on how well the-children performed, how aiert‘%hey were, aﬁd%hew happy =

=

they seemed, How 15 that the ch11dreﬂ seem so at ease in their perFarmances, .o

50 weﬂadiee"lphneds S0 eager? “Our gu1dee felt that this stenmed from a

N J
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" feeling of éénfidéﬁée and;tgust”iﬁ their country. They were p1eéged to

. see us. Judge the ch11dren 50 pD;1t1vc1y and equally p1eased to use the
children's behavior as evidence of ‘the success of the goals of +he
educéti@na1 gysteﬁ Clearly this was onTy part of the p1cture Children,
in Ch1na are also experienc1ng an era DF 1nccmparab1e pr@sper1ty, espéc1311y

K

in Eont;ast to thg t1me previous 1949. It seems:clear tgo that parents
fam11} 1ife, now also, prosperous, . Suppcrts the child.- Eyerywhéié children

kappeared well-fed, well-clothed, and we11—cared for. In 3{1}9%7the timef
of our tour I never saw a child scolded, repr1manded or aven spoken

1
,harshiy to. Respon51b1e children often attended our.seminars and responded

to our quest1@ns. The attitudes teachers, as prgfegsmna’ls3 expressed
toward the children was loving, kind and understanding. Once in a
performance of a pTay1et a child Forgotsher.J%nes; The teéchérs_waited
patiently and smiled and the child proceeded. In' orie primary 52%061 wek .
.'=gj§ite§”the children “appeared a 1itt1e?wi1d.!— thehprinéipa1js attitude
wés'taierant;and humanistic -- they need to rdn off some energy on thg F
. play yérd, "You kncwrﬁow children are donttgyou?“. she -said.

A Fina] statemént about these observations: I do_not wish %o join
the ranks QF*ﬁnétaﬁt American Sino]ogists who‘returﬁ ?rcm tours of China
and v1ew children in Ch1na with awe and 32310u5y, nor do I want to ra11
against the un1f0rm1ty “and 11m1ted p911t1ca1 rhetoric they are be1ng
taught. I s1mp1y want, on making good-a promise made to the members DF

the travel serv1ces and Chinese school" teaghers I met, to share. some of .

7myuabservatjons with you.
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