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The Reforms of Secondary
Education in China

. 8h &
Chen Yangbin

O PART of China’s educational system has undergone more deep-going reforms
since 1976 than secondary education”.” This article tries to review the
changes, achievements, and challenges affecting Chinese secondary education
since the launch of the “reform and open-up policy” in the late 1970s.

Secondary education can narrowly refer to general junior and senior secondary
schools under the national basic education system. ® It can also broadly mean the entire
educational system between primary education and tertiary education, including both
regular training and adult training. Moreover, a middle-of-the-road usage refers to regu-
lar secondary education, which covers: 1) specialised secondary schools (secondary tech-
nical schools and teacher training schools); 2) skilled worker schools; 3) vocational sec-
ondary schools (junior and senior); 4) general secondary schools (junior and senior); 5)
secondary schools or classes for special education; and 6) correctional work-study school
for juvenile delinquents.

Specifically, this article focuses on general secondary education and the regular second-
ary, vocational and technical schools, as these two elements form the main body of
Chinese secondary education. The basic structure of current, general secondary education
consists of a six-year program that includes three years of junior and three years of senior
school. In essence, both are under the basic education system, but only junior schooling is
part of the compulsory education system. The objectives of junior and senior schools are
quite different. “Junior secondary school further enhances the cultural and scientific
knowledge of the student, and his or her psychical, moral and physical development after
primary school. It prepares him or her for enrolment in higher level institutions or for
employment.”® The objectives of senior school, on the other hand, are two-fold: “One is

1. Stig Thegersen, Secondary Education in China after Mao: Reform and Social Conflict, Aarhus, Aarhus University Press, 1990, p. 11.

2. China Education and Research Network, (CERNET), Chinese Basic Education, hitp:;-202.205.10.1:20010823; 208327 shtml, 2001.

3. Jin Yiming ed., Zhongguo jiaoyu leibie yu jiegou de yanjiu (A study on the typology and structure of Chinese education),
Shanghai, Shanghai jiaoyu chubanshe, 1999, p. 25.
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to allow some students to be admitted to tertiary education institutions. The other is to

develop the vocational and technical skills of some students for after their graduation.”

We analyse first the social context underlying the expansion of secondary education
from Mao Zedong’s to Deng Xiaoping's era. We then detail the key developmental stages of
the quantitative and qualitative changes that have taken place since the late 1970s. And
we finally analyse the structural and cultural challenges facing secondary education today.

Contextual changes

The Third Plenum of the Eleventh National Party Congress of the Central Committee of
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) held in December 1978 marked a milestone of drastic
changes in national policies, departing from political conflicts to enter an era of socialist
modernisation. It is also commonly accepted as the turning point for the strategies guid-
ing the transformation of secondary education in China. Before 1978, Mao’s ideology

4. Ibid.
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regarding secondary education relied heavily on class struggle. After 1978, under Deng's
rule, it was re-oriented to serve the economic development of the nation.

The political significance of Mao’s educational ideology appeared clearly in the guide-
lines drafted in 1957: “Education must serve the political aims of the proletariat, and must
integrate with the productive forces.” ® These guidelines were, in fact, at the heart of
socialist reconstruction and development from 1949 up to 1978. They played a crucial role
in the major phases of China’s transformation during the past 50 years, starting with the
remoulding of the intelligentsia, the inspiration derived from the experience of the Soviet
Union, the Great Leap Forward, and of course the Cultural Revolution. Mao remarked,
“Socialist reconstruction comprises two aspects, the reconstruction of the social system and
the reconstruction of the people.” In this reconstruction process, “school education and

arts both are ideologies and social superstructures, and are by nature tightly linked to
»” (6)

social classes.

Upon his return to power, Deng Xiaoping had among his first responsibilities the
improvement and development of science and education. His ideological perspective on
education is clearly reflected in two well-known sentences. One pronounced in 1977, in
which he called on everybody “to respect knowledge and talents,” thus re-orienting the
relationship of the whole country with its intellectuals, researchers and teachers. And in
another sentence, this time more concerned with education proper, he spelled out in 1983:
“Education must turn its face towards modernisation, towards the world and the future.” ?
The “three towards” (san ge mianxiang) put an emphasis on social and economic develop-
ment, a world vision, and a historical perspective on the development of education that
were quite distant from Mao Zedong’s highly political standpoint. Since then, these have
been canonised as the strategic guidelines for human development and, in particular, sec-

ondary education reform. :

Behind the shift lay two core value changes: the way the Chinese intelligentsia was con-
sidered, and the value attached to education. Mao stood at the crossroads of old China and
the new socialist China, and was fearful that the intelligentsia might endanger the socialist
regime, and thus he tried to change its mindset. Education then served as an effective insti-
tutional tool. In contrast, Deng's rule vied to modernise the newly built socialist system. He
adopted a more pragmatic approach towards intellectuals and education, and acknowl-
edged that “science also [was] the first productivity.”® As regards secondary education,

5. Bi Cheng and Cheng Fangping, “Zhongguo jiaoyu” (Chinese education), Changchun, Jilin Educational Publishing House, in
Gu Mingyuan and Liang Zhongyi eds., Shijie jiaoyu daxi (World Educational Encyclopaedia), 2000, pp. 397-448, here p. 404.

6. Ibid., p. 406.

. Ibid., p. 432. ) .

8. Official website of Tianjin Technical University for students, “Hu Jintao’s speech on the memorial convention for Deng Xiaoping's
centenary birthday,” http:: ‘www.evw.edu.cniindex/index _other dissertation/bnxp/jndh:indh2.htm, (read on June 5th 2005), 2004.
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Mao’s time saw the establishment of a standard and unified secondary educational system.
As Deng was expecting to develop better trained “human capital” nationwide in order to
facilitate the opening-up and reform policy, his era saw the implementation of compulsory
education programmes and the expansion of secondary vocational schools.

The key stages of secondary education reform
Between 1978 and 1998, we can distinguish three key stages in the reform process of sec-
ondary education in China. ©

The first stage lasted from 1978 to 1984, and was merely a period of adjustment for the
policies and practices inherited from the Cultural Revolution. The major programmes
included: the development and implementation of the new national standard secondary
school curricula, structural change to accommodate more vocational secondary schools,
and the restoration of the secondary education supervision system.

The second stage, from 1985 to 1992, corresponded to the start of the intensive nation-
al reform of education that was initiated by the “Chinese Communist Party’s Decisions on
Educational Reform”. One of its landmarks was the implementation of the law on com-
pulsory education in 1986. In line with the principle of the decentralisation of education,
local governments, especially rural township governments, were made responsible for
undertaking the nine-year compulsory education programme (including three-years of
junior secondary school). Pragmatism was to be the key word: varied agendas and flexible
goals for the implementation were adopted in order to take into consideration the differ-
ences in the level of development between different areas.

The third stage extended from 1993 to 1998 and saw the deepening of the reform. To
counter-balance the resurgence of conservative forces in the late 1980s, Deng visited
Guangdong in 1992 to call for a fostering of the socialist market economy. His advocacy of
liberalism once again allowed the launching of a new educational policy, “The Outline of
China’s Education Reform and Development” in 1993, later hailed as a turning point in
the reform of national education. As far as secondary education is concerned, it extended
compulsory education and vocational schooling. The Outline set the goal of making com-
pulsory education universal for up to 85% of the population by the end of the twentieth
century. Vocational secondary education was also meant to accelerate in order to provide
the skilled workforce of which the booming economy was in dire need.

The fourth stage started at the end of the 1990s and continues into the present. It
began with the policy of “The Action Plan for Educational Development in the 21st

9. Hao Keming and Tan Songhua eds., Zhongguo jiaoyu tizhi gaige 20 nian (Chinese educational system reform in the past 20
years), Zhengzhou, Zhongzhou guji chubanshe (Central Classical Literature Press), 1998, p. 1.
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Figure / @1 Secondary school enrolments from 1978 to 2002
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Century” of 1999."? Science and education were deemed crucial for national rejuvena-
tion. The key programmes relevant to secondary education include: universal provision of
senior secondary education in urban and wealthy areas by 2010, implementation of a
trans-century quality education programme, and improvement of the professional qualifi-
cations of the teachers.

Quantitative and qualitative development of secondary education since 1978
Changes in the development of secondary education were both quantitative and
qualitative. |

The quantitative changes

Quantitatively, we mainly analysed student enrolment and the number of schools. Figure

1 on secondary school enrolment from 1978 to 2002 suggests the following points:

e Regarding overall enrolment, the figures kept growing throughout the period, except
for a fluctuation between 1983 and 1989.

e In junior schools, enrolment started with a peak number in 1978 when general sec-
ondary education was restored nationwide after the Cultural Revolution. While it
decreased in the following years, 1985 was an upward turning point because of the
implementation of the law on compulsory education. Later on, a slight fluctuation
appeared between 1985 and 1993, with the number of students stabilising around 40
million. This period was characterised by the worrying phenomenon of student
dropouts, and the benefits from an investment in education being downplayed when
compared to the easy gains to be made in business in the early years of the move
toward a market economy. After that, a growing population, further implementation:
of compulsory education and economic development kept the enrolment figures

going up again.

e In general senior schools, the pattern of enrolment changes was the same. The level of
growth after 1993 was, nonetheless, slightly lower than the rate of junior school enrol-
ments. A peak number of 16.83 million students in 2002 was a good indicator that sen-
ior secondary education had been increasing rapidly.

e In secondary vocational and technical schools, enrolments grew steadily between 1978
and 1998. In 1978, the number of students in these schools was only 1.27 million, and
reached a peak of 12.21 million in 1998.From then onwards, enrolment was steady
with minor fluctuations up to 2002. The difference between vocational and technical

10. Jin Yiming ed., Zhongguo shehuizhuyi jiaoyu de -guiji (The pafh of Chinese socialist education), Shanghai, Huadong shifan
daxue chubanshe, 2000, p. 469.
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school enrolments and senior secondary schools enrolments was only 8.2 % in 1978.
Between 1992 and 1999, vocational and technical schooling exceeded general senior
secondary schooling. This structural reshaping is a direct result of the policy changes of
the 1980s, with vocational and technical training being strongly advocated since 1978.
Figure 2, on the evolution of the number of schools, shows that:

e The total number of secondary schools decreased from 1978 to 2002. Considering the
above growth trends, the average enrolment per school thus significantly increased.
This implies that, in most cases, school effectiveness must have been improving.

e Overall, both the number of general senior and junior secondary schools shrank. While
junior secondary schools followed light ups and downs from 1995 to 2002, the number
of senior secondary schools grew slightly but steadily during the same period. This is a
clear indication that demand for senior secondary schooling has been on the rise.

Figure 3, on the evolution of the number of vocational and technical schools, indicates that:

e From 1978 to 1995 there was a significant increase in the number of vocational and
technical schools. Moreover, the growing number of secondary vocational schools was
the main contributor to the overall increase. From 1995 to 1997, this number, however,

was stable.

e After 1997 and up to 2002, there was a sharp decline in the number of vocational and
technical schools. Nevertheless, as suggested by Figure 1, enrolment in these schools
declined only slightly. What, then, does this mean? Firstly, that, unlike general second-
ary schools, secondary vocational and technical schools are more dependent on the
market economy absorbing their graduates. And, secondly, that school effectiveness
was improved because of the increase of average school enrolment.

e Only the number of secondary teacher training schools steadily declined from 1978 to
2002. They used to train primary school teachers, but were gradually dismantled or
merged into tertiary teacher training institutions, as the qualifications of primary
school teachers were enhanced. :

When compared internationally, secondary education in China looks pretty good.

Regarding the gross secondary education enrolment rate, the world average jumped from

48.5% in 1985 to 58.1% in 1995. In the meantime, Chinese rates respectively rose from

39.7% to 66.6%. However, when compared with more developed countries, such as those of

the European Union (enrolment rate of 111.4% on average), the gap is still undeniable. *"

All in all, since the launching of the reforms in 1978, student enrolments have been
increasing—particularly in senior secondary schools—, secondary vocational school enrol- |

11. National Research Centre for Educational Development Research, 2000 nian Zhongguo jiaoyu Ivpishu (Green paper on educa-
tion in China, 2000), Beijing, Educational Sciences Publishing House, p. 55.
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ment has gone up dramatically, and, finally, the overall number of schools has QOne
down. All these figures thus suggest that secondary education in China has undergone
changes equally in scale, structure, and level of development.

The main qualitative changes

The reforms affecting the overall orientation of education, curriculum and management
are the most noteworthy.

From examination oriented education to quality education

Quality education was officially proposed in “The Outline of China’s Education Reform
and Development’ of 1993. The intent was that “primary and secondary schools should
move from an examination-oriented education towards an education, by and large, aim-
ing at improving the level of the population.” *® Although quality education has been a
popular theme in recent years, its meaning is still hotly debated. It is usually regarded as a
process that should follow a steady and lightly incremental progress, as a kind of educa-
tional ideal that aims at the overall development of the students, and as some sort of edu-
cational value that insists on student-centred, humanistic and personal development.
Finally, it emphasises and nurtures creativity and experience for the students.

It is also essential to consider the opposite approach, namely that of examination-ori-
ented education, if one intends to clearly understand quality education. The educational
context for the emergence of quality education is that of Chinese primary and secondary
students having long suffered from the excessive burden of academic activities. These
activities are meant to prepare the students solely for the examinations present at all lev-
els of school admission (there is even an admission exam between junior and senior sec-
ondary schools). Consequently, students are deprived of physical activities and other forms
of atheistic, moral, or manual education. A striking piece of data revealed in 1995 that
students suffering from myopia account for 55.22 % of all junior secondary students, and
79.34% of all senior secondary students in urban areas.™ It is so serious, in fact, that it
has become a social rather than a family problem for the individual child and truly a

school problem for the individual student.

It is ironic that history somehow repeats itself. Early in the 1960s, Mao had already
called for a lightening of the academic burden affecting secondary students. Although the
social and historical contexts are different, the over-burdening of students is derived from
the exact same Confucian learning tradition, one that is characterised by sedentary and
hardworking learning in order to prepare for the examinations. Besides, there is a growing

12. Jin Yiming, op. cit., 2000, p. 568.
13. Yang Jiujun, Tiaozhan yu duice: jichu jiaoyu gaige lun (Challenges and counter-measures: study of the basic education reform),
Nanjing, Jiangsu jiaoyu chubanshe, 2002, p. 204.
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dilemma between the limited educational supply and the swelling educational demand
aggravated by the huge population of secondary students: students have been forced to
compete fiercely for admission into key senior secondary schools and universities.
From knowledge-centred education to student- and activities-centred education

As a core part of quality education reform in secondary schools, the curriculum has also
undergone a significant renovation from one solely focused on subjects/knowledge to one
revolving around the students themselves and their activities. Inspired by the Soviet model,
the past curriculum had various and far-reaching biases: it over-emphasised the transmis-
sion of knowledge and skill training, it centred on subject knowledge, neglecting the life
experiences of students, and aimed education at performing a social selection function. It
was also highly centralised and standardised as regards curriculum management. *¥

The major curriculum reforms after 1978 happened in 1985 and 1992, both providing
the curriculum for compulsory education. In 2001, the Ministry of Education issued the
“Guidelines for the Reform of Basic Education Curriculum (Trial Version)” that caused evi-
dent changes. It was the first time a comprehensive curriculum reform for secondary edu-
cation had occurred nationwide. Several points deserve to be highlighted. First, it focused
on students, and vied for a fuller integration of knowledge content, student life and socie-
ty. Second, it stressed moral and ethical education, especially for junior secondary stu-
dents. Third, it streamlined the fundamental knowledge subjects and the core concepts
and principles in order to lighten the pressure on students’ shoulders. Fourth, it set up for
the first time the idea of integrated courses. Fifth, it prioritised information technology
courses in order to get closer to the advanced technologies of the world. Sixth and lastly, it
decentralised curriculum management by creating a three-level curriculum architecture:
national, local and school-based. ¥
Decentralisation of secondary education management and its fluctuations

The crucial element in secondary education management is the educational funding
system. In 1986, with the implementation of the law on compulsory education, the fund-
ing system began to be decentralised, down to the bottom township governments—China’s
grass root government level. It is commonly referred as the principle of local governments
catering for local schools (primary and junior secondary schools). The funds were mainly
derived from a township educational surcharge.

In 2001, this radical approach to decentralisation changed slightly. The State Council
issued the “Decisions on the Reform and Development of Basic Education”, which brought

14. Cheng Fangping and Mao Zuhuan eds., Zhongguo jiaoyu wenti baogao: rushi beijing xia Zhongguo jiaoyu de xianshi wenti he jiben
duice (Report on the problems of Chinese education: the practical problems and basic counter-measures- for the Chinese edu-
cation system in the context of the WTO), Beijing, Zhongguo shehui kexue chubanshe, 2002, p. 168.

15. Yang Jiujun, 2002, op. cit., pp. 152 to 160.
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a change in the rural secondary schools funding system: “Under the leadership of the State
Council, local governments are responsible for the management of rural compulsory edu-
cation. Different levels of governments are in charge of different levels of compulsory edu-
cation. The county governments act as the main body of the compulsory education man-
agement.” " In the meantime, the township educational surcharge had been officially
brought to a halt in order to relieve the peasants of this financial burden."” The lowest
administrative authority regarding secondary schooling had in effect been “elevated”
from township to county level.

The path followed by the secondary school funding system followed a basic trend of
decentralisation with a minor fluctuation, from national down to township and then up to
county government. While it had extensively mobilised local communities to invest in
local secondary schools, it had also provoked arduous problems of funding shortages in
rural schools (for example, arrears of unpaid teachers salaries had become a national
phenomenon), rural township governments being financially weak. *® Although funding
responsibility was later moved to the higher level of the county, the financial capacity of
this echelon of government also greatly varies and the secondary school funding gap
between counties of unequal levels of development has continued to widen.

Structural and cultural challenges facing the reform of secondary education

Although secondary education in China has developed substantially since 1978, it still has to
cope with numerous challenges during the reform process. The functions of secondary educa-
tion have been defined in numerous ways. ™ Nevertheless, they can be brought together in
two streams: one insisting on social/class reproduction among students, and another one
stressing the cultural aspects of national integration. Along with this analytical dichotomy,
we wish to highlight the structural challenge of the widening gap between unevenly devel-
oped localities and the cultural challenge of ethnic minority secondary education.

Widening gaps between west-east and rural-urban

With the rise of the socialist market economy, economic and social inequalities have
broadened due to the phasing out of the highly centralised and nationally planned econo-
my. The widening gaps in education levels are to be found between areas, social classes,

1

[=a)

. Ministry of Education, Guowuyuan guanyu jichu jiaoyu gaige yu fazhan de jueding (The State Council’s Decisions on the Reform i
and Development of Basic Education), http://www.moe.edu.cn/edoas/website18/info3313.htm, (read on June 1st 2005), 2001. i

17. Yang Jiujun, op. cit., 2002, p. 91.

18. Wang Shanmei and Yuan Liansheng eds., 2001 nian zhonguo jiaoyu fazhan baogao: 90 niandai houbangi de jiaoyu caizheng yu
jiaoyu caizheng tizhi (China education report in 2001: The educational finance and its system in the late 1990s), Beijing,
Beijing shifan daxue chuban she, p. 6.

19. Xie Wenquan, Zhongdeng jiaoyu: lilun yu shiji (Secondary education: theory and practice), Taibei, Wunan tushu chuban youxi-

an gongsi, 1997, p. 41.
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ethnic groups and within the educational structure. In many respects, these are even more
apparent than in the economic realm.

Regarding the unevenness between areas, a recent national study has found that the
average junior school student budget in the western part of the country was 3.39 times
higher than in the eastern part in 2002, compared to “only” 2.65 times in 1995.
Meanwhile, the west-east ratio of rural average household educational expenditure
climbed from 3.71 times higher in 1995 to 3.88 times in 2002. The “educational gap” is
therefore more apparent than the “economic gap”. ®”

The widening gap of uneven secondary schooling is also remarkable when it comes to
the urban-rural division. While the urban-rural gap as regards the average household
expenditure ratio was 1.9 in 1995 and 2.34 times higher in 2002, the gap between educa-
tional expenditures climbed respectively from 1.87 to 2.97. Furthermore, the urban-rural
gap is even more patent in western areas. *Y

With the influx of rural migrant workers into cities, the educational gap between
urban and rural areas has become more complicated and marred by other related prob-
lems, such as secondary education for rural migrant children in the cities or the lack of it
in rural areas where the parents had left for the cities. It is estimated that there are a mini-
mum of seven million migrant children in urban areas, and most of them are margin-
alised by the urban public secondary schools. “? Even if they are lucky enough to be
admitted in an urban school, they have to pay higher tuition fees because their hukou
(household registration permit) is not valid in urban districts. Children of migrant workers
who have stayed in their home villages are confronted on their part with the absence of
parental care. They are more prone to academic failure and other social difficulties.

Generally speaking, the structural challenge is a matter of educational inequality. The
liberalisation induced by the development of a market economy can often be blamed.
Governments, at different levels, have insufficiently shouldered the responsibility of educa-
tional development. Stig Thegersen remarked that Deng’s “three towards” ideology de
facto overlooked secondary education in rural areas and backward sectors. ® Cheng
Jieming also commented that the radical decentralisation of basic education management
caused an exacerbation of education inequality. ®® The central government has recently
acknowledged this problem and taken more action to close the gaps.

20. Li Bin, “The educational gap is greater than the economic gap in China”, http://edu.cyol.com/gh/edu;2005-06/03/
content 1083054.htm, (read on June 5th 2005), China Youth Daily, June 3rd 2005.

21. Ibid.

22. Cheng Fangping and Mao Zuhuan eds., op. cit., 2002, pp. 147-51.

23. Stig Thegersen, op. cit., 1990. p. 155.

24. Cheng Jieming, Zhongguo jiaoyu gaige: jinzhan, juxian, qushi (Chinese Educational Reform: Progress, Limitations and Trends),
Hong Kong, Shangwu yinshuguan, 1992. p. 238.
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The national integration of minority students in secondary schools

While the structural challenge sounds like a reality that draws much attention from the
public, policymakers and researchers, the cultural challenge faced by ethnic minorities in
secondary schools appears more muted.

Although the central government has implemented significant preferential policies for
the secondary education of ethnic minorities since 1978, the educational achievement
level of these minorities is still generally lower than the majority Han group (with only a
few exceptions). According to the 1990 census, among the population aged over six years
in the 13 largest non-Han ethnic groups, all except for the Manchus and Koreans had
lower achievement levels than the Han in junior secondary education. Again, except for
the Manchus, Koreans and Mongolians, the other ten largest minority groups had lower
achievement levels than the Han in senior secondary education. **

Current national preferential policies for minority students attending secondary
schools focus on quantitative aspects, such as extra funding support, lower university
admission grades and special boarding schools. While it seems easier to close the quanti-
tative gap for the minority students within the national secondary education framework,
some other demands can be more difficult to handle, especially those pertaining to cultur-
al issues: for example, the relationship between ethnic identities and Han nationalist edu-
cation, minority language teaching and Han language teaching, minority religions, and

ethnic culture and multiculturalism in the curriculum. @

THANKS to Deng Xiaoping’s principles of “respect knowledge and talents” and the “three
towards”, secondary education has undergone dramatic changes since the late 1970s. The
core value behind these changes was and continues to be “pragmatism”—directed towards
economic development—, a clear break from Mao’s everlasting creed of “class struggle”.
Intent and policies have often translated into achievements: the implementation of com-
pulsory education and the expansion of technical and vorational education are the most
obvious ones. However, problems such the patent widening of the development gap
between regions and social strata, and the cultural peril posed to ethnic minorities have
become difficult challenges and should be addressed effectively. B

25. Ma Rong, “Zhongguo shaoshu minzu jiaoyu shiye de fazhan” (The development of Chinese minority education), Xibei minzu
yanjiu (N.W. Minorities Research), No. 1, 1999, pp.1-21. .

26. Wang Jian, Woguo minzu jiaoyu kecheng gaige jigi zhengce yanjiu (A study on the curriculum reform and policies in Chinese minority
education), Curriculum Studies of People’s Education Publishing House, http://www.pep.com.cn;200406/ca515918 htm, 2004.
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