Confucius’ Education Reform


How did the educational revolution of Confucius’ education system affect China’s education system in two thousand five hundred years? Is it still applicable today? Are there any similarities and differences between modern Western education scholars? There are some topics worthy of further discussion that make this report.

The first reform in the history of Chinese education involved Confucius, who initiated the first school in China to recruit the general public. Confucius’ educational philosophy has changed the history of China and influenced the education system, concept and the aims of education, even in other Asian countries from ancient times, such as Japan and South Korea. (Zhu Yunying 1981) 

Confucius (551 B.C to 479 B.C), was also known as Kong Qui. During his lifetime, education was not universal. Only royal aristocrats or those with special identities had the opportunity to be educated. At age three, his father passed away. When he was seventeen, his mother died at a young age. The Analects Zihan: Confucius said he lived in poverty when he was young. Therefore, he knew how to do trivial chores. As a child, he loved to play games such as practicing of ritual rules for a ceremony. He showed a passion for academic study. At fifteen, he was determined to study and apply the knowledge of cultivating and managing family and governance of the country to bring peace to the world. (The Analects子罕6)
During the era called the Spring and Autumn Warring States Period, politics was very unstable, and there were often wars between countries. The peaceful world yearning, as well as the difficult background of his childhood filling him with compassion, he wanted to help countries and the world achieve long-lasting prosperity.
Confucius has the same view as the modern U.S. educator/ scholar, Robert D. Putnam. 

Putnam is one of the founders of Saguaro Seminar. In 2015 Saguaro Seminar started a plan: Closing the Opportunity Gap. It works around five different areas, including Families and Parenting, Early Childhood, K-12 years, Communities and On-Ramps. These are projects and initiatives aimed at making the gap smaller within education. Putnam points out that the family and social class a child is born into, largely determines the future fate of that child. He talks about the education level and social class of the parents directly affecting the children of next generations. It could be said that it is like a vicious circle (Robert D. Putnam. 2015). He holds similar views and values as Confucius from about 2500 years ago. Confucius also believed that parents have a direct impact on the child’s future. The factors of family background are related directly or indirectly to the quality of education. A parents’ social status can determine whether the child can be well educated or not. However, in ancient China or in the U.K around 1800 A.D, the opportunity to be educated was severely limited due to various reasons. Usually only the descendants of elites and nobles, and those with special conditions had the chance to receive education. Today, children from low income families and wealthy families face a large gap in their education (Robert D. Putnam. 2015). The situation resembles the ancient times, even they have chance to be educated.  

Obviously, Confucius broke this unfair phenomenon, providing the opportunity for regular civilians to have the chance to receive a good education and to improve their lives. Confucius advocated teaching all students regardless of social class. Confucius open the first school in Chinese history. He began recruiting students in 525 BC. (Yu Ron-gen. 1998: 715) 
Confucius’ education was based on the thought of ‘teaching students without distinction of social classes.’(有教無類) (the Analects of Confucius/ Wei Ling Gong論語衛靈公)
In line with the Historical Records(史記Shi-ji ), Confucius had three thousand pupils. Seventy-two of them had mastered ideas and skills learned from him. (Tan Guo-gen, Liang Mu-ling, Huang Zi-hong 2018:33)
The official educational goal of that era was to cultivate the successors of the ruling class. Nevertheless, the goal of Confucius’ private education was to train the scholars with the ability to manage and govern politics, and more importantly, to cultivate the inheritors of the culture. All were expected to possess a good foundation of morality. The results of Confucius’ education were successful. 72 out of his 3000 students became senior government officials in various countries or participated in state management, while others became educators and scholars. (Shi-ji Rúlín-Zhuàn 史記儒林傳) 
The reform not only breaks the nobility’s monopoly on education, the hereditary system of the aristocratic monopoly was also politically broken. It created new conditions for everyone to have the chance to join the ranks of the noble and participate in state management, as long as one had the ability. Like Confucius’ student Zixia(子夏)said: If you have academic achievements, you can become an official. This political form, which has been changed by education, can be said to be a revolution with great significance. (Wang Jun-Lin 1998: 118 )

Confucius lists the order in which individuals’ study. The concept starts from one’s self-cultivation, where you could manage the whole family and the family is well managed. (In ancient times, China’s big families could have more than 1,000 people within.) It has the ability to govern the country. All countries are prosperous. There is hope for world peace. （修身齊家治國平天下）
Confucius' teaching content is divided into four sections：virtuous principles and practice, ability in speech, Political affairs and literary acquirements. Coverage Six Arts, namely: rites/etiquette, music, archery, charioteering, calligraphy/ literacy and mathematics/reckoning.

His teaches according to the ability of the students. To make his disciples men of virtue, this was the root of Confucius's most major concern, and supplemented by the three other subjects, develop their talents on pupils’ base.     
In the education hand book ‘Li-ji, Xue-ji’(禮記學記), mentioned that a superior teacher guides, urges and enlighten the students, but does not pull and suppress them. The teacher makes the process of learning gentle and easy. And at the same time encourages the students to think during the learning procedure by themselves. (Lin Yu-tang. 1994: 539)
This educational philosophy concept may correspond with the western educator, John Dewey, who promoted the idea of children centered learning. Dewey proposed that teachers could teach on the foundation of the implementation based on the learner-centered premise. Dewey states ‘The child is the starting-point, the center, and the end’ (John Dewey. 2009: 9).

The concept of ‘student- centered’ education and teaching has existed since ancient times in ancient China.
Confucius provided a model and showed this theory is feasible. But why does China and modern UK education ignore the idea of ‘student centered’? One possible reason is the impact of the industrial revolution. The influence of the industrial revolution has brought about urbanization of social structural transformation. This has affected people’s ideas and lifestyles and influenced educational concepts, teaching methods and teaching systems (Liu Xian-Jun. 2012). From the late 1940s, humanistic psychology at that time gradually emerged. Carl Rogers also proposed student-centered learning. Many people think this is a more modern concept. In fact, this is the retro style of 2,500 years ago.
Since the Han Dynasty, Confucianism has become the ideological center of Chinese dynasties. Even in modern society, some concepts are still deeply rooted to it. The educational philosophy of the East and the West has different and similar points for various reasons. (Fu Le Chang 1977) For example, respecting the teacher. There is a saying that: “one day is a teacher, and all his life is like a father.” (司馬遷史記仲尼弟子列傳) Traditionally, students from the East respect teachers more than Westerners.
In the West, there are very different thoughts. Aristotle said: Plato is dear to me, but dearer still is truth. From the comparison of these two sentences, it shows the difference between the two cultures. Both have their own strengths which could allow more people to learn more about the other's strengths so to find a spark in the field of education.
  As a great educator in ancient China, Confucius accumulated rich teaching experience in long-term educational practice, created effective teaching methods, summarized and advocated many valuable educational thoughts and principles, and formed a relatively complete education. thought. His educational experience and principles are a valuable legacy of Chinese traditional educational thoughts, and still have effective guiding significance for Chinese educational practice until today. 
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