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The Common Pitfall of Modern Education: 
From Perspective of Xueji


Education, as defined in Cambridge Dictionary means “the process of teaching or learning, especially in a school or college”. The modern education served to meet the needs of industrialisation, produce obedient workers in large quantity that contribute to the workforce and economy. Modern education teaches about the skills required today, focus on science and mathematics, information technology as well as language, art, music etc. These are very different from the concept of education in ancient China.

Xueji (學記)，an essay written over two thousand five hundred years ago, is one of the oldest and most comprehensive works on educational philosophy and practices in ancient China. Unlike modern education where the focus is on academy achievement, education in Xueji has the function of transforming the people to perfect their manners and customs. The rulers must make efforts to educate the people first, if they want to establish a country and govern the people, and to attain the political goal they set. Xueji describe in detail the teaching and learning methods, which is worth to re-examine their application in the modern education system.

Modern education system is very much exam-oriented. Schools/Colleges are still using test scores as the primary criteria to analyze the knowledge and skills of the students. The system does not recognize that each individual has different strength in different area. Some students are good at science and mathematics, some are good at literature and music while some are good at art and crafts. At school, students must follow syllabus set, irrespective of whether they like that subject or not. In order to do well in the examination, they memorize essays and sometimes even a whole book without fully understand what they have learned.

On the other hand, Xueji describe a more comprehensive learning methodology. In the first year of entry to school, students are to learn to place the punctuation (there is no punctuation in ancient Chinese textbook) to assess whether they could read and understand the text intelligently and to determine their area of interest.[footnoteRef:1] Examination is carried out every alternate year. In the third year, students are assessed on their reverence and attentiveness to their study, and whether they can get along well with their peers.[footnoteRef:2] In the fifth year, students are assessed on how extensive their studies are and whether they put what they learned into practice. They are also assessed on whether they are close to their teachers and learn from them.[footnoteRef:3] In the seventh year, students are assessed on how well they could discussed on the subjects they had studied and assessed on their selection of friends.[footnoteRef:4] They were now said to have made some small attainments. In the ninth year, students are assessed on their in-depth and comprehensive understanding of different classes of subjects, stood firm by their argument on the subject they studied and would not fall back.[footnoteRef:5] They were said to have made grand attainment. [1:  一年視離經辨志]  [2:  三年視敬業樂群]  [3:  五年視博習親師]  [4:  七年視論學取友]  [5:  九年知類通達，強立而不反] 

 
Quality of teachers is another area of concern in modern education. Teachers are rushing through to complete the syllabus set before the examination, that they do not bother whether students understand what they are teaching and are unable to focus on those who are lack behind. In some countries, teachers are often loaded with non-teaching work, making it almost impossible to improve themselves in the field they are teaching and to improve their teaching skills. As a result, teachers do not have comprehensive knowledge in the subject they teach, just murmuring through their lessons and they are not sincere in their teaching, as pointed out in Xueji. Students are distressed by their studies and dislike their teacher. They are embittered by the difficulty of learning and are unaware of the benefits. Even though the students are able to complete their studies, they are unable to retain much of what they have learned after they graduate! 

Interestingly, Xueji has many specific requirements for teachers that we can take note of. Xueji clearly said that “One who rote memorised is not good enough to be a teacher”[footnoteRef:6]. The role of teachers is to help students build upon their strength and remedy their deficiencies. Thus, when teaching, teachers should guide and not spoon fed their students, strengthen the students’ development instead of discouraging them, and open their minds without arriving at the conclusion on their behalf. Teachers know sequence of teaching, start from simple and gradually venture into deep learning. They know the character, strength, and weaknesses of their students and able to teach their students in accordance with their aptitude.   [6:  記問之學，不足以為師] 


Teachers should also pay attention to improve their teaching method and enhance their knowledge in the subject they teach. One important concept from Xueji “Teaching and learning complement each other”[footnoteRef:7]. Teachers should keep learning and improve themselves when teaching.  “The good singer makes men able to continue his notes, and so the good teacher makes them able to carry out his ambition.”[footnoteRef:8] The role of the teachers and their qualities are so essential to the success and fulfilment of teaching and learning. [7:  教學相長]  [8:  善歌者，使人繼其聲；善教者，使人繼其志。] 


Unlike in the modern days, teachers are highly respected in ancient China. “A day as teacher, father for life.”[footnoteRef:9] – even the teacher had taught for just a day, student respect the teacher like his own father for life! Although teachers are not related to the students, they play a very important role in providing academy and social education to the students. To establish this, school system in ancient China has a set of detailed teaching procedures and norms to ensure “strictness” and “respect”. On the day when school starts, teachers and students must be properly attired, present offerings to the ancient sages in order to show the principal of reverence. This is to let the new students know to respect the ancient sages and their own teachers and to have serious attitude towards their studies. The school sets strict rules and discipline. According to Xueji, students can only open their school bag to bring out the book when they hear the beat of drum. This aim to make them pay attention to their studies. Cane and thorns were put in place to ensure pupils felt a proper sense of awe. Only under this discipline environment can excellence students be cultivated. In the classroom, students should strictly observe the order. Junior students should listen and not to interrupt when teacher explains problems to the senior students. However, we do not see such strict discipline in school anymore. This has led to drop of the quality in modern education and the greatest issue faced by the modern world. Students can freely interrupt and ask questions when teacher is teaching, pay no respect to teachers and peers. Using of canes is prohibited in some countries, supported by human-rights groups, that physical punishment is ineffective in long term.  [9:  一日為師，終身為父《鳴沙石室書。太公家教》] 


Xueji brought up four mistakes that commonly faced by students over two thousand five hundred years ago, which were also faced by modern days students. In the modern days, access to information is easy and information is widely available through the internet, publications etc. This led to information overflow and if students are not properly guided by teachers, this may have negative impact on their studies. Some students obtain large amount information but fail get the in-depth understanding from the information obtained. Some students learned very little, just the syllabus covered by the school and therefore their knowledge is narrow. Since information is freely available, some students feel at ease and are not serious in their studies. Some are self-limiting and deter themselves from progressing further. 

In modern education where teachers drone on as they read through their texts and take lead in teaching, Xueji advocates active learning by the students. Teachers are role models of the students, guiding them in the learning process which is highly interactive and reflective. Students are closed to the teacher, and teacher is to observe the students regularly but not to express too much so as to keep the students minds undisturbed. Teachers would guide the students at appropriate time when they need guidance.  When the students are good learners, teacher is at ease and the result will be doubled. Students would put the credits to the teacher’s teaching. One the other hand for those who are not good at learning, the teacher taught very hard, but the effect was only half, and the students would blame the teacher instead. Good learners are good at asking questions. A skillful questioner is like a workman addressing himself to deal with a hard tree. He would first attack the easy parts, and then the knotty. After a long while, the tree would be chopped off. The unskillful questioner takes the opposite course. The teacher who skillfully waits to be questioned, maybe compared to a bell when it is struck. If struck lightly, the bell would give a small sound. If struck with a great one, it would give a great sound. 

In modern education, curriculum is much oriented towards the material or technical aspects where moral aspects are ignored. While knowledge can be easily obtained via the transmission approach from teacher, moral cultivation requires the internalisation, appropriation, and application of the knowledge by the individual himself or herself.[footnoteRef:10] As described in Xueji, moral cultivation outweighed academy achievement. Students are accessed on their selection of friends, as bad companionship will have bad influence on their studies.  [10:  Charlene Tan, (Teacher-directed and learner-engaged: exploring a Confucian conception of education), Ethics & Education, Nov2015, Vol. 10 Issue 3, p302, 11p
] 
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