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PROPOSED CHANGES IN THE SCHOOL
SYSTEM

By Paui Mowron

ODERN public school systems are artificial products. They have been built up

by conscious effort. They are the products of legislation. In this fundamental
respect the modern school system of China does not differ from those of other countries.
There is, however, this fundamental difference: all Western countries had long experience
in experimentation. Private initiative, “or the efforts of the church, had built up many
institutions, even systems, which had worked out many plans, many ideas. Subjects of
study, methods of teaching, forms of organization had all been tried in many forms.
These had been fitted to the genius of the people and to the complex institutional life of
society. In China, however, the modern educational system is a complete breach with
the past., None of the old educational elements and little of its experience enters into
the new. This necessitates that China should learn through the study of the educational
experience of other lands, that she must borrow ideas and practices and adapt them to
her own wuse. It also meauns that she must learn from her own experience with the new
system, and continue to ad pt and adjust as she finds in her own experience instances
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where methods, subjects of study, forms of organization are not well adapted or sufficient-
ly adapted to her present conditions.

. One great difficulty in building up a government system of education is in
formulating regulations in too great detail and then adhering to them too rigidly. This is
especially true of a system which is built up rapidly and even more true of a system which
must depend largely upon the experience of other countries. Fxternals are much more
readily perceived and imitated than are the real vital processes back of the externals,
just as it is much more eaéy to study and to understand the structure of an organism in
animal or vegetable life than it is to understand the function. Also it is much easier to
administer a system which is uniform and which does not make allowance for varying
interest and needs of different parts of a country or of different classes of the people.

So it comes about that China may need to modify certain features of her systom,
though they may not have been in practice more than a fow years., Certain modifications
of the Chinese system have been proposed and are now under consideration. It is
interesting to note, however, that these changes are very similar to those which are going
on in other countries both in Europe and America. The similarity of these changes is
probably due to the fact that it is the fundamental forces of democracy, nationalism and
industrialism, common to all these countries that is forcing these changes,

These changes relate primarily to the primary and the middle school. It is
proposed that the primary school be organized into a six-year continuous course and the
middle school into a similar period of six years, Thus the middle school would absorh
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the last year of the higher primary and the preparatory year now universal with all higher
institutions. This year would not be necessary, if the six-year middle school actually
did the work assigned to it. Consequently the change would be simply a reorganization
and would not involve a lengthening of the school course.

Without considering specifically the curricula involved in the new schools, let us
consider the significance of the proposed changes.

The first advantage is a greater flexibility, a quality greatly needed in a country
a8 large as China, one which varies so in its characteristic industries, forms of agriculture
and modes of life as do the sections of China. Also flexibility is desirable in a country
which is changing as rapidly as in China. It is assumed that the six-year elementary
school will be set up only for those children who will go on to a secondary school training.
So a community may vary its schools according to its financial ability. There may be a
four-year primary, a six-year primary or a seven-year primary, There may be a three-
year middle school or a six-year middle school. And these schools, especially the higher
primary -and the senior middle schools, may vary greatly in different communities. In
fact, a community may add on vocational schools of any desired length to the six-year
primary schools, The main idea is to allow a variety of experiments within the general
scheme, so that in time a variety of types may be worked out, instead of the one;
according to the present tendency.

A second a&vantage is that the proposed scheme will permit the progression of the
pupil along a variety of lines. The American system of schools was worked out on &
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single pattern on the basis of democracy. But it has been found that a democracy needs
to provide a variety of lines of educational development as truly as does a country where
the class system of socioty prevails. So long as a six-year elementary school provides a
uniform training for all of the people, a diversified training is demt nded both by the
interests of individuals and of society. But it is necessary to provide a progression from
the lowest point to the point wherever the child must leave school for the activities of
life And it is advantageous to have this progression along as many lines as is possible,
with, a diversified program in the senior high school, and even the possibility of a series
of continuation courses following the higher primary and paralleling the junior middle
school but not identical with it. Such a series of progressions is provided in several lines.
It may even be found profitable, as was found in the Philippine schools, to introduce
such diversified courses in the higher primary. However, the language problem is so
difficult in China that this does not seem feasible or desirable at the pr\esent time.

It is in the senior middle school, as the second three years is usually called, that
both this diversity and progression are provided. The junior middle school should offer
a uniform course, or at least with but slight diversification, where the student in all lines
of professional and vocational work would acquire that mastery of language, both native
and foreign, of secience, of mathematics and of the social science of history and geography
that are demanded as foundations for a}l lines of leadership in society.

The second three years, or the senior middle school, should provide for the study
of these with special reference to the various professions and vecations. Such lines would

-t
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be those of engineering, medicine and agriculture in the science group; government
service, law and commerce for a second group ; literature, teaching, journalism and the
higher arts for the third. A subsequent article will be needed to discuss the significant
point of the curriculum for these courses.

Here may we point out one further advantage, namely, that the change will provide
for a sufficient “ motivation” of the student. At present in the primary and middle
schools of China, aside from the sfudy of English, the student is hardly conscious at all
of any personal reason for studying the subject of the program. They represent to him
80 much work to be done, assigned by outside authoritiesya requirement adequately meb
if he passes the examinations set. We have discovered both from practical experience
and from psychological analysis that much more work can be accomplished and a real
mastery of the subject can be obtained, if the student himself is conscious of the purpose
of the study and realizes its significance in his own experience. This would be the
purpose of organizing the subject of the senior high school into pre-professional or pre-
vocational programs, But the same incentive would then reach down into the junior high
schools, or could be made to, if the teachers were consious of it. The same advantages
may be made to inhero in the higher primary if the subjects are properly selected and
presented. The problem here, however, is not so serious as it is in the adolescent period,
when the difficulty of holding the pupil in school arises. Giving the siudents a conscious
motive for their studies, and one connected with their studies, will solve many of the

. student problems afflicting many of the schools of China.

]
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An additional advantage of the proposed change is that it gives a longer period for
the secondary school training. The secondary school is where the future leaders of a
country are selected, tried out and trained. A four-year period is too short for this. A
six-year period is adequate. A four-year period may make the selection but it cannot
give the training necessary. A small proportion continues into the higher institutions.
Consequently it rests upon the middle schools to train the rank and file of the leaders of a
country. The middle school of China are not doing this at present. A larger part of the
di ficulty lies in the defect in method, which also we will discuss later; but a part of it is due
to the too short period that they are in training. The new system will remedy this defect.

These are the advantages of the new system: there aro possible disadvantages,
The first of these, and a danger which should ever be kept before ue, is that the change
should not bring about any curtailment of educational advantages that exist. Few of the
villages and towns can support more than a four-year primary school. The requirement
should not now be put to six years, with the result that those now supporting a four-year
school with great saerifice, should give it up. The four-year school should be allowed to
stand of itself. On the other hand, many communities will be induced to add on a two-
year primary, when they could not aspire to a three-year higher primary. In a similar
way the present three-year higher primary should not be reduced to two except for those
pupils who are going on to a middle school program. This will be very readily arranged.
There must be no reduction of years of the higher primary, but simply the transfer of
those pupils who are to continue to a middle school course.
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A second danger is that the present system provides for so wide a variation that
it may be misunderstood. It is not supposed that all these types of schools are to he
tried by any one community. It simply provides that a community may work out its
own ideas, and fill its own needs within these limits. A community, no matter how large,
that attempted to work out every variety of such schools would have an unworkable
school system on its hand. There would be so much variation that efficient administra-
tion would be very difficult, if not impossible.

A third danger to be kept in mind is that we are all prone to trust too much to
gystem. This system will not work itself any more than the old one did. It will render
more readily attainable some of the purposes of the Chinese educational system. But it
will not solve the real difficulties of Chinese education. They lie deeper. They are to be
found in the methods of the teacher, in the inadequate motives of the students, in the
insufficiency of materials of study, in inefficient administration, and in the difficulties of
the language. These difficulties must be discussed latec.
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