EDUCATIONAL CHANGE IN CHINA:

THE POST-“GANG OF FOUR” ERA

John N. Hawkins

Less than three years ago, the following statement
appeared in the influential People’s Daily:

Intellectuals are concentrated in the cultural and
educational fields where the old concepts of the
exploiting classes are deeprooted. This state of
aflgxirs must and can be changed. . . there are people
in the educational circles who clamour that the
working class has made a mess of education. This s
calling white black and black white.!

One year later, the equally influential Guangming
Daily quoted Mao to the effect that “ . . . without the
participation of the intellectuals victory in the
revolution is impossible . . . to build socialism the
working class must have its own army of technical
cadres and of professors, teachers, scientists,
journalists, writers, artists and Marxist theorists.”2
The article went on to attack what it considered to be
the anti-intellectual policy of the Gang of Four? as
expressed in the People’s Daily article cited above.
The Gang, it was charged, distorted Mao's teachings
and specifically ignored the fact that Marx, Lenin,
Stalin and Mao were all “men of great knowledge.”
The authors continued, stressing the importance of
intellectuals in leading circles and the waste that
had resulted during the early 1970s in sending as
many as two-thirds of all intellectuals to work on
farms. In any case, the shift in policy and emphasis
was and is clear. In the year that has followed,

we have witnessed changes in China’s overall
development policy sodramatic that once again China
watchers in the West were caught unawares and are
playing catch-up ball. Nowhere, possibly, have the
changes been so sweeping and widespread as in the
field of education. While it is still too early to provide
a complete assessment of the reforms currently
underway and forecast the potential impact for the
future, enough data has emerged to allow some brief
generalizations.

Criticism of the Gang of Four Policy
Shortly after the overthrow and arrest of the Gang,

the Ministry of Education met in Peking with
prefectural and county-level educational personnel
and drafted a six-point statement outlining the
primary problems with educational policy during the
1970s. First, this policy was considered generally
anti-intellectual, making an incorrect assessment of
the role and function of intellectuals in socialist
society. Second, leading figures in the government
encouraged youth violence and made an incorrect
analysis of the nature of class struggle. Third, it was
charged that educational authorities opposed basic
theory and pure research, thus setting back higher
education several years, Fourth, leading cadres in the
Ministry of Education were unjustly attacked and
students were encouraged to continue such attacksin
an uncritical manner. Fifth, government officials
manipulated the youth congresses as a forum to
criticize intellectuals and scientists. Finally, it was
charged that under the influence of the Gang of Four
there was an over-emphasis on decentralization of
authority over the schools. Central Party control was
thereby undermined and it was stated that it was time
for the Party to reassert direct control over
educational affairs.* Following this statement,

there have been numerous other critical articles on
the deleterious effects of Gang of Four educational
policies. In all cases, it has essentially been the implicit
and explicit anti-intellectualism of the Gang that has
been the target of criticism.5 Pedagogical theory
has been restated in such a way as to lay the
conceptual foundation for the structural changes
that have occurred in the past two years.

Educational Theory Restated

The new leadership has not abandoned all of the
rhetoric of previous administrations. A theoretical
study group of the Ministry of Education stated that
educational policy must concentrate on “going

all out, aiming high, and achieving greater, better,
and more economical results in training specialized
personnnel who are both red and expert (emphasis



mine).s [t is precisely this “red and expert” equation
that has been the focus of debate and disagreement
within the Chinese leadership possibly as far back
as the Yenan period. The current shift to the “expert
side of the equation is not an entirely new phe-
nomemon. In fact, there have been several such shifts
in the past which have coincided with a variety of
national and international events.? The Chinese
have clearly entered a new stage in their continuing
efforts to readjust, reform, or revolutionize their
educational system. The study group referred to
above directly stated that the priority in education
must be to modernize agriculture, industry, national
defense, and science and technology. It was not

a major feat to quote from Mao as follows: “we must
strive to train a large number of capable people who
combine professional competence with political
integrity” and place the emphasis on “professional
competence.” In fact, the study group simply stated
that the problem with the Gang of Four was that they
placed the emphasis on “political integrity” to the
exclusion of training and expertise.

In the September 1977 issue of Red Flag, Zhou
Pei-yuan® (who recently led an educational delegation
to the United States) went farther still in asserting
that of the “three great struggles” essential to
Marxism—class struggle, the struggle for produc-
tion, the struggle for scientific experimentation—
the latter for the first time in history has emerged in
a priority position. Previous educational theory had
stressed the primary importance of class struggle to
the point that it interfered with the overall develop-
ment of productive capacity and scientific knowledge,
according to Dr. Zhou. He went on to state that while
“red and expert” worker-intellectuals were of value
to China’s developmental goals they must not be
relied upon totally to the exclusion of better-
trained scientific and technical personnel. While the

‘previous pedagogy stressed practice over theory
the new pedagogy must nurture both, but with an
immediate focus on theoretical studies conducted in
the formal university setting.®

It appears the dialectics have shifted once again,
“expert” over “red” and “theory” over “practice.”
The effect of these changes are beginning to be
realized in educational practice. While the impact will
certainly influence all educational levels and
educational forms we will briefly examine some major
changes in formal elementary and secondary schools
and in the area of higher education.

"

Elementary and Secondary Education

The precollegiate level of schooling in China has, for
the past 30 years, been developed and expanded to
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include an ever-increasing proportion of the school-
age cohort in both rural and urban areas. In the past
two decades, a serious effort has been made to
provide universal education for all who desired it;
and, during the past ten years, a sort of affirmative-
action program was in effect especially for youngsters
of rural or industrial worker background. The new
leadership has not shown, thus far, that they are
abandoning these goals but there has been evidence
of a shift in resources as well as emphasis in
elementary and secondary schooling. The Ministry of
Education recently issued a circular announcing the
initiation of a program to develop and run “key”
schools at the primary and secondary levels.1e

The importance of this document was enhanced by
the fact that it underwent the unusual process of
being ratified by the State Council, the various
departments of education at the provincial, munici-
pality, and autonomous regions levels, and was
returned to the State Council for further planning
and action. Educational authorities were instructed
to assess past experience in identifying key

schools in their respective areas, and then to begin
a curriculum program and embark upon a capital
improvement program. The schools will be located in
both rural and urban settings, but those associated
with industrial enterprises have received the major
emphasis. The key schools will recruit students on the
basis of merit and prepare them for entrance to
China’s more prestigious higher education
institutions.

Teacher education is another area with which the
Ministry of Education in Peking has become directly
involved. There has been an overall feeling on
the part of educational officials that teachers and
teachers’ colleges had not received enough direction
from the central authorities, particularly Chinese
Party (CCP) officials. A Ministry document proposes
that the CCP, along with appropriate educational
offices and bureaus above the county level, be given
responsibility for administering teacher education
and for making teacher assignments. The proposal
suggests that in the past teachers had to spend an
inordinate amount of time on political work and that,
in the future, fifty minutes of each hour of teacher
time should be devoted strictly to education-related
activities as opposed to labor and politics.!

Teacher colleges are reforming their programs to
strengthen coursework in essential topics such

as Chinese, mathematics and science. Teaching
methods courses are reportedly once again being
introduced (conversation with Vice-Minister of
Education, Li Qi, UCLA November 1978). During the
past ten years, numerous young people entered the



teaching ranks as a result of the “movement of youth
to the countryside.” These young teachers are also
reported to be engaging in various staff development
programs to upgrade their teaching skills, often
under the direction of senior teachers, many of whom
had been dismissed under the previous adminis-
tration.

Related to teacher preparation is the new program
to provide standardized teaching materials for all
full-day, 10-year schools (regular track). Over 54
new teaching materials have been edited by the
Ministry of Education.!? Foreign curriculum is
being utilized principally in the areas of science and
technology and drawn primarily from educational
products in the United States, Japan, Britain and
France. In some cases, these materials have been
translated directly into Chinese and in other
cases some adaptations have been made to provide
a better fit between the materials and China’s
own developmental experiences and needs, This is
a rather radical departure from previous practice
(1968-78) when virtually all standardized texts were
abolished and teachers were encouraged to use their
initiative to develop instructional materials “suitable
to local conditions.” As observed by this author in
1972, this method resulted in both success and failure
as the more creative teachers did indeed produce
innovative and challenging educational materials,
while those with less skill faltered, the result being
poor product quality. It will be important at this
time to determine if Chinese educational leaders will
only allow use of a Ministry-approved curriculum or
whether teachers will be allowed to augment
standardized materials with ancillary materials of
one sort or another.

Finally, an area that has received much press
attention during the past has been student behavior
and discipline.1* Students are still encouraged to
be both “red and expert” but with a decided emphasis
on developing expertise and discipline. It has been
reported that students are concentrating more on
academic pursuits and less on politics and political
movements. Repeatedly the words “order” and
“discipline” are used to describe student behavior
models. Teachers are being encouraged to assign
extra homework in mathematics, physics, and
chemistry; and class exams are back in force to be
used, as the article states, to “arouse students’
interests and encourage their study habits.” Teacher-
student relations are being discussed in terms of
“love, equality, and mutual help.” The new adminis-
tration charges that during the past 10 years teachers
were considered targets for attack by students
because they represented a special class of authority

figure. The current emphasis is on viewing the
teacher as a “trusted adult” rather than adminis-
trative or authority figure. Teachers are still
expected to listen to student criticism, and make self-
criticism, but only to the degree that they are
respected by students in return.

It is clear that elementary and secondary school
reforms currently underway in China are directed
toward preparing students in a more rigorous
fashion, with greater discipline, and with the goal
of selecting the most able students to proceed on to
various forms of higher education. The important
questions that remain unanswered have to do with
the effect such a program will have on rural-urban
differences in student achievement and oppor-
tunities and the fate of the many nonformal
precollegiate educational programs introduced
during the past decade. The exclusive use of
examinations and credentials to qualify for further
advancement in the educational system will almost
certainly result in the kinds of inequities and
imbalances so evident in many other developed and
developing countries. It remains to be seen how far
the new government in China will go in this
direction,

Higher Education

Recent changes in higher educational policy and
practices have perhaps been the most visible and
dramatic since the installation of the new Hua
Guo-feng government. Most developed and
developing nations have placed great faith in the
role of higher education in promoting national
development, and China has not been an exception.
Since 1949, higher education has been reformed
several times and the current re-emphasis on
quality and standards in some respects resembles
efforts made in this direction during the early
1960s. We have seen the restoration of faculty
titles, eliminated in 1968 (Professor, Associate
Professor, Lecturer, Assistant), the restoration of
entrance examinations and new enrollment
procedures, new university construction, and
revitalized programs in postgraduate instruction.
Many of these changes were justified theoretically
in an article in the People’s Daily which tackled the
social class issue and the question of class
differentials.’* The author stated that the only
method for eventually eliminating class differences,
in line with socialist and communist ideology, was
to select the best students for higher education in
order to increase production so that more facilities
can be constructed to expand higher educational
opportunities for all citizens. Higher education
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requires leisure time, away from production; and
only when productive capacity is at a level high
enough to support such leisure will it be possible
for universal higher education. At that time the
conventional differences between mental and
manual labor will be eliminated and all intellec-
tuals will be workers and all workers will be
intellectuals. In short, the article concludes that
there will continue to be differences between
mental and manual labor, between rural oppor-
tunities and urban opportunities, with respect

to admission to institutions of higher education.
The author concludes with an interesting rejection
of the trendy “small is beautiful” notion by suggesting
that, “ . .. we cannot take the course of abandoning
the large-scale modern industry in the city and
turning back to the era of handicrafts; on the
contrary, we must greatly expand large-scale
modern industry so that it can produce more and
more machinery to mechanize and modernize
agriculture.”

One major device for raising the quality and
standards of higher education to achieve the goals
stated above is the national college entrance
examination. Rejected during the Cultural
Revolution as a screening mechanism working
against the interests of the rural farming
population and children of industrial workers, the
examination has been reintroduced, although in a
considerably scaled-down form.1 The examination
was administered to over five million students in
1977, and less than 300,000 passed and were
admitted to universities and colleges in China.1¢
The Ministry of Education circulated a document
stating that although candidates under the age of
25 will be preferred, consideration will be given to
selected individuals over 30. Colleges will spansor
special courses for students in older age brackets,
and those who fail the examination the first time
“will not be discriminated against” but encouraged
to take it again.!” The document also stated that
minority applicants from the border regions
{e.g., Xinzhiang, Inner Mongolia, etc.} will be given
preferential treatment and will be allowed to take
the examination in their own language.

The new emphasis on merit does not mean that
political factors in screening college applicants have
been totally abandoned. Rather than focusing only
on the student’s family background there will now
be greater emphasis on his own political history. In
the words of one People’s Daily commentator:

“We do not deny the effect that a person’s family
has on him. But we must also see that the
formation of a persons’ class stand and his ideology
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is a complex process. The influence of the family is
only one side of the picture; another side, and
more important, is the influence of society, that is,
which class it is whose will and demands he
accepts.”18 The point here seems to be that the
new socialist-raised generation (under 30) has been
sufficiently socialized by the new society to
counteract the influence of negative family
background. Furthermore, Ministry of Education
personnel have rejected the idea that a “new class”
will result because of the new entrance policies for
higher education. They have stated that socialist
colleges are not ladders for a privileged stratum to
climb, but rather that under socialism all citizens
have equal rights to attend universities and
colleges and that those who qualify will not be
considered a special group.

There have been a few additional critical
departures from college enrollment practices of the
past decade. Since 1968, a serious effort was made
to break up the lock-step system which allowed
some students to proceed from elementary school
directly through higher education. A work
moratorium was required for all students following
completion of the elementary-secondary cycle.

A new policy now states that students who qualify
(meaning high test scores} will be allowed to
proceed directly to some form of higher education.
In addition, postgraduate study is again becoming
available, primarily at the newly-designated “key”
universities. Finally, although entrance
examinations will be the primary determinant for
entrance to higher education, special programs
have been introduced for professionals in the fields
of medicine, education, and agriculture. In order
not to discriminate against the thousands of para-
professionals at work in these fields, special
consideration for admission is given to barefoot
doctors, teachers of collectively-run schools, and
peasant agro-technicians. The alternative higher
educational institutions that supported this group
have also been reassured that they will not be cut
back but rather expanded, albeit at a slower pace
(these include the July 21 Worker’s Colleges,
communist labor academies, May 7 Colleges).1®

One major feature of the post-cultural revo-
lution educational reforms was the introduction of
numerous alternative educational forms at all
levels but especially at the collegiate level. These
experiments have been documented elsewhere, but
it is significant that the new administration has
publicized the continuation of nonformal,
sparetime universities and colleges.2? In cne
important article, it was reported that in order to



answer some recent criticism that the sparetime
educational approach was substandard, a group of
graduates from Harbin Worker’s sparetime college
were tested for both written and oral skills in
industrial and architectural studies and were found
to be at a par with graduates of regular insti-
tutions.2! The students had been enrolled in 1974,
under the influence of the Gang of Four, and had
studied one full day and two evenings at the
college. Their average age was 37 and they focused
their study on such courses as machine tools
design, automatic machine control, basic
architecture, and so on. This particular pattern is
not unlike numerous other alternative higher
educational programs inaugurated since 1968. The
message here seems to be that these kinds of
programs are allowable, provided students reach
comparable levels with students in the more
conventional, formal colleges and universities. The
model for achievement then is the standard
university.

Another indication that current educational
reforms will not eliminate the alternative
educational network is the report that the
Shanghai Sparetime Engineering University (closed
in 1976) has been reopened.22 It has been
suggested that the Gang of Four, while supporting
such programs, attempted to usurp leadership over
the university and when resistance developed they
ordered the institution closed. The report went on
to outline the program of study, which is
essentially the same as that prior to the overthrow
of the Gang. Finally, the Jiangxi Communist Labor
University, long a model for sparetime, alternative
approaches to higher education, has also been
publicized as an important approach to tertiary-
level training, short-term training classes,
correspondence courses, and the concept of
traveling teachers—all educational practices
encouraged as a result of the Cultural Revolu-
tion.23 So while it appears that the new educational
policy will continue to support the innovative
nonformal programs initiated as a result of the
Cultural Revolution, it is also clear that these
programs must be of high quality, must compare
favorably with standard colleges and universities,
and must follow the leadership of the new
administration in Peking.

In keeping with the overall thrust toward
improving the quality of higher education in China,
the new administration has launched a program to
stratify existing universities and colleges according
to quality and construct new facilities to expand
higher educational opportunities.2* Prior to the

1960s Cultural Revolution, the Ministry of Education
compiled a list of 60 “key” universities so identified
because of the quality of the facilities, teaching
faculty, and student selection procedures. This list
has now been expanded to include over 20 additional
universities. These schools will be the recipients of
the best students, will have more sophisticated
facilities, will receive more state aid, and will
establish linkages with Western universities and
colleges for student and scholar exchange programs
(for example, UCLA has been matched with

Zhong Shan University in Canton). A new construc-
tion program has also been initiated to provide
advanced facilities in selected areas such as
aeronautical engineering, energy, architectural
engineering, finance and economics, hydroelectrical
engineering, and education. Over 40 new colleges
and universities are planned or under construction.2s
Apart from educational quality considerations, the
new facilities program is designed to provide a more
regionally-balanced distribution of colleges and
universities, including increasing facilities in
minority-border regions.

Postgraduate Studies

Postgraduate education has been pursued in China
since the establishment of the People’s Republic in
1949, but generally has focused on specific, high-
need or strategic areas (e.g., nuclear physics,
engineering, etc.). During the Cultural Revolution,
postgraduate studies remained a restricted practice
and in some areas (social science) was virtually dis-
continued. China’s new push for rapid industrializa-
tion has, as expected, already resulted in the
expansion of postgraduate studies in the fields of
science and technology. Major new programs are
underway in key science and technology institutions
such as Peking’s Qinghua University and Shanghai’s
Tongqi University as well as in numerous scientific
research institutes. Several science and technology
delegations have also visited Japan, Western Europe,
and North America for the purpose of exploring
possible personnel exchanges, faculty development
programs, and collaborative research. Although
priority is being given to research and development
in science and technology, one of the most surprising
developments is the resurgence of postgraduate
studies in the social sciences. Following several
years of being considered a second-rate field of
inquiry, several social science institutes have been
identified as major areas for the enrollment of
graduate students. Some examples are the institutes
of philosophy (dialectical and historical materialism,
Western philosophy, ethics), economics (political
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economy, industrial economy, economic theory),
literature (aesthetics, ancient literature, contempo-
rary Chinese literature, American literature),
language (comparative English and Chinese gram-
mar, computer translation), history {ancient and
modern Chinese history, history of the West, history
of Japan), and journalism (newswriting in English).ze
Students are being recruited from the better univer-
sities in China and discussions have been held with
American social scientists about the possibilities of
faculty and student exchanges in these selected social
science areas. Postgraduate studies have thus come
into their own as legitimate educational endeavors.
Educational authorities are referring to graduate
studies as areas where objectivity and rational inquiry
should prevail. There is little evidence that political
control will be exercised over academic pursuits.
Scholars in all areas, including the sensitive social
science fields, are encouraged to pursue knowledge
wherever it may be found including the research and
scholarship practices prevalent in non-socialist
nations. High-level educational officials have
indicated their desire to expand the horizons of social
science research by mastering European and North
American social science theories (conversation with
Zhou Pei-Yuan, UCLA, November 1978). When
asked what restrictions might be placed upon social
science research in China, one highly-placed author-
ity replied, “Anything goes.” However, the recently
returned (January 1979) UCLA delegation reported
that social science officials in Peking indicated that it
would be some time before such research will be
allowed at the same level as science and technology
research.

Conclusion

The question now in the minds of many observers of
China’s development process is whether the Chinese
have simply joined the ranks of other developed and
developing nations which have opted for the con-
ventional development paradigm of rapid economic
growth, capital-intensive industry, urbanization and
the like, at the expense of other sectors of society.
It is, of course, too early to make any firm judgments
in this area, and in many respects we will simply have
to await further developments. One important
consideration, however, distinguishes China from
most developing nations and some developed ones as
well. Over the past 30 years the Chinese have
followed a development path that led to the
satisfaction of many of the basic needs of China’s vast
population. Increased production and equitable
distribution of food solved the basic nutritional needs
of the Chinese people. Observers both within and
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outside China agree that there is little evidence of
malnutrition or food shortages; a fundamental
problem plaguing most developing nations. Basic
health care is also widespread, and while housing is
poor in some areas it is being improved at a rapid pace.
Social services are widespread, and in the area of
education some form of basic education is available
for all who desire it.

Having experienced this mode of social change, the
current leadership appears now to be saying that the
nation is ready for a major move to industrializa-
tion—building upon a rather well-developed and
stable political, social and economic base. In some
respects, the Chinese are now adhering to a more
standard interpretation of Marxism-Leninism. They
are concentrating on increasing the ranks of the
industrial working-class, transforming agriculture
through mechanization, and moving toward Marx’s
vision of a modern, industrialized society led by
highly-skilled workers and leading eventually to the
disappearance of all social classes. As Mao himself
stated, one major goal under socialism is to transform
all farmers into workers, workers into intellectuals
and intellectuals into workers. The key word is
“workers.” It is also clear that there are going to be
some risks involved in this policy shift and some
critical equity questions that, as of now, are unre-
solved. In the field of education, while the new
policies detailed above will result in more stability
and standardization, an almost certain outcome will



be less experimentation and, therefore, less innova-
tion. There will be more quality control for educa-
tional practice, which could also result in stifling
teacher creativity. The effort to provide seme sort of
mix between general education and work-related
education (an area the Chinese have been pioneersin)
may result in a decrease in opportunities in the latter
area. Finally, the move to provide improved direction
and supervision of the schooling process carries with
it the danger of a return to overly-centralized control,
a more teacher-centered classroom, and antagonism
between teacher and students.

These concerns dovetail with broader social issues
that will bear scrutiny in the years ahead. The rural-
urban, center-periphery problem so characteristic of
resource imbalances in many other nations may
emerge as a new problem area for the Chinese if
the push for modernization is not conceived of in an
integrated manner. The emphasis on “key” institu-
tions raises the possibility of renewed social class
divisions and widening opportunity gaps. Increased
wage differentials may be one feature of this policy.
The revived emphasis on credentials for access to
preferred positions in Chinese society will have to be
monitored carefully to avoid falling into the trap so
vividly portrayed by Ronald Dore (Diploma Disease),
and so evident in many developing nations. All of
these concerns and more will undoubtedly occupy the
attention of Chinese leaders and observers of China
in the future. How far the Chinese are going to

pursue some of these new policies remains tobe seen.
Perhaps they have reached a developmental level
unlike any we have seen thus far on the world scene
and therefore will forge a new path toward social
change that will attract as much attention as past
activities. In any case, we can rest assured that events
will change rapidly and dramatically in China and that
the eyes of much of the world will be directed once
again toward East Asia.
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