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Abstract  The structure of aged-based education and the science of childhood 
development were introduced to China in the last decades of the Qing dynasty. 
Drawing on period textbooks, journal articles, and school documents for women 
and children, this study argues that the theory of childhood development helped 
shape socialized play and citizenship training in new schools. These new 
institutions followed scientific insights about childhood development in terms of 
both physical and emotional growth. Educators hoped to found schools that 
would inculcate respect for political authority within the classroom, and 
administrators took unprecedented steps in documenting and regulating children. 
Schools not only became places for disseminating learning, but also centers for 
gathering information about children and their families, as well as about 
childhood itself. The production of knowledge and the institutionalization of 
schools for preschool children helped usher in new trends that denaturalized 
childrearing outside of the family domain. 
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Introduction 

In the last decade of the Qing dynasty, “new policies” helped to introduce an 
age-graded curriculum in part to replace China’s merit-based examinations. 
These short-lived educational reforms reflected a transitional period, so its 
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institutional categorization has merited careful scholarly attention.1 Scholars 
have examined materials on girls’ education in order to chart the popularization 
of women’s rights,2 normal-school professionalization,3 and domestic science4 
with a focus on women’s history rather than children’s history; recent scholarship 
has increasingly turned to the study of childhood in Chinese history.5 While 
building on this scholarship, my study will focus on children’s education, as well 
as its relationship to the political and scientific aspects of motherhood training 
and pedagogical authority. Even though some scholars have viewed new 
preschool-level institutions, called mengyang yuan, as precursors to elementary 
schools rather than kindergartens,6 I argue that contemporary administrators saw 
these institutions as venues for socializing children;7 for example, Wu Zhuzhe 
wrote that her training in Japan had broadened her understanding of early 
childhood education, which could “substitute for family education and emphasize 
the physical growth of children” rather than merely basic literacy.8 Wu and 
others helped to introduce childhood psychology as a foundational tenet of 
pedagogical training within the rubric of “science.” The meaning of science was 
in flux at this time,9 and the science of childhood development could be adapted 
by a spectrum of political actors, who were interested in establishing the 
                                                   
1  For example, Sally Borthwick compares traditional sishu and the introduction of 
Western-style primary schools in Education and Social Change in China. For background, see 
also Leung, “Elementary Education in the Lower Yangtze Region in the Seventeenth and 
Eighteenth Centuries.” Di Wang focuses on the establishment of new primary, secondary, and 
university-level schools and offers statistics for their popularization. In “Qingmo xinzheng 
shiqi xinshi xuetang de fazhan jiqi qishi,” Feng Li traces the introduction of these new schools 
to the “foreign matters faction” (yangwupai) in the 1860s, but argues that the schools were not 
widespread, even after the government reforms that began in 1901; these schools emphasized 
childhood development and the prohibited of corporal punishment among children under 
thirteen. Shaochun Liu notes that these educational reforms made clear provisions for 
curricular content at each school level in terms of academic discipline; see “Wan-Qing keju 
bachu yihou xin jiaoyu de fazhan ji cunzai de wenti.” In 1987, Ruth Hayhoe justified her study 
of higher education by noting that too much focus had been given to village elites who 
invested in local elementary schools; see China’s Education and the Industrialized World, 85. 
Qifa Liao embeds early childhood education in Chinese history as a whole; see Liao, 
Zhongguo you’er jiaoyu shi. 
2 Judge, “Citizens or Mothers of Citizens,” 23–43.  
3 Xiaoping Cong, Teachers’ Schools and the Making of the Modern Chinese Nation-State. 
4 Schneider, Keeping the Nation’s House. Xiaojing Ke examines the use of childcare as a 
method of controlling women in Suzao muqin. 
5 For example, Ping-chen Hsiung; Anne Kinney; Chingcheng Liu; and Lanjun Xu and Andrew 
Jones, eds. 
6 Zhongguo Xueqian Jiaoyushi Bianxiezu, Zhongguo xueqian jiaoyushi ziliaoxuan. 
7 In the Chinese context, “social education” also often referred to adults; see Peterson, 
“Peasant Education and the Reconstruction of Village Society,” 219.  
8 Zhang Jingliang et al., Preface, 2. 
9 Elman, Modern Science, 199–200. 
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structure of classroom authority and the influence of schoolteachers.  
I will show that school administrators and government officials drew upon a 

new discourse of the politics of authority and the science of childhood 
development in order to justify the institutionalization of age-appropriate 
learning in the late Qing. Officials incorporated modern pedagogy into schools 
with a conservative political agenda, but intellectuals took the initiative to 
introduce and implement new ideas, often by way of Japan, about the science of 
age development and the necessity for age-graded curricula.10 Age-appropriate 
learning helped to justify restructuring the educational system in the absence of 
the examination system. The institutionalization of childhood socialization also 
created the need for caregivers who were scientifically trained. Furthermore, the 
overlap between advice to mothers and guidelines for schoolteachers suggested 
that motherhood could be professionalized in a way that would require that 
“family education” transcend the home and extend into the classroom. The 
classroom itself became a venue for collecting information about childhood, 
children, and their families in ways that would benefit scientific researchers, 
school administrators, and government officials. Despite adaptation by a 
spectrum of political actors, the science of age was nevertheless becoming a 
source of authority. These ideas brought the “natural” processes of maturation 
into realms of scientific inquiry and pedagogical professionalization.  

Institutional Changes 

As economic decline and military defeats fed critiques of the examination system 
in the late nineteenth century,11 Chinese intellectuals increasingly turned to 
Western models for an age-graded curriculum.12 After China’s defeat to Japan in 
1895, intellectuals questioned the apparent failure of “new schools” that had 
attempted to introduce technical knowledge from the West,13  and students 
returning from study abroad increasingly circulated cultural ideas that galvanized 
intellectuals.14 

Through print media, Chinese intellectuals published new ideas about 
                                                   
10 Yeh, “Alienated Academy,” 1–77. 
11 In, A Cultural History of Civil Examinations in Late Imperial China, Elman stresses 
internal change, but Sally Borthwick focuses on external pressures and cites educational 
historian Xincheng Shu to note that “had China not been defeated in battle, she might have 
retained her academies and examinations for centuries to come and offered them as a model 
for admiring foreigners”; see Borthwick, Education and Social Change in China, 38. 
12 Ayers, Chang Chih-tung and Educational Reform in China, 118. 
13 Yeh, “Alienated Academy,” 2. Li Guojun et al., eds., Zhongguo jiaoyu zhidu tongshi, 293.  
14 Schwartz, In Search of Wealth and Power. Li Guojun et al., eds., Zhongguo jiaoyu zhidu 
tongshi, 332. 
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educational reforms. Chinese students in Japan, the majority of whom studied 
education,15 began to introduce new academic models, especially by surveying 
schools and translating texts in newly founded journals such as Educational 
Review (Jiaoyu zazhi) and Educational World (Jiaoyu shijie). The Child Educator 
(Mengxue bao) serially published educational materials, often translated from 
Japanese, for dissemination among a new association, founded in 1897, for early 
childhood education.16 After the creation of a modern Ministry of Education in 
1905, the Gazette of the Ministry of Education (Xuebu guanbao) circulated 
government edicts, memorials, and surveys, and scholarly translations. These 
journals provide important contextual information for understanding the terms 
often used in school mission statements, so together they form an important 
source base for this study.  

During the late Qing, the government sought to control the introduction of 
age-graded curricula in order to supersede the examination system’s indirect 
influence on education. 17  A government-appointed educational committee 
drafted the “Academic System of 1902” that would have begun with four-year 
government “halls”18 for boys ages six to ten sui.19 Through discussions with 
the Empress Dowager and Zhang Zhidong 张之洞 (1837–1909) in 1903, an 
imperial edict outlined the establishment of kindergartens based on German and 
Japanese models.20 In 1904, the revised Memorials on Determining School 
Regulations (Zouding xuetang zhangcheng) established mengyang yuan for 
children aged three to seven years old.21 Thus, within one to two years, officials 
revised their ideas about educational institutionalization to begin with a much 
younger cohort of children.  

Mengyang yuan, though translated in foreign publications as “kindergartens,”22 
represented a politically conservative form of childhood education especially 
suited for China.23 The 1904 educational plan codified the practice of allowing 
widows to teach young girls, aged three to eight, in “institutes for childhood 
enlightenment” as auxiliary institutions24 that drew female pupils from foundling 
                                                   
15 Before 1903, 44.1% of Chinese students in Japan studied subjects relating to education. See 
Chen Xuexun et al., eds., Zhongguo jiaoyushi yanjiu, 123.  
16 Heck, Wang Kangnian (1860–1911) und die Shiwubao, 32–37; Borthwick, Education and 
Social Change in China, 60.  
17 Guan Xiaohong, Wan-Qing xuebu yanjiu, 30. Thøgersen, “State and Society in Chinese 
Education,” 188. 
18 See Lee, Education in Traditional China, 434.  
19 Li Guojun et al., eds., Zhongguo jiaoyu zhidu tongshi, 299. 
20 Limin Bai, “The Chinese Kindergarten Movement,” 142. 
21 Kuo, The Chinese System of Public Education, 80. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Limin Bai, “The Chinese Kindergarten Movement,” 143. 
24 Some non-charitable mengyang institutes, such as the one affiliated to the Imperial Normal 
University, took only male pupils. 
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homes and nannies from widows’ homes.25  Because of their emphasis on 
morality, these institutes have been considered more traditionalistic than the 
contemporaneous private, co-educational “gardens for childhood enlightenment.”  

Notwithstanding the unique characteristics of mengyang yuan,26 the 1904 
edict placed these institutes in the context of global preschool trends.27 The 
differences between “institutes” and “gardens,” when they were established in 
the first decade of the twentieth century, were not, in some cases, as distinct as 
some scholars later assumed. 28  Despite the economic differences between 
charitable institutes for female foundlings and private gardens for co-educational 
toddlers, the founders of some mengyang institutes felt that their schools were 
comparable to foreign kindergartens. For example, the Hunan Mengyang 
Institute wrote in its founding documents that it was “different in name, but alike 
in conception, to foreign kindergartens.” 29  A petition to the Ministry of 
Education also likened the Qing’s mengyang institutes to “the kindergartens of all 
countries”30 because they too accepted children who were “not yet school-aged” 
and because they “supplemented family education.”31 Thus, age cohort and 
curricular content defined kindergarten-level schools in ways that institutionalized 
non-academic socialization under the rubric of “family education.” 

Family Education and the “Real School for Patriots” 

The government hoped that the institutionalization of family education within 
kindergarten-level institutions would allow the state to maintain and expand 
control. In an edict, the government pointed to the “insufficiency of family 
education” in order to justify the establishment of institutions for “early 
childhood education and family education.”32 School mission statements often 
                                                   
25 Article 7 of the 1904 “Hubei youzhiyuan kaiban zhangcheng”; woodcut edition found in 
Peking University and also reproduced in Shu Xincheng, Jindai Zhongguo jiaoyushi ziliao, 
387. For a critique of Shu’s compilation, see Xia, “Mengxue keben zhong de jiuxue xinzhi.” 
26 Zhang Zonglin 张宗麟 (1899–1976), a member of China’s Kindergarten Movement, would 
characterize late-Qing institutions as the precursors to elementary schools, rather than modern 
kindergartens, and criticized Japanese-influenced “gardens” as too rigidly authoritarian; see his 
Youzhiyuan de yanbian shi, 38. 
27 Zhongguo Xueqian Jiaoyushi Bianxiezu, Zhongguo xueqian jiaoyushi ziliaoxuan, 85. 
28 Some government institutions, like the Imperial Normal University’s affiliated mengyang 
yuan, followed the model of schools for six- to ten-year old boys from the first 1902 academic 
structure and are excluded from this study. 
29 “Hunansheng sheli chudeng xiaoxuetang fushe mengyang yuan,” Article 1. 
30 “Jingwai zougao.” 
31 “Hunansheng sheli chudeng xiaoxuetang fushe mengyang yuan,” Article 1. 
32 “Hubei youzhiyuan kaiban zhangcheng.” 



The Authority of Age 37 

referenced this government document’s goal of “supplementing family 
education.” However, whereas the government used the term “family education” 
to indicate moralistic Confucian filiality (and the injunction against infanticide), 
school documents tended instead to emphasize childhood growth.33 This tension 
between traditional morality and modern science is also apparent in contentions 
over the question of whether professional nurses could provide family education 
outside the home. 

The Qing government’s movement to establish mengyang yuan was 
fundamentally traditionalistic because it preferred to place early childhood 
education under the care of “virtuous widows” and sagely mothers within the 
home, rather than under the instruction of professional teachers in the classroom. 
As a former US Secretary of State explained in 1906, “Tuan Fang’s idea is that 
graduates of female high and normal schools may be put in charge of primary 
schools, and with a constantly growing number of educated women, children will 
have, in the near future, the valuable privilege of a mother’s teaching at home, 
the real school for patriots. None, he says, are greater patriots and more loyal to 
the government than women.”34 This rhetoric about patriotic women masked 
anxieties about the potential subversiveness of female education.35 Official 
policy stressed preparing women to be “good wives and wise mothers” within the 
confines of the home as the “real school for young patriots.”36  

Although the government emphasized in 1904 the absence of trained women 
to run kindergartens,37 the government’s refusal to provide for public girls’ 
education until 1907 led some to question its conservative agenda. Zhang 
Zhidong advocated training virtuous widows for early childhood education 
because he objected to Western-style normal schools outside the home.38 In 1904, 
Zhang shut down a girls’ normal school and replaced it with the Revere Chastity 
School for virtuous widows; 39  he also reorganized the Affiliated Hubei 
Kindergarten as the Wuchang Mengyang Institute; thus, his actions helped to 
create the assessment that “institutes,” in contrast to “gardens,” were relatively 
conservative. An editorialist in the newspaper Shenbao, noting these trends, 
criticized “those who promoted mengyang institutes and prohibited girls’ 
education, seeking instead self-taught nannies to serve as chaste caregivers in 
foundling homes” in part because caregivers needed scientific training to 
                                                   
33 Zhongguo Xueqian Jiaoyushi Bianxiezu, Zhongguo xueqian jiaoyushi ziliaoxuan, 94. 
34 Foster, Present Conditions in China, 5. 
35 Bailey, “Active Citizen or Efficient Housewife?” 327. 
36 Some considered normal-school education “training for mothers”; see “Diaocha Henan,” 722. 
37 Zhongguo Xueqian Jiaoyushi Bianxiezu, Zhongguo xueqian jiaoyushi ziliaoxuan, 85. 
38 Chen Xuexun et al., eds., Zhongguo jiaoyushi yanjiu, 141.  
39 For a negative assessment, see Borthwick, Education and Social Change in China, 115–16; 
for a positive assessment, see Limin Bai, “The Chinese Kindergarten Movement,” 150.   
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maintain children’s health.40  
Yet Zhang accepted some modernizing Japanese influences to help train 

caregivers. He wrote that the Wuchang Mengyang Institute should retain three 
Japanese “female lecturers” in both “normal family education” for the instruction 
of nannies and “infant care” for the instruction of wet nurses.41 Likewise, the 
Qing’s edict on the establishment of mengxue institutes and family education 
provided for the translation of books, such as Shimoda Utako’s (1854–1936) 
manual on home economics because it “did not conflict” with Chinese traditional 
values.42 210 female Chinese students studied with Shimoda in a school that she 
had established in 1899 in Tokyo.43 Zhang’s decision reflected the popularity of 
Japanese models and acknowledged that childcare required expertise. 

In keeping with government endorsement of Shimoda, many Chinese agreed 
with Japanese models that used preschools as venues to reform bad influences at 
home. For instance, in a translation of Hanjirō Nakajima’s work on pedagogy, 
French preschools were heralded as a model for correcting the “bad habits” of 
children from working families; 44  Luo Zhenyu also praised the French 
kindergarten model when he stressed the need to inculcate social habits in the 
poor.45 These texts offered suggestions for improving childhood socialization, 
mothering, and parent-school relationships. For example, an article about 
kindergartens, reprinted in Educational Review, emphasized the necessity of 
girls’ education because of the influence of mothers on small children. 46 
Likewise, articles on childrearing, directed toward women, introduced the subject 
of kindergartens.47 The editors of “The Childhood Educator” introduced new 
academic categories,48 and they juxtaposed advice on infant care with information 
on kindergarten education in ways that echoed the government’s tendency to 
emphasize “family education” both within preschool-level institutions and the 
home.  
                                                   
40 “Zhongguo zhi suowei youzhiyuanzhe.”  
41  Zhongguo Xueqian Jiaoyushi Bianxiezu, Zhongguo xueqian jiaoyushi ziliaoxuan, 84. 
Xiangrong Wang offers information about the salaries of these Japanese lecturers (who often 
taught subjects like law and science) and their short-lived, decade-long dominance in the 
history of Chinese university-level education.  
42 Zhang Zonglin, Youzhiyuan de yanbian shi, 41. For differences between Japanese and 
Western female education, see Miyagawa, “Riben nüzi jiaoyu yu xiyang nüzi jiaoyu zhi chayi 
bing qi jieguo.” 
43 Joan Judge, “Mingzhi Riben he wan-Qing funü de jiaoyu,” 513. For the numbers of young 
Chinese women who began to study in Japan in 1905, please see Hong Fucai, 78.  
44 Hanjirō Nakajima, Putong jiaoyuxue yaoyi, 49. 
45 Luo Zhenyu, “Yu youren lun Zhongguo gudai jiaoyushu,” 2. 
46 “Lun Youzhiyuan.” 
47 Zhu Zhuang, “Yu’er fa,” 32. 
48 Mei Jialing, “Wan-Qing tongmeng jiaoyu zhong de wenhua chuanyi, zhishi jiegou yu 
biaoda fangfa,” 48. 
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Japan represented a “moderate” model that exalted the role of women as 
“mothers of national citizens” rather than as citizens in their own right.49 Citing 
the connection between kindergartens and “mother’s schools,” 50  Japanese 
articles emphasized the interrelated importance of girls’ schools, family 
education, and early childhood education because women had a special duty to 
maintain and transmit cultural traditions for the nation.51 Shimoda wrote that it 
was “within a woman’s nature to service family education.”52 Yet she did not 
consider childcare an innate ability and offered a new curriculum, including 
psychology and science, which would help “women to become good mothers and 
teachers.”53 Another article went so far as to claim, “Women who lack an 
understanding of physics can never become sagely mothers.”54 Thus, there was 
an inherent tension between championing the “natural” gifts of mothers and 
emphasizing the academic requirements for childcare. At the root of this tension, 
Chinese government officials wanted to exalt and harness the social role of 
mothers as a politically stabilizing force, but their recourse to expert knowledge 
also bespoke the emergence of scientific authority.  

The salary rates of caregivers pointed to the economic value of an educated, 
female workforce at this historical juncture. Records in the Gazette of the 
Ministry of Education indicate that, at least in one case, over twice as much 
public money was allocated per student to an affiliated kindergarten than to the 
main girls’ school. 55  Solicitations in the newspaper Shenbao for Chinese 
caregivers, after the return home of Japanese contracted baomu,56 seem to 
confirm Margaret Burton’s sense that native Chinese nannies were in demand; 
she reported that a female Chinese teacher received one hundred and forty (silver) 
Mexican dollars a month for her services, far above the standard rate for a private 
tutor, who received only five or six Mexican dollars a month.57 The fact that a 
female caregiver could receive a higher salary than a male tutor bespeaks the 
special circumstances of this period, in which the economic value of traditional 
learning was in question. 

Some women balked at the institutionalization of childrearing as the primary 
                                                   
49 Furukawa and Kyūkyō, “Ershi shiji de jiating,” 6.  
50 “Bilishi jiaoyu qingkuang,” 1−12. 
51 Nagae, “Nüzi jiaoyu lun,” 1. 
52 Shimoda, “Huanan mengyang jiaoke shuolüe.” 
53 Ibid. 
54 Ikusei-kai, “Oumei Jiaoyuguan (xuwan),”15.  
55 “Gongli diyi nüxuexiao fushe youzhiyuan.” 
56  For example, see “Ji youzhiyuan qingxing,” “Youzhiyuan qing tian jiaoyuan,” and 
“Zhaokao chuanxi baomu.”  
57 Burton, The Education of Women in China, 133. For evidence of government efforts to 
remove the widespread use of Mexican silver dollars and other foreign currency in China, see 
for example “Imperial Canton Mint,” New York Times Jul. 3, 1892. 
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course for girls’ education. In 1904, in the journal Women’s World, one 
commentator complained that women were only taught childcare in institutions 
that should really be called “slave schools.”58 Yet Women’s World continued to 
justify girls’ education as “the foundation of family education”59 And to teach 
women infant care.60 These critics decried the curricular limitations on girls’ 
schools rather than the rhetorical justification for the schools. Still, childcare 
training helped to integrate girls’ education within the larger academic structure 
by driving the professionalization of women’s normal education. Furthermore, 
the overlap between motherhood training and normal education61 helped to bring 
science into the female “domestic sphere” in ways that were uncommon in the 
West.62  

Child Expertise and the Politics of Authority 

East Asian intellectuals adapted Western ideas for their own purposes. For 
example, scholar Stefan Tanaka argues that Japanese nationalists, like the 
imperial tutor Motoda Eifu, combined Confucian attitudes toward family with 
modern conceptions of childhood in order to align traditionalistic filiality with 
nationalistic loyalty. 63  Likewise, Japanese pedagogical texts (in Chinese 
translation) introduced Western-style academic systems, but warned that 
missionary teachers were more interested in evangelism than teaching; in Japan, 
government inspections found that missionaries’ lax standards had resulted in 
“stupidity, unruliness, and sloth” among students.64 These comments resonated 
with widespread rumors, if not real trends, about missionary mistreatment of 
children 65  and helped to galvanize the movement to found native-run 
institutions.66 Japan appeared, to the writers of a Chinese primer, to have 
emerged as a leader for the “yellow race” to compete with Euro-American 
imperialism—even when Japanese and missionary sources shared a common 
                                                   
58  Bi Cheng, “Nüxue wencong.” Joan Judge also mentions a similar article in Nübao, 
“Mingzhi Riben he wan-Qing funü de jiaoyu,” 511. 
59 For example, Zhi, Qun, “Nüzi jiaoyu.” 
60 Zhu Zhuang, “Yu’er fa,” 29–32. 
61  Mengxue congshu (Elementary primer series) includes both infant education and a 
discussion of kindergarten institutions. 
62 Schneider, Keeping the Nation’s House, 8; Lean, “Nüjie de chuangzao jishu.” Paul Bailey 
places “the ‘professionalization’ of household management” within the context of 
“conservative backlash” to female education, see Bailey, “Active Citizen or Efficient 
Housewife?” 329–30.  
63 Stefan Tanaka, “Childhood: Naturalization of Development into Japanese Space,” 42.  
64 “Jiaoshou shu (xu).” Republished in Mengxue congshu: Like: Jiaoshou shu, 2.  
65 See Michelle King, “Drowning Daughters.” 
66 Limin Bai, “The Chinese Kindergarten Movement,” 161. 
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point of origin.67  
Friedrich William August Fröbel (1782–1852) has often been considered the 

“father of kindergartens”; by briefly comparing Japanese and missionary 
representations of this figure, we can identify some key differences in their 
approaches to introducing early childhood education. In contrast to a missionary 
text that alluded to Fröbel’s fraught relationship with his “church friends,”68 
Japanese texts presented Fröbel as an anti-cleric progressive who had suffered 
from conflicts with Church authorities and the feudal nobility. 69  Japanese 
narratives implied that kindergartens were antithetical to church hierarchy and 
feudal society because they educated and enlightened children from every rank in 
the same venue. Therefore, Fröbel’s kindergartens carried a political message of 
educational equality for Meiji Japan during its transition away from the ideal 
stratification of Tokugawa society. 70  Such forward-looking progressivism 
enabled intellectuals in the late Qing to emphasize the scientific nature of 
Fröbel’s contributions. Whereas Francis James71 related Fröbel’s educational 
toys to traditional Chinese intellectual philosophy about the materialism of 
“myriad things,”72 Japanese texts firmly couched Fröbel in the field of childhood 
development and cognitive science.  

In the late Qing dynasty, progressive Chinese intellectuals, like their Japanese 
counterparts, followed German and Japanese models of education not only 
because these systems were pedagogically innovative, but also because they had 
an affinity for conservative imperial politics.73 Japanese models of instruction 
advocated regimentation and control in ways that conformed to their paradigms 
of biological developmentalism and instilled obedience to authoritarian power. 
For example, in a memorial circulated through the Ministry of Education, the 
eminent educator Yan Xiu 严修 (1860–1929) wrote that German and Japanese 
models for education were preeminent because “the German model of education 
emphasizes imperial unification” and the Japanese model of education organized 
the world under the monarchial system.74  

Educators and politicians understood the value to the state of institutionalizing 
primary school education. The Gazette of the Ministry of Education published 
surveys about primary and preschool-level schools. Citing foreign truancy laws, 
                                                   
67 Mengxue keben, 35.  
68 Francis Huberty James, Chinese name Xiu Yaochun 秀耀春 (1851–1900), Yangmeng 
zhenggui, 12. 
69 Ikusei-kai, “OuMei jiaoyuguan (xuwan),” 30. 
70 See Ronald Philip Dore, Education in Imperial Japan. 
71 See Robert Coventry Forsyth, “Heroes,” 473–76. 
72 Francis Huberty James, Yangmeng zhenggui, 9. 
73 Thomas Curran, 123–72. 
74 Tian Zhengping ed., Zhongguo jiaoyushi yanjiu, 119. 
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officials and law-makers stressed that schooling should be public and 
compulsory.75 Nevertheless, because early childhood education remained at the 
most local level of educational administration,76 the central government had 
little direct control over the early childhood education and normal-school 
education, at the lowest and highest fringes of the newly developing educational 
system.77 

Educational reforms were established in the context of waning state power and 
burgeoning local control in the years preceding the 1911 Revolution.78 For 
example, scholar Sally Borthwick concludes, “Gentry involvement in educational 
funding and administration fueled demands for local and provincial 
self-government, issues that, mishandled by the Qing, contributed as much as 
radical ideology to the Revolution of 1911.”79 This distinction between the 
national and the local is important because, as historian Philip Kuhn has 
illustrated, “local self-government” in China often referred to “the arbitrary 
exercise of power by rapacious local elites and petty functionaries.”80 Thus, 
patriotic rhetoric for the central government, such as Yan’s statement, should not 
be read as a capitulation to all levels and forms of state and semi-official 
authority. Instead of resisting state encroachment, school administrators (who 
were often also members of the local elite) 81 often invoked national interests in 
ways that allowed them to represent legitimate authority to their pupils and their 
pupils’ families. 

Kindergarten-level institutions helped to formalize state cooperation with 
families. Textbooks prescribed cooperation with parents.82 School paperwork 
required contact with families83 and recorded information about children and 
                                                   
75 Luo Zhenyu 罗振玉 (1866–1940) argued that countries all over the world made elementary 
school public and compulsory; see, “Xuebu sheli hou zhi jiaoyu guanjian, er.” The Normal 
Imperial Academy cited as a reason to found its elementary school the fact that truancy laws 
punish parents, see “Guanxue dachen zouni xiaoxuetang zhangcheng,” Article 9. 
76 Hayhoe, China’s Education and the Industrialized World, 34. 
77 See Borthwick, Education and Social Change in China, 78.  
78 For example, Ma Xiaoquan sees an inverse relationship between central power and local 
self-government in the final years of the Qing; please see Ma Xiaoquan, “Local Self- 
Government,” 183−84. 
79 Borthwick, Education and Social Change in China, 153−54. 
80 Kuhn, “Local Self-Government under the Republic: Problems of Control, Autonomy, and 
Mobilization,” 257. In Origins of the Modern Chinese State, Kuhn examines the development 
of political thought among intellectuals who wanted to use central authority to redress some of 
the abuses of these locally entrenched groups.  
81 Chauncey, Schoolhouse Politicians, 86.  
82 Zhang Jingliang et al., eds., Baomu chuanxisuo jiangyi: Chuji. I thank Miriam Gross for 
directing me to this source. 
83 Some elementary schools had associations for the guardians of students. For example, see 
“Shiwen: She Fuxionghui zhi kuxin.” 
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their households. 84  Kindergarten diplomas reflected a larger trend toward 
educational certification against the background of the decline of the examination 
system.85 Filial hierarchy had long served as the theoretical foundation for state 
authority, but these regulations allowed schools some degree of direct interference 
in family affairs by demanding that parents comply with regulations;86 for 
instance, some schools fined or denied access to girls with bound feet,87 and thus 
demonstrated that educators were trying to protect children’s interests. 

Educators’ appeals to national strength may have ultimately mitigated 
children’s rights. Scholars Benjamin Schwartz and Susan Glosser have argued 
that because human rights and women’s liberation were seen as a means for 
“state wealth and power,” intellectual rhetoric provided the foundation for state 
abuses of such rights in later years.88 Likewise, educators also believed that 
“liberating” children—merely from the overwhelming pressure toward academic 
precocity, if not from the overt abuses of the family system—would benefit 
China as a whole, and thus implied that childhood education and welfare could 
be treated as means to national ends. Because of the eventual rise of state power 
in China, we often examine historical narratives through the lens of state control, 
and thus overlook issues concerning the politics of authority on a smaller scale, 
within schools and textbooks.  

Institutional Typologies 

The Gazette of the Ministry of Education posited information about affiliated 
kindergarten-level schools as footnotes to main schools; kindergartens often 
appeared in conjunction with girls’ schools, and mengyang yuan with foundling 
homes. Because institutions for early childhood education were often paired with 
girls’ schools, foundling homes, or “new schools” (primary schools), these 
institutions followed the similar patterns of geographical establishment. Costal 
cities, with extensive financial resources and strong foreign presence, lead the 
development in all of these types of schools. Missionaries like Timothy Richard 
had pushed for the establishment of kindergartens,89 and some Westerners saw 
the establishment of Chinese kindergartens as a direct result of their efforts to 
                                                   
84 Japanese models included rubrics for measuring and recording the data about children’s 
bodies; Luo Zhenyu, “Riben jiaoyu dazhi.”  
85 The Yan Clan School provided diplomas upon graduation from its mengxue yuan.   
86 “Hubei youzhiyuan kaiban zhangcheng,” 5. 
87 Ibid. Hunan, “Fushu mengyang yuan kaiban zhancheng,” chapter 4: Hours of Instruction 
and Tuition Fees, sub-item one of Article 10. 
88 Schwartz, In Search of Wealth and Power; Glosser, Chinese Visions of Family and State, 
1915−1953.  
89 Limin Bai, “The Chinese Kindergarten Movement,” 138–39. 
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promote girls’ education.90 Many scholars consider the Hubei Kindergarten 
(Wuchang), established in 1903, to be “China’s first (native) kindergarten.”91 
The following examples of a charitable and private institution are both drawn 
from Tianjin, which had a foreign concession as well as a strong native 
philanthropic tradition. 

Tianjin’s Changlu Foundling Home is a good example of a charitable 
institution that incorporated scientific ideas about childcare while maintaining 
traditional ideals about feminine skill. Originally established in 1794, this large 
Foundling Home by the late nineteenth century had several auxiliary institutions, 
including a mengxue institute;92 its curricula followed the general outlines of the 
Japanese model, carefully qualifying each academic subject with notations about 
the necessity to promote growth and play. 93  The Foundling Home made 
provisions for the foundlings to graduate into an elementary school that would 
provide opportunities to test into a female normal-school. While hoping to train 
qualified, professional teachers, the Home also maintained traditional ideals of 
female talent in a “factory” that taught the art of embroidery, knitting and 
weaving. These “workers” also attended a day-school, however, in which they 
studied not only basic literacy and mathematics, but also “science,” parenthetically 
specified as “household management” and “child psychology.” Thus, although 
the school was culturally conservative in terms of championing traditional 
feminine skills, its curricula included modern scientific knowledge about infant 
care and childcare—or, as the Gazette of the Ministry of Education wrote of a 
girls’ school affiliated with the Zhili Foundling Home, the foundling home “uses 
old methods to teach new subjects.”94 

In another model of expanding early childhood education, well-established 
girls’ schools created affiliated preschools. Private girls’ schools, such as the one 
within the Yan Clan School in Tianjin, expanded to include affiliated childcare 
training institutes and “gardens” of childhood enlightenment based on Japanese 
models. The Yan clan was a famous literati family, and the school implemented 
these innovations under the leadership of Yan Xiu, a renowned scholar who went 
to Japan and recruited a Japanese headmistress, Ono Suzuko,95 to initiate studies 
at the Nanny Training Institute to train its first cohort of nurses. The title 
“Childcare Training Institute” reflected Japanese influences; after Ono departed 
in 1908, the Institute became a “normal school.”96 
                                                   
90 Burton, 155–56. 
91  For example, Zhongguo Xueqian Jiaoyu Yanjiuhui ed., Bainian Zhongguo youjiao, 
1903−2003, 6. 
92 Yunlan Ren, “Modern Urban Poor and Their Relief,” 213−33.  
93 “Mengyang yuan.”  
94 “Lun Luoma jiaoyu zhi texing ji Riben zhanhou zhi jiaoyu,” 119. 
95 Zhongguo Xueqian Jiaoyushi Bianxiezu, Zhongguo xueqian jiaoyushi ziliaoxuan, 101. 
96 Ibid., 102. 
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The establishment of the Childcare Training Institute allowed female pupils to 
graduate into a new program, and used these students as nurses in its preschool 
program. Students spent their mornings as student teachers for young children, 
and then attended lectures for half days. At the Yan Clan School, the kindergarten 
pupils, aged four to six, graduated with diplomas into either the boys’ elementary 
school or the girls’ school; thus, gender segregation began only in grade school. 
The creation of the Childcare Training Institute thus allowed established schools 
to extend their curricula in two directions by expanding coursework for older 
girls as well as for younger children. Perhaps because of its student teachers, the 
Yan Clan School could employ more caregivers than other schools. With 23 
caregivers, 36 female elementary school students, and 18 kindergarten students, 
the Yan Clan School enjoyed a much higher teacher- student ratio than the nine 
other elementary schools in Zhili in 1907.97 By creating kindergartens, educators 
helped to reinforce the connections among the different branches of a new 
system of age-graded education. Despite their rarity,98 private kindergartens 
spread progressive ideas through the publication of textbooks.  

Textbooks and Classroom Authority 

The Qing government tried to control the dissemination of textbooks. The 
Ministry of Education, established in December 1905, approved empire-wide 
curricula for primary-school textbooks in 1906,99 and state-sponsored textbooks 
prominently advertised their status.100 With its roots in the Board of Rites, the 
Ministry of Education used textbooks as a venue for controlling school rituals 
because rituals were important for the socialization and moral habits of children. 
For instance, the Ministry of Education had prohibited a set of girls’ schoolbooks 
that had been published by the Hangzhou Childcare Academy because its 
“household rules and family rituals” were “polluted.” 101  This prohibition 
reflected new ideas about “family education,” within the context of the classroom, 
as the basis of public socialization for the Chinese state.  

New schools and textbooks helped to promote the science of childhood 
development as a new source of authority. Although academies had long served 

                                                   
97 “Tongji.” 
98 Among the 53 girls’ schools surveyed in the province of Zhili in 1907, for example, the Yan 
Clan School was unique in having a private kindergarten. See “Tongji.” 
99 Xuebu diyi shending chudeng xiaoxue zhanyong mulu.  
100 For example, Xuebu shending zuixin guowen jiaokeshu. I thank Don Cohn for access to 
this book.  
101 “Wendu: Bensi zou Xuebu li tongzha geshu jinyong Hangzhou baomu xuetang jindusuo 
bian nüzi Guowen jiaokeshu wen.”  
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as publishing centers, 102  new textbooks more explicitly commented on 
methodology 103  and drew upon scientific and even political ideas about 
citizenship training.104 Although censored and sanctioned by the state, these 
textbooks placed greater authority in the hands of kindergarten teachers by 
suggesting that childrearing required scientific training in childhood psychology, 
“of greatest importance for normal-school students.” 105  For example, the 
Shanghai Public Kindergarten Society highlighted the academic qualifications 
and professional affiliations of its contributing experts and schoolmasters. Its 
textbooks referred to real experiences—for example, in Guangdong’s Public 
Mengyang Institute—as evidence.106 Yet, because scientific theory was also 
necessary, these texts implied that the ordinary experiences of mothers were 
insufficient to make them true experts in childrearing. Because schools had 
become venues for gathering information about children and childhood, they 
provided greater authority to professional caregivers as experts on childhood. 

Normal-school textbooks indicated that new scientific approaches should 
provide tools for improving childrearing practices as well as strengthening the 
Chinese state. Under the banner of the Qing imperial flag, the Shanghai Public 
Kindergarten Society published a set of pedagogical materials in 1909.107 In the 
context of welcoming government regulation and standardization, Educational 
Review warmly reviewed these textbooks with the commentary: 

 
Although the government has ordered the creation of mengyang yuan and 
other institutions, there are very few of them in the countryside. And those 
mengyang yuan and entry-level elementary schools that have been created can 
conversely hurt people’s children and lead to banditry. The reason for this is 
that caregivers do not yet have an understanding of childrearing and child 
psychology. This book seeks to address these problems with two volumes on 
these subjects.108  

 
Especially in the context of the recent demise of the civil service examination, 
                                                   
102 Keenan, Imperial China’s Last Classical Academies, 42. Ge Junqi 葛峻起 asked the 
emperor to allow “charity schools” to publish classical books. I thank the Institute of History 
and Philology for access to this material. 
103 Mengyangtang yong. I thank Don Cohn for access to this private collection. 
104 Zhang Jingliang et al., eds., Baomu chuanxisuo jiangyi, 31. 
105 “Diaocha Zhili,” 151. 
106 For example, Zhang Jingliang et al. eds, Baomu chuanxisuo jiangyi: Chuji, 8. 
107 The Kindergarten Society had grown out of the Wuban Girls’ School, first opened in 1901, 
which had sent Ms. Wu Zhuzhe to study childcare in Japan; Xiaoping Cong, “From Cainü to 
Nüjiaoxi: Female Normal Schools and the Transformation of Women’s Education in the Late 
Qing Period, 1895–1911,” 132. 
108 “Jieshao piping: baomu chuanxisuo jiangyi chuji: baoyufa ertong xinlixue,” 29−30.  
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educators felt the need for a new basis for empire-wide uniformity. Furthermore, 
the reviewers questioned the qualifications of uneducated women to instruct even 
young children. In contrast to uneducated women in the countryside, the Society 
boasted, in its table of contents, the many contributing articles from experts who 
held various positions as teachers, principals, or heads of music associations, and 
Ms. Wu’s specialized training in Japan was especially highlighted in the preface. 
Although the reviewers in Educational Review derided the unpreparedness of 
country bumpkins, it is also important to note that the two subjects in 
question—infant care and child psychology—were new academic subjects, even 
to elite women with strong training in the classical canon. Thus, despite the roots 
of female education in traditional China,109 elite female teachers still had to learn 
a new curriculum concerning not just the content of education, but also pedagogy 
and childhood.   

The Shanghai Kindergarten Society welcomed government regulation in ways 
that strengthened its own authority to institutionalize “family education” outside 
of the home. The Kindergarten Society stressed that the state “needed to require 
that everyone in the nation receive family education” through the institutionalization 
of kindergartens. Kindergartens provided civic training for the benefit of the state: 
“These kindergartens are the family of the national citizenry. Caregivers 
represent the national citizenry and implement family education.” 110  Even 
though intellectuals remained favorable to patriarchal authority during the 1911 
Revolution,111  the Shanghai Kindergarten Society suggested that classroom 
teachers could also provide citizen training. Whereas fathers had represented the 
emperor in inculcating loyalty to the state, this text suggests that caregivers could 
serve as representatives—not of paternal authority, but of the “national 
citizenry”—to train children. 

Because professionalized caregivers offered scientific training for children, the 
classroom itself would also provide a good environment (better perhaps than 
even the home) for socialization. Kindergartens forced children to accept 
classroom regulations112  and socialized children as they “newly enter into 
society.”113 This rationale touched upon an important distinction between Zhang 
Zhidong’s and the Shanghai Public Kindergarten Society’s models. Although 
both feared that, without specialized training, female servants “would pollute the 
habits of children,”114 Zhang Zhidong’s elite wet-nurses graduated to home 
employment; however, the Shanghai Kindergarten Society explicitly advocated 
                                                   
109 Xiaoping Cong, Teachers’ Schools, 32.  
110 Zhang Jingliang et al., eds., Baomu chuanxisuo jiangyi, 31. 
111 Price, “From Civil Society to Party Government,” 142−64. 
112 Mengxue congshu, 2. 
113 Zhang Jingliang et al., eds., Baomu chuanxisuo jiangyi, 31. 
114 Ibid., 12. 
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an institutionalized classroom environment for socialized play, under the 
direction of expert professionals.  

Educators saw themselves as cooperating with, rather than conflicting with, 
family interests, especially as they began to turn their attention to the ways that 
teachers could help to monitor children115 and reinforce proper socialization.116 
In an “ideal family,” a Japanese translation in Educational World noted, parents 
would respect the authority of the “grandparents’ superior experience and 
knowledge” about childrearing. 117 However, in terms of physical hygiene and 
emotional training, the same article also drew upon the authority of child 
psychology:  

 
Child psychologists often explain these principles. In order to establish the 
foundation for an emotional education, one must now discuss the principles of 
emotional education. The most effective methods of family education, 
according to child psychology materials, are divided into three categories: 
knowledge, emotion, and morality.118  

 
This categorization closely mirrors the rhetoric used by new institutions, which 
aimed to supplement “family education” by providing training for physical health, 
knowledge, and morality.119 This schematization reinforced the idea that true 
education should include more than just academic training and even moral 
cultivation, but also include psychological health and physical growth. By 
turning their attention to childhood development, Chinese educators not only 
made the child the subject of study, but they also taxonomized play, speech, and 
other activities as the purview of cognitive science. 

Socialized Play and the Science of Age 

When early twentieth-century Chinese educators institutionalized school 
according to a rubric of age, they followed current trends in the science of 
cognitive development. In a departure from traditional Chinese medicine and 
philosophical ontology, new textbooks focused on the brain as the central node of 
the nervous system as well as the physical source of psychological feeling.120 
                                                   
115 Goichirō Makise, “Jiaoyuxue jiaokeshu,” 3. 
116 Makise, “OuMei jiaoyuguan (weiwan),” 2.  
117 Tonegawa, “Jiating jiaoyu fa”; based on Tonegawa, Katei kyōikuhō. 
118 Ibid., 11.  
119 For example, Zhang Jingliang et al., ed. Baomu chuanxisuo jiangyi: Chuji, 3. For more 
information on the instruction of ethics in the late Qing, see Xingtao Huang, “Qingmo xinshi 
xuetang de lunli jiaokeshu shenlun,” and Cohn, Virtue by Design.  
120 Yu Zhiji, Jingshi daxue jiangyi, 2. 
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Given the importance of the brain for cognitive functioning, teachers and parents 
were told to pay careful attention to “brain development,” especially the 
“hardening of bone marrow in the brain.”121 Educational World noted that in the 
West, “Instilling a spirit of exercise is not simply a matter of developing brawn, 
but also of building the brain.”122  

Despite reservations about gendered123  and racial differences124  in “brain 
quality,” East Asian intellectuals were nevertheless willing to adapt foreign 
models because of universalistic assumptions about the child. Because the male 
was normative, 125  these Japanese texts, like their Western counterparts, 126 
implicitly described the male child and his needs as a universalistic model (that 
could also be applied or modified for girls in foundling homes), but explicitly 
described the caregiver’s role and her training in terms of girls’ education. 
According to these texts, caregivers should provide children with only the mental 
and physical stimuli appropriate for their age. Like parents, school administrators 
and teachers needed to understand “the nature of childhood,”127 so that they 
could institutionalize the proper progression of academic development.  

In keeping with Western critiques of Chinese education crippling the “Sick 
Man of Asia,” textbooks described childhood development in order to caution 
teachers and caregivers to decelerate the pace of the child’s academic life. A 
normal-school textbook on educational psychology warned that educators must 
adhere to the “natural order” of childhood development by “slowly teach[ing] 
young children; otherwise, the students will be labored and ineffective.”128 
Likewise, translated Japanese texts about kindergartens prescribed moderate and 
well-controlled exercises that were designed to stimulate, but not overtax, the 
child. The texts warned that instruction must “adhere to the development of the 
child’s brainpower” because overstimulation could result in “sudden illness.”129 
Each phase of a child’s development required specifically and precisely 
controlled amounts of stimulation.130 Kindergarten, for children aged three to 
seven, thus marked a transitional period in which children required socialization 
without intense academic pressure. Educators believed that age- graded 
                                                   
121 “Jiaoshou shu san,” 5. 
122 Ikusei-kai, “OuMei jiaoyuguan (xuwan),” 17.  
123 “Lun nüxue yi zhuzhong deyu,” 124. 
124 “Lun youzhiyuan zhi yuanli,” 1; Jintarō Ōse discusses national differences in terms of 
Galenic humors and qizhi; Xinlixue jiaokeshu, 24–25. 
125 Sarah Stevens also notes that male readers were normative for hygienic texts, see Stevens, 
“Making Female Sexuality in Republican China,” 49. 
126 Hulbert, Raising America. 
127 Sugiyama, “Xinli de jiaoshou yuanze (xu),” 11.  
128 Takashima, Zongli xue wu dachen shending, 8.  
129 “Jiaoshou shu,” Mengxue congxu, 4. 
130 Mengxue congshu, 8. 
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institutions would slow the pace of academic learning in Chinese schools, and 
they thus tried to reverse a long-standing trend toward merely ever-increasing 
precocity.131 

These ideas about brain development were manifest in institutional regulations 
and curricula. Translations of Japanese laws included specifically allotted time 
restrictions for kindergartens in order to avoid overtaxing children. 132 
Considerations about the adverse affect of overstimulation were thus directly tied 
to age. For example, in regulations for its mengyang institute for girls aged four 
to eight, the Changlu Foundling Home advised that children should only learn 
characters that were simple and easy to understand, lest they harm the girls’ 
“brainpower.”133 It was noted that kindergartens in foreign countries did not 
teach geography, history and science because “students who are too young lack 
the brain power to understand these subjects.” However, the Institute justified its 
instruction of these academic subjects for “pupils of a more advanced age” of 
five to eight.134 In addition, the Institute justified teaching these subjects rather 
than grammar by noting the absence of good Chinese- language primers; this 
statement reflected a growing trend to print specific age ranges in the margins of 
dictionaries and primers and stories. The science of age thus helped to promote 
the industry of age-appropriate educational aids.  

Early childhood educators advocated fostering in the child a new relationship 
with the physical world through objects and toys. “In childhood, we can feel the 
power of objects,” explained a tract on educational toys: “What the eye and ear 
come into contact with can leave an imprint on the brain without destroying the 
body, with the effect of developing the child’s mind and correcting his 
behavior.” 135  Japanese psychology textbooks encouraged educators to use 
concrete objects to teach children in the first stages of cognitive development, 
before children could comprehend abstract reasoning and logic. 136  Citing 
Rousseau, East Asian educators argued that educational toys could excite 
children’s curiosity for the mysteries of nature and science.137  

Despite the dominance of the Fröbelian principles,138 Chinese texts focused 
on the individual child in ways that conformed to the Qing government’s 
emphasis on education within the home rather than the kindergarten. For 
example, Shinzo Seiki’s 1879 Nijūasobi: yōchienhō (Kindergarten Education: 
                                                   
131 Hsiung, A Tender Voyage 117; 119–26; Limin Bai, Shaping the Ideal Child, 210–11.  
132 Yazawa, “Like jiaoshoufa (xu),” 18.  
133 Changlu Yuyingtang shixing jianzhang. 
134 “Hunansheng sheli chudeng xiaoxuetang fushu mengyang yuan,” Article 10. 
135 Seki, “Youzhi jiaoyu,” 45.  
136 Ōse and Tachigara, Xinlixue jiaokeshu, 19.  
137 Ikusei-kai, “OuMei jiaoyuguan (xuwan),” 15. 
138 Yeh Hsueh et al., “The Chinese Kindergarten in Its Adolescence,” 458. 
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Pictorial Explanations of Educational Toys) was faithfully republished in 
Educational World’s 1903 translation, which even reproduces the pictures of 
Japanese children (one of whom, a girl in kimono, demonstrates that these 
precepts, though written with the male child in mind, could be applied to girls in 
traditionalistic settings). Although the preface discussed kindergartens, these 
pictures isolate the individual child and his own learning experience. Whereas 
Seiki noted that the educational toy is a classroom tool, Educational World 
omitted any mention of the kindergarten. The individual child and his nurse 
could thus remain within the home, in keeping with government preferences 
about the nature of professionalized nursemaids rather than preschool 
socialization.  

 

      
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Manuals encouraged parents and educators to use educational toys to exercise 
infants’ sensory organs, motor skills, and limbs. Kindergartens often imported 
educational toys from Japan.139 Western commentators noted approvingly that a 
                                                   
139 Fernsebner, “A People’s Playthings.”  

Fig. 1  Seki, Shinzō and Omata Noriyoshi,
Nijūasobi: yōchienhō (Tōkyō: Aoyama,
1879). Courtesy of the CV Starr Library at
the University of California, Berkeley. 

Fig. 2  Seki, Shinzo and Omata Noriyoshi,
“Youzhi Jiaoyu: Enwu Tushuo” (Childhood
Education: Pictorial Explanations of
Educational Toys) Jiaoyu shijie no. 4
(1903). Courtesy of the Peking University
Library. 
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kindergarten playroom in Fuzhou boasted “rocking horses, dumb-bells, pails, 
carts on wheels in abundance, gaily painted floors, plenty of light and air.”140 
Some kindergartens used foreign music for games, dance, and singing. For 
example, Yan Xiu imported a piano and an organ from Japan for the music 
curriculum under the instruction of a Japanese headmistress.141 Thus, unlike 
Zhang Zhidong, Yan Xiu was unconcerned about importing foreign objects, 
tastes, and even habits—as long as these imports enabled self-control and 
facilitated discipline. This authoritarian control dovetailed with Yan’s admiration 
for the German-Japanese educational institutions that promoted national unity.  

Conclusions 

In contrast to the paradigm of “Western impact, Chinese response,” Eugenia 
Lean has argued that Chinese people could use scientific vocabularies to describe 
old technologies in ways that affirmed both science and tradition.142 In both 
schools and textbooks, late-Qing intellectuals discussed an old technology (of 
growing up) with a modern, scientific vocabulary (of childhood development). 
Structurally established as day-schools, kindergartens provided a transitional 
space between family and elementary school. Textbooks posited the role of the 
caregiver in such a way that there was a natural continuum between mother and 
nurse. Caretakers 保姆 united the principles of protection 保, based on scientific 
learning, and mothering 母, based on tender care;143 visionary Kang Youwei 康
有为 (1857–1927) even hoped that caretakers could one day transcend the kin- 
based parameters of mother love.144 

The exact definition of these nurses was contested; whereas the Qing 
government wanted to focus on the mother and private nurse, these institutes 
helped to create a space, outside of the family domain, for the professional 
schoolteacher. Even the patriotic Shanghai Kindergarten Society championed the 
goal of training “citizens” rather than subjects; whereas family patriarchs 
engrained young sons with the notions of filial duty necessary for future service 
as imperial ministers, kindergarten teachers now inculcated young children with 
the notions of patriotic duty necessary for future service as Chinese citizens. 
Whether in the classroom or at home, caretakers needed to understand, on a 
scientific as well as on an emotional level, the physical and emotional needs of 
                                                   
140 Burton, The Education of Women in China, 130−31. 
141 Zhongguo Xueqian Jiaoyushi Bianxiezu, Zhongguo xueqian jiaoyushi ziliaoxuan, 102. 
142 Lean, “Nüjie de chuangzao jishu.” 
143 Limin Bai, “The Chinese Kindergarten Movement,” 143. 
144 Zhongguo Xueqian Jiaoyushi Bianxiezu, Zhongguo xueqian jiaoyushi ziliaoxuan, 83; See 
Leutner, 78. 
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young children.  
In the late Qing, the science of childhood development emerged as a source of 

authority. Proponents for developmental growth called for children to enjoy a 
period of socialization without academic pressure, so this science helped to 
justify the introduction of age-based in contrast to merit-based learning. 
Although the number of preschool-level institutions was limited during the late 
Qing period, they introduced enduring themes in early childhood education, 
especially the idea that academic precocity would damage physical growth and 
brain development. Paradoxically, educators would try to slow the pace of 
learning through the institutionalization of ever-younger cohorts of children.  
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