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Copying and Innovation; China’s Educational Research in

Early Twentieth Century

ZHOU Yong

Abstract ; Because no one knew what was pedagogy, studies on education in China suffered from copy-
cat borrowing in the initial stage. In the 1920s, when a group of scholars who had graduated from the
American universities returned to China, a second round of copycat borrowing began. Although Fan
Yuanlian, when serving as the Minster of Education, advocated the development of educational studies
meeting the urgent needs of the national development and the improvement of people’s livelihood, the
blind copycat borrowing from American educational studies was still rampant. Forced by self-reflection
and outside criticism, some Chinese educational scholars, however, could still seek for new develop-
ments in that period. Among those the most notable were Tao Xingzhi and Yan Yangchu, who not only
explored an effective way to create original educational research with their knowledge of national wel-
fare and the rural people’s livelihood, but also made China have a school of pedagogy named “Rural
Civilian Education” widely acknowledged by the international community. A review of the develop-
ment of Chinese educational studies by focusing on the copycat borrowing and innovation in the early
20th century can not only add new facts to the studies of the history of educational studies but shed
light on the current educational research in China and the establishment of a Chinese school of educa-
tional theory as well.

Keywords : early twentieth century; Chinese educational research; Chinese school of educational re-
search
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