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Chinese universities’ experience of social
education, 1912–1949
Xiaoxuan Wang 1,2✉ & Jinrong Liu 1,2

During the Republican era, when China faced internal and external difficulties and was

impoverished, social education was considered crucial to revive and strengthen the country.

After social education was introduced to China from the West, many universities participated

in social education and became the main promoters and implementers of social education,

giving it localized characteristics. Thus far, there remains a void in the social education of

Chinese universities in the English-speaking world. The present study explores the historical

motivations for universities in the Republic of China (ROC) to join the wave of social edu-

cation development from 1912 to 1949. Herein, Yenching University, Jiangsu Provincial Col-

lege of Education, National Sun Yat-Sen University, and National North-West United

University were selected for case studies to demonstrate the methods and achievements of

social work, literacy, political, and life education through the establishment of rural experi-

mental areas. The “university experimental area” model of education created by universities

differs from other models and reflects a close relationship between the university and the

state and society. This model makes up for the shortage of foreignization, aristocracy, and

urbanization of school education within the specific time and space. Moreover, the model

enriches the connotation of “ education throughout society”. In addition, the social education

experiences of universities in ROC provide a valuable solution for exploring rural education,

rural renewal, social construction, and national governance. Furthermore, it is one of the

historical preludes of China’s rural revitalization strategy in the new era as well as a practical

reference for countries in the world with similar problems.
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Introduction

Social education emerged against the background of tradi-
tional Chinese social edification going out of control and
the Eastward transmission of Western learning. By nature,

Chinese traditional social edification is a “ruling skill” of “political
and educational integration.” It aims at ensuring that people
“abide by discipline and law” from a long-term stability per-
spective. The content of edification was narrow, single-minded
ethics and morality. However, the collapse of the feudal dynasties
resulted in the decline of traditional edification. Following the
Second Opium War, class and ethnic contradictions sharply
intensified. Subsequently, the activity bases of missionaries
penetrated from the coast into the interior, adding 11 ports of
commerce in succession (Xiong, 2011, p. 6). Accordingly, the
missionaries established new-style schools, newspaper offices,
church hospitals, and so on, for the dissemination of Western
sciences. More importantly, Western translation and publishing
institutions began to emerge in large numbers, and the influence
of Western learning gradually expanded from cities to social
grassroots. Furthermore, Chinese educators who studied abroad
introduced educational ideas from Germany, France, Denmark,
and other Western countries to China (Bailey, 1990, p.192). With
the spread of Western learning and the intensification of external
and internal problems, an increasing number of intellectuals
realized that relying solely on school education to train talents to
save the country and the people is not sufficient. “Social education
is a new cause due to the slow effect of school education, and it is
the only way to save China from peril” (Zhou, 1933, p. 1). Some
researchers even exclaimed that “If we fail to achieve social
education, China will not be saved” (Lu, 1933, p. 4).

Some scholars believe that the beginning of social education in
China is marked by the creation of the Department of Social
Education by Cai Yuanpei (1868–1940) in 1912. Wang & Wang
(1992) argued that Mr. Cai Yuanpei advocated the establishment
of the Department of Social Education because he was deeply
influenced by German social education during his stay in Ger-
many. “Mr. Cai Yuanpei returned from his studies in Germany
and introduced German social education theory into China”
(Wang &Wang, 1992, p. 43). Accordingly, the following questions
were posed: Did the term “social education” and its theory expand
to China from Germany? Was it first introduced by Cai Yuanpei?
However, an examination of the origins of social education in
China during the Republican era shows that this was not the case.

The term “social education” was first introduced to China by
the Japanese educational circles, judging by the way it was mostly
translated from Japanese sources. Gradually, the term was
introduced to the Chinese people with the translation of various
foreign educational theories. Yamana Jiro’s Theory of Social
Education (1892) and Sato Yoshiharu’s The Recent Social Edu-
cation Law (1899) marked the emergence of the notion of social
education in Japan (Liang, 1994, p. 3). Between 1896 and 1907,
there was a surge of Chinese academics studying in Japan, with
international students studying and introducing Japanese edu-
cation and translating Japanese versions of the Western socio-
political theory. During this period, The World of Education, a
professional educational journal, was founded in China (May
1901). Other journals such as Youxue yibian also introduced
Japanese educational theory. In these articles, the Chinese people
understood, extended, and used the term and ideas of “social
education” in light of the social situation in China, in addition to
introducing Japanese social education ideas. Gradually, with the
deepening of this publicity, the concept of Chinese social edu-
cation developed.

Educational journals in modern China used the term “social
education” before 1912, indicating that the term was not intro-
duced by Cai Yuanpei from Germany and that it was an

imported term, translated from Japanese. Cai Yuanpei intended
to set up the Department of Social Education to “promote adult
education and remedial education,” as there were “too many
elderly school leavers” in China (Gao, 1991a, p. 707). During his
tenure as the President of Peking University, he established
Peking University Civilian Night School, which was the first
attempt to implement social education in Chinese universities.
Schools were connected with society (Civera, 2013, p. 200). Since
then, many universities and educational associations have par-
ticipated in social education development. Teachers and students
have become the main promoters and implementers of social
education. From 1912 to 1949, universities imparted social
education mainly by establishing rural services and educational
experimental areas.

This study highlights the historical motivations for, case studies
concerning, and university participation in social education
development in the ROC from 1912 to 1949. The central ques-
tions posed in this study are as follows: which typical measures
were implemented by Chinese universities participating in social
education during the Republican era? What is the significance of
these measures? What lessons can be learned from the experi-
ences of Chinese universities for social education in universities in
other countries in the current global context?

Literature review
Many scholars have emphasized that social education in uni-
versities is a viable and effective form of extending educational
content. According to Wang (2003), “Modern social education
mainly refers to a purposeful, planned, and organized educational
activity outside the school system, which is promoted by the
government and assisted by the promotion of private and non-
governmental organizations to improve the quality of the out-of-
school people and all citizens and to use and set up various
cultural and educational institutions and facilities.” Giroux et al.
(2012) considered schools as the agents of socialization. The
author claimed that schooling should be linked to similar attri-
butes in the workplace and other socio-political spheres. Gulová
et al. (2017) asserted that social education aims at shaping the
optimal means of living of individuals and social groups and
facilitates enculturation and socialization.

Universities can expand the connotations of social education
and its functions. Academic research has focused mainly on the
functions of social education. Zhang (2008) explored the ways to
realize the social education function of universities. Universities
implement their social service functions to conform to their
school style and the specificity of their social service functions.
Wang (2013) argued that “the social service of universities is
mainly an educational service, and the essence of university social
service is social education.” Furthermore, the author stated that
social service functions “make use of the human resources (stu-
dents and teachers), material resources (facilities and institu-
tions), and activity resources (social practice and cultural benefits)
of the university, in addition to promoting university education to
the society in a purposeful, planned, and organized way, thereby
stimulating and meeting the social public’s demand for education
through the promotion and expansion of university education
and realizing the standardization, organization, guidance, and
assistance of social education.”

Historical studies of social education cover two aspects. One is
the study of typical social educators and their educational
thoughts. Wang (2021) explored Tao Xingzhi’s idea of “creative
social education”. The other aspect is the review of the origin and
policy evolution of Chinese social education (Naren & Xiang,
2022; Shao, 2020; Wang, 2020).
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Chinese academic research on social education originated in
Japan and Germany. However, the United States and other
countries are also world leaders in research on social education.
Neumann (2017) examined the relation between American social
education and the political participation of adolescents. The
author documented that the failure of social education in the
United States has led to the low political participation of young
people. Kutschera et al. (2019) discussed the core elements of
rural social work in the United States, Canada, the United
Kingdom, and Australia and the effect of their rural work
initiatives on the Philippines.

Social services in Chinese universities began later than those in
Europe and America. Duan (2005) mentioned that building
inclusive public entrepreneurial universities, continuing entre-
preneurship, and strengthening public service require social
education experience in the United States. According to Zhang
and Dong (2005), the functions of universities in the medieval
period and contemporary universities participating in social
education and serving society should begin with establishing the
concept of educational service. Moreover, university students
should go out of campus and integrate into society.

In recent years, some European countries have started offering
degree courses in social education. Compared with degree pro-
grams in other European countries, the bachelor’s degree pro-
gram in social education in Spain is relatively new (Pallisera et al.,
2013). Social education has been tried in the Spanish Second
Republic. (Bárez, 2002, pp.155–178) Royal Decree 1420/1991, of
August 30, by which the Official University Degree of Diploma in
Social Education is established, was published in the BOE on
Thursday, October 10, 1991. This is the legislation with which
Social Education begins in Spain (BOE, 1991). The incorporation
of social education as a university subject represented a crucial
step in establishing the profession, leading to its social recognition
(Noell et al., 2009).

In general, several areas exist for research on social education
in Chinese universities: first, Chinese social education was influ-
enced by Japan and Germany; hence, considerable similarities
exist in terms of concept, content, and institutions. However,
social education has been given a “Chinese character” owing to
the special political background of the ROC. In addition, there
remains a void in Chinese social education in the English-
speaking world. Second, domestic scholars have not focused
much on social education in universities. Only a few studies have
explored social education in Chinese universities. Accordingly,
this study considers Chinese universities as the research subject
and social education as the keyword to classify first-hand mate-
rials and explore the development path of universities partici-
pating in social education in the ROC. Through this analysis, the
study aims to present the historical experience and lessons
learned concerning social education in Chinese universities for
discussion in academic circles at home and abroad.

Historical motivations for university participation in social
education
During the Republican era, China faced internal and external
challenges. Chinese society was eager to change the social situa-
tion, improve the daily lives of the people, and raise the quality of
the population through a new form of education. Accordingly,
social education became mainstream education at the time, and
educators from universities and educational societies participated
in social education activities. There are three historical reasons for
the emergence of social education in the universities of the ROC.

The first reason is the poor quality of the people. In 1902, Liang
Qichao published the New People’s Theory. In this book, the
author mentioned that people should be knowledgeable,

educated, socially virtuous, liberal, and self-respecting, in addition
to having a sense of crisis and concern for the country’s peril.
Some reformers suggested that the implementation of the reform
should be based on the people. During his tenure as the President
of Peking University, Cai Yuanpei established Peking University
night schools to attract lost scholars to study and opened a pre-
cedent for universities to participate in social education.

In 1912, a group of young students with high ideals established
the Peking University Civilian Education Lecture Group. They
preached public morality, health, and culture. “Since the May
Fourth Movement, students have mostly run civilian schools to
popularize knowledge and vocational education for people out-
side the school. Cai Yuanpei considered it a positive aspect” (Gao,
1991b, p. 287).

The second reason is the dysfunctional development of society.
In the 1915 New Culture Movement, educators studying abroad
brought foreign advanced ideas and educational systems back to
China. Furthermore, an increasing number of people considered
social education as a means of improving social disorders, given
the spread of the concept of “society” abroad. Fu Baochen
(1893–1984), an educator who returned from studying abroad,
opined that “rural education is a prerequisite for improving social
and economic conditions” (Chen & Fu, 1994, p. 17). The Peking
University Civilian Education Lecture Group also proposed social
reform through the following topics: “improving society and
crying,” “what is new morality,” “the harm of smoking,” “getting
rid of superstition,” “why read,” “freedom and equality,” and so
on. The Peking University Civilian Education Lecture Group
focused on the ways to prepare students to engage with these and
not on developing their values, character, or interpersonal
behaviors. (Barton & Ho, 2022, p. 3).

The third reason is the defects of the education system. Many
returnees followed foreign educational philosophy and school
management systems. However, the education system was “imi-
tating Japan first, studying America later, neither of which is
suitable for the needs of the country” (Mao & Tang, 1992, p. 39).
This kind of school education, which failed to conform to the
national conditions, affected society and talent training for some
time. However, achieving the educational ideal of improving the
backward situation in China, in the long run, seemed difficult. In
May 1918, the Chinese Vocational Education Society established
the Chinese Vocational School and proposed that “given the
shortcomings of today’s education in China, it is insufficient for
learning to apply.” According to Tao Xingzhi (1891–1946), China
needs social education to “make up for the lack of normal school
education.” In 1919, the Peking University Civilian Education
Lecture Group proposed to “subsidize what school education has
failed to do.”

Gradually, social order and development in the ROC were
adversely affected, the drawbacks of school education emerged,
and universities were unable to fulfill their educational and social
functions. Therefore, the government and educators tried to
improve society and raise the quality of the people through social
education. To some extent, university participation in social
education has realized the functions of opening up people’s
intelligence, improving society, making up for the lack of schools,
and expanding the effectiveness of universities. Undoubtedly, the
university is an essential force for promoting social education
development.

Case analysis
Communists, rural reconstructionists, and the League of Nations
proposed solutions from different perspectives to address the
varied social problems of the ROC. Suzanne Pepper (1996)
argued that the solutions advocated were broadly similar to
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decentralized, locally oriented, and locally financed schools with
flexible standards and curricula geared to the genuine educational
needs of the rural majority. Unlike these solutions, universities
can implement social education primarily through the creation of
rural experimental areas. This study selected four universities that
were outstanding in social education to depict the influence of
university participation on social education in the ROC.

Social work education: the case of Yenching University. Con-
cerning social service, the Christian University makes an
important contribution. American educator, John Leighton
Stuart, who established Yenching University asserted that
Yenching University should focus on the moral development of
its students and create useful people to serve the country and
society. At the beginning of its establishment, Leighton Stuart
began exploring means to conduct social services and organized
Yenching University to participate in social works such as relief,
disaster relief, and community assistance. From 1924 to 1926,
Yenching University formed a Local Service Group to carry out
various social support activities, as illustrated in Fig. 1. Yenching
University placed additional emphasis on the sociality and
practicability of the courses and vocational training by estab-
lishing a major in industrial tanning and offering courses such as
child nutrition in line with Chinese realities. These courses
instilled in students the idea of social service and contributed to
the building of rural China (Lutz, 1987, p. 266).

In 1922, Yenching University established the Department of
Social Science to implement social work education and designed
professional courses on labor welfare groups, women’s groups,
and social service and social relief groups. In 1925, the
Department of Sociology has renamed the Department of
Sociology and Social Services. Moreover, a short-term social
services discipline (class) was added to continuously enhance the
relevance of social services. In 1927, the Department of Sociology
added a “Correspondence Course in Social Services.” Further-
more, the department co-organized the “Crash Course in Social
Services” with the Religious College to nurture practical and
highly specialized talents, as well as effectively serve China’s social
undertakings. Since then, the Department of Sociology has

successively established social research and service bases at the
grass-root level, such as Ching Ho Rural Experimental Area.

Ching Ho Rural Experimental Area of Yenching University
was a typical representative of colleges and universities to serve
and transform rural society. The Ching Ho experiment lasted 9
years and focused on the three dimensions of the implementation
of the transformation work—economy, education, and health.
Furthermore, a considerable part of the rural construction
experiments during the Republican period was focused on the
development of rural education. By contrast, rural economic
construction was considered the top priority of all the work in the
Ching Ho Rural Experimental Area. Through on-the-spot social
investigation, teachers and students of Yenching University
concluded that “when the livelihood is difficult, farmers think
about everything from the monetary perspective; the central idea
of farmers’ lives is how to make more money on their land.
Therefore, we must make dedicated efforts to improve the lives of
the rural people from the economic aspect” (Xu, 1933, pp. 1–13).

Accordingly, the experimental area initiated rural economic
construction through the establishment of cooperatives and
cooperative farms, as well as the development of rural industries
as the main contents. At the end of 1930, the first cooperative in
the Ching Ho Experimental Area was established in Tangjia Ling
Village. From then on to 1936, the experimental area guided the
establishment of 29 cooperatives. These 29 cooperatives mainly
operated credit businesses, consumption businesses, and ware-
houses. Credit cooperatives obtained funds through savings
businesses. In terms of credit loans, 34.6% were loaned to
individuals, and 65.4% were loaned to cooperatives operating
cooperative stores and farms.

Furthermore, cooperative farms are another crucial under-
taking of economic work in the Ching Ho Experimental Area.
Cooperative farms provided guidance and promoted agricultural
varieties and technologies to facilitate agricultural income. The
Ching Ho Town followed old approaches to agricultural
technology. It was unaware of improvements and unable to
cooperate; thus, it could barely undertake prevention and relief
measures for flood, drought, and pest invasion. According to
Yenching University Rural Work Seminar (1934), “the field

Fig. 1 An activity photo of the local service group of Yenching University. Between 1924 and 1926, the Yenching University Local Service Group carried
out various social support activities in the Neizuo II district of Beijing. This is a group photo with the children after the activity.
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experiment is a way for Christian University to select a special
area for agricultural extension experiment through technical
demonstration and to persuade and guide farmers to adopt new
varieties and new technologies with examples. This method is
suitable for farmers who are conservative and exhibit a poor
ability to accept new things.” Through field experiments, teachers
and students from the Department of Sociology at Yenching
University successfully changed the concept of local farmers, led
the cooperative farms to successfully improve a considerable
amount of saline-alkali land, and planted high-yield
economic crops.

The development of village industries was another attempt at
undertaking economic work at the Ching Ho Experimental Area.
These industries included wool weaving, homespun printing,
hand-woven carpets, and the manufacture of peanut butter for
the young female workforce in families. Students were sent out to
learn wool weaving techniques. After completion of their studies,
“family wool weaving training classes,” which served as training
and factory production, were established in the experimental area
to train villagers. Local women acquired the skills and each
woman earned 5–7 yuan per month, thereby supplementing the
household income of the farmers (Xu, 1931).

Easy literacy education: the case of Jiangsu Provincial Educa-
tion College. Following the establishment of the Ministry of
Education during the Republican period, a series of public edu-
cation, remedial education, and national education laws were
issued to vigorously eradicate illiteracy. The initiative received
positive responses from universities and people from all walks of
life. Among these, Jiangsu Provincial Education College was an
outstanding representative of local society’s transformation
through popular education. Jimmy Yen, a renowned civilian
educator, actively responded to the national literacy movement
and established rural experimental areas, calling for “the elim-
ination of illiteracy and the creation of a new people.” Moreover,
he bequeathed to the world the International Institute of Rural
Reconstruction (Hayford, 1990, p. 93).

Jiangsu Provincial Education College, located in Wuxi, was the
first higher education institution in China to train teachers for
popular education. Since its inception in 1928, Jiangsu Provincial
Education College has cultivated countless popular education
talents, which positively influenced Wuxi and the country,
becoming one of the centers of the modern popular education
movement.

Considering the success of the popular education practice, the
Ministry of Education issued a ministerial order requiring all
provinces and cities to consider it as a model to implement
popular education. In addition to the government’s recognition,
Jiangsu Provincial Education College was highly regarded
internationally. In 1931, the education delegation of the League
of Nations came to China. They inspected the Jiangsu Provincial
Education College and other experimental areas of popular
education such as Dingxian County and inferred that adult
education in China was most satisfactory.

Since the establishment of Jiangsu Provincial Education
College in 1928, the college has begun a popular education
experiment. The special research and experimental department
were formed by professors of the college, and research and
experimental meetings were held every year on special problems
in popular literacy education and popular reading materials.
Figure 2 shows a photograph taken after one of these meetings.
Jiangsu, an economically developed region of modern China, has
been rich since ancient times; however, the distribution of
educational resources remains uneven. Moreover, the illiteracy
rate in Wuxi continues to be high.

In 1932, the Jiangsu Provincial Education College established
the Beixia Popularization Experimental Area in the second
district of Wuxi County. It encompasses an area of 138.5 square
kilometers in three towns and 342 villages, with 43,588 acres of
taxed land and a population of 5,893 households comprising
25,392 people. The ratio of males to females was 114.4:100.
Furthermore, 26% of the population were subsistence farmers,
51% were semi-subsistence farmers, and 23% were sharecroppers.
Among the population aged over 7 years, 72.72% were
uneducated, 24.93% were educated for 1–6 years, and only
2.35% were educated for more than 6 years (Gao, 1936, p. 35).
The number of uneducated people was large. Accordingly, the
Beixia Popularization Experimental Area aimed to primarily
provide literacy education to the people in the area to enhance the
literacy rate.

Literary education in the area was mainly handled by popular
schools. In 1932 and 1933, four popular schools were established
and thousands of people were enrolled. From the third phase,
classes for children and youth commenced. The teaching methods
were categorized into fixed and activity establishments. The
children’s classes taught simple phonetics and literacy. The youth
classes dominated by rural men and women aged over 16 years
offered subjects such as Chinese language, agriculture, numeracy,
agricultural business, and design, in addition to some life lessons,
with a focus on agricultural work.

The Beixia Experimental Area recorded outstanding achieve-
ments in the literacy movement. In 1932, 1245 adult students
were enrolled in the two phases of popular schools, constituting
approximately 5% of the region’s population. The number of
adult students increased to 1270 and 1224 in 1933 and 1936,
respectively. Over the years, 5261 people acquired education,
constituting more than 20% of the region’s population, in
addition to the original 20%. Thus, nearly half of the population
acquired education (Zhu & Wang, 2007). Moreover, literacy
classes established in folk schools had a large female enrollment
rate, with 68% of women being enrolled in 1932. Accordingly, it
can be inferred that popular schools have adequately considered
gender equality while popularizing literacy education.

Political and self-defense education: the case of Sun Yat-sen
University. In the 1930s, Japan deliberately launched a war of
aggression against China. In response to the Party’s call to go to
the countryside, Sun Yat-sen University established a Rural Ser-
vice Experimental Area to publicize anti-Japanese and national
salvation. Zheng Yanfen (1936a), the director of the service area
office, stated the following: “Our highest purpose in serving the
countryside is to promote the development of the university’s
rural undertakings, especially in the implementation of mass
education and the work of national salvation, in the hope of
cultivating the national force and preparing for the struggle of
self-defense against war.”

The Rural Service Experimental Area of Sun Yat-sen University
was formally established on April 1, 1936, and lasted until the
Japanese invasion of Guangzhou in October 1938. The service area
targeted 10 villages: Cencun, Changban, Shangyuangang, Xiaogang,
Dongpu, Shipai, Xiancun, Liede, Yangji, and Sibeidi. Figure 3 shows
the rural service experimental area of Sun Yat-sen University.

The service area conducted both research and practical work.
The research work encompassed rural politics, agriculture,
construction, and economics, whereas the practical work
encompassed the national rejuvenation movement (the promo-
tion, training, and organization of the national rejuvenation
movement) and war preparation training.

The work was broadly categorized into two phases. The first
phase lasted for 6 months from April 1936 to October 1936, and
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the second phase was from October 1936 to August 1937. The
first phase focused on investigation, aiming at familiarizing with
villagers and the rural situation to establish a sound foundation
for the experiment. During this phase, newspaper offices and
public night schools were established, agricultural technology was
supported, health services were implemented, and visits were
conducted between families and villages. Once the villagers
developed trust in the service experiment and accepted guidance,
the second phase was initiated (Zheng, 1936b, p. 1).

The second phase focused on the implementation of four major
training programs in fields, namely political, economic, self-
defense, and cultural, with more emphasis on political training,
which was also the most successful (Zheng, 1936b, p. 36). Notably,
villagers were traditionally “submissive.” They were detached from
politics and had no political enthusiasm. To address this issue,
political organizations such as service groups, the strong young

men team, and so on, were established in the experimental area.
The political organizations conducted educational work to
increase villagers’ political knowledge and improve their political
enthusiasm.

Night schools and singing and drama (see Fig. 4) groups were
considered the most popular and effective ways for political
organizations to conduct political education activities in villages.
Accordingly, 11-night schools were established in the experi-
mental area, comprising more than 1500 students. Most of them
were divided into high, middle, and junior levels, and some were
divided into high and junior levels. In addition to extracurricular
activities, the basic subjects were divided into language training,
general knowledge training, and life guidance. According to
Zheng (1936b, p. 1), “the textbooks of night schools in all
townships, whether in the national language, general knowledge,
or singing, are full of the awareness of resistance to the enemy

Fig. 2 A group photo of participating members of the Jiangsu Provincial Education College at the joint conference. In 1935, the experimental joint
conference of Jiangsu Provincial Education College was held in Huishan Park. The main content of the conference was to discuss and solve the problems
encountered in popular education and carry out new research and design on popular education.

Fig. 3 The experimental area for rural service of Sun Yat-sen University. In 1936, the site of Sun Yat-sen University, Shipai, was surrounded by rural
areas, which provided a prerequisite for its rural service experiment, and the establishment of an experimental area near the university made it easy for
staff and students to go to carry out their work. The students of Sun Yat-sen University then used the ten villages around Shipai as the experimental area.
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and salvation, and even arithmetic often takes the number of lost
land as the theme.” After several months of work, the upsurge in
the rural public’s enthusiasm about saving the country and the
people were unexpected (Zheng, 1936a, p. 223).

The service area lasted more than 1 year and recorded
remarkable achievements in self-defense training. Zheng Yanfen
(1936b, p. 54) asserted that “if all rural work does not start with
young people, there is no assurance.” Therefore, self-defense
training in the service area was mainly limited to young men. The
approach to self-defense training was roughly divided into
technical and spiritual aspects. Technical aspects referred to
guerrilla tactics, national arts, and so on. The goal was to form the
people’s armed forces for conducting guerrilla warfare and
disrupting the enemy’s rear when war emerged. Furthermore, the
service area organized national skills and sports competitions in
various villages. The spiritual aspect focused on teaching the
significance of self-defense and the wisdom of defense.

Life skill education: the case of National Northwest United
University. Following the outbreak of the Anti-Japanese War, the
universities in Beiping and Tianjin areas moved to the mainland.
Gradually, the areas were formed into two consortia: National
Northwest Associated University and National Southwest Asso-
ciated University. The National Northwest Associated University
was established by the National Beiping University, National
Beiping Normal University, National Beiyang Engineering Col-
lege, and Hebei Provincial Women’s Normal College in North-
west China. The Northwest United University was responsible for
cultivating talents and scientific research, in addition to serving
the society of the border provinces.

The Northwest United University served the society with social
education as its focus. Northwest China was remote, covering a
wide area of agricultural and pastoral areas; however, people in
these areas possessed less scientific and cultural knowledge.
Accordingly, the Northwest United University specifically
emphasized rural social education work. Moreover, its main
objective was the establishment of rural social education
teaching areas.

The Northwest United University conducted numerous social
service work focused on the rural social education teaching area,
among which the effect of life skill education was the most
remarkable. The central work of life skill education in rural social
education teaching area was categorized into two aspects:
popularizing basic life knowledge and training life skills.

Teachers and students of the Northwest United University
spontaneously organized the publication of farmers’ tabloids,
introduced some basic life knowledge and women’s knowledge
through tabloids and films, and publicized the concept of science
and health for popularizing basic life knowledge. Figure 5 shows
the Dujacao Film Centre.

In addition, the Northwest United University experimented
with phonetic symbols to eliminate illiteracy in the children’s
class at National Protection School and the women’s class at
Central People’s School attached to the teaching area. This
experiment aimed to address the problem wherein children and
women were unable to read and learn life knowledge.

According to the teaching staff’s experience, children and
young women of a certain age, who did not take leave, studied the
method of phonetic symbols within 2 or 3 months and read
popular phonetic reading materials, which shortened the learning
period (NNUHRG, 2014, pp. 544–559).

The public health training activities were mainly held for
training life skills. A “public health tour” was organized to
coincide with the spring vaccination work. Students were
required to ask their parents and neighbors to get the vaccination
or listen to the lectures. The participants were enthusiastic. The
wall charts explained the significance of public health and the
prevention of epidemics such as cholera, typhoid, and dysentery.
Women were made aware of the aspects related to pregnancy.
After the sanitation tour, the teaching area provided instructions
on hygiene in the nearby villages, such as village grooming,
improvement of toilets, and street sanitation. The villagers
expressed their acceptance and actively undertook rectification
according to civilized sanitary conditions.

China was founded on agriculture, and the lifeline of the nation
lies in the countryside. In modern China, the rural society was

Fig. 4 Drama poster. The name of the drama is “Resisting the Enemy”, which is used to publicize Anti Japanese and national salvation.
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internally and externally destroyed, and the national life was
reduced to a moribund state. In the specific context of the
Republican era, out of their consciousness for saving the nation,
the four universities established experimental areas in the
countryside to conduct social improvement work from the
political, cultural, economic, construction, and health perspec-
tives. Accordingly, a series of attempts were made to build up the
countryside. The focus of social education and achievements of
the four universities differed, reflecting the school-running
philosophy and realistic demands of each university.

John Leighton Stuart, President of Yenching University, was
an American. His school-running philosophy was deeply
influenced by the Western ideology of “educational methods
pay attention to practicality” and “learning for application.”
Therefore, he embodied an obvious pragmatic value orienta-
tion, emphasized the close connection between the school and
society, and considered the rural economic construction of the
experimental area as the focus of work to meet the actual
needs of Chinese society. This differed from the philosophy of
Jiangsu Provincial College of Education, which focused on
rural education in the experimental area. The prevalence of
education in ancient China was low, and the illiteracy rate
continued to be high in the ROC. Furthermore, illiteracy was a
major obstacle to opening up a new society and reviving the
nation. Thus, the Jiangsu Provincial College of Education was
dedicated to literacy education to reduce the illiteracy rate.
Anti-Japanese and national salvation became the theme of the
time when National Sun Yat-Sen University built the
experimental area. The authorities of Sun Yat-sen University
believed that the crisis could be saved only by stimulating,
training, and organizing the strength of the rural masses.
Accordingly, the experimental area was established to
primarily promote anti-Japanese salvation and mobilize the
masses to defend the country. However, its remote location in
the interior of China and the underdeveloped economy
resulted in the low cultural level of the population. Thus,
Northwest United University’s social education work focused
on bringing scientific concepts of life and healthy hygiene
habits to people.

Conclusion and discussion
In modern China’s contact with the world, traditional social
edification gradually became unmanageable. With the dis-
semination of Western learning to the East, China adopted the
Western school education system. However, the shortcomings of
this new education system were increasingly exposed after the
1920s, focusing on foreignization, aristocratization, and urbani-
zation. The new education system clearly could not adapt to or
meet the needs of the peasants, who constituted the vast majority
of China’s population, and the development of the countryside.
With the intensification of internal and external problems, the
exploration of new educational systems and models became
imperative. During this period, social education flourished
in China.

The universities of the ROC have been involved in social
education to save the nation, becoming the main practitioners of
social education. As an important measure of social education,
the universities of the ROC established rural experimental areas
for people’s education and social transformation. Through
research in experimental areas, university teachers and students
combined their strengths to conduct targeted education and
transformation activities in rural politics, culture, agriculture,
health, and construction. Furthermore, Yenching University,
Jiangsu Provincial Education College, National Sun Yat-Sen
University, and Northwestern United University have made
outstanding achievements in social work, easy literacy, political
and self-defense, and life skill education. These universities have
become representatives of the Republican universities’ involve-
ment in social education. In addition to these four universities,
social education was implemented simultaneously in the Civilian
Education Lecture Group of Peking University and the Civilian
Education League of Beijing Higher Normal University (the
predecessor of Beijing Normal University). Teachers and students
of the university went out of the campus to the countryside and
the civilians and educated the people with their knowledge,
thereby presenting a wonderful example in the history of modern
Chinese higher education.

The university’s efforts to practice and promote popularization
and development of social education under extremely difficult

Fig. 5 The place where the villagers of Dujiacao watched films. Dujiacao Village is a rural social education area of Northwest United University.
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conditions reflected a sense of mission and cultural education
consciousness of university teachers and students. Furthermore,
the university’s involvement in social education has profoundly
influenced modern Chinese history, local society, and the uni-
versity’s teachers and students. University teachers and students
reached out to society and the countryside by establishing
experimental service areas and creating experimental educational
areas to serve the public and grow in their learning through
practice. Moreover, university participation in social education in
the ROC brought university education into contact with the lives
of the largest majority of Chinese farmers. This approach even-
tually helped in addressing the problems of rural education,
agricultural technology, and living and sanitary conditions, as
well as inspired and nurtured national consciousness and patri-
otism in the general population, thereby providing ideological
security for the victory in the war.

The “university experimental area” model of education created
by the universities between 1912 and 1949 for national salvation
differed from other models and reflected a close relationship
between the university and the state and society. In the social
educational practices of university teachers and students, educa-
tion and life, as well as school and society, are closely linked.
Education is aimed at solving social and life problems, and thus,
the boundaries between school education and social education are
gradually blurred. This model provided flexible and varied forms
of education for people with different levels of education. Fur-
thermore, the model made up for the shortage of foreignization,
aristocracy, and urbanization of school education within a specific
time and space and made it possible to achieve some success in
popularizing education and transforming society. However, the
universities failed to explore programs with widespread applic-
ability in their experiments, reflecting the challenges in social
education in Republican universities. Thus, it can be inferred that
social education and national renewal are holistic and systematic
projects requiring overall planning and investment of human and
material resources at the national level, as well as the participation
and collaboration of all forces. However, the political and social
conditions of the Republican era made these tasks challenging.
Chinese universities’ social education annotates and enriches the
meaning of “education throughout society” with a short history.
Overall, the experience of the ROC provides a reference for
countries with similar problems in the world.

Data availability
Data sharing is not applicable to this article as no datasets were
generated or analyzed during the current study.
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