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Zhu Zi’s Elementary Learning—A Confucian
Outline of Fundamental Education

Huang-Kun Chang*
Abstract

In Southern Song, Zhu Zi proposed a quite comprehensive education
plan, covering “elementary learning” and ‘“great learning.” “Great learning”
refers to the education of gentlemen that allows students to appreciate
and practice the way of self-cultivating and state-governing. “Elementary
learning” is the education given to children which provides students with a
solid foundation in the cultivation of their virtue. Zhu Zi and his students
edited the book, Elementary Learning to provide principles and material
for children’s education. The purpose of this research is twofold: the first
is to explore Zhu Zi’s Elementary Learning and explain his educational
thoughts and education plan; while the other is to investigate if Zhu Zi's
education plan of Elementary Learning could offer some ideas for current
education. The content of Zhu Zi's Elementary Learning mainly includes 1.
Ming-lun (the appreciation of the essential relationship of human beings)
— on the cultivation of the wisdom and virtues on interpersonal relations,
between parents and children, monarchs and ministers, husbands and wives,
elders and youngsters, friends, etc.; 2. Jing-shen (the care of the self) — the
shaping of ideal qualities of the self: including Xin-shu (the ways of mind
operation), Wei-yi (magnanimity), clothes, diet, etc. This study believes that
Zhu Zi’s Elementary Learning could provide some inspiration for today’s
education: (1) a holistic education based on character and morality; (2) the
education that emphasizes the essential relationship of human beings; (3)
the implementation of the education of life normality that will initiate the
students towards “self-cultivation.”

Keywords: elementary learning, Zhu Zi, education for the children, Ming-
lun (the appreciation of the essential relationship of human
beings), Jing-shen (the care of the self)
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