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Abstract  

In this article, we propose a neo-Confucian curriculum for preschool education 

based on the writings of the neo-Confucian thinker Zhu Xi. Against the 

contemporary backdrop of a narrow emphasis on the academic assessment of 

children, we argue for an alternative approach that  revolves around jing: the 

inner mental attentiveness to be true to one’s good nature. We propose an 

adaption of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory and Confucian hierarchy 

of cardinal relationships that progressively cultivate the good nature of children 

across the spheres of the self, family and community, country and the world. We 

further outline an integrated programme with corresponding developmental 

domains, types of relationships and Confucian virtues. The desired outcome is 

the manifestation of each child’s innate goodness through attentiveness to 

routines and the habituation of moral values. A neo-Confucian curriculum adds 

to the existing literature on preschool educational approaches that are experiential, 

values-centric, interpersonal and holistic.  
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------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Introduction 

The early years are a critical period where children grow and develop most 

rapidly in their lives. Researchers have noted that standardised testing has 

permeated preschool education, perpetuating an output-oriented culture that 

diminishes the purpose and value of education (Tan 2019a, b; Wu and Wenning 

2016).  To be sure, assessment of children is not necessarily detrimental. But any 

evaluation in early childhood education should benefit every child, and inform 

the planning and implementation of curriculum for children’s learning needs. 

Beyond standardised testing, there is a wide range of qualitative and quantitative 
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methods in documenting and assessing children’s learning such as learning 

stories, photo observations and developmental checklists.  It takes on a negative 

connotation when child assessment becomes a mere numbers games. In a testing 

culture, preschools are pressured to strive towards getting high scores for young 

children, resulting in the schoolification of preschool education. Against a 

backdrop where the tyranny of numbers seems to reign in the global educational 

arena to quantify academic achievement (Ball 2015), we propose an alternative 

approach that is derived from the wisdom tradition of neo-Confucianism.  

Drawing upon the neo-Confucian thinker Zhu Xi’s programme for 

children, we put forward an adaption of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems 

theory and Confucian hierarchy of cardinal relationships. We shall explain how 

this curriculum is aimed at progressively cultivating the virtue of jing 

(attentiveness) in children by developing their good nature across the spheres of 

the self, family and community, country and the world. We shall give details of 

this integrated programme by sketching out the corresponding developmental 

domains, types of relationships and Confucian virtues. Our neo-Confucian 

preschool model aims to move away from a narrow focus on academic 

achievement to foster the spiritual ideal of jing (attentiveness) in children. It is 

helpful to clarify, at the outset, what we mean by spirituality. Spirituality is 

fundamentally a distinctive capacity to make sense of oneself within a wider 

framework of meaning and as part of some larger whole (Minney 1991; Tan and 

Wong 2012). Spiritual ideals, it follows, are concepts that direct our attention 

beyond the mundane and the material towards what is transcendent and eternal 

(Carr 1995). Examples of spiritual ideals are self-awareness, beauty and a sense 

of awe. Jing (attentiveness) qualifies as a spiritual ideal as it is concerned with 

the inner and reflective aspects of human experience that go beyond the 

superficial, as we shall explain later. Our neo-Confucian curriculum is drawn 

from the educational thought of the neo-Confucian thinker Zhu Xi (1130-1200) 

who is known as the founder of neo-Confucianism (Huang 2013). This article is 

divided into two main segments: an exposition of Zhu Xi’s neo-Confucian 

curriculum and implications for contemporary preschool education. 

 

Zhu Xi’s Curriculum 

Xiao Xue (Elementary or Lesser Learning) 

Among the Confucian thinkers, Zhu Xi stands out for devoting his writings to 

education for children. His educational programme for children is encapsulated 

in his treatise titled Xiao Xue (Elementary or Lesser Learning). This book is “a 

most influential text in the early spread of the Neo-Confucianism”, offering 

advice on not only education for children and infants but also “prenatal influences 

in the womb” (de Bary and Bloom 1999, 803). In his preface to the book, Zhu Xi 

clarifies that his recommended curriculum for children does not originate from 
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him but is passed down from the sages and worthies in ancient times. Stressing 

that “there is no difference between past and present and nothing should ever keep 

one from practising them”, his aim is to outline what he believes is the best 

education for children (de Bary and Bloom 1999, 804).  

Two preliminary comments are needed at this juncture concerning Zhu 

Xi’s views on the age group and gender of the target audience. First, elementary 

learning is meant for children aged eight to 14, as mentioned in the Preface of the 

Xiao Xue. But it appears that Zhu Xi is also open to having children younger than 

eight years old being educated. The Xiao Xue records that children in antiquity 

received an elementary education “at an early age” (1.1) and were “taught as soon 

as they were able to talk and eat” (1.9, all translations of the Xiao Xue are taken 

from Gardner 1990, unless otherwise stated). The second clarification is that Zhu 

Xi, reflecting the gendered social norms in his day, has in mind male children for 

formal schooling. During his time, it was socially unacceptable for girls to attend 

school; they were taught at home by their mothers or, for the minority of female 

descendants of aristocrats, by private tutors. Despite Zhu Xi’s presupposition of 

educating only boys, it should be added that there is nothing in his philosophical 

and educational theories, worldviews and presuppositions that discriminates girls 

and prohibits schooling for them. As we shall see later, his ontological positions 

on innate human goodness, moral self-cultivation and potential for sageliness 

actually support education for girls since they apply to all human beings 

regardless of gender.  

 

Jing as Attentiveness 

At the heart of Zhu Xi’s elementary learning is the spiritual ideal of attentiveness 

(jing). We follow Graham (1958) and Gardner (1986) to gloss jing as 

attentiveness. Other translations of jing are mindfulness (de Bary, 1981;  Hwang, 

2013), seriousness (Chan, 1989), inner mental composure (Gardner 1986) and 

reverence (Angle 2009) (for details, see Tan 2019c). According to Zhu Xi, jing 

essentially refers to the inner mental attentiveness to be true to one’s good nature 

(1.8). In his words, jing is about “mak[ing] the proper effort in all matters 

everywhere” (1.8). Commenting on the virtues of sage-kings such as Yao and 

Shun, Zhu Xi avers that they “were attentive from beginning to end” and that they 

“take inner mental attentiveness as the foremost of the virtues” (1.8). Integral to 

attentiveness is truthfulness (cheng): Zhu Xi writes that the curriculum enacted 

by the ancients “fostered truthfulness and inner mental attentiveness in young 

children” (1.3). Truthfulness, also rendered sincerity, is about being true to one’s 

nature by “keeping one’s original mind unified, free from deception” (Gardner 

1990, 89). Truthfulness is preserved through a state of mind that is devoted to 

keeping one’s original heart-mind unified without deception (Gardner 1990). 

That attentiveness is the pivot of elementary learning is seen in it being mentioned 
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throughout Xiao Xue. For example, Zhu Xi maintains that the ancients “simply 

attended to the mind, and this culminated in the good governance of the empire – 

everything flowed from the mind” (1.2). He expands on the ideal of attentiveness 

in 1.7: “Only if they’re [children] taught to regard inner mental attentiveness as 

central and to discipline their bodies and minds will they be capable of making 

the proper effort”. This passage informs us that attentiveness is not just about 

one’s mental function but also physical involvement. Attentiveness, in a nutshell, 

synthesises one’s cognitive, affective and behavioural engagement so that one 

can be true to one’s inborn nature.  

Attentiveness is premised on a neo-Confucian belief that human nature is 

good. Zhu Xi teaches that the objective of inculcating attentiveness in children is 

to manifest their “germs of goodness” (1.3). The “germs of goodness”, as 

explained by Gardner (1990), is “derived from Mencius’ discussion of the ‘four 

germs’ (2A/6) and refers to man’s innately good nature” (89). The four germs or 

beginnings (si duan), according to Mencius, are ren (benevolence or an achieved 

state of humanity), yi (appropriateness), li (rituals or normative behaviours) and 

zhi (wisdom). These germs, believed by Mencius to be innate in all human beings, 

do not mean that humans are already morally perfect. Rather, as suggested by the 

word ‘germs’ (duan), these attributes are only in their incipient phase and can be 

beclouded by selfish desires. All human beings therefore have the responsibility 

to develop the germs of goodness and bring them to completion (Tan 2018). That 

is why education, particularly learning for children, is indispensable: nurture is 

needed to complement nature so that the germs of goodness in humans can grow 

and bear fruits.  

 

Zhu Xi’s Curriculum for Children 

Zhu Xi delineates his curriculum for children in his Preface to Xiao Xue: 

In the elementary learning of ancient times, instruction followed the steps 

of “sprinkling and sweeping, listening and responding, advancing and 

retiring [in the presence of others’,” as well as the loving of parents, 

respecting of elders, honouring of teachers, and being intimate with friends. 

All of these constituted the basis for cultivating the self, regulating the 

family, ordering the state, and bringing peace to all-under-Heaven. 

(translated by de Bary and Bloom 1999). 

It can be observed from the above that an attentiveness-centred curriculum is 

experiential, values-centric and interpersonal. Rather than theoretical learning, 

the curriculum foregrounds physical activities such as sprinkling and sweeping. 

It is evident that the thrust of elementary learning is applied learning where 

children learn by doing (Tan 2019c). Zhu Xi underscores the importance of 

helping children to be “personally familiar with many matters” (1.2) and gain “the 
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direct understanding of such-and-such an affair” (1.4). Zhu Xi explains the 

rationale of experiential learning in the Preface: 

Thus they were sure to be discussed and put into practice during the 

learner’s younger years; in this way knowledge and discipline would grow 

together for the full development and transformation of the mind-and-heart, 

so that there would be no danger of conflict between nature and nurture 

(translated by de Bary and Bloom 1999). 

The “they” in the above passage refers to the contents of a jing-centred curriculum 

mentioned earlier, namely physical activities such as sprinkling and sweeping, 

and the inculcation of moral values such as loving their parents and being intimate 

with friends. Through human interactions (“listening and responding”), children 

learn, internalise and demonstrate moral values such as filial piety (“loving of 

parents”), respect (“honouring of teachers”) and brotherhood (“being intimate 

with friends”). The mention of “advancing and retiring in the presence of others” 

refers to “the formalities of polite conversation and good manners” (Gardner 1990, 

89) which affirms the importance of community living and enculturation for 

children. Demonstrating the Confucian accent on social embeddedness and 

human interdependence, Zhu Xi’s curriculum situates the self as tied to one’s 

family, state and the whole world.  

A jing-centred curriculum, according to Zhu Xi, is also holistic. He lists in 

the preface of the Xiao Xue the ‘six arts’ (liu yi) that children need to learn. They 

are rituals, music, archery, charioteering, calligraphy, and mathematics. It should 

be pointed out that ‘rituals’ (li), for Zhu Xi and Confucians in general, are not 

limited to religious rites and social etiquette. Rather, rituals are understood 

broadly to encompass “all the multifarious social norms that govern how we 

interact with one another” (Angle 2011, 186). A more accurate rendering of li, in 

our view, is normative behaviours that take place in our everyday life. Normative 

behaviours proceed from and reflect a person’s moral values, attitudes and 

dispositions.  

Zhu Xi’s justification for an applied and values-driven curriculum is that 

learners, in their formative years, need to be habituated into certain thoughts, 

feelings and actions that will shape their character for life. Returning to Zhu Xi’s 

theory of the innately good nature in all humans, the curriculum in elementary 

learning is targeted at enabling children to bring out and expand their germs of 

goodness. A jing-centred curriculum harmonises nature and nurture: such a 

curriculum directs the children to concentrate whole-heartedly on being true to 

their innate goodness (nature) through experiential learning in communal settings 

(nurture). It is instructive that Zhu Xi, in the above passage, refers to the full 

development and transformation of the mind-and-heart. The mind-and-heart (xin) 

in Confucian parlance refers to the seat of consciousness and moral conscience, 

unifying the cognitive and affective components of human awareness (Ching 
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1972; Tan 2013; Tu 1985). In sum, a jing-centred curriculum provides a 

disciplined, structured, values-based and social platform for children to transform 

their mind-and-heart so that they will be ready for Da Xue (Great Learning) at 15 

years old and proceed to act spontaneously and ethically for the rest of their lives 

(Angle 2011).  

It is apparent that a jing-centred curriculum as envisaged by Zhu Xi stands 

in opposition to the current fixation with academic achievement for children as 

exemplified in ‘baby PISA’. It is noteworthy that Zhu Xi highlights and 

repudiates the injurious effects of high-stakes exam in his day. He asserts that 

“preparing for the examinations has ruined so many people” (translated by Angle 

2009, 136); he also takes issue with “memorisation and literary composition, 

which took double the exertion of the elementary education but was of no real 

use” (translated by de Bary and Bloom 1999, 724). What is unfortunately 

neglected in exam-oriented teaching and learning, according to Zhu Xi, is the 

child’s self-development and moral cultivation (Tan 2019b, c; de Bary and 

Chaffee 1989; Lior 2018). Having introduced Zhu Xi’s curriculum for children 

that revolves around attentiveness, the next section gives an overview of 

curriculum models in preschool education. 

 

Curriculum Models in Preschool Education  

Preschool education occurs in the first eight years of a child’s life and is a period 

of learning and development before elementary learning. In preschool education 

around the world, there are many different curriculum models such as Montessori 

model, project or inquiry-based approach, Reggio Emilia inspired programmes, 

Multiple Intelligences model, High Scope curriculum, Steiner approach, play-

based learning and emergent curriculum that are adopted in both Asian and 

Western societies (Wu 2017, 2018; Yang and Li 2019a). The theories, pedagogies 

and programmes that underpin these models originate from Western-European 

contexts which, through globalisation, are borrowed and adapted in different 

societies (Yang and Li 2019a; Wu and Wenning 2016). As such, the socio-

cultural conception of preschool education is negotiated between the influence of 

western culture and the culture specific to the society that adopted these models, 

which consequently shape the beliefs surrounding children’s identity as learners, 

their learning processes and own beliefs about their learning (Li 2010). After all, 

humans are “products of their own learning and the carriers of the entire human 

cultural heritage” (Li 2010, 25). In the next segment, we propose an integrated 

programme for early childhood education that applies Zhu Xi’s jing-centred 

curriculum to contemporary times. 

 

Jing-Centred Curriculum as an Integrated Programme 
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Instead of being preoccupied with test scores and standardised assessments, Zhu 

Xi’s jing-centred curriculum plays up the development of inner mental 

attentiveness and truthfulness to one’s good nature. Such a curriculum offers an 

integrated programme for preschool education that features applied knowledge, 

values-inculcation, social interactions and all-rounded development. The desired 

outcome is to promote and support children’s cultivation of their selves as whole 

persons through a developmentally appropriate programme. To put it simply, a 

jing-centred curriculum offers a structure for children to channel their inner 

attentiveness so as to draw out their germs of goodness. To achieve this goal, 

children need to learn and develop at different ages and stages in the first eight 

years of their lives according to the five domains of development – physical, 

cognitive, social, emotional and linguistic. It is critical to keep in mind that all 

children develop sequentially in the milestones of each domain but may develop 

at different rates at each age and stage of their lives. As such, teachers need to be 

intentional when designing the schedule, activities and learning experiences as 

well as know each child intimately for effective lesson planning and 

implementation. The quality of this programme hinges on the quality of teachers 

as they are the direct implementers of the curriculum. These teachers need to 

possess a deep knowledge of the neo-Confucian philosophy, child development 

and early childhood pedagogies to facilitate holistic learning beyond the 

academics. The social and moral aspects of education are just as important (Li 

2010).  

To shed more light on the contemporary relevance of Zhu Xi’s curriculum, 

it is instructive to compare it with Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory. 

Mapping Bronfenbrenner’s (1994; 1998) ecological systems theory to children’s 

development, preschool education begins at the micro level, starting with 

children’s development of their sense of self. This is reinforced by the 

relationships children have with their families and the community at the meso 

level. It is evident that the quality of relationships is crucial to children’s learning 

and development. Over time, children’s knowledge, skills and values will deepen 

and they will come to develop a sense of citizenship, loyalty and sense of duty 

towards their country at the exo level. This theory aligns with Zhu Xi’s order of 

the essential relationships of “ruler-subject, father-son, elder-younger brother, 

husband-wife, and friend-friend” (Zhao 2010, 587) (see Figure 1). 

[insert Figure 1 around here] 

As noted earlier, Zhu Xi, evincing a Confucian viewpoint, emphasises the 

interests of the collective whole over individualistic self interests. Accordingly, 

self cultivation can only be achieved through interdependent relationships as the 

child progresses into adulthood. At preschool, children will learn about the 

preordained order of social hierarchy and how to place the interests of others 

above self in each of the five cardinal relationships. From a developmental 

perspective, young children tend to be egocentric in early childhood and would 

require time, education and positive reinforcement to mature and attain the goal 
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of self actualisation and putting others before self. Progressively, there will be a 

shift from self centeredness to other centeredness that will allow them to 

transcend a pure focus on themselves as they engage in self-realisation.  

Underpinning a neo-Confucian preschool educational model is an image 

of the child who is innately good, reflective and self-cultivating (Angle 2011; 

Zhao 2010; Bai 2005). The innate goodness in every child is premised on the 

child’s cultivation of virtues such as “benevolence, righteousness, courteousness 

and wisdom” for “the formation and development of [one’s] moral character” 

(Wang 2004, 430). The child cultivates virtues through one’s interactions and 

relationships with others, beginning with one’s relationship with one’s parents. 

Filial piety undergirds the parent-child relationship which lays “the foundation of 

all virtues” and forms the basis of one’s “morality in order to fully realise 

benevolence” (Wang 2004, 432). It is an important part of a child’s ethical 

education as it facilitates the child’s development of other virtues. Coupled with 

a personal commitment to learning, the child strives towards a lifelong pursuit of 

achieving self-transformation (Cline 2015b; Yang and Li 2019b).  

Figure 2 provides an overview of a jing-centred curriculum for preschool 

education that combines the fundamental tenets of the programme: curriculum, 

developmental domains, relationships and virtues. Anchored upon attentiveness, 

the programme facilitates the child’s learning under the education and care of 

one’s teachers in the first eight years of one’s life within the context of 

interpersonal relationships. This model aligns with Zhu Xi’s belief that education 

should be designed in such a way as to enable the child to practise attentiveness 

at all stages.   

[insert Figure 2 around here] 

In this curriculum, children participate in activities that are developmentally 

appropriate for the different ages and stages of their lives to receive the care and 

education they need for optimal growth and development. The focal point of all 

activities is the nurture of a jing disposition through routinised and well-

structured daily activities. The variety and intensity of activities depend on the 

curriculum and teacher. The intentional teacher will plan the curriculum 

according to children’s interests and learning needs, and provide opportunities for 

them to explore and learn about their own country and culture, and the global 

society at large. The curriculum, in a nutshell, is both cultural and multicultural, 

local and global (Wu, Tan and Ng 2020).  

 

Routines, Transitions and Activities 

To further understand the jing-centred integrated programme for children, it is 

instructive to give details on the schedule that indicates the routines, transitions 

and activities for each age group. Having a fixed schedule provides the structure 

and predictability that young children need so that they will know what to expect 

throughout the day at their preschool.  
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The development of jing begins at infancy as a baby comes under the care 

and supervision of their educarers in a warm and cosy environment. The infant 

experiences love and learns about the world through the responsive, respectful 

and reciprocal relationships one has with the people in one’s life. In the first year, 

the child would have already learnt about the different relationships such as 

familial and community ties, and friendships with one’s parents, siblings, family 

members, caregivers, educarers, teachers and other children (Bronfenbrenner 

1994; Cline 2015b). At this stage, the babies are dependent on their caregivers 

and/or educarers; an educarer is one who educates and takes care of the learning 

and developmental needs of the children under one’s charge. Apart from being 

fed and napping, children would learn and practise different skills in each of the 

developmental domains which they will hone through repetition. The 

responsibility is shared between the preschool and home settings to facilitate the 

continuity of care because education takes place in the realm of relationships 

(Zhao 2010). As such, early relationships play a significant role in a child’s 

growth, learning trajectory and outcomes.  

The cultivation of jing continues as the child progresses into toddler age 

where the focus is on experiential learning. The toddler learns to direct attention 

to and gain control over one’s body and movements, thereby developing simple 

to complex skills in different domains. For example, a child develops 

attentiveness through learning simple to complex fine motor skills, such as 

holding a spoon and subsequently using chopsticks; as well as gross motor skills 

when she is able to balance herself, walk and sit independently. She demonstrates 

language skills when she is able to communicate with others, and expresses her 

thoughts and feelings through words and actions. She develops thinking skills and 

builds on them through her everyday experiences. She also learns about social 

etiquette and personal hygiene such as putting away the crockery and cleaning 

her mouth and hands after a meal. Meal times usually transit into an activity, 

where children would need to listen and follow their teacher’s instructions in an 

orderly manner. This involves cognition, which is understanding and processing 

the instructions; and self-regulation and control, which is the behavioural domain 

of learning as children obey instructions and abide by classroom rules.  

The objective at this stage is to bring out the innate goodness and imbue 

moral values such as honouring one’s teacher and disciplining oneself through 

experiential learning, as intended by Zhu Xi. This approach is aligned with 

theories of cognitive and moral development by Piaget (1932) and Kohlberg 

(1969, 1981), and social learning theory by Bandura and Walters (1963), which 

are dominant in early childhood education.  But what makes the jing-centred 

curriculum outlined here different from the before-mentioned theories is the 

cultivation of attentiveness and its infusion into all aspects of the preschool 

curriculum. Given that children learn best through play, repetition and doing, 

there would be a variety of learning experiences designed for children at every 

age group. Zhu Xi calls for activities that will nurture children’s innate goodness 
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and indirectly eliminate their weakness. Songs and rhymes are a part of this 

curriculum which includes other activities that allow children to develop 

holistically. An attentiveness-centred, integrated programme supports the 

learning and development of different learning areas and domains in children’s 

activities. For example, a simple activity such as jumping ropes in a group of 

three does not only focus on gross motor skills such as body and hand-eye 

coordination. These tasks would require children to practise prosocial skills such 

as communicating and collaborating with others, taking turns to jump and swing 

the rope. The performance of these competencies requires not just physical 

concentration but also corresponding mental and emotional attentiveness. They 

will also learn the value of developing friendships through teamwork, mutual 

respect and effective communication. From this, it is evident that one activity can 

cater to many different learning areas and the inculcation of virtues. The above 

activities will help children to regard inner mental attentiveness as central and to 

discipline their bodies and minds, as advocated by Zhu Xi. 

 

Social Rules, Rituals and Practices 

Besides routines, transitions and activities, learning for children in the jing-

centred curriculum also takes place in the context of human relationships. In each 

of the relationships children have formed, there is a set of social rules, rituals and 

practices to be learnt and followed. Rituals or normative behaviours are a form of 

moral education which teaches children good habits, conduct and norms that 

govern social interactions (Wang 2004; Angle 2011). They are also a form of 

discipline instructed and enforced by authorities such as parents, teachers and 

elders (Angle 2011). As such, teachers play an important role in educating 

children about the social rules, procedures and practices that they have to follow. 

Teachers also set boundaries so that children learn about what is permissible and 

not, and what is right and wrong. According to Zhu Xi, moral practice is a 

consistent, daily practice as “moral behaviour can be satisfactory when a person 

is vigilant, reflective and approaches practice with caution” and it would not be 

satisfactory “if a person practises moral behaviour leisurely” (Wang 2004, 431). 

Hence, self-discipline and good habits of conduct are cultivated from early 

childhood so that bad conduct could be eliminated (Wang 2004).  

Through positive education, the child will learn to uphold one’s duty as an 

individual first, then as a citizen, son/daughter, brother/sister, husband/wife and 

friend in accordance to the order of relationships and prescribed social rules. In 

the process, the child’s mind-and-heart will be transformed incrementally (Wang 

2004; Angle 2011). At preschool, teachers explicitly teach and model desirable 

behaviours and the acceptable code of conduct (Angle 2011). Children learn and 

practise respect and courteousness through rituals such as greeting their teachers 

and peers in class, inviting everyone to eat together during meal times, using 

words such as ‘please’ and ‘thank you’. Such acts of respect are in line with the 

virtue of courteousness that children should acquire in school. These rituals are 
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reinforced by the social hierarchy at home, in school and the society at large, 

which follows the order and power dynamics of cardinal relationships.  

At home, it could be the daily exchanges of greetings such as parents 

teaching their child from infancy her name by addressing her with her given name 

and identifying themselves as her father and mother. As the child grows, she 

would learn of the names or terms that she should use to address her family 

members by, for example, paternal and maternal grandparents, uncles and 

aunties, brothers and sisters according to the family hierarchy (Cline 2015a). 

Recall that Zhu Xi recommends teaching young children about doing household 

chores such as sweeping and the rituals of loving their families, respecting their 

parents and teachers and being courteous and on good terms with their friends 

(Wang 2004). Practising such tasks and social etiquette will prepare children for 

the six arts that support their moral practice (Angle 2011; Bai 2005). The practices 

which are cultivated at home should be reinforced in school so that children 

continue to experience “the direct understanding of a given affair” as envisaged 

by Zhu Xi (Angle 2011, 185).  

 

Role of the Educator 

The successful enactment of the jing-centred curriculum for children is 

impossible without the critical role of the educators. In the preschool setting, 

teachers inculcate virtues in young children through storytelling by using 

questioning skills to develop children’s thinking and moral values. Stories are not 

merely for literary pleasure; they also help children to understand life through 

literature and are an important aspect of children’s ethical development and 

formation of worldview (Angle 2011).  Over time, children learn about cultures 

and values, moral dilemmas, good and bad characters and develop moral 

reasoning which they will use to decide how they should conduct themselves. 

They will be equipped to go about their lives according to the values and virtues 

taught to them and aspire to achieve sagehood, as manifested through their 

mastery of normative behaviours that signify excellence in character (Angle 

2011; Cline 2015a). For example, the children’s story on ‘The Boy Who Cried 

Wolf’ is an Aesop fable that teaches children the dire consequences of false alarm. 

This story is appropriate to inculcate the virtues of truthfulness and inner mental 

attentiveness in young children so that they can keep their original mind unified 

and free from deception. 

While preschool education is mostly planned and implemented by teachers, 

there are teachable moments and learning opportunities in daily experiences that 

serve to foster attentiveness in children. After all, moral cultivation does not only 

occur in the classroom or through formal lessons, but is also integrated into the 

activities and interactions of children’s everyday life (Cline 2015b). As early as 

early childhood, it is inevitable for children to avoid challenge and difficulties 

such as disagreements with peers or encountering a problem during play. These 

unplanned moments serve as opportunities for children to apply what they have 
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learnt through trial and error and resolve the issues faced.  For instance, when 

children play in a group, they would need to exercise communication and social 

skills. When they encounter a conflict with others, they would need to pull 

together their problem-solving and negotiation skills and exercise empathy to see 

things from the perspective of others so as to reach an amicable mutual agreement 

for conflict resolution.  

In sum, the desired outcome of a jing-centred curriculum is in line with 

Bandura and Walters’ (1963) social learning theory where the acquisition of 

moral standards is a “gradual process of imitating the observable values and 

behaviours of others” (Cowan, Langer, Heavenrich and Nathanson 1969, 261). 

Zhu Xi’s curriculum is also in tandem with Piaget’s (1932) cognitive theory of 

moral development which espouses that children develop moral judgements and 

construct their own ethical positions progressively by resolving moral dilemmas 

through a sequence of stages that contributes to their moral development (Cowan, 

Langer, Heavenrich and Nathanson 1969). According to Piaget (1932), social 

interactions are an important factor in children’s development of moral 

understanding and autonomy. Children participate in different types of 

relationships that emphasise respect and authority with parents; and mutual 

reciprocity and cooperation with peers that result in the learning of moral rules 

and the emergence of subjective morality (Cowan et al. 1969; Carpendale 2000). 

The jing-centred curriculum described here is also supported by Colby and 

Kohlberg’s (1987) theory of moral reasoning. Colby and Kohlberg (1987) posit 

that children progressively develop moral reasoning through perspective taking, 

accumulated through life experiences of conflict resolution and managing moral 

dilemmas, which over time, enable them to cultivate autonomy and recognise the 

importance of treating one another as free and equal autonomous persons towards 

the ideal of making moral decisions for the common good of all involved 

(Carpendale 2000).   

Overall, a model of preschool education that adheres to Zhu Xi’s jing-

centred curriculum harmonises a child’s cognitive, affective and behavioural 

engagement so that one can be true to one’s inborn nature. At each stage of their 

growth, children should “discipline their bodies and minds” (1.7) by being 

watchful over of their thoughts, feelings and actions in daily life. 

 

 

Conclusion 

Early childhood begins from birth and sets the important foundation for children’s 

later trajectory in elementary learning when they reach the age of eight. One of 

the objections for starting standardised testing too early in a child’s life is the 

schoolification of preschool education – where the focus is on academic learning 

before children are developmentally ready (Shuey et al. 2019). Since 2017, the 

far reaching effects of Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
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Development’s (OECD) standardised testing have been felt at the early years with 

the launch of the International Early Learning and Childhood Well-being Study 

(IELS), also colloquially referred to as the ‘baby PISA’. PISA stands for 

Programme for International Student Assessment – an influential global yardstick 

to measure the quality of education systems around the world by testing the skills 

and knowledge of 15-year-old students in reading, mathematics and science 

(OECD 2018). Baby PISA assesses five-year-old children’s emergent literacy, 

emergent numeracy, social and emotional skills using standardised measures 

(OECD 2017). There are 140 countries committed to the UN convention on the 

rights of the child (United Nations 2019) and 79 countries that have participated 

in PISA that occurs every three years (OECD 2018).  

Against the contemporary backdrop of a narrow emphasis on academic 

assessment of children, we argue for an alternative approach that centres on 

attentiveness. It is pertinent that there has been a revival of Confucian education 

in Chinese societies in recent years (Wu and Wenning 2016). It follows that other 

than the dominant Western-European ideas that are prevalent in the education 

landscape, Chinese philosophies can and should also be adapted. Focusing on a 

neo-Confucian curriculum, this paper has expounded on the spiritual ideal of 

attentiveness for children. Against a contemporary backdrop of a narrow 

emphasis on academic assessment of children, we have argued for an alternative 

approach based on the writings of the neo-Confucian thinker Zhu Xi. Zhu Xi’s 

curriculum revolves around the virtue of jing that refers to the inner mental 

attentiveness to be true to one’s good nature. The desired outcome is the 

manifestation of each child’s innate goodness through routines and the 

habituation of moral values. We explained that a jing-centred curriculum is 

enacted through an integrated programme that is experiential, values-centric, 

interpersonal and holistic. A jing-centred curriculum enables children to develop 

their physical, cognitive, social, emotional and linguistic domains.  

Zhu Xi’s curriculum, including the spiritual ideal of spirituality and 

Confucian virtues in general, are secular and universal in nature. Rather than 

creating a dichotomy between Western and Asian values, these values can be 

cultivated in children through the different types of relationships that children 

have in the culture and society that they live in. Furthermore, it is precisely 

because their learning takes place in social settings where they internalise and 

exhibit cardinal Confucian virtues such as benevolence and righteousness that 

such an education must start at early childhood and continue into higher levels of 

education in order for a child to fully realise oneself.  
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Figure 1. Adaptation of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory and 

Confucian hierarchy of cardinal relationship 

 
Figure 2. A Jing (Attentiveness) curriculum for preschool education 
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