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Introduction

“In studying foreign system of education we should not forget that the things outside the 

school matter even more than the thing inside the schools, and govern and interpret the thing 

inside.” (Sadler quoted in Alexander, 2008) The present paper will refer to the link between one 

element happening inside the school – learning - and the cultural context, “a thing outside the 

school.” This paper is a comparative study of the Western European and Chinese pedagogic 

traditions. I argue that in the XVIII century, in the Western European pedagogy starts the rise of 

a new approach to learning, the qualitative learning tradition. But, in the Chinese pedagogy, the 

emergence of this new approach does not take place. 

Therefore, the research question of this paper is the following:

What are the factors within the cultural domain that have influenced the rise of the 

qualitative learning in Western European pedagogy and have maintained the quantitative 

tradition in the Chinese pedagogy?

The clarification of the key concepts contained by the research question will be the focus 

of the first section, Theoretical framework. This section will employ Robin Alexander’s analytical 

concepts: pedagogy, learning, and cultural domain. For the distinction between qualitative and 

quantitative learning and the identification of their characteristics, the paper will use Biggs’ and 

Moore’s (Biggs and Moore, 1993) and Tang’s and Biggs’ (Watkins and Biggs, 1996) work. The 

concepts presented in this section and the relation between them will be the basis for the 

comparative study between Western European and Chinese pedagogic tradition. 

In The rise of the qualitative learning tradition in Western European pedagogy I will depict 

two factors of the cultural domain that made possible the rise of the qualitative learning tradition 

starting from the XVIII century: the revitalization of the Greek culture and the increasing 

importance of the individual.

The maintenance of quantitative learning tradition in Chinese pedagogy is focused on the 

identification and discussion of three of the factors related to the maintenance of the quantitative 

learning tradition in Chinese pedagogy through the centuries: the relation individual-authority, the 

objective of education in the Chinese tradition and the nature of knowledge. 

The Conclusion summarizes the argument while Further development section proposes 

new approaches of the relation between the cultural domain and the elements of pedagogy that 

happen inside the school.
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Theoretical framework

The aim of this paper is to investigate how the approach to learning in Western European 

and Chinese pedagogy is rooted within their cultural heritage. This paper identifies and discusses 

the factors within the cultural domain that have influenced the raise of the qualitative tradition in 

learning in Western European pedagogy and have maintained the quantitative tradition in Chinese 

pedagogy. The argument refers to four key concepts that will be clarified in this section: 

pedagogy, cultural domain, quantitative learning and qualitative learning. The answer of the 

research question will be unfolded in the next section based on the definitions discussed in the 

“Theoretical framework”.

Robin Alexander, influential researcher specialized in international comparative and 

cultural education studies, defines pedagogy as “the act of teaching together with its attendant 

discourse of educational theory, values, evidence and justification. It is what one needs to know, 

and the skills one needs to command, in order to make and justify the many different kinds of 

decision of which teaching is constituted.” (Alexander, 2008, p47) According to Alexander, 

pedagogy is teaching together with the ideas, values and collective histories of the society and the 

community in which teaching is located. 

In pedagogy, the teacher necessarily engages with three distinct but interconnected 

domains of ideas and values. (Alexander, 2008, p47-49) First, the teacher is concerned with what 

is to be taught (curriculum), to whom (children and their characteristics), and how (learning and 

teaching). All of these are essential elements that enable teaching. The second domain of ideas 

and values comes from the institutional and legal context where the teacher performs. Alexander 

attributes to this domain the role of formalizing and legitimating teaching by reference to 

infrastructure and policy. The third domain represents a larger context for the first two mentioned 

and it refers to the influence of the community1, culture2 and self3 over teaching and school 

policies. The role of these elements in education is to locate teaching and pupils – “in time, place 

and the social world, and anchors it firmly to the questions of human identity and social purpose 

                                                
1

“community, the familial and local expectations, attitudes, opportunities and constrains to which schools are subject, and 
the way these shape learner’s outlooks” (Alexander, 2008, p48)

2
“culture: the web of values, ideas, institutions and processes that inform, shape and explain a society’s view of 

education, teaching and learning, and which throw up a complex burden of choices and dilemmas for those whose job it is 
to translate these into practical pedagogy; (Idem)

3
“self: what it is to be a person, an individual relating to others and to the wider society, and how through education and 

other early experiences selfhood is acquired.” (Idem)
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without which teaching makes little sense.” (Alexander, 2008, p 48) Therefore, the relationships 

between people, the web of values and the image about the self are all part of the broader 

cultural framework and influence what are the values that define pedagogy within specific 

contexts. Considering what Alexander defines as community, culture and self is part of the 

broader concept of culture, for practical reasons, I will call the third domain “the cultural domain”.      

In Alexander’s theoretical perspective, pedagogy has the complex construction of a puzzle 

where each element matches with the others. Pedagogy is “the bigger picture” of teaching within 

the context.

As an element of the first domain, learning is also part of the pedagogy puzzle and it 

regards “the nature of learning, its facilitation, achievement and assessment”. (Alexander, op.cit, 

p48) Starting from Cole’s distinction between the two learning traditions1 in educational thinking 

and continuing with Biggs and Moore (Biggs and Moore, 1993) and with Tang and Biggs (Watkins 

and Biggs, 1996), learning can be addressed in a quantitative or in qualitative manner. The 

characteristics of each tradition are depicted below.

          The quantitative learning asks for a large aggregation of content as the name reflects: 

“learning is a matter of how much is learned” and the more one knows, the better pupil s/he is. 

(Biggs and Moore, 1993, p24). The quantitative conceptual framework assumes that knowledge is 

by its nature something objective, stable, and independent of the subject who “stores” it. The 

assessment evaluates the content that had to be absorbed therefore it involves test situations that 

indicate whether the student has the correct or the wrong behavior response to the test stimulus, 

if s/he possess or not the required knowledge. In facilitating this learning, the teacher’s task is to 

transmit the knowledge that emanates from external sources in order to offer the pupils the 

opportunity to remember it. Achievement in quantitative approach to learning is possible through 

rote learning and memorization. 

In the qualitative tradition, learning is a cumulative process throughout which pupils 

continuously incorporate and interpret new materials to what they already know. During the 

learning process, pupil’s understanding is changing progressively as they learn. “The qualitative 

tradition focuses on content expressed as higher order skills and advanced knowledge, the 

learning of which is seen as constructive, involving such processes as understanding and 

interpretation.” (Cole quoted in Biggs & Moore, 1993, p 382)

Knowledge is centered on the subject of the learning process, as opposed to quantitative 

tradition where the focal point is the object of knowledge. In the learning process, the pupil has to 

                                                
1 In Conception of educational achievement. Educational Researcher, 19(3)
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understand ideas, to grasp the meaning that the sentences stand for, to build his/her own view of 

things, to reflect on the meaning of the learning experience and finally change as a person. In this 

case, the meanings are the knowledge and what is being assessed is the progressive 

understanding of the meanings at a certain stage of the learning process. In assessment, there 

are no wrong or correct answers, but certain positions where students stand in relation to the 

development of understanding, skills or competences. (Tang and Biggs, 1996) To facilitate a 

qualitative learning, the teacher is guiding individual’s learning, is adapting his/her techniques to 

pupils’ different needs, and is rather a facilitator than a scholar.  

Reflection, critical thinking and interpretation are the learning instruments guiding 

students’ achievement in this case. The qualitative tradition assumes that the ultimate aim of 

learning is personal growth, the change of the learner as a person. 

To summarize, pedagogy is to be found at the junction between three related domains of 

ideas and values. Learning is an element of the first domain while the cultural domain is the third 

domain of values that Alexander refers to. Based on the depicted relation between the domains 

and their elements, it results that the approach to learning is grounded into the cultural domain. 

In the Western European pedagogy, the qualitative learning tradition has emerged 

starting the XVIII century while in the Chinese pedagogy, the quantitative learning tradition has 

remained dominant until nowadays. The question in this case, is: what are the factors within the

cultural domain that have influenced the rise of the qualitative learning in one case and have 

maintained the quantitative tradition in the other. The following two sections will answer this two-

folded question.   
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The rise of the qualitative learning tradition

in Western European pedagogy

In this section, I will show that, in the Western European pedagogy, the rise of the 

qualitative learning tradition was possible due to at least two interconnected factors appearing in 

the XVIII century: 

1. The revitalization of the Greek culture

2. The increasing importance of the individual

Although the two factors will be discussed separately, their connection is inextricable. 

These factors represent the fundamentals for the spring of qualitative approach to learning, the 

cultural milestones that made it possible in the Western European pedagogy. 

1. The revitalization of the Greek culture

This section will only refer to two major Greek themes retaken by European Modernity 

which I consider relevant for the birth of a qualitative learning approach: individual rationality on

the one hand and logic, argumentation, and debate on the other. 

a. Rational thinking

Philosophical thinking in the XVIII century meant thinking for oneself, using the strength 

of individual reason working in tandem with individual freedom. Descartes, Lock, or Kant are only 

a few of the scholars who argued for rational thinking as the way to pursuit knowledge.

In Discours de la méthode (1637), Descartes underlines that only reason alone can 

establish absolute certainty; sensations or sensations combined with reason – which represent 

other two sources of human knowledge cannot provide us with doubtless knowledge as “even the 

most trusted set of sensations, the set that we believe gives us our knowledge of our current 

position or activity, is not absolutely certain.” (Descartes quoted in Schouls, 2004). Man was 

endowed with reason; therefore reason should be trained for appropriate usage. After Descartes, 

many scholars have build on his rational foundation. 

According to Lock (1632-1704), reason is “the vigour of mind able to contest the empire 

of habits.” (Lock in Schouls, 2004) Especially because human habits are powerful, knowledge 

should be tested by reason, an observation that points out also to the importance of the debate. 

Later on, one of the Enlightenment’s mottos became Kant’s phrase: “Have courage to use your 

own understanding!” Reject guidance from another and so emerge from what is after all self-

imposed immaturity. (Kant quoted in Schouls, 2004)
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The work of Descartes or Kant, Lock or other influential scholars had not remained into the 

isolated philosophy sphere inaccessible to people but it rather reached universities1 and influenced 

writers. Moreover, “the language of great thinkers, which was often hard to understand, had to be 

translated into simpler terms by popular philosophers “ which shows that the philosophical modes 

of thought have penetrated people’s daily life encouraging not just rational thinking but rational 

action2. (Hof Im, 1994)

b) Argumentation, logic and debate

Although ancient Greece and Western Europe in the XVIII century show different social-

political contexts, there are two similar elements that made possible the revitalization of the Greek 

tradition in argumentation, logic and debate in modern Western Europe. First, both societies 

cherished the individual who was considered the primary unit of the society and a citizen of the 

state. Second, there are similar in prizing rational thinking and the interest on how certain 

knowledge can be achieved. Thus, logic and the rules of argumentation become necessary 

because they support reason in its process of knowledge achievement; they represent the method 

that reason has to apply in order to avoid the perversion of rational knowledge. Through the 

debate, free thinking individuals can validate or invalidate their knowledge.       

Regarding the situation of the logic in Europe, Peter Schouls shows in “The quest for 

philosophical certainty” that starting with Descartes and continuing in the XVIII century, “we meet 

a juxtaposition of new and old logics, new and old definitions of reasoning.” However, beyond the 

differences between the new and the old Aristotle logic, the categorization of the objects in 

classes and the relation between notions, the syllogisms remain the fundaments of the logic of the 

XVII century onwards.

2. The increasing importance of the individual

The increasing importance of the individual in Western European education is linked to the 

work of scholars as J.J. Rousseau, I. Kant, H. Pestalozzi in the XVIII century, Fichte or Herbart in

the XIX century who contributed essentially to the educational theory and practice. 

At the beginning of the XVIII century, France was totally subjected to Louis XIV who 

“had crushed out independence of though and action not merely in politics but in religion and 

literature.” (Boyd, 1964) The lower classes were kept in poverty exploited through taxes by 

                                                
1 “The professors teaching at the universities had a philosophical training, although they were using up-to-date textbooks.” 
(Hof Im, 1994)
2 “There was a growing conviction that, if causes could be identified with the aid of philosophy, then action might be taken 
on rational principles.” (Hof Im, 1994)
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landlords with many privileges but without any duties. In this political context, J.J. Rousseau’s

(1712 – 1778) work promotes the emancipation of the individual from the evil system of civilized 

life, from the existent order of things. The central idea of his new political and educational ideals 

is the worth of man as a man: “Man”, he said, in a notable passage, “is too noble a being to be 

obliged to serve simply as an instrument for others, and should not be employed at what he is fit 

for, without also taking into account what is fit for him; for men are not made for their stations, 

but their stations for man.” (Rousseau cited in Boyd, 1964) For Rousseau, man is essentially good 

and the aim of education is the creation of the perfect man, a free individual, irrespective of social 

class, who makes throughout education the most of his abilities.

Rousseau’s conception about education reveals his consent about mind as an active 

participant in the process of perceiving the external stimuli. As long as the individual’s mind was 

considered passive in its relation with the experience, knowledge depended entirely on the senses

that brought in information about the world outside; in consequence, knowledge was considered

objective, stable, accurately, describing the reality. This conception about knowledge corresponds

to the quantitative tradition. In accordance with this view, learning can only be the process 

through which mind is storing external knowledge therefore the role of education is to feed the 

learner with as many information as possible. Rousseau does not share this view and he assumes 

that individual’s mind is active and the mental activity is reacting on its sensory experience. Then 

knowledge is more than data about the reality, becomes a process of personal interpretation of 

the experience. In this case, the role of education is individual training in order to become a 

perfect man.

The same respect for individual described by Rousseau gained more strength in 

pedagogical arguments with I. Kant (1724 – 1804) and his famous maxim: “act so as to use 

humanity whether in your own person or in the person of another, always as an end, never as a 

means” (Kant cited in Boyd, 1964). While with Kant and Rousseau, the individual conception of 

education starts to become visible and clear as a directing ideal, with Pestalozzi’s this ideal enters 

into the classrooms, as the author focuses on the suitable methods to apply the individual ideal 

into schools. The author’s scheme of education has two complementary pillars: “in the first place, 

the subjects of instruction are indicated by the child’s need of guiding ideas;” in the second place, 

“no instruction is any value unless it comes into vital relation with the child’s own experience of 

things” – so teacher’s focus is not on what the child must learn to fit into the social system but 

rather what s/he can learn to achieve his/her best potential (Boyd, 1964). Therefore, relevant 

knowledge, as it results from Pestalozzi’s methods is referring to the training that a child needs to 

express himself/herself in action. 



10

In XIX century, the shift towards a different understanding of learning becomes clearer 

with the German philosopher, J.G. Fichte. For Fichte, intellectual education plays only a secondary 

role while the main objectives for education are to awaken the power of mind, to encourage 

independent thought, to train the individual to become a citizen. “The old education relied on 

memory and passive absorption. The new must excite the personal activity of the pupil, and 

learning will follow without fail” (Boyd, 1964). 

Herbart (1776-1841), the German educational philosopher underlines that the aim of 

education is to create a good man, a good character, education is not meant just for acquiring 

knowledge or skills. “Mere information does not suffice: for we think of this as a supply or store of 

facts which might possess or lack and yet remain the same being.”(Boyd, 1964)

The increasing importance of the individual in both educational theory, with 

representatives as Rousseau, Kant, Fichte, Herbart, and classroom methodology, supported by 

visionaries like Pestalozzi, were anticipating the establishment of experimental school by John 

Dewey (1859-1952) in the second half of XIX century. 

Dewey’s education philosophy is the clear expression of the rise of a new learning 

approach. Dewey brought the application of the evolutionary view of the mind into the relation 

with the education practice. When mind was seen as an individual affair in direct contact with the 

external world from where it has to get its content, the role of the education was to bring the 

child into the relation with masses of external facts. Dewey argues against this view by pointing 

out that mind is essentially social: between mind and external world, Dewey juxtaposes the social 

environment. Mind does not experience the external world directly, the bare physical stimulus, but 

through social experience. Thus, what was called science and studied in schools had been 

generated out of social situations and “represented the answers found for social needs, and 

consequently they were presented to the child as mere information, without any attempt being 

made to relate them to his own needs.” (Boyd, op.cit) 

Dewey’s application of this genetic view of mind in education is that instruction becomes 

“a continual reconstruction” that supports the growth of the child mind throughout his/her 

personal experience. Dewey ideal of instruction is pointing out to a new type of learning where 

the focus is on individual’s needs, on his/her personal interpretation, on learning by doing, that 

relates learning with the child everyday experience in order to build up his/her mind and character 

for personal growth. 

By presenting the increasing importance of the individual and the revitalization of the 

Greek culture in the XVIII – early XIX century, this section depicted the context in which the 

qualitative learning tradition emerged in the Western European pedagogy. 
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The maintenance of the quantitative learning tradition

in Chinese pedagogy

The aim of this section is to depict the Chinese context where the quantitative learning 

tradition has remained a constant over the centuries. There are three interconnected threads 

related to the learning tradition that this section is considering: the relation individual - authority, 

the objective of education, and the nature of knowledge. Each of these will be discussed below. 

1. The relation individual-authority

According to Hofstede, an influential Dutch social psychologist, China is a profound collectivist 

society. By collectivist society, the author designates the societies “in which people from birth 

onwards are integrated into strong, cohesive in-groups, often extended families (with uncles, 

aunts and grandparents) which continue protecting them in exchange for unquestioning loyalty.”

(Hofstede, 2004) Within this system, maintaining the social order and social discipline is under the 

responsibility of the family or of the clan because maintaining the social order means guarding the 

harmony of the universe. The roots of this belief are to be found within the Confucianism. 

“The chief moral system of China – Confucianism – was essentially an elaboration of the 
obligations that obtained between emperor and subject, parent and child, husband and 
wife, older brother and younger brother, and between friend and friend. Chinese society 
made the individual feel very much a part of a large, complex, and generally benign social 
organism where clear mutual obligations served as a guide to ethical conduct. Carrying 
out prescribed roles – in an organized, hierarchical system – was the essence of the 
Chinese daily life.” (Nisbett, 2003, p6)

Within a social system that values harmony and social order with implicit obligations for 

each member, it is very unlikely to develop divergent views or claim for individual understanding

in the disadvantage of the collective understanding. Moreover, it is even less unlikely to promote 

them in the classroom where the role of the teacher is part of the social order. In the Confucian 

schools, once the students were accepted, they were entering into a contractual relation with the 

teacher “like that of son to father”. The students were required to take care of all the teacher’s 

needs, responsibility which lasted all their lives and they could not be released from it without the 

agreement of the teacher. Otherwise it would be regarded as betrayal.” (Weizheng’s article in 

Hayhoe, 1992). Although Confucius and his educational tradition are thousands of years back in 

the history of China, the Confucian understanding of the world has been propagated trough the 

ancient system of examination based on the Confucian curricula.   



12

In addition, the Confucian education also required obedience to the highest level of 

authority: to the government in power. Among the characteristics of the official Confucian 

education of China’s middle ages, Weizheng mentions the following: “the training of talent loyal to 

the government in power was its guiding principle. It always saw the purpose of education in 

terms of utilitarianism, that is to say, its usefulness to those in power at the time.” (Weizheng’s 

article in Hayhoe, 1992)

In conclusion, in the family, in the clan, in one’s group, in the classroom or in the state, 

there is a long distance to power regulated by mutual obligations and loyalty for any authority –

father, teacher, or emperor/leader. Thus, the relation with the authority based on the collectivist 

tradition, represents an important hindrance in promoting a qualitative learning approach centered 

on individual and his/her understanding. The individual has the duty, the moral obligation to 

accept the understanding of the authority. The individual sees himself as part of a web of relations 

which defines his/her moral obligation for loyalty. 

Moreover, the Chinese state – the ultimate level of authority – has had no interest in

promoting critical-thinking and reflection as methods of learning in schools: first, this would have 

contravened the collective social tradition; second, this would have opened Pandora’s Box full with 

discussions about the legitimization of the authoritarian polity, free thinking and individual 

freedom. This is not the case just for the Chinese Communist Party who seized the power in 1949, 

but refers also to the long tradition of emperors. 

2. The objective of education

In China, the emperor was the instrument of “heaven’s will” on earth and he was the

unique ruler within the state combining political, religious and cultural leadership. Thus, the only 

knowledge that could be disseminated in his empire was the one legitimizing emperor’s policies 

and his practical techniques of rule. In this context, the aim of the education was to provide the 

emperor with the submissive officials he needed for the bureaucracy apparatus.

During the Qin dynasty (221-206 BC) there were several possible pathways (heredity, 

selection by recommendation, kin relations, bribery etc) to enter the officialdom. Passing the 

examination system was considered the narrowest and the most difficult as it was the only one 

that required an education. In the VIII century, the examination system was fully implemented 

and whoever aimed for a scholar-official position had to pass the examination regardless his social 

position. The four books of Confucian literature – Analects, Mencius, Great Learning and Doctrine 

of the Mean – were chosen as examination texts for civil service (“keju”). In Confucius and 

Traditional Chinese Education, Zhu Weizheng argues that Confucian education was designed to 
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serve the government in power and the state choice to have Confucius’ work as examination 

materials was utilitarian. Thus, the emperor could have his rulings supported and people were 

offered the possibility for social mobility. Regardless their social background, through education 

and passing the official examination, they could be part of the aristocracy and thus become a 

superior person.1   

“Keju was a government-orchestrated system of high-stakes employment testing, which 

started to run in AD 606 and officially ended in 1905, with a total span of almost 1300 years. At its 

height of implementation, millions of examinees were tested in China in each 3-year cycle.” (Suen 

& Yu, 2006, pp 48 cited in Kim, 2008). Despite the changes that crossed the education system 

and the Chinese state within 606-1905, the examination system based on Confucian knowledge 

remained a constant. 

According to Terri Kim, the examination for “keju” was driven by memorization as the 

candidates were only assessed in reproducing a body of knowledge, without engaging in epistemic 

disputation or challenge any premise. (Kim, 2008) Therefore, it is assumed a body of objective 

knowledge that had to be retained by the individual in order to be qualified to obtain a post in the 

government. Thus, similar with the quantitative tradition, knowledge is seen as something stable,

objective that has to be retained by the individuals, generation after generation in order to 

become part of aristocracy. Therefore, the knowledge plays the main role in learning and leaves 

no room for individual understanding or interpretation. 

In conclusion, the objective of education is to create a better person, but “the better” is 

linked to the access to aristocracy passing through the examination system. Within this cultural 

heritage, the focus of pupils, their family, and the state will rather be on the assessment stage

requiring for memorization, on the grades achieved than on the process of learning. 

In conclusion, by promoting memorization and rote learning and by seeing knowledge as 

a stable body of content where the individual cannot intervene, the role of the education in the 

Chinese pedagogy supports a quantitative tradition in learning.  

3. The nature of knowledge

The discussion about the nature of knowledge requires the return to the Confucian 

understanding of the world, to its web of values. “The Confucians believed that there was a body 

of absolute truths, which combined moral principles with cosmological laws, and that this body of 

                                                
1 In Confucius’ view, a superior person is related to social class and character. He [Confucius] put the greatest importance 
on social class but significantly revised the concept, saying that it could be measured not only by one’s birth and family but 
even more importantly, by one’s present social position, that is to say, whether a person had been able to find his way into 
the rank of the aristocracy.”(Weizheng, pp7, 1992)
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knowledge had been already understood and written down by the Confucian sages.” (Dardees, 

1983 in Kim, 2008) If the absolute truth has already been revealed thousands of years ago, then 

pupils’ responsibility can only be to put his/her efforts into mastering the truth and the standard 

interpretation of it. If the knowledge has already been revealed by a trustful authority, it does not 

make much sense to inquire about the source of knowledge or to use the individual critical 

thinking in order to discuss other perspectives about the body of truth. This perception of what is 

knowledge – an objective body of moral principles, cosmological laws, traditional conventions of 

the histories and the classics – is totally in line with the quantitative learning tradition.

However, it cannot be affirmed that the nature of knowledge in Confucianism is 

encouraging collectivism and denies individual, or that it sticks to rote learning only. These would 

not be in harmony with the Confucian education. Education is meaningful if it leads to the 

perfection of the self which is the starting point of each system of relationships. So, the individual 

is the subject of education, but not in the Western perception of the individual, but an individual 

within the collective. Moreover, “memorizing (becoming familiar with the text), understanding, 

reflecting and questioning are the basic components of learning. They are inter-related, integrated 

and should be repeated for further and deeper learning.”(Wing On, 1996, p36) Therefore, 

memorization is an important stage in the learning process but it is meant to facilitate 

understanding. So, again, memorization does not have the Western negative connotation that is 

often blamed in the European education system. The Chinese pupil first has to know by heart the 

text which will support the understanding of it afterwards. Nevertheless, the learning process 

takes place within a taken for granted body of knowledge, according with the nature of knowledge 

in Confucianism.   
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Conclusion

Starting from Alexander’s concept of pedagogy and the depicted relation between its 

elements, this paper identified the cultural roots of the qualitative learning tradition in Western 

European pedagogy and of the quantitative learning tradition in Chinese pedagogy respectively.

In the Western European pedagogy, two main factors within the cultural domains have 

been identified in preparing the ground for the rise of a qualitative learning tradition: the 

revitalization of the Greek culture and the increasing importance of the individual. These have 

facilitated the rise of the qualitative approach in learning in two major ways. 

First, the individual image about self changes and so is the role he plays in the social 

system: individual gains dignity and importance, he becomes an active agent in creating 

knowledge, he uses reason to release himself from the power of habits, to test his knowledge, he 

takes advantage of argumentation and logic to debate and thus validate or invalidate what is 

delivered to him under the label “knowledge”. The individual new condition is the soil for 

envisaging learning as a cumulative process that encourages personal interpretation, critical 

thinking and reflection. 

Second, as it was shown, the hierarchy of values changes and bare knowledge is no 

longer considered the focal point of teaching. It entails that learning is targeting the formation of 

the individual as a whole and individual is no longer reduced to his ability of storing and then 

reproducing knowledge. Dewey’s intervention in underlining the role of the social environment in 

“seeing” the external world has had important consequences over learning: with Dewey, learning 

is about creating a personal interpretation after experiencing directly the external world.    

In the Chinese pedagogy, there have been identified and discussed three factors in line 

with the maintenance of the quantitative learning tradition: the relation individual-authority with 

several values attached to it (loyalty for authority, respect for the social discipline and for the 

harmony of the universe), the objective of education and the nature of knowledge. Within this 

web of values (loyalty for authority, knowledge as a stable body of knowledge, the existence of a 

universal order, memorization for achievement), based on the image that the self has in the 

Chinese culture (respect for collectivism, individual defines himself within a system of relations) 

and the expectations that the community has from the education interweave for the maintenance 

of the quantitative learning tradition. 

The existence of one type of tradition in learning in Western European pedagogy and 

another one in the Chinese pedagogy is not arbitrary. The approach of learning in both cases is 

emerging from their cultural heritage. 
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Further development

The present paper identified and discussed the emergence of the qualitative learning 

tradition in Western European pedagogy. However, it is debatable and represents a topic for

further research to what extend the current EU education policy has been faithful to this 

qualitative learning tradition, whether the learning indicators pointed by the policy papers are 

compatible with the qualitative learning tradition or rather steam from the quantitative tradition. 

Since 2001, the central government of China has been implementing reforms that 

interfere with what has been discussed in this paper as part of the Chinese cultural domain 

“Across the country – and with little regard for the teaching tradition of millennia – counties, 

schools, and teachers have begun to orient themselves toward the theoretical ideal of the student 

as dialogue partner, colearner and active participant in schooling.” (Carney, 2008, p255) Is it 

compatible the new “ideal” of student as a dialogue partner, as an active participant with the 

quantitative learning tradition where the focus of learning is on storing the body of knowledge 

without putting it into discussion? Moreover, can China remain true to its cultural domain as it was 

sketched by the present paper and at the same time open the education system to these reforms 

that Carney refers to as mandatory for the knowledge economy? These questions propose new 

topics for further exploring the relation between the Chinese cultural domain and the learning 

tradition. 
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