
Tao Xingzhi 
 
Tao Xingzhi’s educational philosophy, deeply influenced by John Dewey’s pragmatism but 
adapted to China’s unique social and cultural context, centered on the idea of "life as 
education." He believed education should not be confined to textbooks or classrooms but 
should be a dynamic, practical process integrated with everyday life and societal needs. 
Here’s a breakdown of his philosophy and a summary: 

Key Elements of Tao Xingzhi’s Educational Philosophy: 

1.​ Life as Education: Tao rejected traditional rote learning and rigid curricula, arguing 
that education should emerge from lived experience. He famously said, "Life is 
education; society is the school." Learning should reflect real-world challenges and 
prepare students to contribute to society. 

2.​ Unity of Teaching, Learning, and Doing: Tao emphasized the integration of theory 
and practice, encapsulated in his slogan "Unity of knowing and doing" (知行合一). He 
believed students learn best by actively engaging in tasks—such as farming, 
building, or community work—rather than passively absorbing knowledge. 

3.​ Education for All: Influenced by China’s rural poverty and illiteracy, Tao advocated 
for universal education, especially for the underprivileged. He saw education as a 
tool to empower peasants and workers, not just the elite, and worked to make it 
accessible and relevant to their lives. 

4.​ Social Reform Through Education: Tao viewed education as a means to transform 
society. He aimed to cultivate citizens who could address China’s pressing 
issues—like poverty, inequality, and foreign domination—through practical skills and 
civic responsibility. 

5.​ Student-Centered Approach: Echoing Dewey, Tao prioritized students’ interests 
and creativity over authoritarian teaching methods. He encouraged teachers to guide 
rather than dictate, fostering critical thinking and independence. 

6.​ Rural Focus: Unlike many educators of his time who focused on urban elites, Tao 
concentrated on rural education. At Xiaozhuang Normal College in Nanjing, he 
trained teachers to serve rural communities, blending academic study with 
agricultural work to meet local needs. 

Summary: 

Tao Xingzhi’s philosophy can be distilled into a single idea: Education is a living, practical 
process that unites knowledge, action, and social good to empower all people, 
especially the marginalized. He sought to break down the walls between school and 
society, making education a hands-on, inclusive, and transformative force tailored to China’s 
rural and revolutionary context in the early 20th century. 



This blend of Dewey’s progressivism with Chinese pragmatism made Tao a visionary whose 
ideas still resonate in discussions about experiential and equitable education. 
 


