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LEARNING CITIES AGENDA:
THE UPDATE VERSION OF ADULT EDUCATION IN CHINA

Dayong Yuan

Beijing Academy of Educational Sciences (BAES) (Beijing, China)

Resume: : :
The adult education is an
important part of Chinese
education system, especially for
the illiteracy work since the
establishment of PRC. However,
the adult education is getting
weak since the end of 20th

century, the adult education
practitioners, researchers, and
who worked in the adult
education need to find a new idea
to update the old adult education,
meanwhile, the learning society
and learning cities idea are
getting popular during that time,
the Chinese mega-city like
Beijing and Shanghai start using
the term Learning Cities because
they want to build learning
society at municipal level, so the
learning city idea and practice is
updating as the new version of
adult education, it covers the
traditional field (illiteracy) as well
as some new territory, such as
community education, vocational
training, and senior citizen
education etc. Since the 2013
Beijing International Conference
on Learning Cities, many cities
are rethinking of the learning
cities work. There some new
ideas are accepted widely, such
as sustainable development, new
technology and media etc, the
learning cities idea is getting
changed and ready for the future.
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The lifelong learning ideas are originally from
UNESCO, OECD and other international
organizations, the modern concept of a learning cities
emerged from the work of OECD on lifelong
learning, and then developed in two streams of
Learning Cities and Educating Cities with little
contact with each other (Peter 2013). Learning Cities
has become a strong positive force affecting the
reform of education in many regions in Europe and
Asian. In China, the adult education is an important
part of Chinese education system, especially for the
illiteracy work since the establishment of China since
1949. However, the adult education is getting weak
since the Department of Adult Education in the
Ministry of Education was destroyed at the end of
20th century. So the adult education practitioners,
researchers, and who worked in the adult education
need to find a new idea to update the old adult
education, exactly then, the learning society idea is

getting popular during that time, the mega-city like
Beijing and Shanghai start using the term Learning
cities  in late1990s, so the learning cities idea and
practice is updating as the new version of adult
education, it covers the traditional field (illiteracy) as
well as some new territory, such as community
education, vocational training, and senior citizen
education in China.

1. The Chinese context of learning cities
There is no official definition of the term of

learning cities in China, but the meaning of learning
cities can be explained in both economic and social
perspective.

From an economic perspective, I believe the
learning cities is a city that can self-innovate and
self-upgrade within a global context, innovation
should be the key for development. A learning city
is a city that does not rely on the outside world for
innovation; it is a city that can create new ideas
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itself.  To  achieve  this,  the  city  should  have  a  well-
established education structure and a learning
resources provision system that allows the public
and private sectors to work closely together to
improve citizens’ learning.

From a social perspective, the learning cities
must be an inclusive city that promotes the all-round
development of all its citizens. A learning city
should not only rely solely on the Ministry of
Education; all the government departments and
public institutions as well as the private sector
should participate in promoting the learning city
together. All stakeholders have their own role to
play in building the learning city, and the city
should provide different learning resources for
different groups of people.

From historical perspectives, with the ongoing
deepening of reform and the processes of opening
up, as well as the gradual development of its
economy and society, China has put forward and
promoted the development of lifelong learning and
is building the institutions needed to support it.
Between the systems of lifelong learning began with
the publication of ‘An Outline of Educational
Reform and Development Planning’ by the
Communist Party Central Committee (1993) and the
National People’s Congress passed the 12th Five
Year Plan for the National Economy and Social
Development. This  reinforced  the  commitment  to
the implementation of lifelong learning (2011) the
lifelong education system in China has grown
gradually and today it permeates all areas of society.
The idea of learning society also appear in
government leader’s report both national and
municipal level, the president of Jiang Zemin
announce China will “construct the lifelong
education system, building the learning society”
during the APEC meeting in Shanghai in the year of
2000.

3. Different Stages: From Learning Society to
Learning Cities

3.1 The beginning stage of learning cities.
Learning society is a holistic idea, China as the
centralization country with the unitary system, each
region need to achieve it. So we can see many cities
announce their strategy of building learning cities
since the end of 1990s, such as Beijing (1998),
Shanghai (1999), Dalian (2001), Changzhou (2001),
Nanjing (2002), each city has their own meaning,
method,  task,  and  vision.  As  the  same  time,  many
research reports were published during this period.

3.2 The continuous development stage of the
learning cities. In the begging of 21 century, many
cities have good experience, the learning cities
initiatives can help to solve social and economic
problems. More cities involve the learning cities
movement, not only the big cities but some small
and  remote  area  also  joins  this,  to  find  their  own
special features in learning cities movement.

(1)The learning cities theory then is not only
from the lifelong learning, also try to find some
useful ideas and method from Learning
Organization of Management, for example Peter M.
Senge, Beijing city use the Systems Thinking idea
from The Fifth Discipline as the bible of learning
cities (Sun, 2014.)

(2) The many new learning models were created
such as learning school, learning government,
learning  family,  etc.  Learning  became  a  big  and
popular umbrella to cover every group need
improve.

(3) The evaluation was used commonly, each
city has their criteria method, and the experts group
discusses the index and criteria with the
stakeholders, when finalized. The index became the
most important tools for the government and
learning region practitioners to follow. Many
research books was published in this stage, but most
books are case study

3.3 The updating and innovation stage of the
learning cities. Since the year 2013 the first
conference of learning city was held in Beijing,
many cities start to rethink about the learning cities
policy and practice. (1) The first national policy
report was published with the name of Learning
Cities, it is co-publish by 7 different ministry which
are also the stakeholders in this field. And Chinese
Learning City Network is organized by Chinese
Adult Education Association, now it has 3 batches
of members, now it is the loose network for sharing
information, maybe the Network will organize the
national evaluation in the future, to form some of
the Chinese learning city models.

4. Chinese Style: The Features of Chinese
Learning Cities

In modern society, the economic globalization,
modern science and technology changing,
knowledge and innovation updating, Against this
background, the learning cities agenda became
reality from theory in China, the learning cities
practice was officially appear at the beginning of 21
century, and the learning cities ideology was written
in government documents nationally and locally, it
was considered by some Chinese municipal
government as the strategy to help to develop adult
and continuing education, even became the
MASTER idea of education.

4.1 China’s top down administration with the
strong political ambition. China is a huge country
with large population and diverse cultures, only if
the central government has the power to make
learning cities from idea into reality. The
achievement of learning city/region in being treats
as the mission statement of government official
paper. There is hidden slogan for each president of
China, such as Scientific Approach to Development
and Building a Harmonious Society by President Hu
Jintao (2002-2012), the New Xi Jingping
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administration (2012-) use Great Renewal of the
Chinese Nation and Chinese Dream as the slogan.
In this situation, the learning society and learning
city ideas were written into CPC working agenda,
all the stake holders need to follow the direction.

4.2 Integration of different partners with the
system design. In most of the learning cities in
China, with the leadership of the municipal
government, many partners can be working together
in the same program, both the government
departments and other third sector organizations,
such as NGOs, enterprises, museums, private
sectors  as  well,  all  the  stakeholders  are  with  the
leadership management systems and operating
mechanisms to coordinate.

4.3 The learning city initiatives are problem-
based model. As  the  big  country,  China  is  facing
various problems in different regions socially and
economically. So the learning cities are facing the
different situation, also the model of learning cities
in  China  is  seems  similar,  but  they  are  different
indeed. Such as the big cities need to solve the
social inclusion; some of the small cities maybe
want to improve the education quality, try to make
learning became the key value all the citizen can
accept.

4.4 The culture building is a good way to
enhance the learning city environment. Chinese
Ministry of Education focus on the culture building
in different regions, and each year has National
Lifelong Learning Festivals across every city,
during the festival, many learning actives are
organized and good learning program and citizen
were reward during that period.

In the nearly two decades, the program of
learning cities is getting more popular, many
excellent examples are show up since the beginning.
To summarize the key element of a good learning
city, it includes:

• building up a lifelong learning structure and
system;

• mobilizing educational resources;
• creating a learning atmosphere and culture;
• establish good conditions for learning

(funding)
• attracting experts with an innovative and

dynamic spirit.
5. The Assessment of Learning Cities: Beijing

case
There are some cities have the learning cities

initiatives, which development very well in different
regions. Most of the cities have the project to

evaluate the result of learning cities, let us take
Beijing as an example, the other Chinese learning
cities did the similar project to make sure the
learning cities can have a good performance.

As for the Beijing learning city initiative, it has a
coalition committee, named Beijing Municipal
Leading Group for Constructing Learning City, 29
municipal departments plays different role in this
committee, such as the financial, culture, news
agency, S&T, education departments, they are all
involve with the learning city agenda and make
contributions. The learning city became the
common vision for most of the government office,
and one important and unique factor to push
learning city in China is the Communist Party, the
political leader advocate to build a Learning Party,
so the learning activities and different programs
were undergoing, after a serious funding into
learning region program, the government need to
make sure they make the right thing, so the
assessment is strongly need to find out the learning
result.

In order to make a good assessment, the Beijing
government organizes a group of experts to conduct
the whole process. With the expert help, Beijing
creates a series of auditing index to evaluate the
learning region, the region under assessment will
receive the training to know the meaning of the
index, the experts will go the different regions to
give the guidance, this will take more than one
round, and they will come back and forth. After the
experts’ supervision and guidance, the region will
have a formal assessment, during the formal one, the
region government leaders(like the head of the
region) have to make a report to show their process
and result, share some innovations, they need to do
a self assessment, finally, the experts will give their
formal feedback. If the result is not good, the
assessment will come back to have more training.
The diagram below shows the basic step of the
assessment.

The purpose of the assessment is to make sure
the lifelong education have enough and suitable
supporting policy and funding, every citizen can
find learning resource easily, the labor force is
qualified for the economy and social development
and so on. The experts group discusses the index
and criteria with the stakeholders, when finalized.
The index became the most important tools for the
government and learning region practitioners to
follow. The index is showed by the diagram below.
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First-level index Second-level index

1. Learning and understanding

1.1 National policy
1.2 Laws and regulations
1.3 Scientific theory
1.4 Propaganda in media

2.organization and management
2.1 Planning
2.2 Organization construction
2.3 Network

3. condition and guarantee

3.1 Institutional guarantee
3.2 Human Resource development
3.3 Funds
3.4 The learning environment
3.5 Research
3.6 Inspection assessment

4. Implementation and effects

4.1 Preschool education
4.2 Adolescent education
4.3 Adult education
4.4 Elder education
4.5 Migration population and disadvantaged people education
4.6 Informal education
4.7 Learning organization

5. Characteristic and innovation 5.1 Characteristic
5.2 Innovation

Conclusion
At last, adult education has some new

meaning in the context of learning cities,
learning cities enrich the mission, method,
research of adult education, it is a new and
upgrade level of adult education, and not just
focus on adult illiteracy issue, the learning cities
initiatives can get more development with more
partners, more diverse, and more attractive in
the future. In the education sector, when the
Chinese mentioned educational resources, the
adult education working well under the label of

learning city, at the same time, adult education
could be learning community, or learning
organization, is that possible the learning city
can replace the adult education in the future? I
am  not  sure,  but  at  least  learning  cities  is  a
update version for the adult learning and
lifelong learning, some new ideas are accepted
widely in learning cities, such as sustainable
development, new technology and media etc,
the learning cities is getting changed and ready
for the future.
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