
 Traditional Chinese Culture Through Primary Sources 

 
 

 This is what is known as a formal cooperative lesson plan.  Students are assigned specific 

roles and tasks within a group, and all tasks and roles need to be fulfilled in order for students to 

be successful.  As per cooperative learning theory, I am emphasizing a social skill in the lesson, 

in this case that of equal participation.  One of the group roles is reserved for the purpose of 

monitoring that skills.  .  The cooperative structure for studying these sources will be as follows: 

1. The teacher will explain the goal of the assignment, which is to produce a written 

analysis of Chinese primary sources.  The analysis must include examples of 

Confucianism found in the sources, the morals of the stories, and a description of 2-3 

overall values found about traditional Chinese culture.   

2. Students will be assigned to groups of three.  Each student will receive two unique 

primary sources from the Tang or Song dynasties.  Each student will assume one of the 

roles of checker, time keeper, and scribe.  Only the scribe may have a pen or pencil.  

Roles will be rotated. 

3. One student will read aloud the first source in his or her materials packet.  After reading, 

students will analyze the story in light of the instructions provided above (looking for 

Confucianism etc.)  The scribe will make notes, the time keeper will keep the group’s 

progress moving (they have about 4-5 minutes per story), and the checker will check to 

keep the group’s comments relevant to the task and insure equal participation. 

4. Another student will then read his or her first story aloud.  The process above will be 

repeated, but roles will be rotated. In all, each student will experience each role twice, as 

each student will have two stories to read. 

5. In my experience with this lesson, it requires two days.  At the end of the first day, a 

formative assessment will be made.  Students will take the last five minutes of class and 

write a Learning Log, as per the Summarization in Any Subject book, pages 106-107.  

The specific question they will reflect on will be: “What things do the Chinese seem to 

care about the most?  Cite 1-2 examples from some of the stories to explain your answer.  

What specific questions do you have about any of the readings?”  By employing this 

summarizing technique, I will be able to accomplish two things.  First, I can get a sense 

of what they are getting out of the readings thus far, and by reading this learning logs that 

night I can pinpoint any students or groups that seem to be way off base.  Second, by 

asking about any questions they might have, I can figure out the next day which groups I 

need to target and clarify any misconceptions they have. 

6. After the final story has been read and analyzed, group roles will be kept where they 

currently are for the final task: deciding on 2-3 overall values seen in the stories. 

7. The class will end with a debriefing discussion.  The teacher will randomly call on 

students for their thoughts on the various stories and the values they saw within them.  

One student from each group will be assigned to make additional notes on thoughts that 

came up during the debriefing.  That is the only student that may have a pen or pencil out 

from that group.  That student will be responsible for getting a copy of those additional 

notes to the rest of the group.  

8. The group’s work be graded according to the rubric below. 

9. The follow up homework assignment will involve a reflection on their group experience, 

responding to these three questions: 1) How well do you think you contributed to your 



group’s effort? 2) How well do you think others contributed to your group’s effort? 3) 

What suggestions would you make to make this group work better? 

10. For individual accountability, on the next test there will be a section of questions on 

traditional Chinese values, using some source excerpts.  If all group members score 90% 

or better on these questions, they will each receive an additional 5 bonus points. 

 

 

Rubric for the Summative Assessment 

 

 Exemplary Proficient Needs 

Improvement 

Inadequate 

Examples of 

Confucianism 

Multiple examples 

from stories 

clearly exhibiting 

strong connections 

Confucianism 

Multiple examples 

from stories, 

sufficient 

connection to 

Confucianism  

Multiple examples, 

though some 

examples missing, 

connection to 

Confucianism not 

always clear 

Insufficient 

examples or 

examples that do 

not connect to 

Confucianism 

Analysis of 

morals of 

stories 

Morals of stories 

clearly emerges 

from the stories in 

a plausible way  

Morals of stories 

plausible and 

connected to 

stories, though not 

as strongly for all 

stories 

Morals of stories 

are plausible and 

connected to some 

stories, not others 

Morals of stories 

are implausible or 

lacking for most 

stories 

2-3 major 

values of 

Chinese society 

Statements of 

values clearly 

emerging from the 

stories 

Statements of 

values emerging 

from the stories, 

though not as clear 

for one value 

Statements of 

values emerging 

from some stories, 

but not others, only 

2 values present 

Statements of 

values not 

connected to 

stories, or only 1 

value present 

Group Roles All group 

members fulfill 

their roles 

responsibly 

All group 

members fulfill 

roles, though some 

reminder of roles 

needed 

Most group 

members fulfill 

roles, though 

reminder of roles 

needed 

There is little or no 

sense of roles 

shown by group 

members 

Social Skill: 

equal 

participation 

All students 

participate and 

equally contribute 

ideas 

Most students 

participate and 

contribute ideas 

Few students 

participate, unequal 

contribution of 

ideas 

lopsided 

participation, or 

little participation 

by anyone 

Grammar and 

Style 

a) well-organized,  

b) clearly and 

eloquently written,  

c) contains no 

significant 

grammar and 

spelling errors 

 

exhibits two of 

three criteria 

(a,b,c) strongly, 

not as strong in 

one of them 

exhibits one of 

three criteria (a,b,c) 

strongly, not as 

strong in two of 

them  

 

exhibits major 

problems with two 

or three of three 

above criteria 

(a,b,c) 

 



Resource List 

 

I have included here the sources I use for the lesson. They all come from the following book: 

 

Ebrey, Patrcia Buckley, ed.  Chinese Civilization and Society: A Sourcebook.  New York:  Free 

Press, 1981.   

 

 



Primary Sources from the Tang and Sung 
 

Story about the Examination System 

1. 

 Hsiao Ying-shih passed the imperial examination in 735. Proud of his talent, he was 

unequaled in conceit and arrogance. He often took a pot of wine and went out to visit rural scenic 

areas. Once during such an outing, he stayed at an inn, drinking and chanting poetry by himself. 

Suddenly a storm arose, and an old man dressed in a purple robe came in with a page boy to take 

shelter. Because of their informality, Hsiao Ying-shih treated them rather insolently. In a short 

while, the storm was over, the rain stopped, carriages and retinues came, and the old man was 

escorted away. flustered, Hsiao Ying-shih inquired about the old man's identity, and the people 

around him said, "That was the Minister of the Board of Civil Office." 

 Now, Hsiao Ying-shih had gone to see the Minister many times, yet had not been 

received. When he heard that the old man was none other than the Minister himself, he was 

flabbergasted. 

 The next day, Hsiao brought a long letter with him and went to the Minister's residence to 

apologize. The Minister had him brought into the hallway and scolded him severely. "I regret 

that I am not related to you in any way, otherwise I would like to give you some good 'family 

discipline,' " said the Minister. "You are reputed to be a literary talent, yet your arrogance and 

poor manners are such that it is perhaps better for you to remain a mere chin-shih (presented 

scholar)." 
  Hsiao Ying-shih never got anywhere in officialdom, dying as a Chief Clerk in Yang 
prefecture. 
 
 
Source: 
Ebrey, Patrcia Buckley, ed.  Chinese Civilization and Society: A Sourcebook.  New York:  Free 

Press, 1981.   



Primary Sources from the Tang and Sung 
 

Story about the Examination System 

 

Hsu T'ang was from Ching county of Hsuan-chou and had been taking the examinations since he 

was young. In the same village there was a man named Wang Tsun, who had served as a minor 

government clerk when young. After Hsu T'ang had taken the examination, Hsu T'ang treated 

him with contempt. still but a low functionary in the government. Yet Wang Tsun wrote good 

poetry, although no one knew about it because he kept it a secret. 

 One day, Wang Tsun resigned from his post and set out for the capital to take the 

imperial examination. As he was approaching the capital, he met Hsu T'ang, who was seeing 

some friends off at the outskirts of the city. 

 "Eh," Hsu T'ang asked him, "what are you doing here in the capital?" 

 "I have come to take the imperial examination," answered the former functionary. 

 Upon hearing this, Hsu T'ang angrily declared, "How insolent you are, you lowly clerk!" 

Although they were now fellow candidates for the imperial examination, Hsu T'ang treated him 

with contempt. But in the end, Wang Tsun passed the examination and became very famous. Hsu 

T'ang did not pass until five years later. 

 
 
Source: 
Ebrey, Patrcia Buckley, ed.  Chinese Civilization and Society: A Sourcebook.  New York:  Free 

Press, 1981.   

 

 



Primary Sources from the Tang and Sung 
 

Story about the Examination System 

 

 Peng K'an and Chan Pi were both from I-ch'un of Yuan-chou, and their wives were 

sisters. P'eng K'an passed the imperial examination and became a chin-shih, whereas Chan Pi 

remained a mere functionary in the county. 

 At the celebration banquet given by P'eng K'an's in-laws, all the guests were either high 

officials or renowned scholars. P'eng K'an was seated at the head of the table, and the whole 

company was enchanted by his exuberant character. When Chan Pi arrived at the banquet, he 

was told to eat his food in the back room. 

 Seeing that Chan Pi was not even disturbed by this, his wife scolded him severely: "You 

are a man, yet you cannot push yourself ahead. Now that you are so humiliated where is your 

sense of shame?" These words stimulated Chan Pi, and he began to study very hard. Within a 

few years, he also passed the imperial examination. 

 Previously, P'eng K'an used to insult Chan Pi. On the day when the results of the imperial 

examination were announced, Peng K'an was out in the countryside, donkey riding for pleasure. 

Suddenly a servant boy came running and reported to him the good news about Chan Pi. P'eng 

K'an was so shocked that he fell off his saddle. 

 This is the origin of the lampoon that spread throughout Yuan-chou: “When Chan Pi the 

exams did pass, P'eng K'an fell off his ass.” 

 

 
Source: 
Ebrey, Patrcia Buckley, ed.  Chinese Civilization and Society: A Sourcebook.  New York:  Free 

Press, 1981.   

 



Primary Sources from the Tang and Sung 
 

Before Buying a Servant Girl or Concubine, Make Sure of the Legality 

 

 When buying a female servant or concubine, inquire whether it is legal for her to be 

indentured or sold before closing the deal. If the girl is impoverished and has no one to rely on, 

then she should be brought before the authorities to give an account of her past. After guarantors 

have been secured and an investigation conducted, the transaction can be completed. But if she is 

not able to give an account of her past, then the agent who offered her for sale should be 

questioned. Temporarily she may be hired on a salaried basis. If she is ever recognized by her 

relatives, she should be returned to them. 

 

 

 
Source: 
Ebrey, Patrcia Buckley, ed.  Chinese Civilization and Society: A Sourcebook.  New York:  Free 

Press, 1981.   

 



Primary Sources from the Tang and Sung 
 

Hired Women Should Be Sent Back When Their Period of Service Is Over 

 

 If you hire a man's wife or daughter as a servant, you should return her to her husband or 

father on completion of her period of service. If she comes from another district, you should send 

her back to it after her term is over. These practices are the most humane and are widely carried 

out by the gentry in the Southeast. Yet there are people who do not return their hired women to 

their husbands but wed them to others instead; others do not return them to their parents but 

marry them off themselves. Such actions are the source of many lawsuits. 

 How can one not have sympathy for those separated from their relatives, removed from 

their hometowns, who stay in service for their entire lives with neither husbands nor sons? Even 

in death these women's spirits are left to wander all alone. How pitiful they are! 

 

 

 
Source: 
Ebrey, Patrcia Buckley, ed.  Chinese Civilization and Society: A Sourcebook.  New York:  Free 

Press, 1981.   

 



Primary Sources from the Tang and Sung 
 

SCHOOL REGULATIONS ESTABLISHED 

BY MASTERS CH'ENG AND TUNG 

 

All students of this school must observe closely the following regulations. 

 

1. Ceremonies held on the 1st and 15th of every month. At daybreak, the student on duty for 

that day will sound his clappers. At the first round of the clappers, you should rise, wash your 

face, comb your hair, and put on proper clothing. By the second round of the clappers, you 

should be dressed either in ceremonial robes or in summer robes and gather in the main hall The 

teachers will then lead you to the image of Confucius, to which you will bow twice. After the 

incense has been lit, you will make two more bows. 

 Afterwards, the teachers walk over to the southwestern corner, and you line up in order of 

your ages in the northeast. Then you pay respect to the teachers by making two bows to them, 

while the teachers accept the salutation, standing erect. An older student then comes forward and 

delivers a short speech; this is followed by two more bows to the teachers. Afterwards, the 

teachers retire into a room, and you form a circle and bow to each other twice. When this is done, 

you go to your seats. 

 

3. Daily behavior. You should have a defined living area. When in a group you will be 

seated according to your ages. When sitting, you must straighten your backs and sit squarely in 

the chair. You should not squat, lean to one side, cross your legs, or dangle your feet. At night, 

you should always wait for the elders to go to bed first. After they are in bed, you should keep 

quiet. Also, you should not sleep during the day. 

 

4. Gait and posture. You should walk slowly. When standing, keep your hands folded in 

front. Never walk or stand in front of an elder. Never turn your back on those who are your 

superiors in age or status. Do not step on doorsills. Do not limp. Do not lean on anything. 

 

5. Looking and listening. Do not gape. Do not eavesdrop. 

 

6. Discourse. Statements should always be verifiable. Keep your promises. Your manners 

should be serious. Do not be boisterous or playful. Do not gossip about your neighbors. Do not 

engage in conversations about vulgar matters. 

 

7. Appearance Be dignified and serious. Do not be disobedient. Do not be rough or rude. Do 

not be vicious or proud. Do not reveal your joy or anger. 

 

8. Attire. Do not wear unusual or extravagant clothing. Yet do not go to the other extreme 

and appear in clothes that are ragged, dirty, or in bad taste. Even in your private quarters you 

should never expose your body or take off your cap. Even in the hottest days of summer you 

should not take off your socks or shoes at will. 
 

9. Eating. Do not fill yourself. Do not seek fancy foods. Eat at regular hours. Do not be 

discontent with coarse fare. Never drink unless on a holiday' or unless you are ordered to do so 

by your elders. Never drink more than three cups or get drunk. 



 

10. Travel. Unless you are called upon by your elders, ordered to run errands by your 

teachers, or faced by a personal emergency, you are not allowed to leave the campus at will. 

Before your departure and after your return you should report to your teacher. You must not 

change your reported destination, and you must return by the set time. 

 

11. Reading. You should concentrate on your book and keep a dignified appearance. You 

should count the number of times you read an assigned piece. If, upon completion of the 

assigned number, you still have not memorized the piece, you should continue until you are able 

to recite it. On the other hand, if you have memorized the piece quickly, you should still go on to 

complete the assigned number of readings. 

 Only after a book has been thoroughly learned should you go on to another. Do not read 

too many things on a superficial level. Do not attempt to memorize a piece without 

understanding it. Read only those books which expound virtues. Do not look into useless 

writings. 

 

12. Writing. Do not scribble. Do not write slanted or sloppy characters. 

 

13. Keep your desk tidy. The assigned seats should be kept in order. Your study area should 

be simple but tidy. All book chests and clothing trunks should be locked up carefully. 

 

14. Keep the lecture halls and private rooms clean. Each day one student is on duty. After 

sounding the second round of the clappers, he should sprinkle water on the floor of the lecture 

hall. Then, after an appropriate wait, he should sweep the floor and wipe the desks. The other 

cleaning jobs should be assigned to the pages. Whenever there is cleaning to be done, they 

should be ordered to do it, regardless of the time of the day. 

 

15. Terms of address. You should address those who are twice your age as "elder," those who 

are ten years older than you as "older brothers," and those who are about your age by their polite 

names. Never address one another as "you." The same rules should be followed in letter writing. 

 

17. Recreation. There are rules for the playing of musical instruments, for archery, as well as 

for other games. You should seek recreation only at the right time. Gambling and chess games 

are lowly pastimes and should be avoided by our students. 

 
Source: 
Ebrey, Patrcia Buckley, ed.  Chinese Civilization and Society: A Sourcebook.  New York:  Free 

Press, 1981.   

 

 


