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The five categories on this timeline represent five approaches  
(history, geography, culture, material culture and appreciation)  

The Teach China program has identified as most commonly used  
in American classrooms to learn about China. The categories  
are informed by ancient Chinese cosmological concept of the  

“Five Phases” (五行), a complex series of interactions that structure 
all phenomenon in the universe. To learn more, please visit:  

www.China360online.org.

China’s RefoRm eRa

Discover more resources @ www.China360online.org/featuredresources

December, 1978 
3rd Plenary Session of the 11th Communist Party of 
China Central Committee: Deng Xiaoping successfully 
challenges Mao Zedong’s chosen successor, Hua 
Guofeng, becoming paramount leader of China and 
beginning economic reforms that mark the start of the 
Reform Era. Deng focuses the Third Plenary Session on 
the ‘Four Modernizations’ of industry, agriculture, 
national defense, and science-technology.

January 1, 1979 
The United States officially transfers diplomatic 
recognition from the Republic of China (Taiwan)  
to the People’s Republic of China.

1984 
PRC opens 14 additional coastal cities 
to foreign investment, including 
Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Dalian.

1988 
A Japanese firm wins a public auction 
for land, marking the first time since the 
Communist Revolution that a foreign entity 
gained a private interest on China’s soil.

August, 1980 
Special Economic Zones (SEZs) are opened in four strategic 
coastal cities, including Shenzhen, Zhuhai and Shantou 
in Guangdong Province, and Xiamen in Fujian Province. 
Authorized by Deng Xiaoping, SEZs are granted special tax 
and tariff relief to promote business and foreign investment; 
they served as a controlled experiment in economic reforms.

1981 
Premier Zhao Ziyang promotes the Household 
Responsibility System, previously small scale and 
experimental, to the national level. Land use rights 
are redistributed from collectives to ‘households,’ 
or sets of households, for fifteen year leases, and 
farmers can privately sell surplus agricultural output 
at market prices, generating considerable economic 
activity and growth, especially in rural areas.

1984 
First mention in the State Council of the term 
‘Township and Village Enterprises’ (TVE), 
to indicate locally run industrial enterprises 
that sprung up out of the reforms beginning 
in 1978, providing large-scale employment and 
entrepreneurial possibilities for many otherwise 
poor rural residents.

April 15, 1989
Following the death of popular reformer Hu Yaobang, students 
from leading Beijing universities congregate in Tiananmen Square 
outside the seat of China’s political power to show their support 
for Hu’s legacy. As the significance of the demonstration extends 
to deeper areas of Chinese society, including rampant inflation, a 
lack of political and social freedoms, and government corruption, 
workers and other social groups join the activities, staging 
demonstrations and speeches. On April 26, the People’s Daily, 
the Communist Party’s newspaper, publishes a harsh editorial 
criticizing the protestors as subversive and dangerous, further 
inflaming the hitherto peaceful and relatively organized protestors.

Migrant Labor 
China’s enormous migrant labor force, composed of individuals 
who leave their villages and towns to seek predominantly low-
pay jobs in the cities, is the backbone to the country’s remarkable 
growth over the last thirty years. Even today, as the government 
implements policies to shift the economy towards one driven by 
domestic consumption and hi-tech, rather than manufacturing and 
exports, the number of migrant workers is still around 200 million 
people. While their lives and those of their families are undisputedly 
improved by the availability of jobs, the conditions and social status 
of many of these migrant laborers are generally substandard. The 
government has been trying to make improvements in this regard 
but still, over the past two years, China has seen a decrease in the 
number of migrant laborers along the coastal regions, as much of 
the labor force are choosing to look for opportunities closer to 
home. This means factories and construction companies can’t find 
enough workers to meet the demand, and the economy may suffer 
if the government fails to react in time.

Zhu Rongji 
Initially Vice-Premier then Premier of China from 
1998–2003, Zhu represents the second stage of 
China’s reforms (1993–Present). A popular politician, 
Zhu, managed to curb China’s high inflation while 
overseeing the negotiations that led to China’s 
ascension into the World Trade Organization (WTO).

1997–1998 
In a move characteristic of the second stage 
of China’s reform period (1993–Present), 
many state-owned enterprises, including 
many Township and Village Enterprises 
(TEVs), are liquidated and their assets sold 
to private investors.

June 4, 1989
After nearly two months of demonstrations, including 
hunger strikes, intense foreign media coverage, and 
tense meetings between student leaders and some of 
the highest tiers of Party leadership, the army is called 
in to clear Tiananmen Square. Away from the intense 
activity along the Avenue of Eternal Peace (Chang’an 
Avenue) in Beijing, anywhere between 300–800 
students, workers and other citizens are killed.  
Many liberal reformers in the government are  
ousted politically or leave the country. 

1990
Stock markets open in Shanghai and 
Shenzhen, with the Shanghai Stock 
Exchange becoming the 5th largest in 
the world as of December 2010.

1992
After three years of economic stagnation following 
the protests in 1989 and the resultant government 
crackdown, Deng Xiaoping’s Southern Tour 
of key southern locations, and his unequivocal 
approval of SEZs in places like Shenzhen, 
reinvigorates and accelerates economic reforms.

April 20, 1994 
China achieves full-functional 
connection to the Internet.

February 19, 1997 
Deng Xiaoping dies; Jiang Zemin 
becomes President of the PRC.

July 1, 1997 
China resumes sovereignty over Hong Kong in a 
solemn handover ceremony where the British flag 
was ceremoniously lowered and replaced by the 
national flag of China and the Hong Kong Special 
Administrative Region (SAR) flag.

2001 
China joins the World Trade 
Organization (WTO), after years of 
negotiations, further opening its economy 
to foreign business and investment.

December, 2001 
The South-to-North Water Diversion Project, 
the largest proposed engineering project in 
human history, is initiated in order to migrate 
abundant water resources from the southern 
regions to the water deprived north.  
A controversial plan, the project is projected  
to be completed in three significant phases 
over 50 years resulting in the annual diversion 
of over 44 billion cubic meters of water. 

2008 
The Summer Olympics are held in Beijing.  
The highly publicized mass event is treated 
as a return to global prominence.

2008 
Liu Xiaobo publishes his co-authored “Charter 
08” calling for greater political reforms in the 
PRC government. The document is signed by 
over 300 prominent intellectuals. Liu Xiaobo is 
imprisoned for 11 years, charged with “inciting 
subversion to state power.”  In 2010, he wins 
the Nobel Peace Prize but is prohibited from 
attending the ceremony.

2010 
China’s economy surpasses Japan’s 
to become the second largest in 
the world after the United States.

2011 
Responding to civil unrest in the  
Middle East, China’s government 
undertakes a nationwide sweep of 
activists, lawyers, and journalists. 
Internationally celebrated artist  
and activist, Ai Weiwei, is detained  
at Beijing airport.

Zhao Ziyang 
Premier of the PRC from 1980 to 1987 and General Secretary of the Communist Party from 
1987 to 1989, Zhao was the force and figurehead behind the first stage of China’s reforms.  
A skilled politician and talented economist, Zhao successfully negotiated the careful balance 
of reforms in the face of more conservative, planning-oriented Maoist economists in the 
government, checking Deng Xiaoping’s enthusiasm for development with a measured eye  
for social and economic ramifications. During the 1989 protests in Tiananmen Square,  
Zhao visited the student protesters and attempted to persuade them to leave the square 
peacefully. Among the Politburo Standing Committee, who ultimately called on the army  
to remove the demonstrators, Zhao was the lone dissenting voice. For his presumed  
defiance, he was stripped of his titles and put under house arrest,  
where he stayed until his death in 2005.

December, 1978 
Activist lawyer Wei Jingsheng posts his “Fifth Modernization” 
to the Democracy Wall in Beijing, at a site that had 
quickly become an area of democratic dissent. The “Fifth 
Modernization,” a proposed addition to Deng Xiaoping’s  
“Four Modernizations,” incorporated democracy to the  
list. The Democracy Wall was quickly shut down and  
Wei Jingsheng would spend the next fifteen years in prison.

People gather outside the Democracy Wall in Beijing.

Deng Xiaoping

Deng Xiaoping on his Southern Tour.

Zhu Rongji Liu Xiaobo,  
2010 Nobel Peace Prize laureate

Opening ceremony of the Beijing Olympics

The Goddess of Democracy, modeled after the Statue of 
Liberty and built by art students during the 1989 protests  
in Tiananmen Square.

Zhao Ziyang
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UPCOMING PROGRAMS for EDUCATORS

China into the 21st Century

This 36-hour professional development course examines contemporary China through the lens of its historical, economic, 

environmental, and social conditions in order to investigate the belief held by leading journalists and scholars that the 21st 

century is “China’s century.” Participants will be challenged to untangle the mixed narratives of the major media sources and 

will be better equipped to teach about contemporary China, particularly the period from 1989 to the present day, in the 

K–12 classroom.

12 sessions 

Starts September 21 

Wednesdays ~ 5 – 8 PM 

$200 course fee

All classes held at the China Institute

For more information, contact Caitlin Hopping at chopping@chinainstitute.org or 212-744-8181 x144. 

a Multi-disCiplinary Workshop: teaChing about the yangtze river

Each semester, the Teach China program collaborates with the Confucius Institute @ China Institute to offer a multidisciplinary 

workshop that bridges both Chinese language and non-language topics. Whether you are an art teacher, a Social Studies teacher, 

or a Chinese teacher, this workshop will broaden your mind and provide practical ideas for interdisciplinary curriculum units to 

take back to your school. This year’s fall workshop will take as it’s theme the Yangtze River (Chang Jiang), examining different 

ways in which this crucial waterway can be taught across the subjects and grade levels.

Thursday, November 3 ~ 6 – 8 PM 

FREE for K–12 Educators

Held at the China Institute.

For more information, contact Miles Kerr-Jarrett at mkerrjarrett@chinainstitute.org or 212-744-8181 x149. 

Fall 2011 eduCators’ reCeption

Please join us to explore China Institute’s Fall 2011 gallery exhibition, Blooming in the Shadows: Unofficial Chinese Art,  

1974 –1985, which examines work produced by three significant groups of young artists in the critical decade after the end 

of the Cultural Revolution leading up to the Communist party’s 1985 decision to allow modern artistic practices. Guests 

will have the opportunity to tour the exhibition, meet and mingle with other educators, as well as learn more about China 

Institute’s various educational offerings.

Friday, September 23 ~ 5 –7 PM 

Refreshments will be served  

FREE for K–12 Educators

Held at the China Institute.

Please RSVP with Miles Kerr-Jarrett at mkerrjarrett@chinainstitute.org or 212-744-8181 x149. 

UPCOMING PROGRAMS for EDUCATORS (cont’d.)

a doCuMentary sCreening and Q&a session: GooGle vs. China

Please join the Teach China program for a screening of the 2010 documentary, Google Vs. China, which explores the complex 

relationship between the multinational internet conglomerate and the challenges it has faced penetrating the Chinese 

market and its interactions with China’s government. The producer of the documentary, Ms. Ying Zhu (Professor of Cinema 

Studies, College of Staten Island, CUNY) will be on hand for a post-screening question and answer session. 

Friday, November 18 ~ 6 – 8PM 

Free for members / $10 non-member fee

Held at the China Institute.

For more information, contact Miles Kerr-Jarrett at mkerrjarrett@chinainstitute.org or 212-744-8181 x149 for registration 

and/or membership inquiries.  

bring China to your sChool

These limited workshop opportunities are available on a first-come-first-serve basis within the greater New York 

metropolitan area. Teach China staff will travel to your school and provide in-class workshops and consultations designed  

to address various school constituencies (administrators, teachers, students) on the relevancy of China as a topic of study,  

as well as effective ways for increasing the quality and focus of teaching and learning about China in K–12 education.  

We are especially eager to help schools understand issues related to 21st century China (i.e. environmental issues, 

demographics, key historical and economic events, etc.) and explore how these issues are related to K–12 curriculum  

across the grades and disciplines. We can address assemblies, targeted class subjects, professional staff development days,  

or even strategic after-school events.

To learn more and discuss individual school needs and expectations, please contact Miles Kerr-Jarrett at  

mkerrjarrett@chinainstitute.org, or by calling 212-744-8181 x149. 

OThER ChINA INSTITUTE EDUCATION OffERINGS: 

disCover China through art (dCta) 
In conjunction with the exhibition:

Blooming in the shadows: Unofficial Chinese art, 1974–1985 
September 15 – December 11, 2011

China Institute’s innovative art education program that introduces audiences to Chinese art and culture through interactive 

gallery talk and workshops in conjunction with Gallery exhibitions. DCTA is specially designed to accommodate all age 

groups and class sizes, attracting K–16 schools groups as well as adult organizations.

Each group visit can include an interrelated gallery talk, video presentation and a hands-on calligraphy workshop. The China 

Institute Gallery provides the classroom teacher with pre-visit guide and post-visit activities to strengthen the students’ 

comprehension and understanding of the art they encounter. The workshop is designed to teach fundamental techniques  

of Chinese art based on the exhibition themes. 

For more information, please contact Yue Ma at yma@chinainstitute.org or 212-744-8181 x147.

For students:  
suMMer study in China (beiJing)

This program, located within the Xuanwu District of Beijing, provides a select group of high school students the opportunity  

to immerse themselves in Chinese language, history, and culture for four to six weeks each summer. The cornerstone  

of SSC — the home stay component — ensures that each participant will live with a host family for the duration of the  

program. Students will also take part in small, intensive daily language classes and various weekly cultural workshops,  

visit sites of historical and cultural significance, and get involved in community service projects. It is expected that  

all students will acquire at least the equivalent of a full academic year of high school Chinese through this program. 

Additionally, this program will lay the foundation for further cross-cultural learning experiences.

For the program’s online application and other information, please visit www.chinainstitute.org/edu/summerstudyinchina,  

or contact Christian Hudak at chudak@chinainstitute.org or 212-744-8181 x145.

Teach China is generously supported by The Freeman Foundation.

China institute      Teach ChinaTeach china

ChINA’S REfORM ERA — an INTRODUCTION

Over the last thirty years, the People’s Republic of China has undergone a series of dramatic economic and social reforms 

and consequently developed at an unprecedented rate. An estimated 500 million Chinese people have been brought out of 

poverty during this period, and an increasing number now count themselves among the country’s growing list of millionaires. 

At the same time, with China’s increasing prominence on the international scene, especially in its relation to its largest trading 

partner, the United States, the country’s influence on the world is the strongest it has been in over two hundred years. This 

dynamic promises to be a defining feature for international relations in the 21st century. Examining China’s extraordinary 

path, by taking into account both changing reform policies and the players behind these reforms, is crucial to understanding 

contemporary China’s government, culture, and society. This timeline views the reform era (1978–Present) from five different 

perspectives, placing a wide scope of analysis on this fascinating and critical time period. 

Most, if not all, of China’s astonishing successes can be attributed to the complex and penetrating reforms initiated by Deng 

Xiaoping and administered by a loyal team of reform-minded government officials. By the opening day of the Third Plenum 

of the Eleventh Central Committee of the Communist Party of China, on December 18, 1978, the PRC leadership had already 

been moving away from the radical ideology of the Cultural Revolution years, which was officially called to an end a few short 

months before. Mao Zedong had died two years earlier, and Deng Xiaoping, recently reinstated after suffering his second 

purge, was keen to get the country back on firm ground. A veteran of the Long March and a respected political commander, 

Deng used his considerable influence to shift the power base away from Mao’s chosen successor, Hua Guofeng, and bring 

back innovative and capable cadres who had been dismissed during the political purges of the 1950s and 60s, as well as 

promote more youthful, progressive government ministers. With this loyal foundation of reformist bureaucrats, including 

principal players like Zhao Ziyang, the country has marched ahead, rolling out new policies to boost agricultural output, 

reform education, impact family planning, and provide incentives to people to seek profits. Many pioneering individuals 

made huge fortunes, inconceivable just a few years earlier, and the national economy has grown by double-digit percentages 

nearly every year since, surviving relatively unscathed the Asian financial crisis of 1997 and the global recession of 2008.

These extraordinary accomplishments have brought with them incredible difficulties that remain a vital but often overlooked 

feature of China’s rise. An enormous population five times the size of the United States’, overburdened natural resources 

that could foment environmental catastrophe, corruption within the political system, a widening income gap, and stagnant 

judicial, political and cultural reforms all pose significant challenges to China’s future social stability and continued prosperity. 

Runaway inflation in the 1980s largely contributed to fitful national unrest that culminated in the six weeks of protests in 

Beijing during the spring of 1989. After a period of fiscal stability in the 1990s under the careful watch of Premier Zhu Rongji, 

inflation continues to be a critical issue today. The conservative backlash following the government crackdown on the 

Tiananmen Square protestors almost derailed the reform period entirely.

How various Chinese citizens, from entrepreneurs to artists to China’s youth, have reacted to these reforms is an equally 

fascinating subject of inquiry. There is an undeniable resurgence in cultural pride as evidenced by the exuberant 2008 

Beijing Olympics. At the same time, many individual citizens have called for increased political reforms to keep pace with 

the economic and social reforms, often at considerable risk. Others have turned to alternative communities (i.e. religious 

communities, online social groups, or civil society groups) to make the most of new social opportunities and address some of 

the challenges that China faces. In comparison with the previous socialist period, China during the reform era has provided 

citizens with many more options for social and cultural expression, which can often seem either discordant or invigorating 

depending on one’s perspective. 

Taken together, the successes and challenges resulting from the reforms undertaken over the past thirty years provide a 

comprehensive framework for approaching and understanding contemporary 21st century China. For further resources and 

information on this critical period of reform, please log on to China Institute’s online community for educators and students 

at www.China360online.org/featuredresources.

CIXI? ZHU XI? QIN SHIHUANGDI? 

Log on to www.China360online.org for our neW Chinese pronunciation guide !

ABOUT TEACH CHINA

Established in 1996, Teach China is China Institute’s professional development program, providing K–12 educators a wealth 

of opportunities to enhance their knowledge of China, past and present, through courses, workshops, intensive summer 

institutes, study tours.

 

Learn Chinese!
RefoRm: 改革 găi-gé

Chinese characters are written left-to-right and top-to-bottom, and are composed of segments, known as radicals, each 
possessing a particular meaning which, traditionally, would have contributed to the meaning of the character as a whole. 

 găi / to change; to alter; to correct

  Combining the left-hand radical for ‘self’ with the radical for a hand holding a stick, 
the character evokes the difficult process of changing oneself, either through rigorous 
education or physical exertion.  

 gé / to transform

  In it’s ancient form, this character depicts a horned animal (such as a goat or sheep) flayed 
open, with its tail pointing downward and its legs out to both sides. In some contexts 
meaning ‘leather’, this character has evolved to take the meaning of transformation.

改
革


