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Introduction

In an increasingly challenging, complex, and changing world, the moral, civic, ideological, and socio-emotional de-
velopment of children and adolescents has drawn unprecedented global attention, not only due to its influence on the
wellness of the individuals ahead as future citizens (Miller, 2015, pp. 3-4) with far-reaching implications for the
overall development of the individual in late adulthood, but also due to its significant effect on the sustainable, social
and national development. In China, primary to high schools are committed to shaping a kind of intellect where
knowledge is deemed the only prescriptive nature of man, and his knowledge may corroborate students’ existence
(Lu, 2004). Given such a criterion of evaluation, schools tend to rate their students’ academic achievements as the
only indicator of success, and the sense of frustration and meaninglessness following some unsatisfactory results may
jeopardize the physical and mental health of students. A typical example is the “Empty Heart Syndrome,” which is
characterized by spiritual impoverishment and an existential void (Zhang & Huang, 2022).

The importance of establishing rituals and traditions as part of family life has been well-documented and researched
(Fiese et al., 2002). And there is also a consensus on the necessity of rituals in life and schooling. In China, school
ritual activities remain an essential means of values education (Yang & Li, 2025). Rituals still exist to serve several
vital roles in human life of our times, namely, celebrating, healing, and changing our lives and our relations (Imber-
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Black & Roberts,1998). They can be indispensable in classroom settings to determine the teacher and the students’
life experiences in their particular classes (Maloney, 2000, p. 149). We believe that the values generated in students
during a particular ritual may help steer the students’ entire life practice to define the meaning of life (Zhang & Lei,
2023). However, there still exist some problems with the ritual practice in primary to high schools in China, which
tends to fail school ritual programs to unlock the full potential of education in ideology and values (See the explana-
tion detailed in a later section). The outcomes may be detrimental to the functioning of the ritual-specific curriculum
and the wholeness of students’ growth.

1. Challenges of the School Ritual Program
1.1 The obscuring of students’ subjectivity in the school ritual program

Humans are the subjects to create ourselves and history in interaction and practice constantly (Xiang, 2000, p. 15).
Our principal role may enable us to engage in creative practices and move history forward. In education, a ritual
activity, whether or not it engages children as the protagonists and cares about their subjectivity in life, may directly
affect their reflection, experience, and gain in ritual participation (Zhang, 2012). As a form of curriculum integration,
it is necessary to respect the subjective role of the students fully, involve them in organizing and implementing the
ritual program to maximize the effectiveness of the values education, and efficiently facilitate the curriculum inte-
gration with students’ experience, social interests, and other elements (Beane et al., 1997, p. 19) and to nurture stu-
dents’ value emotion and value literacy in personal, intellectual, social, and natural aspects, eventually shaping a
complete world of values.

However, in ritual education at some of China’s primary to high schools, the students’ subject status is obscured,
with insignificant educational effects, which can be reflected in the following three significant scenarios. First of all,
rituals are filled with too many leaders’ speeches, which may tire the student participants and may also seriously
frustrate the enthusiasm and initiative of the students participating in the ritual activities (Wang, 2014). Secondly,
teachers single-handedly take over the entire procedure of the design and organization for the ritual program, depriv-
ing students’ right to participate in the design, for which the students only act as participants in the rituals rather than
the planners (Li, 2019). Thirdly, for similar rituals, teachers follow the same model and procedure without consider-
ing students’ interests and real life. Thus, students are physically present but spiritually absent, lacking communica-
tion and interaction with the outside world (Zuo, 2017). These three scenarios of students’ subject status obscuring
go against the original intention of value education in the ritual program to varying degrees and leave the expected
goals of value education unrealized.

1.2 The school ritual program with perfunctory activities

In the actual implementation of the school ritual program, school education is constrained by instrumental rationality
and a single score evaluation system at primary to high schools, where the main educational purpose is mainly con-
fined to heightening students’ academic performance. Short of deep experience, probe, and awareness of the im-
portance of value education, the essential role of the ritual program for value education is neglected. When ritual
programs are required in daily work, teachers do not lead students to elaborate ritual course, and the implementation
of them is even more perfunctory. For example, the “Monday national flag raising ceremony” is simplified or even
canceled by some schools (Zhang, 2012). Some rural school rituals fail to follow the rules and regulations on theme
confirmation, content design, scene layout, dress code, and operational procedures for ritual education. Nor do the
schools practice the basic drill specifications; instead, at their discretion, they even cut down the content or turn a
ritual education into a work division and test mobilization meeting during the ritual education (Jin et al., 2020).

Perfunctory implementation deprives the ritual program of its educational character as a kind of curriculum. The
reason why the school ritual education activities can enhance students’ ideological awareness and regulate their codes
of conduct lies in their inherent normalization and procedural maneuverability (Zhang et al., 2016). Bearing social
value beliefs and moral codes, among others, rituals can also be applied to express people’s understanding of life in
the forms of retelling, music, and dance (Peng, 2007, p. 224). As a result, the Perfunctory implementation may destroy
the structural nature of the rituals and blur their curricular purpose, and weaken the nurturing effect of value education
in the ritual program.
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1.3 Alienation of the value-nurturing function of the school ritual program

According to Chinese researcher Wang Lii (2014), what value education seeks to make whole is not to educate an
“abstract” person but rather to guide the person into a “concrete” person well aware of self-identity, expectation, and
with some understanding and action. In a nutshell, the school ritual program should inspire and awaken students to
reflect on the meaning of life, the ideal way of life to lead, and their intrinsic motivation to enjoy such a life through
endless efforts.

Unfortunately, the purpose of cultivating value literacy in the school ritual program is still blurred, and the value
education function of the program is alienated. Here are four significant manifestations:

(1) School rituals fail to consider student aspirations and are just exploited as “stage props” for the school leaders’
exhibiting their own “power and influence” (Li, 2019). On one hand, this excessive display of authority deprives
students of their subjective status; on the other, with very limited “meaning interpretation” and “associative value”,
schools may fail to enlighten the students’ value consciousness via rituals (Liang, 2018).

(2) The flag-raising ceremony to enhance the sense of national identity has been turned into a “criticizing meeting”
(Zhang, 2012).

(3) Regular schooling is suspended just for cleaning up the schoolyards and welcomes higher-ups to the school’s
ceremonies when school girls are required to wear short skirts despite cold weather (Zhang et al., 2016).

(4) Graduation ceremonies are supposed to be the most important event for students to transit from one stage to
another and attain the status of “graduate”. However, in some schools, graduation ceremonies are dominated by
speeches and performances for graduates’ attendance as a mere formality, for which the schools may fail to realize
the value and significance of the graduates’ participation in the graduation ceremonies (Mou, 2020).

In practice, there are many other cases of functional alienation for the school ritual program aimed at value literacy
cultivation. Consequently, such a ritual program may lose its original significance in practice and may even become
a kind of burden (Wang, 2012). More seriously, the program may also cause students’ resistance to ritual sessions
and make them tired of school life in the long run.

2. Systematic Optimization of the School Ritual Program
2.1 Integrated construction of the school ritual program content

Integrated implementation of the school ritual program may help secure the effectiveness of value education. At a
horizontal level, the “Whole-Person Education Philosophy” (Chen et al., p. 153) should be adopted to guide the
selection of rituals, which synchronizes to the individual, the society, the country, and nature. We should also flexibly
hold school rituals on the orientation day with new students, the national Memorial Day, and nature protection day
for the all-round development of the value system (Ron, 2008) and construct a whole value world.

Secondly, seen from the vertical view, the school ritual program must integrate the various academic levels and
gradual progression of the content difficulty to shape a ritual education model featuring organic, vertical connection
and synergistic, horizontal coordination. The ritual program work should continuously deepen students’ value literacy
during their learning process from primary school to high school to achieve their value literacy progressively through
the stages of experience, cognition, and creation. For example, during primary school education, significant rituals,
regular flag-raising, and other sensory experience ceremonies can be carried out as the main curriculum content
(Ministry of Education and other four ministries, 2021). Then, as the high school students’ mental development
transits from the “concrete operational stage” to the “formal operational stage” (Chen et al., pp. 24-25), they can be
encouraged to design their own class catchwords, window boards, ritual props, and banners, and to select their ritual-
purposed music and symbols (Fan, 2012). Generally, students are expected to be involved in the purchase of props
and costume design for the school rituals, which may facilitate the translation of their alma mater complex into value
action to deepen such feelings and identity as part of the school. As Beane put it, young people are “democratically
empowered” by both the integrative curriculum planning process and the way of knowledge and skill generation and
application as planned (Beane, 1992, p. 50).

2.2 Structured implementation of the school ritual program

Ritual procedure is a means of conducting normalizing and shaping. The procedure is magical. Once followed, there
must be some procedural effect (Russell, 2005, pp. 52-53). Therefore, some researchers assert that ritual education is
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a group activity with a clear purpose and organized in accordance with specific procedures (Li, 2017). The stronger
the sense of curricularization in the design of the ritual system is, the more likely the educational significance of its
embedding in the educational practice can be maximized (Liu, 2021). Such findings suggest that the development of
school rituals should not only follow the procedural and normative nature of the ritual itself but also optimize the
integrative elements of the ritual program to maximize the educational effectiveness of the curriculum program and
allow the students to fully experience the “moral righteousness” in the ritual program (Li, 2017).

Specifically, first of all, as Quantz argues that there exists no ritual without symbols (Quantz, 2011, p. 3), in crucial
ceremonies and life rituals, specific ritual procedures should be followed, while symbols, which carry value implica-
tions, such as flowers, vows, songs, and unique costumes, should also be used. Secondly, teachers’ roles, identified
as “process supervisors” and “poolers of individual roles”, should be enhanced (Kang & Wang, 2021), to put together
the resourcefulness of teachers of diversified subjects. Thirdly, the school ritual program should be elaborately orga-
nized and designed, thus fully involving students to foster the unity of knowledge and practice.

2.3 To sustain the mission of cultivating value literacy through the school ritual program.

Students are instructed in both knowledge and skills at school, where they also learn values and practice them. How-
ever, only through learning values can children and adolescents know what a proper life to lead and truly transform
their knowledge and skills into individual and social wealth (Shi, 2009). In the era of value pluralism, appropriate
and optimum value literacy are the critical criteria to measure whether a person is well educated or not (Shi, 2009).
Therefore, valuing education for young people is becoming a more pressing need than ever before. China’s primary
to high school educators must change their educational concepts, adhere to the mission and original goal of the ritual
program for value literacy, and avoid any procedure or activity as a mere formality for the program. Moreover, edu-
cators should develop students’ value rationality via the unity of knowledge and practice and form the basis of their
competence in value judgment and selection (Shi, 2009), upgrading the students’ value literacy.

To achieve the goals above, schools should choose the right field at the right moment for organizing suitable ritual
courses, conducting teacher-student cooperation, and flexibly integrating cultural values, general or mainstream,
modern or traditional, into the school rituals. As a result, these values will be fully embedded in the students’ natural,
social, and spiritual dimensions, helping them build a complete and up-to-date world of values and shaping compre-
hensive and positive values. Then, by awakening the students’ self-awareness of meaning and pursuit of positive
values, the students may be able to fulfill the shift from transcending the current self to growing to be an ideal self
(Wang, 2014). Also, it is essential to create a strong culture for the school ritual program to give full play to the roles
of value education through such seemingly trivial, ritualized behaviors at school as greetings and handshakes in the
classroom. Based on this, varied ritual education synergy should be pooled together and released for application.

The ultimate purpose of all these is to place the students in the value behavior before they are aware of it, and help
them accumulate “highly positive emotional energy” about values and strengthen the recognition of values. In addi-
tion, schools should also work to acquire and consolidate the value attributes of students as human beings and con-
struct a meaning of life value beyond animal instincts.

3. Conclusion

To conclude, value education is indispensable for any country or nation and should be oriented (Wang, 2000). In
China’s primary to high school education, educators ought to eliminate the idea of molding “intellectuals” (Lu, 2004),
and see the spiritual needs of students, helping them grow in all aspects. The researcher would also emphasize that
this paper’s design of school rituals as a way to cultivate value literacy is not intended to replace the existing curric-
ulum, nor does the paper advocate that teachers contribute most of their time and efforts implementing such a curric-
ulum, but instead requires teachers to be resourceful in teaching and learning, and to direct their students to organize
such a school ritual program at the appropriate time in addition to their subliminal in-classroom ritual.

In this paper, also, through the literature review methodology, the researcher also analyzes the main problems of
China’s current school ritual program as part of the curriculum and proposes what the researcher believes to be
feasible solutions for improvement. However, the ritual program has individualized characteristics. Schools should
take action to optimize their current ritual program based on local conditions and ultimately to facilitate the acquisi-
tion of value literacy and the construction of the spiritual world of students. Given such considerations, this study, as
a result, may serve as a reference.
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