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Legal Education in China: English Language Materials 
 
 
RODERICK O’BRIEN* 
 
 
Background: Legal Education in China 
 

Modern legal education began in China late in the Qing dynasty 
(1644-1911), and then expanded during the period of the Republic of China 
from 1912.  With the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 
1949, legal education entered a new and difficult period.  The compilation of 
English language materials offered here includes a few materials relating to 
the Qing and Republican periods, but after 1949 only materials relating to the 
People’s Republic of China (mainland China).  Hong Kong, Macau, and 
Taiwan all have separate legal education systems and structures, and are 
excluded from this compilation. 
 

At present, legal education is available in China through five types of 
institutions.  The lowest level is Politics and Law Schools, and Justice 
Schools, which offer courses at the secondary school (years 10-12) level.  
Now, courses are intended for support staff such as court secretaries and 
security staff, but some senior professionals have only graduated from these 
schools.  The second type is Vocational Politics and Law Schools, and 
Vocational Politics and Law Management Training Institutes.  These offer 
post-secondary diplomas and sometimes degree courses.  The third type is 
Politics and Law Institutes and Politics and Law Universities ranging from 
local colleges to elite national level universities, offering diploma, bachelor 
degree, master degree, and sometimes doctoral degree courses.  The fourth 
type is law faculties or law departments within comprehensive universities or 
other types of universities.  The fifth type is a range of self-study programs, 
often certified by China’s radio and television universities, but some courses 
are available from the prestigious Chinese Academy of Social Sciences.  
 

Legal education after 1949 was re-formed on the soviet model, with 
the emphasis on developing specialized institutes rather than law departments 
in comprehensive institutes.  But development fared poorly during the Anti-
Rightist campaign of 1957, and those schools which survived that campaign 
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were all closed during the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution (usually 
dated 1966-1976). After the beginning of the “reform and opening” period in 
1979, law schools began to flourish.  From only a handful of schools in 1979, 
there are now more than 550 schools offering a bachelor’s degree in law.  In 
recent years, more than 400,000 students have been studying for diplomas or 
in degree courses. Most of the specialized institutes have now been merged 
into comprehensive universities again. 
 

Finding employment is now difficult for the large number of 
graduates.  To enter the professions of judge, procurator, lawyer, and notary is 
accomplished through the highly-competitive Unified Justice Examination.  In 
other areas, law graduates have to compete with graduates of other 
disciplines. 
 
Libraries: A Personal Experience 
 

When I first went to teach in mainland China in 1995, my Chinese 
host university would not give me access to the library.  They did not expect 
that a foreign teacher had a sufficient command of Chinese to read in the 
library, and in the absence of precedent, the staff adopted the bureaucrat’s 
response: it is always easier to say “no” than to take a risk. My students were 
puzzled that I would want to use the library, which they assured me contained 
only out-of-date materials, and with foreign language materials mostly in 
Russian.  Over the years, this situation changed for the better.  A decade later, 
I was teaching at the Northwest Institute (now University) of Politics and 
Law.  The university was happy to give me a library card, and I enjoyed 
routine access to all parts of the library.  By exchange with other universities, 
the library had a strong collection of local Chinese journals.  There was a 
room set aside for foreign language materials.  That collection was pleasingly 
up to date in its small collection of books and journals.  The specialist foreign-
language librarian was helpful.  The only problem was that the libraries had 
no inter-library lending, even with other libraries in the same city.  
 

In addition to the university library, I became a regular user of city-
level or provincial-level libraries.  They generally have good collections, and 
charge a reasonable annual fee, or a daily fee of around one yuan.  My 
experience is that Chinese librarians were friendly and happy to see a foreign 
teacher.  Since leaving China as a teacher, I have returned as a tourist, and I 
still enjoy spending a half-day in the library of whatever city I am in.  The 
exception, more than once, was the crowded National Library in Beijing, 
where the fees, and sometimes the staff, were not so encouraging. 
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But now, like students in China, I use physical libraries less. China 
has a number of for-fee periodical data-bases, which can be accessed from 
inside China or abroad.  These are very comprehensive in their coverage.  
Nevertheless, I am old enough to enjoy browsing in the shelves of a good 
university library or one of China’s many giant book-stores.  When searching 
by serendipity, there is always something new to discover. 
 
List of Materials 
 

As part of my research into China’s legal system, and as a former 
foreign teacher, I am surely interested in legal education.  I found very helpful 
the list of Chinese-language materials compiled by Professor Wang Jian and 
published by the China Law Society in 2007.1 

 
Professor Wang included a few English-language materials, but my 

own research and contact with scholars helped me realize that there were 
many more materials, and I began listing these.  I have sent earlier versions of 
lists to friends, who have responded appreciatively.  Some have kindly 
provided me with a few more references.  Librarian Roy Sturgeon has been 
particularly helpful with a dozen references.  So I am glad of the support of 
the editors of the International Journal of Legal Information to make it more 
widely available.  The listing is comprehensive, in the sense that it includes 
everything that I have been able to find from China and from abroad.  Rather 
than being a selective bibliography, I prefer to call it simply a list. 
 
anon:  
“Developing Experiential Legal Education in China” Pacific Law, Spring 
2008, p.10 www.mcgeorge.edu/Documents/publications/paclaw/PacLaw-
Spring08.pdf (last visited 20 June 2009). 
 
anon:  
“Educational Conferences” China News Analysis, no 39 (11 June 1954) pp1-
6. 
 
Abramson, Kara: 
“Paradigms in the Cultivation of China’s Future Legal Elite: A Case Study of 
Legal Education in Western China”, (2006) 7 Asian-Pacific Law and Policy 
Journal, 302. 

                                                 
1 www.chinalawsociety.org.cn/research/shownews.asp?id=282 (last visited 19 June 
2009). 
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Alton, Stephen: 
 “The Email Diary of a Fulbrighter,” Wesleyan Lawyer 2.1 (Spring 2002), pp. 
4-8, available at http://law.txwes.edu/portals/0/uploads/Summer-
%202002%20Lawyer.pdf (last visited April 10, 2010). 
 
Biddulph, Sarah: 
“Legal Education in the People’s Republic of China” in Stacey Steel and 
Kathryn Taylor (eds): Legal Education in Asia: Globalization, Change and 
Contexts, London, Routledge, 2010, pp260-277. 
 
Blay, Sam; Young, Angus; and Li, Grace: 
“Adventures in Pedagogy: The Trials and Tribulations of Teaching Common 
Law in China” Legal Education Review, 2005; Vol 15 No 1 & 2; pp 137-158. 
 
Blume, William:  
“Legal Education in China” (1923) China Law Review, vol 1 no 7, pages 305-
312. 
 
Calarco, Paul: 
“Continuing Legal Education in China” www.paulcalarco.com-
/China_article.pdf (last visited 23 June 2009). 
 
Chang, Wejen: 
“Legal Education in Ch’ing China”, in Benjamin Elman and Alexander 
Woodside (eds): Education and Society in Late Imperial China 1600-1900, 
Berkeley, University of California Press, 1994, pp292-339. 
 
Chen, Albert H Y: 
“Legal Education” in Chen, Albert H Y An Introduction to the Legal System 
of the People’s Republic of China, 3rd edition, 2004, Butterworths/Lexis-
Nexis, Hong Kong; at pages 193-197. 
 
Connor, Alison: 
“China’s Lawyers and their Training: Enduring Influences and Disconnects” 
http://ssrn.com/abstract=1433602 (last visited 28 December 2009). 
 
Conner, Alison: 
“Training China’s Early Modern Lawyers: Soochow University Law School” 
(Spring 1984) 8 Journal of Chinese Law p1. 
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Conner, Alison:  
“The Comparative Law School of China” in C Stephen Hsu: Understanding 
China’s Legal System: Essays in Honor of Jerome A Cohen, 2003, New York 
University Press, New York. pages 210-273. 
 
Edwards, Randle: 
“An Overview of Chinese Law and Legal Education” The Annals of the 
American Academy of Political and Social Science, 1984, no 476, pages 48-
61. 
 
Erie, Matthew 
“Legal Education Reform in China Through U.S.-Inspired Transplants” 
Journal of Legal Education, (2009) vol 59 no 1, pages 60-96. 
 
Fairbrother, Gregory:  
“Demonstrating legality: Legal Education for Chinese youth, 1979-2006” 
(2007) Paper presented at the International Conference on Contemporary 
China Studies, Hong Kong. 
 
Gao, Lingyun: 
“What makes a Lawyer in China? Chinese Legal Education System After 
China’s Entry into the WTO” Williamette Journal of International Law and 
Dispute Resolution, 2002, vol 10, p.197. 
 
Gelatt, Timothy and Snyder, Frederick: “Legal Education in China: Training 
for a New Era”, China Law Reporter, (1980) 1.2 pp41-60. 
 
Goldstein, Brandt:  
“Notes from China: Legal Education Playing Catch-Up, in a Hurry” 
Wall Street Journal Law Blogs, (5 June 2008) http://blogs.wsj.com/law-
/2008/06/05/notes-from-china-legal-education-playing-catch-up-in-a-
hurry/tab/article/ (last visited 21 April 2010). 
 
Gibson, Frances: 
“Chinese Clinical Legal Education in the Year of the Horse – a Visit to 
Tsinghua University” (2002) vol 6 no 2 The Newcastle Law Review 33-39. 
 
Hom, Sharon: 
 Beyond “Stuffing the Goose”: The Challenge of Modernization and Reform 
for Law and Legal Education in the People’s Republic of China”,  
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in Irving Epstein (ed): Chinese Education: Problems, Policies, and 
Prospects, Garland Press, New York, 1991. page 287. 
Hom, Sharon:  
“Legal Education in the People’s Republic of China: A Select Annotated 
Bibliography of English-Language Materials”, China Law Reporter, (1989) 
6.1, pp73-85. 
 
Hou Xinyi: 
“Modern Legal Education in China” www.okcu.edu/law/academics-
/international/pdfs/ModernLegalEducationinChina.pdf (last visited 23 June 
2009). 
 
Hu Jiaxiang: 
“Challenging Chinese legal education: lessons to be learned from Britain” 
(1999) http://www.ukcle.ac.uk/interact/lili/1999/hu.html (last visited 21 April 
2010). 
 
Huang Jin:  
“The Structure of Legal Education in China” paper presented at the 
Conference of International Legal Educators, 24-27 May 2000, Florence, 
Italy. www.aals.org/2000international/english/chinaintro.htm. (last visited 8 
May 2005). 
 
Irish, Charles: 
“Reflections on the Evolution of Law and Legal Education in China and 
Vietnam” Wisconsin International Law Journal, vol 25 no 2, pp243-254. 
 
Ji Weidong: 
“Legal Education in China: A Great Leap Forward of Professionalism” 
www.law.kobe-u.ac.jp/lawrev/2005ji.pdf (last visited 23 June 2009). 
 
Kong Qingjiang: 
“Advancing US Experiential Legal Education Method in the Context of 
Internationalization of Chinese Legal Education” http://www.mc-
george.edu/Documents/centers/global/usaid/jan%2009%20conferencepapers/
Kong%20(english).pdf (visited 29 June 2009). 
 
Liu Li:  
“Should law educational system change?” China Daily, 10 October 2006. 
www.chinadaily.com.cn/2006-10/10/content_704455.htm (last visited 21 June 
2009). 
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Liu, Rongjun:  
“Legal Education on Civil Procedure in Chinese Universities” in Masahisa 
Deguchi and Marcel Storme (eds) The Reception and Transmission of Civil 
Procedural Law in the Global Society: Legislative and Legal Assistance to 
Other Countries in Procedural Law, Antwerpen-Apeldoorn, Maklu, 2008; 
pp125-129. 
 
Liu Yi: 
“Premier Wen Jiabao Discusses Rule of Law With University Students: Legal 
Daily, 4 December 2009, http://www.moe.edu.cn/edoas/en-
/level3.jsp?tablename=1245221141523299&infoid=1261726002105485&title
=Premier Wen Jiabao Discusses Rule of Law with University Students (last 
visited 21 April 2010). 
 
Mao Ling: 
“Clinical Legal Education and the Reform of Higher Education System in 
China” Fordham International Law Journal, 2007, 30, p421. 
 
Meiners, Deborah and Chen Jian: 
“Professionalization in the Chinese Legal System: Current Education and 
Certification of Chinese Lawyers” The Bar Examiner, May 2007, pages 29-
40, www.ncbex.org/uploads/user_docrepos/BEMayChinese-Lawyers.pdf (last 
visited 7 July 2009). 
 
McCubbin, Patricia (et al): 
“China’s Future Lawyers: Some Differences in Education and Outlook” 
Asper Review (2007) vol 7, pp.293-303. 
 
McDonald; R St J 
“Legal Education in China Today” Dalhousie Law Journal, vol 6 no 2, pages 
313-327 (November 1980). 
 
McKnight, Brian: 
“Mandarins as Legal Experts: Professional Learning in Sung China” in 
William Theodore de Bary et al (eds): Neo-Confucian Education: The 
Formative Stage, Berkeley, University of California Press, 1989; pp493-516. 
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Mo, John and Li Weidong: 
“Legal Education in the People’s Republic of China” (2002) Journal of the 
History of International Law,vol 4, no 1, pages 176-203. 
 
Murphy, John: 
“Legal Education in China: Some Impressions” China Law Reporter, (1982) 2 
pages 50-53. 
 
O’Brien, Roderick: 
“Legal Training in the People’s Republic of China at the Turn of the Century” 
The Law Teacher, 2000, no 34 pp 204-212. 
 
O’Brien, Roderick: 
“Changes in Legal Education in China” (20 July 2005) MRI Forum 16 
(Macau Ricci Institute) http://www.riccimac.org/doc/MRIF16_OBrien.pdf. 
 
Phan, Pamela:  
“Clinical Legal Education in China: In Pursuit of a Culture of Law and a 
Mission of Social Justice” (2005) 8 Yale Human Rights and Development Law 
Journal pp117. 
 
Sturgeon, Roy:  
“Teaching Foreign and International Legal Research at Wuhan University 
(Wuda) Law School” 2009 http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3-
/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1485604 (last visited 26 March 2010). 
 
Wald, Eli:  
“Notes from Tsinghua: Law and Legal Ethics in Contemporary China” 
(2007-2008) 23 Connecticut Journal of International Law pp369-415. 
 
Wang Chenguang: 
“The Rapid but Unbalanced Growth of China’s Legal Education Programs”, 
(2006) Spring (vol 7 issue 1) Harvard China Review 1. 
 
Wang Jian:  
“Legal Education in Modern China” China Law, 1998, vol 2, pp98-100. 
 
Wang Weiguo:  
“A Brief Introduction to the Legal Education in China” paper presented at the 
Conference of International Legal Educators, 24-27 May 2000, Florence, 
Italy. www.aals.org/2000international/english-/chinaintro.htm (last visited 8 
May 2005). 
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Wang Zhenmin:  
“Problems and Reforms of Legal Education in China” 
Paper presented at the annual meeting of The Law and Society Association, 
TBA, Berlin, 25 July 2007. 
 
Xie Hongfei: 
“An Interview with Xie Huaishi” (Fall 2005) China Law Review, vol 1 no 1, 
pages 51-66. 
 
Xinhua:  
“China’s legal education to target judicial officials: top legislator” 
http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/200604/30/eng20060430_262232.html (last 
visited 23 June 2009). 
 
Xu Qingyu: 
“Disequilibrium in the supply of legal scholars and the demand by the judicial 
profession and the correction of this unbalance through reforms in the legal 
education system of China” Frontiers of Law in China, 2010 5(1), pp 143-
164. 
 
Yang, Vincent Cheng:  
“Judicial and Legal Training in China – Current Status of Professional 
Development and Topics of Human Rights” at www.icclr.law.ubc.ca-
/Publications/Reports/Beijing_August_2002.pdf. 
 
Yu, Charles Y S: 
“China’s Law Library: Soochow University Law School Library” 
Law Library Journal, 34.2 (March 1941) pp65-66. 
 
Yu Xi: 
“China-EU School of Law: A School of Great promise” China Law, no 77, 
issue 2, 2009, pp.74-77 http://home.totoo.org?action_blogdetail_uid_201-
18_id_121 (last visited 23 June 2009). 
 
Zeng Xianyi: 
“Legal Education in China” (2002) 43 Southern Texas Law Review, 707, 711-
12. 
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Zhao Haifeng and Wu Xiaodan:  
“Exploration of New Legal Education Methods in China” Masahisa Deguchi 
and Marcel Storme (eds) The Reception and Transmission of Civil 
Procedural Law in the Global Society: Legislative and Legal Assistance to 
Other Countries in Procedural Law, Antwerpen-Apeldoorn, Maklu, 2008; 
pp49-62. 
 
Zheng Zhen:  
“Present Situation and Prosperous Future of China Clinical Legal Education” 
China Law, April 2006; pp 104-106. 
 
Zhou Shiwen: 
“The Reform Stratagem of Legal Education in China” http://www.mc-
george.edu/Documents/centers/global/usaid/Shiwen.The%20reform%20strata
gem%20of%20legal%20education%20in%20china.pdf (last visited 21 April 
2010). 
 
Zou Keyuan: 
“Professionalising Legal Education in the People’s Republic of China” 
(2003) 7 Singapore Journal of International and Comparative Law, 159-182. 
 
Zou Keyuan:  
“Professionalising Legal Education” in Zou Keyuan: China’s Legal Reform: 
Towards the Rule of Law; Leiden: Martinus Nijhoff, 2006; pp203-226. 
 
Observations 
 

The English language materials reflect the relative openness of the 
Chinese legal system as a whole.  The materials date mostly from the ‘reform 
and opening period’ since 1979.  Earlier materials since 1979 tend to be short 
and descriptive, but are none-the-less useful.  They have largely been 
prepared by foreign professional or academic visitors.  But, as time has 
passed, more materials have been provided by Chinese writers themselves.  
They have written in English, or been translated into English, as they open 
their own experience to a wider world. 
 

Foreign scholars or professionals have long been invited to teach in 
China’s universities, and they are heavily represented in these materials. A 
new development is the Master of Law degrees, not recognized for China, 
which are offered in English for foreign students.  Graduates of these courses 
are now represented in this list. 
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It is a tribute to scholarly publishers in the USA that they are so 
willing to publish articles about China’s legal education.  My experience in 
compiling this list is that the materials are beyond routine searches. Many are 
on-line.  Only two journals, the China Law Reporter (published by the 
American Bar Association) and China Law (published from China for the 
bilingual Hong Kong market) appear more than once.   

 
It is more than twenty years since Sharon Hom published her bibliography, 
and so it is my hope that this list will assist a new generation of scholars.  And 
I am sure that you will find materials in this list that are not available on 
Google, or through similar search engines.  If this list opens a door for 
scholars to go beyond English language materials and read in Chinese, then it 
will have served its purpose.  But there is a special use for English language 
materials: writers in China often are expected to echo official Chinese policies 
of the day, whereas writing from abroad, in a foreign language, they can be 
more open and even critical in discussion.
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