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Small steps of young 
put cash on table 

Despite concerns about standards of early education outfi ts, 
investors rush in. Ren Xiaojin reports

R
ising demand in China for top-
quality early-stage education 
is attracting private and for-
eign investors.

Shopping malls in big cities 
now house early-stage educational insti-
tutes that o� er classes covering every 
conceivable subject, ranging from Eng-
lish language to arts.

Alleged child abuse at kindergartens 
and early-stage educational institutes 
in Shanghai and Beijing in the past few 
months has stoked demand for better, 
safer services.

The government took stock of the situ-
ation at the annual Central Economic 
Work Conference in December, seeking 
to make child care and early-stage learn-
ing safe, secure, orderly and a� ordable.

Courses now on o� er tend to be very 
expensive. For example, a 45-minute 
class at Romp N’ Roll, an early-stage 
education center in Beijing, can cost up 
to 299 yuan ($46). Nearly 50 to 150 such 
classes constitute a course. That means 
a course could cost up to 45,000 yuan.

Even so, demand for such courses is 
high.

A report by Qianzhan Industry 
Research estimates that sales revenue 
in the sector would have exceeded 200 
billion yuan last year.

“Since married couples can now have 
a second child, there will be about 3 to 5 
million newborns annually, so the mar-
ket potential will rise by 90 to 150 billion 
yuan every year,” says Wang Huainan, 
founder and chief executive officer of 
Babytree Inc., an internet-based com-
pany in Beijing that founded the epony-
mous website in 2007.

“According to our research, 80 to 90 
percent of families would like their chil-
dren to receive early-stage education,” 
Wang says. “However, only 15 percent of 
families are able to do so.

“Location is one big reason. Those 
institutes are usually located in shop-
ping malls. Imagine you are a full-time 
working parent. Who has the time to send 
the children constantly back and forth to 
a mall and wait there?”

Starting from a maternal website, 
Babytree Inc has grown into an online 
forum for new mothers. One of the top-
ics most often discussed is the shortage 

of top-quality early-stage educational 
institutes.

Michael Moe, founder of Global Silicon 
Valley, a U.S. education and technology 
investment bank, says: “China’s educa-
tion business, especially the potential in 
the early-stage segment, is frequently 
talked about. In China, you don’t need to 
worry about the market size.”

Global Silicon Valley is the venture capi-
tal fi rm that backed Coursera, the world’s 
largest free online education portal.

Moe says investors in China’s early-
stage education market need not wor-
ry about returns because domestic 
demand is strong. Global Silicon Valley, 
he says, is considering investing a “sig-
nifi cant sum” of money in China soon.

“Asian parents spend seven times 
more money on their kids’ education 
than American parents do,” he says.

He may well have been talking about 
people such as Yu Wenjie, 30, a doctor, 
who is expecting her fi rst child shortly, 
and has already started to plan the child’s 
future.

“It’s OK that early-stage education is 
expensive,” says Yu, who works at a hos-
pital in Ningbo, Zhejiang province. “But I 
think what they teach at such institutes is 
rather shallow, and I just won’t buy those 
so-called full-brain potential develop-
ment courses.”

Wang of Babytree Inc. says: “We found 
among those 15 percent of families 
whose children receive early-stage edu-
cation, 80 percent are not very satisfi ed 
with the quality.”

Early-stage education is not part of the 
country’s compulsory education system, 

and industry insiders express concern 
over a lack of regulation, particularly with 
regard to teacher qualifi cations.

“Many speculators, qualified or not, 
rushed into the industry,” Qianzhan’s 
report says. “Meanwhile, the industry 
doesn’t have standards for the market 
entry permit, teacher qualifi cations and 
curriculum design.”

Yet the market is expanding, more 
problems are surfacing, and a shakeout 
is inevitable, the report says.

It also says the internet will play an 
important role in the segment’s evo-
lution. Some online companies have 
already taken steps in this direction.

Babytree believes that a possible way 
to improve the quality of such education 
amid insu�  cient regulation is to adopt 
the latest methods of retailing.

“I’ve heard of the recent kindergar-
ten abuse scandal and the problem is 
that those teachers are under-qualifi ed,” 
Wang says. “It is my observation that 
Chinese early-stage learning teachers 
are usually underpaid, which has to some 
extent a� ected teaching quality.

“It requires us to think out of the box as 
we need to raise revenue in order to pay 
them more, for example, by making the 
education center more than a place just 
for children.”

Early-stage learning centers need to be 
places with retail functions for parents to 
socialize, Wang says.

In fact, Babytree has already worked 
with Mattel Inc., the toy maker, to open a 
child play center this year where parents 
can relax, socialize and shop.

The company has promised to pay its 
teachers more than the market average. 
Connecting users and teachers through 
the internet is another way to solve the 
imbalance in the educational resource 
distribution, industry observers say.

Targeting children aged 4 to 12, VIPKID, 
a Chinese online startup engaged in Eng-
lish-language education, has managed to 
link its teaching resources in North Amer-
ica with children in China and elsewhere.

“As a teacher myself, I realized it’s 
impossible to provide tailor-made edu-
cation if you have 50 to 60 students in a 
classroom at a time,” says Mi Wenjuan, 
founder of VIPKID. “But one-to-one 
online education can make it possible.”
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“We are lucky to be in this great 
new era,” said Liu Boming, who took 
part in the Shenzhou VII mission in 
2008. “We must race against time 
to prepare for the upcoming space 
station mission.”

In 1992 the Central Committee 
of the Communist Party of China 
approved plans for the country’s 
manned space program drawn up 
by a number of eminent scientists.

Three years later the Central 
Military Commission decided that 
the astronauts should be chosen 
from veteran pilots in the PLA Air 
Force who had at least 600 flight 
hours in fi ghter jets or attack aircraft.

More than 1,500 pilots applied, 
and after several rounds of stringent 
tests the number was whittled down 
to 14. In January 1998 they became 
the founding members of the PLA 
Astronaut Group, and in 2010, they 
were joined by seven new astronauts 
who were also experienced Air Force 
pilots.

On October 15, 2003, China carried 
out its fi rst manned space mission, 
sending Yang Liwei on a 21-hour 
series of Earth orbits in Shenzhou V.

D u r i n g  h i s  3 7 3 , 0 0 0 - m i l e 
expedit ion, around 213 miles 
above the planet, Yang, then 38, 
simultaneously displayed the 
Chinese and U.N. fl ags to hundreds 

of millions of Chinese who were 
witnessing his feat on television, 
and said in relayed message in both 
Chinese and English: “Make use of 
outer space peacefully and for the 
benefi t of all humankind.”

Now a major general and bearing 
the honorary title “Space Hero,” 
Yang is deputy director of the China 
Manned Space Agency.

I n  t h e  14  ye a r s  s i n c e  h i s 
momentous journey, China has 
evolved from a second-tier player 
in the global space race into a great 
power.

In 2003 the country conducted 
just seven space missions, while 
Russia undertook 21 and the United 
States made 23. This year China 
will conduct at least 40 unmanned 
missions in an ambitious schedule 
that is likely to outnumber those of 
both the U.S. and Russia.

Moreover, since 2003, China’s six 
manned spacefl ights have totaled 68 
days and orbited Earth 1,089 times, 
while the country’s astronauts have 
traveled more than 28 million miles 
in space and conducted more than 
100 experiments.

Chinese astronauts have also 
undertaken extravehicular activity, 
co n d u c te d  seve ra l  ex te n d e d 
missions inside the Tiangong I and 
II space laboratories and delivered a 
40-minute lecture from space that 
was watched by more than 60 million 
students at about 80,000 schools.

Service sector to 
further open up
By JING SHUIYU and REN XIAOJIN

China will further open up its 
service sector to foreign investors, 
the Ministry of Commerce said.

The move is part of the country’s 
long-term commitment to shift its 
economy toward a growth model 
driven by consumption, services 
a n d  i n n o v a t i o n , 
thus contributing 
to global economic 
growth.

G a o  F e n g , 
s p o k e s m a n  f o r 
t h e  M i n i s t r y  o f 
Commerce, said: 
“The ministry will work together 
with departments to open up sectors 
including fi nance, education, culture 
and medicine in an orderly manner."

In addition, restrictions on foreign 
investors’ access to the Chinese 
market would be further reduced in 
such fi elds as child and elderly care, 
architectural design, accounting 
and auditing, commerce and trade, 
logistics and e-commerce.

“These endeavors are made to 
create a more attractive investment 
environment for foreign investors,” 
Gao said.

This year is the 40th anniversary of 
China implementing its reform and 
opening-up strategy.

“The best way to mark the 
anniversary is to take further 
measures to open up,” Liu He, 
a member of the Political Bureau 
of the Communist Party of China 
Central Committee, said at the 
World Economic Forum in Davos, 
Switzerland.

Liu, who is also director of the 
General O�  ce of the Central Leading 
Group for Financial and Economic 

Affairs, said China will continue to 
comply with international trade 
rules, relax restrictions on market 
access and further open up its 
service industry, especially the 
fi nancial sector.

It is “a confident gesture” to 
emphasize the opening-up of the 
f inancial  sector, which would 

allow more foreign 
i n s t i t u t i o n s  t o 
operate in China, 
said Zhu Ning, chair 
professor of fi nance 
at the PBC School 
of Finance, Tsinghua 
University.

“It shows that the country is keen 
to introduce more experience to 
improve corporate governance and 
risk management of the domestic 
financial sector,” Zhu told Tencent 
News in Davos.

For years China has been dedicated 
to shifting its economic growth model 
toward one driven by consumption, 
services and innovation. Data show 
these e� orts are bearing fruit.

Last year China’s service sector 
output rose 8 percent compared with 
2016, outperforming the national 
GDP growth rate of 6.9 percent, the 
National Bureau of Statistics said.

Li Jun, director of the international 
service trade research institute, part 
of the Ministry of Commerce, said 
the growth in service sector output 
coincides with the country’s decision 
to further open up to the outside world.

“The sector’s opening-up not 
only requires restrictions on market 
access to be relaxed, but also 
simplifies application procedures, 
makes them more transparent, and 
regulates them better,” Li said in a 
research note.
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The increase of China’s service 
sector output last yeat 

Asian parents spend seven 
times more money on their 
kids’ education than American 
parents do.”
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