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Abstract. This research examines the intricate relationship between economic development and 
education resources in rural China. While China's rapid economic development has catalyzed 
significant improvements in the nation's overall educational landscape, this progress has not been 
evenly distributed across urban and rural areas, leading to widening educational disparities. The 
study explores the multifaceted nature of these disparities, characterized by disproportionate 
resource allocation, inferior school infrastructure in rural areas, and a widening digital divide. Despite 
rural areas housing a considerable portion of China's student population, these regions grapple with 
numerous challenges, including inadequate resource allocation, low teacher quality, poor school 
infrastructure, and limited access to digital technologies. The consequences are profound, 
hampering rural students' academic performance and limiting their opportunities for upward mobility. 
This paper underscores the critical need to address these disparities as part of China's broader 
efforts towards sustainable development and social equity. In doing so, it offers valuable insights for 
policymakers, educators, and development practitioners, illustrating on potential intervention areas 
to foster educational equity and promote inclusive growth in rural China. 
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1. Introduction 

As the world’s most populous nation, China has experienced rapid economic growth in recent 

decades. However, this prosperity has not been evenly distributed, particularly in education. 

Specifically, rural areas continue to lag behind their urban counterparts regarding educational 

resources, leading to what some have called a “rural-urban education gap.” This research paper 

investigates the impact of economic development on the inadequacy of education in rural China. It 

seeks to analyze the interplay between economic progress and education inequity and sheds light on 

how economic policies and strategies can be leveraged to alleviate this pressing issue. The topic is of 

considerable significance as education is a crucial pillar for any nation’s sustainable development and 

socio-economic progress.  

The research questions of this study include: how has economic development influenced 

educational inequity in rural China, and what aspects of economic development contribute to this 

disparity? The objectives of this research are to evaluate the extent of this problem, to identify the 

underlying economic factors causing the inequality, and to propose evidence-based strategies for 

mitigating it. The paper is organized into sections exploring the historical context, analyzing the 

current state of education in rural China, examining the role of economic development, and 

suggesting possible solutions for a more equitable educational landscape. Through an in-depth 

exploration, this study aims not only to highlight the challenges but also to propose interventions that 

could lead to a more equitable education system in China. 

2. Education Situation in Rural Areas in China 

China’s unprecedented economic development in the last few decades, particularly since the 

initiation of the reform and opening-up policy in 1978, has had a significant impact on the country’s 

education system. From 2013 to 2020, rural high schools increased from 708 to 777 [1], yet this 

expansion has not been distributed equitably across the urban and rural sectors, leading to a growing 

disparity in the quality of education and resources available in rural areas. According to Stanford 



Journal of Education, Humanities and Social Sciences EMSS 2023 

Volume 23 (2023)  

 

286 

University’s research on the education gap in rural China, the university attendance rate is only 5% 

for students from rural Shaanxi compared to 70% for students from urban areas in China [2].  

Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic has amplified these disparities. Only 50% of rural students 

have had consistent access to online classes during lockdowns, compared to a mere 5.7% of urban 

students facing this issue [3]. This access problem arises from a lack of essential digital resources, 

such as computers and reliable internet connections, in rural households. It becomes apparent that the 

distribution of educational resources and opportunities is highly skewed.  

Despite this initiative, children from impoverished rural areas face substantial hurdles. High school 

education becomes a financial burden for these families, leading to an alarming dropout rate of 60% 

due to prohibitive costs [3]. Additionally, the rural-urban income gap exacerbates this situation, as 

families in rural areas, despite earning a third of urban income, are expected to afford the same 

educational expenses.  

A notable demographic in this discussion is the “left-behind” children. An estimated 60 million 

children reside in villages, supervised by relatives, while their parents move to urban areas seeking 

higher incomes [4]. Despite intentions to financially support their children’s education, the lack of 

parental supervision for this group contributes to over 13% of school dropouts by the eighth grade 

[3]. These ‘left-behind’ children represent a sizable proportion of China’s future generation, and their 

educational outcomes could have significant implications for the country’s socio-economic 

development.  

In addition, China’s educational resource distribution is commonly viewed as being unequal not 

only between urban and rural areas but also across regions – the widening economic divide between 

northern and southern China. With the South pulling ahead in economic output -- as much as 83% 

larger in 2019 compared to its northern counterpart – the differences are stark [5]. The north, which 

encompasses 15 provinces, municipalities, and autonomous regions, including Beijing and Liaoning, 

heavily relies on state-owned enterprises.  

In contrast, the south, with 16 provinces, including Shanghai and Guangdong, has seen significant 

growth propelled by a robust private sector. In 2019, the total economic output of the North was 34.9 

trillion yuan ($4.93 trillion), significantly trailing behind the South’s 63.8 trillion yuan [5]. This gap 

is expected to widen further due to several factors. The COVID-19 pandemic, for instance, depressed 

crude oil prices, dealing an additional blow to the north, home to most of China’s oil production. 

Moreover, the northern region is grappling with a declining population, further hindering its economic 

growth. These economic disparities inevitably have implications for education, particularly in rural 

areas.  

Generally, regions with more economic resources can allocate more funding towards education, 

resulting in better facilities, higher quality teachers, and greater student opportunities. On the contrary, 

economically disadvantaged regions are more likely to struggle to provide adequate educational 

resources, thus widening the education gap. Given this context, it is reasonable to surmise that the 

economic divide between the south and north could also be reflected in the disparity of educational 

resources and quality in these regions’ rural areas. 

With local governments responsible for financing education, financial shortcomings in rural 

regions translate into inadequate school funding. As a result, rural schools resort to hiring fresh 

graduates who are affordable but lack the necessary teaching experience, further diminishing the 

educational quality. These schools also grapple with low teacher salaries, high turnover rates, and the 

scarcity of teaching supplies and adequate learning spaces. 

However, multiple non-profit organizations and government projects are working tirelessly to 

bridge this gap by improving classroom equipment and teaching quality in public schools. As China 

marches towards its sustainable development goals, it becomes increasingly critical to address these 

rural-urban disparities in education. Doing so is vital for breaking the cycle of intergenerational 

poverty and ensuring equal opportunities for all children. 
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3. Challenges in Rural Education: Disproportionate Urban-Rural Resource 

Allocation 

Rural education in China has been persistently challenged by a significant disparity in resources 

when compared to its urban counterparts. This discrepancy is reflected in disproportionate Urban-

Rural resource allocation, such as teaching quality, infrastructure, and access to educational 

technology, creating a gap that continues to widen. 

3.1. Disparities in Teacher Distribution 

According to a report by the China National Bureau of Statistics [6], the student-to-teacher ratio 

in rural primary schools is 17.6: 1, compared to 12.8: 1 in urban institutions. This not only affects the 

level of instruction students receive, but also speaks to the larger issue of personnel resource 

allocation. The teaching workforce, a fundamental educational resource, is disproportionately 

concentrated in urban areas. This is primarily the result of the rural exodus phenomenon, in which 

qualified teachers migrate to urban areas in search of higher pay, better living conditions, and more 

opportunities for professional development. In addition, the rural exodus phenomenon worsens this 

issue as qualified teachers migrate to urban areas in search of higher pay and career advancement 

opportunities. It limits rural students access to quality instruction and contributes to the cycle of 

academic underachievement, thereby limiting their upward mobility. 

While urban children have access to better educational opportunities and resources, rural children 

usually make do with what is available, even if it falls short of ideal standards. The data paints a grim 

picture: from 2006 to 2012, urban kindergarten teacher numbers ranged from 3.09 to 5.52 times those 

in rural areas [7]. Such disparities culminate in compromised educational outcomes, perpetuating the 

urban-rural divide. The absence of an effective incentive system has left these institutions grappling 

with a considerable dearth of qualified educators. This shortage underscores a pressing need for 

strategic interventions to address the disproportionate resource allocation and ensure equity in 

education across China's diverse topography. 

3.2. Infrastructure Inequities 

Infrastructure can serve as a major challenge in rural Chinese education. Approximately 36% of 

rural schools grapple with outdated infrastructure, inadequate sanitation facilities, and a lack of access 

to clean drinking water [8]. Outdated school buildings can compromise students’ safety and impede 

their ability to learn effectively. Additionally, without access to clean toilets and hand-washing 

facilities, students’ health is put at risk, which can lead to lower attendance rates. The absence of 

clean drinking water can have serious health implications, making students susceptible to waterborne 

diseases.  

These structural impediments are not mere inconveniences. They often deter consistent attendance 

and compound educational inequity where students from rural China do not have the same safe, 

hygienic, and conducive learning environment that their urban peers can access. A grim reality 

emerges where rural students are deprived of the basic educational rights that their urban counterparts 

often take for granted. But what underpins these glaring discrepancies? Delving deeper, research 

points to the systematic educational inequalities rooted in China's hukou system, which has 

historically funneled resources predominantly to urban and coastal regions [9]. This lopsided resource 

allocation leaves rural local governments grappling with limited fiscal resources, hindering their 

ability to invest adequately in the foundational educational infrastructure. 

The resultant disparities are palpable. From classrooms bearing the scars of neglect to teachers 

lacking requisite training and students bereft of essential learning materials—all these factors 

converge to dampen the enthusiasm for education among rural communities. Parents question the 

prudence of sending their wards to schools where rainwater might seep through cracks. Such 

conditions not only affect daily attendance but also bolster dropout rates. Without decisive 
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intervention, these infrastructure inequities threaten to perpetuate a cycle where rural students remain 

ensnared in an environment that stifles their potential. 

3.3. The Digital Divide 

The digital divide in China, as characterized by the discrepancy in internet access and usage 

between urban and rural areas, is another pressing issue that exacerbates educational and economic 

inequalities. In 2020, China boasted approximately 940 million internet users, with a significant 

majority of 71.8% concentrated in urban areas, compared to a mere 28.2% in rural locales [9]. Urban 

areas see an internet penetration rate of 76.5%, while rural regions lag behind with a rate of only 

46.2%. This divide has significant implications, particularly for the substantial population that resides 

in rural regions, accounting for about 42% of China’s total population [10]. Predominantly dependent 

on agriculture for their livelihood, these populations could greatly benefit from the proliferation of 

internet and mobile connections. From enhancing productivity through agricultural technologies to 

facilitating access to e-commerce and digital markets for selling produce, internet connectivity can 

revolutionize the rural economic landscape.  

In education, the digital divide further deepens the urban-rural education gap. Inadequate internet 

access limits rural students’ opportunities to leverage digital learning resources and technologies, 

which have become integral to modern education. Bridging this digital divide should be a key priority 

in addressing educational inequality and fostering holistic rural development in China. 

This case clearly illustrates that while economic development has catalyzed advancements in 

education in urban regions, its impact on rural areas has been less positive. To address this, policies 

that prioritize resource allocation to rural education, improve rural teachers’ compensation, and 

bridge the digital divide are necessary for achieving a more equitable distribution of educational 

resources in China.  

4. Suggestions 

As China attempts to narrow the educational divide between rural and urban areas and promote 

inclusive growth, it is crucial to consider a comprehensive set of solutions that can effectively address 

the inadequate allocation of resources to rural education. Recognizing the disparities in teacher 

distribution, the gaps in physical infrastructure, and the widening digital divide, robust, solution-

oriented strategies are required immediately. This section explores a comprehensive set of 

recommendations to mitigate these obstacles and promote a more inclusive educational environment 

in rural China. 

4.1. Minimizing Disparities in Teacher Distribution 

Addressing the issue of teacher distribution disparities requires an integrated approach. First, the 

government should increase investment in rural education, prioritizing the recruitment and retention 

of high-quality teachers. Competitive salaries that rival or surpass those in urban locales could serve 

as a significant draw for educators. However, remuneration is only one part of the equation. The 

benefits extended to teachers in rural settings should encompass health care, housing allowances, and 

possibly even educational grants for their children. The commitment of teachers to rural education 

can be further cemented through structured incentive programs. For instance, the government could 

introduce a scheme where educators who pledge several years of service in rural areas receive specific 

benefits or preferential treatment in promotions. Such a system not only ensures a steady supply of 

educators in rural schools but also imbues a sense of purpose and mission among teachers. 

Second, creating extensive professional development programs tailored to the distinct challenges 

of rural education can significantly elevate the standard of teaching. It is paramount that educators be 

furnished with the requisite tools to manage larger classes, cater to a spectrum of student needs, and 

navigate the intricate socio-cultural fabric unique to rural settings. Regular training workshops, 

seminars, and opportunities for further education can not only enhance their teaching techniques but 
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also reinforce their professional commitment. Moreover, there is a clear imperative to reconsider class 

sizes in rural schools. Reducing the number of students per class can pave the way for more 

personalized teaching methodologies, potentially leading to better academic results. 

By integrating these measures, a robust ecosystem can be established that not only attracts teachers 

to rural settings but also ensures they remain there, dedicated to nurturing and educating the local 

children. Over time, such systematic efforts can play a vital role in bridging the educational disparities 

across the country. 

4.2.Overcoming Infrastructure Inequalities 

Addressing the infrastructure inequities in rural Chinese education requires a multi-faceted 

approach that combines both immediate interventions and long-term strategic planning. 

Firstly, there must be a significant increase in the allocation of funds specifically for the purpose 

of renovating and modernizing rural schools. These funds should be directed towards ensuring safe, 

sturdy, and weatherproof school buildings, thereby alleviating concerns about student safety and 

increasing attendance rates. 

In tandem with physical renovations, urgent steps must be taken to ensure every school is equipped 

with basic sanitation facilities, including clean toilets and hand-washing stations. Collaborations with 

non-governmental organizations specializing in water and sanitation can accelerate these efforts. To 

address the clean water challenge, local governments can explore partnerships with organizations 

focused on providing clean drinking water solutions in remote areas. Water purification systems, 

rainwater harvesting mechanisms, or even community-based clean water stations could be viable 

solutions to this pressing issue. 

Furthermore, local authorities must prioritize regular maintenance checks to ensure that once these 

facilities are upgraded, they remain in optimal condition. Establishing a community-based monitoring 

system, where local residents play an active role in overseeing and maintaining school infrastructure, 

can be an effective way to ensure sustainability. 

4.3.Bridging the Digit Divide 

One of the foundational steps to addressing the digital divide is the extensive expansion and 

modernization of digital infrastructure in China's rural territories. The nation's commitment should 

lie in proliferating broadband networks and enhancing cellular connectivity in these areas. An 

investment in this sector not only ensures internet accessibility but also lays the groundwork for the 

potential digital growth of rural regions. Economic disparities often prevent rural residents from 

accessing digital resources. Recognizing this, it's imperative for the government to collaborate with 

tech corporations to roll out subsidized internet packages tailored for rural communities. An initiative 

like this would make internet services more attainable, thereby extending the digital embrace to more 

households. 

Considering the crucial role that digital technology plays in education today, the government could 

incorporate digital tools and resources into the rural education system. This could involve distributing 

affordable devices like tablets or laptops to students and setting up internet-equipped community 

learning centers where students can access online learning resources. Furthermore, periodic training 

for educators on digital teaching techniques can ensure that they impart knowledge effectively using 

modern tools, thus equipping students with 21st-century skills. However, access alone isn't the 

solution; the skills to navigate the digital realm are equally crucial. Therefore, the introduction of 

digital literacy initiatives in schools and community hubs is of paramount importance. Through these 

programs, individuals can be trained to maximize the utilities of the internet, be it for academic 

purposes, commerce, or daily life functions. 

Finally, Public-private partnerships could play a pivotal role in mitigating the digital divide. Tech 

companies could contribute by providing technical expertise, resources, or funds to aid the 

digitalization of rural areas. Such an inclusive, collaborative, and comprehensive strategy would not 
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only bridge the digital divide but also significantly contribute to achieving educational equity and 

promoting sustainable rural development in China. 

5. Conclusion 

China’s burgeoning economic development and urbanization, while impressive, have 

inadvertently amplified disparities in the distribution of educational resources between urban and 

rural areas. This research paper has underscored the challenge resource allocation of encountered in 

rural education, such as insufficient qualified teachers, outdated infrastructure, and the digital divide. 

These difficulties not only impact the quality of education accessible to students in these areas, but 

also perpetuate a cycle of poverty and inequality. 

Therefore, it is imperative that solutions, such as investing in rural teacher training, infrastructure 

upgrades, and digital literacy programs, are urgently implemented to address these disparities. As 

China continues its trajectory towards modernization and digital transformation, ensuring an 

equitable, accessible, and quality education for all is crucial. It would not only secure China's 

sustainable development goals but also uphold its commitment to educational justice and socio-

economic equality while promoting a more inclusive education system. 

References 

[1] Statista. “Number of High Schools in Rural Areas in China 2013-2020,” April 13, 2022. 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/866742/number-of-high-schools-in-rural-china/. 

[2] Rural Education Action Program (Standord). “Understanding the Education Gap in Rural China,” n.d. 

https://sccei.fsi.stanford.edu/reap/research/understanding_the_education_gap_in_rural_china. 

[3] Thelwell, Kim. “What You Need to Know about China’s Rural-Urban Education Gap.” The Borgen 

Project, September 19, 2020. https://borgenproject.org/what-you-need-to-know-about-chinas-rural-

urban-education-gap/. 

[4] Zhang, Lijia. “One of 60 Millions: Life as a ‘Left-behind’ Child in China.” South China Morning Post, 

February 1, 2018. https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/society/article/2128700/one-60-million-life-left-

behind-child-china?module=perpetual_scroll_0&pgtype=article&campaign=2128700. 

[5] Writer, Staff. “China’s ‘North-South Divide’ to Worsen as COVID Hits Economy.” Nikkei Asia, July 2, 

2020. https://asia.nikkei.com/Economy/China-s-North-South-divide-to-worsen-as-COVID-hits-

economy. 

[6] National Bureau of Statistics of China ed., China Statistical Yearbook 2021, Beijing: China Statistics 

Press, http://www.stats.gov.cn/sj/ndsj/2021/indexeh.htm. 

[7] Hong, Xiumin, Peng Liu, Qun Ma, and Xin Luo. “The Way to Early Childhood Education Equity - 

Policies to Tackle the Urban-Rural Disparities in China.” International Journal of Child Care and 

Education Policy 9, no. 1 (May 19, 2015). https://doi.org/10.1186/s40723-015-0008-9. 

[8] Brooks, Douglas H. “Closing Development Gaps: Challenges and Policy.” Asian Development Bank, 

July 7, 2023. https://www.adb.org/publications/closing-development-gaps-challenges-and-policy. 

[9] Bradley, Mollie. “Elevated School Dropout Rates in Rural China - Ballard Brief.” Ballard Brief, July 26, 

2023. https://ballardbrief.byu.edu/issue-briefs/elevated-school-dropout-rates-in-rural-china. 

[10] Meenakshi Narayanan. “China Mobile Is Bridging the Gap between Rural and Urban Digital Divide in 

China, ESGN Asia (blog), July 7, 2021. https://esgn.asia/china-mobile-is-bridging-the-gap-between-

rural-and-urban-digital-divide-in-

china/#:~:text=The%20average%20internet%20penetration%20of,between%20urban%20and%20rural

%20China. 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/866742/number-of-high-schools-in-rural-china/
https://sccei.fsi.stanford.edu/reap/research/understanding_the_education_gap_in_rural_china
https://borgenproject.org/what-you-need-to-know-about-chinas-rural-urban-education-gap/
https://borgenproject.org/what-you-need-to-know-about-chinas-rural-urban-education-gap/
https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/society/article/2128700/one-60-million-life-left-behind-child-china?module=perpetual_scroll_0&pgtype=article&campaign=2128700
https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/society/article/2128700/one-60-million-life-left-behind-child-china?module=perpetual_scroll_0&pgtype=article&campaign=2128700
https://asia.nikkei.com/Economy/China-s-North-South-divide-to-worsen-as-COVID-hits-economy
https://asia.nikkei.com/Economy/China-s-North-South-divide-to-worsen-as-COVID-hits-economy
https://esgn.asia/china-mobile-is-bridging-the-gap-between-rural-and-urban-digital-divide-in-china/#:~:text=The%20average%20internet%20penetration%20of,between%20urban%20and%20rural%20China
https://esgn.asia/china-mobile-is-bridging-the-gap-between-rural-and-urban-digital-divide-in-china/#:~:text=The%20average%20internet%20penetration%20of,between%20urban%20and%20rural%20China
https://esgn.asia/china-mobile-is-bridging-the-gap-between-rural-and-urban-digital-divide-in-china/#:~:text=The%20average%20internet%20penetration%20of,between%20urban%20and%20rural%20China
https://esgn.asia/china-mobile-is-bridging-the-gap-between-rural-and-urban-digital-divide-in-china/#:~:text=The%20average%20internet%20penetration%20of,between%20urban%20and%20rural%20China

