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Abstract. This paper delves into the prevalence of educational inequality in China, conducting an
in-depth analysis of existing academic articles, government reports, and policy documents. It
explores the intricate mechanisms that underlie the disparities in education, particularly how
geographic, socio-economic, and structural factors contribute to these gaps across regions and
demographics. The study pays particular attention to the impact of family background, socio-
economic status, and geographical location, identifying these as the main drivers of educational
inequality in China. Through a rigorous and systematic review of the literature, the study reveals the
nuanced and complex interplay of history, policy, and socio-economic dynamics on educational
outcomes. The findings highlight the significant disparities, especially between urban and rural areas,
where the hukou system and unequal access to educational resources exacerbate the issue. This
comprehensive literature analysis not only sheds light on the complex landscape of educational
inequality in China but also informs the discussion on potential policy interventions that can be
implemented to promote a more equitable educational environment. The study's insights are crucial
for policymakers, educators, and researchers alike in their efforts to address this pressing issue and
ensure that all children in China have access to quality education, regardless of their background or
location.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, the education gap in China has become a critical issue that has attracted much
attention from academics, policymakers, and the public. This research paper aims to understand the
education gap in China through surveys and comprehensive data analysis and offer policy solutions
for its alleviation. Our focus is to explore the root causes and potential solutions to educational
inequalities that contribute to these educational inequalities.

Scholarly investigations, including those by Wu, Zhang, Kanbur, Cheng, and so on, have
significantly contributed to understanding educational disparities in China, emphasizing the role of
historical, socioeconomic, and policy dynamics [1-3]. These studies collectively reveal the
background of educational inequality, with specific emphasis on the varying impacts of gender and
hukou, as well as the spatial disparities that complicate the landscape of education in China. Cheng's
thorough review, in particular, elucidates the broad spectrum of inequalities pervading the Chinese
educational system, spanning urban-rural divides, regional discrepancies, and gender differences,
providing a holistic view of the challenges at hand [3].

This study delves into the current state of educational inequality in China, attempting to answer
the following key questions: What are the main drivers of this inequality? How do factors such as
family background, socioeconomic status, and geographic location contribute to these differences?
This paper will examine the effects of recent policy measures and explore how these measures affect
the educational opportunities of different populations.

The importance of this study lies in its potential impact on tens of millions of students in China.
By identifying the factors that contribute to educational inequality, it can inform policy decisions and
educational reform. This study is particularly important for educators, policymakers, and social
scientists interested in the dynamics of educational inequality and its impact on social justice and
economic development.

98



Journal of Education, Humanities and Social Sciences ERMSS 2024
Volume 36 (2024)

Research methodology employs analysis of existing literature to understand the educational
disparities in China. This paper delved into the various causes of educational inequality by
systematically reviewing scholarly articles and policy documents. This paper conducts a literature
review to explore the impact of socioeconomic factors, geographic disparities, and policy
implications on educational outcomes. This involves analyzing studies that have examined trends in
educational attainment across different regions and demographics, as well as policies that have
influenced these trends. This review helps us identify key factors contributing to educational
inequality, such as the hukou system, regional economic disparities, and access to educational
resources.

This paper contributes to the current academic and public debate on educational inequality in
China by providing up-to-date insights and analyzing the impact of education policies. This paper
bridges the gap in current research, especially in understanding the impact of recent policy changes
and socio-economic development on educational disparities. Our findings aim to provide actionable
recommendations for policymakers and stakeholders to promote a more equitable educational
landscape in China.

2. Historical Context

Changes in Educational Inequality in China, 1990-2005: Research in the Sociology of Education
by Xiaogang Wu and Zhuoni Zhang, published in the Research in the Sociology of Education (RISE),
provides an in-depth analysis of educational inequality in China over a 15-year period [1]. The study
examines trends in school enrollment and progression through high school and college for selected
younger cohorts, focusing on educational inequality based on gender and the household registration
system (hukou). The study found that access to education has increased significantly over time and
that gender inequality has declined significantly. However, urban-rural inequality widened in the
1990s, suggesting that the expansion of education primarily benefited women and urban residents [1].

The study "Spatial Inequality in Education and Healthcare in China" by Xiaobo Zhang and Ravi
Kanbur of Cornell University investigates the evolution of spatial inequality in education and
healthcare in China. Using data from a variety of sources, the paper analyzes changes over an
extended period of time, including the period of economic reform. The paper details how the
distribution of illiteracy and infant mortality rates has evolved across provinces and between urban
and rural areas. Notably, the research points to a widening gap in social inequalities since the onset
of these reforms [2]. It emphasizes the urgent need for focused enhancements in the education and
healthcare systems, along with a reform of fiscal policies to bridge the divide between local and
central government funding [2].

3. Socioeconomic Factors

Inequality in Basic Education in China: A Comprehensive Review by Henan Cheng analyzes in
detail the current situation of educational inequality in China. Henan Cheng examines empirical
research on educational inequality, focusing on urban-rural inequality, regional inequality and gender
inequality. The study examines four key issues: the current state of educational inequality in China,
the determinants of overall inequality in schooling, the main causes of educational inequality, and
strategies to promote equality and equity in education [3]. Cheng's review further elaborates on the
role of systemic barriers such as the hukou system, which significantly hinders rural inhabitants'
access to urban educational resources and benefits, essentially excluding them from the schooling
privileges enjoyed by urban dwellers [3]. Additionally, the critique addresses the acute shortage of
professionally qualified educators in rural settings, often leading to the reliance on less-educated,
uncertified teachers, thereby compromising the quality of education offered [3].

Wu's study, "Economic Transformation, School Expansion, and Educational Inequality in China,
1990-2000," published in the 2010 issue of the Journal of Research on Social Stratification and
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Mobility, investigated educational stratification in China during the economic reforms of the 1990s.
Using census data, the study explored the impact of family background; income, socioeconomic status,
etc.; on children's enrollment and continuation in school. The study shows that despite the expansion
of educational opportunities, family background remains a key factor in educational attainment [4].
The study also highlights the growing urban-rural divide, with children with rural household
backgrounds increasingly disadvantaged compared to their urban counterparts [4].

4. Geographical Disparities

A study entitled "Geography and Educational Inequality in China™ by Emily Hannum and Meiyan
Wang, published in the China Economic Review [5], explored the relationship between geographic
origin and educational outcomes in China. The study used census data to analyze trends in educational
attainment across birth cohorts and provinces [5]. The study found that there are significant regional
disparities in educational outcomes, with geography being a key factor in educational stratification
[5]. These disparities have evolved, highlighting the impact of economic and policy shifts,
particularly the post-1980s reforms, which have seen a shift towards decentralizing the administrative
and financial aspects of education while simultaneously privatizing its costs [5]. Although these
reforms have indeed facilitated the mobilization of new resources aimed at supporting education, they
have simultaneously intensified the regional imbalances in school funding [5].

A study by Dandan Zhang, Xin Li, and Jinjun Xue, "Rural-Urban Educational Inequality,
Education for Children of the Migrant Population, and Some Implications in the People's Republic of
China," provides a comprehensive analysis of educational disparities in China. The study focused on
comparing the educational performance of rural children, children of migrants from rural to urban
areas, and urban children. Using data from the China Family Panel Survey (CFPS) and the China
Rural-Urban Migrant Population Survey (RUMIC), the study assesses the educational achievements
and gaps of these groups [6]. Notably, it was found that the educational outcomes of children who
migrate from rural to urban settings are considerably inferior compared to those of children born to
urban residents [6]. This particular aspect of the study raises concerns about the effectiveness of
current policies and strategies in facilitating educational equity for migrating populations [6].

5. Educational Systems and Structures

Social Inequalities in Children's Educational Development in China, a study by Ailan Liu,
Wangyang Li, and Yu Xie, published in 2020 in the Chinese Journal of Sociology, examines how a
variety of factors, including household and structural factors, influence children's educational
development in China. Utilizing data from a panel study of Chinese households, the study focused on
the impact of structural forces such as socioeconomic status, household resources, and hukou on
educational outcomes [7]. The findings notably underscore that in the context of China, structural
elements such as the type of residential county and hukou status serve as more potent indicators of a
child's educational success than traditional measures of family socioeconomic background, like
income and parental education levels [7]. Furthermore, the study reveals a paradigm where, unlike in
many Western societies, the monetary assets of a family are vastly overshadowed by non-financial
familial traits, including parental involvement and educational aspirations for their children [7].

Xue Lan Rong and Tianjian Shi's study, "Inequality in Chinese Education,”" published in the
Journal of Contemporary China [8], provides an in-depth investigation of the state of educational
equality in China at the turn of the 21st century. Focusing on the reform of China's major economic,
political, and social institutions, the authors emphasize the theoretical issue of educational equality.
The study examines the relationship between human capital theory, modernization, and political
culture. Using statistical data to describe the current state of education and the extent to which
educational attainment varies across groups, the paper analyzes the impact of gender, race, and
disability status on educational attainment [8]. The study further acknowledges that disadvantaged
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groups, particularly those in rural and less economically developed areas, have not equally benefited
from the economic boom experienced by urban centers, especially in the coastal regions [8]. The
research underscores that a critical underlying issue exacerbating China’s educational challenge is
the insufficient investment in education [8]. This inadequacy is evident not only in the overall low
expenditure on education but also in the pronounced disparities in educational funding across
different regions [8].

A study published in the International Journal of Educational Development [9], "An Analysis of
Educational Inequality in China,” by Jun Yang, Xiaoxiao Huang, and Xin Liu, explores educational
inequality in China, focusing on its extent, causes, and policy implications. Using the Gini coefficient
to measure and disaggregate educational inequality, the researchers identified key factors contributing
to these disparities, such as the urban-rural divide and social stratification [9]. They emphasized the
need for targeted investment in education for disadvantaged and low-income groups in order to
mitigate systemic barriers such as the hukou system and the uneven distribution of quality education
resources [9].

6. Case Studies

Wei, Jianwen, Li Shuanglong, Han Yang and Fu Wanggian's study "Intergenerational Educational
Inequality and its Diffusion in China's Prestigious Universities" focuses on prestigious universities
and examines the impact of family background on educational opportunities in China. In particular,
the study examined the impact of family strengths on enrollment patterns and academic performance.
Using data from an elite university in Beijing, the study investigates the impact of family social capital
on the likelihood of students' enrollment through the independent freshman admission (IFA) process,
as well as its effect on academic and overall performance [10]. The findings reveal that students with
more pronounced family advantages have a higher probability of gaining admission via the IFA route
[10]. Interestingly, while there were no marked differences in academic grades between students
admitted through IFA and those entering through the National College Entrance Examination (NCEE),
a distinct advantage emerged in the realm of comprehensive quality [10]. Students admitted through
IFA demonstrated superior performance in areas beyond academic grades, particularly excelling in
comprehensive quality measures such as student association involvement and social practice awards
[10]. This suggests that family social capital does not merely boost the chances of admission through
IFA but also contributes to enhancing students' comprehensive quality, both directly and indirectly.

7. Policy Analysis

The article "China Takes Multiple Steps to Promote Educational Equality and Youth
Development” [11] outlines China's initiatives to address educational disparities and promote equal
opportunities for youth. Government actions include reducing the burden of schoolwork on students,
regulating out-of-school tutoring, and curbing online game addiction [11]. Measures such as
reorganizing homework and improving classroom instruction aim to reduce academic and economic
pressure on families [11]. Measures such as the rotation of principals and teachers in different districts
have also been taken to ensure equitable access to quality educational resources [11].

8. Conclusion

This study explores the multidimensional issue of educational inequality in China and analyzes
the interplay between geographic, socioeconomic, and structural factors that influence educational
inequality. It shows that educational inequalities in China are deeply rooted in historical and
contemporary socio-economic structures. Geographic disparities- location significantly impacts
educational opportunities, with students in rural areas being particularly disadvantaged by having less
access to quality educational resources and infrastructure. In addition, economic policies and reforms
tend to favor urban centers, exacerbating regional inequalities and leaving rural populations even
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further behind in educational attainment. Moreover, structural inequalities, such as the hukou system,
severely impede the educational prospects of migrant populations and children from lower socio-
economic backgrounds.

These disparities are not limited to those between rural and urban areas. An analysis of the
education system of prestigious universities shows that even in cities, family background and socio-
economic status play a crucial role in educational attainment. This suggests that inequality also
manifests itself in more subtle social stratification, with the economic and social capital of families
largely influencing educational success.

It can be concluded from what has been discussed in the government initiative that there have been
efforts by the government to reduce these gaps in education, and the need for systemic reforms has
been recognized. However, the persistence of these educational inequalities calls for stronger, more
targeted, and effective policy responses to address the root causes of these gaps. This includes not
only equal access to resources, but also the removal of structural barriers that perpetuate inequalities.

In conclusion, while China has made great strides in addressing educational inequalities,
significant challenges remain. The persistence of these gaps requires sustained policy attention and
adjustment to ensure that educational opportunities are equitable and inclusive for all segments of
society.
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