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Abstract. In the past decades,China has experienced explosive economic growth;
however, unbalanced urban-rural development also brings serious educational
inequality. Educational inequality does not only have negative impacts on the
economy, such as leading to fewer educated workers, but also has bad social
impacts, such as causing an increase in juvenile delinquency. Although enormous
empirical studies have confirmed the negative impacts of urban-rural disparities on
educational opportunities, educational processes and educational outcomes, few
scholars provided a systematic framework to incorporate all evidence. Thus, this
article reviews 30 scholarly journals to summarize how urban-rural disparities
affect educational equity in China from 2012 to 2022. It concludes that urban-
rural disparities affect educational equity by school education, family education
and social context. In addition, we provide several practical recommendations for
policymakers to diminish educational inequality.
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1 Introduction

In the last century, China has experienced explosive economic growth through reform
and opening and has become the world’s second-largest economy [1, 2]. However, it
has also arisen with unbalanced developments between urban and rural areas, such as
the unbalanced development of education, which leads to educational inequity in China.
In this article, educational equity refers to equal educational opportunities, processes,
and outcomes. Moreover, Educational inequity has negative economic impacts, such as
fewer educated workers, and negative social impacts, such as more juvenile delinquency.

As the issue has drawnmore andmore attention from the public, numerous empirical
studies have also been conducted. Most previous studies have explored how disparities
in urban-rural areas have badly influenced educational equity, including instructional
activities, teacher-student ratios, and parenting styles [3–5]. Given the multiple compo-
nents of educational equity, however, a comprehensive overview needs to be provided
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to summarize the impacts of urban-rural disparities on educational equity and provide
guidelines for policymakers to promote educational equity. In this review, we categorize
the disparities of urban-rural areas affecting educational equity into three aspects. They
are school education, family education, and social context. For school education, we
find disparities in school facilities, teacher resources, and instructional content. We find
the disparities in parenting style and parenting economic strength for family education.
Lastly, for social context, we conclude gender distinction and educational standards for
the masses [6].

Regarding the methodologies of our studies, the most critical mission is to review
the development stages of China from 2012 to nowadays from a mainstream point of
view and then extract valuable information to offer practical guidelines for policymakers.
Therefore, this article mainly focuses on previous and relevant studies in the past ten
years.

2 Overview of Educational Equity

2.1 Definition of Educational Equity

Scholars have reached a consensus on the definition of educational equity to some extent.
Educational equity refers to the phenomenon that students have access to equitable
educational opportunities, educational processes, and educational outcomes [5, 7, 8].

2.2 Importance to Society

Ensuring educational equity can bring a series of positive economic and social impacts.
When rural students are provided with high-quality elementary and secondary education
as urban students are, they are more likely to achieve their personal goals and obtain
successful career development [9–11]. On the one hand, there will be more educated
workers who will energize the economy. On the other hand, the number of juvenile
delinquencies will decrease, which will largely improve public security.

2.3 Overview of Existing Policies for Educational Equity

To facilitate educational equity, the Chinese educational department has already made
various policies. One major policy is that all kids must receive nine years of compul-
sory education without any interference by family socioeconomic status or urban-rural
residence [12]. Also, the educational department has launched Information Computer
Technology (ICT) mitigation programs to help disadvantaged rural students by sharing
human and technological resources [7].What is more, the Chinese government reformed
the HuKou system to enable the children of migrant workers from rural areas to have
access the urban public schools [13]. More recently, the educational department issued
the Double Reduction policy that aims to reduce students’ study burden [14]. One main
measure is banning academic tutoring institutions. It not only reduces students’ burden
but also improves educational equity by preventing urban students from taking advantage
of tutoring sessions.
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3 Definition of Urban-Rural Areas

There have been a great number of scholars who had researched how urban-rural dispar-
ities are badly affecting educational equity. The division between urban and rural areas
is clearly defined. According to Hong et al. (2015), urban areas refer to the region with
a population density higher than 1500 people per kilometer square and rural areas refer
to villages and towns with a population of less than 3000 people [5].

4 Impacts of Urban-Rural Disparities on Educational Equity

We summarized the manifestations of educational inequality between urban and rural
areas into three categories -- school education, family education, and social context.

4.1 School Education

There are three aspects in school education affecting educational equity. The first aspect
is how urban-rural disparities of school facilities affect educational equity. For instance,
Xue and Li (2021) suggest that the area of dilapidated primary schools in rural areas still
accounted for 72.65% of the total area of dilapidated primary schools in China in 2018
[15]. What is more, as ICT has been an effective tool in the classroom, Yang and Yang
(2019) mention that computers could break down at any time in rural areas while few
staff knows how to fix the problems, which largely discourages their use of technologies
[16]. While urban and rural students are studying in different levels of environment and
using different technologies, they do not receive equal educational processes. The second
aspect is how urban-rural disparities of teacher resources affect educational equity. For
example, Yang et al. (2018) argue that there are still many one-teacher schools in rural
areas, where a single teacher needs to teach all subjects for all grades, indicating the
scarcity of teachers [7].Moreover, the problem is not just the shortage of teachers but also
the shortage of good teachers. The qualification rate of urban teachers ismuch higher than
rural teachers and good teachers in rural areas mostly flow to urban areas in the pursuit
of higher welfare [15, 17]. As rural students do not have equal teacher resources, they do
not receive equal educational opportunities and educational processes. The third aspect
is how urban-rural disparities of instructional content and strategies affect educational
equity. For instance, rural elementary and secondary schools use national textbooks
as urban schools do; however, the textbook writers are usually located in urban areas
and lack of investigation on rural schools such that the textbooks are appropriate for
urban students but not for rural students [15]. What is more, urban teachers are usually
embedded into strong professional networks, which facilitate them to collaborate with
their colleagues to improve their teaching methods while rural teachers who are more
isolated usually have static instructional methods [4]. While rural students are educated
with different instructional content and strategy, they do not receive equal educational
processes.
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4.2 Family Education

Parents with high incomes can provide supplementary classes as an influencing factor for
children’s extra learning, which has been confirmed to be a robust indicator of students’
academic performance [18].

Parents’ socioeconomic status determines their parenting styles [19]. Some scholars
found that parental styles can be defined as rural parents having more rejection due to
the inequality of economic income and parent’s education level and that urban parents
have more emotional warmth and understanding than rural parents [20]. Parents in cities
often can give their children a better learning environment. However, in contrast, rural
parents cannot give their children such a suitable growth environment because offinancial
factors. High-income parents value education more. So they tend to put more energy
and resources into cultivating children’s interests and personalities than poorer families
[9]. Additionally, most high-income parents have been well educated with high-level
divergent thinking, sociability, and problem-solving ability, which also play role models
for their children [21].

4.3 Social Context

China’s traditional ideology on gender is deeply ingrained, especially as the gap between
urban and rural development widens [22]. Families in rural areas tend to give more
educational opportunities to boys, thus girls who even do not get the opportunity to go
to school at the age of five or six. Instead, these girls have to stay at home and start
working until adulthood to join society and begin to earn money.

Education will be divided into multiple levels to develop a higher-quality society.
However, the educational atmosphere in regions with different levels of development
is also very different. For example, first- and second-tier cities (Beijing, Shanghai) will
have amore active, inclusive, and positive educational environment [23].On the contrary,
people in some rural areas (Liangshan, Sichuan) will feel that reading is useless.

5 Policy Suggestions

The whole society’s emphasis on the cities and the neglect of the rural areas is the root
of current educational inequality. We need the cooperation of the government, schools,
and families to change the status quo. Here are some policy suggestions.

5.1 Government

Firstly, it should improve investment and construction in rural areas. There is still a
significant gap in the school facilities between urban and rural areas. Ensuring that
urban and rural students have an equal level of school facilities is the basis of education
equity. Secondly, the government should incentive excellent urban teachers to teach in
rural areas. Teacher plays an important role in the educational process. It is impossible
to achieve equal educational outcomes unless rural students receive an equal educational
process.
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5.2 Schools

Firstly, the urban and rural schools should improve their cooperation with each other.
Urban schools usually have more novel instructional content, which rural schools can
learn from. What is more, as the cooperation is improved, the urban teachers will have
a deeper understanding of the rural schools such that they may become more willing to
teach in rural areas. Secondly, rural schools should provide professional trainings for
their teachers. As a great number of rural teachers are unqualified, it is important to offer
trainings to improve their teaching skills such that rural students can receive education
with good quality.

5.3 Families

Firstly, parents are the best teachers for children. However, if the quality of parents
is not high enough, there will be loopholes in nurturing offspring. Thus, parents must
strengthen their learning regarding personal quality and working ability. Secondly, the
reason why children are called children is because of their immature minds. At this time,
the role of parents is significant. They should devote their time to paying closer attention
to the troubles that children encounter growing up and give guidance and methods to
warm their children.

6 Conclusion

Urban-rural disparities are the root causes of educational inequality in China and their
impacts can be summarized into three categories. The first category is school education.
The disparities of school facilities, teacher resources, and instructional content between
theurban and rural areas are badly affecting the educational opportunities and educational
process that rural students receive. The second category is family education. Students in
rural areas receive lower average level of family educational resources and parental style
than students in urban areas do, which negatively affects the educational outcomes that
rural students have. The third category is the social context. Rural students are living
where they have backward attitudes toward gender and educational qualification, which
cause unsatisfying educational outcomes. Based on all the above information, several
guidelines are proposed from three aspects, the government, schools, and families. As
urban-rural disparities are spread into every aspect of the country, it is important to have
the cooperation of the government, schools, and families to ensure the promotion of
educational equity. In this paper, we summarized the impacts of urban-rural disparities
into three categories, which provide a framework for policymakers to make correspond-
ing policies. As we have concluded the impacts of urban-rural disparities on educational
equity, it will be important to explore detailed measures to promote educational equity
in the future.

References

1. Qu, W., Zhao, S., & Sun, Y. (2014). Spatiotemporal patterns of urbanization over the past
three decades: a comparison between two large cities in Southwest China.Urban ecosystems,
17(3), 723-739.



Urban-Rural Disparities Influence Educational Equity in China 153

2. Chen, Q. (2012). The sustainable economic growth, urbanization and environmental protec-
tion in China. In Forum on Public Policy: A Journal of the Oxford Round Table. Forum on
Public Policy.

3. Yang, J., Huang, X., & Liu, X. (2014). An analysis of education inequality in China.
International Journal of Educational Development, 37, 2-10.

4. Wang, D., Wang, J., Li, H., & Li, L. (2017). School context and instructional capacity: A
comparative study of professional learning communities in rural and urban schools in China.
International Journal of Educational Development, 52, 1-9.

5. Hong, X., Liu, P., Ma, Q., & Luo, X. (2015). 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(1), 1-23.

6. Liu, S., & Onwuegbuzie, A. J. (2012). Chinese teachers’ work stress and their turnover
intention. International Journal of Educational Research, 53, 160-170.

7. Yang, H. H., Zhu, S., &MacLeod, J. (2018). Promoting education equity in rural and underde-
veloped areas: Cases on computer-supported collaborative teaching in China.Eurasia Journal
of Mathematics, Science and Technology Education, 14(6), 2393-2405.

8. Yin,M. (2018).Moving from rural to urban: Urbanization and its implications for educational
equality and equity in China.Metropolitan governance in Asia and the Pacific Rim(pp. 143–
162). Springer, Singapore.

9. Guo, L., Huang, J., & Zhang, Y. (2019). Education development in China: Education return,
quality, and equity. Sustainability, 11(13), 3750.

10. Zhang, D., Li, X., & Xue, J. (2015). Education inequality between rural and urban areas of
the People’s Republic of China, migrants’ children education, and some implications. Asian
Development Review, 32(1), 196-224.

11. Zhu, Q., Jesiek, B.K.,&Gong,Y. (2015). Past/forward policy-making: TransformingChinese
engineering education since the Reform and Opening-up. History of Education, 44(5), 553-
574.

12. Mu,G.M., Zheng,X., Jia, N., Li, X.,Wang, S., Chen,Y., ... &Diezmann, C. (2013). Revisiting
educational equity and quality in China through Confucianism, policy, research, and practice.
The Australian Educational Researcher, 373–389.

13. Zhou, X., Rinne, R., & Kallo, J. (2018). Shifting discourses of equality and equity of basic
education: An analysis of national policy documents in China. Nordic Journal of Studies in
Educational Policy, 4(3), 168-179.

14. Yu, Z. (2022). Implications of the Double Reduction Policy in China for the providers of
shadow education.

15. Xue, E., & Li, J. (2021). Educational Equity Between Urban and Rural Areas in China.
(pp. 1-30). Springer, Singapore.

16. Yang, N., & Yang, H. H. (2019). Understanding Rural and Urban Teachers’ ICT Usage
in China: An Ecological Perspective. 2019 International Joint Conference on Information,
Media and Engineering (IJCIME), 498–501.

17. Hallinger, P., & Liu, S. (2016). Leadership and teacher learning in urban and rural schools
in China: Meeting the dual challenges of equity and effectiveness. International Journal of
Educational Development, 51, 163-173.

18. Liu, Q., Hsieh, W. Y., & Chen, G. (2020). A systematic review and meta-analysis of parent-
mediated intervention for children and adolescents with autism spectrum disorder inmainland
China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. Autism, 24(8), 1960-1979.

19. Ishak, Z., Low, S. F., &Lau, P. L. (2012). Parenting style as amoderator for students’ academic
achievement. Journal of Science Education and Technology, 21(4), 487-493.

20. Zhang, J., Zhang, Y., & Xu, F. (2020). Urban-rural differences in parenting style in China: A
protocol for systematic review and meta analysis.Medicine, 99(23).



154 J. Li and H. Wu

21. Coker, D. C. (2021). Education, policy, and juvenile delinquents: A mixed methods
investigation during COVID-19. Journal of Education and Learning, 10(1), 22-38.

22. Van der Vleuten, M., Jaspers, E., Maas, I., & van der Lippe, T. (2016). Boys’ and girls’
educational choices in secondary education. The role of gender ideology.Educational Studies,
42(2), 181–200.

23. Jiang, K. (2020, December). Research on the Development Status and Future Trends of
Early Education and Childcare Industry in China. In 2020 3rd International Conference on
Education Technology Management (pp. 129–139).

Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/),
which permits any noncommercial use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any
medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source,
provide a link to the Creative Commons license and indicate if changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the chapter’s Creative
Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not
included in the chapter’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by
statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from
the copyright holder.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

	Urban-Rural Disparities Influence Educational Equity in China
	1 Introduction
	2 Overview of Educational Equity
	2.1 Definition of Educational Equity
	2.2 Importance to Society
	2.3 Overview of Existing Policies for Educational Equity

	3 Definition of Urban-Rural Areas
	4 Impacts of Urban-Rural Disparities on Educational Equity
	4.1 School Education
	4.2 Family Education
	4.3 Social Context

	5 Policy Suggestions
	5.1 Government
	5.2 Schools
	5.3 Families

	6 Conclusion
	References




