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Abstract. Since the implementation of China's double reduction policy on July 
24, 2021, formal education has received increasing attention, while the status of 
nonformal and informal education has gradually declined. In this social context, 
this paper adopts a literature analysis approach to conduct a comprehensive study 
of formal, nonformal, and informal education in China. It is found that although 
these three types of education are in different status quo, they all have their own 
problems: formal education has an excessively uniform grading system, restricts 
students' inventiveness, creates a variety of pressures, and distributes educational 
resources unevenly; nonformal education suffers from unregulated, expensive 
fees, and specialized training aims; informal education restricts students' ad-
vancements and does not fully contribute to their development. The author finally 
proposes corresponding solutions: training educators in new teaching techniques, 
modifying the degree of difficulty of the learning materials, fully utilizing new 
technologies, networks, and media, and combining formal education, nonformal 
education, and informal education. 
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1 Introduction 

It is well known that the policies of a country governing each locality and the conditions 
of each locality can have a significant impact on schools and their outcomes [1]. It is 
evident that national policies have a great influence on the development of formal edu-
cation. Currently, in order to effectively reduce the excessive homework burden of stu-
dents, the double reduction policy was officially proposed on July 24, 2021, with the 
issuance of the Opinions on Further Reducing the Homework Burden of Students in 
Compulsory Education and the Burden of Off-Campus Training by Chinese govern-
ment. The policy mainly focuses on extracurricular institutions and in-school education 
with corresponding requirements. First, the policy proposes "three restrictions" and 
"three strict measures" for extracurricular institutions, limiting the number of institu-
tions, training hours, the price charged and teaching content, eradicate arbitrary capi-
talization, and strictly control advertising. Secondly, there are also "three controls" and 
"three improvements" for in-school education: to manage the order of teaching, the 
examination evaluation, the teachers' anomalies in making up lessons, and to raise the 
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standards of instruction, homework supervision, and after-school programs. Through 
the implementation of this highly transformative policy, formal education, with school 
education at its core, has received increasing attention, while informal education, led 
by out-of-school tutoring institutions, has been gradually ignored or even resisted. 

However, many scholars at home and abroad have confirmed that nonformal and 
informal education are as important as formal education. For example, nonformal and 
informal education are important supplements to formal education, and their roles and 
significance are prominent [2]. Also, informal learning is the original state of human 
learning, an instinct of human beings, and an essential and important part of lifelong 
learning [3]. Since the 21st century is an era of lifelong learning, where learning is eve-
rywhere and all the time, it is evident that informal learning is very important nowadays. 
In addition, Panait, C points out that nonformal education can help people acquire skills 
and techniques; informal education can improve people's mental health, thus helping 
them to integrate better into social life [4]. Therefore, a focus on the quality of formal 
education at the expense of support for nonformal and informal education is not con-
ducive to the overall development of students' psychological and skill development. 

Although there is a rich literature on formal education, nonformal education and 
formal education at home and abroad, in terms of research objects, the existing studies 
are relatively focused on the adult stage, and there are much less studies of fetuses, 
infants, adolescents and the elderly [3]. 

Therefore, in order to promote the three types of education to be well supported and 
thus contribute to the overall development of students, this paper adopts a literature 
analysis method to conduct a comprehensive study of formal, nonformal as well as 
informal education in China. In terms of research structure, the paper first clarifies the 
concepts of formal education, nonformal education, and informal education, then ana-
lyzes the current situation and problems of each of them in China, and finally proposes 
corresponding solutions. 

2 Definition 

Etling noted that education means learning knowledge, skills, and attitudes, deciding 
about lifestyle, and most importantly, learning how to learn [5]. Learning can be in-
tended or accidental, outside or inside the classroom, given or not by teachers. Accord-
ing to Zhang, Y.H., Zhong, D.P., and Liang, X.Y., the tripartite classification of educa-
tion is mainly derived from the concept of lifelong learning or lifelong education in the 
field of adult and vocational education [2]. In 1996, the declaration signed by the min-
isters of education of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) member countries clarified the idea of lifelong learning: that is, lifelong learn-
ing includes the learning of a person's entire life process from the cradle to the grave, 
including formal education, non-formal education, and informal learning. This division 
has been endorsed by 23 countries on five continents and by the European Commission 
(EC), the permanent executive body of the European Union. 
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2.1 Formal Education 

The term "formal education" (FE), according to Coombs, refers to the academic system, 
which spans from kindergarten through university, and is graded in accordance with a 
set of hierarchical standards [6]. FE offers not only general academic education but also 
a wide range of specialist courses and institutions for full-time technical and profes-
sional training. 

2.2 Nonformal Education 

Nonformal Education (NFE) is designed to help students maximize their learning and 
is intentional and systematic outside of the usual traditional schools. It can accommo-
date each student's specific requirements and unique set of circumstances. Educators in 
NFE have more teaching time than teachers in FE because they are relieved of the extra 
work of taking roll, enforcing discipline, making reports and monitoring study rooms 
[7]. Therefore, NFE is more learner-oriented and flexible and has a lower level of struc-
ture than schools [5].  

2.3 Informal Education 

According to Zhang Weiping and Pu Li-E, the term "informal education" (IFE) was 
coined in Malcolm Knowles' research on informal adult education in the 1950s and rose 
to prominence [3]. IFE is less structured or organized because it is mainly taught through 
the everyday experience of elders or peers [7]. 

In a word, the similarities and differences between those three forms of education 
are shown in Table 1. 

Table 1. Three Types of Education [2] 

 FE NFE IFE 

Learning places and 
sources 

Education and  
training institutions 

Not education and 
training  

institutions 

Daily work, family,  
and leisure activities 

Whether to issue a  
qualification  

certificate 
Yes No No 

Whether structured Yes Yes No 

Are learners  
purposeful? 

Yes Yes No 
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3 Definition 

3.1 FE 

Globally, international human rights law has recognized the right to FE, making FE 
increasingly valued [8]. Also, according to Arlestig Helene and Johansson, national gov-
ernance and politics, as well as local prerequisites, are known to exert a high degree of 
influence on schools and their results [1]. This shows that FE, centered on schooling, is 
strongly influenced by national, political, and local conditions. 

As to China, the importance of formal learning has never been questioned; FE is 
increasingly valued by the Chinese government [2]. Furthermore, Folkestad argues that 
although educators can use formal, nonformal and informal education to varying de-
grees, at the very least they should all be present and interact with each other in a typical 
classroom [9]. Nevertheless, schooling in China nowadays merely focuses on the formal 
one. 

3.2 NFE 

With the advent of the knowledge-based economy and the information age, the concept 
of learning has undergone major changes, new technologies and e-learning have con-
tinued to develop, continuing education and lifelong learning have become more acces-
sible, and the cost of learning has continued to decrease. All these make the role and 
significance of nonformal as an important complement to formal learning more prom-
inent [2]. 

In China, recently, NFE has been dominated by off-campus tutoring classes to im-
prove students' academic performance, and, of course, various types of summer camps 
to improve overall quality are also included in this educational pattern. According to 
Panait, C., students can acquire skills through NFE techniques that will be useful in 
society [4]. However, in March 2021, to alleviate the excessive homework and extra-
curricular courses for students in compulsory education, the Chinese government 
launched a "double reduction policy". Since then, off-campus training institutions that 
aim to improve students' test-taking skills have been dealt a major blow, and even large 
institutions like New Oriental and the Chinese TAL Education Group were forced to 
shut down. Subsequently, the scale and attention of NFE in China have rapidly de-
clined, and it is now in an extremely weak position among the various education mod-
els. 

3.3 IFE 

According to Zhang Weiping and Pu Li-E, the 21st century is an era of lifelong learn-
ing; learning is everywhere and all the time [3]. In another word, learning is no longer 
an activity at a certain stage of life but a behavior that accompanies people throughout 
their lives, from which informal learning is a primitive state of human learning and is 
a human instinct. Therefore, IFE has become a more important way for people to learn. 
According to a survey from Hou Ying, 80% of the knowledge they acquire in their 
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lifetime, or even a greater proportion, comes from informal learning [10]. More im-
portantly, IFE will help students to become more positive, thus helping them to partic-
ipate directly in society [4]. 

Due to IFE’s tremendous advantages, IFE, which is education that occurs outside of 
a classroom, is discussed, including in the Committee on the Rights of the Child and 
UNESCO documents [8]. Therefore, it is evident that worldwide, there is a growing 
interest in IFE. Also, the important role of IFE has been increasingly recognized inter-
nationally, but only to the extent that it is recognized in educational policies or educa-
tional practices in different countries and regions. 

In China, the emphasis on informal learning only began in the 1960s and 1970s, 
which is much later than the global average [2]. What’s more, not only is the research 
on IFE lagging, but its influence and status are rising very slowly, so much so that in 
reality, according to Donitsa-Schmidt, S., & Zuzovsky, R., over the years, of the many 
factors influencing educators' advancement to leadership roles, FE has had the greatest 
impact, followed by IFE, while NFE has had the lowest impact [11]. In a word, IFE has 
been neglected. 

In short, due to the implementation of the "double reduction" policy as well as the 
ongoing system of high school and college entrance examinations, China has been and 
is increasingly emphasizing the role of FE while gradually underestimating NFE and 
IFE. 

4 Problems 

4.1 FE 

In The Oxford Handbook of Philosophical and Qualitative Assessment in Music Edu-
cation, Elliott, the authors all pointed out in 2019 that evidence suggests in FE, it is 
only through assessment that students' learning outcomes can be recognized by other 
learners and educators [12]. In another word, the evaluation system in FE is too simple. 

In addition, FE in China is mainly exam centered. While according to Kirkpatrick 
and Zang, exam-oriented assessments might restrict students' invention, creativity and 
self-awareness, qualities that are critical to their ultimate success in and out of the class-
room [13]. Exams such as College Entrance Examination also put enormous pressure on 
students [14]. The data from Figure 1 have shown that students are surrounded by differ-
ent kinds of stress when they are in the FE system, including a large amount of school-
work, huge population competition, few job opportunities, psychological burden, worry 
about the future, insufficient preparation time, and pressure about college entrance ex-
aminations. 
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Fig. 1. Different Kinds of Stress 

What’s more, the inequity of FE is mainly reflected in the fact that the education 
policies, education level, and examination difficulty vary too much from region to re-
gion. The effects of different types of schooling resulting in different opportunities to 
learn are clearly intense in the FE, between public and private schools [15]. In August 
2018, the Bureau of Education ruled on the reassignment of migrant children from Lixin 
Primary School to Qinxi Experimental Primary School, a key public school. This seg-
regation and integration of migrant students in Suzhou sparked a lot of discontent 
among parents from Qinxi Experimental Primary School, and the incident is a good 
example of the inequality in FE between different schools. 

Last but not least, impediments to inclusive education in China include the absence 
of some frameworks.  For instance, there hasn't been a well-organized FE system to 
help children with significant needs, and these kids appear to have nowhere else to go 
as adults but living at home and being cared for by their families [16].  Together with 
educational exclusion, this social exclusion creates a vicious circle that hinders inclu-
sion and the development of the FE system. 

In summary, FE not only has a single evaluation system but also has problems such 
as educational inequity, tremendous stress and inadequate systems for vulnerable 
groups. Policies must address both educational and social issues since everyone should 
have access to the same rights. This will show that Chinese FE has a role in reducing 
social imbalances. Quality FE is crucial to address future national and international 
social, cultural, economic and political concerns as today's students will be tomorrow's 
professionals, policymakers and customers [17,18]. 
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4.2 NFE 

As mentioned earlier, NFE is dominated by out-of-school tutoring, which focuses on 
improving academic performance, and also includes other camps and institutions, 
which aim to cultivate comprehensive qualities. 

In recent years, the function of out-of-school training institutions in China has shown 
signs of deviation from its essential "nurturing" function, and even its earlier function 
of "supplementing" and "extending" school education is gradually being left behind. 
According to Huang Guirong, the function of out-of-school training institutions is being 
gradually abandoned and is biased towards "over-teaching" and "reinforcing test-tak-
ing"; its function of public welfare is fading; capitalization for profit replaces the public 
good of education [19]. 

Among other forms of NFE, there is a general problem of unregulated and extremely 
high fees. For example, 8-day Cambridge Summer School in China (CSSC), which 
develops middle school students' English speech and debate skills, charges RMB 
20,000; Dale Carnegie Training's 8-day Youth Immersion Program also charges tens of 
thousands. 

4.3 IFE 

Although IFE is endowed with tremendous benefits, it still has potential pedagogical 
limitations. For example, although with IFE, students are free to explore their areas of 
interest before embarking on a full course of study, Jenkins believes that IFE also runs 
the risk of preventing students from stepping out of their comfort zones to acquire a 
more comprehensive knowledge [20]. This potential drawback is a warning to educators 
that IFE needs to be used scientifically in specific teaching contexts - after all, all teach-
ing methods need to be used in a way that maximizes student learning. 

In addition, students have less opportunity and time for IFE due to the busy work of 
their parents and other elders, as well as the heavy academic load of their peers. 

5 Solutions 

Because educators all work in specific areas, in most cases they will favour one of the 
three types of education over the others, or even develop a bias towards those they have 
never used before. However, since they all help students to grow at different levels, 
educators should do their best to use all three types of education, even if it is very dif-
ficult to do so objectively and in a balanced way, so that their own limited experience 
and biases do not limit their students' learning opportunities [5]. Additionally, there is 
an urgent need to extend employment through improved education and to enable eco-
nomic opportunity and social mobility through increased access to higher education; 
the synergistic development of the three types of education is conducive to the devel-
opment of a "learning city" [21,22]. 

Therefore, for the sake of student development, employment growth, economic pros-
perity, social stability, and the formation of a learning society, solutions related to 
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allowing FE, NFE, and IFE to develop together are critically essential. The following 
are some specific measures. 

5.1 Using Several Leadership Styles Depending on the Circumstance  

According to Etling, too many educators are effective as one kind of educator but not 
as others [5]. Although democratic and non-directive (laissez-faire) teaching styles 
should be used in UFE and IFE, directive leadership is frequently successful and even 
necessary in FE. Therefore, teachers need the flexibility to change their teaching style 
when faced with different types of education. 

5.2 Using New Technologies, the Internet, and Media for FE and NFE  

A rich and diverse learning environment is essential for knowledge-seeking, active 
learning, and meaning-making. Such a learning environment may be lacking in devel-
oping countries, namely China. But it can be enriched and diversified through distance 
and open education [23]. Indeed, new technologies and media play an extremely im-
portant role in promoting nonformal and FE, and they can lead to a qualitative leap in 
NFE and FE research if they are well observed and utilized. Nowadays, radio, televi-
sion, cell phones, and other terminal devices, which fill all aspects of people's lives and 
require fewer application skills from learners, are undoubtedly also better paths for 
nonformal and FE [3]. 

People can learn in and with the world thanks to networked learning patterns, which 
can both bring education to the people (learning in the world) and involve the people 
in education (learning with the world) [24]. In addition, networked learning allows the 
economically disadvantaged to have access to high-quality FE and NFE. 

In a word, the internet, new technologies, and media provide access to cutting-edge, 
high-quality non-formal and FE equally, which enables students to connect to any place 
in the world regardless of time and space. 

5.3 Grasping the Change of Learning Element to Prevent Stasis in IFE  

Teachers must not only capture the elements of change and discovery throughout the 
learning process, but also inspire students to embrace the discomfort and uncertainty 
that comes with changing the content and difficulty of the learning material, in order to 
address the potential risks of students staying in their comfort zones in IFE and causing 
learning to stagnate. 

5.4 Practicing Formal, Nonformal, and Informal Education in Combination 

According to Yang, X.P., other forms of education may be more or less included or 
hidden in any one of them, and there is no absolute monolithic informal, nonformal, or 
FE [25]. It is not desirable to completely discard any one of them; integration of the three 
is critical. 
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In general, the three types of education reform described above to be effective, the 
focus on competition and the blind pursuit of financial gain and students' ability to meet 
tests needs to be reduced. In addition, effective reform requires the training of more 
teachers and a reduction in class sizes, thereby reducing the workload for each teacher. 
Additionally, in order to give individual instructors incentives to promote inclusion, it 
is crucial to construct a more equitable system of teacher assessment. Only when people 
uphold the aforementioned tenets can they implement the above measures without go-
ing off the rails. 

6 Conclusion 

Through the study, this paper finds that although FE has received more attention than 
NFE and IFE with the double reduction policy, FE still suffers from the problems of 
having too single evaluation system, limiting students' creativity, bringing various pres-
sures, and unequal distribution of educational resources. Not to mention the current 
adverse situation of NFE and IFE: the former suffers from irregularities, high fees, and 
single training goals; the latter tends to limit students' breakthroughs and does not fully 
play its role in students' growth process. Therefore, in response to these situations, peo-
ple need to develop the ability of educators to use different teaching styles and change 
the level of difficulty of learning materials, to make full use of new technologies, net-
works and media, and to integrate FE, NFE and IFE. The main contribution of this 
paper is to show the way how these three forms of education can be developed for the 
overall development of Chinese students. It is true that the literature selected for the 
current study is limited and there is a lack of data in the research methodology. For a 
more close, accurate and scientific investigation on FE, NFE, and IFE education, future 
studies is needed to properly conduct quantitative research on this topic in order to bring 
about change towards greater inclusion by addressing each of these barriers in practice. 

References 

1. Ärlestig, H., & Johansson, O. (Eds.). Educational authorities and the schools: Organisation 
and impact in 20 states (Vol. 13). Springer Nature. (2020). 

2. Zhang Yanhong, Zhong Dapeng & Liang Xinyan. An analysis of informal learning and non-
formal learning. Research in Electro-Chemical Education (03), 24-28 (2012). 

3. Zhang, Weiping & Pu, Li-E. Analysis of the current situation of domestic informal learning 
research and countermeasures. China Distance Education (07), 58-61+96 (2012). 

4. Panait, C. Proposal of public policies regarding the mental and emotional health of the pop-
ulation. Technium Social Sciences Journal, 3(2), 17-22(2020). 

5. Etling, A. What is non-formal education? Journal of Agricultural Education, 34(4), 72–
76(1993). 

6. Coombs, P. H., Prosser, R. C., & Ahmed, M. New Paths to Learning for Rural Children and 
Youth. New York: International Council for Educational Development (1973). 

7. Kleis, J., Lang, L., Mietus, J. R., & Tiapula, F.T.S. Toward a contextual definition of non 
formal education. Non formal education discussion papers, East Lansing, MI: Michigan 
State University, pp.3-6(1973).  

Formal, Nonformal, and Informal Education in China             459



8. Deutsch, M. Burned, banned, and censored: the need for an international framework that 
addresses the right to read. Wisconsin International Law Journal, 39(2), 329-364(2022). 

9. Folkestad, G. Formal and informal learning situations or practices vs formal and informal 
ways of learning. British Journal of Music Education, 23(2), 135–145(2006). 

10. Hou Ying. Research on informal learning of college students based on Web2.0 environment. 
(Doctoral dissertation, Guangxi Normal University). 2008. 

11. Donitsa-Schmidt, S., & Zuzovsky, R. The Effect of Formal, Nonformal and Informal Learn-
ing on Teachers’ Promotion to Middle Leadership Roles in Schools. International Journal of 
Leadership in Education, 23(4), 371–387(2020). 

12. Elliott, David J., Marissa Silverman, and Gary E. McPherson (eds), The Oxford Handbook 
of Philosophical and Qualitative Assessment in Music Education, Oxford Handbooks (2019; 
online edn, Oxford Academic, 2 July 2019). 

13. Kirkpatrick, R.D., & Zang, Y. The Negative Influences of Exam-Oriented Education on 
Chinese High School Students: Backwash from Classroom to Child. Language Testing in 
Asia, 1, 1-10 (2011). 

14. Gareth Davey, Chuan De Lian & Louise Higgins.The university entrance examination sys-
tem in China, Journal of Further and Higher Education, 31:4, 385-396 (2007). 

15. González, S., & Bonal, X. COVID‐19 school closures and cumulative disadvantage: As-
sessing the learning gap in formal, informal and non‐formal education. European journal of 
education, 56(4), 607-622 (2021). 

16. Qu, X. Structural barriers to inclusive education for children with special educational needs 
and disabilities in China. J Educ Change 23, 253–276 (2022). 

17. Cortese, A. D., & Hattan, A. S. Research and solutions: Education for sustainability as the 
mission of higher education. Sustainability: The Journal of Record, 3(1), 48-52 (2010). 

18. Mintz, K., & Tal, T. Sustainability in higher education courses: Multiple learning outcomes. 
Studies in Educational Evaluation, 41, 113–123 (2014). 

19. Huang, Gui-Rong. An educational review of the function of out-of-school training under the 
"double reduction" policy. Teaching and Management (31), 7-11(2022). 

20. Jenkins, P. Formal and informal music educational practices. Philosophy of Music Educa-
tion Review, 19(2), 179–197 (2011). 

21. World Economic Forum. (2016). What are the 10 biggest global challenges? Retrieved from 
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/01/what-are-the-10-biggest-global-challenges/. 29 
January 2019. 

22. Boshier, R. Learning Cities: Fake News or the Real Deal? International Journal of Lifelong 
Education, 37(4), 419–434 (2018). 

23. Colin Leacham & Xiao Junhong. Distance informal learning and non-formal education in 
developing countries. Distance Education in China (10), 5-15+39+95 (2014). 

24. Nørgård, R.T., Mor, Y., Bengtsen, S.S.E. Networked Learning in, for, and with the World. 
In: Littlejohn, A., Jaldemark, J., Vrieling-Teunter, E., Nijland, F. (eds) Networked Profes-
sional Learning. Research in Networked Learning. Springer, Cham. (2019). 

25. Yang, X. P. Conceptual discernment of formal learning and informal learning. Journal of 
Guizhou Normal University (05), 80-83 (2015). 

460             S. Zhou



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.
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