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Abstract. Focusing on the education of migrant children in China, this study first 

analyzes the main characteristics of migrant children in China in terms of num-

ber, age and gender structure, and type of migration, and finds that the number 

of migrant children in China has continued to grow rapidly in recent years, with 

male migrant children accounting for a larger proportion than female migrant 

children, and mainly migrating within the province. Secondly, the study provides 

a detailed analysis of the real challenges facing the education of migrant children 

in China. It mainly includes the enrollment dilemma of migrant children, such as 

the inability to equally enjoy the right to enter public schools. Schools for the 

children of migrant workers are mainly for migrant workers, and their educa-

tional conditions and teachers are significantly lower than those of public 

schools. For example, migrant children are unable to take the high school en-

trance exam and the college entrance exam in the cities where they move due to 

restrictions in the household registration system. The plight of migrant children's 

social integration, such as the discrimination that migrant children experience in 

their daily interactions with urban children in public schools. Finally, in view of 

the above problems, this study puts forward corresponding policy recommenda-

tions such as accelerating the reform of the household registration system and the 

reform of the financial system, scientifically planning the allocation of educa-

tional resources, and supporting social forces to set up schools for children of 

migrant workers. 
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1 Introduction

Since the reform and opening up, with the acceleration of China 's urbanization
process, more and more rural surplus labor force has flowed into cities. With the
further development of social economy, the migration of floating population has also
changed from single migration to family migration. This shift has given rise to an
increasingly large group of migrant children, including a large number of minor
children of migrant workers who have followed their parents to the cities, and these
children of migrant workers under the age of 18 are called "migrant children" [1].
Some data show that by 2020, the number of children of China's migrant population
will be about 130 million, more than 40% of the total number of children in China, of
which the number of migrant children reaches 71.09 million, almost doubled from
35.81 million in 2010, and on average, one out of every four children is a migrant
child [2].

The education of migrant children is an essential and unique problem in the
transition period of Chinese society. How to equally enjoy basic public services such
as basic education in the inflow areas has become the core challenge for the
development of migrant children. For migrant children in the preschool education
stage, there is currently a lack of complete relevant data, but it is estimated that about
70% of migrant children are enrolled in poor private kindergartens. At the
compulsory education stage, although the number and proportion of migrant children
enrolled in public schools has increased year by year, close to half of the migrant
children are still unable to live and receive education with their parents in the place of
inflow. Moreover, migrant children still face various difficulties in participating in
the senior high school entrance examination and college entrance examination in the
inflow areas. Migrant children, like urban children, are the future and hope of the
country, and the education of migrant children should receive additional attention and
support from the country and society.

The research questions of this study focus on the following three points: first,
summarize the main characteristics of migrant children in China in terms of
comprehensive data; second, analyze the main problems and practical challenges
faced by migrant children's education in China; and finally, based on the above
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analysis, put forward possible coping ideas and specific coping strategies. The study
aims to provide a reference for the improvement of national policies related to the
education of migrant children, in order to promote the solution of the education
problems of migrant children, so that more migrant children can enjoy fair and
high-quality education in the place of inflow, and to promote the healthy, safe and
comprehensive development of migrant children.

2 Main characteristics of migrant children in China

The main characteristics of migrant children in China can be analyzed and discussed
in detail from three aspects: overall size, age structure, gender structure and migration
type.

First, in terms of scale, the number of migrant children in China is growing.
According to the latest data, in 2020, the size of China's migrant children will reach
71.09 million, accounting for 23.86 percent of the total number of children in China;
this is double the 35.81 million in 2010, with an average of one out of every four
children being a migrant child (see Figure 1). The sharp increase in the number of
migrant children is mainly due to the fact that, as China's urbanization progresses, the
flow of rural laborers to the cities has gradually shifted from individual flows to
family-oriented flows. Due to the gradual optimization of public services enjoyed by
migrant workers in cities, as well as higher quality educational resources in urban
areas, more and more migrant workers have more adequate resources and stronger
willingness to bring their children to live in cities. At the provincial level, in 2020, the
three provinces with the largest number of migrant children are Guangdong, Jiangsu,
and Zhejiang, which have 3,487,000, 1,166,000, and 924,000 migrant children,
respectively (see Figure 2). It can be seen that provinces with large numbers of
migrant children are mainly concentrated in the eastern and southeastern coastal
regions, as these regions have a higher level of economic development and are more
attractive to migrant workers.
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Fig. 1. Changes in the scale of the number of migrant children in China from 2000 to 2020

（Data source: China Migrant Children Education Development Report 2019-2020）

Guangdong Jiangsu Zhejiang Fujian Shandong Henan Hunan Sichuan Guangxi Hebei

Fig. 2. Provinces with the largest number of migrant children in China in 2020

（Data source: China Migrant Children Education Development Report 2019-2020）
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Second, in terms of age structure, the age structure of migrant children in China is
"N"-shaped, that is, the number of migrant children first grows and then declines as
they grow older, and then grows rapidly again, peaking at the age of 15 to 17. In the
infant stage, migrant families are more inclined to raise children in the original place
of residence, and then carry out migration after the children are slightly older. The
reason why the 15-17 age group accounts for the highest proportion of migrant
children may be related to the compulsory education system. China has a nine-year
compulsory education system, and it is generally 15 years old at the end of
compulsory education. After the end of compulsory education, the children of migrant
workers are more likely to work outside as their parents. In terms of gender structure,
in terms of absolute size and overall proportion, the size and proportion of male
migrant children are higher than those of women. The proportion of male migrant
children reaches 53.5%, while that of women is only 46.5% ( see Figure 3 ). This may
have something to do with the traditional Chinese preference for boys over girls.
Families show obvious' boy preference 'in parenting and educational resources.
Therefore, male children have higher opportunities to follow their parents to obtain
better educational opportunities than female children.

Male (10,000) Women (10,000)

Fig. 3. Age and sex structure of migrant children in China in 2020

（Data source: China Migrant Children Education Development Report 2019-2020）
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Finally, in terms of the type of migration, the proportion of migrant children who
migrate within the province is much larger than the proportion of migrant children
who migrate across provinces. In 2020, of the 71.09 million migrant children, 14.62
million were inter-provincial migrant children, an increase of 5.22 million over 2010,
an increase of 55.53% ; in contrast, there are 56.47 million migrant children moving
within the province, an increase of 30.06 million or 113.82% from 2010 [2]. Overall,
although the number of migrant children migrating across provinces and within
provinces has increased significantly, the migrant children migrating within provinces
still occupy the main proportion. This is mainly because with the overall economic
and social development of China, migrant workers no longer need to cross very long
distances to find better economic development opportunities, and migrant children do
not need to cross provinces to obtain better educational resources.

3 The main problems faced by the education of migrant
children in China

3.1 Migrant children 's enrollment dilemma

The dilemma of migrant children 's schooling mainly refers to the fact that migrant
children cannot receive the corresponding stage of education smoothly in the
appropriate age period. [ 3 ] It can be divided into two aspects, namely, the problem
that migrant children cannot enjoy the right to enter public schools on an equal basis,
that is, the problem of unequal educational opportunities; and the school conditions of
migrant children's schools are significantly lower than those of public schools, that is,
the problem of migrant children's schools.

Migrant children cannot equally enjoy the right to enter public schools. Due to
the influence of the household registration system, the opportunities for children of
migrant workers to receive compulsory education in cities are often unequal.​ First,
a significant number of migrant children are unable to attend school at the appropriate
age.​ According to the results of a survey conducted by the Women and Children's
Office of The State Council in Beijing and nine other cities in 2003, the number of
migrant children in nine cities is about 2.8 million, the enrollment rate of compulsory
education is about 9.4%, and more than 260,000 migrant children fail to enroll in
compulsory education.This situation is attributed to the fact that migrant children
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under the current household registration system do not have equal access to public
schools. It is also due to factors such as the family environment and economic status
of migrant children.This difficulty in school-age enrollment directly affects the
academic development and future opportunities of these children. At the same time,
migrant children are usually unable to enter high-quality public schools, which makes
them lose the opportunity to receive high-quality education on an equal footing with
other children, laying an insurmountable obstacle to their academic
development.Second, with the increase of age, the proportion of migrant children out
of school is gradually increasing. From 8 to 14 years old, the proportion of migrant
children who did not go to school increased sharply from 0.8% to 15.4%.​ This may
be due to the increasing economic pressure of floating population families, or due to
the difficulties and challenges encountered by migrant children in learning. It may
also come from the difficulty of migrant children under the household registration
system to participate in the high school entrance examination in the inflow area,
which will be detailed in the next section. Third, the overage phenomenon of migrant
children in school is also more serious.​ According to statistics, about 20% of
migrant children at the age of 9 are still in the first or second grade ( normally they
should be in the third or fourth grade); 30% and 10% of children aged 13 and 14 are
still in primary school respectively (normally they should be in the second or third
grade of junior high school); parents' mobility has delayed their children's studies to
varying degrees.

There are also unequal educational opportunities within the migrant children
group.For example, the dropout rate of girls among migrant children increases
significantly with age, which may be related to the persistence of sexist attitudes in
some regions.These unfair situations undoubtedly exacerbated the plight of migrant
children 's education.

The school conditions of migrant children 's migrant children' s schools are
significantly lower than those of public schools. Although the existence of schools
for migrant children provides the basic places for migrant children to receive basic
education, the operating conditions of these schools are significantly lower than those
of public schools. Most of them have not been formally approved, the school
building conditions are poor, the teaching equipment is lacking, and even the
necessary activity venues are often lacking.This educational environment has a
potentially negative impact on children's physical and mental health.
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In these schools, the shortage of teachers is a particularly prominent problem.Due
to the poor teaching conditions, low salary and narrow promotion space, it is difficult
to attract teachers to teach in schools.​ The rapid growth of the number of migrant
children and the non-synchronous growth of the number of teachers make the
student-teacher ratio too high; at the same time, the lack of specialist teachers also
makes it difficult to carry out teaching. In the schools for the children of migrant
workers, only basic subjects such as Chinese, mathematics and English are generally
reserved, and it is often the case that a teacher teaches several courses of different
subjects at the same time;for science, art, sports and other development courses are
often missing. In addition, the qualifications of teachers are generally low, which is
reflected in the low educational background of teachers and the lack of teaching
experience, which has a direct impact on the quality of teaching. The average scores
and enrollment rates of students in migrant workers' children 's schools are far lower
than those of public schools.

The education management of migrant workers' children 's schools also presents
many problems. The school 's time management is loose, there is no strict timetable,
and the students' school hours are not fixed, which may lead to the influence of
students' learning habits and self-discipline. This not only reflects the problem of
teaching quality, but also may have a negative impact on students' self-confidence and
self-esteem.

3.2 The Plight of Migrant Children Entering School

The essence of the dilemma faced by migrant children is the inadequate protection of
their educational rights and interests by the social system and policy environment.
This dilemma is especially prominent when they enter the middle school stage,
especially when they enter the high school stage. Due to the restrictions of the
household registration system, a large number of migrant children are unable to take
the high school entrance examination in the cities where they migrate, which directly
limits their opportunities to enter the higher education stage. For example, in
Shanghai, migrant children need to meet certain points standards to participate in the
entrance examination of ordinary high schools, while migrant children who do not
meet the standards can only choose vocational middle schools and technical schools.
In the Pearl River Delta region, migrant children 's eligibility for public high school
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entrance examinations is more stringent, and only migrant children whose parents
have a stable residence and employment certificate are eligible to participate. [ 4 ]

Although the current policy of high school entrance examination and college
entrance examination in different places has clarified the entry threshold and
screening mechanism of migrant children in the entry place, the policy of high school
entrance examination in different places still fails to change the decisive position of
household registration factors in the admission of high school entrance
examination.​ The chances of migrant children studying in public high schools are
much lower than those registered children with the same academic level, which
further increases the inequality of educational opportunities among them.​ Figure 4
shows the number of migrant children entering school in China from 2014 to 2017.​
The results show that in 2014, the number of migrant children who successfully
passed junior high school enrollment was 1.5550 million; by 2017, only 428,100 of
these migrant children were enrolled in high schools; by 2020, only 25600 of these
migrant children will participate in the college entrance examination. That is, only
about 16% of the migrant children enrolled through junior high school will finally be
able to participate in the college entrance examination.​ The inability to participate
in the high school entrance examination and college entrance examination.​ The
inability to participate in the high school entrance examination and college entrance
examination in other places is the main threshold for migrant children to enter higher
education in the inflow cities. This problem needs to be solved urgently.

Number of migrant children in school (unit: 10,000)

Proportion of migrant children in the total number of students (%)

2014, junior high school enrollment 2017, high school enrollment 2020, college entrance examination registration
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Fig. 4. The number of Chinese migrant children attending schools from 2014 to 2017

(Data source:China Migrant Children Education Development Report 2019-2020)

3.3 Migrant Children 'S Social Integration Dilemma

The social integration of migrant children is another important dilemma they often
encounter in the process of pursuing educational rights. This is mainly reflected in
two aspects: one is the exclusion and discrimination of migrant children by the urban
local population, and the other is the discrimination encountered by migrant children
in their daily interactions with urban children in schools and classes.

First of all, we should pay attention to the exclusion and discrimination of urban
local population against migrant children.This kind of exclusion and discrimination is
reflected at both the individual level and the institutional level.​ For example, the
"separation wall" incident at a prestigious school in Suzhou in 2018 is a typical
example.In this incident, because the original school building was vacated, more than
800 students from the school for children of migrant workers were arranged to a
public primary school.​ However, this public primary school used iron fences to
isolate the newly placed students from the original students, implementing "different
treatment" and "separate management" [5]. This kind of artificial segregation and
discrimination is likely to lead to discrimination and exclusion of students from both
sides, which is detrimental to their physical and mental health.

Secondly, in schools and classes, migrant children commonly encounter various
discrimination in their daily interactions with urban children.This discrimination may
be due to their accent, cultural background, family economic status and additional
differences with urban children. These differences make migrant children feel
inferior in their interactions with urban children, difficult to integrate into the
unfamiliar environment, and lack of friends, which has a negative impact on their
mental health and social integration. Such discrimination and exclusion not only come
from urban children of the same age, occasionally even from teachers and school
administrators. This also aggravates the social integration dilemma of migrant
children.
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4 Conclusions

4.1 Accelerate the reform of the household registration system and the
financial system, and ensure that migrant children enjoy equal access to
urban education resources.

Because China 's long-standing urban-rural split household registration system
divides Chinese citizens into two categories with' agricultural 'and' non-agricultural
'household registration, it also separates urban children from rural children, allowing
urban and rural children to obtain unequal educational resources in different
institutional frameworks.Therefore, we must gradually abolish all kinds of public
welfare systems related to the household registration system, and transform the
welfare distribution system of the central government 's "money goes with the
household registration" into the permanent population welfare system of "money goes
with the people."This reform process needs to be combined with the actual situation
of local governments, through legislation, policy guidance and supervision, so that the
reform of the household registration system and the allocation of educational
resources can be carried out simultaneously [ 6 ].

4.2 We will scientifically plan the distribution of educational resources and
open urban public primary and secondary schools to make it easier for
migrant children to enroll

First of all, we should scientifically plan the allocation of educational resources,
increase the input of educational land and educational resources in a planned way, and
expand the supply of high-quality educational resources. This involves numerous
factors, such as urban planning, land use, education resource allocation, etc., and
requires cross-sectoral and cross-domain coordination and cooperation.Secondly,
migrant children should be included in the educational planning of the region, and the
floating population should be taken into account when estimating the number of
school-age children, and the supply of degrees should be actively expanded. This
requires the government to have a clear awareness and action to take the floating
population into the consideration of urban development and provide them with equal
educational opportunities as urban residents.Third, we will open all urban public
schools, including key primary and secondary schools, so that children of migrant
workers can enroll in schools near their place of residence, and they will be exempt
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from borrowing fees. This is the basic requirement for fair education, and also the
core means to protect the educational rights and interests of migrant children.

4.3 We will support nongovernmental forces in setting up schools for the
children of migrant workers, and take multiple measures to solve the
problem of education for the children of migrant workers in cities

Although there are various problems in the schools for children of migrant workers,
there is still a realistic basis for their continued survival: First, the school fees for
migrant workers' children are relatively low.​ Second, some migrant workers have
relatively low expectations for their children 's education, so the requirements for
high-quality educational resources are relatively not overly high; Third, the
composition of the school's students are the children of farmers who work in cities, so
they will not be discriminated against by urban children. Meanwhile, the school's
work and rest time is relatively flexible, which is more in line with the needs of
migrant families.​ Therefore, the state should face up to the positive significance of
the existence of migrant workers' children's schools, actively support and encourage
social forces to set up migrant workers' children's schools, and take multiple measures
to solve the problem of migrant workers' children receiving education.While
maintaining the general policy of "local government-oriented" and "public
school-oriented," the participation of other social forces should not be excluded, and
the problem of insufficient degree in public schools should be solved by developing
inclusive private schools.However, while setting up schools for migrant workers'
children, the government and education authorities should strengthen supervision and
management to ensure that the teaching conditions and teaching quality of schools for
migrant workers' children reach the basic level, so as to ensure the basic educational
equity.Specifically, it is necessary to put forward clear requirements for the
qualifications of migrant workers' children 's schools. For example, in terms of
teacher qualifications, teachers are required to have formal teacher qualifications,
professional educational background and educational experience to ensure the quality
of basic teaching. In terms of school site area and school building safety, schools are
required to have sufficient school buildings and venues to ensure the development of
teaching activities, and the quality and safety of school buildings should also meet the
standards set by the state.In terms of teaching quality evaluation, it is necessary to
evaluate the teaching quality regularly and continuously improve the teaching quality
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level. In addition, it is necessary to ensure that the charging standards of migrant
workers' children's schools are legal and compliant, and that all fees must not be for
profit purposes, so as to prevent some schools from taking advantage of the
educational needs of the migrant population to charge unreasonable or excessive fees.
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