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distribute public resources fairly and rationally, narrowing the gap in compulsory education
between urban and rural areas.
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Introduction

Since China’s reform and opening to the outside world, with the implementation and
perfection of the socialist market economy system, great and world-known achievement in
economic and social development has been made in urban and rural areas of China. The urban
and rural surroundings have taken an entirely new look, and the residents’ living standards
have been greatly improved. China is now marching towards the all-around, well-off society.
But at the same time, urban and rural developments began to lose their balance seriously:
Rural development has lagged far behind that of the cities, especially in education. The gap
between urban and rural compulsory education is so tremendous that it has already exceeded
that of the economy. Above all, this article will display the realities of the gap between the
urban and rural compulsory education, then analyze carefully policy reasons that produce the
gap, and finally, try to put forward some policy recommendations for narrowing the gap.

Gap between urban and rural compulsory education

This research divides ‘urban’ and ‘rural’ not in the light of registered permanent residence but
in the light of dwelling. This division is in accord with the economic and educational statistics
concerned, which often divides the whole country into three parts: city, county or town, and
countryside. However, for convenience of research and comparison, urban in this research
includes city and county or town, and rural refers to the countryside under counties or towns.

Gap in schooling conditions between urban and rural compulsory education

Gap in compulsory education funds between urban and rural areas

In general, compared with other countries, the proportion of gross educational appropriation
of the Chinese government that is used for compulsory education is much lower and is going
downward, according to the distribution of budgetary educational funds, e.g., about 53.42%
budgetary educational funds for compulsory education in 2001, 1% lower than that in 1997,
and also, the funds are not distributed equally between the urban and rural compulsory
education (see Table 1).

As seen in the table, the government funds used for rural compulsory education was much
less than that for urban compulsory education, with an obvious statistical difference in the
range from 39.14 to 70.52%.

Gap in teachers’ levels of education between urban and rural compulsory education

The tremendous gap between the urban and rural areas exists not only in the unbalanced
distribution of compulsory education funds but also in teachers’ levels:

– There is the gap in the educational attainment of full-time teachers between the urban and
rural compulsory education, with the 2001 statistics as an example (see Table 2).
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– There is a gap in the number of part-time teachers between urban and rural compulsory
education, also with the 2001 statistics as an example (see Table 3).
What needs to be especially emphasized is that the gaps in teachers’ educational
attainment and the number of part-time teachers cannot completely reflect the gap in the
education levels of teachers between the urban and rural compulsory education yet. In
fact, a more serious problem is screened by the improved educational attainment of rural
teachers because most of rural teachers improve their academic levels by correspondence
study, self-teaching, and low-level adult education. Accurate numbers concerned cannot
be acquired from relevant educational statistics, but the supply of academic-qualified and
ability-qualified professional teachers of science, mathematics, English, and arts, a must
for rural compulsory education, is very small. It has become a ‘bottleneck’ that prevents

Table 1 Expenditures of compulsory education by urban and rural areas (2001)

Regular primary schools Regular junior secondary schools

Urban Rural Rural less
than urban
(%)

Urban Rural Rural less
than urban
(%)

Average educational expenditure 1,483.98 797.60 46.25 1,955.03 1,013.65 48.16
Average budgetary educational
expenditure

953.11 558.36 41.41 1,120.00 666.70 40.47

Average current expenditure for
education

1,399.98 768.43 45.11 1,791.54 968.11 45.96

Average budgetary current expenditure
for education

922.81 550.96 40.29 1,078.30 656.18 39.14

Average public funds for education 389.09 159.75 58.94 624.44 268.16 57.05
Average budgetary funds for education 95.39 28.12 70.52 145.86 44.95 69.18

Values are in RMB.
Source: The Project Working Group of Chinese Education and Human Resources, Stride from a Country of
Tremendous Population to a Country of Profound Human Resource, Beijing: Higher Education Press, 2003,
pp. 588–593.

Table 2 Breakdown of full-time primary and junior secondary school teachers’ educational attainment by
urban and rural areas (2001)

National
average

Urban areas (including
cities and towns)

Rural
areas

Rural less
than urban

Full-time teachers in
primary schools

Qualified educational
attainment (%)

96.81 98.26 96.04 2.22

Completion of short-cycle
courses in IHEs (%)

27.40 40.94 20.25 20.69

Full-time teachers in junior
secondary schools

Qualified educational
attainment (%)

88.81 92.32 84.74 7.58

Completion of normal
courses in IHEs (%)

16.95 23.51 9.35 14.16

Source: Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China, National Educational Statistics, 2002.

42 Front. Educ. China (2006) 1: 40–55



the rural schools from implementing quality-oriented education and improving educational
quality.

– The gap of teachers’ age between the urban and rural compulsory education.
The problem of the aging of rural teachers is very serious, such as in Anhui. In 2001, its
rural primary teachers under the age of 35 accounted for 31% of the rural teachers, while it
is up to 50% in urban primary schools (not including counties and towns), 19% more than
that in rural primary schools. In Shandong Province, this proportion is larger: the teachers
under the age of 35 in urban primary schools accounts for 55% of the total, and only 28%
in rural primary schools, about a half of the former (PDME, 47).

Gap in enrollment opportunities between urban and rural compulsory education

Gap in opportunities of primary school enrollment between urban and rural areas

According to the data of the State Statistics Bureau of China (SSB), the enrollment rate of
school-age children in primary schools improved from 96% in 1985 to 98.7% in 2003. But
because China has a large number of school-age children, i.e., 104 million in 1985, 109
million in 2003, and up to 96 million in 1988, which was the year with the least number, the
number of the children who did not have a chance to enter the primary schools amounted to
1.1 million in 1985 and 1.42 million in 2003, although the enrollment rate was very high. If
we add up the numbers from 15 years before 2003, it will be more overwhelmingly high:
about 28 million school-age children who had no chance to enter primary schools. Although
there is no urban–rural differentiation among these figures, concerning the gap in economic
and educational developments between urban and rural areas, the 28 million children who did
not enter primary schools, we think, are mainly from rural areas because in cities, except for a
few children who are disabled or has extremely special family reasons, almost all school-age
children could enter primary schools ([1], pp. 768–807).

Table 3 Distribution of part-time teachers in regular primary and secondary schools by urban and rural areas

Full-time teachers
in urban
schools

Part-time teachers
in urban
schools

Rate of
part-time
teachers
(%)

Full-time
teachers
in rural
schools

Part-time
teachers
in rural
schools

Rate of
part-time
teachers
(%)

Secondary
schools

952,108 23,528 2.47 1,647,538 65,005 3.95

Primary
schools

874,957 25,705 2.94 3,793,477 515,394 13.59

Although secondary schools here include senior secondary schools, the number of part-time teachers in senior
secondary schools is much smaller, both in urban and in rural areas.
Source: The Development and Planning Department of the Minister of Education of the PRC, Educational
Statistics Yearbook of China (2002), 2003, pp. 99–103.
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In addition, one point should not be ignored regarding the gap in enrollment opportunities
between urban and rural primary schools: It is also rather common that children in primary
schools drop out of school halfway because of various factors such as financial difficulties,
inconvenient traffic, etc. Thus, while a large number of urban school-age children are strug-
gling for high-quality education resources, few millions of the same aged children in
undeveloped and remote countryside areas are taking pains to strive for chances of entering
schools. For those children in undeveloped rural areas, the most important thing is not the
question of receiving good education but whether they can go to school. Such a tremendous
gap between the urban and rural areas, which the children in the countryside have difficulty
crossing over, stopped them from moving towards modern civilization.

Gap in enrollment opportunities between urban and rural junior secondary schools

The gap in enrollment opportunities between the urban and rural junior secondary schools
can be illustrated by the proportion of pupils entering junior secondary schools. In 1985,
before the “Compulsory Education Law” was issued, almost all the urban pupils could enter
junior secondary schools, while the enrollment rate in rural junior secondary schools was
only 64%, which was even lower in quite a few provinces such as Guizhou, Guangxi, and
Tibet, whose rates were less than 50%. By 1999, the enrollment rate in rural junior secondary
schools rose to 91%, but still did not reach the 1976 level, which was the period before the
reform and opening of China to the outside world. Rates in nearly half of the provinces were
lower than 90%, e.g., 72.4 and 75.7% in Guizhou Province and Inner Mongol, respectively,
and much lower in Tibet, only 38.1%. About 1.3 million school-age children in rural areas
throughout the country turned to be laborers as semiliterate. In the past 15 years before 2000,
the number of pupils failing to enter junior secondary school after graduation from primary
school amounted to more than 50 million.

Since the cost of junior secondary school enrollment is higher than that of primary school
enrollment, more and more children drop out of junior secondary schools in rural areas.
During the 6 years before 1995, the dropout rate exceeded 5% and dropped a little later on,
but it still remained above 3%. For example, about two million students dropped out of junior
secondary schools in 2000. Only within the 14 years from 1987 to 2000, the number of
students who dropped out of junior secondary schools was up to 30.67 million. If the four
above-mentioned numbers are put together, namely, the number of the children who did not
enter primary school, the number of the pupils who dropped out of primary schools, the
number of the children who graduated from primary schools but did not enter junior
secondary school, and the number of the students who dropped out of junior secondary
schools, it amounts to 15,132 million children (not including dropouts in junior secondary
schools in 1986). These children comprise the group who have no access to or fail to
complete the 9-year compulsory education after the Compulsory Education Law was issued
([2], pp. 55–56).

According to a practical research on junior secondary school dropout rates in 2001 in
some rural areas by Yuan Guilin, a professor from the Rural Educational Research Institute of
Northeastern Normal University, the junior secondary school dropout rates in most rural
areas were much higher than that announced by the government and were much lower than
the national standard of generalizing the 9-year compulsory education. Even in some rural
junior secondary schools, the dropout rates were unexpectedly high and beyond our
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imaginations, such as in B county in Northeast China, which had a rate of up to 60.82%. That
is, about two thirds of rural students in this area could not finish the 9-year compulsory
education prescribed by China’s government for various reasons ([3], p. 5).

Policy reasons for the gap between urban and rural compulsory education

The sticking point of the gap between the urban and rural compulsory education in China lies
in the unequal public resources possessed by urban and rural schools. In other words, the
poverty of the rural compulsory education is, by nature, lack of resources. The distribution of
public resources is executed by public and social policies; thus, policies are the leading factor
producing the gap between urban and rural compulsory education. Policies can be interpreted
from different perspectives. In a broad sense, the term policy means the summation of
policies and statutes. In a narrow sense, policies are the administrative decisions, excluding
law statutes[4], p. 1. Here, the discussion refers to policy in its broad sense.

A series of binary structure system arrangements as an institutional source of gap
between urban and rural compulsory education

Household register system

China’s household register system has undergone changes many times from the beginning of
the People’s Republic of China to the 1990s. Step by step, it has dissimilated from its
function of original household registrations to interest allocations. Social securities unfairly
favor cities and city residents in all aspects such as the supply of daily necessities and
produce necessities, education, employment, housing and labor security, etc., causing a
strong barrier preventing villagers from migrating into cities. With the improvement of
socialism market and the acceleration of urbanization in the 1990s, the reforms of the
household register system have shown some new trends. The forbidding barrier between
urban and rural areas has loosened, especially in small and middle cities, and the household
register system has been cancelled, which has objectively promoted the flow of the villagers
to cities and thus swept away the systematic barriers to narrow the gap between cities and
rural areas. However, the long-standing basic pattern of binary structure based on the
household register system cannot be broken in a short time. It still has a tremendous influence
on China’s social development[5], pp. 59–63.

As a result, a number of surplus populations have remained stagnant for a long time in the
rural areas. On the one hand, rural families find their economic load doubled, facing great
difficulties in affording for their children’s education. On the other hand, the migrants from
the countryside cannot obtain the same rights and securities as do the city dwellers just
because they have no city domiciles. Their children have been stopped outside of the urban
schools because of all kinds of charging fees such as sponsor fee, transfer fee, and school
construction fee, which exceed their economic endurance so that their children have lagged
behind the urban children from the beginning because they have no chance to get the same
compulsory education.
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Land institution

The land system has been regarded as the fundamental factor to China’s rural development.
China’s current land institution has regulated a collective-owned system, which is actually an
institutional arrangement without land owners. Due to the vagueness of land proprietary
rights, peasants have no right to dispose of their land and can hardly transfer their land. Thus,
they have difficulties in managing land in a large scale and fulfilling the maximum interest of
land.

In addition, under the framework of current land institution, capital from both home and
abroad can obtain the cheap rural land resources at a lower price and change them into
nonfarm land to produce excess profit. According to statistics from some departments, the
government has obtained 2,000 billion RMB from land capital by confiscating rural land,
only with certain years of compensation for the confiscated land based on the price of the
agricultural products that are produced on it. Peasants are not the beneficiaries of the
tremendous interests from land. With the advancement of urbanization, the defect of the rural
land system has resulted in more and more loss of peasants’ interests[6], p. 58. A great
number of peasants who have lost their land or have no land became a new social class of
poverty.

Tax revenue system

As a leading source of national public finance and a means to adjust personal income, China’s
tax revenue shows an inclination to the city under the binary structure of cities and
countryside. Before 1990, the majority of city dwellers, except the rich class, did not need to
pay tax to the country, while peasants had the obligation to pay tax, except penniless
peasants. After 1990, a great change took place in China’s tax revenue system. The authority
began to levy personal income taxes and undertook a decentralized tax reform, which divided
the centralized revenue into two parts: central and local. However, this reform did not
eliminate the inequality of the previous revenue. On the one hand, the personal income taxes
among the city dwellers have a starting point of levies, while the peasant’s personal incomes
never reach that point, but they had to pay agricultural and special products taxes. On the
other hand, decentralized tax resulted in conflicts of central and local benefits, so all the local
governments would tax more to strengthen local economies. As we all know, agricultural and
special products taxes are the main source of local revenues; therefore, the peasants’
economic burdens have been much heavier than the city dwellers for a long time under the
binary tax system. At present, only China levies a tax on agricultural products, with a high
total tax rate of 8.4%[7], pp. 3–5.

With the issue of “3F” (farming, farming area, and peasants) extruding, the government
began to reform its agricultural tax policy. On March 5, 2004, Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao
pointed out in The Government Work Report that “from this year on, China will gradually
reduce over one percent of agricultural tax rate on average and agricultural taxes will be
cancelled in five years[8].” Later on, the government began to make pilot experiments of
canceling agricultural tax in Jilin and Heilongjiang provinces and reduced 3% of the farming
tax rate in 11 provinces,, such as Hebei, who mainly produce agricultural products. In other
provinces, there is a reduction of 1% in agricultural tax rate as a whole. The coastal and other
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regions can also make the pilot experiments of canceling agricultural tax according to local
revenues.

As a result, the new agricultural tax policy will alleviate peasants’ burdens on a large scale
and narrow the gap between the city dwellers’ and the peasants’ incomes.

On the whole, with the advancement of China’s industrialization, agricultural tax revenues
have played a very small part in national revenue. However, the disparity of industrialization
in different regions is vast. In more industrialized provinces, agricultural tax revenues are so
small a proportion of local revenues that they can almost be ignored; but they still play an
important part in the local revenues in middle and western agricultural provinces. Thus, the
new policy of reducing agricultural tax will have a great impact on the local revenues in
agricultural provinces; in addition, it may reduce their capacities to support the rural
compulsory education. Interwoven with funds shortage of the rural compulsory education
caused by the tax-fee reform, rural compulsory education in big agricultural provinces will be
forced to face some new investment trouble, for the fund from the central government is very
limited. According to an investigation in six counties in Shandong Province made by Zhang
Zhiyong, a deputy director of the Education Commission of Shandong Province, the
proportion of the agricultural taxes and the special agricultural product taxes in the local
revenues of 2003 was 18.22%, on the average, with the highest at 43.3% and the lowest at
4.74%. After the farming tax reform, the reduced proportion of the agricultural tax and the
special agricultural product tax amounted to 11.1%, on the average, with the highest to 34.4%
and the lowest to 2.37%. Obviously, the reduction in agricultural tax and the elimination of
the special agricultural product tax had different impacts on the local revenue, owing to
different economic structures in different regions.

As a consequence of the new agricultural tax policy, a new investment channel supporting
the rural compulsory education should be inaugurated. Otherwise, the disparity of compulsory
education between towns and countryside and between regions may increase.

Social security system

Due to the binary social structure of China, the social securities between the urban and rural
areas make a great difference. Under the principle of “the urban public utilities funded by the
state, the rural public utilities funded by the peasants,” the city dwellers can enjoy social
services provided by the government, such as housing, unemployment subsidies, medicare,
cultural education, and transportation, etc., while the rural areas receive only occasional
national relief and peasants’ mutual aid and cooperation as their social securities. In fact, it is
the peasants who take the burden of social securities, whose level is far less than that of the
city dwellers. The experiences of other countries imply that the social securities from workers
to peasants have to undergo a long process, but it is still rare that the peasants in China
became the backbone of the social securities and the gap between the urban and rural areas is
so vast ([9], p. 121). Researches in the early 1990s showed that expenditures on social
securities of the rural population, which constituted 80% of the total national population, only
amounted to 11% of national total expenditure on social securities, while expenditures on the
social securities of city dwellers, which constitute 20% of the national total population,
amount to 89% of national total expenditures on social securities. As far as their social
covering is concerned, social securities covered 91% in urban areas and only 2% in rural
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areas. Compared with well-off countries whose coverage of social securities was above 75%,
it was only 30% in China at that time ([10], p. 35).

During the time of planned economy, the level of rural social securities in China was lower
than that of the cities. After the family-contracted management system, the disappearance of
previous production teams as collective units further weakened the function of the rural
social securities. The peasants’ deserved social securities are much inadequate. For a long
time, the peasants were almost outside of the system of the social securities.

The rural social security system was so poor that a majority of rural children from
underdeveloped areas were unable to get proper and immediate aid and the dropout rates in
some regions remained high. Through investigations into the reasons for a great number of
rural children’s dropout, the school-age children who cannot afford the tuition or dropped out
halfway just because of family poverty reached half of the total. And the proportion was even
higher in middle and western undeveloped rural areas.

In recent years, with the development of the economy, the levels and the domains of social
securities have increased. In some developed areas, the social security system has undergone
many changes, and an employment system unifying town and countryside has started. A new
social insurance system for city dwellers and a new social relief system covering both cities
and rural areas have been available. In most provinces, however, where the economic
situation is poor, social policies will require continuous adjustments in institutionally
guaranteeing the peasants in vast rural areas to enjoy the same social securities as city
residents do.

Elite-oriented or city-oriented education policy as the direct inner factor deepening
the disparity in education between urban and rural areas

Education investment policy under “the system of running school at government
different levels”

In general, public education funds are always in great shortage. Over a long period of time,
many important indexes of China’s education funds are far lower than those of the world’s
average, even lower than the average of developing countries. Since the 1990s, the
proportion of government appropriation for education has remained below 3% of the GDP,
from 2.85% in 1991 to 2.74% in 1996, then up to 2.79%, but is still a long distance from the
goal of 4%, while the world’s average was 5.1% in 1991 and 4.19%, on average, in
developing countries.

However, the shortage in educational funds was not distributed equally in education itself.
Under the system of running a school at different government levels, the flow of educational
funds showed a typical elite-oriented investment, which mainly included two following
sides:

1. The majority of national budgetary education funds were put into higher education.
According to Professor Zhang Yulin from the Department of Sociology of Nanjing
University, the budgetary educational funds of the central government was 7.011 billion
RMB in 1992, of which 6.376 billion RMB was used for higher education, accounting for
90.9% of the total, while the funds used in primary and high schools were only 0.27
billion RMB, accounting for 0.3% of total. The education investment policy that is more
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inclined to higher education remains intact up to the beginning of this century. In 2001,
the average budgetary educational funds were 645 RMB for primary schools, 817 RMB
for junior secondary schools, 1,471 RMB in senior secondary schools, and 6,816 RMB
for universities, 10.5 times as much as that for primary schools and 8.3 times as much as
that for junior secondary schools. That year, the total number of full-time students in the
whole country was 260 million, where there were 125.43 million pupils, 78.36 million
secondary school students (64.31 million junior students and 14.05 million senior
students), and 7.19 million full-time college students, accounting for 48, 30, and 2.8%,
respectively, of the educated population. However, the proportions of financial budgetary
education funds for them were 34.9, 35.9, and 24.5%, respectively, which was greatly
different from international practice: the average financial expenditure of college students
is three to four times that of the pupils and two to three times that of secondary school
students.

2. As the main investor of compulsory education, the town-level government was the main
funds channel of compulsory education. According to the investigation conducted by the
Development Research Center of the State Council, since compulsory education was
carried out, the share funded by the central government has only been 2% in the
proportion to the capital investment in rural compulsory education, that of provincial
government is 11%, of the county or the county level city is 9%, and of the town and
village amounts to 78%. Based on the statistics from Education Funds Statistics Yearbook
of China, the annual budgetary funds from the central government used for compulsory
education never exceeded 100 million. Even so, the limited funds were given to the
“central-affiliated” primary schools.

Obviously, the towns and villages were unable to supply large quantity of compulsory
education funds; thus, the physical facilities of rural schools worsened and the rural teacher’s
salary was always in arrears. The disparity of the teachers’ incomes between the urban and
rural areas widened. Furthermore, the funds for rural compulsory education loaded by the
town-level government, whose responsibility should have been taken by the central
government, were shifted to the peasants, which aggregated the peasants’ burden. This is also
a key factor in the high dropout rate of rural compulsory education.

Key school policy or model school policy

The key school policy was a strategy of the government to focus the limited educational
resources on improving the teaching quality of some schools to produce some talented
students during imperative need, when the country experiences a great shortage of
educational resources. It went through all the stages, from primary schools to universities.
From its very beginning, the key school’s policy has been elite oriented. For many years,
there has been certainty that the key schools has brought up a large quantity of highly
qualified persons; therefore, the influence of the key school’s policy on China’s education
development should not be played down at all. But at the same time, it has objectively
worsened the unbalanced development in China[11], pp. 40–42. Because most of the key
schools in fundamental education are in cities and towns, this unbalance mainly refers to the
gap between urban and rural schools.
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Implementing the key school policy, the government gave the key schools a great deal of
the scarce resources, which, on the one hand, lessened the investment in regularly schools,
especially in rural schools. On the other hand, it helped the key schools gather more and more
social resources by its advantages of resources and popularity. In addition, it helped the key
schools to deprive rural schools of high-quality educational resources and worsened the
conditions of rural schools increasingly.

Up until now, the key school policy has been abolished in basic education, but its effect
will last for a long time. Those entitled with ‘the key school’ still have great popularity that
facilitates them to get much more social resources than regular ones do. From this point, the
key school’ capacity of depriving the rural schools of educational resources has not become
weaker than that in the beginning, and it is impossible for it to be weaker in such a short time.
Furthermore, the model school policy, following the steps of the key school policy, is another
form of the elite-oriented educational policy, which can produce and enlarge the gap in
education between the urban and rural areas in the same way.

The teacher’s policy of compulsory education

According to some important texts of the issued teacher’s policies, two points can be found:

1. The government treats urban and rural teachers unequally. For example, it is stated in
Teacher’s Law of the People’s Republic of China, Article 28: “the governments at all
levels and departments concerned of the State Council should give privileges to the urban
teachers in housing, renting and buying houses. The county-level and town-level
government should make housing convenient for rural teachers.” This shows that the
government appropriates the special funds to subsidize and provide the urban teachers
with housing in the light of the national standard, while there is no definite standard for
the rural teachers’ housing, on the one hand, and their housing is provided by peasants, on
the other hand. Before the Tax-Fee Reform, the funds of the rural teachers’ housing
mainly came from the extra educational fee and fundraising for running schools, which
were collected from the peasants by the local governments. After the Tax-Fee Reform,
however, the rural teachers were no longer provided with housing because the extra
educational fee and fund raising for running schools were canceled. Moreover, many
other tremendous disparities also existed between urban and rural teachers in aspects such
as medicare, social securities, training after employment, etc. The different treatments
between urban and rural teachers are a leading policy factor that has made the young
hardcore rural teachers transfer into the cities.

2. A different teacher/student ratio is applied to urban and rural compulsory education. In
2001, the Office of the State Council transmitted the Opinions on Suggestion of Issuing
Standards of Staff in Primary and Secondary Schools drafted by the Central Staff Office,
the Central Personnel Office, the Ministry of Education, and the Ministry of Finance, and
the number of teachers in each primary and high school is decided upon in accordance
with the students’ number. In junior secondary schools, the student/teacher ratio is 18.0:1
in rural areas, 16.0:1 in county seats and towns, and 13.5:1 in cities. In primary schools,
the student/teacher ratio is 23.0:1 in rural areas, 21.0:1 in county seats and towns, 19.0:1
in cities ([12], pp. 20–22). The student/teacher ratio decided on by the number of students
is a city-oriented standard, very unreasonable in fact. As far as rural schools are
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concerned, because the rural populations are scattered everywhere and rural traffic is
inconvenient, most of the rural schools are very small. Just for that reason, the teacher/
student ratio in rural schools is smaller, not larger. If rural primary schools are provided
with teachers in the light of the ratio, many great rural schools cannot work at all. Hence,
part-time teachers and mixed classes in rural areas have increased more and more these
years. The different student/teacher ratio between rural and urban schools had a serious
impact on the improvement of rural teaching quality and enlarged the inequity of
educational opportunities between the urban and rural areas.

Policy advice to narrow the gap in compulsory education between urban and rural areas

The educational gap between the urban and rural areas is very serious throughout China,
which has already become an enormous obstacle to attaining sustainable balanced edu-
cational, economic, and social development, blocking the people’s pursuit for equal
education. Not only is it a desire of the people belonging to disadvantaged groups but also an
unshakable duty of all people to narrow the gap between the urban and rural areas, which
needs a big and overall adjustment of public and social policies. Due to my limited research
abilities, this article will mainly focus on the changes that should be made in educational
policies.

Determine the policy idea of coordinated development in urban and rural areas directed
by the modern theories on equity and the outlook of scientific development

Both efficiency and equity should be considered when a policy is issued, but the government
should take equality instead of efficiency as its first choice. Just as John Bordley Rawls stated
at the beginning of his book A Theory of Justice: “Some laws and systems, no matter how
efficient and proper they are, so long as they are not just, they must be changed or abolished.”
Any equity is no more than the equality of starting points, the equality of processes
themselves, and the equality of results, and the allocations of any rights, obligations, and social
values are fundamentally included in the three basic forms of equality. Among them, an equal
starting point is the basis of equity and restricts the realization of the other two forms of equity.

In essence, the disparity of compulsory education between the rural and urban areas
implies unequal opportunities for the enrollment of compulsory educational schools. One
reason for the deprivation of rural population is that this inequality generates some new
inequity of education inherited generation by generation. Such a “Matthew effect”makes the
gap between the urban and rural areas wider and wider. Hence, the most important step to
narrow the gap in education between the urban and rural areas is to take equality as a guide in
constituting some new social development policies and ensure that rural children have an
equal opportunity to receive proper education.

The long-standing and continuously increasing disparity between the urban and rural
areas is derived from the fact that the whole society cannot give much more attention to rural
development. For many years, the government has failed to correctly deal with cities’
relations to rural areas from macroscopic aspect and follow its binary theory to build the
country’s industrialization based on the sacrifice of rural interests. With the 3F issue
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becoming more and more serious, the unbalanced development strategy in the urban and
rural areas has increasingly exposed its serious limitation in terms of its outlook regarding
development. Hence, the human-based scientific development outlook will be the guideline
when a social or public policy is drawn up in the future. It is also the key factor to
harmoniously develop the economy, society, and education in the urban and rural areas.

Constitute a compulsory education investment law to legally determine the least
investment on fundamental education in rural areas

As an international comparison of compulsory education inputs shows, the benchmarks for
government investment on compulsory education in most of the developed countries are
stipulated in the form of laws; thus, the development of their compulsory education gets
continuous financial supports. In USA, for example, the “Act of Primary and High School
Education” was issued in 1965, which provides a proportion and standard of funds for
primary and high schools shared by the federal government, state governments, and local
governments.

Currently, there is no law guaranteeing investment in rural compulsory education in China;
rural schools in many provinces cannot receive stable financial support because funds for rural
schools are often pocketed, embezzled, or defaulted for no reason. And thus, it is advisable to
promulgate an Compulsory Education Investment Law to prescribe, in the light of different
economic development levels among regions, the regional input levels and the national
minimum standard of compulsory education that any district must reach and, at the same time,
to prescribe legal liabilities for the local governments’ defaults of attaining the regional and
national minimum input level of compulsory education or for pocketing, embezzling, or
defaulting the funds for compulsory education.

Reconstruct the financial system of compulsory education to define central and local
governments’ responsibilities for rural compulsory education and intensify
the central government’s investment in rural compulsory education

Governments at all levels, townships, and villages take their clear responsibilities
for the investment on rural compulsory education in the light of regional disparities

The severe funds shortage in rural schools is a result of the long-standing misplacement of
major investors. The international experiences of compulsory education show that, whether
in centralized countries or in decentralized countries, governments should be the major
investor and take principal responsibility for the development of compulsory education. Take
the USA in 1990 as an example. The federal, state, and local governments respectively
shared 6.1, 47.1, and 46.5% of the appropriation to high and primary schools.

In constructing a new financial system for compulsory education, on the one hand, it is
necessary to increase the central government’s investment to rural compulsory education and
to improve greatly the financial transference payment in provinces, which have implemented
a tax-fee reform or enjoyed an agricultural tax exemption, including general transference
payment, special transference payment, etc. On the other hand, provincial governments,
instead of those under them, mainly should invest on rural compulsory education, and at the
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same time, the disparities in terms of regional economies, education, and cultural
development should be considered to clearly define the clear investment responsibilities of
governments at all levels, for each region.

The central government’s funds specially designated for rural compulsory education
in the deprived middle and western areas

Because of great regional differences in China, the disparities between towns and countryside
in different areas also vary in degrees. Especially in some undeveloped areas in Middle and
Western China, in terms of economy, culture, and education, rural schools are in greater need
of special financial support. That is why the central government should designate special
funds for their development in the new financial system of compulsory education.

The system of free compulsory education for rural school-age children
should be implemented as soon as possible

First, by analyzing other countries’ experiences of implementing compulsory education, we
come to the conclusion that compulsory education in most countries all over the world is
invested principally by the governments. Of more than 170 countries, no country does not
implement free compulsory education. For that reason, the implementation of free com-
pulsory education has been a main trend in the world and ought to become an important
content of our compulsory educational reforms.

Second, it is economically feasible for governments to provide free compulsory education
for rural children. According to some statistic data of 2001, tuition fees and incidental
expenses for regular primary and secondary schools paid by peasants were 11.300 billion
RMB, including 4.3 billion RMB in rural primary schools and 7 billion RMB in rural
secondary schools. Thus, it is evident that all rural children can receive 9-year free com-
pulsory education as long as governments appropriates less than 10 billion RMB (not
including tuition fee and incidental expenses of senior high schools), which can be assigned
from the special funds for agriculture[13] p. 1.

A million “national rural teacher posts” specially set up to support rural
educational development

The rural teachers’ quality is a key bottleneck in narrowing the educational gap between the
urban and rural areas. However, contemporary rural teachers have a double-facet problem.
On the one hand, rural schools are crying for high-quality young teachers who have received
vocational training; on the other hand, excellent young graduates are seldom appointed to
work in the countryside. That is, rural areas suffer the insufficient supply of teachers.
Therefore, it is advisable for the central government to appropriate some special funds for a
national project of “A million rural teachers’ posts,” to dispatch graduates with teacher’s
qualifications and good teachers in urban primary and secondary schools to work in rural
schools through a certain procedure while stipulate their service time and the relevant
treatment that they can enjoy.
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Reform the traditional educational management system and draw up policies conducive
to market strengths’ participation in educational management and investment
to encourage commitment to rural education from individuals, enterprises,
and a third department

It has been proved that the management system for governments to run schools at different
levels cannot meet the policy requirement to narrow the current gap between the urban and
rural areas. Because the market-oriented economy in China is maturing, the educational
management system should move towards its pluralism stage so that it can satisfy the
development of a market-oriented economy.

The disparities in education between the urban and rural areas vary greatly in degree in
different regions; therefore, it is advisable to find out some new managerial patterns for
different regions while the traditional “county-oriented” system is accepted. It is suggested,
for example, for the provincial governments to manage, as it does the investment, the
extremely deprived areas or the provinces where too severe disparities exist. It may sustain a
balanced development between regions and between towns and countryside.

Under the situation that the governments act as managers of and investors on education,
great efforts should be made to find new financial resources in solving the financial problem
in the compulsory education field, especially that in rural areas. At the same time, it is
suggested that the fund allocation mechanism for the compulsory education be reformed and
that market strengths be allowed to participate in the distribution of educational resources,
e.g., government purchases of educational services and privatization of education, or to
establish favorable policies attracting individuals, enterprises, and a third department to
invest the compulsory education in rural areas. This can help produce further use for social
funds to expand financial resources for rural compulsory education.

The disparities in education between the urban and rural areas are absolute, which are not
only a sign of social diversity but also a drive for the society to advance. It is neither possible
nor necessary to eliminate all the disparities. The disparities should remain moderate,
however, and should be controlled within the acceptable range for the whole society. If the
disparities are too tremendous, they will inevitably hinder social development and result in
social turbulence.

Narrowing the educational disparities between urban and rural areas does not mean
dispelling the educational diversity between them, nor denying or slowing down urban
development, but rather arousing the whole society to pay more attention to marginalized
rural education and requiring the public and social policies not only to guarantee the urban
people high-quality education resources but also to grant the people in the remote and
poverty-stricken rural areas equal rights of education and development. However, how to
control the disparities to stay within a reasonable range while keeping the educational variety
between cities and rural areas just for the very sake of diversity and the continuous drives of
educational development itself is a new demanding issue.
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