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Abstract  The educational inequity of rural workers’ children is a unique social 
problem in the transition stage of China. Based on the specific survey in such 
provinces as Hubei, Henan, Anhui, and other provinces, a conclusion can be 
drawn that the reasons for the educational inequity of rural worker’s children are 
very complicated, among which the system is the most essential factor. Therefore, 
institutional safeguards should be provided to realize the education equity of 
rural worker’s children. 

Keywords  rural migrant workers’ children, educational equity, compulsory 
education, institutional safeguards 

摘要  进城务工人员子女义务教育公平问题是中国社会转型期一个独特的社会问

题。 基于对中国湖北、河南、安徽等省市进城务工人员子女上学问题的专门调查，

并结合全国其他省市的调查研究，可以发现，产生这一问题的原因相当复杂，但制

度是其中最重要的因素。因此，要保证进城务工人员子女能公平地接受义务教育，

必须为其提供制度保障。 

关键词  进城务工人员子女, 教育公平，义务教育，制度保障 

1  Introduction 

Since the 1980’s, there has been a massive migration of rural residents to some of 
China’s large, economically developed cities as they search for higher incomes 
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and better lives. In recent years, the problems that migrant workers face have 
become fodder for some intense discussions in China. For example, the 
education of migrant workers’ children has evoked great concerns among many 
Chinese. Ensuring that migrant children equally receive compulsory education 
cannot only help universalize 9-year compulsory education and improve its 
quality, but also promote harmonious economic and social development in both 
rural/urban areas and social stabilization. Based on the survey on migrant 
children’s enrollment in Hubei, Henan, Anhui and some other provinces, this 
paper analyzes the education inequity of migrant children and its causes in an 
institutional perspective. The paper also gives some policy options to ensure that 
migrant children can be entitled to the same compulsory education as urban 
counterparts. 

2  Education equity of migrant children 

Migrant children are a special group arising in the transfer of surplus rural labor 
forces into urban areas. The government at different levels and its education 
administration has made great efforts to safeguard them to have access to 
compulsory education. An array of laws and policy statements has been 
promulgated on the relevant issues. However, due to factors of economic gap and 
the system causation formed historically, the educational inequity still exists, 
which should be highly taken into account. 

2.1  Some migrant children cannot enroll in the school 

The sample survey, which was conducted in 9 cities including Beijing by 
National Working Committee on Children and Women under China’s State 
Council (NWCCW) and the China National Children’ Center (CNCC), shows 
that there are approximately 2.80 million migrant children in 9 cities and 
enrollment rate of compulsory education is about 90.7 percent, which means that 
in these cities more than 260 thousand migrant children cannot afford the school. 
As migrant children grow old, their dropout rate will increase. Between 8 and 14, 
the dropout rate rises from 0.8 percent to 15.4 percent. In the group of migrant 
children the dropout rate of girls is 3.9 percent, which is higher than boys (2.6 
percent). What is worse, some migrant children cannot enroll in the school at the 
prescribed age; 46.9 percent of 6-year-old children do not attend school. In 
addition, some school migrant children are over-aged. The survey indicates that 
20 percent of migrant children at 9 are still in their first and the second years, far 
exceeding the required 6-year-old age in China’s compulsory education. It can 
also be found that the 13 and 14-year-old children who are still in primary school 
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account for 30 percent and 10 percent of migrant children of the same age group 
respectively (Chen, 2003). The schooling of migrant children is delayed by their 
parents’ migration to different extents. This phenomenon shows the inequity of 
educational opportunities exists among migrant children, especially among the 
girls.  

2.2  Most of the migrant children cannot enroll in high-quality schools 

At present, most of the migrant children have entered public schools, however, 
still quite a number of students have to attend private schools only for migrant 
children, which are in poor conditions and of low quality. The Beijing 
governmental statistic shows 62.3 percent of migrant children (228 thousand) are 
in public schools, 11.7 percent (43 thousand) in private schools licensed and 26 
percent (95 thousand) in private schools unlicensed. In other words, 37.7 percent 
(about 138 thousand) of migrant children can only go to private schools for 
migrant kids, where the urban children never go (Wu, 2006). According to the 
investigation in the city of Wuhan, among 140 thousand migrant children in this 
city, 80 thousand are in public schools and 60 thousand (43 percent 
approximately) in the private schools which are operated only for migrant 
children. But most of these schools do not meet required standards. With no 
comfortable school houses, no qualified teachers, and even no legal license for 
operating a school, they are often ordered to close. The situation is almost similar 
in other cities. Although central government emphasizes that providing 
compulsory education for migrant children is the main responsibility of both 
local governments and full-time public schools” (known as 2-main-responsibility 
policy), the current situation and fact is that many migrant parents cannot afford 
urban public schools and the children have to attend private schools. In addition, 
even though some migrant children can go to public schools, most of them do not 
have access to the key schools. The sample survey (NWCCW and CNCC) shows 
that the proportions of migrant children attending key schools are 6.8 percent in 
large cities, 13.4 percent in medium-sized cities and 7.9 percent in small cities. 
Wuhan, one of the earliest cities that accept migrant children, has now 313 public 
schools where migrant children can attend. None of them, however, is the key 
school, which indicates that even if migrant children make academic 
achievements, they cannot access excellent educational resources due to their 
social identity, that is, agricultural hukou (household registration). In the 
perspective of sociology, urban hukou is hereditary and congenital, which retards 
migrant children’s development in terms of household registration system.  
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2.3  Part of migrant children cannot afford to go to school 

Many of the migrant workers have received not much of education. Over 50 
percent of them have only finished junior high or even elementary school, thus 
it is impossible for them to get the jobs with higher pay but requiring 
professional knowledge and skills. Thus a large proportion of migrant workers 
work in construction fields or in the manufacturing and service industry, which 
makes them earn less. What is worse, they have to struggle to have their salary 
paid in full and on time. For years, nevertheless, urban public schools have 
been charging extra schooling fees on migrant children. These unreasonable 
fees form a barrier against migrant children going into public schools, which is 
a major problem in prohibiting them from receiving compulsory education and 
a prevailing complaint of rural workers. Despite the fact that various cities have 
been implementing the 2-main-responsibility policy through abolishing or 
reducing these fees, school expenditure is still the most burdensome for rural 
workers. Based on this investigation, in addition to tuition fees, migrant 
children should pay school for selecting (300 to 400 RMB each term in primary 
schools and 500 RMB in secondary schools), in some cities far higher. In 
addition, other fees are still collected such as for school uniforms, insurance, 
school excursions, access to internet and class activities. In general, rural 
migrant workers are a low-income group compared with their city counterparts. 
Excessive fees and other education expenditures have prevented them from 
sending their children to urban schools. According to the survey, although as 
early as in 2004 the government of Wuhan promulgated to abolish 
school-selecting fees and to put “ensuring migrant children to enroll in the 
school” on the agenda, most of the rural workers still think the biggest 
difficulty that they face is that education expenses are too high. Those who 
deem “school-selecting fees too high” account for 52.9 percent and “tuition 
fees too high” 30.9 percent of rural workers respectively. In response to the 
item of “Why don’t you take your children to go to school in the city” in the 
questionnaire, the most frequent answers are “fees are too high to afford” and 
“schooling in rural areas will save a lot of money”. The higher cost of living in 
the city and too much education expense has compelled rural workers to 
abnegate the option bringing their children with them in the city. Most 
importantly, too high school-selecting fees collected from migrant children 
exclusively have discriminated against them, which violate the principle of 
educational equity and deprive them of the rights to receive compulsory 
education. Therefore, the survey shows that rural workers call for with both 
feet that cities should “forbid schools to collect school-selecting fees from 
migrant children”, “reduce the excessive tuition fees” and “exempt or reduce 
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the tuition fees according to the student’s economic situation”. 

3  The institutional root of educational inequity of migrant 
children 

The education inequity of migrant children is tightly related to the long-term 
dualistic economic and educational structure of urban-rural segmentation. 
China is a typical dualistic structure of the urban-rural society, in which city 
is the center. This trend can also present itself in the policy of public 
education. It has divided all children into two distinct groups and segmented 
them according to their “agricultural” and “non-agricultural” hukou. Children 
under different institutional structures procure uneven educational resources. 
Therefore, in the past decades, the city government has been financing 
compulsory education in urban areas, whereas rural education is supported by 
farmers themselves.  

Under this system, the local urban and rural government respectively raises 
and allocates money for universalizing compulsory education. This actually 
acquiesced in the disadvantages to compulsory education rooted in uneven 
economic development between urban and rural areas. The only consequence is 
that the development of compulsory education totally depends on the local 
economic growth and local government’s financial situation. As we know, there 
is a certain or even wide disparity in economic development between urban and 
rural areas. Taking budgeted expenditures per student in 2005 for example, the 
budget educational operating expenditure per primary school pupil was 1 679 
RMB in urban areas and 1 205 RMB in rural areas. Hereinto, the budget 
educational public expenditure per pupil was 236 RMB in the cities and 142 
RMB in the country. The budgeted operating expenditure of junior high school 
per student was 1 835 RMB in urban areas and 1 315 RMB in rural areas; the 
budget educational public expenditure per student was 307 RMB in the cities and 
193 RMB in the country (Li, 2007). Under this kind of dualistic educational 
system, rural education has been short of resources, which leads to a great lag 
behind its urban counterpart in both teacher qualifications and teaching facilities. 
Quite a number of rural schools have been lack of experimental facilities and 
books for libraries. Not all of the uniform national curriculums can be run. Then 
how to meet the basic teaching requirement in these schools? National Inspection 
Report of Education 2005, which was promulgated by the Inspection Team for 
National Education shows that the urban/rural ratio of per-student teaching 
equipment value is 2.9∶1 for primary school and 1.4∶1 for junior high school. 
Besides, rural schools are weak in qualified teachers. There are approximately 
310 thousand teachers in rural schools who fail to meet the standards set by the 
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state, namely, they do not obtain academic qualifications. The aging trend of 
primary school teachers is severe enough. The proportion of teachers with 
intermediate or senior professional titles is low, especially in junior high schools, 
of which there is 12.36 percent in urban areas and 2.33 percent in rural areas. 

On the one hand, the wide gap between urban and rural education has induced 
rural children of the right age to steam into cities so as to receive higher-quality 
education, which increases the demand of urban compulsory education. On the 
other hand, in order to preserve this rigid dualistic educational institution, a lot of 
urban public schools refuse to accept migrant children or decrease the enrollment 
for various reasons even if the government has a “2-main-responsibility policy” 
to get over the difficulty of schooling them. The local government in some places 
only permits some schools to enroll migrant children, while others not; some 
public schools appoint migrant children in the separated classes. The isolated and 
discriminative behavior prevents them from receiving equitable education, as 
well as give rise to new social problems.  

Under this urban/rural-segmented educational system, raising and allocating 
money for universalizing compulsory education is the responsibility of local 
urban and rural government respectively. Consequently, the more students in one 
city, the greater financial burden the local government has. For instance, 
budgeted expenditure per student in 2005 was 1 675 and 1 835 RMB for urban 
primary and junior high school. Computed from that, large cities such as Beijing 
and Wuhan will pay a huge amount of expense for education of migrant children. 
The central government points out repeatedly that the local government should 
set norms while collecting school fees and reduce or exempt relevant expenses in 
order to treat migrant children and local students equally without discrimination. 
In spite of that, some schools and local government still exclude migrant children 
from receiving education. Some local government complains that it is the 
financial difficulty that makes more migrant children enrolled impossible; some 
local governments think it is not reasonable for them to support the educational 
expenditure of migrant children solely, and their local rural government should 
share it fully or partially. Some even think it is a school-selecting behavior for 
migrant children moving from underdeveloped rural areas to enroll in the schools 
of relatively developed cities. Selecting schools means that migrant children have 
given up the public education supplied by native local government. It can be 
inferred that the cities where migrant workers live and work do not need to 
support education of migrant children, rather, they can charge higher school fees 
and school-selecting fees for education of migrant children. 

In a word, the causes of education inequity of migrant children are fairly 
complicated and the institution is one of the most important factors. 
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4  The institutional safeguards for migrant children to 
equally receive compulsory education 

If the right for migrant children to equally receive the compulsory education is 
guaranteed, the institutional safeguards should be provided, for it is the main 
cause of the problem. 

4.1  It is the responsibility of the government 

In accordance with the law, compulsory education is a kind of compelling 
education that must be received by school-aged children and adolescents, and 
must be safeguarded by the state, society, schools and families. It is stipulated in 
the 4th article of Compulsory Education Law of the People’s Republic of China 
that “all school-aged children and adolescents of Chinese nationality have the 
equal rights and obligations to receive compulsory education, regardless of sex, 
ethnic group, race, family economic situation and religious belief”. Migrant 
children are the children who should be protected by the law and should have the 
equal educational rights. Migrant children, as well as urban children should be 
entitled to compulsory education, which is one of the important parts of China’s 
education. It is a public good that has a positive externality for the society and 
should be ensured by the government. Consequently, the government should 
fulfill the obligation of the provision of equitable compulsory education. 

4.2  It is the main responsibility of the local government of the cities where 
migrant workers live and work 

According to the characteristics of compulsory education, it is undoubted that the 
government should assure migrant children of compulsory education equally. 
The problem is that how to allot the responsibility of the provision of compulsory 
education between the central and local governments, as well as between the 
urban government and rural government. In other words, which level or 
hierarchy of the government should pay for the compulsory education for 
migrant children? Undoubtedly, the local government of the cities where migrant 
workers live and work should assume the main responsibility and be the main 
financial provider. Firstly, the enrollment of migrant children in the cities is not 
selecting schools but moving to urban schools along with their parents. It is 
different from school transferring of urban children because of their parents’ 
migration to another city, and also substantially different from urban children’s 
school selecting just for a better school when there is no change in their parents’ 
working and living places. Secondly, the employment of rural workers in the 
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cities not only creates the wealth for cities and generates taxes for the state, but 
promotes the urban social-economic development as well. They should have the 
rights to consume the local public goods and services in the same way that the 
city-dwellers can consume. Thirdly, the majority of rural workers who are 
low-income social classes and disadvantaged social groups in cities, should 
deserve the sympathy and help from the society, and have their basic social 
security. They should not be charged discriminatively. Consequently, in any case, 
it is unreasonable to charge them discriminatively for education fees. The local 
government should make a resolve to implement the spirit of “On education of 
migrant children” promulgated by the Ministry of Education P. R. C. and five 
other departments. It should not only provide financial assistance for migrant 
children’s compulsory education, but become the main financial supplier as well. 
Only in this way can migrant children have the same educational rights as their 
city counterparts. Certainly, the main responsibility the local government takes 
does not mean the exemption of obligation of central and provincial government. 
Rather, upper-lever government should implement macro management in order 
to rationally share in the cost of education of migrant children. There exist some 
regions and cities where economic development is slow and public finance is in 
difficulty, especially some under-developed Middle and West cities. In these 
places, central and provincial government should relieve the financial burden of 
the local government instead of transferring the burden to rural workers. It is 
advisable that the central and provincial government set up the special fund for 
compulsory education for migrant children in the way of inter-governmental 
grants.  

4.3  It is the main responsibilities of the urban public schools 

Now that the local government has the main responsibility for schooling migrant 
children, urban public schools should also have the main responsibility to enroll 
migrant children so that they can receive an equitable compulsory education. 
Urban public schools, which are all financed by the governmental budget, should 
treat all citizens equally. Urban public educational resources belong to both 
city-dwellers and rural workers who do not obtain the city hukou as well. Both 
urban children and migrant children could have the rights to use public 
educational resources. Only having a relatively high-quality education from 
childhood, migrant children can be easily assimilated into city civilization. In a 
sense, under the condition of unbalanced educational development between rural 
and urban areas, the disadvantaged schools in cities have much higher quality 
than rural schools in some places. Therefore, the local government should not 
only stoutly implement the “2-main-responsibility policy”, but also stipulate to 
open all urban public schools including key ones to migrant children. They 
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should be allowed to enroll in schools that are close to their residence and should 
not be charged school-selecting fees. The educational administration should take 
the main responsibility to supervise the enrollment. At the beginning of each 
term, parents or other legal guardians of migrant children can apply in the 
education administrative bureau of the local government with temporary 
residence cards, certificates of employment and other relevant testifying 
materials. The education administrative bureau should deliver the notification of 
enrollment to migrant children and arrange them in the schools nearby. These 
migrant children should have formal student status, the same rights and criteria 
as their urban peers in entering a higher school, appraising the student 
achievement and other activities. The above-mentioned actions can effectively 
clear up the discrimination against migrant children and give them equitable 
opportunity in receiving compulsory education. 

4.4  The government should encourage and support schools of non-governmental 
entities 

“2-main-responsibility policy” does not mean excluding other social entities 
from supplying education opportunities. In modern societies, compulsory 
education is mainly supplied by the state and government, for it is a special 
public good. However, the resources do not necessarily need to be input to public 
schools or build new schools. Migrant children do not necessarily choose to 
enroll in public schools. They may choose public schools or private schools. The 
migrant children who choose to enroll in private schools as well as these schools 
per se have the rights to be financed by the government. Private schools, most of 
which are built where floating population is in high density and out of reach of 
public schools’ service range, compensate the undersupply of public schools and 
make the education of migrant children more available. So they are more 
deserved to procure financial assistance from the government. Consequently, the 
funding institution of compulsory education schools should be improved in order 
to promote the balanced development between public and private schools. 
Government funding is an important factor that has an effect on balanced 
development of schools. In order to fill in the gap between the same-level public 
and private schools in the same city, funds should be appropriated according to 
the number of migrant children the school enrolled, especially considering the 
poor-conditioned private school. In the meantime, the way of “vouchers” can 
also be introduced. Budgeted educational expenditure can be allocated directly to 
students, who will choose schools freely. For those who have city hukou, they 
can draw the vouchers from the government; for those who are migrant children, 
they can procure the vouchers relying on the testifying materials endorsed by the 
community committee or their parents’ employers. Schools can cash the vouchers 
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from the treasury department of the government. Vouchers are a new financing 
method of transforming “implicit subsidy” into “explicit subsidy”. Vouchers can 
make migrant children and schools equally get the public financial support. In 
this way, the higher education quality a school has, the more efficient the 
governmental input is. In the meantime, vouchers can help to break the enrolling 
restriction for all schools among districts and household registration system, and 
expand the enrollment opportunity of migrant children. Of course, while 
encouraging and supporting non-governmental entities to set up private schools, 
the government as well as its education administration should standardize these 
private schools and improve their education quality. 

In conclusion, migrant children, who have been a giant special group formed 
in the period of transformation, are also the country’s future like other children. 
If no measures are taken to ensure them to equally receive education, the 
consequence will be unimaginable. Whether migrant children can receive 
equitable education or not is not only an educational problem, but a social 
problem as well. The solution to this problem is a sort of complex systems 
engineering, which needs practical measures and institutional innovation. 
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