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Preface (1)

When Prof. Keith Lewin, Prof. Qu Hengchang, Prof. Wang Lu and I discussed the possibility
of revisiting the three counties where we did case studies on implementing basic education in
China twenty years ago, I was very excited. Since we finished the research project on
Implementing Basic Education in China which was published by the International Institute
for Educational Planning we had not been able to follow up and track changes during a period
when Chinese basic education had been transformed, but a part of the research teams’ hearts
were left with the teachers and children in the fieldwork areas. Access to basic education and
the challenges of people’s lives in poor areas has always been an emotional topic whenever
the research team members gather together at Beijing Normal University. Periodically I have
collected information when chances have arisen to talk with officials and students from the
research sites. Some of the changes that have happened over twenty years are difficult to
imagine. Tongxian County has been transformed into Tongzhou District. When a county is
upgraded to a district in China, it means the area has become urbanized and the living
conditions and livelihoods have been transformed. I have had the chance to drive through Xiji
which was one of the poorest Xiang (township) in Tongxian when we did our study, which
was predominantly rural and agricultural. Now it includes a major industrial park on the
outskirts of Beijing, and has the corporate headquarters of several multi-national enterprises.
Many residents live in high rise apartments and commute to work in Beijing. I have become
aware that Ansai (our second case study county) has become quite rich as petroleum had been
discovered there. Zhaojue (our third case study county) is a long way from Beijing. How I
wish I could return and see the changes in these areas; twenty years is a long time. Prof. Qu
and I now are too old to take on the rigours of fieldwork even though conditions have
improved greatly in transport and accommodation. Wu Zhongkui and Qian Jiaqi (two of our
team members) have assumed important positions in the Zhuhai Branch Campus of Beijing
Normal University, and Li Jiayong (another team member) is our deputy Dean. Fortunately it
has been possible for Prof. Lewin and Prof. Wang Lu to organize a new team and revisit the
same locations and schools to compare the situation now with that of twenty years ago. This
is a unique opportunity which has not been undertaken before and I greatly appreciate their
work.

The landscape of the nine year compulsory education in China has been transformed since
1991 when we first did the research. Then the primary and lower secondary schools were run
by county and xiang governments and financially supported largely by villages and xiang
authorities. This kind of school administration and finance system resulted in schools having
very different resources within a county, and even within a xiang. Differences between
counties were also large. In 2001 the county governments were required to take full
responsibility for running and supporting the schools. Subsequently the provincial
governments are responsible for planning and coordinating school management. Thus the
central and provincial governments share the main responsibilities to support schools.
Another related change is that children in the compulsory education cycle have had tuition
fees waived since 2006. Rural school children are also provided with free text books and
enjoy subsidised boarding charges. Boarding schools have been built extensively in western
rural areas and enrolment rates have been much improved.

There is no doubt that China has made great achievements in compulsory education. Now
China has come to a critical turning point in its development. China’s policy makers have to
make up their minds if China is to be developed into a society with a harmonious distribution
of its social wealth. If China wants to be a harmonious society, it must start with its schools.
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The school system is a powerful tool to either reinforce social inequality or to promote
upward movement for disadvantaged children. Now, at the one extreme the children of
privileged classes go to the best schools, and at the other extreme the children from poor
families (in poor rural areas, in low income families resident in cities, children of recent
migrants etc.) go to schools with lower standards and miserable school buildings and
facilities. This new research confirms these general observations. It finds that though
participation has improved there are growing needs to address inequalities and it concludes,
“Growing disparities will not serve to achieve the goals of compulsory education policy.
Universalization requires both better distribution of access through to grade nine, and much
more investment in quality to address both the supply and demand side constraints.”

The recently published National Medium to Long Term Plan for Educational Reform and
Development (2010-2020) sets strategic goals to provide equal opportunities and an even
quality of education to all children, to run all schools efficiently and effectively, and to
educate all children and not allow any to drop out of school because of poverty or other
reasons. We know that central policy will not be implemented effectively without changes at
the lower levels which determine what actually happens. I do believe this research report
revisiting the three richer, poorer, and national minority areas will help policy makers to
know better what really happens as the result of policy. A close reading will enlighten them
so that new policy initiatives will build on evidence and on the experience of previous
initiatives. The research will also remind Chinese education researchers that we need to place
more stress on basic field work and empirical evidence to complement publications based on
theoretical arguments. The report will give a new perspective to international readers to
understand Chinese basic education. It will be of interest to those working for the provision
of universal basic education throughout the world and should encourage new research on
patterns of change in access to basic education. I would like to congratulate Prof. Lewin and
Prof. Wang Lu for the excellent research contained in this monograph.

Wang Yingjie
Professor of Education and Former Vice-President
Beijing Normal University

Preface (2)

China has developed more rapidly than anywhere else in the world over the last two decades.
In the 1980s the transformation began from a predominantly rural and peasant society to one
where the majority will soon be urban dwellers many of whom are now living a middle
income life fully integrated into mass consumption and an industrialised society. Alongside
rapid social and economic changes the education system has evolved.

This research monograph charts how change has taken place in three contrasting areas. The
first Tongzhou is rich and urban and close to Beijing. In 1990 it was one of the richest 300
counties but still had a rural character in many parts and some small scale industry. Now
Tongzhou is a modern city with multi lane highways and many commuters living in high rise
apartments, and much inward migration from the countryside driven by employment
opportunities generated in special development zones. Ansai has been transformed by the
exploitation of oil under the Loess Plateau. Its infrastructure has modernised and new roads
and railway lines mean that villages that were remote are accessible. At the same time there
has been both urbanisation and outward migration so the rural population has shrunk fast. In
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Zhaojue there has been some development around the main road onto the high plateau and
new villages and schools are being built to encourage Yi people to move off the mountains.
But most schools remain small and difficult to access, and some are in very poor condition.

The study illustrates many things. Over a generation some districts that were relatively poor
have become relatively rich. The numbers of small and incomplete schools in two of the areas
have fallen dramatically. The total number of children enrolled has also fallen steeply as a
result of much lower birth rates and in some counties because of outward migration. The old
system of pushing the financial burden of compulsory basic education down to the local level
with a series of local taxes has collapsed and been replaced by more centralised funding.
Inequalities have grown as development has been uneven between areas. And though most
children go to school, and in richer areas almost all complete grade 9, it remains the case that
in the least developed districts as many as half probably do not graduate successfully from
lower secondary. Amongst these are a disproportionate numbers of girls, HIV orphans, and
members of national minorities. The biggest single issue that emerges is of the need to
rebalance horizontal and vertical equity so that all children have more similar chances of
participating, learning and progressing to higher levels of the school system.

Keith Lewin
Director of CREATE
Centre for International Education
University of Sussex
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Summary

This study traces education and change over two decades in three areas, Tongzhou on the
periphery of Beijing chosen as one of the richest 300 counties in 1990; Ansai in Yan’an which
was one of the poorest 300 counties and a famous base for the 8th Route Army at the end of
the Long March, and Zhaojue a poor Yi national minority area in the Liangshan mountains in
southwest of Sichuan. Two of the case study areas have developed beyond recognition, whilst
the third has improved but still lags behind. Many issues are highlighted by the rapid
transformations including the impact of large scale demographic change and migration, which
has seen falling numbers enrolled and increasing numbers of left behind children in sending
areas and inbound migrants in receiving areas; large scale boarding of children from grade 4
and below in rural areas; recentralisation of responsibilities for school financing and teachers’
salaries; and growing concerns for horizontal and vertical inequalities in access and
participation between regions, urban and rural areas, and different types of schools.
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Education and Change in Rich, Poor and National Minority
Areas in China: Two Decades of Transition

1. Introduction

This monograph details findings from case studies of three districts in China. These were
chosen to illustrate rich, poor, and national minority areas. The study was originally
undertaken in 1990 and published as Implementing Basic Education in China: Progress and
Prospects in Rich, Poor and National Minority Areas (Lewin, Wang et al 1994) by the
International Institute for Educational Planning, UNESCO, Paris. Return visits have been
made to each of the three case study sites in Tongxian, Ansai and Zhaojue, approximately
twenty years after the original research was conducted. This research monograph details
changing patterns of access over time and the evolution of policy and practice. It highlights
factors that are associated with progress towards the goals set at national level in the 1980s to
ensure all children complete nine years of education. The case studies are set against the
backdrop of China’s rapid modernisation, and its impressive successes in progressing towards
universal access to basic education which may inform attempts in other countries to achieve
similar goals.

This first chapter presents a map of some recent developments that have shaped China’s
progress towards its goal of implementing nine year compulsory education. First, it describes
how enrolment patterns have changed and demographic transition has resulted in higher
participation with lower total enrolments. It also illustrates how inequalities in access have
persisted, especially those related to poverty, and how regional inequalities have become
prominent. Second, it charts key policy decisions that have been made to inform resource
allocation and practice over the last twenty five years. Most important of these have been the
1986 Compulsory Education Law and its revision in 2006. The third discusses changes in
financing, and the fourth the structure of management of compulsory education both of which
have been instrumental in supporting higher rates of participation. The fifth section then
details recent initiatives to accelerate progress in rural education including that in national
minority areas. Lastly, the research methods are described as a precursor to the presentation of
the case studies and a summary is given of some of the key issues raised in 1990. Chapter 2
elaborates on the current status of nine year compulsory education in Tongzhou (the former
Tongxian). It offers an introduction to the area and the case study sites, reviews the evolution
of nine year compulsory education, comments on teachers and teacher deployment and on
funding and infrastructure, and discusses some of the issues arising. Chapters 3 and 4 repeat
this pattern for the case studies in Ansai and Zhaojue. The last Chapter returns to the findings
on 1990 and offers an update and some comparisons drawing attention to what has and has
not been achieved and to issues that will shape progress over the next twenty years. The
analysis highlights the need to persist in ensuring that “the last 10%” enter primary school in
the poorest areas. It also needs to recognise the new demography of nine year compulsory
education and accommodate the realities of migration, urbanisation, orphans and left behind
children, and falling birth rates. Most importantly the research highlights how important it
will be to seek for better balance in development strategies to address the needs of all children
living in many different circumstances, and to pursue actively actions that are likely to
promote both horizontal and vertical equity between regions, urban and rural areas, different
types of schools and different social groups.
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1.1 Patterns of Growth in Participation in Basic Education

China maintains the largest basic education system in the world with over 100 million
children in primary school (grades 1-6), more than 60 million at junior secondary (grades 7-
9), and over 20 million at higher secondary (grades 10-12). By some definitions China has
already met its commitments first made in 1986 to provide universal nine-year compulsory
education. Since the early 1990s enrolment rates in primary education have indicted that over
90% of the age group have entered primary schooling in many parts of China, with most of
the problems remaining being located in the poorest counties and amongst national minority
populations. The research undertaken in 1990 was consistent with this view and showed that
in Tongxian, a rich county, participation was high and improved quality and great equity were
the main challenges. In Ansai, a poor county, many children failed to complete primary
schooling successfully and quality was low, and in Zhaojue, a poor national minority area, the
majority dropped out before grade 6 and physical conditions were frequently well below
national standards.

Over the last twenty five years nine year compulsory education has evolved and a range of
policy initiatives have been launched. These address some of the problems identified in 1990.
In 1985 the total number of primary children enrolled was about 138 million. This fell to
around 120 million by 1990, but recovered to 140 million in the mid 1990s as a result of more
effective efforts to improve participation rates. Since then the effects of a falling birth rate
have resulted in a continuous decline in numbers to not much more than 100 million. Junior
secondary enrolment began to take off from 1993 and increased from around 49 million to
peak at over 65 million in 2003 since when it has been falling. Numbers in senior secondary
started to rise in the late 1990s from about 10 million to over 20 million and are continuing to
increase rapidly. Higher education enrolments also accelerated dramatically after 2000.
Overall therefore China has seen its education system evolve in the context of demographic
transition that has reduced the total numbers at primary and junior secondary level. At the
same time participation at higher levels has grown rapidly as the labour market for those with
higher qualifications has been allowed to develop.

In 2010 the average gross enrolment rate at primary level was about 112%1, and net enrolment
rates are probably over 95%. This does not mean all children attend school successfully.
Significant but uncertain numbers who are in school in the age range of 6-11 years are over
age and will drop out before reaching grade 6. Some in remoter areas may not attend at all,
and some orphans and those with disability may be excluded from schooling. Junior
secondary enrolment rates are much lower and appear to average between 80% and 85%.
National statistics indicate that nominal drop out rates at primary are low and this is likely to
be true in developed areas on the coastal plains. However, these statistics are highly
aggregated and may not count those dropping out between years. Targets for low drop out
rates may discourage accurate reporting especially for older children at junior secondary level.
We have established that in the two poorer case study areas drop out remains a problem and
that as many as half of all children fail to complete junior secondary school. Evolving
patterns for enrolments are shown below in Figure 1.

1 Gross rates can be over 100% because over age children are included.
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Figure 1: Enrolments from 1985 to 2008
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Participation in grades 1-6 has been high since the 1980s. However, in 1980 it was clear that
above grade 6 rural children were very under represented and girls in particular failed to make
the transition to secondary and persist as long as boys. In the 1990s there were large
differences in enrolment rates in different parts of China in urban and rural areas (Lewin et al
1994b). In the 2000’s urban rural differences have diminished considerably though it remains
the case that rural children are less likely to reach grade nine. However, the differences have
reduced and, perhaps surprisingly, it seems that girls are now more likely to persist to higher
grades than boys, notwithstanding the fact that in some parts of China there are fewer girls in
the population. Figure 2 shows how attainment has changed since the 1980s for three different
cohorts – those born in the 1970s, 80s and 90s.
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Figure 2: Education Attainment for Three Age Groups

Source: DHS Survey Data

Participation rates remain strongly related to household expenditure. The richest 20% of
children are almost all enrolled up to the age of 18 years or so, whereas nearly half of the
poorest 20% have left school at the age of 15 years or below. Disproportionately the poor are
still enrolled in primary when similar age, rich, children make the transition to junior
secondary. Differences in enrolments between boys and girls are much less polarised than
those related to wealth. Figures 3 and 4 show this.

Figure 3: Participation by Age and Grade and Wealth

Source: DHS Survey data



Education and Change in Rich, Poor and National Minority Areas in China: Two Decades of Transition

5

Figure 4: Participation by Age and Grade and Sex

Source: DHS Survey data

Enrolments and enrolment rates are unevenly distributed across provinces. Structurally there
are large differences in the proportion of children at different levels of the education system.
This is shown in Figure 5. Here it can be seen that Beijing, Shanghai, and Tianjin all have
relatively few primary school children and large numbers of higher education students. At the
other extreme are Tibet, Guizhou, Hainan, and Yunnan where well over 50% of all enrolments
are in primary schools. This reflects overall enrolment rates and the demographic and socio;
economic characteristics of the provinces.

Figure 5: Participation in Different Provinces

Source: MoE Statistics 2008
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Other variations are important. Pupil teacher ratios vary widely between schools and
administrative areas. On average the ratio is about 20:1 at primary level and 17:1 at junior
secondary across China. These ratios appear to have fallen since the 1980s when the averages
were about 28:1 and 20:1. Since then many more teachers have been employed and the
numbers of pupils have been falling. In the 1980s as many as half of all teachers were not
fully qualified and trained. Now the qualification rate is claimed to be over 95%.

Three points about teachers are important. First, these averages conceal very large differences
between and within local areas and schools. The research in 1990 identified schools in the
same areas with pupil teacher ratios below 10:1 and over 50:1. In 2010 the variations were
even wider between less than 10:1 and over 60:1. Second, historically class sizes have been
large and teaching loads low. Thus there may be more than two teachers per class in urban
schools with more than 50 children in each teaching group. The opposite can be true in small
and under enrolled primary schools where one teacher may be teaching every lesson. Third, in
1990 there were still large numbers of minban (people supported) and dai ke (substitute
teachers) paid low salaries from local revenues. Though the numbers of these teachers have
fallen they are still employed in two of our case study areas, despite new policy that is
designed to ensure all teachers are on the government payroll and salaries are guaranteed by
county level authorities independent of locally generated revenue.

In summary, growth in participation has remained uneven in terms of household income and
reducing the gaps between rich and poor remains one of the biggest challenges. Gender
differences in participation have largely disappeared. However, there are significantly more
boys than girls in some population groups. Rural children remain disadvantaged but gaps have
been closing. There are different patterns of participation by level in different provinces, with
the lowest rates remaining in the Western region. Highly urbanised areas can have more
higher education students than primary children, whereas rural Provinces have very few
tertiary enrolments. This issues of horizontal equity (participation at the same level across
regions or other categories e.g. girls and boys, urban, rural), and vertical equity (e.g.
participation of different social groups by level of education) remain very important and may
be the biggest challenge facing nine year compulsory education.

1.2 Policy Development for Nine Year Compulsory Education

Before discussing changes in financing and management of compulsory education it is
important to review the recent policy initiatives that provide the framework for the
implementation of China’s universalisation of access to education. The major reform
strategies for compulsory education include statutory requirements, increased financing,
changed forms of decentralised management, and a series of other innovations.

Though education was prioritised for investment after 1949, universal access to basic
education was not achieved before the 1960s. After fairly steady progress the Great
Proletarian Cultural Revolution (GPCR) in the late 1960s marked a period of confusion about
both participation and purpose in the school system. This ended after the fall of the Gang of
Four in 1976. The “Four Modernisations” – agriculture, industry, defence, and science and
technology – were revitalized by Deng Xiaopeng in 1978, returning to the agenda set by Zhou
En-Lai in 1963 to accelerate industrial development. By the mid 1980s after a period of
reconstruction and retrieval of the disruptions of the GPCR, and the beginning of the “open
door” that sharpened comparisons with other countries, the focus shifted towards upgrading
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China’s human resources by firstly universalising the basic school system, and secondly
rationalising and developing the higher education system.

Universal compulsory education was first mentioned in the ‘Decision on Universalizing
Primary Education in Whole Country’ in 1980 (1980 Decision), and it was clarified by article
19 of The Constitution of the PRC (1982 Constitution), ‘the State establishes and runs schools,
and universalizes primary and secondary education’. In 1985 the ‘Decision on the Reform of
Educational System’ (1985 Decision) was issued. This elaborated on the detailed measures
needed to universalize nine-year compulsory education. This Decision delegated the
responsibilities for compulsory education to local governments with clear targets and
timescales for implementation in different areas under the Difang Banxue, Fenji Guanli, or
DBFG System)2.

The Compulsory Education Law of the People's Republic of China was enacted in April 1986
(Lewin et al 2004, Lewin 1989). This consolidated all the previous initiatives and was the first
law for compulsory education in China. Though this was long after such legislation in many
European countries, it predated the Education for All commitments of the international
community in 1990 at Jomtien in Thailand, and in Dakar in 2000. It also anticipated by twenty
years the Right to Education Act which was finally passed into law in 2009 in India.

A series of policy documents accompanied the new law including the ‘Explanation of the
Compulsory Education Law of the People's Republic of China’ (2/4/1986); ‘Opinions on the
Compulsory Education Law by the State Education Commission, the National Planning
Commission, the Department of Finance and the Department of Labour and Personnel’
(11/9/1986); ‘Contemporary Regulations on the Collection of Educational Sur-tax by the State
Council’ (28/4/1986); ‘Bulletin on the Reinforcement of Re-building and Maintenance of
Dangerous Classrooms in Primary and Secondary Schools by the State Council’ (18/6/1986)
and the ‘Trial Implementation Methods on the Examinations for the Qualified Certificates of
Primary and Secondary School Teachers by the State Education Commission’ (6/9/1986). The
full sequence of the most significant reforms signified by Decisions and Laws is indicated
below.

2 We are grateful for Dr Niu ZhiKui for the essence of this overview of recent policy initiatives presented
at the INRULED conference in 2009 in Beijing.
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Table 2: Development Priorities for Compulsory Education in Different Regions

Type Provinces Focuses
Type 1

(Eastern
Region)

Beijing, Tianjin, Shanghai,
Liaoning, Jilin, Jiangsu, Zhejiang,
Shandong, Guangdong;

Higher level, higher quality
compulsory education, encourage
universal senior secondary education
in places with capacity to implement

Type 2

(Middle
Region)

Hebei, Shanxi, Heilongjiang,
Anhui, Fujian, Jiangxi, Henan,
Hunan, Hubei, Hainan, Shannxi,
Sichuan, Chongqing;

Focus on developing rural education
opportunities; consolidate and enhance
progress towards the ‘two basics’

Type 3

(Western
Region)

Inner Mongolia, Guangxi,
Guizhou, Yunnan, Tibet, Gansu,
Qinghai, Ningxia, Xingjiang;

Focus on the two basics within the
national western development project;
accelerate school construction in
western rural areas; enhance education
in minority areas and for women

Note: The two basics are: compulsory education and adult literacy programs
Source: Task Force (2008) The Rising of a Country through Education (1978-2008), Beijing: Educational
Science Publishing House; p.139, p.143;

Poor areas in all the regions have been prioritized for development. The Western region has
remained most disadvantaged and has the most challenging conditions of poverty,
infrastructure, environment and cultural capital. The Western region where Zhaojue is located
has received more special funding than other regions, and rural areas like Ansai have also
benefitted. The goal is to achieve the “Two basics” – universal nine year compulsory
education, and young and middle age literacy. The “One have not and two haves” – no
dangerous buildings, and classrooms and chairs for all - has shaped the interventions but has
still not been achieved in all places. The “Two exemptions and One Subsidy” – no tuition and
text book fees, and subsidies for poor students to attend boarding schools – also provides a
key framework for policy. Many rural children are now in boarding schools from grade 4 or
younger. Large numbers of small rural primary schools have been merged as boarding
capacity has grown and infrastructure has improved. But in some of the poorest areas many
small school remain. It is evident that major investments have been made to support the
universalisation of nine year compulsory education in China and a number of special
development programmes have been approved. The main ones are shown in Table 3. Rural
education is being transformed to resemble that in towns more closely, but in the process new
inequalities are emerging.
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Table 3: Special Funding and Projects on Compulsory Education in Rural Areas
(Funded by Central Government)

Title Time Amount Contents Beneficiaries
National
Compulsory
Education
Project for Poor
Regions.

1995-2000 12.5
Billion
yuan

Hardware; dangerous
school building
renovation; teaching
facilities and books;
teacher and school
principal training

586 national poor
counties and 284
provincial poor
counties, 250 million
population

2001-2005 7.25
Billion
yuan

Free textbooks for poor
children, IT education in
poor areas

522 poor counties that
failed provincial
accreditation

National Study
Aid for poor
areas

1997-2000 130
Million
yuan

Support for minority
students for compulsory
education

Minority Students

2001-2005 100
Million
yuan

Support for poor
students for compulsory
education

Western region poor
students

Free textbooks
fund

2001-2003 7 Hundred
Million
yuan

Support for poor
students for compulsory
education

Students from poor
households

Fund for salaries
of rural school
teachers

Since 2001 5 Billion
yuan/year

Subsidy for the pay for
rural school teachers in
poor middle and western
region

Rural School teachers
in poor middle and
western region

Project for
reconstruction of
dangerous
school buildings

2001-2003 3 Billion
yuan/year

Eliminating existing dangerous buildings for
primary and secondary schools

2003-2005 6 Billion
yuan/year

Distance
learning project
in rural primary
and secondary

2004-2007 9 Billion
yuan/year

Rural primary and
secondary schools in the
western region

86,400 teaching points,
252,000 rural complete
schools

Rural Boarding
school project

2004-2007 10 Billion
yuan/year

Rural primary and
secondary schools in the
western region

6,400 new boarding
schools, to support 3.2
million poor students

Source: Task Force (2008) The Rising of a country through education (1978-2008),Beijing: Educational Science
Publishing House, p. 145.

1.3 Management and Financing of Education

From soon after the founding of the People’s Republic of China schools were managed and
funded through a ‘dual-track system’. This meant that urban schools were administered and
funded by central government, and rural schools by local communities. Initially the local
component was through the People’s Commune & Production Teams, and later from 1980s
after collectivisation was abandoned, by town and villages authorities. This dual-system did
little or nothing to reduce the large disparities that existed between urban and rural areas in
educational resources and development 3 . Many rural areas supported large numbers of

3 We are grateful to Dr Zhu Zhiyong for this basic information on recent trends in educational finance and the
insights in his paper at the INRULED Conference in 2009.
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“minban” (people supported) and substitute teachers using off budget sources and earmarked
local revenues. These were often insufficient to pay salaries even though these were typically
much less in rural rather than urban areas. Payments were often made in grain or other
commodities and there were frequent complaints about irregular pay and crises of confidence
and morale, especially when there was slow economic growth but demand for local revenue to
support education remained high.

Across China total expenditure on compulsory education has increased from about 60 billion
yuan in 1993 to 400 billion yuan in 2006, a nominal increase of 5.8 times (Figure 6).
Expenditure on rural basic education has risen slower than that on urban schools, partly
reflecting the fact that China is urbanising. Expenditure per student in compulsory education
also increased (Figure 7). Thus at junior secondary level overall expenditure rose from 552
yuan per student in 1993 to 2,669 yuan in 2006, an overall increase of 3.8 times. The increase
was from 473 yuan to 2,190 yuan for rural students, or an increase of 3.6 times. At primary
level the figures were from 278 yuan to 2,122 yuan, (6.6 times greater) and for rural primary
students from 250 yuan to 1,847 yuan, (6.3 times greater). The ratio of primary to junior
secondary school costs per student fell significantly from about 2:1 to 1.25:1. This has made it
easier to finance near universal levels of participation at junior secondary level, which would
have been much more difficult at a ratio of cost per student of 2:1. It should be noted that the
average cost per student conceals large differences. It is estimated that the cost of a place in a
rural secondary school around Beijing can be in excess of 10,000 yuan. In the Western
provinces it may be less than 2,000 yuan. Similar differences exist between the costs of
primary school places between regions (Zhu, 2011).

Figure 6: Expenditure on Basic Education 1993-2006
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Figure 7: Expenditure per Student 1993-2006

0

500

1000

1500

2000

2500

3000

1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

C
o

st
p

er
S

tu
d

en
t

(Y
u

an
)

J Sec
Primary

Source: State Education Commission

China has tried to adopt a balanced system of decentralization with shared responsibilities and
costs across levels of government (Niu, 2011). This is linked to accountability measured
against targets for implementation. The 1985 Decision and the 1986 Law decentralized
educational finance and management. Local authorities became responsible for financing and
implementing compulsory education.

From 1986 to 2000 most of the responsibility for basic education fell on the town and village
level authorities who had to raise funds to cover both infrastructure and running costs with
support from county level. User charges and other fees were charged to support the costs of
running schools, and local educational surcharges were levied from farmers. Where feasible
schools, were also encouraged to generate revenue themselves e.g. by renting their assets and
facilities and sharing in the profits of associated enterprises, and by mobilising contributions
from the community.

In retrospect it is apparent that the system failed to anticipate the problems that would arise in
rural areas with weak economic development and limited capacity to raise revenues. From
about 1994 it became clear that reforms were needed to ensure better central monitoring and
control of implementation, and more equitable distribution of resources towards poorer
locations. Changes to the general revenue raising system had succeeded in expanding total
revenue but were not accompanied by changes in the patterns of allocation of funds that could
enhance implementation of basic education in the poorest counties. Though decentralization
and cost-sharing were supposed to have a variety of advantages including more local
ownership of resources, better local decision making, and more revenue, this did not always
happen. Town and village authorities sometimes simply transferred rising financial pressure to
peasants in the form of additional educational charges and fund-raising requests for education
in circumstances where peasants’ incomes were insufficient to meet the demands. Defaults on
paying teachers' salaries in the countryside became common in the least developed areas.
Revenue raised was not always distributed equitably or in relation to need.
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1.4 The Case Studies and Research Methods

In 1990 a team from Beijing Normal University designed and developed a research
programme to explore progress in universalising enrolment in basic education following on
from the enactment of the 1986 Compulsory Education Law. China committed itself to nine
years schooling for all in advance of the well known World Conference on Education for All
held in Jomtien Thailand in 1990, and did so with different time scales for advanced urban
and less developed rural areas, and for national minorities.

The research explored progress and prospects in three areas. First Tongxian county south east
of Beijing was selected as one of the three hundred richest counties in China. This area in
1990 had many common features with other peri-urban areas on the coastal plains of China
where much of the population lives and where development was taking place most rapidly.
Tongxian is part of the Beijing hinterland and it benefits from proximity to the metropolis.

The second case study site identified was Ansai county in Yan’an. Ansai is about 40
kilometres north of Yan’an city and was one of the three hundred poorest counties in China in
1990. Ansai lies on the edge of the Loess Plateau in the transition region between desert and
plains and is an area which has some of the highest levels of erosion along the Yellow river.
In 1990 it was not accessible by railway and the road system was poorly developed with few
tarred roads. The land is potentially fertile where water is available and the economy was
essentially agricultural in 1990. Though it was known oil existed in the area there was no
commercial production at that time.

The third area chosen for the research was Zhaojue, which lies 100 km east of Xichang in the
south west of Sichuan Xichang was the capital of the Yi Autonomous Prefecture in 1990.
Zhaojue is located in the rugged Liangshan mountains near the head waters of the Yangtze
river and much of the area is at high altitude reaching up to 3,500 meters. Though it is much
further south than Tongxian or Ansai its climate is harsh with snow bound winters and short
summers. Much of the land consists of steep mountain valleys with small areas of level
ground alongside river courses. The Yi national minority speak their own language and have a
feudal history. Since the 1950s the Yi have been integrated into the administrative system of
China. Pastoralism and agriculture remain the basis of the economy, with modern practices
slowly being introduced to increase productivity. Educationally the area lags far behind much
of the rest of China (Lewin 1995).

The programme of research had a number of purposes. First, it sought to generate insight into
the rate of implementation of the nine year compulsory education policy introduced in 1986.
The primary goal was to establish actual enrolment patterns and validate key indicators of
system performance - gross and net enrolment rates, repetition, drop out, and promotion rates,
and levels of male and female participation.

Patterns of enrolment, information on the progress of age cohorts, and changes in these
patterns over time provide, quantitative indications of progress towards universalising access.

Second, the research collected information related to school quality, including that which
illustrates the pattern of deployment of human and physical resources, and the levels of
educational financial resources available to support learning and teaching. This included
insight into the availability of learning materials, equipment and furniture, school buildings,
the deployment of teachers, class size in different grades, the qualifications of teaching staff,



Education and Change in Rich, Poor and National Minority Areas in China: Two Decades of Transition

15

and where available, achievement test performance.

Third, the research explored the mechanisms used to support policy implementation. This
includes investigation of administrative arrangements, the capacity of the infrastructure to
support basic education policy, monitoring and evaluation systems, school supervision and
inspection regimes, in-service support, intervention programmes, community resource
mobilisation, and other incentives to increase participation.

In each case the intention was to develop a picture of the implementation of policy grounded
in data validated at the local level. At the time this was very unusual in China since most
evaluation of progress was based on aggregated statistical data and self reporting of target
meeting. The research explored the reasons for the varying levels of success in
implementation and identified policy initiatives that were more rather than less promising.

Over the two decades since 1990 China has been transformed. From an economy smaller in
value than the UK, China is now the second largest economy in the world. On the three large
plains where most of the population live incomes have risen dramatically and China’s GDP
per capita has risen from below USD1,000 to over USD5,500 at purchasing power parity
prices. Economic growth has been stellar with an average approaching 10% a year for twenty
years. From an inward looking society with a closed door, to links to the outside world China
has opened its economy to joint venture companies, energetically acquired new technologies
and transformed its productivity in manufacturing to be the most competitive in the world.

China has managed a transition to mass primary and secondary schooling that now enrols the
great majority of children. Demographic transition has meant that the population of school age
has been falling, allowing more to be invested in education per child at the same relative cost
when compared to countries with high population growth. Enrolment rates, which were
already high in most areas of China in 1990, are now near universal levels except in some
poorer western provinces and in under developed national minority areas.

Despite the impressive successes there has been growing concern that vertical and horizontal
inequalities have risen, some populations have lagged behind in terms of participation and
attainment, and that quantitative expansion must now be accompanied by more emphasis on
quality improvement and a better matching of educational investment to the increasingly
differentiated learning needs of the next generation.

In 2009 the research team decided that it would be timely to return to Tongxian, Ansai and
Zhaojue to take stock of the changes that had occurred and re-evaluate the transitions that had
taken place. This could then provide an opportunity to revisit the insights published in
Implementing Basic Education in China: Progress and Prospects in Rich, Poor and National
Minority Areas, update data on participation and policy and practice at the local level, and
reflect on the amount and quality of progress. This then provides a basis for identifying what
lessons might be learned from the experience of rapid change, and speculating on which might
have analogues of relevance to other countries pursuing Education for All Goals. As a result
return visits were scheduled to the three sites in 2009 and 2010.
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The original research programme had three phases4. In the first phase the research design was
finalized, instruments were developed and data collection techniques were refined.
Instruments were piloted and improved. Analysis of the data was undertaken and draft case
study reports were written at the school, district and county level. These were then integrated
into a single analysis. Phase two of the research extended its reach to two other locations in
other parts of China identified for intensive study. The fieldwork then took place and the
analysis of data and writing up were completed. The final phase consisted of integrating all
the material from the various sub-studies to distil the most important findings.

Different techniques were used to collect quantitative and qualitative data and cross-check and
corroborate between sources. Structured interview schedules were used alongside semi-
structured interviewing techniques. Secondary data was collected from schools and local
authorities. Questionnaires were also deployed in some parts of the enquiry. Schools
constituted the central unit of analysis for data collection. Records, interviews and
observations at school level provided the basis for the interpretation of data from other levels.
Focused questioning and enquiry was used to explore patterns of implementation and
juxtapose data obtained from different levels on issues of concern.

There were three distinct levels of data collection, the county, district and school. In each case
study area a progressively detailed programme of fieldwork was conducted. First, an
inventory exercise was undertaken at the county-level (xian) to gain an overall portrait of key
indicators on progress towards basic education goals. This included data on enrolments,
participation and progression and information on income and educational expenditure. The
research then focused progressively down to the district (xiang) and village (cun) level.
Within each of the three case study counties two districts were identified for intensive
scrutiny. The choice of relatively economically developed and underdeveloped districts was
made on the basis of statistics available at the county-level, bearing in mind practical
considerations of accessibility.

4 Further details of the original research design can be found in Implementing Basic Education in China:
Progress and Prospects in Rich, Poor and National Minority Areas
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Each district typically has about 15-20 primary schools and 2 to 4 lower secondary schools. A
selection of schools was made for intensive fieldwork. This sampled from the four main types
- junior secondary (grade 7-9), central primary (grade 1-6), complete primary (grade 1-6), and
incomplete primary schools (grade 1-3 or 4). Fieldwork teams were based in each district for
about 10 days for each period of field work. The fieldworkers were based in the local
community and therefore had opportunities to explore community characteristics and
perspectives through conversations and informal interviews.

At the county-level a typical initial visit consisted of a half day being introduced to the county
by the local leadership and being briefed by different officials. After these introductory
meetings structured requests for data were left at the county offices for completion at a later
time and documentary material was collected. After working at district-level further
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2. Compulsory Education in a Rich District Tongzhou in Beijing

2.1 Social and Economic Background

Tongzhou District lies about 20 km southeast of Beijing, at the northern end of the Grand
Canal, and covers about 900 square kilometres. Farmland occupies about half the total land
area. The District is well placed geographically to take advantage of the rapidly developing
industrial and service sector economic activity and is now well served by transport
infrastructure linking it to the capital and to the hinterland in Herbei. Tongzhou has become
one of the satellite towns of Beijing and has benefitted from being identified as a special
development zone.

Tongxian has been upgraded administratively to become Tongzhou. This signifies the
transition of the district from being agriculturally based to being industrial and service sector
focused, and peri-urban in character. The upgrading of Tongxian to Tongzhou has been
accompanied by changes in administrative structure and rationalization in order to increase
efficiency, and reduce duplication. Towns and townships have been amalgamated. Thus in
1990, under the raw material and agriculture-oriented county management structure, the
county comprised 24 towns, townships and districts, and 473 villages. Today it comprises 10
towns, 1 township, 4 sub-district offices, 67 residential committees, and 480 villager
committees. Xiji Town and Langfu Town, which we surveyed in 1990 have now been
amalgamated together. The underdeveloped Dadushe Town has been integrated into Majuqiao
Town. These changes also reflect urbanization and inward migration from more remote and
poorer areas. This means that it is often difficult to compare, precisely, changes from 1990
and 2010 (Wang 2001).

Tongzhou has been physically transformed from a small town with a provincial character to a
bustling city with wide boulevards and modern multistorey buildings along the main street.
What was a poor rural village environment in Dadushe is now unrecognisable, as Majuqiao
has developed its industrial zone with corporate headquarters and modern industrial buildings.
Xiji was the richest xiang and Dadushe the poorest in 1990. In 2009 the situation has reversed.
Dadushe is now in Majuqiao which is the richest part of Tongzhou, and Xiji is now last but
one in the ranking. Xiji has changed much less than Dadushe with much of the infrastructure
remaining recognizable.

Most recently plans are underway to accelerate development further with five year planned
investments to “wake up” the district and invigorate its commercial and cultural life. These
plans include building a new town to accommodate an increasing number of migrants
attracted to the area by its rapid development and buoyant labour market. Environment
friendly town planning, shopping malls and cultural centres are included in efforts to make the
city more attractive as a location for business and counterbalance the growing numbers who
now commute daily to jobs in Beijing (MetroBeijing, March 14th, 2011). The number of
migrants in the area has increased dramatically. In 1990 there were very few and now it is
estimated that there are between 400,000 and 500,000 migrants across Tongzhou, especially
in Majuqiao where the Yizhuang development zone is located.

The economic growth which began in the 1990s in Tongzhou accelerated in the 2000s. The
district remains amongst the richest group of administrative districts in China. Urban per
capita income is now about 17,000 yuan, and rural income about 8,300 yuan. This is much
higher than in Ansai and Zhaojue. Two rural xiang were selected for study in 1990. In Xiji the
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richest the average per capita income was about 2000 yuan and in Dadushe, the poorest, it was
only 1200 yuan. At that time Xiji generated most of its income from small scale industry, and
Dadushe was predominantly agricultural. Whereas in 1990, 77% of the total population were
agriculturally dependent, this had fallen to only 55% by 2006. Industry and service sector
activity now account for most of the economic output by value and will soon account for most
employment. Increasing numbers now commute to Beijing and its suburbs using the multi-
lane highway and high speed train which have been constructed.

In Tongzhou as a whole the resident population has grown modestly from about 580,000 in
1990 to 637,000 in 2006, an increase of only 10% (excluding migrants). Tongzhou has seen a
sharp decline in the birth rate. In 1990 the rate was 15%. By 2003 this had fallen as low as
4%, though it recovered in 2006 to about 7%. The birth rate amongst residents has tended to
be greater than that of migrants, reflecting the circumstances of migrants amongst whom
larger numbers are likely to be single.

There have been dramatic changes in attitudes towards the one-child policy since 1990,
especially in the rural villagers in Tongzhou. In 1990 family planning was being promoted
and meetings and mobile loudspeakers were being used to persuade families to have only one
child, because the policy was only partly successful. The Birth Control Office showed that
there were 264 newborn infants six years before and there should have been 264 children of
school age in school by 1989. In fact the school age population was 504, and the actual
enrolment was 607. Clearly extra births were taking place and not being reported. In 2009 the
situation had changed. The attitude of rural people in Tongzhou appears to have become
closer to that of urban residents and most appear to have only one child.

Several reasons were given by those interviewed for changing attitudes. First, there were
rising costs of education, and increasing social competition, which were thought to intensify
the risks of success in raising children and finding them jobs. Second, more young couples of
child-bearing age were making the choice to pursue their own development goals and a higher
quality life and were placing a lower priority on raising a family. Third, several informants
indicated that the traditional concept of “bringing up sons to support parents in their old age”
was outmoded since it had become very uncertain where children would go to work or study
in the future, and it was unrealistic to depend on them. Interviewees in Xiji also argued that
discrimination against girls at birth had ceased to be a problem and enrolment patterns seemed
to confirm this.
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2.2 Change and Transformation in Xiji and Dadushe

To understand the educational transformations in the case study districts it is necessary to
elaborate on the more general changes that have taken place. This provides a reminder that
change is often not linear and may be subject to the influence of many different factors, only
some of which are under the control of local planners, and that changes are often
interconnected.

Xiji is southeast of Tongzhou, and located at a communication junction between Beijing,
Tianjin and the Hebei and northeast hinterland and was historically a gateway to Beijing. Now
the Jingjin expressway, Tongxiang highway and Jingshen expressway all run through the
township, with local access points. Twenty years ago Xiji had jurisdiction over 36 villages.
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After the amalgamation in 2002 with Langfu Town, it now presides over 57 administrative
villages, with a population of 46,000 or about 1.8 times as much as in 1990. Development
zones have been identified and new businesses have been attracted into the area, including
some with multinational ownership. The agricultural economy has been reformed and is
centred on the Grand Canal fruit production belt and Chaobai River vegetables production belt
with newly developed greenhouse facilities and a developing riverside ecotourism and
sightseeing area.

Despite these and other developments Xiji itself has not changed very dramatically. There is
little difference in the appearance of downtown businesses, local roads, and residents’ housing
from the past. Now the main sources of income are grain crops and market gardening for
fruits and vegetables, and for some, jobs in Beijing or in other parts of Tongzhou District. The
residents’ per capita income appears to be between 5,000 and 6,000 yuan now, much lower
than the average for Tongzhou city. Local revenue is argued to be only sufficient to cover
payroll finance, with little left for investment in infrastructure and educational development.
Structural changes have resulted in a decline in relative prosperity. Though incomes have
risen, they have done so more slowly than in Dadushe. Formerly, most of the output value
came from synthesized processing, spinning and other manufacturing industries, and
agricultural labour now only accounts for 10% of all employment. The shift back to
agriculture has occurred as Xiji’s rural industry has relocated to areas with lower costs.

In 2001 Dadushe Township of 16 villages amalgamated with the 34 villages of Majuqiao
Township which is located in the southeastern suburbs of Beijing, southwest of Tongzhou
District. It is also a communication hub strategically located between Tongzhou, Daxing and
Hebei-Beijing-Tianjin corridor. Close to the Liangshui River. The 6th Beijing ring road
crosses the district and the Jingjitang Expressway passing through it. The present
administrative region of the town covers 57 administrative villages. In 2007, the per capita
income of Majuqiao for local residents was about 10,000 yuan. The population had reached
about 43,000 or about 2.5 times that in 1990. As noted above there is now a very substantial
migrant population. In this area there are over 100,000 migrants which is more than twice the
resident population.

Nearly half of the land in Majuqiao has been allocated to high and new technology industrial
development zones, and it is one of the 33 suburban prioritized centre towns designated by
Beijing Municipal Government. These enjoy preferential policies on income tax, import and
export tax, depreciation of fixed assets, land utilization, and qualify for performance-based
grants, and financing. Technology intensive environment industries and the headquarters of
logistic enterprises have become the two largest industries in the town. Majuqiao is also an
important production base for vegetables, grain and subsidiary foodstuff. Over two thirds of
the workforce is employed in industry and a quarter in the service sector, compared to nearly
90% in agriculture in 1990. Over 60 large scale industrial enterprises are operating and the
number continues to grow. Majuqiao is also the site of large scale developments in real estate
which will generate more housing and jobs related to construction. Revenues have been rising
fast as a result of the rapid economic development and it has been possible to invest in
infrastructure and educational quality to a greater extent than in Xiji.

Xiji’s relative decline compared to Majuqiao can be put down to a variety of factors. First,
when the market economy replaced the doubletrack pricing system in the 1990s the phasing
out of the subsidies meant that the clothing industry based in Xiji ceased to be competitive.
Second, metal fabrication industries in Xiji only undertook early stage processing which
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added little value compared to producing finished products. Third, the location is less
favourable for changing patterns of commerce and real estate development than Majuqiao.
Lastly, Xiji has suffered from serious brain drain. Its relatively slow development has meant
that aspirant parents and professionals have moved to Tongzhou City and Beijing. Even
primary teachers prefer to live in Tongzhou City and commute. This is in strong contrast to
Majuqiao which is growing and attracting large numbers of migrants.

2.3 The Evolution of Compulsory Education in Tongzhou, Xiji and Majuqaio

In Tongzhou as a whole primary level enrolments have been falling and schools have been
consolidated and merged to reflect changing numbers of school age children, and changes
where the population is located as urbanization occurs. The number of primary schools in
Tongzhou declined from over 300 to just over 100 between the case study periods. During this
time all 130 incomplete village primary schools were closed and amalgamated with complete
schools.

In Xiji the 24 schools fell to only 7 despite the incorporation of Langfu schools, and all 8
village schools closed. One central primary school now oversees 6 complete primary schools.
Of the 13 primary schools in Dadushe Township only 3 remain after the merger with
Majuqiao. After a period of mergers there is now only one central primary school and two
complete primary schools.

The distance that children need to travel to get to school has increased for those who live in
the villages, as a result of school mergers. Majuqiao Township government has invested
200,000 yuan a year to hire 11 buses to commute between schools and home. The bussing
system now covers about 750 primary school children living in 25 administrative villages. In
Dadushe primary school 500 children take school buses between home and schools. The costs
are shared with households and amount to 50 yuan per student each term. The scheme is
welcomed by parents. In contrast in Xiji there is no organised bussing. Some of the students in
the complete schools have to walk large distances between school and home. In Xiaolin
primary school children walk to school together and many have to walk for 40 minutes or
more. The school has a regulation that children below 12 cannot use a bicycle for safety
reasons. Some parents carry younger children to school by bicycle. The Xiji Township
government does not have the resources to hire school buses as in Majuqiao.

The picture is different at secondary level and the numbers have changed little. Overall there
were 45 secondary schools in 1990, including 9 complete secondary schools, 1 senior
secondary school, and 35 junior secondary schools. The total number now is 46. However, the
structure has changed as participation at this level has increased. There are now 9 senior
secondary schools, 7 complete secondary schools, 24 junior secondary schools, and 6 nine
year schools. The demand for senior secondary places has been increasing as more pupils
graduate from grade 9.

Along with these changes schools run by non-government organizations have appeared which
did not exist before. These operate at all levels and the number of kindergartens, elementary
and secondary schools, and colleges increased from 11 in 2001 to the present level of 31.
These predominantly cater for wealthy students and include high quality private schools,
some with international partners. Collectively these may enrol about 10% of students.
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Patterns of enrolment at primary level have been changing and numbers falling. The number
of students in Tongzhou in primary schools in 2005 was 28,700 compared to 65,100 in 1990.
This represents a fall of 36,400 or a 56% decline. In Xiji, primary schools enrolled 2,920
children in 1990 and only 1150 in 2008. Enrolments fell continuously through the 2000s as
shown in Figure 8. This illustrates that grade 1 is consistently smaller than grade 6, and entry
numbers in grade 1 have been falling year on year.

This is in contrast to Majuqiao where enrolments appear to have increased. In Dadushe in
1990, 1,870 were enrolled. In 2008 the number was 2,240 representing about a 40% increase.
However, if migrants are excluded, local children only numbered 1520, or nearly 20% less.
As in Xiji enrolments overall are falling and in the 2000s grade 1 was always less than grade 6
(Figure 9). The number of classes fell in both places at about the same rate (Figure 10).

Figure 8: Enrolment by Grade Xiji
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Figure 9: Enrolments by Grade Majuqiao – All Children
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Figure 10: Number of Classes in Majuqiao Primary Schools
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Class sizes have fallen since the 1990s but have been stable in the 2000s. In Xiji class size
was around 32 in 1990 and in the 2000s has averaged about 21. In Dadushe they were 25 in
1990 and are now about 34, partly as a result of the influx of migrants. Class sizes tend to be
larger in the central primary schools as there is excess demand for entrance. There is not much
variation in class size between grades 1 and 6.
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As far as we could establish drop out in 1990 in Xiji and Dadushe primary schools was
minimal, though it appeared to be significant at secondary level in Dadushe. In 2009
enrolments by grade suggested that there was very little attrition. Thus enrolment in grade 1 in
2003 in Xiji was 258, in 2008 251 were enrolled in grade 6. In Majuqiao the numbers were
279 in grade 1 and 280 in grade 6 six years later. Though we do not know if these were all the
same children almost certainly most were. There are some transfers in and out of the schools
but these are a small number each year, generally less than 5% of staff. Necessarily migrant
children sometimes transfer as a result of changes in the employment of their parents and
numbers of migrant children in particular schools can fluctuate quite widely. It seems that
some do return to their home areas in grade 5 and 6 to gain admittance to local junior
secondary schools. There is also some transfer related to parental aspirations to send their
children to schools with a better reputation.

Repetition is not formally permitted, however the research identified a small number of
children who had repeated. Data from Majuqiao indicate that the numbers of overage children
(by one year or more) had fallen from as many as 23% in the early 2000s to about 6% by
2008. Most (90%) were overage by only a year indicating that over age enrolment was not a
serious issue. It should be noted that in 1990 the age of entry to school was typically seven
years not six. In 2000 local authorities have encouraged and required enrolment at age six.

Enrolments at junior secondary level are falling as the numbers graduating from primary fall.
Though numbers increased from 1990 when 20,000 were in junior secondary, to 31,400 by
2001, they have subsequently declined to 24,100. All primary school graduates seeking a
place a junior secondary can locate one so transition rates are close to 100% and this has been
made easier by the falling enrolment. Average class size at junior secondary is about 35 and
this has fallen from over 40 in both Xiji and Majuqiao as enrolments have shrunk. Figures 11
and 12 show how enrolments in grade 7, 8 and 9 have been falling.

Figure 11: Junior Secondary Enrolments - Xiji Town School
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Figure 12: Junior Secondary Enrolments – Dadushe Secondary School, Majuqiao
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In 1990 attrition was an issue at junior secondary. About 14% appeared to drop out before
completion. This problem seems to be resolved with almost all those who enrol completing
the cycle in both districts. The number of overage students has been reduce dramatically such
that by 2007 almost all students were of the correct age for their grade compared to half or
more overage in 2001.

There was some evidence that the education of disabled children had improved since 1990.
Then intellectually and physically disabled children didn’t have a chance of going to normal
schools at all. In Xiji Town we located 7 mentally disabled children between the ages of 7 and
12 who have been placed in normal school classes and have been brought into the regular
education system. There are no statistics on children with different types of disability, and it
remains unclear as to what specialist support is available at school level. In 1990 there was
only one special school aimed mainly at mentally disabled children for the whole district. By
2006 this school had 10 classes and about 100 students, and had two primary schools with
affiliated classes, and more than 500 children with disability were learning in normal classes
across the district. The situation in Majuqiao also seems to have improved but there is no
systematic data available to confirm this.

2.4 Teachers and Teacher Deployment

Tongzhou has about 3600 primary teachers and 2350 at secondary level. Pupil teacher ratios
have fallen since the 1990s. The ratios at primary and secondary in Xiji were 21:1 and 14:1,
and in Dadushe 14:1 and 14:1. In 2008 the ratios had fallen to 9.2:1 and 6.6 in Xiji and 13.5:1
and 8.6:1 in Majuqiao. These very low ratios arise for two reasons. First, the number of
children in school has been falling but the overall number of teachers has not fallen as fast.
Second, substantial numbers of those employed on teaching faculties do not teach. Thus, for
example, about 35% of the faculty in some secondary schools are in administrative and
support roles. The proportion of administrative staff has been increasing and is now about
23% at primary and over 30% at secondary level in Xiji. As the system has developed the
proportion of administrative non-teaching staff has remained high, not least because the
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central primary school has retained its administrative infrastructure despite the reduction in
the number of complete primary schools under its responsibility.

Xiji and Majuqiao have not recruited many new teachers since the early 2000s and some
schools have had no new appointments for more than eight years. There have been more
transfers out than transfers in, and as a result in these two districts it appears that teacher
numbers have fallen by 15% - 20% since 2003. Staff turnover is modest across the districts
averaging around 5%. Some teachers have retired and a growing number of the younger
teachers have succeeded in being transferred to urban schools in Tongzhou city or elsewhere
where conditions and subsidies are better. Reasons given for transferring out revolve around
better educational opportunities for teachers’ own children and career advancement, and the
relatively poor living conditions in and around Xiji. This slow exit of teachers is potentially of
concern since it is typically the best and most motivated young teachers who succeed in being
transferred out. In Xiji problems of attracting new teachers have been so difficult that local
government has explored the possibility of “purchasing” teachers from Qinghai in Inner
Mongolia where conditions are generally thought to be less attractive than Xiji.

There are persistent problems in the efficient utilization of teachers in the two districts.
Though the pupil teacher ratio is very low the class sizes remain quite large at about 20 in Xiji
and over 30 in Majuqiao. With pupil teacher ratios of 10:1 or less it is clear that many teachers
cannot have a full teaching load, and that efficient utilization of teachers has yet to be
achieved. The case studies indicated that some of the teachers who were teaching were
reasonably loaded with as many has 24 periods a week or about 5 a day. But others taught
little. There were also mismatches between teachers’ qualifications and the subjects they
taught. Only 40% of teachers in Xiji secondary school were teaching the subject for which
they had been trained. Shortages persist in English, Chinese, maths and science, and surpluses
in physical education.

Levels of teacher qualification have improved. In Xiji 90% of primary teachers were
graduates of secondary normal schools. By 2008 30% were Bachelors level graduates and
48% three year college trained. At secondary level over 80% had Bachelor degrees. Majuqiao
lags behind but nevertheless Bachelors graduates are 22% and 54% of all teachers at primary
and secondary level. Twenty years ago only 70% of teachers at primary level were qualified
and many had professional qualifications from secondary level training schools. Now over
70% have degrees or three year College qualifications. At secondary level almost all teachers
are now Bachelors or three year College graduates. It is clear that from 2003 there has been a
major effort to increase the proportion of qualified teachers and this has succeeded in
eliminating almost all the under qualified.

A substantial change in Tongzhou has been that substitute teachers have been replaced by
government teachers. Whereas in 1990 between 20% (Xiji) and 30% (Dadushe) of all teachers
were minban, now there are none left in Tongzhou. In the early 2000s minban were either
retired or offered the chance to retrain and become qualified.

There have been changes in the age structure of the teaching force. In 1990 most primary
school teachers were young and about 45% were under 35 years old. There were few older
teachers in primary schools. By 2008 in both Xiji and Dadushe there were still large numbers
of young teachers, but there was also a bulge of older teachers approaching retirement.
Conspicuously there were few teachers in the 35 – 45 year old age range (Figures 13 and 14).
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Figure 13: Age Distribution of Primary Teachers Xiji
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Figure 14: Age Distribution of Primary Teachers in Dadushe
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Though the average age of teachers in Xiji was 35 years old about 60% were below this age
and relatively inexperienced, and most of the rest were over 45 years old. There was a very
similar pattern in Majuqiao. In both Xiji and Majuqiao secondary schools over 70% of all
teachers were below the age of 35, and there were relatively few between the ages of 35 and
45 years. These distributions reflect previous waves of teacher recruitment which seems to
have been uneven and to have peaked in particular years. They may also indicate that young
teachers teach for five to ten years and then find ways of transferring or moving on to other
jobs outside schools.
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The gender balance in the teaching cadre is skewed in favour of females. At primary level in
both districts females constitute between 55% and 60% of all primary school faculty members
including administrators. They represent a higher proportion of teaching faculty in Majuqiaio
rising to over 70%. Women are under represented in administrative non-teaching positions
where most places are occupied by men. Thus, in Majuqiao in most years 80% of
administrative staff were men.

Teachers’ salaries have improved considerable over the last twenty years. The average
monthly income of primary and secondary school teachers was 180 yuan and 200 yuan
respectively and the average monthly income of substitute teachers ranged between 70 and 80
yuan. There used to be delays in payment of salaries which caused dissatisfaction. By 2008 all
substitute teachers have been replaced and new arrangements mean that salaries are paid
direct to bank accounts and are generally on time. Government teachers have a guarantee of
salary and some basic benefits and welfare, such as medical treatment, pension, housing
allowance. Incomes have been rising and the range of monthly wages is between 1500 and
3000 yuan depending on age, grade and experience, with an average of about 2,000 yuan at
primary level. Secondary teachers can earn about 500 yuan more on average. These incomes
relate only to state supported salaries. Other income can be generated from school resources,
though this is only likely to be substantial in urban schools.

There are many issues around salaries. In 1989, China implemented the teachers’ structural
wage system which took the place of the single fixed wage system. This provided rewards
related to teachers’ performance. However, these were largely funded from local income
generation. In most rural areas teachers’ income remained the basic salary. Rewards were very
modest e.g. teachers’ additional class fee was only 1.1 yuan per class, the home class teacher
fee was 0.3 yuan per month for each student. These reward levels were held static for nearly
20 years.

Conditions have improved recently. In addition to the government salary schools have been
receiving about 115 yuan a month per teacher to distribute related to teaching loads. Payments
per class range from between 2.8 and 3.5 yuan for each class, and an additional 3.5 yuan per
class for major subject teachers. However, head teachers receive little benefit to compensate
for their additional work and payments are between 60 and 150 yuan a month extra. As a
result teachers are often unwilling to be a head teacher, and the morale of teachers can be low.
Though there are some other special payments e.g. the town government gives each teacher a
subsidy of 100-200 yuan on Teachers’ Day; teachers receive subsidized meals at school –
these are not judged sufficient to solve problems of low morale. Several of the teachers
interviewed indicated they were trying to leave the area and to gain urban residence
qualifications so their own children could attend better schools.

Whereas in 1990 most teachers lived locally near the schools in which they taught the pattern
has changed. Many now commute to rural schools and live in Tongzhou city. The Tongzhou
District government has had to provide regular buses for teachers. However, the fuel and pay
for drivers has to be paid by schools. Initially teachers were charged 60 yuan a month for
transport but since 2007 this charge has been waived. Of the 33 teachers in the central primary
school in Xiji, more than 20 take the bus to commute between the urban district and the
school. Over 60% of teachers in Dadushe secondary school commute one hour each way each
day on school buses. Some single teachers do lodge in the school but are in a minority. This
pattern of commuting by bus or by bicycle is now common across the district.
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Although the qualification rate is very high for secondary schools, there are still issues about
the quality of the teachers. The principal of Xiji Secondary School identified three problems.
First, though almost all are qualified they are not all teaching the subjects in which they
qualified. What they were trained in did not match what they are teaching. In main subjects
such as Chinese, mathematics, foreign languages, physics and chemistry, 40% of the teachers
teaching these subjects are not trained in them as their major. Thus only two English teachers
were graduates of three year colleges specialising in English. The rest acquired English
through self study. There are 10 teachers who have graduated with physical education as a
major subject but only two are actually teaching physical education. The rest are encouraged
by the school to learn a second subject to meet the needs of the school. Second, amongst 55
teaching staff, 20 were transferred from primary schools. They take time to adapt to the
teaching methods and materials of the junior secondary schools. Third, though overall there
are enough teachers, there is a drain of experienced “backbone teachers” because some
transfer out to more desirable schools in urban areas around Beijing. Typically between 5%
and 10% of teachers a year leave the school. This principal noted wryly that the training
colleges produced and fostered new teachers but that rural secondary schools like his really
trained the young teachers who then left for better schools.

The story of one teacher in Xiji Junior Secondary schools illustrates how careers can develop.
Mr Xu graduated from secondary normal (teacher training) school and his major was in fine
arts. Then he went to Langfu Primary School to teach across all subjects when he was 19
years old. Whilst he taught he was doing part time courses in geography in a three year
college and he qualified and was upgraded in 1999. At the same time he was also attending a
bachelors degree programme in fine arts as this is his real interest. He is now teaching
information technology and computers, and geography in the primary school, and fine arts in
Xiji Secondary School.

2.5 Educational Funding and Infrastructure

Educational expenditure in Tongzhou has increased substantially over the last twenty years.
Direct comparisons are difficult to make but key changes can be identified. First, compulsory
education is now very largely financed directly by the Tongzhou District government and
Beijing municipal government. The local taxes for education and contributions from
enterprises that existed in 1990 and which accounted for as much as 40% of expenditure, have
been replaced by a single centralized funding system. The inequalities that arose from the
differing capacities of rich and poor districts to raise revenue, which resulted in almost twice
as much being available per child in Xiji than Dadushe in 1990, have therefore been greatly
reduced.

Second, school management has now been concentrated at the county level, rather than shared
across several levels. Lower administrative levels are no longer obliged to make contributions
to expenditure though some do. Central funding should be adequate to run effective schools
assuming it reaches its intended destinations.

The township level still plays an important role in the development of basic education in
terms of funding and improvement of infrastructure. However, Majuqiao is much more
advantaged than Xiji and has a much larger the financial income. This allows higher levels of
investment. Xiji relies on Beijing municipal and Tongzhou District government’s financial
allocation after meeting basic costs, whereas Majuqiao has the capacity to pay for many
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additional inputs. This has enabled it to finance an Experimental Secondary School for over
65 million yuan, to refurbish all its schools extensively, and acquire a fleet of school buses.

Third, some additional income is generated from migrants in areas where there are significant
numbers of workers from other regions. In Tonzhou typically 200 yuan a term is charged to
each non-resident student. This adds up to a considerable sum since it is much more than the
capitation paid of less than 100 yuan a month paid for resident students. There are also
sporadic donations from enterprises.

Fourth, cost per pupil has risen to about ten times the level in 1990. Primary cost per child
appear to be about 2500-3000 yuan a year, and at secondary level about 3500-4000 yuan. Non
salary expenditure per capita is now pegged at around 800 yuan and primary and 900 yuan at
secondary. In 1990 costs per pupil were around 230 yuan at primary and about 400 yuan at
secondary.

Fifth, tuition fees and textbook fees have been abolished. Subsidies are now available for poor
children to continue to attend school. These changes have made it easier to maintain high
levels of enrolment and have reduced some inequalities present in 1990.

Increased funding has been accompanied by greatly improved infrastructure. New buildings
have been constructed, especially in Majuqiao which has been physically transformed
compared to the past. Information technology is widely available in schools and a ratio of one
networked computer to every ten students appears to have been achieved, allowing individual
access during IT lessons in secondary schools and central primary schools. Libraries have
been restocked. However, some evidence indicated that library use by students was infrequent
and that often only teachers could borrow books.

In general school environments and sanitation has improved, though issues remain and it is
recognised that standards still need to improve. There are no medical facilities in most of the
schools, though some allocate a room for first aid. Schools are obliged to arrange regular
medical examinations for staff and students.

In rural parts of Xiji and Majuqiao much of the infrastructure remains recognizable from 1990
and changes have been incremental rather than radical. Greater changes have taken place in
infrastructure at secondary school level rather than primary where investment has clearly been
on a larger scale. New secondary schools have been built to an impressively high standard and
are spacious and well equipped with facilities.

2.6 Migrant Children

Migrant children have become an important feature of changing patterns of enrolment. In
2003, 8,580 of the 42,300 enrolled in primary were migrant students who accounted for about
20 per cent of the total. By 2006 more than 30% of all students were migrants. In Majuqiao
Central Primary School the overall proportion exceeded 45% in 2008 and was more than 55%
in grade 1 indicating the trend to increased numbers of migrants was continuing. Yizhuang
Development Zone in Majuqiao is home to dozens of modern high-tech industries which
employ a large number of migrant workers. Across the district as a whole the number of
resident students is declining and the number of immigrant children is increasing.



Education and Change in Rich, Poor and National Minority Areas in China: Two Decades of Transition

35

In Xiji migrants constitute about 20% of primary enrolment and this proportion has also been
growing, but not as fast as in Majuqiao. Migrant children are found even in remote rural
schools since migrant labour is used in agriculture. Compared with Majuqiao, the pressure on
enrolments from migrant students is less. Migrant children also supplement the local
resources for schools through contributions they make.

At junior secondary level the numbers of migrant children are smaller than at primary. Overall
in the district they have increased from about 5% in 2003 to about 13% in 2005. The
proportions are smaller than at primary because migrant children have no access to the public
senior high school in Tongzhou. Thus many primary graduates return to their domicile junior
high school to ensure a smooth entrance into senior high school. Migrant students can enter
local secondary professional or technical schools and if they do then the tuition fee for them is
the same as for local students. However, these institutions have lower status than senior
secondary schools and do not generally lead to university level courses.

Admission to schools above junior secondary level is a problem for migrant students. Since
they have no registered Hukou in the locality, they cannot get the admission into an ordinary
senior secondary school even if they take the Beijing senior high school entrance exam. If
they finish their junior high school education in Beijing and return to their place of domicile
to take the local senior high school entrance exam they may have less chance of admission to
a highly ranked college than if they had been schooled locally because of variations in the
curriculum. As a result some parents of migrant students plan their children’s further
schooling well in advance and send their children back to their area of domicile after primary
education. This can lead to long periods of separation from their parents.

Migrant children are divided into two types by municipal authorities. Those who have a rural
household registration are called children of peasant workers. If they can present six
certificates (temporary residence permit card, household register, singleton female card,
agreement/contract/ license of parents working in Beijing, no guardian certificate issued by
relevant sector in the registered permanent address locus, agreement of housing/certificate of
buying a house), they fall within the same policy umbrella as local students. Thus they qualify
for the two exemptions (tuition and textbook fees) and one compensation (poverty related
subsidy). Obtaining all six certificates can be demanding and many may not be able to satisfy
this requirement. Those who have an urban household registration have to pay for temporary
study fees of 200 yuan per term as noted above (500 yuan per term in secondary school). If
the first category of migrant children becomes too large it creates a problem of how to finance
the two exemptions and one compensation and this is seen as likely in the future.

The research indicated that not only was migration a new phenomena but that also there were
issues of adjustment and balance. Though most of the migrant students were thought able to
adapt themselves quickly to local environment and integrate into their new classes and with
their new classmates, some migrant students could not keep up with the teaching and had
difficulties in their learning, especially foreign languages. There were thought to be gaps in
standards and teaching methods between Tongxian and the areas from which migrants came,
and issues about levels of parental motivation and commitment. Some students repeated
grades partly as a result.

There is a problem of retention for migrant children in Majuqiao that is much more serious
than for resident students. The following table shows that there was considerable drop out
from grade 5 to grade 6. In 2006/7 there were 145 children in grade 5 but the following year
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challenges if poses. This may require more systematic integration of new migrants to ensure
they settle into schools successfully, with some though given to bridging programmes that
may be required related to language and levels of achievement. The issues around additional
costs to migrant households, especially if they pay similar taxes to residents, and access to
high school, are likely to become more rather than less important as migration continues.

Fourth, many teachers no longer live close to the schools in which they teach and commute
substantial distances. This has costs and may also have an impact on school quality. It also
reflects issues surrounding working conditions and quality of life that need addressing if
teachers are to be attracted and retained in schools in Xiji and Majuqiao in competition with
rapidly developing districts around Beijing. The age distribution of teachers is also a cause for
concern, since it appears to be unbalanced with a shortage of experienced middle aged
teachers, and increasing numbers approaching retirement. The reasons for this need to be
understood and addressed.

Fifth, information systems appear to have improved and key data is available on all schools
which generally appear well administered. It is not clear to what extent data is collected and
used to monitor children’s progress diagnostically and this may be a development that should
be considered. It is also unclear to what extent disability is systematically diagnosed and
addressed though special provision or managed integration into the mainstream.

Sixth, investment in improving quality remains a priority since physical access is not a
problem in Tongzhou. This requires more than improvements in infrastructure, though these
remain important. Teaching and learning remains similar to that twenty years ago with a
predominance of whole class teaching, passive learning, and undifferentiated learning tasks. It
may be that future progress depends on more attention being given to different pedagogies
and to a broader range of learning outcomes than those inherited from the past.

Seventh, despite the overall improvement, disparities remain at township and school level. At
the township level, Majuqiao has much better financial income and has invested much more
in the development of basic education. Xiji is disadvantaged as it has few resources of its own
unlike in 1990. At the school level the gaps in school infrastructure have narrowed a lot but
are still present. There remain problems with the distribution of teachers and their motivation,
and with variations in their subject training and teaching quality.




