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Abstract:

Although China’s education system has performed well in comparison with other developing countries, it is not without its share of problems and challenges. The schools are under-funded by the government and are increasingly dependent on tuition, fees, and profits from school-owned businesses to generate funds. This shortage of funds affects all of China, but it is the poorest counties that face the most serious challenges due to their already scarce resources.  The children in these poor counties, which are found mostly in rural areas in the western part of the country, often study in unsafe buildings.  In these rural areas, the level of educational attainment among women lags far behind that of men and it is difficult to hire and retain qualified teachers.

Another characteristic feature of China’s education system is its lack of equity.  A small group of high achieving students and those whose parents can simply afford higher tuition and fees are educated in high quality schools, while the needs of less academic and economically disadvantaged students are largely ignored.  The wealthier urban and middle-developed counties spend more on education than the poorer ones.  The floating “migrant” population has difficulty sending their children to the public schools, due to a lack of proper papers to register residence or a lack of funds to pay the education fees.  Private schools have opened up for these children, but these schools remain unlicensed and most counties continue to view them as problems rather than solutions. At the same time, the counties provide little or no assistance to the children of the migrant workers.  There is also inadequate attention paid to life skills education.

Several initiatives by non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to improve education quality have taken place in China.  These include building schools and improving physical conditions in existing school facilities, providing scholarships to students, helping rural teachers with financial aid and in-service training courses, extending girls’ education and teaching life skills in rural areas, and partnering with the Chinese government to build energy-efficient schools in rural areas.  

Given the differences in needs across China’s various regions and counties, well-targeted philanthropic initiatives that address the needs of specific rural areas, such as those in Yunnan Province, as well as programs focused on improving the educational attainment of young women and the children of migrant workers will make the most lasting impact towards improving the quality of education in China.
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 Introduction:

Since 1949, China has made significant advances in economic development.  Within the last decade alone, China has had an average annual growth rate of 10%. Here, the education sector has proven successful in providing major employers with a high quality labor force at a relatively low cost. In terms of literacy rate, enrollment ratio and most other indexes, China has performed well in comparison with other developing countries (UNESCO World Education Report 2000). China’s educational system is, however, not without its problems and challenges. Among the most serious is the lack of available funding to meet the country’s long-term educational needs. With the largest school age population in the world, China’s education expenditure as a percentage of GNP has always been much lower than most other developing countries. It was only 2.3 % in 1997, compared with a 3.9% average for developing countries and 5.1% for developed countries.  Schools increasingly rely on tuition, fees, and profits from school owned businesses to generate more funds. There are also huge differences between regions, and within each region the rural-urban divide is also highly visible. 

Among China’s rural areas, the largest educational deficiencies exist in the western part of the country and additional resources are needed to improve the situation.  In these areas, the level of educational attainment among women lags behind that of men.  Illiteracy rates and drop out rates are high for a variety of reasons. Another characteristic of China’s education system is a lack of equity. The key school system leads to high quality education for a selected group of students, while ignoring the needs of less academic or disadvantaged students. The curriculum is exam oriented and suitable only for those who go on to higher education. Also, inadequate attention is paid to preparing students with life skills. 

Another problem in China is the discrimination against migrant children in the education system.  The vast majority does not have certification papers required for school admission because their families have migrated without government sanction.  Even in situations where the family obtains the certification papers, these children must pay much higher fees to get into public schools than city residents.  The less expensive private migrant schools do not have legal status in many major cities, and critics contend that the education quality of these institutions is significantly lower than that of public schools.  For example, one official told some private school owners that 5th graders from the migrant schools could not pass a third grade exam at public schools (Martin Fackler, 2002).

In an effort to address some of these educational challenges, various NGOs in China are actively involved in education and have initiated a variety of projects focused on building schools, granting scholarships, and raising the quality of education.  The opportunities for philanthropic giving and international cooperation in China’s education sector are ever-present.  However, due to the regional differences and aforementioned rural-urban divide, the ability to make a measurable difference will vary from region to region.

Education in China: Overview

Education management and the Administrative System in China

In China, government is the principle investor in education, although private educational investment has been increasing rapidly since 1978.  As a result of the reform, decision-making in the area of education has become much more decentralized.  Local government is playing a key role in compulsory education, while central and provincial government are dominant in higher education. In occupational and adult education, non-governmental entities including industrial organizations, businesses and public institutions play an important role. 

In China, the Ministry of Education is the supreme education administrative body in the country, with numerous branches at provincial and local levels.   Through the Ministry, fiscal allocations are made on a region–by-region basis and account for the majority of educational funding.

During 1999, fiscal allocations constituted 53.09% of total education funding, another 9.46% came from education taxes, 4.37% came from businesses that own schools (in China, some large businesses own schools, hospitals, etc), 2% from school-owned enterprises, 20.66% from school revenues and 6.44% from other outside sources. (China Education Expenditure Year Book 1999). Funds needed by schools directly controlled by the central government come from the central finance and schools controlled by local governments are supported by local finance.   Schools sponsored by township and village governments and by public institutions are mainly supported by the sponsors and subsidized by local government (Education Evolution in China).  Funds from provincial and local finance constituted the major source of education expenditure which was 6 times more than funds from central finance in 1999 (China Education Expenditure Year Book 1999).  In 2000, to guarantee salary payments to teachers in the countryside, the Ministry of Education required the salary to be paid out from county finance instead of township and village finance. The transition to this system of dispensing teachers’ salaries is underway nationwide, but it has not been fully implemented.

China’s education system

China’s education system consists of four basic educational “components”: primary education, secondary education, higher education and adult education.   Enrollment at each level is shown in chart 1 (Source: MOE statistics, 2001). 
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Primary education includes pre-school education and elementary education. Preschool, or kindergarten, lasts up to three years, with children entering as early as age three and remaining until age six, when they typically enter elementary school. Elementary school lasts 5 or 6 years, depending on the system. According to MOE statistics, in 2001 there were 111,700 kindergartens nationwide, with 20,218,400 children enrolled and 630,100 teachers. There were 491,300 primary schools, with 125,434,700 students enrolled and 5,797,700 teachers.

Secondary education is divided into regular secondary education and occupational and polytechnic secondary education. Regular secondary education consists of junior middle school and senior middle school. Junior middle school requires either three or four years of schooling, depending on the system, and senior middle school usually lasts 3 years (Education Evolution in China, 2001).  Senior middle schools are for students who want to go on to higher education. Occupational and polytechnic secondary education generally lasts from 2 to 4 years, and trains medium-level skilled workers, farmers and managerial and technical personnel. Upon graduation from junior middle school, students either go to a senior middle school or an occupational and polytechnic school, depending on their aspirations and other considerations. 

According to MOE statistics, in 2001 there were 66,600 junior middle schools, with 65,143,800 students enrolled and 3,385,700 teachers. There were 14,907 senior middle schools, with 14,049,700 students enrolled and 840,000 teachers. Vocational and technical secondary schools numbered 13,467, with 9,757,800 students enrolled and 632,600 teachers.

Higher education is comprised of junior college, bachelor, masters and doctoral degree programs. Junior college usually lasts 2-3 years; a bachelor program lasts 4 years (medical and some engineering and technical programs extend to 5 years); a masters program requires 2-3 years; and a doctoral program requires 3 years (Education Evolution in China, 2001). According to MOE statistics, in 2001 there were 1,225 colleges and universities nationwide, with 7,190,700 students enrolled and 531,900 teachers. 

Adult education is comprised of formal education, literacy education, and other programs oriented towards adult groups. Formal education includes the primary level, junior middle school level, senior middle school level, secondary occupational and polytechnic level and the higher education level. According to MOE statistics, in 2001 there were 49,600 adult primary and junior middle schools, with 2,212,100 students enrolled; 1,723 adult senior middle schools, with 310,200 students enrolled; and 4,113 adult secondary occupational and polytechnic schools, with 1,891,600 students enrolled.  2,014,900 people were taking the literacy classes. Adult technical training schools numbered 507,900, with 67,577,900 students enrolled.

Assessment of educational achievement

China’s achievements in education since 1949 have been unmatched among developing countries of the same income level. Illiteracy rates have been dropping rapidly. Enrollment in primary and secondary schools has been high by any standards. The supply of teachers and instructional materials has in many respects been good and student performance is, as far as can be assessed, quite high. 

According to UNESCO’s World Education Report 2000, in 1997 the adult illiteracy rate was 17.8% among all those over 15 years old, while only 3.1% specifically among the 15-24 year old age group.  Although these illiteracy rates were higher than developed countries, Eastern Europe, South America and Asian NICs, they were much lower than most developing countries. For example, in India, another large developing country, the rates were 45.1% and 29.9%, respectively. The low illiteracy rate among young people is especially impressive and reflects the Chinese government’s efforts in primary education in recent years. Nevertheless, due to its huge population base, the absolute number of the illiterate population was 164.3 million, second only to India (274.1 million) and constituted 18.63% of the total illiterate population in the world. China’s efforts at reducing illiteracy rates are thus of great significance to the world.

Comparisons of China’s gross enrollment ratios with other countries are shown in chart 2 (source of data: UNESCO World Education Report 2000).
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According to UNESCO’s World Education Report 2000, China’s gross enrollment ratio in primary education was 122.8% in 1997. According to MOE statistics, China’s net enrollment rate in primary education was 99.05% in 2001, which means for every 10,000 primary school age children, 9,905 were enrolled.   The drop out rate was 0.27%, which is low, but in absolute terms this is significant considering the huge primary school age population. It means there were over 300,000 dropouts nationwide in the year 2001 alone.  95.30% of students could finish 5 years of schooling, which is required for achieving literacy under Chinese standards. 

According to UNESCO’s World Education Report 2000, the gross enrollment ratio for secondary schools in China was 70.1% in 1997. Although the net enrollment ratio is not available, it should be lower than this ratio. At this stage, the difference between China and developed countries becomes distinct. For developed countries, this ratio was over 100%. However, compared with most other developing countries, this is still high. According to MOE statistics, in 2001the gross enrollment ratio for junior secondary schools was 88.7%. The drop out rate was 3.12%, which was much higher than that for primary school. Only 52.9% of the students went on to senior secondary schools or occupational schools.  

In 1986, China enacted its Compulsory Education Law, which calls for each child to have nine years of formal education, including 5 or 6 years of primary schooling and 3 or 4 years of junior middle schooling, depending on the system. However, not every part of China was ready to implement this nine-year standard immediately.  Here, China can be divided into three categories according to the level of economic development: cities and economically developed areas, towns and villages with medium development, and economically disadvantaged areas. In the first two categories, the nine-year standard has, in most cases, become universal for registered residents. The realization of the nine-year target in the disadvantaged areas, as well as for the “floating population” migrating from these areas to the more economically advanced areas, remains a formidable task and many problems remain to be solved.  (Note: Floating population is the term used to describe people who are not permanently registered in their current place of residence.  The Chinese government estimates this population to be about 100 million, while Western analysts believe it to be closer to 150 million---James Irwin, 2000). 

It is worth noting that since 1978, occupational and polytechnic secondary schools have experienced rapid development. This development has resulted from the huge demand for medium level technicians, skilled workers and business professionals due to the rapid economic growth. During the Cultural Revolution these schools were closed down, so at the start of economic reform there was a shortage of these professionals. In response to the growing demand, the Chinese government began to adjust its policies and promote the development of these occupational schools. In 2001, students enrolled in these schools comprised 41% of the total enrollment in senior level secondary education (MOE statistics of 2001). 

At the higher education level, the gap between China and developed countries is significant. According to UNESCO statistics, in 1997 China’s gross enrollment ratio in higher education was only 6.1%, while that for developed countries was 61.1%. Even in comparison with the average enrollment ratio of less developed regions (except the least developed countries), whose enrollment ratio was 10.3%, China lagged far behind. There is a huge gap between social and economic demands and the resources available for higher education development.

Another area where China lags far behind developed countries is pre-primary education. In 1997, the gross enrollment ratio was 28.5%, while that for developed countries was 71.8%. It was still a little bit higher than the ratio for the less developed regions (except the least developed countries), which was 23.5%(UNESCO World Education Report 2000).

China’s Education Needs

The huge education system and the shortage in funding

China has the world’s largest education system, as the numbers of schools and students have illustrated in earlier paragraphs. In relation to the huge student population, the available resources are extremely limited. For years, China’s education system has been under-financed.  The shortage of funding is probably the most serious problem facing China’s public education system. Although education expenditure as a percentage of government expenditure is comparable to other countries, education expenditure as a percentage of GNP is very low.  In 1997 it was only 2.3%, which was lower than most developing countries. The percentage in less developed regions averaged 3.9% and was 5.1% in developed countries. (See chart 3, source of data: UNESCO World Education Report 2000). 
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Since China’s reform and opening up, government fiscal revenue as a percentage of GNP has been decreasing rapidly, from 30.9% in 1987 to 10.8% in 1996. This greatly affects the government’s ability to provide public works such as education. As a result of decentralization, state funding for education has declined steadily and providing for education has become more and more a local responsibility.  Local governments, in turn, have shifted much of the burden onto schools to generate their own funding.  In 2001, school revenues and funds from school-owned businesses constituted 22.66% of total education funding. To make up for the funding shortages, schools resort to many ways to generate income. Schools now charge students all kinds of fees, which range from tens to hundreds of Yuan and even to over a thousand Yuan (approximately $120) a year. Schools rely more and more on collecting fees and doing business to generate their own funding (Jing Lin, 1999). The rising fees make compulsory education not free at all in China, which leads students from poor families to drop out of school.

School-run business is a unique characteristic of China’s education system. Government considers it beneficial for solving the funding problem and gives these businesses preferential treatment such as tax exemptions. The businesses engage in various modes of production such as printing, textiles, television manufacturing, farming, and fishing.  According to MOE statistics, 93.13% of Chinese primary and secondary schools have school-run businesses.  The 776,800 school-run businesses all over the nation had aggregate net incomes of about 40 billion Yuan (about 5 billion dollars) in 2001.  55.38% of these net incomes were invested in education, such as buying education equipment and facilities, improving teacher’s compensation, etc.  As a part of their practical training, students work in some of these businesses. Schools in rural areas have been known to put children to work in mines, on pig farms and into other forms of intensive and dangerous labor. 50 children and four adults in Fanglin village, Jiangxi province were killed assembling fireworks in their classroom.  They were working for a local business so that they could raise funds for the school. This devastating  event focused attention on this method of raising funds for Chinese schools and drew concern from around the world.(Carol Divjak, 2001).

The shortage of funding also leads to the government’s encouragement of outside sources to donate money to schools or establish schools themselves. In 1999, funds from outside sources constituted 6.44% of the total education fund. Private schools have been developing very fast in response to the public’s demands, which have not been met by public schools alone. Meanwhile, under the economic reform Chinese people have had more autonomy in private entrepreneurship. Since the demand is so great, running a private school can become a profitable business. There are many different types of private schools and they cover almost all the educational levels the public school system offers. “Elite” schools charging high tuition and fees were established to meet the demand for a high quality education by a small wealthy group in the population.  They have excellent learning and living conditions, a low student to teacher ratio and more emphasis on English and computer science. Urban/township standard private secondary schools do not have superior learning conditions, but have more autonomy than public schools. They fill a big gap in the provision of secondary education in China.  Rural private schools are mostly primary schools, with some secondary schools. They charge very low fees and have little teaching equipment, but play an important role in providing basic education in rural areas, filling up gaps in the funding for local public schools. They offer education to children whose parents cannot afford the various kinds of fees charged by public schools. Private universities are small compared with public universities, but they offer programs closely connected with needs in the economy. There are also vocational technical schools, single-sex schools and  private schools set up by public schools and by government.  As far as student performance, many private primary schools have been reported to be on a par with the public schools, and some are even better (Jing Lin, 1999).  In 1999, schools of all levels operated by non-government entities numbered4138, with 1,779,710 students enrolled (China Education Expenditure Year Book 1999).  Most of these are primary and general secondary schools. However, China’s education system is still dominated by public schools. The gap between educational demand and educational resources available remains huge and needs to be filled.

Regional differences and urban-rural divide

The regional gap between the east and west in terms of economic development has widened during the reform period. Government and social forces in economically developed regions have more financial resources to invest in education, while local governments of those regions with a low level of economic development are crippled with debt and on the verge of bankruptcy. This greatly affects their ability to finance education. 

According to the China Education Expenditure Year Book 1999, Shanghai was the most developed region in China in 1999 and also had the highest education expenditure, 2,443,954,000 Yuan (295,281,211 dollars), which was 10.82% of total fiscal expenditures nationwide.  By comparison, Ningxia, the poor region in the northwest, had the lowest education expenditure, 150,454,000 Yuan (18,178,018 dollars), which was only 7.36% of its total fiscal revenue.  The general pattern is that the poorer the province is, the lower the education expenditure, not only in absolute amount, but also as a percentage of total fiscal expenditure. For example, in Jiangsu province, a very developed region, education expenditure as a percentage of total fiscal expenditure was as high as 21.22%. For Shandong province, also a developed region, the percentage was 17.73%. Gansu province, one of the poorest regions of the country, devoted only 5.72% of total fiscal expenditure to education, the lowest of the country. The most likely reason is that the poor provinces have little financial resources and want to invest them in the short term and spur economic growth, while education is a long- term investment. However, the neglect of the education sector will lead to a vicious cycle of poverty for these poor provinces. 

In terms of education expenditure per pupil, we observe the same pattern. Shanghai was still the highest in the country, reaching 2,621.16 Yuan ($316.69 dollars) for primary school students, 3,523.36 Yuan ($425.70 dollars) for junior middle school students, and 7,932.50 Yuan ($958.41 dollars) for senior middle school students.  This is compared with Guizhou, a poor south western province, which spent only 296.44 Yuan ($35.82 dollars) for primary students, 520.78 Yuan ($62.92 dollars) for junior middle school students, and 1253.65 Yuan ($151.47 dollars) for senior middle school students, which was the lowest in the country.  Those among the top 5 highest spending per pupil (Shanghai, Beijing, Zhejiang, Tianjin, Guangdong) were all developed areas in the east and those among the top 5 lowest (Guizhou, Shaanxi, Henan, Gansu, Jiangxi) were all less developed areas in the middle and west.
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The rural-urban divide is also distinct. The Ministry of Education provides data on per student expenditure for rural areas, but not for urban areas. However, we can still make some comparisons based on the average per capita expenditure of both rural and urban areas. For all the provinces, per student expenditure for rural areas was significantly lower than the average figure. For example, for Shanghai, it dropped down to 2,142.16 Yuan ($258.82 dollars) for primary students, and 3,137.51 Yuan ($379.08 dollars) for junior secondary school students. For Guizhou, it dropped to 260.16 Yuan ($31.43 dollars) for primary school students and 390.08 Yuan ($47.13 dollars) for junior middle school students. Considering the fact that most of the students are from rural areas, the expenditure per student in urban areas must be much higher in order to achieve the much higher general average. 

We can also find vast differences in the number of dangerous school buildings between urban and rural areas. A Ministry of Education report in June 2001 revealed that a  staggering 1,400 students were killed when their school buildings collapsed on top of them in 2000. According to MOE statistics, in 1999, among all primary schools in China, there were 5,363,000 square meters of dangerous school buildingsand4,490,000 square meters were located in rural areas. The provinces with the largest area of dangerous school buildings were Guangxi (545,000 square meters), Guizhou (517,000 square meters), Guangdong (418,000 square meters), Jiangxi (415,000 square meters) and Yunnan (335,000 square meters). Among all junior secondary schools in China, there were 2,557,000 square meters of dangerous school buildings, with1,767,000 square meters in rural areas. There are also other indexes suggesting the urban-rural divide such as enrollment ratio, drop out ratio, etc. However, no solid data is available.

From the above account, it is clear that the rural areas in western China have had the most serious problems in achieving 9-year compulsory education. The poor education conditions there cannot be amply demonstrated by statistical figures. In poor counties, education can consume up to half the annual budget, most of it going to pay teachers’ salaries, with very little left for improving school conditions and purchasing educational equipment.  Unqualified teachers are employed on lower salaries and an array of fees is charged to keep the school alive (Carol Divjak, 2001).  These fees increase the direct cost of education and are a deterrent to school attendance. 

China has a population registration system that restricts rural to urban migration.  Higher education is still the only way for rural residents to be formally admitted into the city.  The low quality of education in rural areas offers parents little hope of their children being able to enter higher education, so the incentive for schooling is low. In 2001 alone, the government closed 62,300 primary schools primarily because of their low quality. These closures have decreased school accessibility in those less densely populated areas (i.e. primarily rural areas in the west), which is another deterrent to school attendance. The family responsibility system in agriculture further reduces the holding power of many rural primary schools.

The key school system

In the late 1970s, the government considered it necessary to improve school quality by putting more resources into the system. However, due to financial constraints, it was done selectively, by reintroducing the key school concept (the concept was first introduced in the 1950’s and abolished during the Cultural Revolution). A few schools in each province and county were designated as key primary and secondary schools. They were allocated much more funds, better facilities and better teachers than ordinary schools. They also recruited the best students through exams (World Bank, 1985). In accordance with the objective of universal 9-year education, the key school system was abolished at the primary and junior secondary school level. However, the key schools still maintain significant advantages over ordinary schools and offer higher quality educations. Those students outside of the key school district can still get in by paying much higher fees. Students from poor families thus have to stay in ordinary schools with lower education quality. 

At the upper secondary school levels, the key school system has been kept in place. The best students are recruited through a nationwide senior secondary school entrance exam and once admitted, they are almost guaranteed entrance to higher education. However, in recent years, these schools have also opened their doors to students who fail to meet their admission standards in exams, if their parents are able to pay much higher tuition and fees. Again, students from poor families who fail to meet admission standards are deprived of the privilege of entering these schools. The key school system thus further increases the inequality in China’s education system. 

This development has also led to an over-emphasis on preparing students for further education and on the performance of the highest achieving students. Insufficient attention is paid to preparing less academic students for adult life. What is taught at school is of little practical value and many students who do not want higher education lose interest in schooling.  A reasonable balance between the two objectives of education (preparation for further study and preparation for life in society) has proven difficult to achieve (World Bank, 1985). The present academic emphasis of junior secondary schools on entrance examinations needs to be changed, since only 52.9% of graduates will go on to further education and the other 47.1% graduates end their formal education with no job preparation.  The Curriculum at the junior secondary level should be improved.  At the senior secondary level, the rapid development of vocational schools since 1978 has been proven very helpful. 

Women’s education

China has made great strides in women’s education since 1949. However, in comparison with other countries, several key indexes are not encouraging. According to UNESCO’s statistics, in 1997, there were 164.3 million illiterates in China, of which 118.5 million were females. That means 72.1% of the illiterates were females. This is a very high percentage. Only a few countries in the world have wider gender gaps in education than this. This percentage was higher than the least developed countries average (60.4%), the less developed regions average (63.6%) and the developed countries average (68.6%). It was even higher than that of India (61.7%), a country famous for its low status of women (see chart 5, source of data: UNESCO World Education Report 2000).  Women’s literacy rate was still high compared with other less developed regions (73.7% vs. 63.4%), but men’s literacy rate was as high as 90.3%, 16.6% higher than that of women. Among the 15-24 year old age group, the illiteracy rate for females was 4.9%, more than 3 times as high as that for males (1.4%). At the pre-primary and primary education levels, there was not much difference in enrollment ratios between males and females, but at secondary and tertiary education levels, the differences became obvious. In 1997, the gross enrollment ratio at the secondary education level was 73.7% for males and 66.2% for females. The gross enrollment ratio at the tertiary education level was 7.8% for males and 4.2% for females. Considering the fact that many girls in rural areas are not officially registered, the actual literacy rates and enrollment rates are probably still lower.
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The situation in the western part of the country is much worse than the national average. Tibet, Guizhou, Qinghai, Gansu and Ningxia are the five provinces and autonomous regions where the problem of girls’ education is the most serious. In 1990, the proportion of illiterate and half-illiterate women over 15 years old nationwide was 41.65%, while in Tibet it was 85.55%, in Guizhou, 62.28%, in Gansu, 81.48%, in Qinghai, 79.30% and in Ningxia, 64.88%. The primary school attendance rate for school-age girls and the proportion of girls in the senior class in primary schools were all significantly lower than the national average. The low attendance rate and high drop-out rate for girls lead to a high illiteracy rate for adult women, and ultimately results in more poverty, ignorance, an accelerated rate of population growth, and in the end ever greater difficulty for the next generation of girls to get to school. This is a vicious cycle that must be broken (Wei Yu, 1995).

Major factors preventing girls from going to school are low economic development, a lack of motivation to receive an education, unfavorable geographical conditions, conventional ideas and customs in Chinese society, unsuitable management of schools, ineffective teaching methods, irrelevant content, and a shortage of female teachers. According to the MOE survey of eight townships in four provinces, of all dropouts who were girls, 54.3% had left school because of difficulties with family finances, 28.5% because the family needed them to work. Of the girls who had never been to school at all, 49.7% stated financial difficulties and 32.4% stated a need to work as the reasons for their absence.  Unfavorable geographical conditions, widely scattered settlements and dwellings, poor transportation and communication, and the inadequate number and location of schools, all add to the difficulty of children getting to and from school each day. The old idea that men are superior to women has remained strong. Since parents cannot support all their children’s schooling, they usually send sons to school and leave daughters at home. Early marriage and early childbirth further reduce the amount of time girls spend in school. The content of the courses taught at school does not reflect local culture and is not relevant to the lives of the average people in the locality. The teacher quality is low and teaching methods are not appropriate to the needs of the pupils. As a result, many girls lose interest in school and drop out. A shortage of female teachers also deprives girl students of a sense of security at boarding schools (Wei Yu, 1995).

Education for the children of migrants

China’s rural-urban migration has accelerated during the past 20 years as a result of reform and opening up. Solid data is hard to find for this group of the population, but it is estimated that there are 100 to 150 million migrants in China. China’s residency system strictly limits freedom of movement from one’s place of birth, so most of these migrants do not have legal permanent residency status. With only temporary residence permits (many migrants do not even have these permits), they are not entitled to the services provided by the municipal government, which includes education. Migrant children are either barred from local schools or kept out by the high fees imposed on them. Estimates based on incomplete statistics point to a current total of 1.8 million migrant children in the age group for which compulsory education is mandated (between 6 and 14 years of age) who are not receiving education at all. The real figures could be still higher (Human Rights in China, 2002).

To meet the educational needs of the migrant children, many private migrant schools have been established. They charge much lower fees than local public schools and enrollment has been growing rapidly. Due to increased media exposure and the efforts of some National People’s Congress delegates, the central government decreed in May 1998 that the responsibility for the education of migrant children should fall mainly on state schools, but could be supplemented by other forms of schools. However, the actual implementation of this regulation is at the discretion of local authorities. To date, only a few cities such as Wuhan and Guiyang have granted legal status to private migrant schools. Major cities such as Beijing and Shenzhen continue to deny legal status to these schools. Government also has the power to close the schools if their buildings are needed for other purposes. Local authorities have closed down many private migrant schools without providing alternative schooling for the children affected.

According to the Ford Foundation, in 2000 there were between 200 and 300 unlicensed schools operating in Beijing.   These schools struggled to provide schooling for an estimated 100,000 children in the “floating population,” the term used by migrants and their educators to label the migrant population.  It is estimated that only about 40% of the children (five to twelve years old) in the floating population in Beijing goes to school (James Irwin, 2000).   In Shanghai, there were 519 private schools for migrant students in 2001 with 120,000 enrolled students.  More migrant students attend these private schools rather than the local public schools (Chang Tianle, 2002).

Students enrolled in private migrant schools usually receive an education that is inferior to local public schools, although some teachers contend that the quality is better than the rural public schools and is on par with public schools for basic education at the lower levels.  The physical environment of these schools is often poor and the facilities are insufficient due to a lack of government aid and the resulting very tight budgets.  Recent official news reports revealed “hazardous facilities,” “overcrowded classes,” “under-qualified teachers” and “lack of teaching materials,” as well as highlighted the overall difficulties under which these schools operate in various cities across China (Human Rights in China, 2002).  Still, these schools at the very least offer education to those children who would otherwise have none.  

While the Chinese government has undertaken many education projects to address various problems in the education system, no solid efforts have been made in the area of migrant children’s education. The neglect of this group will not only greatly hinder the realization of universal 9-year education nationwide, but also limit the future opportunities for these children considerably, as without education they are unlikely to be able to climb up the socio-economic ladder.  Already, school closures have made it impossible for many children to attend the only school they had access to.  Some of the unlicensed schools do re-open, but they tend to move to different locations.  Many children in the floating population cannot manage their long commute and simply drop out.   The problem began to catch government’s attention recently.  According to People’s Daily (July 10, 2002), Beijing's educational authorities decided to cut charges for teaching migrant children in public schools in the upcoming school year. Fees for primary school will be reduced to 200 Yuan (24.1 US dollars) from the previous 500 Yuan, and for secondary school to 500 Yuan, a 50 percent drop from the previous charge. Some cities began to reform the residence registration system, allowing migrants to become legal residents more easily. This is a positive trend, but much still needs to be done, so that migrant children will have access to the same quality education city residents’ children enjoy.
Education efficiency and quality

The quality of education is directly related to the quality of the teachers. The Teachers Law of PRC stipulates the minimum degree requirements for teachers at each level of education. The degree a teacher holds can be used as a rough index of teacher quality. According to MOE statistics, in 2001 the percentage of teachers with the required degrees was 96.81% at the primary level, 88.72% at junior secondary school level and 70.71% at senior secondary school level, while in 1992, these percentages were 83%, 56% and 49%, respectively. This is a significant improvement.  The Chinese government directed a great deal of effort to increasing teachers’ compensation and improving their social status. Teachers’ salaries are the same as those of civil servants. In recent years, teachers’ salaries have been raised several times, while workers at state-owned businesses have experienced mass lay-offs. This makes the teaching profession a more appealing choice for people. Teaching is regarded as a stable, relatively well-paid and highly respected profession. More and more excellent students have entered universities specialized for educating prospective teachers. This will further improve the quality of teachers in the future.

However, serious problems remain in the less developed rural areas in the west. To guarantee salary payments to rural teachers, all the salaries of primary and secondary school teachers have been disbursed from local budgets since 2000. Teachers’ salaries in rural areas are paid by the county and not by the village or township. In these less developed areas, the county does not have enough money either and often postpones salary payments to teachers, so this policy still does not solve the problem. Using data from two-thirds of China's 30 provincial entities, a study conducted by the Educational Workers' Trade Union found that local authorities owed their teachers at least 710 million Yuan ($85.54 million) by the end of March 1999. The harsh living conditions and the minimal compensation have turned away prospective rural teachers. A shortage of qualified teachers remains a serious problem affecting the quality of education in these areas. Current teachers in these areas live in poor conditions and lack the opportunities of in-service training to improve their teaching. Many teachers are “minban” teachers or community teachers who do not have the necessary pre-service training. Their salary is only about 24 dollars per month (1/3 the amount of their state counterpart-public teachers, whose salary is paid by the state). Under the household responsibility system, “minban” teachers are also allocated a plot of land. To make ends meet, they tend to spend more time cultivating the land and less time on teaching, which has a negative impact on school achievement and student learning (World Bank, 1985).

China’s pupil teacher ratio is low at all levels compared with most other developing countries. For example, as a result of family planning, enrollment in primary schools keeps on dropping each year. According to MOE statistics, in 2001 enrollment declined 3.61%, while the number of teachers decreased only 1.07%, leading to a lower pupil teacher ratio than the previous year (21.64:1). The low ratio is not caused by small classes, but by low teacher workloads. Larger workloads with fewer, but better-qualified, better-paid teachers might enhance teaching in China despite comparatively large class sizes (World Bank, 1985).

Educational equipment and facilities are also positively correlated with education quality. In most Chinese schools, these are in short supply. MOE statistics show that, in 1999, 52% of education expenditure was for teachers’ compensation and only 6% was used to purchase education equipment.  According to UNESCO statistics, in 1997 the number of PCs per 1000 inhabitants was only 6 and the number of internet hosts per 100,000 inhabitants was only 1.This is in sharp contrast to the U.S. level of 401 and 7,589, respectively.  Solid data on computers owned by different level of schools is not available, but we can estimate that it must also be very low, from the overall data of the country.  More funds should be invested in this area to improve computer access, since computer literacy is a must in this information age.

Education projects and NGO involvement

National Compulsory Education Program

To address the problem of vast regional differences and the rural-urban divide in China’s education system, the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Finance started the National Compulsory Education Program in 1995. It was aimed at universalizing compulsory education throughout China and hence contributing to increases in productivity and rural income of poor families. Its main focus was on the 592 National Poor Counties.  Funds from central finance amounted to 3.9 billion Yuan ($471 million dollars). The projected total investment was11.65 billion Yuan ($1.41 billion dollars). The difference was supposed to come from local finance and other sources. There were two phases in the program. Phase one (1995-1997) targeted the provinces located in the middle of the country and investments were mainly made in building classrooms, buying equipment and providing short-term teacher training. Phase two (1998-2000) targeted the Western and South Western provinces and the emphasis was switched from facilitating access to schools to ensuring an adequate level of education quality.  This emphasis led to investment in teacher training, student assistance programs, distance education and curriculum reform. The World Bank was actively involved in this project through investment in local textbooks, minority language of instruction, distance education, girls’ education, principal/teacher training programs, student assistance programs, etc. However, no Chinese NGOs were involved. This program was largely a governmental program. Other governmental programs include Project 211(focused on improving the quality of higher education), In-service Training Programs for Primary and Secondary School Teachers, Information Technology and Applied Distance Education Training Program, etc (MOE website).

Project Hope

Project Hope was initiated by the China Youth Development Foundation in 1989 and is aimed at mobilizing domestic and overseas resources to help students from poor counties continue their education, improving education conditions, and assisting the government in realizing universal 9 year education in these regions. At the initial stage, direct financial assistance to individual children and building Hope Schools in poor counties was the initiative’s primary focus. In response to the changing situation and demands, the focus has now changed to establishing scholarships for excellent students, offering training programs for teachers from Hope Schools, and long distance education programs. In 1997, the Star of Hope Scholarship was established. In 1995, a national teacher-training center was established in Zhejiang province. However, due to the huge demand for improving the physical conditions of schools in these poor counties, building Hope Schools remains an important part of the project. By the end of 2001, funds donated to the project reached 2 billion Yuan (242 million U.S. dollars); 2.49 million drop outs returned to school; 8,890 Hope Primary Schools were established; and more than 6,000 teachers received training (CYDF website). Project Hope contributes significantly to alleviating the shortage of education funds, increasing enrollment rates, lowering drop out rates and improving education conditions and quality in poor counties. Its success demonstrates the increasingly important role of NGOs in China’s social development.   Since 1999 the International Community Foundation, through the Robert and Joyce Chang Fund, has built 12 hope schools in the poor counties of Yunnan province and Hubei province and provided hundreds of scholarships to students. A significant portion of the funds is also used towards the improvement of school facilities, such as the construction of a science building at Guangnan First Middle School, Yunnan province.

Spring Bud Project

Spring Bud Project was launched and carried out by the China Children and Teenagers Fund, another major non-governmental organization active in the education arena. The goal is to assist girls from poor areas of China to return to school and also help them to master practical skills to give them a better standing in society later on. It was launched in 1989.  At present, the project has been carried out all over China. 300 million Yuan (36 million U.S. dollars) has been donated and 1.15 million dropout girls have been helped back to school. In 1996, Spring Bud Practical Skill Training Fund was set up to give girl’s vocational education. Besides studying regular textbooks, they were taught to master one or two basic skills. These skills are helpful in lifting them out of poverty. An estimated 150,000 girls have taken the Spring Bud Training Classes (CYTF website).   

Candlelight Project

The China Charity Federation in cooperation with World Vision initiated the Candle Light Project in 1998. It aims to attract donations from home and abroad from those concerned with China’s rural teachers and rural education.  The goal of the project is to improve teachers’ living conditions and teaching quality through subsidies, awards and training programs (CCF website). The inspiration for the Candlelight Project was unusual. In 1994, a Chinese researcher living in the United States visited Tianzhuang village in Baoding prefecture, where he used to work as a rural “minban’’ teacher. During his visit, he was touched by how poor the peasants were and how even poorer the ‘minban’ teachers were and decided to help them. He entrusted $3,600 to a friend to be distributed to these teachers. A group of retired teachers helped distribute the money to 120 ‘minban’ teachers in 3 counties. To find a way to help these teachers in a more regular way, they approached World Vision and the China Charity Foundation for help and embarked on a nationwide project to improve the living conditions of low-paid rural teachers. Since its inception in 1998, the project has raised a modest 1.7 million Yuan ($205,396), but its impact on the teaching community has been immeasurable.

Nature Conservancy-China:

Nature Conservancy is the world’s largest private, international conservation group. In cooperation with the Yunnan Provincial Government of China, they initiated the Yunnan Great Rivers Project in 1998. A key element of this project has been the building of rural schools.  Many of these schools have been constructed with energy efficient technologies, thus combining education development with conservation. In 2001, ICF, through the Robert and Joyce Chang Fund, provided two grants totaling $132,500 to the project. The first grant of $53,000 was used in vocational education, upgrading facilities of Xidan Elementary School, and the building of 6 biogas units. The second grant of $79,500 supported the construction of an elementary and middle school, the building of twelve biogas units, community leadership development, and preservation of Dongba religious and cultural practices.

Opportunities for Philanthropic Giving and International Cooperation

Given China’s low overall level of education investment and huge student population, opportunities for philanthropic giving and international cooperation are abundant throughout China. However, due to the large regional differences and rural-urban divide, educational needs vary significantly across different regions.  Therefore, the emphasis of philanthropic giving and international cooperation should also be different for different regions.

In poor western counties, more investment is still needed to meet the basic educational needs of local people:

· In sparsely populated rural areas, building smaller, simpler primary schools located within a reasonable distance will solve the problem of school inaccessibility and help to increase enrollment.

· More funds are needed to renovate current school buildings, since many of them are dilapidated, dangerous and pose safety risks.

· More scholarships for rural students from poor families are needed; to increase enrollment and decrease drop out rates, particularly among girls and young women.

· Financial assistance or rewards for rural teachers to improve their living conditions and guarantee teaching time.

· Textbooks reflective of local conditions and more closely related to the practical matters of daily life, more instructional materials, and more training opportunities for rural teachers.

· More literacy classes and basic practical training centers for the adult population.

In other rural areas where the economy is more developed, the basic education needs have already been met. The emphasis should be on the improvement of education quality including:

· Learning equipment, facilities and communication systems suited to local conditions.

· Grants to small private schools to improve the physical condition of their school facilities.

· Since most students stop at junior elementary level in rural areas, the curriculum at this level needs to be improved to better connect education with agriculture, science and technology, and economic readiness to attract students and better prepare them for adult life.

· More pre-primary schools offered to rural children at a reasonable cost, to increase pre-primary enrollment in rural areas.

· More practical training classes and schools in agricultural technology and rural industrial skills.

· Scholarships for students with financial difficulties and in-service training for rural teachers.

In urban areas, the emphasis should be on the neglected and disadvantaged population, ordinary schools and vocational schools including:

· Grants to private migrant schools to improve their education conditions and more efforts on lobbying the government to grant legal status to these schools.

· Scholarships for students of laid-off workers and other disadvantaged families.

· Higher work load for teachers to improve efficiency and more in-service training to improve teaching quality, especially in vocational schools where the percentage of teachers with required degrees is low.

· Less specialized curriculum for vocational schools to produce more flexible employees suitable for the modern economy.

· Investment in ordinary schools to improve education conditions and to assure           quality education to less fortunate students.

Contact Information of NGOs Supporting Education Programs in China


China Youth Development Foundation (Project Hope)

Address: A-1 Houyuanensi Hutong, Jiaodaokou Nandajie, Beijing, P.R. China

               Zip Code 100009

Tel: 86-10-64033904

Fax: 86-10-64033895

E-mail: yangpd@cydf.org.cn
Website: http://www.cydf.org.cn
China Children and Teenagers Fund

Address: 15, Jianguomen Dajie, Beijing, P.R.China 

                Zip Code 100730

Tel: 86-10-65284593     

Fax: 86-10-65285128

E-mail: cctf@public.bta.net.cn
Website: http://www.cctf.org.cn
China Charity Federation

Address: 7th Floor, Xinlong Bldg., 33A, Erlong Road, Xicheng District, Beijing, P.R.    

               China         Zip Code 10032

Tel: 86-10-66072567

Fax: 86-10-66020903

E-mail: infor@ccf-online.org
Website: http://www.ccf-online.org
Nature Conservancy

Yunnan Great Rivers Project

Xinhua Office Tower, 26th Floor

8 East Renmin Road

Kunming, Yunnan

People's Republic of China 650051 

Tel: (86) (871) 318-2797

Fax: (86) (871) 318-2793

Ed Norton [norton@public.km.yn.cn]
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