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Abstract

The ultimate purpose of the development of this essay is to inform Chinese policymakers on how they can better
implement education-related policies to minimise spatial and gender disparities in, and multi-faceted barriers to,
educational opportunities. This essay, firstly, highlights policies that address spatial and gender disparities in
education and structural barriers to girls’ education with the support of the frameworks of Women in
Development (WID) and Gender and Development (GAD) in rural Chinese contexts. Secondly, this essay
outlines the problems of rural female underdevelopment in least educationally and financially developed Chinese
regions based on critical analyses on relevant statistics and studies. Thirdly, in spite of the Central Government’s
and non-governmental organisations’ (NGOs) endeavours to facilitating education development, this essay
investigates and analyses how gender inequalities in education persist due to the unaddressed multi-faceted
barriers to girls’ education. These multi-faceted barriers include social, cultural, economic and otherwise
educational impediments faced by rural poor Chinese girls. Lastly, this essay suggests state and NGOs’ policy
and intervention to address such structural barriers to education and enhance rural girls’ decision-making powers
and educational opportunities in the long-term.
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1. Introduction

In 2018, out of 1.4 billion Chinese population, 41% lived in rural China (The World Bank, 2020a, 2020b). Rural
children are either living with both of their parents, left behind by or migrating to cities along with parent(s).
Left-behind children are defined as rural individuals under the age of 18 whose parent(s) migrate(s) to a different
location for work for more than 6 months (Lu, Lin, Vikse, & Huang, 2016, p. 59). Migrant parents usually leave
girls behind in rural areas but take boys to cities (Zhao & Yu, 2016, p. 3469).

By the end of 2016, rural poverty rates nationwide had reached 4.5 %, with 43 million impoverished individuals
living in the countryside (Xue & Zhou, 2018; Hannum, Park, Brauw, & Rozelle, 2012). In order to alleviate
poverty, the Central Government of China aims at promoting the Education for All (EfA) campaign (Kipnis,
2011, p. 5; Liu, 2008). The 1995 Education Law states, “Educated population shall enjoy equal rights under the
law such matters as school entry, grade promotion and employment... (Su, 2011, p. 19)” Alongside poverty
alleviation, championing the EfA campaign is conducive to the development of better health and wellbeing
towards rural populations. For example, JieZhang, Shuiyuan Xiao, and Liang Zhou (2010, p. 773) examined the
suffering of mental disorders, including mood disorders, schizophrenia and anxiety disorders, among rural
Chinese cohorts aged between 15 and 34. Face-to-face interviews were conducted with 392 non-fatal suicide
victims and 416 individuals from the control group. Findings revealed that lower education level was related to
higher degree of mental illnesses and suicidal acts. Here 16 rural counties and interviewees were randomly
selected from three provinces, namely Liaoning, Hunan and Shandong, based on the 2005 census database (ibid:
p- 774). These provinces are among the most financially and educationally underdeveloped Chinese regions, so
findings are indicative of the sufferings encountered by most vulnerable rural cohorts. However, surveying in
only 16 counties within three provinces might limit the representativeness of the findings. Further studies should
be carried out in order to understand the nuanced relationships between mental health, suicidal acts and
education level in wider rural contexts. Beyond the health perspective, education has a range of instrumental
personal economic roles, such as facilitating job hunt, ensuring better working conditions, enjoying better
consumers’ information, and so forth (Robeyn, 2006, p. 71). For girls, especially, education is a tool for
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empowerment where girls with better education level have more positive feelings about their self-worth as
female. These better-educated girls are more capable of avoiding domestic and sexual violence, and are more
likely to access to a variety of material (such as lands and properties) and basic (such as food and water)
resources (Stromquist, 2015, p. 64). Other benefits of education include helping prepare children for parenthood
and political participation, in addition to learning the right to have rights and enhancing social cohesion (Robeyn,
2006, p. 75).

The ultimate purpose of the development of this essay is to inform Chinese policymakers on how they can better
implement education-related policies to minimise spatial and gender disparities in, and multi-faceted barriers to,
educational opportunities. This essay, firstly, highlights policies that address spatial and gender disparities in
education and structural barriers to girls’ education with the support of the frameworks of Women in
Development (WID) and Gender and Development (GAD) in rural Chinese contexts. Secondly, in spite of the
Central Government’s and non-governmental organisations’ (NGOs) endeavours to facilitating education
development, this essay investigates and analyses how gender inequalities in education persist due to the
unaddressed multi-faceted barriers to girls’ education.

2. Women in Development (WID)

The WID Office in the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) was set up in 1973 by the
Percy Amendment. Broadly speaking, in response to female marginalisation from the engagement in skilled
labouring jobs, the office believes that women should be included in developmental assistance schemes in order
to raise the efficiency of the process of development (Jaquette, 2017, p. 244; Calkin, 2015, p. 297). Here the
WID approach emphasises on the importance of including women in development planning, while not
necessarily challenging the multiple sources of women’s subordination (Aikman & Unterhalter, 2005, p. 17).
WID theorists are concerned with male biases on women (Koczberski, 1998, p. 398). They aim at delivering
more economic independence to women and leveraging to challenge patriarchal norms in household settings
(Jaquette, 2017, p. 244).

In this approach, education is interpreted by schooling and development is referred to the economic growth,
social cohesion and sometimes improved governance (Aikman & Unterhalter, 2005, p. 18). The approach
challenges gender gaps in education by fostering more girls to attend school. In specific, the framework aims at
minimising the gaps by equalising the amount of resources distributed to boys and girls.

This approach, to little extent, values the gendered processes of learning, working conditions and expectations on
female teachers, and the gendered interpretation of the images children see in textbooks (ibid). The approach also
fails to concern with what and how girls learn at school (ibid: p. 20).

3. Gender and Development (GAD)

Since WID projects had a limited focus on the improvement of access to resources for individual women, the
GAD approach, emerged in the late 1980s, has addressed its shortcomings and emphasised on the significance of
gendered power structures of inequality (Jaquette, 2017, p. 247). GAD theorists oppose the WID framework by
arguing that the sole practice of female inclusion cannot ameliorate gender equality in education. Instead, these
theorists claim that gender inequality can only be effectively addressed by taking political actions to alter
gendered structures of power (Aikman & Unterhalter, 2005, p. 21). These actions include challenging gender
discrimination in the legal system, sexual violence in household settings, the lack of political representation and
discrimination at work. Under the GAD framework, structural barriers to gender equality can expectedly be
eradicated by removing unfair laws and labour market practices against women, challenges against women’s
decision making and inequitable processes in respect of the distribution of time, money and educational
resources by gender (ibid: p. 23).

GAD calls for gender mainstreaming and gender budgeting. Gender mainstreaming aims at legitimising gender
equality as a core value that is reflected in development choices and institutional practices for societies, and
facilitates female presence as decision makers (ibid: p. 25).Under such a scheme, GAD theorists stress on
participatory development which recognises the diversity of women’s experiences and enables individuals’
definition of their strategic gender needs for themselves (Jaquette, 2017, p. 247). The GAD approach was
criticised that it is overly women-focused and the exclusion of male from participating in relevant projects and
programmes fails to foster gender equality as: the dichotomous categorisation and stercotypes that men and
women are oppressors and victims respectively cannot be challenged; hostility between men and women may
potentially increase; and any success in women-only projects is constrained since men play a dominant role in
gender relations (Wanner & Wadham, 2015, p. 17). To achieve gender mainstreaming, the United Nations
Commission for the Advancement of Women (UNCAW) urges men to be involved in developing structural
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changes within the major economic, social, cultural and political institutions which uphold male powers and
maintain women’s dissmpowerment (ibid: p. 23). Alternatively, gender budgeting concentrates on identifying the
gendered expenditure of a departmental budget and inputting resources on elements that can yield benefits to
women (Aikman & Unterhalter, 2005, p. 26).

4. Status Quo — Enrolment and Dropout Rates

In impoverished rural Chinese areas, children and youths encounter substantial difficulties in accessing
educational opportunities, especially in non-compulsory education (Epstein, 2017 [1991], p. xiii). In 1992, for
example, a cohort of 156,981 children entered primary schools in rural China. In 2004, only 8.2% of these rural
students completed secondary education, while the secondary education completion rate for their corresponding
cohort in urban China was 61%. Among those 8.2% rural Chinese students, only 76% (i.e. 9,783 out of 156,891
students) sat for the College Entrance Examination (CEE), as a prerequisite to compete for university places
(Yang, 2010, p. 195). The study indicated dropout rates were significantly higher in rural China. However, this
longitudinal study failed to disclose the retention rates which a loss of participants with certain
socio-demographical or socio-economic characteristics might lead to biases in findings. According to a policy
brief published by Rural Education Action Program (REAP) at Stanford University, by the late 2000s, while over
90% of rural students attended junior secondary school, less than 30% enrolled into senior secondary school and
only 1.3% entered universities (Golley & Kong, 2013, p. 16). The low enrolment rates for senior secondary and
tertiary education were primarily due to the unaffordability of rural households and the prerequisite to pass a
standardised examination in order to enrol (REAP, 2007, p. 2). In addition, based on findings of eight recent
studies carried out between 2011 and 2015, the cumulative average dropout rates across junior secondary schools
ranged between 17.6 percent and 31 percent, which were between six and 12 times higher than the official 2.6%
dropout rate published by the Central Government (Shi, Zhang, Ma, Yi, Liu, Johnson, Chu, Loyalka, & Rozelle,
2015, p. 1052). In those eight studies, surveys were carried out in relatively impoverished rural areas. However,
the official statistics were developed based on overall census data, which means data collected in relatively rich
rural regions were taken into account. Such a data collection gap might help explain why official statistics
displayed a by far lower premature dropout rate.

Aggregating data from 27 surveys carried out in rural areas of ten Chinese provinces from 2009 to 2013, where
random sampling was applied, Chengchao Zhou, Sean Sylvia, Linxiu Zhang, Renfu Luo, Hongmei Yi,
Chengfang Liu, Yaojiang Shi, PrashantLoyalka, James Chu, Alexis Medina and Scott Rozelle (2015, pp. 1966-7)
found that both left-behind children and children living with both parents had 19% dropout rates from junior
secondary school. These surveys were predominantly conducted in relatively poor rural areas in China. However,
researchers failed to identify the exact causes of the premature dropouts. Using individual-level data from the
2006 China Health and Nutrition Survey (CHNS) where random cluster sampling was applied to select rural
respondents from nine Chinese provinces, Ming-Hsuan Lee studied 913 rural children and youths aged between
six and 18. These provinces include those most impoverished regions, including Hunan, Jiangsu and Shandong.
Findings revealed that left-behind rural children were 37% less likely to enrol into school than rural children as a
whole (Lu et al., 2016, p. 59). For the group aged between 15 and 18, left-behind rural children were 85% less
likely to attend school, relative to all rural children (Lee, 2011, p. 173). However, it was statistically insignificant
to claim that rural boys and girls displayed different school enrolment rates. It is noteworthy that Lee’s study did
not examine any school enrolment gaps between left-behind rural boys and girls, but rural boys and girls as a
whole.

5. State Policies to Address EfA

Since the launch of Chinese economic reforms in 1978, the open and reform policy under the leadership of the
former Chinese President Deng Xiaoping identified education massification as a pathway for advancing science
and technology, and therefore, economic reconstruction (Deng & Kim, 2004, p. 144). In the 1980s and 1990s,
the Central Government of China still spent relatively insignificant amount of financial resources on rural
education development. This was because rural education produced relatively lower private and social rates of
returns. In those two decades, the average returns from education in developing countries were over ten percent,
whereas those from rural China were below five percent (Brauw & Rozelle, 2007, p. 58). A rise in governmental
investment in education could stimulate agricultural production and establish employment opportunities in the
non-agricultural sector (Fan, Zhang, & Zhang, 2004, p. 396). John Knight, Li Shi and Deng Quheng (2010, pp.
8-9) echo that education raises the opportunities for individuals to escape from farms and engage in non-farm
activities. The delivery of better-quality education, additionally, improves longer-term labour productivity.

To address the profound issue of under education faced by rural and female populations, the Central Government
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began the Free Compulsory Education Reform (FCER) to reduce educational fees for rural students and promote
compulsory education in villages from mid-1980s (Tang, Zhao, & Zhao 2020, p. 602). The aforementioned
compulsory education law purportedly aimed at prioritising educational equality nationwide (OECD, 2016, p.
28). Even each school-aged child or adolescent who is among the lowest socioeconomic status (SES) is expected
to finish mandatory education (Yue, et al., 2017, p. 97). However, such a state policy alone could hardly attain
educational equality as ample avoidable or remediable barriers to education in cultural, social, economic and
demographic contexts, which are discussed below, particularly faced by disadvantaged populations, could not be
fully addressed. Instead, the policy raised spatial and gender parity in education where unprivileged populations
were given schooling opportunities but to a level less than their more advantaged counterparts. Here improving
spatial and gender parity are predicators of progress towards realising EfA goals (Seeberg, Ross, Liu, & Tan,
2007, p. 112). Such a reform addressing parity in education, yet, does not engage with more challenging notions
of educational equality (Aikman & Rao, 2012, pp. 213-214). Neither does it facilitate discussions on how
unprivileged cohorts, such as poor rural girls, could be empowered and transformed (Unterhalter and North,
2010, p. 399). Increasing poor rural girls’ opportunities to schooling could, to some extent, achieve WID goals
by narrowing the gender gaps in school enrolment rates. However, such a state policy fails to fully ensure, for
example, that equal numbers of male and female teachers are employed, and equal numbers of male and female
images are appeared in teaching materials (Aikman & Unterhalter, 2005, p. 19). Therefore, the policy does not
completely fulfil the objectives of the WID framework.

To further facilitate the access to compulsory education for disadvantaged school-aged children and adolescents,
the Central Government announced the “Two Exemptions, One Subsidy” (TEOS) policy in 2001. The policy
states that local governments in nationally designated poor counties would exempt the textbook and school fees
from school-aged children, alongside giving subsidies to them for accommodation in boarding schools (Knight et
al., 2013, p. 153; Wang, 2018, p. 168). Despite the implementation of the such a policy, there was then no
guarantee, particularly in impoverished areas, that all students could finish nine years of compulsory education
(Brauw & Rozelle, 2007, p. 62). This was because while the exemption of textbooks fees targeting poor children
was fully financed by the Central Government, the subsidies for living and other education-related expenses
were financed by local governments (Shi, 2016, p. 1793). Impoverished local governments were financially less
capable to support their villagers for schooling, leading to the circumstance of children’s premature dropout and
the failure of realising universal compulsory education in least developed Chinese regions. Poor local
governments’ financial constraints have exacerbated since 1994 where China has been practicing a decentralised
fiscal system and has been increasingly relying on local governments to fund education (Dollar, 2007, p. 1).
Local governments located in most underdeveloped areas often lack the financial capacity to provide
state-subsidised compulsory schooling, particularly post-primary schooling, to their villagers (Lee, Yu, Huang, &
Law, 2016, p. 3; Liu, 2004, pp. 6, 12; Hannum, 2005, p. 278; Rong & Shi, 2001, p. 108). The TEOS policy
satisfied with the WID framework by exempting or subsidising marginalised rural children the relatively direct
costs on school access. However, those relatively less direct costs, such as digging latrines and providing food
and clean water, were overlooked (Aikman & Unterhalter, 2005, p. 19). The lack of financial capacity among
poor local governments could not be ameliorated unless the decentralisation system and its implications of
significant financial inequalities by regions could be challenged institutionally and politically by, for example,
raising Central Governments’ financial responsibilities on the distribution of educational resources (ibid: p. 21).

As a status quo, without adequate local governments’ financial support, households in many poor rural areas are
unable or unwilling to pay the required, unsubsidised education fees for their children, especially daughters (Park,
2007, p. 56). However, this essay primarily focuses on discussing relevant state policies on rural education
development, where education-related support delivered by alternative bodies, such as NGOs and friends, are
addressed to a lesser extent and overlooked respectively.

In 2006, only children from dozens of counties, largely located in rural West of China with economic
underdevelopment and unfavourable natural conditions, were denied the entitlement to nine-year compulsory
education (Wang, 2010, p. 3).Therefore, the promotion of universal compulsory education from late 20" century
through 2006 had been rather successful. From 2006 onwards, the TEOS policy was integrated into the New
Mechanism for Assured Funding for Rural Compulsory Education (NMAFRCE) programme. The integrated
programme strengthened the state subsidies for rural compulsory education by, for example, inputting more
financial resources into the maintenance and reconstruction of rural secondary and primary school
establishments, and facilitating the issuance of salaries to rural secondary and primary school teachers. By
October 2006, the Central Government had collected RMB 13.3 billion (US$ 1.88 billion) in reform funds (Ding,
2008, p. 30).While the integrated programme raised the coverage of both direct and indirect costs to school
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access, relevant studies (e.g. Fu & Liu, 2006; Zhou, 2006; Zhang & Hou, 2006; Meng, 2007; Ding, 2008) carried
out in most impoverished rural areas in mid-late 2000s showed that the amount of subsidies given to students
were "hand-to-mouth finances" and could only waive their miscellaneous, textbooks but not otherwise
education-related fees. Especially for poor rural children who would like to enter un- or under-subsidised
post-compulsory education, the integrated programme, with an increasing yet limited coverage of the public
funds, failed to support their education fully. This might explain why rural school-aged cohorts aged 15 or above,
and especially those aged 18 or above, were more likely to drop out from school. As a result, raising state
subsidies for rural education development might not necessarily lead to satisfactory outcomes. The Central
Government should consider collaborating with external bodies to fund poor rural children to attend school. For
example, the Central Government only allows Rotary International, a renown international charity, to organise
and run community outreach programmes in Hong Kong, Macau, Guangdong and Inner Mongolia, but not in the
rest of China. The Central Government should further open up the country to community development by
enabling more external NGOs to deliver education-related services in rural China, especially in regions which
are most educationally deprived.

6. The Importance of, and Barriers to, Girls’ Education

In 1990s, two-thirds of illiterates nationwide were women. In response, in 1996, the Ministry of Education
proposed a 10-item integrated intervention to enhance the provision of education opportunities for school-aged
girls (Seeberg et al., 2007, p. 117). According to Save the Children’s State of Mothers annual report published in
2005, “Educating girls today will create lasting change for the next generation. When mothers do well, so do
their children” (ibid: p. 115). Increasing the years, and improving the quality, of female education can limit
population growth, raise public health and enhance the availability of human resources. Beyond the explanations
of the WID approach, such a claim highlighted in the report demonstrated that raising the quality rather than just
the quantity of female schooling is also beneficial to rural development (Aikman & Unterhalter, 2005, p. 20).
Existing literature supports that the quality of education girls receive is linked to whether girls encounter gender
inequalities after they finish schooling (Aikman & Unterhalter, 2005, p. 20; Aikman & Rao, 2012, p. 214).
Monazza Asiam and Geeta Kingdom (2012, p. 211) further argue that the quality of education is a strong
indicator of gender equality in the labour market. In China, the quality of education in state schools is below par
than that in private schools. Yet, rural girls are disproportionately unlikely to attend private schools since
educational expenditures are spent on rural boys more than on their female counterparts (Brown & Zong, 2017, p.
100). Therefore, even when the Central Government has improved gender parity in education, the lower quality
of education received by rural girls might still foster gender inequalities in the labour market in the long-term.

Further to the claim made in the report, relevant survey findings unveiled that girls’ enrolment has a stronger
positive effect on the enhancement of household financial performance than boys’ enrolment. Controlling
household income level and other relevant variables, household assets, based on net worth and liquid assets, are
positively related to girls’ years of schooling but unrelated to that of boys (Deng, Huang, Jin, & Sherraden, 2014,
pp- 191-192). However, the authors kept maternal variables (namely mother's marital status, employment status,
education) but not paternal variables constant, therefore paternal factors might intervene the survey findings,
leading to some extent of biases and limiting the validity of the results.

Official statistics showed that the total primary school enrolment rate of girls raised from 96.31% in 1995 to
98.93% in 2004, which was only 0.04% shy of the 2004's primary school enrolment rate of boys (ibid).By the
spring of 2005, the Ministry of Education regulated that primary school and junior secondary school students
nationwide could not be charged more than 160 yuan (US$ 23.5) and 260 yuan (US$38.2) per year respectively
(Chyi & Zhou, 2014, p. 105). In 2008, the primary school net enrolment ratio was 99.54% for all children, where
the ratio for girls was as high as 99.58%. In the same year, the transition ratio to junior secondary school reached
99.7%, hinting that most girls were able to attend junior secondary school (Hannum, An, & Cherng, 2011, p.
269). Additionally, the senior secondary school transition ratio was at 83.4% in 2008 from 50.3% in 1995. These
statistics implied that there was a rapid growth for children to attend non-compulsory education, despite a
significant proportion of children were still deprived of their senior secondary education opportunities (ibid: p.
270).

Gender parity in compulsory education, and therefore the EfA goals have been almost completely attained.
However, in the least financially secure regions, girls continue to be subject to educational deprivation. The
educational and social inequalities faced by poor rural girls stem from the entrenched Confucian cultures.
Confucianism highlights the importance for each household unit to be ordered hierarchically, with the male ruler
at the top and the youngest daughter at the bottom. The culture emphasises on "three obedience", requiring each
girl and woman to fulfil their duties by obeying their fathers before marriage, their husbands after marriage and
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their sons after the husbands' death. Women are usually held responsible for domestic finances and household
duties, yet eschewing accomplishments beyond their household units (Granrose, 2007, p. 10). The gendered
Confucianism renders the vulnerability of girls within household settings, resulting in the lack of parental
expectations on, and investment in, daughters’ development within and beyond educational contexts. Gender
division of labour is also widely practiced in households in underdeveloped regions where women and men are
assigned to perform certain tasks on the basis of their natural aptitudes and capabilities (Kabeer 1994: p. 59).
Here men predominantly provide the means of subsistence while women focus on the production and
reproduction of human life (ibid: p. 44). Men are entitled to the privileges to domesticate women and restrict the
latter to the role of, mainly, breeding and rearing children (ibid: p. 51). In household and school settings, parents
and teachers respectively often reproduce the beliefs that girls are failing and unconfident. The culturally and
socially prescribed and gendered identities prompt girls to believe that they are not as competitive as boys and
their future is mapped out in terms of marriage but not academic excellence (Aikman & Rao, 2012, p. 221).

The traditional patrilocal marriage system compounded parents’ unwillingness to send daughters to school since
girls are viewed as responsible for the old-age support of their parents-in-laws (Tsui & Rich, 2002, p. 78; He,
2018). Based on data from 2000 Gansu Survey of Children and Families (GSCF), Qihui Chen (2012, p. 26)
revealed that approximately 20% of a sample of 2,000 rural parents believed sending daughters to school is
unnecessary as they would eventually marry out. A major reason for son preference for schooling is due to the
mindset that sons are usually held responsible for old-age support for their own parents. Such a belief is still
profound in impoverished rural areas despite China’s /982 Marriage Law has mandated all daughters to be
responsible for their parents’ old-age support (ibid: p. 29). An additional study conducted in Yunnan Province
and Gansu Province echoed by stating that most rural mothers expect financial support from sons rather than
daughters where such a gendered parental expectation is tied to the aspirations for children’s educational success
(Cherng & Hannum, 2013, p. 633). These findings help explain why the maldistribution of educational resources
by gender can still be seen in least developed regions. The Central Government might consider strengthening the
enforcement of the marriage law by fining, or cutting the social welfare enjoyed by, both the male and female
workforce who fail to take up the responsibilities to give old-age support to their own parents. Such a suggested
policy can assure that both sons and daughters make almost, if not totally, equal financial contribution to their
households, and thus, gender inequalities in parental expectations on children’s educational success could
potentially be minimised in the long-term. As a result, in least educationally developed regions, rural poor girls
could, hence, be entitled to opportunities for more promising academic development.

Rural schools and families are gendered institutions where gender stereotypes, prejudice and norms reproduce
the barriers to poor girls’ academic success (Robeyns, 2007, p. 60; Aikman & Ran, 2012, p. 221). Supported by
the GAD approach, gendered power structures in educational inequalities in cultural, institutional, social and
economic contexts have to be challenged politically through the encouragement of female participation in
decision making (Aikman & Unterhalter, 2005, p. 23). It is crucial for local governments to legitimise gender
equality as a fundamental value which is reflected in institutional practices and development choices in
multifaceted contexts. Local governments’ expenditures that could yield developmental benefits to women and
girls should be identified and highlighted (ibid: p. 26). By then, impoverished rural regions practicing entrenched
Confucian cultures could be increasingly liberalised and the problems of gender inequalities in education could
be lessened gradually.

To enhance rural girls’ powers of decision-making, it is noteworthy that having political affiliation is a direct
way for them to gain entry to upper-tier universities and work as a rural cadre in villages. Because the
Communist Party of China (CPC) does not actively recruit political members in rural areas, party membership is
generally not accessible to ordinary peasants. A popular strategy for rural youths to seek political affiliation is to
join the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and then to acquire CPC membership while serving in the army (Wu &
Treiman, 2004, p. 366; Li, 2010, p. 4). Therefore, both the Central Government and local governments could
encourage rural girls to participate in the army and, in the long-term, raise the ratios of female participation in
the skilled labour market and political sector.

Currently, with the lack of female decision-making powers, most financially insecure parents prefer sending
daughters to work as child labours for the survival of families. Again female vulnerability is reproduced,
fostering poor rural girls to believe that they are subordinate and unworthy (Seeberg et al., 2007, p. 128).
Huajing He (2016, p. 148) found that more than one hour of child labouring per day has a negative effect on
rural children's academic performance four years later. Here girls are subject to five to six percentage point
higher probability of child labouring, relative to their male counterparts (ibid). Raising poor rural girls’
decision-making powers may therefore be essential to improve educational equalities by gender, as these girls
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can, to a larger extent, resist working as child labours and focus more on their academic development. Further
research should be developed to study whether parental or alternative factors are confounders that cause child
labouring to produce changes on children’s academic performance, in order to understand if the Central
Government and local governments should intervene gendered parental or otherwise perceptions on child
development and tackle the problems of, especially girls’, child labouring efficiently.

Among educationally underdeveloped regions, education investment in girls in rural West of China, such as
Tibet, is of particularly urgent needs. In these regions, in order to facilitate the entitlement of nine year
compulsory education to all girls, the Chinese Children and Teenager Foundation (CCTF), an American NGO
which was administered by All China Women's Federation (ACWF), launched the Shaanxi Spring Bud
Scholarship Programme (SBP) in 2001 (Ross & Wang, 2008, p. 91). SBP is China’s largest Spring Bud initiative
(Ross, Shah, & Wang, 2011, p. 31). To date, the SBP has provided scholarships to thousands dropout schoolgirls,
aged between nine and 16, to study fourth grade primary education through senior secondary education or
vocation education (ibid). A sum of 138 female recipients of scholarships continued to attend fully funded
tertiary education (ibid: p. 32). SBP girls could avoid premature marriage or child labouring. They were also
more ambitious in terms of their career development, actively seeking jobs that could lead to economic
independence and the provision of old-age support to parents (ibid: p. 38). Poor local governments might not be
financially able to set up an initiative and fund their female villagers to undertake both compulsory and
non-compulsory education, and the Central Government might be reluctant to organise and fund such an
initiative in impoverished areas due to relatively low social returns. However, relying solely on NGOs to develop
such a programme might only be able to benefit a limited number of beneficiaries due to financial constraints
and the programme might be more likely to terminate if NGOs cannot ensure its financial sustainability.
Therefore, the Central Government and local governments might consider working jointly with relevant NGOs
to deliver funding to disadvantaged school-aged villagers, especially girls, where the state and NGOs can share
the financial, administrative and otherwise workloads to run such a programme.

In better-off and -developed rural areas, alternatively, girls have largely been able to school. Farming has also
predominantly been abandoned. These girls, alongside their family members, understand that educational
investment in girls can lead to a better life for the entire households and their next generations (Seeberg et al.,
2007, p. 57). Girls, additionally, became a focal point in the 2003 Care-for-Girls campaign that promoted
“changing the traditional preference for boys to girls’ legitimate rights and interests, and striving to enhance their
status in the family” (Ross et al., 2011, p. 31). Among more financially secure households, parents experience
less stringent economic pressure to choose which children to receive education. These parents often have more
gender-equitable aspirations for their children in educational, social and otherwise settings (Deng et al., 2014, p.
185).

7. Conclusions

This essay explains why least financially secure parents prioritise the investment in sons’ rather than daughters’
educational competitiveness due to financial shortages, expectations of higher economic returns from sons, and
practices of gender hierarchy and its implications of girls’ subordination. This essay also illustrates that parents
still prefer spending financial resources on sons’ rather than daughters’ further education when compulsory
education costs are exempted or largely subsidised. As an outcome, gender disparities in education could only be
limitedly narrowed by contemporary state and NGOs’ intervention. Furthermore, this essay demonstrates that the
Central Government’s legislation requires both sons and daughters to financially support their own parents soon
when they become economically independent. Yet, gender stereotypes and prejudice on the lack of economic
returns given by daughters remain. Therefore, economic factors are seemingly not the root of educational
inequalities by gender in least developed Chinese regions. It might plausibly be the gendered structure of powers
which devalue female status in domestic, educational and labour market settings, and therefore, lead to the
persistence of educational inequalities.

In better-off and -developed rural areas, local governments have the capacity, and are willing, to fully or mostly
subsidise unprivileged children’s education-related expenses. More importantly, from a cultural prospective,
rural girls and their parents recognise that educational investment in girls can lead to the latter’s economic
independence, and delivery of more economic returns to parents and other household members (Seeberg et al.,
2007, p. 57). Based on these arguments, it is worth exploring, in future research, whether rural parents from least
financially secure villages can realise the economic gains from sending children, especially girls, to school in the
longer-term insofar as the Central Government is willing to take up more financial responsibilities to exempt or
subsidise educational expenses in most impoverished regions. In addition, future research should emphasise on
studying whether rural children gaining political memberships by joining the army or otherwise can alter the
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gendered structure of powers and enhance girls’ status in household or alternative settings. These suggested
research focuses could potentially address the structural barriers to education faced by rural poor girls.
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