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Abstract

:

In the process of urbanization in China, the migrant worker population entering cities is an important force in building cities. The children of these migrant workers who do not have the qualifications to participate in college entrance examinations in the city generally become floating rural students. The education problem of the children of the migrant worker population entering the city is still insufficiently considered, and the education inequality and skill formation defects faced by floating rural students are worth paying attention to. This study selected P Middle School in Daxing District of Beijing as a case and took “input–process–output” as the thread to investigate and analyze the school’s source of students and enrollment situation, survival strategy and student graduation destination. It tried to present the original ecology of the school’s survival situation from the micro level and further interpret the education inequality and skill formation of floating rural students from the perspective of the school’s survival. Through the case study, we have found that the academic achievement of students in privately run schools for migrant workers’ children is not high. The level of teachers in these schools is low, and teacher turnover is high, resulting in a significant gap in the quality of education compared to public schools. The main source of funding for these schools is donations from members of the community, and government funding is inadequate. Floating rural students in privately run schools for migrant workers’ children have poor graduation destinations, with a low percentage of students going on to key high schools, and some students are forced to become returning children, facing institutional barriers to upward mobility through education. These aspects have led to education inequality and possible defects in the skill formation of floating rural students. We hope to clarify and grasp the actual situation of privately run schools for migrant workers’ children and put forward corresponding policy recommendations to help bridge the educational inequity in China.
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1. Introduction


In recent years, China’s private education industry has developed rapidly. By the end of 2020, there were a total of 186,700 private schools (including preschool education) at all levels across the country, accounting for 34.76% of the total number of schools in the country, with 55.6 million students in school, accounting for 19.92% of the total number of students in school in the country [1]. Among them, compulsory education has received widespread attention as a form of public welfare that the state must guarantee. To regulate and promote the development of private compulsory education, the central and local governments’ reform exploration has been continuous. On 1 September 2020, the Central Committee for Comprehensive Deepening Reform passed the “Implementation Opinions on Regulating the Development of Private Compulsory Education”, which further included private compulsory education in the important policy agenda. According to the “Private Education Promotion Law of the People’s Republic of China” (revised in 2018), private schools are educational institutions held by social organizations or individuals outside of state institutions, using nonstate financial funds, and facing society. Currently, there are three main types of private schools in China. The first type is elite schools, which are private schools that accommodate families and provide international and elite education services with high charges. The second type is characteristic development schools, which have formed distinctive characteristics of operation after a certain period, with moderate charges. Parents’ paying for these schools is essentially due to public schools not being able to meet their demand for superior educational resources. The third type is privately run schools for migrant workers’ children, which are specifically established to meet the education needs of floating rural students with low charges [2]. In general, floating rural students refer to the population who are under 18 years old and have left their place of residence for more than 6 months with their parents from rural to urban areas [3,4]. In the process of urbanization in China, an increasing number of children of migrant workers have migrated with their parents to seek better educational opportunities in cities. However, due to the limited carrying capacity of urban education centers and the restriction of the expansion period of education, urban areas have set higher enrollment thresholds for public schools for floating rural students, who must choose to enter privately run schools for migrant workers’ children. As a special form of education that emerged in the process of urbanization in China [5], the survival situation and related problems of privately run schools for migrant workers’ children urgently needs attention and discussion.



According to the National Educational Development Statistics Bulletin, in 2020, 14.3 million students received compulsory education among the migrant population, accounting for 9.2% of the total number of students receiving compulsory education. The acceptance and protection of floating rural students in the place of reception have become a focus of policy discussion. In China, the implementation of compulsory education is based on household registration, meaning that once a child leaves their registered place of residence, their right to compulsory education is also lost. As a result, children of migrant workers become a vulnerable group in the places they move to. In other words, the main reason for sending children of migrant workers to schools for the children of migrant workers is that the government is unable to provide adequate educational opportunities in public schools. Furthermore, the problem of education for children of migrant workers in China is a systematic engineering problem. There are complex interests between the governments of the places they move to, public schools, private schools and the children and families of migrant workers, which weaken the effectiveness of policies to a large extent. In terms of admission and promotion policies, relevant policies such as “mainly managed by the place of reception, mainly by public schools” and “different place entrance examination” have, to a certain extent, guaranteed the legality of floating rural students receiving education in the place of reception. However, the specific policies introduced by local governments have imposed strict restrictive conditions on floating rural students’ admission and promotion in the place of reception, such as legal guardian work permits, actual residence certificates, family household registers, temporary residence permits in Beijing, and no-guardian condition certificates issued by relevant departments of the place of household registration. These hard requirements constitute insurmountable institutional barriers for most migrant families. Relevant evidence shows that whether floating rural students can enter public schools often depends on the economic and social resources of their own families. Students whose parents have unstable jobs, low income, and lack of social relationships are more likely to be rejected by public schools [6,7,8].



In terms of education financial protection policies, in 2015, the “Notice of the State Council on Further Improving the Financial Protection Mechanism for Urban and Rural Compulsory Education” officially announced the cancellation of the central government’s award and subsidy policies for urban compulsory education exemption of miscellaneous fees and floating rural students of urban workers receiving compulsory education, replaced by the new “money follows the person” policy. Therefore, the central government assumes part of the educational expenses of floating rural students of migrant workers on a project-by-project basis, while local governments have a certain amount of room to do their own thing and shirk their responsibilities, resulting in various local models for solving the financial burden of compulsory education for floating rural students of migrant workers. For instance, Shanghai City provides free compulsory education for eligible floating rural students through public schools. Zhejiang Province is based on public schools with private schools as supplements, and Guangdong Province deviates from the central government’s principle of “management by destination and public schools as the mainstay” and relies on private schools to provide compulsory education for floating rural students [9]. In the implementation process of policies, although the central government’s policy goals are ambitious, the ability and enthusiasm of local government policy implementers may not be as expected [10]. Faced with the influx of a large number of floating rural students, the local government often lacks financial support for public schools, and there is a phenomenon of insufficiency of public school enrollment quotas, and schools charging extra fees to floating rural students or depriving them of the opportunity to receive education are common in many cities [11,12,13]. In addition, under the Chinese school grading system, top schools are usually elite public schools or expensive private schools, which typically have superior infrastructure, strong faculties and comprehensive curricula and can provide a better environment for floating rural students [14]. However, floating rural students often lack the necessary resources to enter these schools and have to choose lower-grade migrant workers’ school [15], which contrasts sharply with their higher educational expectations [16]. As a result, floating rural students become the most vulnerable group to be deprived of the opportunity to study, facing the reality of unequal educational opportunities and unequal education processes.



As a special form of education, privately run schools for migrant workers’ children objectively provide education opportunities for children of migrant workers who cannot enter urban public schools. In recent years, privately run schools for migrant workers’ children have received more social donations and local government subsidies, and many poorly managed privately run schools for migrant workers’ children have been closed or taken over by the government. Therefore, the conditions for running privately run schools for migrant workers’ children have improved greatly [17]. However, despite this, the quality of education in most privately run schools for migrant workers’ children is poor, and the schools themselves face multiple crises. Specifically, privately run schools for migrant workers’ children often lack a stable source of funding and have limited teaching resources [18,19]. The quality of teachers in privately run schools for migrant workers’ children is generally low, with low wages, long working hours, and heavy workloads, leading to high teacher turnover [20,21]. Due to a lack of policy supervision and institutional support, privately run schools for migrant workers’ children often face the risk of closure and are unable to continuously provide educational resources for floating rural students [22]. As a result, most privately run schools for migrant workers’ children are unable to provide a supportive educational environment for floating rural students, which can undermine their academic progress and hinder the development of key skills. Studies have shown that compared to local students and floating rural students who attend public schools, students who attend privately run schools for migrant workers’ children perform worse academically [23]. Students in privately run schools for migrant workers’ children are more likely to suffer from mental health problems [11,24], lower levels of self-esteem and life satisfaction [25], and experience higher levels of stress, loneliness, depression, and social anxiety [26,27]. In addition, students in privately run schools for migrant workers’ children have lower quality employment prospects and face the challenge of class reproduction [28]. On the one hand, most floating rural students who complete junior high school choose to leave the city where they are studying when they enter high school, either to enter the labor market or to attend low-quality vocational schools, because they do not have the qualifications to take the college entrance exam or cannot afford to attend public high schools [29,30]. On the other hand, many students are forced to return to their hometowns to receive poor-quality education, meaning their chances of attending college are slim, and some students even choose to drop out due to poor adaptation [31]. A recent survey also reveals a more pessimistic conclusion that regardless of the qualifications, educational financial investment and early career aspirations of floating rural students, this group will ultimately be channeled into low-skilled urban service jobs [32].



The well-being of floating rural students is closely related to their educational achievements and China’s future social and economic development. Therefore, it is important and urgent to improve the learning and living conditions of floating rural students [33]. However, there are few studies on the educational experiences of floating rural students in privately run schools for migrant workers’ children, and the understanding of the actual living conditions of these schools is also limited. To bridge the literature gap, this study takes P Middle School in Daxing District of Beijing as a case study to microscopically investigate the actual living conditions of privately run schools for migrant workers’ children and related issues. In terms of research methods, quantitative studies are limited in their examination of meaning and the complexity of action interpretation. The case study is best suited to instances in which: the type of question is the ‘how’ and ‘why’, the object of study is a current event, and the researcher has little or no control over the current event. Therefore, this study adopts a case study approach, attempting to use the “input–process–output” as the guiding principle to analyze the source of students and enrollment situation, survival strategy, teaching quality and student graduation destination of P Middle School. It presents the original ecology of the school’s living conditions from a micro perspective, grasps the actual situation of the development of privately run schools for migrant workers’ children, and further interprets the educational inequality and skill formation difference of floating rural students from the perspective of the school’s way of survival to help bridge the phenomenon of educational inequity in China.




2. Research Strategy


2.1. Selection of Research Cases


This study selected P Middle School as a case study for two reasons. First, the appropriateness of the school’s nature. P Middle School was established in the spring of 2005 and is located in Daxing District, Beijing. The school building has an area of nearly 4000 square meters. P Middle School is a privately run school for migrant workers’ children, with a public welfare and nonprofit private middle school positioning, adhering to the principle of “returning the right to receive a qualified education to the children of migrant workers.” Since its official establishment in 2005, the school has received attention and support from various sectors of society. Under the policy background of the Beijing Municipal Government’s active response to the central leadership and the issuance of the “Opinions on Encouraging Social Forces to Promote the Healthy Development of Private Education,” the survey of P Middle School has important practical significance and necessity. Second, exploration space and research value. In March 2014, the central government issued the “National New Urbanization Plan (2014–2020)”, which required that “the population size of large cities with more than 5 million people in urban areas should be strictly controlled”. In accordance with this, the Beijing Municipal Government has adopted multiple measures to control the population, such as “controlling people by industry” and “controlling people by housing”. Since the implementation of the policy, several “incompetent” or unqualified privately run schools for migrant workers’ children have been shut down in Beijing. However, P Middle School has survived to this day due to its strong spirit of education and unique action strategies. Therefore, this research attempts to decode privately run migrant workers’ schools’ way of survival through a case study.




2.2. Data Collection and Analysis


This study mainly uses interviews and observations to collect data. Before the survey, the researcher carefully reviewed relevant policy documents and literature on the operation of floating rural students’ schools and developed an interview outline (as shown in Appendix A). At the same time, based on the school’s official website, WeChat public platform and other media platforms, key information is collected to facilitate timely and effective follow-up interviews. This study uses the principle of purposive sampling and selects one school leader, one teacher representative, and two middle school students from P Middle School as interviewees. At the same time, we also visited the teaching facilities, teacher’s offices, library, and other places at the case school, obtaining fresh materials and extracting valuable information from them. After obtaining the consent of the interviewees, we recorded the interview dialog and promptly organized and analyzed the interview data.





3. Case Presentation and Analysis


This study uses the “input–process–output” model as a context clue and analyzes the source of students and enrollment situation, survival strategies, teaching quality, and students’ graduation direction in P Middle School. It presents the original ecology of the school’s living environment from the micro level and interprets the educational inequality and skill formation differences of floating rural students from the perspective of the school.



3.1. Input: Source of Students and Enrollment at P Middle School


The intended enrollment for P Middle School is non-Beijing and Beijing residents who have graduated from elementary school; however, the actual enrollment is almost entirely non-Beijing residents. The top three provinces in terms of student population are Henan (37.47%), Hebei (15.75%), and Shandong (13.60%). Currently, P Middle School has 15 classes with a total of 419 students enrolled. Of these, only one student is a Beijing resident, who is the child of a faculty member, while the rest are non-Beijing residents. According to P Middle School’s annual report, nearly 90% of students come from rural households, and over 80% of their parents have been working in Beijing for over 8 years.



The P Middle School has an enrollment quota of approximately 200 students per year. In the early days of the school’s establishment, the school prioritized and admitted students from the poorest families among those who met the basic admission requirements, providing limited enrollment opportunities to the most disadvantaged students.




“Our school’s children are all workers’ children, so their families are relatively poor. More than half of the families are poor, and approximately one-third of the families need support in terms of school fees. In terms of parenting methods, guidance, and accompanying children, most children may be lacking.”



(Teachers)






“The students we enroll are not very good at their level. Although some children learned English in primary school, when they are in junior high school, they are not very good at writing 26 letters.”



(Teachers)





P Middle School has recently seen a shift in its enrollment trend from “demand exceeding supply” to “supply exceeding demand,” with the number of applicants remaining stable at approximately 170 to 180 per year. P Middle School student attrition is primarily influenced by the Beijing government’s policies, as one teacher mentioned in an interview:




“In recent years, Beijing has begun to concentrate on cleaning up illegal houses, and the number of people renting in Daxing District has decreased. Some families may have left Beijing to go to Hebei. This has actually had a very significant impact on the changes in enrollment numbers in recent years.”



(Teachers)





This shows that P Middle School’s students are in a naturally disadvantaged position, which is not conducive to educational equality. On the one hand, these students are forced to enter the school for migrant workers’ children due to restrictions on the admission policy of public schools or economic resource constraints. They usually come from families with poor economic backgrounds, have poor academic foundations, and lack parental support and emotional support. On the other hand, under the influence of Beijing’s population dispersion policy, some students have no choice but to become returning children, following their parents out of Beijing to their hometown. They are deprived of the opportunity to enjoy urban educational resources and face the risk of poor adaptation upon returning to their hometown.




3.2. “Destiny and Pursuit”: P Middle School’s survival strategies


To gain a deeper understanding of the survival situation and strategies of the case study school, we use the dynamic ability framework proposed by Teece et al., including Processes, Positions, and Paths [34], to examine and analyze the survival strategy of P Middle School (as shown in Figure 1). Specifically, we focus on learning mechanisms, capability systems, dynamic mechanisms, and strategic paths.



3.2.1. Learning Mechanisms


Private schools in the compulsory education stage may independently carry out education and teaching activities on the premise of completing the curriculum prescribed by the state. In the face of changes and development of the internal and external environment, it is particularly important to form a continuous learning mechanism and make corresponding adjustments to the school’s educational philosophy, curriculum, and teaching methods. With the goal of “returning the right to receive qualified education to the children of migrant workers, and ultimately realizing the integration of educational equity and high-quality education”, P Middle School implements the autonomy of school operation within a reasonable scope through a series of “combined punches”, such as the implementation of the “layered teaching” model and the establishment of a characteristic curriculum system. The survey found that P Middle School encountered difficulties in carrying out the abovementioned curriculum teaching actions. First, the energy of P Middle School teachers is finite, and their basic teaching work consumes more time and emotions. Especially for teachers who have assumed certain management positions, they also need to deal with daily class management and busy administrative work. Second, teachers lack the knowledge and ability to carry out characteristic courses and interest groups, and most teachers in the school lack teaching experience and professionalism that meet the corresponding teaching standards, except for some teachers who were originally interested in and mastered the relevant course content. Third, P Middle School has a limited budget and cannot afford to invest heavily in inviting teachers from outside the school to open classes. In this regard, P Middle School harnesses the power of volunteers. The interviews found that volunteers came to the school from all over the world with a genuine attitude, including senior teachers to provide course guidance and university student clubs or international students to provide services based on their expertise. In summary, the volunteer community is an integral part of the P Middle School education system.




“I think that is what makes P Middle School so attractive and special. In other words, when we want to volunteer, we will first consider whether the recipient group truly needs help. Therefore, when volunteers choose, they will consider coming to us. There is also a caring community from University A that has established a connection with us for many years, which is a good continuation. Such organizations are rare, and perseverance is invaluable to everyone. Therefore, we welcome such clubs and schools.”



(Teachers)





In short, P Middle School currently provides low-cost, low-quality education. Existing learning mechanisms can lead to poor skill formation and lower skill formation than in ordinary schools. On the one hand, teachers in privately run schools for migrant workers’ children do not have long teaching experience, the quality of teachers cannot be compared with public schools, and the construction of characteristic courses and interest group activities in schools is also constrained. On the other hand, although P Middle School uses volunteer power to provide supplementary teaching services, most of these volunteers are college students who are highly mobile, and the quality of teaching is uneven; therefore, they cannot provide students’ skills formation and development stable learning guarantees.




3.2.2. Capability Systems


P Middle School adheres to the talent concept of “teachers are priceless”, and the training of teachers is the top priority of the school’s human resources construction. The school has 79 teaching staff, with an average teaching age of 6.1 years, mainly young and middle-aged teachers who are non-Beijing residents with college degrees. Among them, many young people have just graduated and entered society to seek employment. Not only do they lack teaching experience, but they also have to deal with three major challenges: a very weak student base, a tough school environment, and high standards of work but low pay. In the early days of its establishment, the staff turnover rate of P Middle School was as high as 59%. However, over time, the teacher turnover rate has decreased significantly each year and has shown a relatively stable development trend since 2010.



P Middle School implements a principal’s responsibility system under the guidance of the Council, which is composed of volunteers who have achieved certain achievements in various fields, pay attention to education and are passionate about giving back to the community. Major issues related to teaching staff are generally decided jointly by the standing council of the school and the teachers’ union. At the beginning of the establishment of the school, China International Finance Corporation set up the “Special Fund for Teacher Professional Growth” in the school, which has not been interrupted to this day, and has largely supported the school to always take the growth of the teaching team as a top priority and reduce the teacher turnover rate as much as possible. Each semester, the school sets the semester theme according to the mental and ability development of the teaching staff to overcome the weaknesses and deficiencies at the teacher level with collective strength to ultimately help improve the quality of school education and teaching and talent training. The school also provides corresponding training opportunities and training platforms for teachers at different stages of professional development. However, middle school teachers may not have an advantage over the treatment and professional development of public school teachers. In contrast, compared with material incentives, the school provides more spiritual support for teachers and thus attracts a group of teachers who truly recognize the original intention, educational philosophy, and school culture of P Middle School. However, it needs to be recognized that there are still certain differences between private school teachers and public school teachers in terms of professional training, job appointment, calculation of teaching and working years, and commendations and awards.




“We also go to some continuing education schools, but we still do not learn in the same way as public education. Public education actually has a system to accumulate credits. However, we’re just trying to learn. In fact, to be precise, we are not fully integrated into their system by the state.”



(Teachers)






“We are in a special industry. We are in a nonprofit organization. The most important thing is that teachers should recognize our school philosophy, be patient and invest energy in education, and be willing to take care of and educate these floating rural students. However, in fact, we are also in the process of finding resources and possibilities. Because teachers have to teach children well, they must also continue to learn.”



(Teachers)





Teachers are key to ensuring the quality of education. According to the interviews, although P Middle School has adopted a series of measures to help teachers grow by providing training opportunities and moral support, the problem of teacher turnover in P Middle School should not be underestimated. The interviews found that teachers in private migrant schools not only find it difficult to obtain salaries comparable to those of enterprise employees or public school teachers, but also have to put in more effort and bear great professional pressure due to problems such as poor student quality. These factors greatly reduce the attractiveness of the position for teachers. As a result, the instability of the teaching workforce further exacerbates the educational inequalities faced by floating rural students. On the one hand, teacher mobility disrupts the original teaching arrangements and poses challenges to students’ continuous learning and curriculum management. On the other hand, new teachers often have limited knowledge of students’ academic background, and it is difficult to establish close and stable relationships among teachers, students, and parents, which has a negative impact on students’ ability development for a long time.




3.2.3. Dynamic Mechanisms


The Beijing Municipal People’s Government’s Implementation Opinion on Encouraging Social Forces to Promote the Healthy Development of Private Education (hereinafter referred to as the ‘Implementation Opinion’) clearly states that social organizations or individuals are encouraged to engage in private education in the form of donations, investment, cooperation, and other forms. At the same time, social forces are encouraged to donate to nonprofit private schools and guide nonprofit private schools to use donated funds and school management surpluses to apply for the establishment of education foundations (funds) to provide financial support for the development of the school, teachers and students. In P Middle School, social donations are the main source of income for the school’s operation and maintenance. The research found that P Middle School’s total annual income was 10.29 million yuan, of which the social donation income was 8.19 million yuan, accounting for 79.60% of total income; domestic individual donations are the main source of social donation income for P Middle School. Overall, the main way for P Middle School to obtain donations is through the promotion of foundations and spontaneous donations by social figures, and the structure of donors is essentially stable, with individual donations as the mainstay, but the sources are relatively scattered and the amounts are relatively unstable.



In addition, how is the financial support provided by the government? The Implementation Opinion states that city- and district-level finances should arrange funds to support the development of private education and incorporate them into the annual budget to establish and improve a system of government subsidies, clearly defining the subsidy items, objects, standards, and uses. The research found that P Middle School received government subsidies of 907,700 CNY in a year, accounting for 8.82% of the year’s total income, which was relatively small compared to the income from social donations. At present, the government subsidy items for P Middle School mainly include the average quota subsidy of 875 CNY/person/semester for public funds in the compulsory education stage, the free textbook subsidy of 49,223.19 CNY, and some subsidies for basic facilities (such as school electric gate repairs, laboratory construction, projector equipment, etc.). In the interviews, some teachers responded to the issue of government financial support. Overall, for P Middle School, a privately run middle school for workers’ children, social forces fulfill the government’s responsibilities to a certain extent.




“For example, we now have approximately 600,000 yuan a year for heating, and it is actually very difficult to find someone to raise funds. However, for public education, this is a small move in financial allocation. Private education is all self-help with expenses like heating and electricity. Therefore, the pressure on school is truly high.”



(A school Leader)






“I think government support is certainly better. Just now we were talking about the chalk in the classroom running out. We might be better off if we did not need to go outside to find resources ourselves. However, we also do not require the government to do everything in one step, which is impossible, and we also want to rely on the help of social forces. Our school is actually picking up the gaps and catching up the education of those children who still have many needs and are not fully covered by the policy. Of course, I also hope to work with the government to do a good job in education.”



(A school Leader)





From the above interviews, P Middle School faces challenges in school fundraising, and the lack of government funds is one of the factors leading to poor teaching quality and student training. On the one hand, although government departments provide financial subsidies to privately run schools for migrant workers’ children, there is still a huge gap in funds for these schools. On the other hand, although privately run schools for migrant workers’ children have received strong support from caring people in society, these funds are mostly individual donations, and the sources are scattered. Therefore, the conditions for running privately run schools for migrant workers’ children still have room for improvement. Due to the lack of necessary government funding support, schools are unable to provide sufficient and high-quality teaching resources, and the school’s infrastructure and even curriculum construction are significantly different from those of public schools, which may not be conducive to students’ skill development.




3.2.4. Strategic Paths


The so-called strategic path, for P Middle School, is more of a beautiful vision for education, that is, an appeal and prospect on a normative level. Despite facing numerous obstacles and practical pressures, P Middle School, because of its clear educational positioning and sincere educational philosophy, has a strong irreplaceability. This was also confirmed to some extent in the interviews with the school leader.




“Only those who truly approach the school will realize this problem: what should the child do after elementary school, he does not want to go back and become a left-behind child. Therefore, people in society who care about children’s healthy growth are like this, hoping that there are schools like us to provide children with an opportunity to participate in quality education, so that these children can still have the opportunity to stay with their parents.”



(A school Leader)





The achievement of any strategy is largely inseparable from the enrichment of material support and resource supply. With limited government support, “living in the present” is the most prominent survival strategy for P Middle School. P Middle School actively plays the role of a social force to gather effects, link and attract various social subjects, and benefits the development of the school and talent training. Because the school’s operating funds are mainly composed of tuition fees, government support, personal and group donations, and social donations are the main source of school income. Therefore, the school uses these valuable assets in accordance with the principles of high responsibility, professionalism, and transparency. In the early days of the school, the school’s finances were personally accounted for by volunteers from KPMG, and the training of accountants gradually transitioned to supervision. Since its establishment, the school has always regarded good financial management as the lifeline of survival and development and carefully uses hard-won social assets.



Good strategic planning is the key to better training students in privately run schools for migrant workers’ children. P Middle School faced a shortage of school funds and wisely chose to play a role in the development strategy of social forces funding. It is because of the community’s support and the school’s focus on managing its finances that privately run schools for migrant workers’ children are able to ensure basic schooling conditions and provide basic educational opportunities for floating rural students.





3.3. Output: Where to Go after Graduation?


Where do the students of workers’ children schools graduate from junior high school? Data show that the passing rate of P Middle School’s 2019 graduates in the middle school exam is 93.8%, and 85.7% of the total number of graduates enter ordinary high schools, while 14.3% of the total number of graduates enter vocational high schools. However, in 2019, the gross enrollment rate of higher education in China was 89.5%, close to 90%. Longitudinally, after three years of in-school study, P Middle School’s graduates have indeed achieved some academic achievements, and a certain proportion of students have been able to enter the next stage of study. However, horizontally, the proportion of P middle school junior high school graduates entering regular high schools still has a high potential for improvement.




“The proportion of students going to key high schools is not very high. They can go to other provinces to find high schools or vocational schools based on their Beijing high school examination results. Although Hebei Province enrolls students from Beijing to participate in the high school examination, Hebei Province still prioritizes enrolling its own students; unless it has the capacity to enroll more students, it can then recruit students from Beijing. Therefore, in fact, there are actually only one or two key high schools in Hebei province that our students can go to, and they are relatively few. Most good high schools actually do not admit them.”



(A school Leader)





According to the interviews, P Middle school students generally go to poor destinations after graduation, and the proportion of students going to key high schools is not high, which is one of the factors that leads to educational inequality. On the one hand, although most students can take exams in Beijing, due to the fierce competition for admission to high schools in their hometowns, students have a hard time attending their favorite high schools and can only go to low-quality vocational schools; on the other hand, some floating rural students are forced to become “returning children” under the influence of the population redistribution policy, facing poor adaptation after returning home. These findings largely echo previous research [28]; that is, the education achievements of students in privately run schools for migrant workers’ children are low after junior high school, and the type of education they receive after junior high school is low. The reasons for the failure of these groups’ “high school dream” and “university dream” include, but are not limited to, family economic reasons, information reasons, lack of self-interest and motivation, education quality, etc. However, a large amount of evidence shows that the real cause of the shattered educational dreams of groups such as urban migrant workers’ children is the series of institutional barriers centered on the household registration system. As previously mentioned, the current education system and college entrance exam system are based on household registration, resulting in the difficulties of migrant children in making decisions at the end of junior high school. Most of the students at P Middle School are non-local residents in Beijing, and the quality of education they receive at school is not high, which leads to their low competitiveness in selective exams; thus, they are unable to enter higher level schools in Beijing after graduating from junior high school.





4. Discussion


4.1. “Good Intentions” but “Insufficient Strength”: Who Will Pay for the Educational Dream of Floating Rural Students?


The mission and values of the case school, P Middle School, have always been to “unite equity and quality education”, and it is also a direction that the teachers of the school recognize and strive for, attracting donations and volunteering from the community. However, in terms of hardware facilities, teaching difficulty, curriculum positioning, and faculty composition, the school’s actual practices reflect only “passable education.” The biggest challenge for the school at present is having “good intentions” but “insufficient strength.” This is not only the reality of P Middle School as a case study but also the current situation of many other privately run schools for migrant workers’ children sharing the same fate and of those privately run schools for migrant workers’ children that have already been shut down.



The “Compulsory Education Law of the People’s Republic of China” clearly stipulates that compulsory education is the education that all eligible children and teenagers must receive and is a form of public welfare undertaking that the state must safeguard. Although the financial policy of compulsory education for children migrating to cities has always been aimed at education equity and the government’s delineation of funding structures and areas of responsibility has gradually become scientific and refined, there is a risk that the policy effect will be weak in the process of policy implementation to a greater or lesser extent. If adequate financial support is not provided to students in privately run schools for migrant workers’ children, the government will not fulfill its obligation under the “Compulsory Education Law” to provide equal access to compulsory education for children of migrant workers. Therefore, who should bear the cost for the education dream of this group, and how should it be done? These issues are worth considering and exploring.




4.2. “Reconcilable Tension”: A Conflict between Market Preferences and Quality Preferences


In contrast to public schools, private schools tend to regulate their schooling behavior based on the market, that is, through means of flexibility such as charging fees, social donations, curriculum and teacher settings, to adjust survival strategies to operate effectively and develop in the long run. Relevant research has found that many domestic privately run schools for children of migrant workers have tailored humanized services in terms of student accommodation and academic counseling. For instance, through flexible enrollment, tuition installments, and frequent home–school communication (such as after-school supervision and home visits), schools meet the educational needs of disadvantaged groups to some extent [35]. A similar finding was observed in this study based on a case study of P Middle School. It can be seen that privately run schools for migrant workers’ children have largely responded to the educational needs of disadvantaged families and are in line with the economic ability of these families and the market preference for accepting compulsory education. At the same time, along with the increasing popularity of higher education, an increasing number of families expect their children to have access to higher education and expect their children to be able to take a place in the first level of the labor market and achieve class mobility due to the sheepskin effect [16]. In China, the traditional idea of “knowledge changing fate” and “study hard and make a good career” is deeply rooted in the hearts of many parents, especially in some rural marginal areas. Parents have a stronger psychological and behavioral tendency to hope that their children can receive a good education to improve their family’s future economic situation. Even though the possibility of obtaining high-quality education is slim in the eyes of most disadvantaged families, it does not affect their view of it as a “stepping stone” to change their fate. The pursuit of high-quality education has given rise to these families’ preference for quality, and as a result, the relationship between market preference and quality preference has become more tense.




4.3. “Not Acclimatized” and “Habits of Division”: “Returning Children” in a Tight Institutional Space


Under the influence of the household registration system and “population control” policies, the migrant population engaged in labor-intensive industries has become the main group of evacuated people, which has forced some floating rural students to follow their parents, who are homeless in the city, to return to their place of household registration. This group is usually referred to as returning children who have lost the opportunity to receive relatively high-quality education and further study in the city and face systemic barriers to upward social mobility through education [22,36]. More importantly, after floating rural students return to their hometown, how to effectively adapt to local education and life has become an urgent practical issue. It is not difficult to imagine that returning children not only feel physiologically unacclimatized due to changes in their living environment but also suffer from huge psychological gaps and alienation due to the habits of division between urban and rural areas. Returning children face difficulties in academic continuity, interpersonal communication, and social adaptation, and their physical and mental health and individual development needs are urgently in need of attention.





5. Policy Implications


5.1. Ensure the Public Welfare of Compulsory Education in Accordance with the Law and Pay Equal Attention to Financial Support and Accountability


Adhere to the government’s legal responsibility to develop compulsory education, in accordance with the law to guarantee the public welfare of compulsory education, and reasonably coordinate the development of public and private compulsory education. The first is to strengthen financial support for privately run schools for migrant workers’ children and improve the quality of school management. In the meantime, we must effectively implement the “Private Education Promotion Law”, clarify the status of floating rural students’ schools and improve the quality of school management through various strategies. Among them, the focus is on financial support, with increased support in terms of average public funding for students and improved school conditions. The second is to implement support and accountability. All private compulsory education schools should be included in the daily supervision of the supervisory responsibility area, and places that do not fulfill the government’s responsibility for the development of compulsory education should be seriously accountable in accordance with relevant regulations. This also greatly enhances the awareness and initiative of private schools to accept external accountability and achieve a win–win situation. The third is to further implement and improve policies for floating rural students to participate in the college entrance examination in the place of flow and improve the fair access mechanism for college entrance examination opportunities.




5.2. Effectively Strengthen the Construction of Teachers and the Attractiveness of Teacher Positions in Schools for Floating Rural Students


The “Private Education Promotion Law” clearly stipulates that teachers in private schools have the same legal status as teachers in public schools. However, in terms of specific policies and practices, there are still differences in the status and policy treatment enjoyed by public and private school teachers. The 2018 “Opinions of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China and the State Council on Comprehensive Deepening the Reform of the Construction of Teachers in the New Era” reaffirmed that private school teachers are legally protected and hold the same rights as public school teachers in terms of professional training, appointment of duties, calculation of teaching and working years, commendation and rewards, scientific research projects, and other aspects. Therefore, the first is step to strengthen the professional development of private school teachers. Particular attention should be given to the professional development of floating rural students’ school teachers. Previous experience has shown that there are differences in the professional preparation and impact on student performance among teachers of different types, and that the professional development of teachers in China requires a more precise system of subject-specific training support [37]. If the level of floating rural students’ school teachers does not reach the required and basic level of professional development, it is unfair to floating rural students. On the one hand, we must strengthen the regulation and management of private schools to protect the legitimate rights and interests of teachers, and on the other hand, we must increase financial support and supervision to ensure that private school teachers and public school teachers have equal training opportunities and learning resources. The second is to speed up the reform of the social insurance system, accelerate the integration of pension insurance for institutions and enterprise employees, and solve the problem of different treatment standards for public and private school teachers after retirement.




5.3. Coordinate Social Forces to Help Improve the Quality of Talent Training in Schools for Floating Rural Students


For the case school, P Middle School should continue to uphold the original intention of running the school and consolidate its own irreplaceability and school attractiveness with its sincere emotions and practical actions. In terms of the overall development of floating rural students’ schools, it is necessary to encourage more individuals and social groups with aspirations for education to provide certain donations to floating rural students’ schools based on their own ability categories. College students at home and abroad should be encouraged to participate in volunteer service activities if they have spare time, play their professional strengths, and use their professional expertise to help build the school’s special curriculum and campus culture. Schools should also actively establish a long-term mechanism for home-school cooperation, enhance the sense of belonging of floating rural students and keep parents informed of the progress and growth of their children in a timely manner.




5.4. Pay Attention to the Physical and Mental Health and Education of Returning Children


In the long term, the fundamental cause of the plight of returning children is the disparity in development levels and the unequal allocation of education resources between urban and rural areas. Therefore, the government needs to further promote the optimization of education resource allocation in rural areas and support the construction of rural schools to improve the quality and attractiveness of rural schools. Urban areas also need to accelerate the reform of the household registration and school enrollment system and create more policy space for public services and social security for migrant workers and their children under the goal of urban population dispersion.



In the short term, the reform of the household registration system and the education system will not happen overnight, and the phenomenon of children returning will continue under the competitive situation of tight educational resources in large cities. Therefore, it is crucial to help children who have already or are about to “flow and left behind” to better integrate and adapt. First, the government needs to assist rural schools in receiving returning children. Schools not only need to help returning children adapt to the difference in teaching content through learning diagnosis, after-school tutoring, and textbook integration but also need to actively popularize “local knowledge” to returning children through school-based courses or daily cultural activities, helping them overcome obstacles such as dialect and customs. Second, teachers need to provide feedback on the psychological and interpersonal states of returning children through timely communication. Additionally, parents need to make more rational decisions on the issue of their children moving to the city and returning to the countryside. Parents who have the conditions can arrange for their children to return to schools in county towns around the working cities and seek the help of guardianship organizations, providing children with more “nearby” education support and growth care.





6. Limitations


The limitations of this research’s method are as follows. First, this research only selected one privately run school for migrant workers’ children in Beijing as the case study, and the findings cannot represent the general situation of privately run schools for migrant workers’ children in China but only illustrate the current problems of educational inequality and skill formation among floating rural students. Future research needs to be conducted on a larger scale of privately run schools for migrant workers’ children to reveal general conclusions. Second, case studies cannot provide causal conclusions. Future research needs to adopt more scientific quantitative survey methods to explore the impact of privately run schools for migrant workers’ children on the skill formation of floating rural students and to further compare the effectiveness of public and private schools as well as the differences in skill formation among floating rural students. Additionally, we will further use the data to verify the relevant conclusions in the future.




7. Conclusions


First, the academic achievement of the enrolling students at privately run schools for migrant workers’ children is not high. Most of these students are floating rural students from rural households and poor families. They have weak academic backgrounds and a lack of parental guidance and companionship.



Second, the learning mechanism of privately run schools for migrant workers’ children is not good. The school’s teacher level is not high, the teacher turnover rate is high, and the quality of characteristic courses is significantly lower than that of public schools.



Third, the main source of funds for privately run schools for migrant workers’ children is donations from social workers, which are dispersed and unstable, and the government’s investment in privately run schools for migrant workers’ children is insufficient.



Fourth, floating rural students in privately run schools for migrant workers’ children have poor graduation destinations, with a low percentage of students going on to key high schools, while some students are forced to become returning children, facing institutional barriers to upward mobility through education.



These aspects have led to education inequality and possible defects in the skill formation of floating rural students.
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Appendix A


Interview outline



For school leaders



	
From the annual reports before 2016, we have learned about the basic information of the school, the sources of students and their situation after graduation, the composition of teachers, and some special activities held by the school. I would like to ask, in recent years, what are the major changes in these four aspects?



	
Basic information (new school building’s rising costs, government subsidies)



	
Where does your school recruit from? What are the criteria for admission? Do you know the further development of students after graduation? How many of the 80% of students who went on to general high school received higher education?



	
As students generally come from migrant families, what specific measures have schools taken to establish a good home-school relationship and participate in students’ education?



	
The principal once said that the school has accumulated a few good teachers in the development process; so, I want to ask how you recruited and attracted these teachers. We know that the total number of teachers has not changed very much over the years, how is their turnover and how do you motivate teachers to stay in the school for a long time? (Teachers’ salary structure, bonus performance, vocational training, etc.)



	
How much subsidies do the government give to school each year, and has it always been so much? What are they probably used for?



	
At present, we can only see the school’s information in 2016 from the internet and find that the school’s funding comes more from donations. You have also mentioned that the demand for funds is relatively large for a new building; so, I want to ask whether the structure of funding has changed in recent years. Can you introduce the source of funding (structural stability)? Affected by the epidemic, will there be a certain gap between this year’s donation and previous years? (Additionally, can you provide annual reports after 2016?)






For teachers



	
Where are you from? How long have you been teaching at P Middle School? Why did you choose to be a teacher at P Middle School?



	
In addition to the main teaching content, what special courses did you participate in? (Including life education, subject inquiry, differentiated instruction, and school-based curriculum, etc.) Can you introduce them in detail? How did you prepare? How about the effect and students’ feedback?



	
We know that the school will provide teachers with the opportunity to participate in high-quality training. How does the school arrange teacher training, teacher research, and professional title evaluation during tenure? Are there differences among teachers at different stages of their professional development in these aspects, and what efforts have you made?



	
We notice that there are many volunteers in the school, and some volunteers participate in fixed courses. Why do volunteers need to be involved in long-term teaching?



	
Are there many students in your class receiving financial aid? How much is the subsidy? What is the standard of subsidy?






For students



	
Where are you from? How long have you been in Beijing? Where did you go to elementary school? How did you get into P Middle School?



	
What do you like most about school? For example, what are you satisfied with and what are you not satisfied with (the overall environment, the curriculum, and the relationship with teachers and students)?



	
What has been your biggest change since you came to P Middle School?



	
You usually have some extracurricular activities, such as interest groups, classroom extensions, and summer (winter) camps. What extracurricular activities have you participated in, what is the most impressive activity, and are there any additional gains to share? Will it affect your usual learning? (What do you do after dinner?) (What is the meaning of short-term volunteering for students?)



	
Have you received a scholarship? (If so, when is it usually sent?) What kinds of students are generally awarded scholarships?



	
Do you usually contact your parents as you board at school? Do parents know your performance in school? How long have your parents been in Beijing? What kind of work do they do?






For volunteers



	
Why did you choose to volunteer at P Middle School?



	
Can you comment on P Middle School? Did you have any special feelings during your volunteer service?
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Figure 1. Analytical framework of the school’s dynamic survival strategy. 
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