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Abstract 

In China, for more than two decades, inclusion of rural-urban migrants’ children in the urban public education 

system has been a key goal of the Chinese government. However, it has not yet become a reality. Due to the 

structural barriers of the Chinese household registration (hukou) system and the separate educational policy for 

migrant children, most migrant children without local hukou still have fewer educational opportunities than 

urban children, especially after compulsory education. The hukou system, established in 1958 to regulate 

internal migration, divides the Chinese population into rural and urban residents. It has both a geographic and an 

urban-rural dimension and is a key factor in determining entitlements to public education and other social 

welfare provisions. This study aims to explore the key factors that shape post-compulsory education (15+ years 

old) opportunities for migrant pupils enrolled in one Shanghai public middle school in China, across three 

dimensions: personal and family circumstances, the context of school, and the policy context. Desk research and 

over three-months’ in-depth field research provide new evidence about the impacts of educational inequalities 

affecting migrant children.  

 

The voices of migrant pupils in urban public middle schools concerning their educational experiences, 

aspirations and schooling have been largely missing. The research design and analysis adopted in this study 

draw primarily on a social justice perspective, with the aim of placing the voices of migrant pupils and those 

close to them (parents, teaching staff and local pupils) at the centre of the inquiry. This research utilised a 

qualitative single-case study design, involving interviews with 43 migrant pupils, 22 local pupils, 13 parents of 

migrant pupils, and eight teaching staff in one Shanghai public middle school. Other data collection methods 

were used to contextualise and triangulate the data, including desk-based documentary analysis, informal 

conversations, and informal classroom observations. The data were analysed by a thematic analysis approach, 

drawing on Nancy Fraser's concept of social justice (redistribution, recognition and representation), alongside 

the key concepts of capital as espoused by Bourdieu, Coleman and Putnam, thus providing an analytical lens 

through which to discuss the main findings and themes that emerged in relation to key factors shaping migrant 

pupils' educational opportunities.  

 

This study highlights several key findings. First, most migrant pupils in this study developed strong aspirations 

to pursue higher education in Shanghai as a proactive response to the issues of their unequal migrant status and 

unfavorable family socioeconomic conditions. At the same time, however, they faced considerable educational 

dilemmas in accessing academic senior secondary education so as to pursue their university aspirations, due to 

Shanghai’s separate educational policies for migrant pupils (Shanghai points policy) interacting with the hukou 

system and the limitations of family cultural and economic capital. Although their parents adopted a range of 

coping strategies to help them pursue their educational goals by drawing on family capital, including cultural, 

economic and social capital, the educational prospects of most migrant pupils in this research still present 

dilemmas as a result of existing systemic structural barriers.  
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Second, this study also highlights the particular role of peer social capital in influencing the educational choices 

of migrant pupils. The loss of peer networks (through peers’ school transfer) profoundly impacted migrant 

pupils and local pupils in this study, shrinking all pupils' peer networks and friendships, affecting migrant 

pupils' sense of belonging and, in turn, influencing educational choices regarding the post-middle school stage. 

 

Third, this study has illustrated the power of the academic performance-oriented school culture and the role of 

teachers in influencing migrant pupils' educational opportunities and sense of belonging. Migrant pupils’ 

accounts of schooling experiences revealed teachers' negative attitudes and behaviour, resulting in differential 

treatment.  

 

Fourth, most of the migrant pupils in this study developed an ambivalent sense of belonging and identity. They 

were left without the means to integrate either into Shanghai, where they were born or grew up, or into their 

unfamiliar rural hometowns, as a result of the city’s educational barriers and social exclusion both within and 

outside of school. Such ambivalence towards the two places has led to identity confusion for most participants 

and affected their educational plans for the post-middle school stage.  

 

The study concludes that the issues and concerns surrounding migrant pupils’ post-compulsory education in 

China are closely associated with redistributive, recognitive and representative injustice, which are embedded in 

systemic structural barriers including the points policy, the national hukou system, the uneven distribution of 

educational and economic resources between regions and between rural and urban areas, and the academic 

performance-oriented school culture associated with high-stakes testing systems. These systemic structural 

barriers shape parents’ social and socioeconomic status which, in turn, profoundly affects their children’s 

educational opportunities. At the same time, social exclusion, in the form of exclusionary school practices, 

teacher attitudes, and local social prejudice against migrant workers, also affect migrant pupils' equal learning 

opportunities and sense of social belonging.  

 

This study’s most unique contribution to knowledge lies in what it adds to the literature on social justice for 

migrant pupils in China by placing the voices of middle school migrant pupils and their parents at the centre of 

the inquiry for the first time. 
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Lay Summary 

This study aims to explore the key factors that shape post-compulsory education (15+ years 

old) opportunities for migrant pupils (children of rural-urban migrant workers) enrolled in 

one Shanghai public middle school in China, across three dimensions: personal and family 

circumstances, the context of school, and the policy context. Due to the structural barriers of 

the Chinese household registration (hukou) system and the separate educational policy for 

migrant children, most migrant children without local hukou still have fewer educational 

opportunities than urban children, especially after compulsory education. The hukou system, 

established in 1958 to regulate internal migration, divides the Chinese population into rural 

and urban residents. It has both a geographic and an urban-rural dimension and is a key factor 

in determining entitlements to public education and other social welfare provisions. 

 

The research design and analysis adopted in this study draw primarily on a social justice 

perspective, with the aim of placing the voices of migrant pupils and those close to them 

(parents, teaching staff and local pupils) at the centre of the inquiry. This research utilised a 

qualitative single-case study design, involving interviews with 43 migrant pupils, 22 local 

pupils, 13 parents of migrant pupils, and eight teaching staff in one Shanghai public middle 

school. Other data collection methods were used to contextualise and triangulate the data, 

including desk-based documentary analysis, informal conversations, and informal classroom 

observations.  

 

This study highlights several key findings. First, most migrant pupils in this study developed 

strong aspirations to pursue higher education in Shanghai as a proactive response to the issues 

of their unequal migrant status and unfavourable family socioeconomic conditions. At the 

same time, however, they faced considerable educational dilemmas in accessing academic 

senior secondary education so as to pursue their university aspirations, due to Shanghai’s 

separate educational policies for migrant pupils (Shanghai points policy) interacting with the 

hukou system and unfavorable family socioeconomic status. Although their parents adopted a 

range of coping strategies to help them pursue their educational goals by drawing on family 

resources, the educational prospects of most migrant pupils in this research still present 

dilemmas as a result of existing systemic structural barriers.  



5 
 

Second, this study also found that the loss of peer networks (through peers’ school transfer) 

profoundly impacted migrant pupils and local pupils in this study, shrinking all pupils' peer 

networks and friendships, affecting migrant pupils' sense of belonging and, in turn, 

influencing educational goals and choices regarding the post-middle school stage. 

 

Third, this study has illustrated the power of the academic performance-oriented school 

culture and the role of teachers in influencing migrant pupils' educational opportunities and 

sense of belonging. Migrant pupils’ accounts of schooling experiences revealed teachers' 

negative attitudes and behaviour, resulting in differential treatment.  

 

Fourth, most of the migrant pupils in this study developed an ambivalent sense of belonging 

and identity. They were left without the means to integrate either into Shanghai, where they 

were born or grew up, or into their unfamiliar rural hometowns as a result of the city’s 

educational barriers and social exclusion both within and outside of school.  

 

The study concludes that migrant pupils in this study face dual exclusion from urban and 

rural education, and from the sense of belonging and identity.  In China, the education of 

migrant pupils should be understood as a systemic structural issue that needs to be addressed 

systematically by national and local governments and educational institutions. 

 

This study’s unique contribution to knowledge lies in what it adds to the literature on social 

justice for migrant pupils in China by placing the voices of middle school migrant pupils and 

their parents at the centre of the inquiry for the first time.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



6 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



7 
 

Acknowledgements 

I am extremely grateful to the pupils, parents, and teaching staff who participated in this  

research, for sharing their stories and perspectives with me. 

 

I want to express my profound gratitude to my super-awesome supervisors, Professor 

Rowena Arshad, Professor Gillean McCluskey, and Dr Holly Linklater, for encouraging, 

supporting and guiding me throughout this challenging journey. Thank you for your 

emotional support and consistent encouragement during the most difficult times in my life.  

 

I also thank my family, friends and colleagues who have supported me on this doctoral 

journey. I particularly want to thank my elder sister Mrs Liao Jie, for taking care of my 

parents in China during the pandemic.  

 

Finally, to Mr Gao Yang: I would like to especially thank you for your love, support and 

inspiration. This achievement would not have been possible without your initial inspiration 

and support.  

 

Dedication 

This thesis is dedicated to the memory of my beloved father (Liao Guanyi) and mother (Xie 

Cuizhu).   

 

 



8 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



9 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Abstract ..................................................................................................................... 1 

Lay summary ............................................................................................................ 4  

Acknowledgements .................................................................................................. 7  

 

Chapter 1 Introduction ....................................................................................................... 16 

1.1 Research context ............................................................................................................. 16 

1.2 Research aims and research questions ............................................................................ 21  

1.3 The context of Shanghai ................................................................................................. 22 

1.4 Thesis structure  .............................................................................................................. 30 

 

Chapter 2 The Context of Educational Issues of Migrant Children in China ............... 34 

2.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 34 

2.2 The Chinese education system ........................................................................................ 34 

2.2.1 An academic performance-oriented education system................................................. 36 

2.2.2 Differences in education between urban and rural schools .......................................... 38 

2.2.3 Distribution of educational resources .......................................................................... 39  

2.3 Household registration system (hukou) ........................................................................... 43 

2.3.1 Hukou reform ............................................................................................................... 45 

2.4 The education policy for migrant children ...................................................................... 48 

2.5 The issues of education for migrant children .................................................................. 53 

2.6 Research gaps and research aims .................................................................................... 75 

2.7 Summary ......................................................................................................................... 80  

 

Chapter 3 Reviewing Relevant Literature ........................................................................ 83 

Key factors shaping migrant pupils’ educational opportunities ............................................ 83 

3.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 83  

3.2 Personal and family-level factors .................................................................................... 85 



10 
 

3.3 School-level factors ........................................................................................................ 93 

3.3.1 The role of teachers ...................................................................................................... 93   

3.3.2 School performance accountability .............................................................................. 103  

3.4 Summary ......................................................................................................................... 111 

 

Chapter 4   Conceptual Framework .................................................................................. 115 

4.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 115  

4.2 Nancy Fraser's social justice theory ................................................................................ 115 

4.2.1 Redistribution ............................................................................................................... 117 

4.2.2 Recognition .................................................................................................................. 119 

4.2.3 Representation .............................................................................................................. 121  

4.2.4 Participation parity ....................................................................................................... 122 

4.3 The concept of capital ..................................................................................................... 125 

4.3.1 Cultural capital ............................................................................................................. 126  

4.3.2 Social capital  ............................................................................................................... 130 

4.3.3 Peer social capital ........................................................................................................ 135 

4.4 Summary ......................................................................................................................... 138 

 

Chapter 5 Methodology ...................................................................................................... 141 

5.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 141  

5.2 Research aims and research questions ............................................................................ 142 

5.3 Epistemology: through the lens of social justice............................................................. 143   

5.4 Qualitative research ........................................................................................................ 145 

5.4.1 Adopting a single case study approach ........................................................................ 147 

5.5 Recruiting and participants ............................................................................................. 150  

5.5.1 The participating school ............................................................................................... 150 

5.5.2 Sampling ...................................................................................................................... 156  

5.6 Data collection ................................................................................................................ 163 



11 
 

5.6.1 Semi-structured interviews .......................................................................................... 163 

5.6.2 Informal classroom observations and informal conversations ..................................... 174  

5.6.3 Desk-based documentary analysis ............................................................................... 176 

5.7 Data analysis ................................................................................................................... 178  

5.8 Trustworthiness ............................................................................................................... 183 

5.9 Reflexivity and Researcher Positionality ........................................................................ 185  

5.10 Ethics............................................................................................................................. 188 

5.11 Summary ....................................................................................................................... 192 

   

Chapter 6   Educational Opportunities and Experiences of Migrant Pupils: Issues and 

Concerns .............................................................................................................................. 196 

6.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 196  

6.2 The importance of having a university degree ................................................................ 197 

6.3 Constraints on obtaining a university degree .................................................................. 202 

6.3.1 Structural barriers to accessing academic senior secondary education in Shanghai .... 203 

6.3.2 Difficulties in moving to their rural hometowns for education .................................... 205 

6.4 The influence of peer social networks ............................................................................ 216 

6.5 Attitudes and behaviours of teachers .............................................................................. 223 

6.6 The school experience of migrant pupils in Year 9 ........................................................ 228  

6.6.1 Treatment by teachers .................................................................................................. 229 

6.6.2 School segregation ....................................................................................................... 233 

6.7 Belonging and identity .................................................................................................... 237 

6.8 Summary .........................................................................................................................  245 

 

Chapter 7 Migrant Parental Aspirations: Issues and Concerns ..................................... 249 

7.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 249  

7.2 Parents' educational expectations for their children ........................................................ 250 

7.3 The views of parents on Shanghai's senior secondary education policies for migrant 

pupils .....................................................................................................................................  251 

7.4 Migrant family coping strategies for pursuing university aspirations............................. 257 



12 
 

7.4.1 Strategy One: Meeting the requirements of the Shanghai points policy ...................... 257 

7.4.2 Strategy Two: Transferring to a school outside of Shanghai ....................................... 259  

7.4.3 Strategy Three: Staying in Shanghai for vocational education .................................... 266 

7.5 Summary ......................................................................................................................... 272 

 

Chapter 8 Teacher Perceptions of Inclusion of Migrant Pupils in Shanghai Public 

Middle Schools .................................................................................................................... 276 

8.1 Introduction .................................................................................................................... 276 

8.2 Teachers’ impressions of migrant pupils ........................................................................ 277 

8.3 Teachers' views on migrant pupils’ school transfer........................................................ 279 

8.4 Teacher perceptions of differential treatment of migrant pupils at school ..................... 281 

8.5 Teachers' views on Shanghai's educational restrictions on migrant pupils ..................... 287 

8.6 Summary .........................................................................................................................  291 

 

Chapter 9 Summary and Discussion of Findings ............................................................. 294 

9.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 294 

9.2 Migrant pupils and their parents have high educational aspirations: possibilities and 

barriers .................................................................................................................................. 294 

9.2.1 Barriers to fulfilling educational aspirations ................................................................ 297  

9.2.2 The role of family capital in educational opportunities for migrant pupils ................. 300 

9.2.3 The role of peer social capital ...................................................................................... 309  

9.3 School-level factors ........................................................................................................ 314 

9.3.1 The influence of academic performance-oriented school culture ................................ 314 

9.3.2 Teacher attitudes and behaviours ................................................................................. 322 

9.3.3 Belonging and identity ................................................................................................. 326 

9.4 Social injustice facing migrant pupils ............................................................................. 329 

9.4.1 Lack of recognitional injustice within the hukou and points-based systems ............... 330 

9.4.2 Redistributive injustice ................................................................................................ 338 

9.4.3 Representative injustice ............................................................................................... 344  

9.5 Summary ......................................................................................................................... 346  



13 
 

 

Chapter 10 Conclusion ....................................................................................................... 349 

10.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................... 349 

10.2 Summary of the main findings and discussions ............................................................ 350 

10.3 Implications................................................................................................................... 360  

10.4 Contributions to knowledge .......................................................................................... 364 

 

References ............................................................................................................................ 367 

Appendices ........................................................................................................................... 412 

Appendix 1  Information sheet for school staff .................................................................... 412  

Appendix 2  Informed consent letters ................................................................................... 415 

Appendix 3  Interview guidelines ......................................................................................... 428 

Appendix 4  Sample of coding process ................................................................................. 436 

Appendix 5  Participants’ demographic information ............................................................ 437  

 

Tables 

Table 1.1 Comparison of the education of migrant children  ............................................... 27 

Table 2.1 School education system in China ........................................................................ 35 

Table 2.2 Educational policies and regulations for migrant children ................................... 49 

Table 5.1 The general process of data analysis ..................................................................... 181 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



14 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



15 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



16 
 

Chapter 1  Introduction 

1.1 Research context 

This thesis sets out to explore the key factors that shape post-compulsory education (15+ 

years old) opportunities for migrant pupils (children of rural-urban migrant workers) enrolled 

in one Shanghai public middle school in China. The study adopts a social justice perspective 

which places the voices of migrant pupils and those close to them (parents, teaching staff and 

local pupils) at the centre of the inquiry. This introductory chapter sets out to talk about the 

research context and the rationale for focusing the research on Shanghai in detail in order to 

fully contextualise the study. The chapter concludes with a summary of the overall structure 

of the thesis.  

 

The study is conducted in the context of separate educational policies for migrant children in 

urban China. The Ministry of Education of the People's Republic of China (MoE, 2021) 

defines "migrant children" as children of migrant workers under the age of 17 who were born 

or raised in a city of residence without a local household registration (hukou). The term 

“migrant workers” refers to rural residents who migrate to the cities for work without 

changing their rural hukou status, according to China's National Bureau of Statistics (NBS, 

2021). As will be discussed in greater depth (section 2.3), the issue of education for migrant 

children was initially associated with China’s hukou system, established in 1958 to regulate 

internal migration, and dividing the Chinese population into rural and urban residents. It has 

both a geographic and an urban-rural dimension and is a key factor in determining 

entitlements to public education and other social welfare provisions (Chen & Feng, 2019). 

Under the hukou system, children inherit their parents' hukou status. Migrant children, even if 

born or raised in cities, are considered part of the rural population within the hukou system 
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and are, therefore, often excluded from urban public education, experiencing unequal 

educational opportunities compared to local peers. 

 

Population mobility is often defined by various terms, with the population literature 

distinguishing between internal (within the same country) and international (i.e., emigration, 

immigration, illegal migration, and refugee status) migration (Newbold, 2005). International 

migration occurs when individuals (or households ) move across national borders. Internal 

migration occurs when individuals (or households) move across larger geographically distinct 

units, such as provinces, states, or metropolitan areas, but remain within the same country 

(Borjas, 2001). Globally, internal migration has contributed significantly to urban population 

growth over the past two centuries, with reports identifying the main driver of urbanisation as 

net internal migration from rural to urban areas (Rees, 2001). In China, the reform and 

opening-up of the Chinese economy along with increased urbanisation have created a 

massive demand for urban labour. Consequently, China has been experiencing significant 

internal migration from rural to urban areas in the last two decades (Wu & Zhang, 2015). In 

particular, the number of migrant workers in metropolises such as Shanghai, Beijing, and 

Guangzhou has increased dramatically (ibid.). According to data from the 2021 national 

census, half of China's 1.4 billion people live in cities, and in 2020, the number of internal 

migrants reached 376 million, accounting for more than 1/4 of the national population. This is 

an increase of 140 million as compared to 2019. Within that figure of 376 million, about 249 

million are rural-urban migrants, and 127 million are urban-urban migrants (NBS, 2021; Wei, 

2023). Meanwhile, there are about 71.09 million children of rural-urban migrant workers in 

urban China, accounting for 23.9% of the total number of children in the country (NBS, 

2021; Wei, 2023). At the compulsory education stage, the number of migrant children 

reached 14.29 million in 2020 (from 11.67 million in 2010) (Wei, 2023). 
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With the surge of rural-urban migration in China, the right to education for migrant children 

in China has become an increasingly important social issue. Although Article 9 of the 

Education Law of the People's Republic of China stipulates that "all Chinese citizens, 

regardless of socioeconomic, ethnic, gender or religious background, shall enjoy equal 

educational opportunities and receive free compulsory education" (National People’s 

Congress [NPC], 2009), such equal educational opportunity for migrant children is still 

problematic in practice. Systemic pressures such as the Chinese hukou system and the 

separate educational policy for migrant children have meant that these children have fewer 

educational opportunities than urban children, and do not have equal access to urban public 

schooling, especially after compulsory education (Han et al.,2020; Yang, 2017). 

 

As will be discussed in greater depth in Chapter 2, in response to the educational issues of 

migrant children, since 2001 the Chinese central government has implemented a series of 

educational policies to address the issue of migrant children without local hukou being unable 

to receive education in urban public schools. According to data from the Ministry of 

Education, in 2020 the proportion of migrant children enrolled in urban public schools in 

compulsory education had reached around 80% (MoE, 2021). Despite such positive progress 

in migrant children's right to education, these children continue to have limited access to 

public schools and face restrictions on post-compulsory education in urban China. This is 

especially so in metropolises such as Shanghai and Beijing, where educational opportunities 

for migrant children have become more controversial since 2014 due to population control 

and the establishment of points policies (Han et al.,2020; Yang, 2017). Since 2013 the 

Chinese government has established a residence permit points system dependent on parental 

status (the points policy) to determine migrant children's opportunities for post-compulsory 

education. This points-based policy system is driven mainly by educational qualifications and 
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economic status, designed to increase control over migration selectivity. Meanwhile, in 2014, 

the State Council issued the "Opinions on the Reform of the Household Registration System" 

to implement a "differentiated household registration policy" nationwide; that is, to 

comprehensively relax the restrictions on household registration in small cities while strictly 

controlling cities with a population of more than 5 million (State Council, 2014, p.1). Under 

the guidance of this policy, metropolises such as Beijing and Shanghai have successively 

introduced policies to control the population through education (Han et al.,2020; Yang, 2017) 

which in turn has had a significant impact on the education of migrant pupils.  

 

Several studies on the admission of migrant children to urban public schools have found that 

due to additional documentation requirements and limited public school resources, migrant 

children's access to compulsory education in urban public schools remains limited, especially 

in large cities with a large migrant population (Han, 2020; Li, 2020; Xu & Wu, 2016). The 

result is that many migrant families who cannot meet the high admission threshold face a 

dilemma in deciding on their children's education. Some recent studies have indicated that 

many migrant children have been forced to return alone to their parents’ rural hometowns for 

education, leading to a series of return-to-rural-hometowns issues (Han & Yu, 2020; Koo et 

al., 2014; Ling, 2017). Faced with barriers to entry into urban public schools, many migrant 

parents send their children to migrant schools for education in urban China. Unlike public 

schools in the Chinese education system, migrant schools are unlicensed, informal, for-profit 

private schools founded by migrants (Han, 2004). Researchers have found that migrant pupils 

face severe educational inequalities in migrant schools due to school segregation and the low 

quality of education in these schools (e.g., Chen and Feng, 2013, 2019; Goodburn, 2009, 

2015; Han, 2004; Kwong, 2004; Lai et al., 2014; Lu & Zhou, 2013; Xiong, 2015; Xu & Wu, 

2016). In addition, previous studies highlighted that the process of including migrant pupils 
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in public schools remains problematic. Several researchers have pointed out that migrant 

pupils in urban public schools face social discrimination by local institutions, teachers, and 

peers (e.g., Kwong, 2011; Lan, 2014; Liu et al., 2015; Sun et al., 2015; Xiong, 2012; Yiu, 

2016; Zhang & Luo, 2016). 

 

In all, existing studies have shed light on ongoing issues and challenges in the education of 

migrant children in China, including conditional rights of access to urban public schools, 

migrant schools' quality of education and school segregation, the inclusion process of migrant 

pupils in urban public schools, and migrant pupils' return to hometowns for schooling. 

Researchers have argued that these problems have significantly affected migrant pupils' 

learning performance, social integration, and psychological well-being (ibid.) It has been 

reported that migrant pupils, particularly those in public middle school, continue to have 

higher dropout rates and lower enrolment rates than their urban peers regarding access to 

compulsory education (e.g., Chen et al., 2020; Dong & Goodburn, 2020; Han, 2020; Wang & 

Holland, 2011; Wu & Zhang, 2015). 

 

Despite the above studies which have provided some significant insights into the nature of the 

educational issues faced by migrant pupils, my literature review identified a concerning gap 

in knowledge, noting that, to date, the voices of migrant pupils in urban public middle 

schools concerning their educational experiences, aspirations and schooling have been largely 

missing from debates about the issues, and from decisions informing policy aimed at 

improving matters. Those young people most directly affected were not being listened to. 

Therefore, I adopted a research design and analysis which drew primarily on a social justice 

perspective, with the aim of placing the voices of migrant pupils at the centre of the inquiry 
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while also seeking the views of migrant parents, teaching staff and local pupils to better 

understand the context of schooling and family circumstances and to uncover possible 

contradictions in perspectives and explanations.  

 

1.2 Research aims and research questions  

Informed by the literature, the central aim of this research is to explore the key factors that 

facilitate or hinder post-compulsory education opportunities for migrant pupils enrolled in 

one Shanghai public middle school in China across three dimensions: personal and family 

circumstances, the context of school, and the policy context, thus providing evidence which 

might contribute to addressing existing educational inequalities affecting migrant pupils. The 

research questions are formulated as shown below. 

 

Q1. How do personal and family circumstances shape migrant pupils’ educational 

opportunities and experiences? 

Sub-questions  

• What are the educational aspirations of migrant pupils, and how are these enabled or 

hindered?  

• How do the parents of migrant pupils support their children in pursuing their 

educational aspirations? 

Q2. How does the context of school influence the educational opportunities of migrant 

pupils?  

Sub-questions  
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• How do migrant pupils perceive their experiences in terms of learning and interacting 

with local peers, teachers, and local communities?  

• How do teachers and local pupils perceive the inclusion of migrant pupils at school? 

Q3. Which policies promote or hinder educational opportunities for migrant pupils? 

 

The study adds to the literature on social justice for migrant pupils in China by placing the 

voices of migrant pupils at the centre of the inquiry for the first time. It also aims to 

contribute to knowledge of the subject by unpacking the key factors shaping post-compulsory 

educational opportunities for migrant pupils across the individual, family, school, and policy 

levels. It provides multi-sourced evidence that assists in identifying key steps that will need 

to be taken to improve opportunities for migrant pupils in China. 

 

1.3 The context of Shanghai 

The rationale for focusing the study on Shanghai was based on its unique position as China's 

most developed city, having the largest internal migrant population. The city is recognised as 

a national leader in dealing with the education of migrant children, but also faces the greatest 

challenges in including migrant pupils in public senior secondary schools since 2014, when 

population control was implemented in megacities (Han et al.,2020; Yang, 2017). The city 

therefore offers a uniquely interesting context within which to study a widespread and deeply 

concerning phenomenon. 

 

In the section that follows I explain this context in more detail. Located in eastern China, 

Shanghai is one of the four municipalities directly under the central government in China, 
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with the same administrative level as the province and with a high degree of autonomy (the 

other three being Beijing, Chongqing and Tianjin). At the same time, as China's commercial 

and financial centre, Shanghai is not only the most developed, largest and most populous 

metropolis in China but also the metropolis with the country's largest internal migrant 

population due to its many employment opportunities (Shanghai Statistics Bureau, 2021). 

According to China's 2021 national census data, the total population of Shanghai in 2020 was 

24,870,895, of whom 10,478,652 were migrants without local hukou, accounting for 42.1% 

of the total population of Shanghai (Shanghai Statistics Bureau, 2021). Meanwhile, there are 

about 971,400 children of rural-urban migrant workers in Shanghai, accounting for more than 

34 % of the total number of children in Shanghai (Shanghai Statistics Bureau, 2021). Since 

the large scale of migrant children is an essential feature of Shanghai's migrant population 

(Han, 2020), there is a massive demand for education among migrant children in that city. 

Statistics from the Shanghai Municipal Education Commission showed that the total number 

of migrant children in Shanghai in 2015 was 870,000, accounting for 40.2% of the total 

number of children in Shanghai (Han, 2020). Within the compulsory education stage, the 

number of migrant children reached 500,600, of whom 80.42% were enrolled in Shanghai 

public schools, accounting for 41% of Shanghai's total number of pupils (Han, 2020). In 

2018, 83.64% of migrant children in Shanghai attended public schools (419,800 in public 

schools and 49,000 in migrant schools) (Han, 2020). It should be noted here that statistics on 

the number and enrolment rate of migrant children in Shanghai after 2018 have not been 

published on any official website. This may be due to the reluctance of the Shanghai 

government, under pressure from the current population control policy, to release statistics. 

 

As the country's most prosperous and developed city, Shanghai, like Beijing, has more 

affluent and advanced educational resources than the rest of the country. For Chinese 
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students, Shanghai has been seen as the preferred higher education destination after Beijing, 

as many of China's top universities are located in Beijing and Shanghai. As of 2021, there 

were 64 higher education institutions in Shanghai (Shanghai Statistics Bureau, 2021). From 

the perspective of international education, Shanghai was included in the OECD International 

Student Assessment (PISA) test for the first time in 2009, and Shanghai's PISA results were 

excellent in reading literacy, science and mathematics (OECD, 2014). In addition, Shanghai 

was the first city in China to achieve universal compulsory education and senior secondary 

education. According to the 2021 Shanghai Statistical Yearbook, Shanghai's compulsory 

education and senior secondary education enrolment rates were 99.9% and 99.7% 

respectively (Shanghai Bureau of Statistics, 2021).  

 

With Shanghai a pioneer in educational reform, policies and practices that worked well there 

will likely be implemented and emulated in other parts of China. This reinforces a rationale 

for locating my study in this city. In this respect, it is also significant that, in 2008, it became 

the first city in China to provide free compulsory education for migrant children. Since then, 

other Chinese cities have followed suit. In response to the central government’s "two main 

principles" on educational reform for migrant children (that is, local governments should 

undertake compulsory education for migrant children, and most migrant children should 

receive compulsory education at local public schools: State Council, 2001), the Shanghai 

government launched the "Three-Year (2008-2010) Action Plan for Migrant Children's 

Education", which aimed to comprehensively cover preschool education, compulsory 

education and senior secondary vocational education for migrant children (Shanghai 

Municipal Education Commission, 2010). In general, Shanghai has adopted four major 

strategies for incorporating migrant children into the public education system.  
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First, the Shanghai government has built a large number of new public schools to meet the 

educational needs of migrant children. To ensure that most migrant children receive 

compulsory education in local public schools, from 2008 to 2010 the Shanghai government 

invested 10.379 billion yuan in building 363 primary and secondary schools and 

kindergartens. Among them were 144 compulsory education schools, which provided about 

150,000 school places (Shanghai Municipal Education Commission, 2010).  

 

Second, in order to allow more migrant children to enter public schools, since 2008 

Shanghai's public schools have simplified admission requirements, expanded class sizes, and 

eliminated public school tuition fees. Migrant families only need to provide proof, such as 

temporary residence permits or employment permits in Shanghai, for their children to be able 

to receive free compulsory education in Shanghai (Shanghai Municipal Education 

Commission, 2010). To encourage public schools to recruit migrant children, the Shanghai 

Municipal Education Department allocated public funds and determined teacher numbers 

based on the number of pupils enrolled. In 2009 alone, the Shanghai government's special 

allocation to public schools amounted to 3.69 billion yuan (Shanghai Municipal Education 

Commission, 2010). 

 

Third, the Shanghai government carried out the reconstruction of migrant schools. From 2008 

to 2010, it invested more than 1 billion yuan in renovating migrant schools' facilities and 

subsidising basic expenses (Shanghai Municipal Education Commission, 2010). Since 2008, 

Shanghai has renovated nearly 272 migrant schools, accommodated 170,000 migrant pupils, 

and brought them into the scope of government management to improve teaching quality. To 

continuously improve the facilities and teaching quality of these migrant schools, in 2010, the 
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Shanghai government not only provided them with standard libraries and sports equipment 

(Shanghai Municipal Education Commission, 2010) but also hired some local retired public 

school headteachers to serve as headteachers of some migrant schools (Zhou, 2020).  

 

Fourth, Shanghai was the first city to allow migrant pupils to receive vocational high school 

education after compulsory education. To meet the needs of migrant pupils receiving post-

compulsory education, since 2008 Shanghai has gradually opened up the enrolment of 

migrant pupils in vocational senior secondary schools (Shanghai Municipal Education 

Commission, 2010). However, vocational education appears to be less attractive to migrant 

families. A survey in Shanghai indicated that 75% of migrant families wanted their children 

to have the opportunity to enter Shanghai's academic senior secondary schools after 

completing compulsory education (Yang, 2009). 

 

There is no doubt that the above-mentioned initiatives of the Shanghai government have 

improved the educational opportunities of migrant children in Shanghai. Their education is 

now included in Shanghai's public education system. In 2010, all 420,000 migrant children 

living in Shanghai received free compulsory education in public schools or migrant schools 

approved by the government; more than 300,000 were enrolled in public schools, accounting 

for 70% of the total number of migrant pupils (Shanghai Municipal Education Commission, 

2010). As shown in Table 1.1, official data in 2015 showed that 80.42% of migrant children 

living in Shanghai received free compulsory education in public schools. This is in stark 

contrast to Beijing and Guangzhou, with rates of only 78.87% and 43%, respectively (Han, 

2020). In China, Beijing (the country's capital), Shanghai and Guangzhou are the top three 



27 
 

metropolises, containing the largest rural migrant population due to hosting China’s most 

developed economy and offering high employment opportunities (NSB, 2021). 

 

Table 1.1 Comparison of the education of migrant children in Shanghai, Beijing, and 

Guangzhou (the Year 2015)                                                                                           

Unit: ten thousand people, % 

City  Shanghai  Beijing  Guangzhou  

Number of migrants 981.65 822.60 572.98 

Number of migrant children of compulsory 

education age 

50.06 44.86 60.13 

Number of children enrolled in public schools 40.26 35.38 25.45 

Number of children enrolled in migrant schools 9.80 6.99 34.68 

Percentage of migrant children enrolled in public 

schools 

80.42% 78.87% 42.32% 

(Adapted from Han, 2020, p. 24. Based on "Beijing Statistical Yearbook 2016", "Shanghai 

Statistical Yearbook 2016", and "Guangzhou Statistical Yearbook 2016") 

From 2008 to 2014, Shanghai's strategies for addressing the educational issue of migrant 

children became a countrywide benchmark worth learning from. Before 2014, schooling for 

migrant children in Shanghai was more accessible than in other cities in China (Han, 2020). 

However, this situation has been reversed since the introduction of population control 

policies in megacities in 2014. Under the guidance of the country's 2014 megacities 

population control policy, Shanghai, a city containing more than 24 million people, has 

successively introduced policies to control the population through education, which has had a 
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significant impact on the education of migrant children (Dong & Goodburn, 2020; Han, 

2020; Li, 2020).  

 

Specifically, Shanghai first tightened the school-running policy for migrant schools, 

dismantling non-compliant migrant schools on a large scale (Han, 2020). Since 2008, when 

Shanghai brought migrant schools under government management and implemented 

renovations, the number of migrant schools in the city has remained stable at around 162 

(Shanghai Municipal Education Commission, 2010). However, since the population control 

policy was introduced in 2014, the number of migrant schools has steadily declined, from 152 

in 2014 to 48 in 2020. Correspondingly, the total number of migrant pupils enrolled in 

migrant schools dropped from 170,000 in 2008 to 62,000 in 2017 and 49,000 in 2019, 

respectively (Han, 2020). In addition, the entry threshold for migrant children to receive 

compulsory education in public schools has been raised. Many public schools in Shanghai 

now require migrant families to provide additional documents to enable their children to enter 

public schools, examples being temporary residence permits, local employment contracts, 

local rental contracts, only-child certificates, and certificates of no caregiver in hometown 

(Han, 2020; Li, 2020). However, due to precarious employment and lower socioeconomic 

status, many migrant families cannot provide these high-standard documents, which has 

limited many migrant children's access to compulsory education in public schools (Li, 2020). 

 

More importantly, Shanghai became the first city to establish a residence permit points 

system dependent on parental status (the points policy) to determine migrant children's 

opportunities for post-compulsory education in 2013, and that city’s experience has 

influenced the national model. Learning from Shanghai, 29 of China's 33 provinces, 
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municipalities, and autonomous regions had implemented, as of 2017, a similar points system 

to determine migrant children's access to education in urban China (Dong & Goodburn, 

2020). From a practical point of view, the Shanghai points system is mainly aimed at the 

better-educated and higher-income group, as it requires migrant parents to have at least a 

college diploma to be eligible for evaluation in the system. Migrant parents can rarely meet 

the Shanghai points policy requirements because most are workers in labour-intensive 

industries with low educational attainments (Dong & Goodburn, 2020; Xu & Drinkers, 

2016). This provides a further example of the inequity in the system and gave further impetus 

for my study and my concern about the long-term outcomes for migrant children unable to 

benefit from a high quality education. 

 

Shanghai's tightening of education policies for migrant children reflects the contradiction 

between the "population control" policy and educational justice. Despite being China's most 

prosperous and developed city with the largest internal migrant population, and its 

recognition as a national leader in dealing with the education of migrant children, Shanghai’s 

subjection to the 2014 population control measures affecting super-municipalities poses 

significant obstacles to the inclusion of these children in public middle schools and high 

schools. In particular, the senior secondary education policy for migrant children, that is, the 

points policy based on parents' educational level, is highly controversial in China. Due to the 

tightening of public school admission policies in Shanghai, migrant families who cannot meet 

the high admission threshold are currently facing a choice regarding their children's education 

and are obliged to return to their rural hometowns. 
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1.4 Thesis structure 

The thesis is divided into ten chapters. Chapter 2 provides contextual knowledge of the 

educational issues of migrant children in China, which includes illustration of the 

characteristics of the Chinese educational system and hukou system, and a review and 

analysis of the policies on education for migrant children. Additionally, the system’s ongoing 

issues and the challenges faced by migrant children are identified through a review of 

previous research on migrant children’s education. Gaps in existing studies will be 

highlighted to inform the research aims and the conceptual framework of this study.  

 

Drawing on international research on the education of migrant/minority children (with 

reference to international migrations) as an illuminating lens, Chapter 3 explores and 

provides a review of the literature on the key factors shaping the educational opportunities of 

migrant pupils (both internal and international) in relation to educational aspirations, family 

background, teacher attitudes and expectations, and school performance accountability 

studies. As my study is located in China, this chapter makes only selective reference to 

studies conducted in different national contexts to identify and describe the key factors 

shaping migrant pupils' educational opportunities from the individual, family, and school-

level perspectives. This is followed, in Chapter 4, by presentation of the conceptual 

framework for this study, which draws on Nancy Fraser's concept of social justice 

(redistribution, recognition and representation), alongside the key concepts of capital as 

espoused by Bourdieu, Coleman and Putnam, thus providing an analytical lens through which 

to discuss the main findings and themes that emerged in relation to key factors shaping 

migrant pupils' educational opportunities.  
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Chapter 5 maps the methodology and research design of this study. The research design and 

analysis adopted draw primarily on a social justice perspective, with the aim of placing the 

voices of migrant pupils and those close to them (parents, teaching staff and local pupils) at 

the centre of the inquiry. This research utilised a qualitative single-case study design 

involving interviews with 43 migrant pupils, 22 local pupils, 13 parents of migrant pupils, 

and eight teaching staff in one Shanghai public middle school. Other data collection methods 

were used to contextualise and triangulate the data, including desk-based documentary 

analysis, informal conversations, and informal classroom observations. The data were 

analysed through a thematic analysis approach influenced by Fraser's concept of social 

justice.  

 

This thesis contains three findings chapters. Chapter 6 presents the findings of this research 

from the perspective of pupils (both migrant and local pupils). It first focuses on discussing 

the educational aspirations of migrant pupils and the meaning of these to the pupils as 

individuals. It unpacks whether and, if so, how these pupils realise their educational goals and 

perceive the impact of the different high school educational policies for migrant children. 

Then, it illustrates the pupils' accounts of their schooling from entry into middle school. In 

particular, it describes how migrant pupils in this study integrated their schooling and daily 

experiences with their experience of educational barriers and how this relates to the formation 

of their sense of belonging. The voices of migrant pupils are at the core of the presentation 

and discussion of the findings. Interview data from local pupils are included alongside 

migrant pupils' voices, which contributed to a better understanding of migrant pupils' 

schooling process at the Shanghai public middle school and provided a comprehensive 

understanding of the interactions between migrant pupils and local pupils, while examining 

the role of the Shanghai public middle schools in facilitating the inclusion of migrant pupils. 
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Chapter 7 presents the findings of this research from the perspective of migrant parents. It 

focuses on illustrating how the parents of migrant pupil participants support their children in 

pursuing university aspirations under Shanghai's separate educational policies for migrant 

pupils. In particular, it unpacks how parents of migrant pupils utilise a range of coping 

strategies to overcome the educational barriers to the realisation of their children’s goals. 

Chapter 8 presents the findings of this study from the perspective of teaching staff. It 

discusses teacher perceptions of migrant pupils’ inclusion in Shanghai public middle schools 

with reference to pupils' school transfer, differential treatment by teachers, school segregation 

for Year 9 migrant pupils, and Shanghai's separate education policies for migrant pupils. 

 

Chapter 9 discusses the main findings and themes emerging from the study. Drawing on the 

key concepts of capital as espoused by Bourdieu, Coleman and Putnam alongside social 

justice theories, specifically that found in the work of Nancy Fraser, while deriving 

connections from the literature reviews of this study, I critically analysed and discussed the 

influential factors in migrant pupils’ post-compulsory educational opportunities and everyday 

experiences at one Shanghai public middle school in China across three dimensions: personal 

and family circumstances, the context of school, and the policy context.  

 

Chapter 10 summarises the results of this study to answer the research questions. It also 

underlines the implications of the findings for policy and practice as well as for further 

research, and identifies the knowledge contribution of this study. 
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Chapter 2 The Context of Educational Issues of Migrant Children in China 

2.1 Introduction 

The educational issues facing migrant children are embedded in China’s education system, 

hukou system, and separate education policy for migrant children. This chapter begins with 

an overview of the Chinese education system, explaining its academic performance-oriented 

nature and unequal distribution of educational resources. This is followed by an introduction 

to the history and reform of China's hukou system, illustrating its role in rural-urban 

migration and the education of migrant children. In Section 2.4, I review the development of 

education policy for migrant children. Then, in Section 2.5, I review previous research on the 

education of migrant children to shed light on its ongoing issues and the challenges faced by 

migrant children. At the end of the chapter, gaps in existing studies are highlighted to inform 

the research aims and the conceptual framework of this study. 

 

2.2 The Chinese education system  

China implements an education system that includes preschool education, primary education, 

secondary education and higher education (Table 2.1). The system was developed under the 

control of the Chinese central government. The State Council is responsible for evaluating 

and supervising all aspects of the education system, formulating overall education plans, and 

coordinating education management across the country. The State Council and local 

governments supervise and manage educational work through a system of hierarchical 

management and division of responsibilities (National People’s Congress [NPC], 2009). 

Basic education (pre-school, primary and secondary education) is led by the State Council 

and managed by the local government. Higher education is administered by the State Council 
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and the local governments of provinces, municipalities and autonomous regions directly 

under the central government (NPC, 2009). 

Table 2.1 School education system in China 

Non-university Tertiary University 

National Higher Education Entrance Examination 

Vocational High School Education Academic High School Education 

High School Entrance Examination 

Middle School Education Nine-year Compulsory 

Education 

 

Primary Education 

Preschool Education 

 

Compulsory education in China consists of six years of primary education and three years of 

junior secondary education, jointly guaranteed by the State Council and the governments of 

provinces, municipalities and autonomous regions directly under the central government, 

according to Compulsory Education Law (NPC, 2009). All Chinese children over six have 

equal rights to free compulsory education regardless of ethnicity, race, gender, religion, or 

socioeconomic background (NPC, 2009). Free compulsory education is provided in public 

schools, and most children attend school in the district where they live. In the case of a child 

whose parents are working or residing at a place other than their permanent residence, if 

he/she receives compulsory education where the parents are working or living, the local 

government shall provide the child with equal conditions under which to receive compulsory 

education (NPC, 2009). After completing compulsory education, pupils may enter academic 
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high schools (higher education-oriented) or vocational high schools. Pupils enter different 

high schools based on their academic performance in the standardized High School Entrance 

Examination. After three years of senior academic secondary education, pupils can take the 

National University Entrance Examination to apply to receive higher education, which 

includes non-university tertiary (college) and university (undergraduate and postgraduate) 

education. 

 

2.2.1 An academic performance-oriented education system  

With education considered the key to social mobility, China's education system is 

characterised by highly competitive and high-stakes examinations (Organization for 

Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2010). Senior secondary school and 

university entrance exams are highly competitive. For pupils, academic performance is 

essential for getting into a higher-status school or university, a step which is critical for one's 

future chances. In addition, pupils' academic attainments represent the school's progression 

rate, which in turn determines the school's reputation (Hu & West, 2015; Qian & Walker, 

2013). Although there is no official school ranking in China, schools with high academic 

results for pupils are usually regarded as "good schools", while those with low academic 

results are regarded as "bad schools"(Hu & West, 2015). As a result, every activity in the 

school revolves around achieving better academic performance (OECD,2010; Qian & 

Walker, 2013). 

 

Furthermore, the strong correlation between the school's overall academic results and the 

headteacher's career progression is typical in China (Gu,2011; Qian & Walker, 2013; Walker 



37 
 

& Qian, 2015; Yin et al., 2014). The details of the headteacher's appraisal may vary from 

place to place, but a school's academic performance is often the leading component of the 

headteacher's assessment (Gu,2011; Walker & Qian, 2015). The two most important metrics 

that district school boards use to assess headteacher performance are school progression rates 

and overall school academic performance, which are the benchmarks against which principals 

are awarded, promoted, or demoted (Hu & West, 2015). To put it simply, in schools with 

better academic performance, headteachers are more likely to receive awards or promotions. 

In addition, pupil academic performance is often linked to teachers' bonuses and promotions 

(Gu,2011; OECD, 2010; Qian & Walker, 2013). In particular, teachers' professional 

development and teaching assessments are related to the academic performance of their 

classes. Teachers who can achieve higher academic performance by their classes are more 

likely to be promoted in school. Also, teachers are under pressure to improve pupils’ 

academic performance in order to receive performance-related bonuses (OECD, 2010; Qian 

& Walker, 2013). In such an academic performance-oriented system, school principals and 

teachers are responsible for pupils' performance and are therefore highly committed to 

supporting pupils' academic learning in the interests of better performance. Thus, in China, 

every school activity revolves around better academic performance.  

 

In 2001, China carried out the most significant curriculum reform, mainly in urban areas, to 

promote quality education, aiming to transform from a subject-centred, teacher-centred 

curriculum to a comprehensive quality-centred, pupil-centred curriculum (MoE, 2001). Pupils 

would strive to achieve “all-round development” of “morality, health, intelligence, and 

aesthetics” (MoE, 2001). The range of subjects and extracurricular activities available to 

pupils, meaning various achievements beyond the core subjects (Chinese and Maths), was 
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expanded. Textbooks were reformed to include more discussions and group learning 

activities. The original intention of this reform was to change passive learning into active and 

creative learning, reduce pupils’ heavy workload, and restore a happy childhood to pupils 

(MoE, 2001).  However, this reform does not appear to have brought about change, especially 

as standardised examination results continue to have a decisive impact on schooling (Dello-

Iacovo, 2009; Lou, 2011; Yin et al., 2014). Thus, teacher-centred pedagogy remains the norm 

in Chinese classrooms where pupils follow the teacher's instructions, memorise principles, 

and complete exercises by answering questions correctly. The pressure to produce excellent 

academic performance appears to reinforce the phenomenon of teaching-to-the-test. 

 

2.2.2 Differences in education between urban and rural schools  

There are significant differences between urban and rural schools in China regarding 

pedagogy, teaching and learning, curriculum content, and performance standards (Kipnis, 

2001; Lin, 2011; Wang & Zhao, 2011). As mentioned above, urban schools have been 

undergoing “quality education reforms” since 2001, with an emphasis on comprehensive 

education rather than a sole focus on the examination-oriented kind. Large cities such as 

Shanghai and Beijing have especially embraced such reforms (OECD,2010). For instance, 

they have reduced class time and homework in core subjects and fostered creativity. Art, 

computing, physical education and music have been introduced into the curriculum. Core 

subjects such as Chinese, English, and Maths are taught differently from the way they are 

taught in rural schools, emphasizing knowledge synthesis rather than exclusively rote 

memorization. Even the senior secondary school entrance exam syllabus is different from that 

in the rest of the country (Kipnis, 2001; OECD, 2010).  
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In contrast, rural schools have been unable to keep up with these reforms due to limited 

resources such as teaching staff and educational facilities. Most rural schools still focus on 

core subjects and cannot offer music, art, and computing courses. Teaching and learning are 

still characterized by the requirement that pupils memorize everything the syllabus covers. 

The exam syllabus largely determines teaching and learning, and school activities are 

oriented towards exam preparation. Since exam results are the only assessment of a pupil’s 

ability, rural schools put pupils to work long hours each day, primarily for additional exam 

preparation sessions (Kipnis, 2001; Lin, 2011). For rural pupils, hard work is the only way to 

success. This disparity in educational reforms and the acceptance of different urban and rural 

schools have resulted in the existence of a two-tier educational system in China. 

 

2.2.3 Distribution of educational resources  

Since 1993, in order to raise education funding from multiple sources, the Chinese central 

government has changed the education funding system from centralized to decentralized, 

giving more autonomy to local governments (Law & Pan, 2009; Mok et al., 2011; Wang et 

al., 2010). The central government is solely responsible for planning and formulating the 

overall national education policy, and provides basic education funding only to economically 

disadvantaged areas every year; such funding is not earmarked for any particular type of 

educational service (Law & Pan, 2009; Mok et al., 2011). Under the decentralised fiscal 

system, local governments play a leading role in local education development and funding 

allocation. They are empowered to implement education policies and programs according to 

their government agendas and local needs and to decide how to fund these programs and 

distribute educational resources. Since local governments mainly provide basic education 
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funding, the local government determines the amount of funds allocated to compulsory 

education (Wang et al., 2010).  

 

However, the decentralised fiscal system has led to the issue of educational inequality. First, 

under the fiscal decentralisation system, since the urbanisation, reform, and opening up in 

1978, due to the imbalance in economic development between urban and rural areas (Zhang, 

2006), education in rural and poverty-stricken areas has faced severe unequal distribution of 

educational funds and resources (Bao, 2006; Law & Pan, 2009; MoE, 2005; OECO,2016; 

Roberts & Hannum, 2018; Shi & Sercombe, 2020; Wang et al., 2012). The result is a 

growing disparity in educational achievement between urban and rural areas, especially in the 

eastern and western regions, with the result that rural pupils face barriers to receipt of quality 

education and have poorer access to higher education than urban pupils (Chen et al.,2013; 

Law & Pan, 2009; Shi & Sercombe,2020; Wu and Zhang; 2010). In addition, the 

decentralised fiscal system has raised barriers for migrant children in accessing urban public 

schooling. Under the dual influence of the hukou system (see section 2.3) and the 

decentralised financial system, since the education of migrant children without local hukou 

was not included in the local government's education budget, migrant children were often 

excluded from education in urban public schools (Law & Pan, 2009; UNESCO,2018; Wei & 

Hou, 2010). 

 

In response to the unequal distribution of rural education funding and resources and the issue 

of migrant children entering urban public schools, since 2002, the central government has 

launched a series of reform measures to address the significant imbalances in the distribution 

of compulsory education funds (Wang et al., 2010). In particular, in 2005, the Minister of 
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Education issued the document "Several Opinions on Further Promoting Equity in 

Compulsory Education", which aimed to reduce educational inequality between urban and 

rural areas while addressing the problem of migrant children entering urban public schools 

(MoE, 2005). On the issue of rural education, the central government has positioned rural 

education as the top priority in the sphere of educational development. For instance, the 

newly issued education funds are mainly used in rural areas, and the policies of "Distance 

Education for Primary and Secondary Schools in Rural Areas" and "Exemption and One 

Subsidy" are implemented to subsidise rural pupils from low-income families in rural areas 

(MoE, 2005). 

 

Regarding the education of migrant children, the Compulsory Education Law, revised in 

2009, raised the need to reduce inequality. For instance, the right of migrant children to 

receive free compulsory education in urban public schools is re-emphasized (MoE, 2005). 

The State Council is now responsible for establishing a guarantee mechanism in operating 

funds for compulsory education. Both the State Council and local governments have been 

accountable for guaranteeing and regulating the transfer of special payments for compulsory 

education for migrant children (NPC, 2009). 

 

Despite these reform measures introduced by the central government, the educational 

problems of migrant children and rural children have not been fundamentally resolved. The 

latest data from the Chinese Ministry of Education (2021) show that there is still a large gap 

between urban and rural areas in the compulsory education stage regarding teaching 

instruments, school equipment, and teacher resources. For instance, the gap between urban 

and rural investment in educational facilities in compulsory education schools remained 
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large. In 2020, the average value of equipment per pupil in primary schools was RMB 1,809. 

The figure in rural primary schools was RMB 1,652, which is 80% of that in urban primary 

schools. The average value of equipment per pupil in junior high schools was RMB 2,725, 

while the figure in rural junior secondary schools was RMB 2,241, representing 77% of that 

in urban junior secondary schools (MoE, 2021). In addition, there is also a gap in the 

proportion of urban and rural compulsory education teachers with bachelor's degrees. 88.6% 

of the national junior secondary school compulsory education teachers have a bachelor's 

degree; of the schools where they teach, 93.8% are urban junior secondary schools and 85.4% 

are rural junior secondary schools. The gap between urban and rural areas is 8.3 percentage 

points (MoE, 2021).  

 

Apart from compulsory education, there are also significant gaps in senior secondary 

education between urban and rural areas (Chen et al., 2013; Li & Xue, 2021). In particular, 

there is a considerable gap between urban and rural senior secondary enrolment rates. Much 

research indicated that the number of senior secondary schools and senior secondary school 

enrolment rates in rural areas were much lower than in urban areas (e.g., Chen et al., 2013; 

Lin & Zhang, 2006; Liu et al., 2009; Li & Xue, 2021). For instance, Liu et al. (2009) found 

that more than 80% of urban junior secondary school graduates could enter academic senior 

secondary schools, especially in big cities such as Shanghai and Beijing. In contrast, rural 

pupils' senior secondary school enrolment rate was only around 25%, and only 20-30% of 

junior secondary school graduates could enter academic senior secondary schools (Chen et 

al., 2013; Liu et al., 2009). 

 



43 
 

Even though the Chinese government has reformed its education policies for migrant children 

over the past two decades, these children continue to have limited access to public schools 

and face restrictions on post-compulsory education in urban China.  This is discussed in 

greater depth in Section 2.5. 

 

In summary, the uneven economic development between urban and rural areas and the 

decentralised education finance system have played a vital role in promoting educational 

inequality among rural and migrant children in China. While the Chinese education system is 

undergoing profound reforms at the national policy level, promoting equity and achievement, 

educational inequalities for migrant and rural children persist, especially after compulsory 

education. Educational issues for migrant and rural children are only partially recognised, 

with educational resources and opportunities for migrant children and rural children 

remaining unequal and requiring further redistribution. 

 

2.3 Household registration system (hukou) 

The educational issues of migrant children in China were initially related to China's hukou 

system, which still shapes their educational opportunities despite a series of reforms over the 

past two decades. Established within the centrally planned economy in the 1950s by the 

Chinese central government, the hukou system has significantly distinguished the mode of 

migration in China from that in other countries (Whyte, 2010). The hukou system is the 

fundamental criterion for managing and controlling internal migration and resource 

distribution in China, which has both a geographic and an "urban-rural" dimension (Chen & 
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Feng, 2019). There are two types of hukou: urban and rural hukou, a design which divides the 

Chinese population into urban or rural residents (Whyte, 2010).  

 

The hukou system has three primary functions. First, hukou exists to register residents and 

populations. As the legal basis of personal identification, every Chinese citizen must be 

registered with the local police authority from birth (Wu, 2011). It should be pointed out that 

a person's hukou status is inherited from his/her parents, rather than determined by the place 

of birth. Therefore, migrant children born in cities retain their parents' hukou (place of 

origin), which limits their access to public education in their place of residence. Second, 

hukou is closely related to individuals' social welfare. Individuals cannot receive social 

welfare benefits outside the place of their hukou. Since the 1980s, the geographic dimension 

of hukou has strengthened as inequality in regional economic development has increased, 

leading to differences in the level of public services associated with hukou (Kanbur & Zhang, 

2005). In other words, the location or type of hukou determines the extent to which 

individuals enjoy social welfare provisions such as public education, healthcare and public 

housing in the place of residence. Urban hukou holders, especially those in big cities such as 

Shanghai and Beijing, usually enjoy more advanced social welfare benefits, such as public 

education and healthcare, than rural hukou holders, due to the uneven development between 

urban and rural areas brought about by urbanisation (Chan & Buckingham, 2008; Liang et al., 

2014). Third, the hukou system enables the government to control internal migration, 

particularly rural-to-urban migration. Before 1978, individuals could not obtain legal 

permanent residency outside the place of their hukou. Internal migration in China could only 

be granted by the Chinese government (Whyte, 2010). 
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2.3.1 Hukou reform 

The hukou system was initially established to control internal migration, especially from rural 

to urban areas. However, with the reform and opening up of China's economy and the 

significant demand for urban labour stemming from urbanisation, the central government 

began to reform the hukou system nationwide in 1985 to open up rural-urban migration and 

promote rural-urban migration in China for employment (Liang et al., 2014).  

 

In general, there are three main strategies for reforming the hukou system. First, restrictions 

on internal migration have been relaxed since 1985, leading to increased rural-to-urban 

populations (Liang et al., 2014; Whyte, 2010). Every Chinese citizen, since then, has had the 

freedom to move from one place to another in China without government authorisation. As a 

result, China has experienced enormous growth in internal migration. According to 2021 

national census data, half of China's 1.4 billion people live in cities; in 2020, internal 

migrants reached 376 million, accounting for more than 1/4 of the national population 

(NBS,2021). Second, the central government devolved power to the local governments of 

provinces, municipalities and autonomous regions, enabling them to modify local hukou 

policies within their jurisdiction and to manage the hukou application process for controlling 

the permanent population (Liang, 2016). Third, rural residents are now permitted to transfer 

their hukou from rural to urban areas as long as they meet local hukou policy requirements, 

such as adequate education, employment, and economic means (Chan & Buckingham, 2008; 

Liang, 2016). In 2014, the State Council issued the "Opinions on the Reform of the 

Household Registration System" to implement the "differentiated household registration 

policy" nationwide; that is, to comprehensively relax the restrictions on hukou in small cities, 

while strictly controlling it in cities with a population of more than 5 million (State Council, 
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2014, p.1). Since then, many provinces have established a residence permit-based points 

system known as the "points policy". Many large cities, especially Shanghai and Beijing, 

have implemented a range of policies to curb the migrant population and thus to control the 

total urban population. "This includes policies that make it harder for migrant children to 

study in urban public schools"(Chen & Feng, 2019, p.395; Dong & Goodburn, 2020). 

 

Hukou issues affecting the education of migrant children  

China's economic development and urbanisation have led to massive rural-intra-urban 

migration, raising a range of educational problems for children of migrant workers due to the 

hukou system (Liang, 2016; Wei &Hou, 2010; Zhou & Cheung, 2017). Under the hukou 

system, because individuals can only receive public services in the place where their hukou is 

registered, migrants cannot enjoy social benefits such as public education and healthcare 

when moving into cities. Therefore, before the reform of compulsory education for migrant 

children in 2001, migrant children born in the city or moving with their parents to the city 

were also not entitled to public education. Furthermore, China's decentralisation policy has 

reduced the national welfare sector, raising educational issues for migrant children. Under the 

decentralised management structure, the rights of migrant children to receive urban public 

education depend on the local government's hukou policy. Since local education funding is 

based on the local hukou population, local governments have no incentive to devote resources 

to children of migrant workers. Therefore, migrant families with non-local hukou are often 

excluded from urban education funding (Mok et al., 2011).  
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While the hukou system has now advanced "towards a weakening of the rural-urban divide " 

due to recent economic development in China (Chen & Feng, 2019, p.394), the hukou 

remains the critical factor limiting migrant children's educational opportunities in urban 

China and affecting the allocation of local public education resources (Dong & Goodburn, 

2020; Zhou & Cheung, 2017). Currently, the role of the hukou in controlling population size 

and determining individuals' access to social benefits remains. In particular, it still functions 

as a primary credentialing mechanism for access to public education, which is mainly funded 

by local governments (ibid.). Since the reformed hukou system has been driven by economic 

status and educational qualifications, migrant families with low socioeconomic status and 

inadequate educational qualifications are less likely to obtain an urban hukou or meet the 

requirements of the points policy (ibid.). Without urban hukou, many children of migrant 

workers have still excluded from urban public education: a pressing social issue. Especially 

in big cities such as Beijing and Shanghai, it is still difficult for the children of migrant 

workers to enrol in urban public schools. As will be discussed in greater depth (section 2.5), 

the hukou system poses a considerable structural barrier to migrant children's educational 

opportunities. Although 80% of migrant children without local hukou can now, following the 

education reform, enter urban public schools at the compulsory education level (MoE, 2021), 

the barriers that they face after compulsory education still exists due to the lack of local 

hukou.  

 

In short, while the hukou system was initially conceived as a means of controlling internal 

migration, the reformed hukou system, driven more by educational qualifications and 

economic status, has turned into a social stratification project rather than a way of promoting 

freedom of movement and inclusion (Dong & Goodburn, 2020; Wu & Zhang, 2015; Xu & 

Wu, 2016).  
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2.4 The education policy for migrant children 

This section focuses on reviewing and analysing education policies for migrant children. The 

educational problems faced by these children are mainly related to the hukou system and the 

decentralised education financing system. In response to the issue of migrant children’s 

education, the Chinese central government has implemented a series of education policies 

since 2001 to address the problem that migrant children without local hukou cannot receive 

education in urban public schools. While the central government attaches great importance to 

the rights of migrant children to receive education through urban public schools, national 

policies are the only guidelines that local governments follow. 

 

In 2001, the central government issued the "Decision on Reforming and Developing Basic 

Education", proposing the principles of "two major policies" for the reform of compulsory 

education for migrant children: (1) local governments should undertake compulsory 

education for migrant children; (2) most migrant children should receive compulsory 

education at local public schools (State Council, 2001). This 2001 decision aimed to reform 

migrant children's education is one of the main overarching goals of promoting equity in 

education (State Council, 2001). Since then, the central government has formulated a series 

of policies and regulations on the education of migrant children based on the "two main" 

principles (Table 2.2).  
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Table 2.2 Educational Policies and Regulations for Migrant Children 

 

Years                      The Central Government Policy 

2001 Decision on Reforming and Developing Basic Education & "two major policies." 

2003 Regulations on Further Improving the Education of Migrant Children in Urban Areas equal   

 

2005  Opinions of the State Council on Improving Educational Services for Migrant Children  

 

2005 The advice of the State Council on Resolving the Problems of Migrant Children  

 

 2006 Revised Compulsory Education Law of the People’s Republic of China 

  

2008  Notification of the State Council on Tasks of Tuition Waiver in Compulsory Education 

2009 Interim Regulations on Implementing National Financial Incentive Measures for Compulsory Education 

for Migrant Children  

2011 The Outline of Child Development in China (2011—2020) 

2012 • National Guidelines for Medium- and Long-term Reform and Development of Education  

• Opinions on the High School Entrance Examination for Migrant Children in Destination Cities 

2014 National New Urbanization Plan (2014-2020). National Development and Reform Commission. "Two 

Inclusions" 

2014 Opinions of the State Council on Further Improving Services for Migrant Workers   

 

2014  • Opinions of the State Council on Further Promoting the Reform of Household Registration System. 

• National New Urbanisation Plan for 2014 to 2020. 

 

2016 Several Opinions on Promoting the Integrated Reform and Development of Compulsory Education in 

Urban and Rural Areas 

 

2018  

• Several Opinions on Coordinating the Reform and Development of Compulsory Education in 

Urban and Rural Areas 

• Opinions on Further Adjusting and Optimizing the Structure to Improve the Efficiency of the Use 

of Educational Funds 

2019 • China's Education Modernization 2035 

• Key Tasks of New Urbanization Construction in 2019 

2021 Notice on Supervising and Further Promoting the Education of Migrant Children 

 

Source: Official websites of the State Council and Ministry of Education  
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In 2003, the State Council issued its "Opinions on Improving the Education of Migrant 

Children" (State Council, 2005), mainly covering three themes. First, local public schools 

should treat migrant and urban children equally, and the admission standards should be the 

same for urban children. Second, urban public schools should be required to help migrant 

children integrate into urban life and study. Third, local governments should include the 

education of migrant children in local education funding plans (State Council, 2005). 

 

In 2006, the central government revised the Compulsory Education Law, clarifying the rights 

of migrant children to study in urban public schools and abolishing the requirement that 

urban public schools charge tuition fees for migrant children. In addition, the central 

government required local public schools to treat urban and migrant children equally in 

school education; in particular, local schools are not allowed to divide migrant children into 

separate classes or assess their test scores differently (State Council, 2006). 

 

In 2009, the central government issued the "Interim Regulations on Implementing National 

Financial Incentive Measures for Compulsory Education for Children of Migrant Workers", 

which proposed that the central government would provide financial incentives to local 

governments who have made progress in solving educational problems for migrant children 

(State Council, 2009). Since 2010, the central government has invested additional financial 

resources to ensure that migrant children have equal access to compulsory education in urban 

public schools (State Council, 2014). In 2012, the central government issued the "Guidelines 

on the Senior Secondary School and University Entrance Examination for Migrant Children 

in Destination Cities", urging all provinces and municipalities to formulate local policies to 

allow migrant pupils to receive senior secondary education (State Council, 2012). Since then, 
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more than half of the provincial governments have implemented this policy by establishing a 

points-based system dependent on parental status to determine the rights of migrant pupils to 

senior secondary education in 2013 (Dong & Goodburn, 2020). 

 

In 2014, the central government issued the "National New Urbanization Plan (2014-2020)", 

which further emphasised that the education of migrant children should be included in local 

government education development plans and financial budgets. The State Council is now 

responsible for establishing a guarantee mechanism in operating funds for compulsory 

education. Both the State Council and local governments have been accountable for 

guaranteeing and regulating the transfer of special payments for compulsory education for 

migrant children (National Development and Reform Commission, 2014). In addition, from 

2014 to 2021, the central government issued a range of documents on "Opinions on Further 

Improving Education Services for Migrant Children ", reaffirming that local governments and 

local public schools should help the children of migrant workers integrate into urban public 

schools (State Council, 2014). 

 

The above-mentioned national policies indicate that the Chinese central government aspires 

to provide equal opportunities for migrant children to receive compulsory education at their 

destination. Beneath this overall objective lie three policy principles. The first principle is the 

urban public education access policy, which requires local governments to provide adequate 

education funding to enable migrant children to receive education in local public schools. 

However, this education funding system still falls under the decentralised education funding 

system discussed in Section 2.2.3, whereby the central government formulates the overall 

policy and implementation policy for the education of migrant children, while the local 
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government manages the implementation funds. The second principle concerns equal 

opportunities in school treatment and entry requirements. The national policies stipulated that 

migrant pupils should enjoy the same treatment as local pupils in school. Local schools are 

required to adopt the same admission standards so as to teach migrant children in the same 

class as urban children and should provide academic support for migrant children in order to 

narrow the academic gap between migrant children and urban children. The final principle is 

social inclusion, requiring local public schools to ensure that urban and migrant children have 

the same schooling experience and to help migrant children to adapt to their new learning 

environment (State Council, 2003, 2014). In short, the central government requires local 

governments to take responsibility for the education of migrant children and incorporate it 

into local education planning and financial budgets. 

 

Overall, China's education system is undergoing profound reforms at the national policy level 

to promote equity and achievement (State Council, 2012). The formulation of educational 

policies for migrant children has gradually shifted from the redistribution of educational 

resources to the recognition of the status of migrant children. Through the formulation of 

these educational policies, migrant children's compulsory education rights have improved 

over the past two decades. Especially since the revision of the Compulsory Education Law in 

2006, local governments have gradually started implementing national policies for migrant 

children. These policies ensure that migrant children without local hukou can receive 

compulsory education in urban public schools. According to data from the Ministry of 

Education in 2021, the proportion of migrant children enrolled in urban public schools in 

compulsory education has been hovering around 80% (MoE, 2021). For entrance to urban 

public schools, most cities only require migrant families to provide proof of residence permits 
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‘rather than local hukou, as long as those schools have extra places’ (Chen & Feng, 2019, 

p.395). 

 

Despite the positive intentions as stated above, recent studies have shown that, while the 

Chinese government's education policy reforms over the past 20 years have highlighted 

migrant children's right to compulsory education, these children continue to have limited 

access to public schools and post-compulsory education in urban areas due to institutional 

barriers and social discrimination (Chen et al., 2020; Dong & Goodburn, 2020; Goodburn, 

2009, 2016; Gao, 2015; Lu & Zhou, 2013; Wang & Holland, 2011; Wu & Zhang, 2015; Xu 

& Wu, 2016). The following section elaborates on these issues by reviewing existing 

research. 

 

2.5 The issues of education for migrant children 

Existing research on the education of migrant children can be grouped into five major 

themes: 

1. Migrant pupils' access to urban public schools 

2. Education in migrant schools 

3. Migrant pupils' performance in migrant schools and in public schools 

4. Including migrant pupils in urban public schools 

5. Migrant pupils return to their hometowns for schooling 

The results of these studies suggest that, while the Chinese government's education policy 

reforms over the past two decades have highlighted migrant children's right to education in 
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urban China, due to institutional barriers and social discrimination, migrant pupils continue to 

face a range of educational problems which have had a multifaceted impact on their learning 

and lives. In this section, I will elaborate on these points. Gaps in existing studies will be 

highlighted to inform the research aims, research questions and the theoretical framework of 

this study. 

 

2.5.1 Migrant pupils' access to urban public schools 

Several studies on the admission of migrant children to urban public schools have found that 

the implementation of educational policies for access to public schools varies widely across 

cities, with larger cities, which are under more significant population pressure, being more 

restrictive. Due to additional documentation requirements and limited public school 

resources, migrant children's access to compulsory education in urban public schools remains 

limited, especially in large cities with a large migrant population (Han, 2020; Li, 2020; Xu & 

Wu, 2016). The result is that migrant pupils continue to have higher dropout rates and lower 

enrolment rates than their urban peers regarding access to compulsory education (Chen et al., 

2020; Dong & Goodburn, 2020; Han, 2020; Wang & Holland, 2011; Wei & Hou, 2010; Wu 

& Zhang, 2015). 

 

Several studies have found that in the context of population control in megacities such as 

Beijing and Shanghai, educational restrictions on migrant pupils have increased (e.g., Dong 

and Goodburn, 2020; Li, 2020; Liu & Zhao, 2019; Liu et al.,2017; Han, 2020). As mentioned 

in Section 2.3, the State Council issued the "Opinions on the Reform of the Hukou System" 

in 2014 to implement the "differentiated hukou policy" nationwide; that is, to 
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comprehensively relax the restrictions on hukou in small cities while strictly controlling cities 

with a population of more than 5 million (State Council, 2014). Since then, megacities such 

as Beijing and Shanghai have successively introduced policies to control the population 

through education, such as raising the entry threshold for migrant children without local 

hukou who seek to receive compulsory education (Chen et al., 2019; Dong & Goodburn, 

2020; Han, 2020; Liu et al.,2017; Liu & Zhao, 2019; Li, 2020). For example, Li (2020) and 

UNESCO (2018) respectively pointed out that migrant parents must provide five additional 

certificates in order to enrol their children in public schools in Shanghai and Beijing. These 

certificates include stable employment, stable residential address, and social security. 

However, due to precarious employment and lower socioeconomic status, most migrant 

parents cannot provide these high-standard documents, a circumstance which has limited 

many migrant children's opportunities for compulsory education in public schools in 

Shanghai and Beijing (Li, 2020; UNESCO, 2018). This population control policy, by 

restricting education, has significantly impacted migrant children and their parents. Due to 

the tightening of admission policies and educational resources, many migrant families who 

cannot meet the high admission threshold face a dilemma in choosing their children's 

education, so that those children who move to their hometown to study become left-behind 

children. A survey by Shanghai University showed that with the sudden increase in admission 

requirements, the number of migrant pupils enrolled in compulsory education in Shanghai 

dropped by 38,000 in 2015 (Liu & Wang, 2016). According to the 2011-2019 Beijing 

Statistical Yearbook, 473,100 migrant pupils in Beijing received compulsory education in 

2013. However, since the introduction of population control in 2014, this number has been 

declining year by year, especially after the tightening of policies in 2016, and the rate of 

decline has accelerated significantly (Han, 2020). From 2016 to 2018, the number of migrant 
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pupils dropped by 31,200, 43,300 and 31,500, respectively, from the previous year (Han, 

2020). 

 

Researchers have argued that the issue of access to public schooling for migrant children in 

urban China is still mainly manifested as institutional barriers caused by the hukou system 

and the decentralised education administrator system (e.g., Chan and Buckingham, 2008; 

Chen et al., 2020; Dong & Goodburn, 2020; Liang et al., 2020; Liu & Zhao2019; Mok, 2011; 

Wei & Hou, 2010; Wu & Zhang, 2015; Xu & Wu, 2016; Zhou & Cheung, 2017). Indeed, 

since the reformed hukou system has been driven by economic status and educational 

qualifications, migrant families with low socioeconomic status and inadequate qualifications 

are less likely to obtain an urban hukou or meet the requirements of the points policy. 

Research showed that migrants who have obtained urban hukou or meet these requirements 

are usually highly educated and in high-end employment (Sun &Fan, 2011). Especially in 

first-tier cities such as Beijing and Shanghai, only those with a master's degree and employed 

by selected employers or having self-owned enterprises can apply for local hukou; rural 

migrant workers with low educational levels and low incomes cannot meet these higher 

assessment criteria (Dong & Goodburn, 2020; Liang, 2016).  

 

In addition to hukou barriers, several researchers argued that the decentralised education 

funding system has continued to affect migrant children's access to urban public schools (e.g., 

Law & Pan, 2009; Liu & Zhao,2019; Liu et al.,2017; Wang et al., 2012; Mok et al., 2011). 

Although the education budget for migrant children has now been included in national and 

local government budgets, this reformed policy is not integrated into the legal framework in 

China (ibid.). Under the decentralised fiscal system, migrant children's equal education in 
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urban public schools mainly relies on local governments and their financial capacity to 

implement national policies. As previous studies have shown, the central government has 

provided only 21.2% of the education budget, while local governments must support the 

remaining 78.8%, significantly increasing the local fiscal burden (Mok et al., 2011). 

Therefore, to reduce the local financial burden and focus on developing the local economy, 

some local governments have failed to effectively implement equal admission standards for 

migrant children entering public schools, in keeping with national policy. Several studies 

have shown that, in big cities like Beijing and Guangzhou, many urban public schools require 

migrant families to meet local policy standards or provide additional documents, such as 

social insurance certificates, to replace urban hukou (e.g., Wu & Zhang, 2015; Xu & Wu, 

2016). Most migrant families, however, are unable to provide these documents due to their 

socioeconomic status (ibid.). 

 

Faced with barriers to entry into urban public schools, many migrant parents send their 

children to migrant schools for education in urban China. The following section discusses the 

issue of migrant schools in detail. 

 

2.5.2 Education in migrant schools  

In response to the difficulty of migrant children entering urban public schools, migrant 

schools emerged in urban China in the early 1990s to serve the educational needs of migrant 

children (Han, 2004). Unlike public schools in the Chinese education system, migrant schools 

are unlicensed, informal, for-profit private schools founded by migrants. They enrol only 

migrant children and provide them with primary and junior secondary education (Han, 2004). 
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Before 2001, the number of migrant schools grew rapidly due to the massive demand for 

education from rural migrant families in urban China. It is reported that before the 

implementation in 2003 of the education policy allowing migrant children to enter urban 

public schools, most migrant children received education in migrant schools due to the 

inability to enter urban public schools and the financial difficulties of their families (Chen & 

Feng, 2017; Wang, 2008). Additionally, although the central government's "two main" policy 

of 2003 stipulated that urban public schools are the main channel for educating migrant 

children, due to the limited resources of urban public schools as well as population control in 

large cities, which resulted in higher admission requirements after 2014, about 20 % of 

migrant children are still studying at migrant schools (MOE, 2021). Chen and Feng (2017) 

pointed out that in smaller cities with relatively small migrant populations, most migrant 

children can attend local public schools. However, in large cities such as Shanghai, Beijing, 

and Guangzhou, there are large migrant populations and limited space in public schools; 

therefore, migrant schools are still playing a vital role in the educational needs of migrant 

pupils.   

 

Several domestic and international researchers have found that educational inequalities in 

migrant schools due to the low quality of education, school segregation, and instability in 

migrant schools have significantly affected the academic performance, mental health and 

social integration of migrant pupils (e.g., Chen &Feng, 2013, 2019; Goodburn, 2009, 2016; 

Han, 2004; Kwong, 2004; Lai et al., 2014; Lu & Zhou, 2013; Wang, 2008; Xiong, 2015; Xu 

& Wu, 2016).  
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Goodburn (2009) explored migrant pupils' schooling in migrant schools in Beijing in 2004 

through interviews with 32 migrant parents and some of their children aged 8 to 15 and found 

that while migrant children face no admission barriers to attendance at migrant schools, the 

problems of educational quality and school isolation are severe during their studies. This 

finding is consistent with her second study in Shenzhen in 2008, showing a significant gap in 

the quality of education between urban public schools and migrant schools in Shenzhen. 

Compared with urban public schools, due to insufficient teaching materials, crowded 

classrooms, and inadequate teachers, migrant schools provide pupils with an unhealthy 

learning environment (Goodburn, 2015). By using qualitative and quantitative approaches, 

Han (2004) and Lai et al. (2014) reached conclusions similar to Goodburn's results, showing 

that urban public schools generally have advanced school facilities, qualified teachers, and 

adequate teaching resources, while migrant schools are equipped with poor infrastructure, 

unqualified teachers, and insufficient teaching resources. Han (2004) specifically pointed out 

that many teachers in migrant schools are often unqualified and unstable and have relatively 

low wages. Some were just secondary school graduates or retired teachers hired from rural 

China; others were college graduates who took part-time jobs in migrant schools to gain 

teaching experience as a stepping stone to jobs in public schools. Thus, Han (2004) argued 

that high teacher attrition could cause issues such as curriculum disruption and pupils' 

learning progress. In addition, due to the lack of funds, teachers and teaching equipment, 

many migrant schools only offered core subjects such as Chinese and mathematics (Han, 

2004). 

 

Schools play a vital role in promoting the integration of migrant pupils into local society 

(OECD, 2014; UNESCO, 2020). However, the separation of migrant schools from those for 
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local pupils can hinder migrant pupils' integration into local society, seriously affecting their 

overall social integration. Several studies have shown that due to the low quality of education 

and school segregation in migrant schools, migrant pupils in migrant schools have lower 

academic performance and psychological well-being and the highest awareness of social 

discrimination compared to migrant pupils in public schools (e.g., Chen et al., 2014; Gao et 

al., 2015; Lu & Zhou, 2013; Sun et al., 2020; Xu & Wu, 2016; Yang et al., 2019). Little 

attention has been paid to promoting migrant pupils' physical and psychological health in 

migrant schools (Goodburn, 2009). Learning and living with local pupils in public schools 

can provide migrant pupils with more opportunities to learn about local culture and promote 

social integration. Pupils in migrant schools usually only interact with people from rural areas 

(Yuan et al., 2009), which could slow their urban integration process and contribute to a 

persistent sense of "outsider" identity. Interactions between local and migrant pupils may 

help to minimise possible social discrimination, because researchers found that migrant 

pupils in migrant schools experienced more discrimination than those in public schools (e.g., 

Chen et al., 2014; Gao et al., 2015; Yang et al., 2019).  

 

In addition to low quality of education and school segregation, the operation of migrant 

schools is unstable. Several studies have reported that migrant schools often face closure due 

to their lack of legal status in the Chinese education system and recent population control 

measures in big cities (Goodburn, 2009; Han, 2004; Wang et al., 2011). For instance, under 

pressure from the local government, more than 20 migrant schools in Beijing were forced to 

close in 2011 because of lack of teaching qualifications (Wang et al., 2011). In addition, 

population control in big cities through education has significantly impacted migrant schools. 

Shanghai and Beijing, for example, have tightened the school-running policy for migrant 
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schools and dismantled non-compliant migrant schools on a large scale. Many migrant 

schools were reportedly forced to close for failing to meet minimum safety and hygiene 

standards (Chen et al., 2020; Han, 2004). As a result, many migrant pupils in migrant schools 

had to drop out or be sent back to their rural hometowns for education, leading to many 

return-related issues such as separation from their parents. 

 

The existence of migrant schools is controversial in urban China. On the one hand, migrant 

schools can meet the educational needs of the children of migrant workers who cannot access 

urban public schools, so that these children will not be sent back to their rural hometowns and 

separated from their parents. On the other hand, however, since migrant schools are 

institutionally marginalized and even considered illegal in some big cities, they lack 

educational resources and funds for development, resulting in poor-quality education and 

unstable school operations. Due to the low educational quality of migrant pupils and the 

segregation of the school from local pupils, many researchers argued that migrant schools are 

a form of social isolation, hindering the integration of migrant pupils into local society (e.g., 

Chen &Feng, 2013, 2017; Lu & Zhou, 2013; Xu & Wu, 2016).  

 

2.5.3 The performance of migrant pupils in migrant schools and in public schools 

To better address the quality of education faced by migrant children in urban China, many 

Chinese researchers have used quantitative approaches to compare the performance of 

migrant pupils in urban public schools and migrant schools (e.g., Chen & Feng, 2013, 2017; 

Chen et al., 2014; Gao et al., 2015; Lai et al., 2014; Lu & Zhou, 2013; Sun et al., 2020; Xu & 

Wu, 2016; Yang et al., 2019). These studies showed that migrant pupils in public schools did 
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significantly better than migrant pupils in migrant schools in academic performance, 

adaptation to school and urban life, and psychological well-being.  

 

Based on a longitudinal survey of 20 primary schools in Shanghai (9 migrant schools and 11 

public schools) between 2010 and 2012, using standardised test scores, Chen and Feng (2013, 

2017) reported three interrelated findings regarding migrant pupils' academic performance. 

First, migrant pupils' Chinese and Mathematics scores in public schools were significantly 

better than in migrant schools. On average, migrant pupils' test scores in Chinese and 

Mathematics in public schools were much higher than in migrant schools by 10 points and 16 

points, respectively. Second, migrant pupils performed equally well as local pupils in the 

same public primary schools regarding Mathematics test scores. Third, due to the Shanghai 

government's recent financial support for migrant schools, Chen and Feng (2017) found that 

the difference in migrant pupils' test scores between public schools and migrant schools 

decreased by half in 2012.  

 

Similarly, Lai et al. (2014) conducted a quantitative study in Beijing to demonstrate that 

migrant pupils in migrant schools have worse academic results than their counterparts in 

urban public schools. Using data collected in 23 migrant primary schools and four public 

primary schools in Beijing, Lai et al. (2014) compared the academic performance of migrant 

pupils in public schools and migrant schools based on standardised test scores. Results 

showed that migrant pupils in public schools significantly outperformed their peers 

academically in migrant schools in terms of Chinese and Mathematics, with scores over 10 

points higher (Lai et al., 2014). These findings revealed that migrant pupils in public schools 

achieved much better academic performance than migrant pupils in migrant schools, which 
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implies that migrant pupils may significantly improve their academic performance if they 

receive better educational resources. 

 

In addition to examining the academic performance of migrant pupils, several researchers 

compared the psychological well-being and school adaptation of migrant pupils in public 

schools and migrant schools (e.g., Chen et al., 2014; Gao et al., 2015; Lu & Zhou, 2013; Sun 

et al., 2020; Yang et al., 2019). These studies showed that migrant pupils in public schools 

did significantly better than pupils in migrant schools in terms of school adaptation, social 

relationships, and psychological well-being.  

 

Based on data from 12 public primary schools and seven migrant primary schools in Beijing, 

Lu and Zhou (2013) investigated migrant pupils' academic performance (using maths and 

Chinese test scores) and psychological well-being (using pupil and parent questionnaires). 

Results indicated that migrant pupils in migrant schools have lower academic performance 

and greater loneliness than migrant pupils and local pupils who study in public schools. In 

addition, there was little difference in learning performance or loneliness between local and 

migrant pupils in public schools. In contrast, based on data from 657 migrant pupils in 

migrant and public primary schools in Beijing, Chen et al. (2014) found that, compared with 

migrant pupils in public schools, migrant pupils in migrant schools reported higher levels of 

loneliness and social anxiety due to higher levels of perceived discrimination. Similarly, Gao 

et al. (2015) used a questionnaire survey to examine the mental health status of migrant 

pupils and to compare migrant pupils to their local peers in Beijing's migrant and public-

school settings. A total of 1,466 pupils aged 9 to 15 participated in this study (1,019 migrant 

pupils and 447 local pupils). Results showed that while migrant pupils in migrant schools 
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reported lower life satisfaction and more mental health issues than their local peers, these 

issues can be alleviated upon admission to public schools. Also, the mental health status of 

migrant pupils in public schools, including school satisfaction and peer relationships, did not 

differ from that of local peers. These findings showed that migrant pupils in public schools 

outperform migrant pupils in migrant schools in all aspects of mental health, implying that 

studying in public schools is a critical factor in improving migrant pupils' academic results, 

psychological well-being and urban integration.  

 

In summary, previous studies on the performance of migrant pupils in migrant schools and in 

public schools have shown that migrant pupils with access to the same educational resources 

could perform as well as local pupils. The difference between the performance of migrant 

pupils in public and migrant schools can be seen as a matter of social justice related to the 

distribution of educational resources and recognition of the worth of migrant pupils.  

 

2.5.4 Including migrant pupils in urban public schools 

Due to a series of educational policy reforms aimed at migrant children since 2001, by 2021, 

nearly 80% of migrant children were able to access compulsory education in China's urban 

public schools (MoE, 2021). Nevertheless, previous studies highlighted that the inclusion of 

migrant pupils in public schools remains problematic. Several researchers have pointed out 

that migrant pupils in urban public schools face social discrimination by local communities, 

teachers, and peers (e.g., Goodburn, 2009; Kwong, 2011; Lan, 2014; Liu et al., 2015; Liu & 

Jacob, 2013; Sun et al., 2015; Xiong, 2012; Yiu, 2016; Zhang & Luo, 2016).  
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Social discrimination by locals  

Due to the uneven distribution and development of urban and rural resources in China, urban 

residents are generally better educated than migrant workers and have better living 

conditions. Several studies have highlighted that migrant households often experience 

discrimination by locals in many Chinese cities due to their lower social and socioeconomic 

status (Goodburn, 2009; Kwong, 2011; Qian & Walker, 2015). The relationship between 

locals and migrant workers has become strained, especially after the children of migrant 

workers were allowed to attend urban public schools. Many parents of local hukou pupils 

expressed firm opposition, fearing that the admission of migrant children into urban public 

schools would reduce the quality of education in public schools. For example, in September 

2018, more than 800 migrant pupils from a migrant primary school in Suzhou City, Jiangsu 

Province, were relocated to a nearby well-known public primary school due to school 

building problems. However, including these migrant pupils in this public school generated 

considerable controversy in local communities and widespread media coverage across China 

(Qiu, 2018). Despite being on the same campus as local pupils, these 800 migrant pupils were 

assigned separate teaching buildings and playgrounds for separate management. The transfer 

of these pupils to public schools aroused strong opposition from the local parents of pupils at 

this public school, who complained that migrant pupils entering public schools amounted to 

robbery of local public educational resources. Therefore, many local parents demanded that 

local education authorities choose other locations in which to place these pupils or transfer 

them to other schools (Qiu, 2018). As a result, to thoroughly separate these 800 migrant 

pupils from local pupils, an iron wall was erected between two buildings on campus. In this 

regard, the Principal of this public school and officials from the Suzhou Municipal Education 

Commission explained that although the two schools were located on the same campus, the 
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migrant school needed to be "isolated" by an iron gate to better facilitate management (Qiu, 

2018).  

 

Such social discrimination against migrant families is also reported from time to time in 

Shanghai. On Shanghai's popular Internet forums, locals complained that migrants were 

encroaching on local resources, fuelling a rise in crime and unemployment (Lan, 2014). After 

Shanghai implemented the attendance of migrant children at local public schools, a letter 

from "Shanghai Moms" to the mayor circulated online suggested that the government should 

only allow non-local children of parents with higher education or high income and with only 

one child to attend public schools; while, in the case of children of migrant workers who are 

poor and less well-educated, the government should separate them from local pupils and 

build migrant schools for them (Lan, 2014). Furthermore, some researchers found that the 

enrolment of migrant pupils had led to an exodus of local pupils from many public schools to 

private schools in Shanghai, as parents with financial means or social networks tended to 

avoid sending their children to public schools containing large numbers of migrant pupils 

(e.g., Lu, 2013; Qian & Walker, 2015). 

 

Institutional discrimination 

In addition to these features in local communities, stigmatisation and stereotypes of rural 

migrant families exist in the public school system in urban China. As described in Section 

2.4, since 2003, the Chinese central government has formulated a series of policies to include 

migrant pupils in urban public schools, requiring local governments and public schools to 

ensure that these pupils receive the same treatment in schools as local pupils, and to provide 
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them with academic support to help them adjust to their new learning environment (State 

Council, 2005). Still, some studies showed that some migrant pupils were segregated from 

local pupils in public schools. They were educated in different buildings or classrooms or 

ignored by their teachers in classes (Southern Metropolis Daily, 2010; Xiong, 2012; Yiu, 

2016; Zhang & Luo, 2016).  Xiong (2012) particularly pointed out that in many public 

schools in Shanghai, the education of local and migrant pupils remains separate. School 

uniforms, teaching facilities, and study and break times vary between local and migrant 

pupils. Some public schools even use different timetables for migrant and local pupils, 

limiting social interaction between the two groups.  

 

Furthermore, even though migrant pupils attend public schools, school administrators and 

teachers do not consider them full school members. In some public schools in Beijing and 

Shanghai, migrant pupils reported that some teachers ignored them in class and did not give 

them the support they needed, unlike the treatment of their local peers (Kwong, 2011; Shi, 

2005; Yiu, 2016; Zhang & Luo, 2016). Instead, teachers often undermined their self-

confidence and humiliated them by criticising their rural accent in Chinese or English classes 

(Kwong, 2011; Shi, 2005). Research also found that migrant pupils reported that their 

teachers only required them to do heavy work in PE classes, such as carrying heavy sports 

equipment (Shi, 2005). In addition, outstanding migrant pupils were not getting the credit 

they deserved. Some participate in local competitions on behalf of their schools, but because 

they were not local pupils, they had to compete in the name of local pupils, and did not 

receive the honours they earned (Kwong, 2011). Because of feeling excluded from their 

schools, some migrant pupils even asked their parents to transfer them out (Goodburn, 2009; 

Kwong, 2011). These findings are consistent with the results of Lan's (2014) study, based on 
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interviews with 44 migrant households in a migrant community and some teachers and school 

administrators in Shanghai, which found that local teachers and peers at public middle 

schools discriminated against migrant pupils by, for example, judging them as dark-skinned, 

having a rural accent, or studying poorly. The result was that many migrant pupils gave up 

their studies because they felt that their teachers looked down on them and treated local peers 

preferentially at school (Lan, 2014).  

 

The views of urban teachers on the social inclusion of migrant pupils 

Recent research exploring urban teachers' perceptions of the inclusion of migrant pupils has 

revealed that inclusive education of migrant pupils remains problematic in urban China (e.g., 

Liu et al., 2015; Liu & Jacob, 2013; Yiu, 2016). Researchers have noticed that the way urban 

teachers think about migrant pupils and their learning capability is largely influenced by 

pupils’ family background, such as parental employment and educational background. Liu et 

al. (2015) conducted a comparative study to explore urban teachers' perceptions of including 

migrant pupils in both urban public schools and migrant schools. In this research, 215 

teachers from 12 urban elementary schools participated in surveys, and seven agreed to do 

interviews. This research concluded that urban teachers' attitudes to migrant pupils' inclusive 

education were more negative, as most urban teachers faced various challenges in both urban 

public schools and migrant schools. The challenges included insufficient staff development to 

raise teachers' awareness, lower academic achievement levels of migrant pupils, and lack of 

parents' involvement in migrant pupils' learning (Liu et al., 2015). Furthermore, the findings 

showed that urban teachers had a less positive perception of the inclusion of migrant pupils, 

especially regarding pupils' capability, school performance and behaviour (Liu et al., 2015). 

The findings are consistent with those of Goodburn (2009) and Yiu (2016), indicating that 
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because many urban public school teachers had low expectations of migrant pupils’ learning, 

some migrant pupils were educated in separate classrooms or ignored by their teachers in 

classes in urban public schools. 

 

Significantly, some researchers attributed the root cause of migrant pupils' marginalisation 

primarily to locals’ and teachers' prejudice against migrant pupils, a phenomenon existing at 

a personal level (e.g., Goodburn, 2009; Lan, 2014). However, teachers' differential treatment 

of migrant pupils also exposed institutional discrimination. Based on interview data from 

public schools in Beijing, Kwong (2011) pointed out that migrant pupils' senior secondary 

education exclusion in urban China and the exam-oriented school culture in China led to the 

exclusion of migrant pupils from schooling responsibilities in urban public schools, which 

provides an insight into why school administrators and public school teachers may bar 

migrant pupils from the classroom. 

 

Local peer relations 

In addition to the differential treatment faced by migrant pupils at public schools, some 

researchers have noticed that the interaction of local and migrant pupils remains an issue due 

to the influence of adults (e.g., Lan, 2014; Lu, 2006; Kwong, 2011). There are substantial 

economic and cultural differences between urban and migrant pupils. In contrast to urban 

pupils, most migrant pupils from undeveloped rural areas have never learned computer usage 

or English before entering public schools (Kwong, 2011). Influenced by their parents, 

teachers and school administrators, many local pupils feel that migrant children are rude, 

dirty, and slow to learn. They often look down on migrant children from rural areas and do 
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not play with them in public schools (Kwong, 2011; Lan, 2014; Lu, 2006). Lu (2006) found 

that some local pupils even imitated teachers in public schools by making fun of migrant 

pupils' rural accents. In Shanghai and Beijing, some migrant pupils reported that some local 

pupils only talked to them when they needed help, and many local pupils stopped playing 

with them after learning that their parents were migrant workers (Goodburn, 2009; Kwong, 

2011; Lan, 2014; Lu, 2006). Researchers also found that few migrant pupils made local 

friends despite attending public schools. In a survey of about 6,000 migrant parents in 

Shanghai, only 5% said their children had made friends with local peers (Lu, 2013). This 

finding is consistent with the results of Sui (2005), who found that none of the migrant pupil 

participants reported having local friends at school in Beijing.  

 

The above findings show that migrant pupils have experienced marginalisation and 

discrimination while studying in public schools; however, some empirical studies did find 

that migrant pupils were treated equally in some urban public primary schools and were well- 

included in them, without facing marginalisation and discrimination by local teachers and 

peers (e.g., Chen & Feng, 2019; Hu & West, 2015). Based on a longitudinal survey of 11 

public primary schools in Shanghai (using standardised test scores and surveys of teachers, 

local and migrant pupils, and migrant parents), Chen and Feng (2019) found that migrant 

pupils and local pupils shared similar perceptions of their schooling experiences; they were 

equally likely to be selected as group leaders and to be well-received by their teachers. In 

addition, migrant pupils performed as well as their local peers within the same school in 

terms of academic results and school performance. However, this quantitative study failed to 

explain why migrant pupils were successfully included in these public schools; it mainly 

focused on primary school pupils and did not cover middle school participants. 
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Based on 53 interviews with principals, teachers, and pupils in grades 5-8 in five public 

schools (two primary and three middle schools) in two provincial capital cities, Hu and West 

(2015) found that, although urban public school access was unequal for migrant pupils, they 

were treated the same as their local peers while studying at public schools. They were well-

included in urban public schools without reporting discrimination against them by their 

teachers and peers. In addition, migrant pupils received the same academic support as their 

local peers, which Hu and West (2015) attribute to schools' accountability for pupils' 

academic performance; i.e., China's academic performance-oriented school culture promotes 

equal treatment of migrant pupils in public schools. However, Hu and West's (2015) study 

mainly focused on primary school pupils and did not cover enough middle school pupil 

participants, especially Year 9 migrant pupils. Given the differential senior secondary 

education policies for migrant pupils in urban China, it is crucial to explore whether migrant 

pupils in public middle schools are treated the same as their local peers.  

 

In all, findings from previous studies thus far have shown that including migrant pupils in 

urban public schools is an ongoing issue and challenge. In local communities and public 

school systems, social discrimination against migrant families is severe at the institutional, 

societal, and individual levels, affecting migrant pupils' inclusion in public schools. 

Therefore, further research is needed on the experiences of migrant pupils in urban public 

schools. 
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2.5.5 Migrant pupils' return to hometowns for schooling 

Due to the restrictions on urban senior secondary education for migrant pupils, along with 

population control through education in China's megacities since 2014, many migrant pupils 

have been forced to return to their rural hometowns for education, leading to a series of 

return-to-rural-hometowns issues (Han & Yu, 2020; Koo et al., 2014; Ling, 2017). This 

section discusses these issues and challenges faced by migrant pupils. 

 

In addition to the issue of accessing compulsory education, migrant pupils also face even 

more barriers in accessing senior secondary education and taking the university entrance 

examination in urban China. Although 80% of migrant children can now enter urban public 

schools during the compulsory education stage (MOE, 2021), after compulsory education, 

they can only access vocational senior secondary education rather than academic senior 

secondary education in urban China because they do not have a local hukou or their parents 

do not meet the requirements of the points policy. According to 2010 census data, there were 

11.8 million high school-age migrant children nationwide (Wu & Zhu, 2016). As mentioned 

in Section 2.4, although the Chinese central government issued the "Guidelines on the Senior 

Secondary School and University Entrance Examination for Migrant Children in Destination 

Cities"  in 2012 to allow migrant pupils to attend senior secondary schools and take 

university entrance exams in destination cities, over half of the provincial governments have 

implemented this policy by establishing a points-based system dependent on parental status to 

determine the rights of migrant pupils to academic high school education (Dong & Goodburn, 

2020). From a practical point of view, these points-based policies often require migrant 

parents to meet multiple conditions such as educational level, stable occupation and income, 

stable place of residence and social security (Dong & Goodburn, 2020). To put it simply, 
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these points policies are mainly aimed at the better-educated and higher-income groups. For 

instance, Shanghai determines the entitlement of migrant pupils to access academic senior 

secondary education primarily based on their parents' educational level: migrant parents must 

have at least a college diploma to be eligible for evaluation in the points system. However, 

migrant parents can rarely meet the requirements of the Shanghai points policy because most 

of them are workers in labour-intensive industries with low educational attainments (Dong & 

Goodburn, 2020; Xu & Drinkers, 2016). Therefore, most migrant pupils are excluded from 

academic senior secondary education in urban China.  

 

While migrant pupils can access vocational secondary education in urban China, some 

studies showed that most migrant parents want their children to attend academic senior 

secondary school after compulsory education (e.g., Qian & Walker,2015; Xu and He, 2009; 

Yang, 2009). According to a survey in Shanghai, 75% of migrant parents wanted their 

children to have the opportunity to attend academic senior secondary school in Shanghai 

(Qian & Walker,2015; Yang, 2009). In 2008, Shanghai vocational senior secondary schools 

only enrolled 1,380 migrant pupils, indicating that these vocational schools are not very 

attractive to migrant families (Qian & Walker, 2015; Xu & He, 2009). However, suppose that 

migrant pupils want to progress to an academic senior secondary school. In that case, they 

must return to the location of their hukou to take the senior secondary school entrance 

examination before being admitted to the academic senior secondary school in their 

hometown. Given the different teaching and curriculum systems in urban and rural China, 

migrant pupils have to transfer to their hometown schools in Year 7 or 8, which is not easy 

for many migrant families. Many of these families have lived in local cities for many years, 

maintaining little connection to their rural hometowns. For instance, a survey of nearly 6,000 



74 
 

migrant parents in Shanghai showed that 44.7% had lived in Shanghai for five to ten years, 

and 27% had lived in Shanghai for more than ten years (Lu, 2013; Qian & Walker,2015). As 

a result, migrant parents who want their children to receive senior secondary education in 

order to go to university face a dilemma in choosing their children's education, rendering 

them left-behind children if they move to their hometown to study (Han & Yu, 2020).  

 

In addition to restricting urban senior secondary education, population control through 

education in big cities has forced many migrant children to return to their rural hometowns 

for education (Han, 2020; Yang, 2017). According to the Shanghai Municipal Education 

Commission where my study is located, the total number of pupils studying at migrant 

schools in Shanghai dropped from 170,000 in 2008 to 98,000 in 2015, 62,000 in 2017 and 

49,000 in 2019 (Han, 2020).  

 

Research also found that returning to their hometown for education brought a series of issues 

and challenges to most returning migrant pupils (e.g., Han et al., 2020; Koo et al., 2014; Ling, 

2017). Based on interviews with 39 returning migrant pupils (Years 8-9) and their teachers in 

12 rural middle schools in Hebei province, Koo et al. (2014) pointed out that these 39 migrant 

pupils, who lived with their parents and attended public schools in Beijing, had to return to 

their rural hometowns alone during middle school, which brought them a series of challenges 

in adapting to rural education and life. Although these returning pupils had achieved good 

academic performance in Beijing public schools, they were less likely than their rural peers to 

enter their rural academic high schools in their hometowns due to differences in teaching, 

learning, and curriculum between their rural hometowns and Beijing. Most returning migrant 

pupils' academic performance dropped significantly, causing them to lack confidence or give 
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up studying in rural schools. According to Wei and Shen (2018), the number of left-behind 

children without parental care in rural China increased from 49.90 million in 2013 to 54.58 

million in 2015, a profound social issue in China. 

 

In short, these findings imply that many migrant parents are reluctant to give up the 

development opportunities formed in big cities over the years, and so send their children back 

to their household registration places to study alone. This has resulted in the phenomenon of 

"returning migrant children" who return to their unfamiliar rural hometowns from the cities 

where they grew up, and the experience of returning has had a significant negative impact on 

these returning migrant pupils.  

 

2.6 Research gaps and research aims 

The preceding sections have reviewed government policies, existing studies and press reports 

on the education of migrant pupils, indicating that while the Chinese government's education 

policy reforms over the past two decades have highlighted migrant children's right to 

education, these children continue to have limited access to public education in urban China. 

Existing studies have shed light on ongoing issues and challenges in the education of migrant 

children in China, including conditional rights of access to urban public schools, migrant 

schools' quality of education and school segregation, the inclusion of migrant pupils in urban 

public schools, migrant pupils' return to hometowns for schooling, and access to senior 

secondary education. The implication of these studies for the present study is that educational 

policy and practice for migrant children have ignored the justice requirement of recognition. 

Due to institutional barriers and social discrimination, the right of migrant children to 
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education is only partially recognised; while distribution of educational resources remains 

unequal between migrants and locals, especially following compulsory education, and thus 

requires further recognition and redistribution. As will be explained in further detail in 

Chapter 4, all these issues and challenges surrounding migrant pupils' education in China are 

closely associated with redistributive, recognitive and representative injustice as identified by 

Nancy Fraser, which are embedded in systematic barriers, including the national hukou 

system, the education system, and impractical policies facing migrant children. According to 

Fraser's recognition concept, the Chinese hukou system and educational policies for migrant 

children uphold claims of the need for recognitional and redistributive justice, as these 

systems and policies have created barriers to migrant children’s education by distributing 

educational resources unequally, misrecognising migrant children through stereotyping, and 

denying them and their families opportunities to speak up (lack of representation).  

 

Informed by the literature review, three essential research gaps have been identified. The first 

significant research gap is the lack of empirical research on the voices of migrant pupils 

themselves in urban public middle schools, expressing their views on their educational 

orientation and schooling. Previous research on the education of migrant children in China 

suggests that the topic of migrant children’s education is a profound social justice issue, 

within which the voices of migrant pupils in urban public middle schools concerning their 

educational experiences, aspirations and schooling are largely missing, even though scholars 

have emphasised the importance of listening to pupils' views in education (e.g., Messiou, 

2012; Morgan, 2011). While the points policy was framed into senior secondary education 

policy for migrant children in urban China, few studies have provided sufficient insights into 

the aspirations, chances of attaining post-compulsory education, and learning process among 
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migrant pupils enrolled in urban public middle school; in particular, migrant pupils' views on 

and experiences of differential senior secondary education policies have received far less 

attention. Given the high dropout rate of migrant pupils in public middle schools and the 

separate senior secondary education policies for migrant pupils in urban China (Chen et al., 

2020; Dong & Goodburn, 2020; Han, 2020; Wang & Holland, 2011; Wei & Hou, 2010; Wu 

& Zhang, 2015), in order to better understand and solve the educational issues of migrant 

pupils after compulsory education, it is crucial to explore and understand the key factors 

shaping the educational opportunities and everyday experiences of middle school migrant 

pupils from the perspectives of migrant pupils themselves. 

 

The second significant research gap is the lack of a qualitative approach in exploring and 

understanding the key factors that facilitate or hinder post-compulsory education 

opportunities for migrant pupils from multiple perspectives: personal and family 

circumstances, the context of school, and the policy context. Existing studies on the inclusion 

of migrant pupils in public schools are mainly quantitative (e.g., Gao et al., 2015; Han, 2007; 

Lai et al., 2014; Lu & Zhou, 2013; Sun et al., 2020; Xu & Wu, 2016; Yang et al., 2019). 

These quantitative studies cannot provide further insights beyond restating that the 

performance and social inclusion of migrant pupils were much better in public schools than in 

migrant schools. Such statistical data are not surprising because the initial educational 

resources of migrant schools are very limited. Furthermore, as a research methodology, 

quantitative research is better able to seek static measurements and statistical generalizability 

than to generate rich or thick data (Gray, 2018). Quantitative studies do not capture the 

complexities of schooling, nor can they provide rich and detailed data from multiple 

perspectives to explain how public schools and teachers offer a better quality of education for 
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migrant children, or how urban public schooling experiences can promote or hinder migrant 

pupils' learning access and inclusion.  

 

Although qualitative approaches have been utilised, most studies focused on public primary 

schools rather than middle schools, and the few studies focusing on urban public middle 

schools have provided far less satisfactory insights into public schooling practice in multiple 

aspects regarding the impact of differential high school education policies on migrant pupils 

(e.g., Goodburn, 2016, 2009; Liu et al., 2015; Liu & Jacob, 2013; Kwong, 2011; Yiu, 2016). 

Previous studies have suggested that research on the inclusion of migrant pupils in urban 

public schools remains problematic and controversial. Some researchers pointed out that 

migrant pupils in urban public schools faced social discrimination from local communities, 

teachers, and peers (e.g., Goodburn, 2009; Kwong, 2011; Lan, 2014; Sun et al., 2015; Yiu, 

2016; Zhang & Luo, 2016); while others, in contrast, found that migrant pupils were treated 

equally in some urban public schools and were well integrated into them, without facing 

marginalisation and discrimination by local teachers and peers (e.g., Chen & Feng, 2019; Hu 

& West, 2015). Notably, some research (e.g., Lan, 2014; Sun et al., 2015) ignored the 

complex educational policy context and systemic educational culture in which public schools 

were embedded. Yin's (2016) research on migrant pupils' schooling in public middle schools, 

which includes the policy context in the analysis, suggests that the policy which excluded 

migrant pupils from academic high school education provides a critical context that may 

affect migrant pupils' learning. However, informed by the literature review, in order to better 

understand the key factors shaping the educational opportunities of migrant pupils, I argue 

that, in addition to the policy context, research on the educational experiences of migrant 
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pupils in public middle schools needs to be re-examined on multiple levels: personal and 

family circumstances, the context of school, and the policy context. 

 

The final key gap in the literature is the lack of a theoretical framework for analysis. 

Providing relevant theories to support findings and arguments is critical for academic 

research. Although an increasing number of studies focus on the education of migrant 

children, few researchers have analysed their findings from a theoretical perspective. The 

implication for this study of the findings of previous studies is that the educational question 

pertaining to migrant children is a profound social justice issue; but so far, few researchers 

have applied social justice theory in discussing the education of migrant children in China. 

 

To address these gaps in knowledge, the central aim of this research is to adopt a qualitative 

case study approach with which to explore the key factors shaping post-compulsory 

educational opportunities and everyday experiences of migrant pupils in one Shanghai public 

middle school across three dimensions: personal and family circumstances, the context of 

school, and the policy context. Migrant pupils’ views are placed at the centre of this inquiry 

in order to represent and better understand their educational aspirations and the current status 

of their schooling in one public middle school in Shanghai. As parental influences are key, 

the research also aims to identify the strategies used by migrant pupils' parents to support 

their children in pursuing their educational goals under the implementation of a differential 

senior secondary education policy for migrant children in China. To locate the study of 

migrant pupils within certain contexts, this research also explores teacher and local pupil 

perceptions of migrant pupils’ inclusion in Shanghai public middle schools, and thus 

examines the role of the Shanghai public middle schools in shaping migrant pupils’ 
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educational opportunities. Furthermore, this study adopts Nancy Fraser's social justice theory 

to underpin the discussion of the research findings. Through this approach, more effective 

educational policies for migrant children could be developed based on the understanding of 

migrant pupils' own views and experiences.  

 

2.7 Summary   

In this chapter, I have introduced contextual knowledge on the educational issues affecting 

migrant children in China by illustrating the characteristics of the Chinese education system 

and hukou system, reviewing and analysing government policies together with existing 

research and press reports on the education of migrant pupils. The implication for this study 

of the findings of previous studies is that recognising the social conditions of migrant 

children in urban China is a matter of social justice. Existing studies indicate that the right of 

migrant children to education is only partially recognised; that educational resources and 

opportunities remain unequal between migrant children and local urban children, especially 

following compulsory education, and thus require further recognition and redistribution. Due 

to the systematic barriers related to the hukou system and separate educational policy for 

migrant children, migrant pupils continue to face a range of educational inequalities in urban 

China, including inequality in compulsory education access, migrant schools' quality of 

education and school segregation, inclusion in urban public schools, senior secondary 

education access, and return to hometowns for schooling. These issues have a multifaceted 

impact on the educational prospects and social inclusion of migrant pupils. 
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Through a review of existing research on the education of migrant children, I argued that, 

while the points policy was framed within senior secondary education policy for migrant 

children in urban China, few studies had provided sufficient insight into the chances of 

attaining post-compulsory education among migrant pupils enrolled in urban public middle 

school. In particular, to date, the voices of migrant pupils in urban public middle schools 

concerning their educational experiences, aspirations and schooling have been largely 

missing from debates on the issues, and from decisions informing policy aimed at 

improvement. Those young people most directly affected were not being listened to. 

Therefore, I adopted a research design and analysis which drew primarily on a social justice 

perspective, with the aim of placing the voices of migrant pupils and those close to them 

(parents, teaching staff and local pupils) at the centre of the inquiry. The literature helped to 

formulate my research aims and questions (see Chapter 1 or Chapter 5).  

 

The next chapter provides a review of the relevant international literature on the key factors 

shaping migrant pupils’ educational opportunities from the individual, family, and school- 

level perspectives. 
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Chapter 3 Reviewing Relevant Literature 

Key Factors Shaping Migrant Pupils’ Educational Opportunities 

 

3.1 Introduction  

As indicated in the previous chapter, informed by earlier studies on the education of migrant 

pupils in China, the central aim of this research is to explore the key factors that facilitate or 

hinder post-compulsory education opportunities for migrant pupils enrolled in one Shanghai 

public middle school in China across three dimensions: personal and family circumstances, 

the context of school, and the policy context, thus providing evidence which might contribute 

to addressing existing educational inequalities affecting migrant pupils. As I was evaluating 

the findings from my study, I realised that the themes of the key factors shaping the 

educational opportunities of migrant pupils in relation to educational aspirations, family 

background, teacher attitudes and expectations, and school performance accountability 

studies, were not included and covered in the review in Chapter 2. This is why I have decided 

to add an additional literature review covering these themes emerging from the findings of 

my own study, which identify the gap in previous research on the education of migrant 

children in China. 

 

Drawing on international research on the education of migrant/minority children (with 

reference to international migrations) as an illuminating lens, this Chapter seeks to explore 

and provide a review of the literature on the key factors shaping the educational opportunities 

of migrant pupils (both internal and international) in relation to educational aspirations, 

family background, teacher attitudes and expectations, and school performance accountability 

studies. I understand that there are differences represented by the terms “internal” and 
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“international” migrants. Nevertheless, some of the lessons or points emerging from research 

on the education of international migrant pupils are relevant, providing a lens through which 

to consider the subject of my study. International research has indicated that although internal 

migration (within the same country) is a phenomenon of a different order of population 

movement from international migration (across international borders), “internal migrants 

share many characteristics with international migrants: many move from rural to urban areas, 

many experience educational, cultural and linguistic discontinuities, and many face the same 

legal and bureaucratic constraints as international migrants” (Suárez-Orozco, 2001, p.7712; 

Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011; UNESCO, 2020). As my study is located in China, this Chapter 

makes only selective reference to studies conducted in different national contexts to identify 

and describe the key factors shaping migrant pupils' educational opportunities from the 

individual, family, and school-level perspectives. 

 

Drawing on international research, in Section 3.2 I discuss the importance of exploring 

individuals' educational aspirations when studying/unpacking the influential factors in 

migrant pupils' educational opportunities and outcomes at the individual and family levels. 

Also, I explore the vital role of family background in shaping migrant pupils' educational 

opportunities through the concept of family capital (economic, social, and cultural capital). In 

this study, Bourdieu's (1986) concepts of capital and Coleman's (1988) and Putnam's (2001) 

concepts of social capital will be used as illuminative lenses through which to understand the 

role of family capital in the educational opportunities of migrant pupils, which will be 

introduced in detail in Chapter 4. Section 3.3 explores the key factors influencing migrant 

pupils' educational opportunities through school-level factors based on international studies. 

The role of teachers in shaping pupils' educational experiences and outcomes is examined. 
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Then, I take a closer look at the effects of school performance accountability on pupils and 

teachers and its ongoing issues.  

 

3.2  Personal and family- level factors 

Individual educational aspirations 

Individual attitudes and aspirations related to perceptions of educational attainment have been 

identified and discussed in studies of low-income pupils with migrant and minority ethnic 

backgrounds in many countries, including the United Kingdom, the United States, and the 

European Union (e.g., Camilleri et al., 2013; Feliciano & Lanuza, 2016; Friberg, 2019;  

Gonzales, 2016; Jackson, Jonsson, & Rudolphi, 2012; Jackson, 2012; Lynnebakke & Pastoor, 

2020; Oliver & Hughes, 2018; Schleicher, 2015; Salikutluk, 2016; Torres & Wicks-Asbun, 

2014; Tjaden & Hunkler, 2017; Tseng, 2006; Williams & Portman, 2014). These studies 

consistently showed that migrant and minority ethnic pupils from low-income families 

exhibited higher educational aspirations than local peers, influenced by their migrant status 

and socioeconomic status. PISA 2006 data also found that migrant pupils from the 14 OECD 

countries were more eager than local pupils to pursue higher education and work as 

professionals or managers (Schleicher, 2015). 

 

Globally, education has been seen as a crucial mechanism for the realising opportunity for all 

and a primary means of achieving upward social mobility by disadvantaged groups (Brown et 

al., 2011; OECD, 2004; Sammons et al., 2018; UNESCO, 2020). For many migrant parents, 

education is a critical pathway to more opportunities and increased economic and social 

mobility for their children. Specific opportunities can arise from access to higher education, 

such as the acquisition of qualifications, career options, a high standard of living and 
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development to one's full potential so as to live a meaningful life (Bhowmik et al., 2018; 

Gonzales et al., 2015). More importantly, educational attainment has been acknowledged as 

one of the most critical indicators of migrant pupils’ integration into local society (Ager & 

Strang, 2008).   

 

Regarding the formation of pupils’ educational aspirations, research showed that family 

milieu, parental educational expectations and involvement in education played a leading role 

in shaping pupils’ educational aspirations and choices (Agger et al., 2018; Hoskins & Barker, 

2017; Sabic & Jokic, 2021; Simpkins et al., 2015; Wang & Sheikh-Khalil, 2014). Notably, 

international research, including that in the US, UK and EU, consistently found that many 

low-income migrant parents had expectations of their children's education and careers that 

matched or exceeded local parents' expectations (e.g., Feliciano & Lanuza, 2016; Schleicher, 

2015; Williams & Bryan, 2013; Williams & Portman, 2014). For instance, research in the UK 

showed that most minority ethnic and migrant parents had higher educational expectations for 

their children than white British parents(Strand, 2007). PISA 2012 also indicated that in 

Germany, Belgium and Hungary, while migrant pupils did not perform as well as local 

pupils, and their families were more socioeconomically disadvantaged, their parents, more 

than local parents, expected their children to receive higher education (Schleicher, 2015). 

 

Additionally, researchers pointed out that parental educational expectations and support were 

more crucial in fostering disadvantaged pupils' academic and personal development than in 

the case of their advantaged peers. For example, based on data from a survey of 9,000 

socially disadvantaged and advantaged youth in the UK, Schoon, Parsons, and Sacker (2004) 

concluded that parental support and educational aspirations for their children were critical 
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catalysts for the academic endeavours of pupils from underprivileged backgrounds, 

motivating them to achieve academically. Similarly, studies found that some migrant pupils 

from low-income families benefitted from parents with high educational aspirations who 

perceived education as a barrier-free pathway to upward mobility (Considine & Zappala, 

2002). It is reported that because their parents had high educational expectations and 

provided commensurate support for their children, low-income migrant and minority ethnic 

pupils with high educational aspirations performed much better academically than those with 

low educational aspirations (Schleicher, 2015); some migrant pupils also academically 

performed better than local peers with similar socioeconomic backgrounds (Tjaden & 

Hunkler, 2017). PISA (2012) results also showed that in the United States, Australia and 

Israel, the share of disadvantaged pupils who were the best performers among all pupils 

participating in PISA was more significant among migrant pupils than local pupils 

(Schleicher, 2015). 

 

In the Chinese context, many parents also value education while attaching great importance 

to academic qualifications as a pivotal pathway to upward social mobility, and therefore have 

high expectations of their children's education (Koo, 2012; Ming, 2014; Murphy, 2014). This 

attitude is partly the result of Confucian teaching that emphasises education and its economic 

benefits. Education is expected to generate positive returns( Koo, 2012). In ancient China, 

senior officials enjoyed the highest status in the bureaucracy. Ordinary people could enter the 

bureaucracy by performing well in civil examinations(ibid.). In modern China, especially 

after market reforms, educational attainments remain an essential indicator of rewarding 

employment and high income (Koo, 2012; Wu & Treiman, 2007). Studies have shown a 

positive relationship between educational attainment and income in China since the 1980s 

(De Brauw & Rozelle, 2008). 



88 
 

Furthermore, especially in urban China, parental involvement in pupil learning, such as 

supervising homework and sending children to after-school tutoring classes (Kim & Fong, 

2013), is common due to school requirements. Such parental involvement contributes to 

pupils' educational performance and the formation of educational aspirations (Wu et al., 

2010). In rural China, some researchers also found that despite low educational attainment 

and socioeconomic status, rural and migrant parents also showed high educational 

expectations for their children (e.g., Ming, 2014; Murphy, 2014). Murphy (2014) pointed out 

that despite their low socioeconomic status, Chinese migrant parents tend to provide their 

children with indirect academic support, such as relying on social networks for homework 

support and emphasising the significance of education, thus shaping their children's high 

educational aspirations.  

 

The above findings suggest that since low-income families see higher education as a means 

of upward social and economic mobility, they subsequently set high educational expectations 

for their children, which may promote their children's educational aspirations. 

 

Educational aspirations and attainment  

Although numerous studies showed that migrant and minority pupils exhibited high 

educational aspirations influenced by low social socioeconomic status, several scholars noted 

that high aspirations did not necessarily predict high achievement, especially for migrant and 

minority ethnic pupils from families of low socioeconomic status.  In other words, focusing 

on aspirations alone does not guarantee success. Appadurai (2004), for instance, argued that 

all groups in society had aspirations for the future. Still, the capacity to realise those 

aspirations depended on different groups' social, cultural and economic resources. Numerous 
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empirical studies corroborated this claim, showing that, while pupils from families with low 

socioeconomic status did have high aspirations regarding their education and careers, their 

schooling experiences and limited access to economic, cultural, and social resources may 

have hindered them from pursuing their aspirations (e.g., Allen, 2014; Bok, 2010;  Brown, 

2011; Kao & Tienda, 1998; Koo 2012; Rey et al., 2005; Strand, 2007).  

 

More specifically, Kao and Tienda (1998) used the National Education Longitudinal Study in 

the United States to analyse how the educational aspirations of youth groups in grades 8 

through 12 were formed and maintained. The study found that while Black and Hispanic 

pupils shared similar higher education aspirations to White pupils, the lower socioeconomic 

status of their families and lack of information about higher education opportunities made 

them less likely to maintain and achieve their educational goals. Similarly, in a study 

examining UK pupils' choices of higher education, Reay et al. (2005) found that despite high 

university aspirations among minority and working-class pupils, they were often constrained 

by the degree of choice associated with a lack of school support and limited resources, such 

as cultural, economic and social capital. In addition, international studies on the education of 

migrant pupils found that, despite the high aspirations of migrant and minority ethnic pupils, 

they were overrepresented among early school dropouts due to language barriers and their 

migrant status plus their lower socioeconomic status (Camilleri etc., 2013; UNESCO, 2018).  

 

In the Chinese context, some studies showed that rural pupils, despite their high educational 

ambitions, tended to have lower educational attainments than their urban peers (Li, 2015). 

For example,  Li (2015) showed that pupils from poor rural areas are 7 and 11 times less 

likely to attend college and elite universities than urban peers. Regarding migrant children, 
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Koo (2012) examined the educational aspirations of migrant families through field interviews 

with a group of migrant families in Beijing. The study concluded that, although the migrant 

families surveyed had high educational aspirations for their children, limited family economic 

resources combined with the hukou system hindered migrant families’ aspirations for their 

children to receive higher education.  

 

According to the results of previous international studies as well as those from China, the 

educational aspirations of migrant pupils are dependent on an interplay of personal and social 

structural influences. Educational opportunities for migrant pupils appear to be more 

challenging than for local peers of the same social class. On the one hand, migrant pupils tend 

to show higher educational aspirations than their local counterparts, which may increase their 

motivation to learn. However, on the other hand, factors such as different citizenship status 

and low family socioeconomic status or lack of other capital may reduce their educational 

opportunities. In short, studying the educational aspirations of migrant pupils should give us a 

better understanding of how their economic, social and cultural background shapes their 

educational opportunities and outcomes, which can ultimately shed light on social structural 

issues. 

 

Family background undoubtedly contributes to the gap between educational aspirations and 

outcomes. For pupils from underprivileged families, fulfilling their aspirations can be more 

complicated and challenging than it is for their peers from advanced families (Armstrong & 

Crombie, 2000; Trusty, 2002). The following section illustrates, by introducing the concept 

of family capital, how family background shapes educational opportunities for migrant 

pupils. 
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Family background: family capital  

Family background plays a crucial role in shaping pupils' educational and life opportunities in 

all societies. Throughout the world, socioeconomic status, which represents pupils' family 

background, has been widely recognised as a critical factor influencing pupils' educational 

opportunities and outcomes. Family socioeconomic status (SES) typically includes three 

dimensions: parents' occupation, educational attainment, and family income (Buchmann, 

2002). International reports and studies have found that pupils from low-SES families have 

less access to education and lower educational outcomes than pupils from high-SES families. 

For instance, the 2018 PISA results showed that children from high-SES families were three 

times more likely to complete secondary education than those from low-SES families 

(UNESCO, 2020). Studies also evidence that low SES and migrant status were often 

intertwined, affecting migrant pupils' educational opportunities. Despite the high educational 

aspirations of migrant families, international studies concluded that migrant and minority 

ethnic pupils were overrepresented among early dropouts due to their migrant status and 

lower SES (Camilleri et al., 2013; OECD, 2010; UNESCO, 2018). For example, the 2019 

Global Education Monitoring Report revealed the role of migrant status and SES in hindering 

educational opportunities for migrant children and youth. The report indicated that in the 

United States, due to migrant status and low family SES, migrant children from Latin 

American and Caribbean countries often lag behind their local peers in educational 

achievement and attainment: 40% of Mexican migrants arriving at age seven did not 

complete secondary education. Similarly, twice as many migrant youths as local peers in the 

European Union left school in early 2017 (UNESCO, 2018).  
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Overall, a large body of research on the effect of family background on individuals' education 

demonstrated that pupils' educational opportunities and outcomes largely depended on family 

SES (e.g., Bradley & Corwyn, 2002; Harwell et al., 2017; Letourneau et al., 2013). While 

family SES has always been central to the concept of family background, over time, the 

concept has expanded to include family “capital” to reflect the complicated and 

multidimensional ways in which family background shapes individuals' educational 

opportunities and outcomes. Three forms of capital: cultural capital, economic capital, and 

social capital, are most commonly called on to account for this phenomenon. In other words, 

differences in the availability of family economic, cultural and social capital ultimately lead 

to differences in pupils' educational opportunities and outcomes. Scholars have shed light on 

the significance of the different forms of capital in understanding the role of family 

background factors in shaping pupils' educational opportunities and outcomes (Bourdieu, 

1986; Buchmann, 2002; Bodovski, 2010; Coleman, 1988; Heath et al., 2010; Reay et al., 

2005). In this study, therefore, the concept of family capital, including cultural capital, social 

capital, and economic capital, will be used to understand how family background shapes the 

educational opportunities of migrant pupils in post-compulsory education. Chapter 4 will 

introduce the concepts of these three forms of capital in detail.  

 

In addition to factors of personal and family circumstances, many studies have highlighted 

that the context of school profoundly shapes pupils’ educational opportunities and outcomes. 

The following sections explore how school factors related to the role of teachers and the 

academically oriented school culture shape pupils’ educational opportunities and outcomes. 

 

 



93 
 

3.3 School-Level Factors 

This section examines the effect of schooling on educational opportunities, drawing on 

research conducted in different national contexts. Prior international studies have identified 

and discussed several school-level factors that shape migrant pupils' educational 

opportunities and outcomes. In this section, I selectively refer to these school-level factors, 

which are related to teacher attitudes and expectations as well as to school performance 

accountability, that are relevant to the findings of this study. I first discuss the role of teachers 

in shaping pupils' educational experiences and outcomes and the issues involved. Then, I take 

a closer look at the effects of school performance accountability on pupils and teachers and 

its ongoing issues. 

 

3.3.1 The role of teachers   

Previous studies have established that in addition to school culture and policies, teachers play 

a pivotal role in shaping the educational opportunities and sense of belonging of migrant 

pupils (both internal and international) (UNESCO, 2018, 2020). As important early 

developmental figures in pupils' lives, teachers can unwittingly influence their early success 

through their values, beliefs and biases, which may manifest positively or negatively 

(Lumpkin, 2008; Milner & Laughter, 2015; Nye et al., 2004). In particular, teacher attitudes, 

teacher expectations, and teacher-pupil relationships can significantly influence pupils' 

educational experiences, aspirations, motivation, potential, social identity, self-esteem, well-

being, and thus academic success or failure (Appleton et al., 2008; Black, 2004; Eccles & 

Roeser, 2011; De Boer et al., 2018; Ferguson, 2003; Gillborn & Youdell, 2000; Johnston et 

al., 2022; Peterson et al., 2016; Prats et al., 2017; Rubie‐Davies, 2010;  Turner et al., 2015; 

Wang et al., 2018,2019 ). International research on inclusive education has also indicated that 



94 
 

teacher expectations and stereotypes play a role in exacerbating racial/ethnic and class 

academic achievement gaps (UNESCO, 2020). Despite working in inclusive school settings, 

some teachers were found to hold negative attitudes towards and stereotypes of minority 

ethnic and migrant pupils, which affected the learning and social integration of these pupil 

groups (Botelho et al., 2015; Bottini et al., 2016; Cefni & Cooper, 2010; Çelik & İçduygu, 

2019; Glock et al., 2019; Kumar & Hamer, 2013;  Lyons et al., 2018;   Michael & 

Frederickson, 2013; Peterson et al., 2016; Prats et al., 2017; Quinn, 2017). 

 

Stereotypes, Teacher Expectations, Teacher Attitudes  

Teacher expectations influence teaching behaviour and pupil outcomes. The teacher 

expectations literature has shown that teachers’ expectations of individual pupils’ success in 

the classroom vary, and these beliefs are associated with differential treatment and 

differential pupil outcomes (e.g., De Boer et al., 2018; Eccles & Roeser; 2011, Peterson et al., 

2016; Johnston et al., 2022; Turner et al., 2015; Rubie-Davies, 2007,2010; Wang et al., 

2018,2019). Relative to low-expectations pupils, teachers usually offer high-expectations 

pupils more challenging instruction and response opportunities, manage pupils' behaviour 

more positively, and interact with them in a more caring and supportive way (Rubie-Davies, 

2007,2010). In this sense, when teachers have low expectations of a particular group, this 

could cause them to provide fewer learning opportunities for groups that may need more. 

Studies also showed that teachers' implicit prejudices and stereotypes about race and 

socioeconomic status predict differential teacher expectations of pupils from different 

racial/ethnic and class groups (e.g., Abbas, 2002; Eccles & Roeser; 2011, Gilborn et al., 

2012; Rist, 2000; Rubie-Davies et al., 2006). For example, Gillborn suggests that social 

stereotypes based on race, ethnicity and class shaped many teachers' perceptions of pupils' 



95 
 

learning potential. Gillborn (1990, p. 26) noted that teachers' expectations were often based 

on "appropriate pupil behaviour", which integrated concepts of race, class and gender in 

academic achievement and marginalised misfit pupils. A study examining teachers' 

perceptions of minority ethnic students' education in 11 UK educational institutions reported 

similar results, with teachers’ perceptions and attitudes of minority ethnic students' education 

being influenced by socioeconomic status, ethnicity, and gender (Abbas, 2002). 

 

The results of several international studies found similar. For instance, in an observational 

study on social class factors and academic assessment ability at elementary schools in the 

United States, Rist (1970) found that primary school teachers' perceptions and expectations of 

pupil performance were based on pupils' social status, in the belief that pupils with higher 

social status had higher potential, while those with lower social status were stigmatised 

regardless of their own choices or will. The findings suggest that working-class pupils with 

the same measured ability as middle-class pupils are more likely to be assigned to lower 

streams or tracks during schooling due to teachers' social class stereotypes (Rist, 1970, 2000). 

Similarly, McKown and Weinstein (2008) noted that teachers had higher expectations of 

white pupils than of African-American and Latino migrant pupils of similar performance. 

Using a nationally representative general social survey in the United States, Quinn (2017) 

likewise found that many teachers held racial attitudes that could be detrimental to pupils' 

learning and development: in 2014, 31% of teachers from preschool, elementary, and middle 

schools believed that the racial achievement gap was mainly due to a lack of motivation 

among Black and African Americans, while 4% said that it was primarily due to Black and 

African Americans being inherently less capable of learning. In a study of New Zealand 

school teachers' perceptions of the education of minority pupils, Rubie-Davis et al. (2006) 

reported similar results, with teachers in their sample accepting the Māori stereotype of 
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disinterest in education, which resulted in teachers having lower expectations of Māori pupils 

and making less effort to teach them. 

 

Additionally, the 2018 and 2020 Global Education Monitoring Reports, based on recent 

international research on inclusive education for migrant children and youth, concluded that 

stereotypes might shape mainstream teachers' negative attitudes and discriminatory 

behaviours, as stereotypes influenced the information that majority groups gather about 

minorities and can lead to expectations that perpetuate the stereotypes, in turn producing 

negative attitudes and discriminatory behaviour (UNESCO, 2020). Indeed, numerous 

empirical studies worldwide identified that minority and migrant pupils were more likely to 

encounter teacher bias and discrimination in schools than mainstream/local pupils (e.g., 

Botelho et al., 2015; Bottini et al., 2016; Glock et al., 2019; Prats et al., 2017). For instance, 

based on results from two public schools, Wright (1986)pointed out that teachers' negative 

attitudes towards Afro-Caribbean pupils resulted in higher rates of suspension and 

assignment to lower sets for them than for white pupils. Gillborn (1988) also identified that 

West Indian pupils experienced criticism and conflict in their relationships with teachers 

more often than their white peers. Similarly, in an extensive study of Mexican, African, and 

Asian migrant high school pupils growing up in the United States metropolitan areas, Portes 

and Rumbaut (2001) found that most of the pupils in their sample had experienced 

discrimination at school. In a study exploring the schooling experiences of Black and 

African-American pupils from 58 high schools in Maryland, Bottini, Bradshaw, and 

Mendelson (2016) noted that Black and African-American pupil participants reported having 

fewer supportive school staff relationships and lower levels of teacher care than white peers. 

Botelho et al. (2015) investigated whether racial discrimination in the form of biased 

assessments of Year 8 pupils was prevalent in Brazilian schools. They identified that maths 
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teachers were likelier to give a passing grade to white pupils than to their equally proficient 

ones and well-behaved black peers. In Germany, Sprietsma's (2009) analysis showed that 

mainstream teachers often gave lower grades to pupils whose names indicated a minority 

background. In Spain, secondary teachers' low expectations of migrant pupils affected 

migrant pupil performance and dropout probability (Prats et al., 2017).   

 

Influence of teachers on pupils 

Notably, researchers noted that pupils whose ethnicity, class, and culture were least similar to 

those of their teachers were vulnerable to teacher attitudes and expectations (Fischer et al., 

2020; Rist, 1970,2000; Steele, 2011). For example, in a study examining the relationship 

between teacher expectations and elementary school pupil achievement in the United States, 

McKown and Weinstein (2002) found that Black and African American pupil participants 

were likelier to respond to teachers' low expectations and were more vulnerable to low 

teacher expectations than mainstream pupils. In addition, differential treatments resulting 

from teachers’ low expectations and stereotypes may significantly affect pupils' self-esteem, 

learning motivation, behaviour, social identity, social and emotional well-being, and eventual 

educational outcomes (Abbas, 2002; Gillborn, 1990, 1995; Gillborn & Youdell, 2000; 

Peterson et al., 2016; Turner et al., 2015; Ready & Wright, 2011; Rubie-Davies, 2007, 2010). 

Indeed, in a Stanford University study on the effect of stereotype threat on Black and 

African-American student achievement, Steele and Aronson (1998) found that stereotype 

threat affected Black and African-American test scores even if rather subtle environmental 

changes caused it. Wassenberg’s (2014) findings showed a similar effect that stereotype 

threats might lead to achievement gaps in the context of diagnostic testing.  
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Furthermore, research on underachieving pupils from stigmatised groups suggested that 

teachers’ differential treatment or stereotypes of pupils based on race, ethnicity, or 

socioeconomic status may play a role (Berryman & Bishop, 2006; Egalite et al., 2015; 

Gershenson, Hart et al., 2017; McKown &Weinstein, 2002; UNESCO, 2020). For example, 

in a longitudinal analysis of African-American adolescents in Year 7 to Year 9, Wong et al. 

(2003) identified that pupils who sensed more racial discrimination from teachers and peers 

showed decreased academic motivation and achievement and increased mental health stress. 

Vega, Moore, and Miranda (2015) examined Latino migrant and African American pupils’ 

perceptions of barriers to educational achievement in Midwestern school districts. They 

reported similar results, namely that pupils in their study indicated a need for caring and 

empathetic teachers, as their teachers provided little support for their learning and did not 

care about the courses they were teaching. Berryman and Bishop (2006) produced similar 

results for ethnic minority pupils in New Zealand, whom they found less academically 

engaged in classrooms due to feeling that their teachers had no expectations of them and did 

not care about them. In Turkey, Syrian refugee pupils reported that negative stereotypes led 

to stigma, depression, and alienation from school (Çelik & İçduygu, 2019). 

 

In the Chinese context, as discussed in Section 2.5.4, some studies showed, similarly, that 

some urban teachers explicitly endorsed some stereotypic beliefs about migrant pupils and 

that rural migrant pupils had poorer academic and behavioural performance compared to 

urban pupils (e.g., Goodburn, 2009; Liu et al., 2015; Liu & Jacob, 2013). Studies also 

indicated that urban teachers' negative attitudes toward migrant pupils could lead to 

differential treatment, such as being educated in different classrooms or ignored by teachers 

in urban public schools (Goodburn, 2009; Lan, 2014; Yiu, 2016). 
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Many scholars and researchers claim that increasing diversity in the teacher workforce may 

reduce teacher bias and stereotypes of pupils, which can positively impact pupils’ 

performance. In particular, same-race/minority teachers would benefit black and minority-

ethnic pupils in many contemporaneous aspects, such as academic performance, attendance, 

and expectations (Dee, 2004, 2005). Indeed, some studies have found, in part, that there are 

educational benefits when pupils and teachers share the same ethnicity/race, as such teachers 

can act as advocates, role models, or cultural translators (e.g., Egalite et al., 2015; 

Gershenson et al., 2018; Holt & Gershenson, 2019; Lindsay & Hart, 2017). For example, Dee 

(2004) analysed data from more than 23,000 elementary school pupils from the Tennessee 

STAR Program class-size experiment and found that black students improved in reading and 

math when assigned to teachers of the same race/ethnicity. Egalite, Kishida, and Winters 

(2015) tracked more than 2.9 million public school pupils from grades 3-10 in Florida for 

seven years and concluded that there were educational benefits to assigning black and 

minority ethnic pupils to racially aligned teachers. They found that black and minority ethnic 

pupils' reading and math test scores went up marginally when assigned to racially consistent 

teachers, a result that was most pronounced in primary schools and for pupils labelled 'low 

performing’. Gershenson et al. (2018) used administrative data of more than 106,000 pupils 

from grades 3-5 in North Carolina to examine the long-run effects of black and white pupils’ 

exposure to black teachers. They reported similar results, namely that exposure to black 

teachers enhanced the long-term academic achievement of black pupils. In grades K-3, black 

pupils randomly assigned to at least one black teacher were nine percentage points more 

likely to graduate from secondary school and six percentage points more likely to enter 

college than their peers of the same school and race. No effect on white pupils was 

found(ibid.). 
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These findings highlight the importance of teacher-pupil ethnic/racial matching in improving 

teachers' perceptions of pupils, an essential consequence of shared cultural understanding 

between teachers and pupils. Same-race/ethnicity teachers may hold systematically higher 

expectations for same-race pupils’ performance, thereby stimulating pupils’ motivation to 

learn and their potential. 

 

The above evidence suggests that teachers' beliefs, expectations, and behaviours interact with 

pupils’ perceptions and behaviours to help perpetuate racial and class academic achievement 

gaps. Teachers' expectations of pupils’ learning and achievement are sometimes based on the 

pupils’ racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic status. Because of these stereotypes, some 

mainstream teachers tend to have lower expectations of the future academic performance of 

migrant, minority ethnic and socioeconomically disadvantaged groups, which affects these 

groups' learning opportunities and outcomes. Furthermore, stereotypes may promote negative 

attitudes and discriminatory behaviour in the classroom among mainstream teachers, which 

can significantly negatively impact pupils' learning motivation, social identity, emotional 

well-being and achievement from the stigmatised groups. Regarding eliminating or reducing 

teacher bias and stereotypes, increasing the diversity of the teacher workforce can be seen as 

a solution, as several studies have shown that teachers assigned to the same ethnicity may 

positively impact the school performance of minority pupils. 

 

Teacher-pupil relationships and school belonging 

OECD (2014) and UNESCO (2020) have consistently pointed to the need for schools to pay 

close attention to teacher-pupil relationships and school belonging of migrant pupils, 

advocating that inclusive education of migrant pupils cannot be achieved without teachers 
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serving as agents of change, armed with the values, attitudes and knowledge that enable each 

pupil to succeed. Studies have also shown that high expectations and care from teachers are 

fundamental to transforming the school culture towards mutual respect and active pupil 

engagement (Hantzopoulos, 2013; Johnston et al., 2022; McMahon & Zyngier, 2009).  

 

Several researchers identified that school leaders and teachers had the power to support 

marginalised adolescents in various ways to eliminate social prejudice and stereotypes, and 

that their direct or indirect actions could significantly encourage these pupils' investments in 

learning (De Jesús & Antrop‐González,2006; St. Mary et al., 2018; Wenzel et al. 2010; 

Wrigley, 2000). For instance, in an analysis of case study data on the schooling experiences 

of migrant pupils in 10 UK public schools, Wrigley (2000) found that the empathy of 

teachers and principals, teachers’ caring practices, and stimulating teaching significantly 

contributed to the academic success and social belonging of migrant pupils. Similarly, in a 

study of African-American migrant pupils growing up in a western city in the United States, 

St. Mary et al. (2018) found that although most pupils in their sample reported experiencing 

racism in local society, this could be offset by their teachers' high expectations of them. 

Wenzel et al. (2010) examined 358 US middle school pupils in grades 6 to 8 about their 

perceptions of the schooling experience. They also found that pupils who felt more supported 

by their teachers were more likely to demonstrate positive academic motivation and social 

and emotional well-being. These findings are consistent with those of De Jesús and Antrop‐

González (2006), which showed that low-income Latino American immigrant pupils 

demonstrated high academic outcomes and motivation due to teachers' high expectations and 

high-quality teacher-pupil relationships. 
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The above findings suggest that teachers, as pupils' critical figures in the school, can make a 

difference in eliminating social prejudice and stereotypes. Through high expectations and 

genuine care and respect for all pupils, school leaders and teachers can help meet pupils' 

psychological needs, such as the need for belonging and well-being as well as motivation, 

and empower pupils to learn, thereby enhancing pupils' performance and achievement (Cajic-

Seigneur & Hodgson, 2016). 

 

However, recent international research on high-stakes exams and school accountability 

showed that academic performance-based school accountability could undermine these good 

teaching practices. As established in UNESCO's (2020) report on inclusive education, 

teachers rarely explicitly opposed the idea of inclusive education, but at the same time, they 

indicated that they were not empowered to overcome certain institutional barriers. Studies 

noted that competitive pressures to increase productivity, efficiency and system-wide 

excellence could affect schools, school leaders, teachers, and pupils, especially in high-stakes 

testing contexts. Researchers argued that competition over school financial resources and 

pupils had shifted teaching practices from " moral purposes to an emphasis on better school 

ranking tables and higher test scores. Such reforms led to a moral shift in teaching values 

from ‘good teaching’, with the primary focus on every pupil's needs, to ‘successful teaching’ 

focused on improving the school's ranking in the "global testing culture" (Sahlberg, 2010; 

Smith, 2016; Yin, 2020, p.503). Consequently, to maximise school league tables and teacher 

evaluations, teachers are increasingly pressured to teach in ways which violate their core 

professional values, in order to focus more on high-achieving rather than disadvantaged and 

underperforming pupils (Santoro, 2013; Yin, 2020). 
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The following section illustrates how school accountability based on academic performance 

promotes or restricts pupils' educational opportunities and outcomes for pupils from diverse 

groups. 

 

3.3.2 School performance accountability  

‘Testing is an enduring feature of modern schooling’ across the globe, driven by an ideology 

of performance and competition (Sahlberg, 2010; Yin, 2020, p. 518). School systems in many 

countries increasingly use pupil academic performance for accountability purposes to 

improve all pupils’ education quality. The concept of academic performance-based 

accountability, also known as high-stakes testing-based accountability, refers to transforming 

instructional practices to make schools, teachers and pupils more accountable for their own 

academic performance (Heilig & Darling-Hammond, 2008).  

 

In the United States, for example, high-stakes testing and accountability policies are now the 

norm in the public school system, driven mainly by the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLBA) 

of 2002. NCLBA aims to improve the quality of education for all and reduce racial and class 

inequalities in education (Au, 2013). It mandates pupils in grades 3 to 12 to pass a 

standardised test to move up a grade or graduate from high school. The failure to make 

enough progress prompted states to intervene, such as reducing school funding and closing 

underperforming schools (Ambrein & Berliner, 2002). In England, pupils' academic 

prospects are largely determined by the results of the General Certificate of Education 

Advanced Level (GCE "A Levels")and General Certificate of Secondary Education 

(GCSE)exams. Schools with high scores are more likely to receive additional government 
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funding than schools with low scores, while schools with the worst scores could be subject to 

sanctions such as warnings, reforms and even closure in extreme cases (West, 2010). 

 

Similarly, the Chinese education system features high-stakes examinations (see Section 

2.2.1). The academic future of pupils mainly depends on the results of senior secondary 

school and university entrance exams, while principals’ career progression, teacher 

professional development, and teaching evaluation are also related to pupil academic 

performance (Gu, 2011; OECD, 2010; Qian & Walker, 2013). Therefore, every school 

activity in China revolves around better academic performance. In short, the prevailing theory 

of action behind school performance accountability is that pressure to increase academic 

results will produce genuine gains in pupil achievement: schools will take more effective 

approaches, teachers will try harder, and pupils will learn more (Heilig & Darling-Hammond, 

2008).   

 

However, the effects of academic performance-based accountability in the public school 

system have been highly debated. Proponents argued that high-stakes exams and school 

accountability were essential to improving pupils' educational outcomes and incentivising 

school improvement. It can motivate schools and teachers to focus on disadvantaged pupils' 

learning, thus helping to close class and racial academic achievement gaps (World Bank, 

2018). The findings of Fuller and Johnson (2001) and Skrla et al. (2001) support this claim, 

showing that some demonstration schools in Texas, USA, have made significant academic 

progress by leveraging high-stakes testing and accountability policies. 
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Critics argued that because test scores depended largely on factors beyond the school's 

control, such as socioeconomic status, personal abilities, and parent involvement, using pupil 

test scores as the basis for rewards and sanctions for schools and teachers was unfair (Castro 

et al., 2015; Hout & Elliott, 2011; Koretz, 2017; Lee & Wong, 2004; Woessmann, 2016). 

Others contended that such assessments provided an opportunity to change school practices 

and teaching values, from "good teaching" that primarily focuses on pupils' needs, to 

"successful teaching" that focuses on improving school rankings (Santoro, 2011; Smith, 

2016; Yin, 2020, p.503). Such reforms would further exacerbate inequalities in schooling, 

leading schools and teachers to marginalise disadvantaged pupils, such as minority and 

underperforming pupils (Santoro, 2011; Smith, 2016). These claims are corroborated by 

UNESCO’s (2017) Global Education Monitoring Report on Education Accountability, which 

suggests that academic performance-based accountability in the school system might 

encourage efforts to "game the system", increasing the exclusion and marginalisation of 

underperforming and disadvantaged pupils, including pupils from low socioeconomic, 

minority, and migrant groups and special needs pupils (UNESCO, 2017, 2020). Notably, this 

report revealed multiple adverse effects of test-based accountability on pupils, teachers and 

schools in 11 countries, such as the US, the UK, Australia, Singapore and South Korea. The 

United States, one of the countries with the most widespread use of high-stakes testing and 

accountability policies, has conducted the most extensive empirical study of the effects of 

high-stakes testing-based accountability, and the results are worrying as discussed in the next 

paragraph. 
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The effects of academic performance-based accountability 

Despite the government's intention to improve educational equity in the United States 

through high-stakes test accountability (Au, 2013), a large body of empirical research in the 

United States suggests that implementing high-stakes test accountability policies may be 

detrimental to the promotion of educational equity. Analysis of high-stakes testing data 

indicated that high-stakes testing policies failed to narrow the racial and class academic 

achievement gap in the United States (National Research Council, 2011). Responding to 

Texas high-stakes testing accountability policies that have had a positive effect on some 

schools, several researchers noted that evidence of the positive effects of high-stakes testing 

on equity in Texas was mixed and often conflicting (e.g., Dutro and Valencia, 2004; Haney, 

2000; Heilig & Darling-Hammond, 2008). They found that the successful schools tended to 

be heterogeneous in Texas and that their success was not easily transferable to other schools 

without equal resources. That is, where educational resources are unevenly distributed among 

schools, accountability policies may widen academic achievement gaps by rewarding high-

performing, advantaged pupils and their schools and punishing disadvantaged ones. For 

instance, Haney (2000), based on a review of Texas state-wide testing data, identified pupil 

dropout, grade retention, English-proficiency exemptions, and the testing exclusion for 

special education as underlying causes of the apparent increase in overall test scores in Texas. 

 

Notably, numerous empirical studies confirm Haney's (2000) findings that school 

accountability based on academic achievement produced incentives for schools to "game the 

system" by excluding many disadvantaged pupils from exams and ultimately from school 

(e.g., Aronson et al., 2016; Hanushek & Raymond, 2005; Hamilton & Hannaway, 2008; Lee 

& Wong, 2004; Jacob, 2005; McMurrer, 2007; Rothstein et al., 2008; Smyth, 2008). For 
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example, Heilig and Darling-Hammond (2008) used quantitative and qualitative approaches 

to examine longitudinal pupil achievement and progress at elementary and secondary school 

levels in an urban district in Texas. They found that high-stakes testing accountability 

policies further increased racial and class inequalities in educational attainment. Sharp 

increases in Year 9 pupil disappearance and retention were associated with increases in Year 

10 test results and related accountability ratings. In the elementary grades, underachieving 

pupils were disproportionately excluded from participating in the high-stakes testing 

assessment. In the secondary grades, gaming strategies reduced educational opportunities for 

Latino and African-American high school pupils (Heilig & Darling-Hammond, 2008). 

Similarly, Hanushek and Raymond (2005) investigated the relationship between Year 4 and 

Year 8 pupils' math tests and state-level accountability policies. They reported that while 

accountability policies improved state-level achievement gains, they increased the racial 

academic result gap, given that Latino and African American pupils performed much lower 

according to the test results than white pupils. 

 

Additionally, there is strong evidence that academic performance-based accountability 

exposes pupils of colour to negative and inequitable treatment in public schools, for example 

through increasing repetition and dropout rates for these groups, thereby preventing them 

from taking tests. To improve school performance, schools and teachers often exclude 

immigrant and minority ethnic pupils from learning and assessments, resulting in substantial 

increases in dropout rates among the lowest-ability pupils and immigrant and minority pupils 

(Darling-Hammond, 2007; Heilig & Darling-Hammond, 2008; Jacobs, 2005; Smyth, 2008; 

Wheelock, 2003). For instance, research by Darling-Hammond (2007) indicated that African 

American and Latino migrant pupils had disproportionately high dropout rates associated 

with high-stakes testing. In Texas, starting in Year 9, as many as 50% of African American 
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and Latino migrant pupils failed to complete their high school studies due to exclusion from 

high-stakes tests. Wheelock's (2003) research found that in 2002, higher grade repetition and 

dropout rates for African American and Latino migrant pupils were highly correlated with 

Massachusetts' high-risk testing policy. The schools with the highest-grade retention and 

dropout rates saw the most significant test scores increase. In addition, using highly detailed 

pupil-level data, Figlio and Getzer (2002) showed that Florida public schools systematically 

assigned pupils from low socioeconomic backgrounds and underperforming pupils into 

special education categories that were exempt from the accountability system. Moreover, 

these practices have also been identified in research by Booher-Jennings (2005). They 

indicated that high grade retention and dropout rates for pupils of colour and recent 

immigrant pupils were associated with high-stakes school accountability policies. 

 

The above findings suggest that school accountability based on academic achievement has 

been identified as an educational triage practice that operates at the classroom, institutional, 

and bureaucratic levels in the United States. In addition, such practices have been identified 

in many other countries worldwide. In the United Kingdom, for example, based on an 

ethnographic study of two public schools in England, Gillborn and Youdell (2000) examined 

the effects of high-stakes testing on school-level practices. They found that to maximise 

school test scores, White and Middle-class pupils were disproportionately categorised as 

“safe” and left to succeed, and disproportionately Black and Working-class pupils were 

classified as “hopeless” and left to fail. Similarly, Marks (2014), based on a case study of 

primary public schools in England, found that in response to accountability pressures, schools 

grouped pupils according to the likelihood of meeting assessment targets and provided 

additional learning resources for those closest to target scores. Rustique-Forrester (2005) 

noted that England’s high-stakes accountability system significantly increased pupil 
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exclusion rates. The above findings illustrated how high-stakes testing provoked schools to 

turn to practices of educational triage, affecting educational opportunities for disadvantaged 

pupils. 

 

Furthermore, school accountability based on academic performance has significantly affected 

teaching and learning worldwide. Studies have shown that teacher accountability based on 

pupil test scores is increasingly common in many countries but negatively impacts teaching, 

learning and equity, promoting an unhealthily competitive environment, reducing teacher 

motivation, and encouraging test-oriented instruction at the expense of less capable pupils. 

The 2017/2018 Global Education Monitoring Report summarised a review showing that 20 of 

101 education systems used academic performance-based accountability to reward and 

sanction schools and educators. Evaluations showed either no or marginally positive gains 

from such policies, especially for underperforming schools (UNESCO, 2017). To avoid 

sanction, many schools and teachers focused solely on pupils’ test results rather than on 

support for pupils’ emotional needs and gave more attention and time to those pupils most 

likely to succeed (Aronson et al., 2016; Booher-Jennings, 2005; Delgado, 2014; Gorman, 

2015; Polesel et al., 2014). For instance, in Texas, USA, high-ability pupils can receive 

additional support from teachers. Teachers also admitted that they would pay more attention 

to those pupils who were more likely to meet the standard (UNESCO, 2017). Darling-

Hammond (2007) concluded that 78% of teachers in the study felt that high-stakes exams 

limited their time for building meaningful relationships with pupils. In Australia, three-

quarters of teachers interviewed agreed that accountability pressures had led them to teach 

more test-taking knowledge to help pupils pass exams. In South Korea, to improve school 

performance, schools narrowed the scope of the curriculum, diverted teaching time from non-

exam subjects to examination subjects, and arranged for low-performing pupils to be absent 
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from tests (UNESCO, 2017). In addition, an analysis of the 2009 PISA data showed that 

schools with high-stakes testing accountability were more likely to have selective admissions 

based on pupil achievement: 60 per cent of public schools and 87 per cent of private schools 

had selective admissions. These findings echo an analysis of 2006 PISA science score data 

from the United States, Australia, Portugal, and South Korea (including 2003-2012), 

indicating that achievement performance-based school accountability favoured high-ability 

and higher socioeconomic status pupils over lower socioeconomic status pupils (Gandara & 

Randall, 2015; Ladd, 2012; Yi, 2015; UNESCO, 2017).  

 

Overall, high-stakes testing accountability policies are designed to improve all pupils' 

educational quality and close the racial and class academic achievement gap. However, 

numerous studies suggest that implementing these policies can be detrimental to the 

promotion of educational equality. Under the pressure of high-stakes exam responsibilities 

associated with financial resources, school ranking tables, and teacher assessments, Schools 

and teachers have adjusted instructional practices in response to accountability pressures in 

multiple ways, such as excluding underperforming pupils from the testing system, making 

selective admissions based on merit, providing additional support for pupils who can pass 

exams, narrowing the curriculum, and introducing test-oriented instruction.  

 

In the Chinese context, empirical studies on the education of migrant children have 

overlooked the effect of high-stakes exams on migrant pupils' schooling process, despite the 

predominance of academic performance-oriented culture in the education system (Yiu, 2020). 

The few studies that situate migrant pupils' schooling in urban public schools suggest that 

academic performance-oriented culture is a key factor in shaping migrant pupils' learning and 
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inclusion in urban public schools (e.g., Hu &West, 2015; Yiu, 2016). Based on 53 interviews 

with principals, teachers, and pupils in grades 5 to 8 in five public schools (two primary and 

three middle schools) in two provincial capital cities, Hu and West (2015) concluded that 

exam-oriented education promoted migrant pupils' learning opportunities in urban public 

schools, as they found that migrant pupils received the same academic support as their local 

peers due to school and teacher accountability based on academic performance. In contrast, in 

an analysis of the study of migrant pupils' schooling in two Shanghai public middle schools, 

Yiu (2016) indicated that high-school entrance exams alongside hukou status played a role in 

encouraging schools and teachers to ignore migrant pupils' learning.  

 

Based on the above studies, the relationships between exam-oriented education and public 

school and teachers' investment in migrant pupils' learning development merit systematic 

attention. In this study, therefore, I will explore the effects of the examination-oriented 

education system on the educational opportunities of migrant pupils in a Shanghai public 

middle school. Also, I will examine teachers' role in shaping educational opportunities for 

migrant pupils and how teachers view educational opportunities and the inclusion of migrant 

pupils in urban public schools. In Chapter 9, I will discuss how the academic performance-

oriented school culture shapes migrant pupils' schooling process and the investment of public 

schools and teachers in migrant pupils' academic development. 

 

3.4 Summary  

This chapter has presented a discussion of the relevant literature on the influential factors in 

migrant pupils' educational opportunities across the individual, family, and school levels. 

These factors include individual educational aspirations, parental expectations and 
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involvement in education, family background (family capital), teacher attitudes and 

expectations, and school performance accountability. These characteristics provide essential 

background and context for my study. 

 

Regarding individuals' educational aspirations and opportunities, I have highlighted and 

discussed the critical role of family background in the gap between educational aspirations 

and outcomes. In this study, the concept of family capital, including cultural capital, social 

capital, and economic capital, is used to understand the complicated and multidimensional 

ways family background shapes the educational opportunities and outcomes of individual 

migrant pupils in post-compulsory education. The key concepts of capital as espoused by 

Bourdieu, Coleman and Putnam will be utilised to understand the role of family capital in 

promoting or restricting the educational opportunities of migrant pupils, which will be 

introduced in the next chapter.  

 

At the educational institutional level, I stressed that schools were important places for 

providing migrants with equal educational opportunities and social inclusion. At the same 

time, however, many international studies showed that schools reproduced rather than 

challenged social inequality. As critical figures for pupils in the school, teachers could 

eliminate social prejudice and stereotypes, but they can also perpetuate these discriminations 

in education, affecting the self-esteem and academic achievement of disadvantaged and 

minority groups. Social biases and stereotypes may influence teacher attitudes and behaviour, 

leading to low teacher expectations and affecting pupil achievement and self-esteem. High 

teacher expectations of pupils can facilitate pupil motivation and potential, whereas low 

teacher expectations can hinder their learning opportunities, motivation, outcomes and sense 
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of school belonging. I noted that it is essential for school leaders and teachers to address 

issues regarding discrimination and stereotypes because they play a critical role in setting the 

school culture and norms.  

 

The pros and cons of high-stakes testing accountability policies were explored and found that 

high-stakes testing could be detrimental to the promotion of educational equality. The 

negative consequences of high-stakes accountability appear to outweigh the benefits, 

especially for the most disadvantaged schools and pupils. Such a system seems unlikely to 

promote educational equality but may further marginalise and exclude disadvantaged groups, 

leading to a game of school versus the system.  

 

International research on the education of migrant and ethnic minority pupils highlighted the 

societal and structural denigration of low social class pupils' aspirations, illuminating the 

tension between individuals and social structures constraining disadvantaged pupils' chances 

to fulfil their aspirations. Focus on aspirations alone does not guarantee success. The impact 

of social structure, especially social class background and family capital, can have a decisive 

effect on what is and is not possible for low-income pupils, however high their ambitions. 

Therefore, this study will use the concept of social justice to analyse the impact of social 

structure on the educational opportunities of migrant pupils. This will be introduced in the 

next chapter. 
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Chapter 4   Conceptual Framework 

4.1 Introduction  

This study draws primarily upon social justice theory and capital theory as conceptual 

frameworks. As indicated in Chapter 2, my literature review identified a concerning gap in 

knowledge: namely that, to date, the voices of migrant pupils in urban public middle schools 

regarding their educational experiences, aspirations and schooling have been largely missing 

from debates about the issues, and from decisions informing policy aimed at improvement. 

Those young people most directly affected were not being listened to. Therefore, I adopted a 

research design and analysis which drew primarily on a social justice perspective, with the 

aim of placing the voices of migrant pupils and those close to them (parents, teaching staff 

and local pupils) at the centre of the inquiry. The underlying view of social justice is based on 

Nancy Fraser's three-dimensional social justice framework, including redistribution 

(economic), recognition (cultural), and representation (political), which will be used to help 

understand and analyse the impact of social structure on the educational opportunities of 

migrant pupils. The key concepts of capital as espoused by Bourdieu, Coleman and Putnam 

will be utilised as illuminative lenses through which to understand the role of family capital 

and peer social capital in promoting or restricting the educational opportunities of migrant 

pupils. 

 

4.2 Nancy Fraser's social justice theory  

Fraser's view of social justice is unique in that, rather than focusing solely on a single 

dimension of social justice such as redistributive justice, recognitional justice or 

representational justice, Fraser incorporated these three dimensions based on the principle of 

participation parity, forming a tripartite conceptual framework for social justice.  
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Fraser (2008) stated that her work on social justice was driven by a liberating focus on 

uncovering domination in modern society. The strength of Fraser's work is that it does not 

provide us with a model of an ideal society but with a critical theory that enables us to 

examine and critique the experiences of those affected by injustice (Fraser, 2012). Naples 

(Fraser & Naples, 2004) described Fraser's framework as directly related to the Marxist 

emancipation project but belonging to a more complex and intersecting analysis of advocacy 

strategies.  

 

Inspired by Fraser's three-dimensional framework of social justice, including redistribution 

(economic), recognition (cultural), and representation (political), I consider her social justice 

theory as a productive lens for uncovering and analysing the key factors that facilitate or 

hinder the educational opportunities of migrant pupils, because the issues and challenges 

faced by migrant pupils in China, encompassing the hukou system, access to urban public 

schools, social belonging, and lack of voice and representation, are closely related to 

redistributive, recognitive and representative justice. That is, Fraser’s framework 

encompassing concepts of redistribution, recognition and representation can comprehensively 

consider the educational issues faced by migrant pupils in China in connection with 

economic, social/cultural, and political factors. 

 

I am aware that Fraser's work is predominantly conceptualised in the context of the West and 

the North; however, the dearth of debate in China on migrant children’s education concerning 

social justice has led me to draw on international scholars who are grappling with issues of 

social justice. Fraser's approach is a potent tool applicable to the Chinese context because of 

its openness and flexibility, allowing us to identify and analyse where (in)justice exists in the 
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education of migrant children from economic, social/cultural, and political dimensions. More 

importantly, Fraser's framework is about identifying and transforming the multidimensional 

manifestations of injustice (Bahou, 2015) which, in my research, characterises the education 

of migrant children in China. This transformation requires the development of participatory, 

inclusive and empowering schooling and communities for migrants. The implication of 

previous research on the education of migrant children in China for this study is that ensuring 

equal educational opportunities for all has always been the principle of China's education 

policy and the foundation of social justice and equity in China (NPC, 2009). However, 

existing research as discussed in Chapter 2, has shown that due to institutional barriers and 

social discrimination, the right of migrant children to education is only partially recognised; 

that distribution of educational resources remains unequal between migrants and locals, 

especially following compulsory education, and thus requires further recognition and 

redistribution. 

 

4.2.1 Redistribution  

Historically, social justice claims have largely been associated with distributive (economic) 

justice, which involves countering inequalities in resources, wealth, income, and improving 

access to status goods such as educational resources and qualifications (Sandel, 2009). Fraser 

(2007) was also concerned with socioeconomic structure and class inequalities, noting that 

not all resources were distributed equally. However, for Fraser, there are other factors in 

addition to the socio-economic status that deny equal sharing of resources, for example, on 

the basis of gender. Fraser introduced the principles of redistributive injustice and identified 

three categories of economic(distributive) injustice:  

1. Economic marginalisation (limited to unpopular low-wage jobs or inaccessibility) 
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2. Exploitation (using the fruits of others' labour for one's own profit) 

3. Deprivation (being deprived of an adequate material standard of living)  

 

While these three categories operate in different ways, they all strive to deprive certain social 

groups of the necessary resources to participate in society on an equal footing with their peers 

(Fraser, 2007).  According to Fraser (2007), economic injustices (class inequality or 

maldistribution) occur when individuals are prevented from participating fully in society 

because existing economic structures deprive them of the material resources they need to be 

equal to other members of society.  In other words, redistribution (economic justice) is 

necessary to counter economic marginalisation, denial of an adequate material standard of 

living for some sections of society, as well as exploitation. Indeed, the principle of 

redistributive justice has been a critical factor in establishing education equity and policies in 

many Western countries, such as the United Kingdom, Australia, and the United States 

(Keddie, 2012). Their focus, for instance, is on allocating additional educational resources 

and funds to schools in economically disadvantaged areas and allocating additional material 

and human resources to economically disadvantaged pupils to support their academic 

achievement and school participation (Keddie, 2012). Drawing on Fraser and Keddie, for this 

study, the focus on redistribution is significant in the pursuit of social justice in the education 

of migrant children because all existing studies on migrant children’s education show that 

migrant schools in urban China are an example and product of unequal distribution of 

educational resource benefits. As discussed in Chapter 2, migrant schools usually receive 

fewer resources, resulting in the hiring of less qualified or unqualified teachers and in fewer 

resources for use per pupil, thereby perpetuating economic and class inequalities. 

 



119 
 

4.2.2 Recognition 

Fraser argued that redistributive justice alone was not enough. Unless all social groups are 

equally recognised, redistribution may continue to miss segments of society. Therefore, 

Fraser advocated the need for recognitional justice, particularly concerning social status 

orders (Fraser, 2005). Fraser's view aligns with those of many critical theorists concerned 

with recognitional justice (e.g., Honneth, 2001; Taylor, 1992; Young, 1990), who argued that 

redistribution alone rarely secures justice as certain types of injustice were cultural, not just 

material in origin. Recognitional justice can be understood as respecting, supporting, and 

defending differences – those social practices, cultures, and identities not represented by 

mainstream social norms (Benjamin & Arshad, 2020). Fraser (2008) emphasised that 

recognition was a matter of social status and identified three categories of cultural 

(recognitive) injustice:  

1. Disrespect (suffering from stigma and hostility due to group identity stereotypes) 

2. Non-recognition (cultural invisibility) 

3. Misrecognition (being subject to communication patterns that are hostile or alien to one’s 

own) 

Furthermore, Fraser (2010) noted that injustice arises when cultural norms which are 

determined by dominant groups using their cultural (and possibly political and economic) 

power to assert the primacy of their beliefs and values, denying other groups equal status; 

cultural injustice arises when hierarchical or institutionalised patterns of cultural values lead 

to social status inequality or misrecognition and disrespect for specific social groups. In other 

words, misrecognition and disrespect can arise when the social status order fails to reflect 
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cultural recognition of all social groups; consequently, equal opportunities for marginalised 

groups are not guaranteed (Benjamin and Arshad, 2020). 

 

According to Fraser's recognition concept, the Chinese hukou system and educational 

policies for migrant children uphold claims of the need for recognitional and redistributive 

justice. The implication for this study of previous research on the education of migrant 

children in China is that educational policy and practice for migrant children have ignored the 

justice requirement of recognition and, in particular, have repeatedly failed to recognise the 

intersection and complexity of migrant families’ economic circumstances and social status. In 

other words, the redistribution dimension alone is insufficient because it fails to consider how 

disrespect and non-recognition hinder migrant children’s educational chances and outcomes. 

For example, the existence of the hukou system, or the lack of changes to enable migrant 

families to obtain an urban hukou, indicates a lack of status recognition. Current educational 

policies in Shanghai, through a process of non-recognition, render invisible invisible or silent 

the educational needs of migrant pupils, particularly after middle school education. Migrant 

workers, usually characterised by lower socioeconomic status and a lack of higher education 

qualifications, are unlikely to obtain an urban hukou under the current hukou reform policy. 

Therefore, despite a change in hukou, while the migrant worker and family might be able to 

transfer their rural hukou status, the rights associated with having a Shanghai hukou are not 

accrued by such a transfer. Consequently, unlike local peers, most migrant children without a 

local urban hukou still face challenges in seeking to receive equal education in the city 

(Yang, 2017).  

 



121 
 

Additionally, non-recognition can ignore group characteristics such as values and aspirations, 

a neglect which may lead to stereotypes and misrepresentation. As discussed in Chapter 3 

(section 3.3.1), stereotypes may promote negative attitudes and discriminatory behaviour in 

the classroom among mainstream teachers, which can have a significant negative impact on 

learning motivation, social identity, emotional well-being and achievement of pupils from the 

stigmatised groups (Egalite, Kishida, and Winters, 2015; Gershenson, Hart, Lindsay, and 

Papageorge, 2017; UNESCO, 2020). In this study, the marginalisation of migrant pupils 

based on their hukou status indicates a lack of recognition of these pupils' identity and sense 

of belonging, causing them to experience discrimination and stereotypes. As shown in 

Chapter 2 (section 2.5.4), in local communities and public school systems in urban China, 

stereotypes and stigmatisation of rural migrant families are severe at the individual, 

institutional, and societal levels. Migrant pupils often experience discrimination by teachers 

and peers in many urban public schools due to their lower social and socioeconomic status 

(Goodburn, 2009; Kwong, 2011; Qian and Walker, 2015). Again, Fraser’s three dimensions 

of justice are reflected in the structure and implementation of the hukou system in relation to 

distribution, recognition and representation. 

 

4.2.3 Representation  

Fraser (2008) further noted that it is essential to consider issues of representation and status in 

addition to those of redistribution and recognition as aspects of justice. There is little 

meaningful redistribution or recognition without representation. She proposed that 

marginalised groups' lack of political voice in decision-making could cause a lack of 

representation, leading in turn to economic and cultural injustice (Fraser, 2008). Fraser's view 

is consistent with that of Phillips (1997), who focused on representative justice and argued 
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that these three dimensions of social justice were closely related to each other (Riddell & 

Weedon, 2017). According to Fraser, political(representative) injustice occurs when some 

groups or individuals are not given an equal voice in decision-making. Fraser (2008) asserted 

that political injustices were associated with economic and cultural injustices, which hinder 

full participation by denying certain groups or individuals an equal voice at decision-making 

levels, resulting in underrepresentation. In Fraser's view, political injustice is a fundamental 

issue that needs to be addressed as part of social belonging (Fraser, 2008), as the political 

dimension operates in conjunction with redistributive and recognitional dimensions, creating 

a complex web of injustices. As far as the education of migrant pupils is concerned, in school 

settings, ignoring rural-urban migrants' voices and socioeconomic status can marginalise 

migrant pupils in the classroom and also in the curriculum.  

 

4.2.4 Participation parity 

In Fraser's view, parity of participation is a fundamental route through which to pursue social 

justice because it informs and shapes how distributive, recognitive and representative justice 

are approached and understood. According to this “democratic interpretation of the principle 

of equality of moral values” (Fraser, 2005, p. 73), any practice that deprives social members 

of the opportunity to participate in social life as peers is unjust. In the words of Fraser (2005): 

“Social justice requires social arrangements that permit all to participate as peers in social 

life. Overcoming injustice means dismantling institutionalised obstacles that prevent some 

people from participating on a par with others as full partners in social interaction” (p. 73). 
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Based on the principle of participatory parity, Fraser (2005) proposed that social justice 

theories must be three-dimensional, combining the political dimension of representation with 

the cultural dimension of recognition and the economic dimension of distribution because 

distribution, recognition and representation interpenetrate. In other words, to achieve social 

justice with parity of participation, three conditions must be met: fair distribution, 

recognition, and representation. These three dimensions manifest in how societies ensure that 

resources are distributed equally, the degree to which different social groups' social status and 

culture are recognised, and how different groups claim their rights in the political system. 

Fraser particularly emphasised that social justice for all could be possible when economic 

structures reflected a fair distribution of resources; when the social status order reflected fair 

patterns of social and cultural recognition, and institutionalised cultural models of 

interpretation and evaluation ensured equal opportunities and respect for all; and when the 

political constitution of society ensured fair representation (Fraser, 2010; Keddie, 2012). 

 

In short, as Fraser (2008) noted, achieving social justice for all with participation parity is 

possible when the economic (distributive), cultural (recognitional), and political 

(representative) injustices are redressed simultaneously. She proposed that these three spheres 

were different but inextricably intertwined, noting that unravelling them is essential for 

understanding how inequality has been developed and maintained through multiple sources. 

Therefore, efforts to overcome inequalities and achieve participation parity must address all 

three dimensions so that marginalisation does not re-emerge in new ways (Bahou, 2015). 

 

Fraser's concept of participatory parity is in line with Article 12 of the United Nations (1989) 

document, which stipulates that children should be given equal opportunity to express their 
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views in the decisions that affect their lives. More importantly, Fraser's notion of 

participatory parity is also in line with the "China Child Development Program (2010-2020; 

2021-2030) "formulated by the State Council (2020,2021), which stipulates:  

1. The guarantee of children's rights to participate and express themselves and the creation of 

channels for children's opinions through which to express and attach importance to, listen to, 

and absorb children's views. 

2. Respect for children's rights to participate in their own and family affairs and cultivation of 

children's awareness of participation. Incorporation of child participation into school. 

3. The formulation, implementation and evaluation of legal policies involving children and 

decision-making on significant issues in which there is a need to hear children's views.  

4. Ensuring that children are not discriminated against based on household registration, 

region, gender, ethnicity, belief, educational status, physical status and family property status. 

All children must enjoy equal rights and opportunities. 

5. Conscientious implementation of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 

Child.  

In education, the concept of pupil voices is associated with the decision-making process of 

pupils' participation in education policy and practice (Flutter, 2007; Morgan, 2011). Veck 

(2009) notably articulated that ignoring pupil voices was a form of exclusion. This argument 

is consistent with the work of several researchers who stressed that listening to pupils' voices 

was the best way to promote inclusive education (Messiou, 2012; Morgan, 2011). As Flutter 

(2007) and Rudduck and McIntyre (2007) pointed out, teachers' views on pupils' learning 

capability may change after listening to pupils' voices. In other words, listening to pupils 

enables teachers to challenge their beliefs about pupils and their learning capabilities.  
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4.3 The concept of capital 

One of the focuses of this study is to explore how different resources at the individual and 

family levels influence the educational opportunities of migrant pupils in post-compulsory 

education, thus providing significant evidence for tackling existing educational inequalities 

for migrant pupils. Pierre Bourdieu's (1986) concepts of cultural, economic and social capital 

are utilised as a theoretical lens through which to capture resources available to the family. 

This study also draws on the work of Robert Putnam (2001) and James Coleman (1988) to 

understand the role of family and community social capital in shaping the educational 

opportunities of migrant pupils.  

 

Bourdieu’s capital theory is essential in helping us to understand how capital promotes or 

hinders the educational and life opportunities of migrant pupils from low-SES families. As a 

sociologist, Bourdieu's main focus in his study is on the area of social and cultural 

re/production. The concept of capital occupies a key position in Bourdieu's theoretical 

construction, which has significantly influenced the field of  educational research.  

 

In Forms of Capital, Bourdieu (1986) divided capital into four forms: (1) Economic capital, 

including economic resources such as wealth, money, incomes and assets. It may be 

institutionalised in the form of property rights. (2) Cultural capital, including resources 

related to individuals’ credentials, knowledge, education, skill and attitudes. It may be 

institutionalised in educational qualifications and convertible into economic capital under 

certain conditions. (3) Social capital, including resources based on relationships, group 

memberships and social networks of support and influence. It is related to social connections 

that can be transformed into economic capital under certain conditions. (4) Symbolic capital, 
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including resources available to individuals based on honour and reputation. Bourdieu 

claimed that economic, cultural and social capital could function as symbolic capital if they 

had practical recognition (Bourdieu, 1986). 

 

The key idea of Bourdieu's capital theory is that all forms of capital (cultural, economic, 

social and symbolic) can weave into each other albeit with varying degrees of mobility or 

exchangeability. The relationship between each type of capital operates via three 

mechanisms: accumulation, convertibility, and exclusion. For example, if people have 

economic capital (money), they can purchase cultural items like books and computers, which 

convert their economic capital into cultural capital. Bourdieu (1986) emphasised that 

economic capital is the source of cultural and social capital because the transformation from 

economic capital to cultural or social capital is more accessible than the reverse 

transformation. Furthermore, unlike economic capital, which can be obtained 

instantaneously, the acquisition of cultural capital is a gradual, long-term process in which 

the family and the education system play an essential role. 

 

4.3.1 Cultural capital  

The concept of cultural capital helps us to understand the re/production of educational 

inequality and the influence of family background on educational opportunities, outcomes 

and school experiences. In Bourdieu's view, cultural capital plays a crucial role in driving 

social and educational inequality as it is the collection of symbolic elements obtained through 

particular social classes, which provides an advantage in achieving a higher social status 

(1986, p. 50).  
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According to Bourdieu, “cultural capital can exist in three forms: in the objectified state, in 

the form of cultural products (books, dictionaries, instruments, machines, etc.), which are the 

realisation or trace of theories; in the embodied state, that is, in the form of long-lasting 

dispositions of the mind and body (preferences, mannerisms, and language); and in the 

institutionalised state, a form of objectification (professional qualifications, academic 

credentials) ” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 18). Based on cultural capital, Bourdieu also introduced the 

concept of habitus, which refers to deep-rooted and transposable dispositions or habits 

developed due to one’s life experiences, which is the actual embodiment of cultural capital 

(Bourdieu, 1993). Bourdieu (1993, p. 87) argued that “habitus was a transforming machine 

that leads us to reproduce the social conditions of our own production, but in a relatively 

unpredictable way, in such a way that one cannot move simply and mechanically from 

knowledge of the conditions of production to knowledge of the products”.  

 

In educational practices, Bourdieu's theory demonstrated that social class inequality in 

educational attainment lies in capital distribution, especially cultural capital distribution. For 

example, Bourdieu and Passeron (1990) used the concept of cultural capital in their 

educational research to explain the academic success of pupils whose parents have high 

academic qualifications. They found that the primary reason these pupils succeeded in 

education was the multiple forms of cultural capital they acquired from their parents and their 

familiarity with the highbrow culture, which was also learned from their family’s habits. In 

Bourdieu’s view, families with high cultural capital contribute to educational inequality 

through the education system. Furthermore, the distribution of social and cultural resources is 

often reproduced through specific transmission mechanisms. Both family and educational 

institutions provide such mechanisms and constitute the dominant sites for accumulating and 

legalising cultural capital. The education system, however, further institutionalises cultural 
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capital through degrees, making educational attainment determine occupational positions and 

income, thus legitimising social inequalities.  

 

Additionally , Bourdieu (1986) argued that social, economic and cultural capital is acquired 

and accumulated through interrelationship with social status. Social relations are the result of 

interactions between habits and forms of capital within and across different fields. 

Educational inequalities arise and persist when more privileged groups can secure access to 

diverse advanced resources(ibid.). In this sense, the re/production of inequality in education 

can be understood as a product of the unequal distribution of forms of capital between 

different social groups and the unequal encounters between middle-class and working-class 

habits(ibid.). 

 

Numerous empirical studies have supported Bourdieu's arguments, showing that family 

habits, combined with the cultural, economic, and social capital a family possesses, play a 

critical role in pupils' educational choices and success. For example, Ball (2003) showed that 

compared with working-class families, middle-class families usually have more economic, 

social, and cultural capital, thus enabling their children to receive advanced educational 

resources and support. In particular, because of insufficient family capital (cultural, social, 

and economic), working-class pupils tend to opt for more "compromising" educational 

solutions when making higher education decisions. For instance, they are often integrated 

into lower-status academic institutions. By contrast, middle-class pupils whose families have 

significant cultural, social, and economic capital often have access to entry into elite 

universities and majors (Hoskins & Barker, 2017; Reay et al., 2005; Reay, Crozier, & 

James,2011,2013; Sianou-Kyrgiou, 2010; Waters & Brooks, 2010). Furthermore, as 
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discussed in Chapter 3 (section 3.2), studies also indicate that low family capital and migrant 

status were often intertwined, affecting migrant pupils' educational opportunities and 

outcomes. Despite the high educational aspirations of migrant families, international studies 

concluded that migrant and minority ethnic pupils were overrepresented among early 

dropouts due to their migrant status and insufficient family capital (Camilleri et al., 2013; 

OECD, 2010; UNESCO, 2018). 

 

The above findings suggest that educational success is related to specific capital available to 

pupils from different social classes. In other words, social class status provides unequal 

access to capital, generating educational inequality. However, at the same time, it is essential 

to recognise here that, in addition to class and socioeconomic status, the intersectionality of 

characteristics such as gender, colour, ethnicity, and disability might also exacerbate 

educational inequalities and access.  

 

In this study, Bourdieu's concept of capital helps us understand the educational barriers 

migrant children experience in their schooling. Inspired by Bourdieu's concepts of capital, 

educational problems faced by migrant children in urban China, such as institutional barriers 

related to hukou, financial barriers, and social discrimination, could be understood as the 

manifestations of a lack of capital (cultural, economic and social). As Bourdieu (1986) 

pointed out, unlike economic capital, which can be obtained instantaneously, the acquisition 

of cultural capital is a gradual and long-term process in which the family plays a significant 

role. Given that migrant families generally have neither professional qualifications nor high 

economic status, they have little capacity to provide their children with sufficient cultural and 

economic capital to succeed in the current education system, such as attainment of local 
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hukou and adequate educational resources, including advanced computers, private tutors and 

leisure activities. Regarding post-compulsory education, migrant pupils' educational chances 

mainly depend on their parents' educational attainment status, according to the points policy 

system. Such educational policies could significantly affect migrant pupils' academic and life 

opportunities. In addition, this study also acknowledges Bourdieu's view that school systems 

endorse the cultural capital of the middle class or those more powerful through the school 

ethos and curriculum, thereby leading to social and educational reproduction. The inequity 

experienced by migrant pupils in China could be said to be significantly associated with the 

reproduction of social class relationships in the education system because of a lack of cultural 

capital. 

 

4.3.2 Social capital  

The three foundational authors, Bourdieu (1986), Coleman (1988), and Putnam (2001), who 

have contributed significantly to the currency of the concept of social capital, defined the 

concept in different ways and for different purposes, but all agree that the central idea of 

social capital is that social networks are valuable assets. The central thesis of social capital 

can be summed up as “relationships matter”. By building social connections with one another 

and keeping them going over time, people can work together to achieve things they could not 

achieve alone (Field, 2003, p.1). 

 

Bourdieu is critical in transforming “social capital from a metaphor to a concept” (Field, 

2003, p.14). In this study, his theory helps us to understand the general logic of the 

accumulation of social capital and interaction with other forms of capital, such as economic 

and cultural capital. According to Bourdieu (1986, p. 248), social capital refers to “the 
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aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable 

network of more or less institutionalised relationships of mutual acquaintance and 

recognition”. In Bourdieu's view, social capital belongs to individuals rather than 

communities. The value of individuals’ social capital depends on the size of their social 

network and the resources available to people within that network (Bourdieu, 1986). Since 

Bourdieu thought “social capital was an asset for the privileged, a means of maintaining their 

superiority, there was no place in his concept for the possibility” that the disadvantaged might 

also benefit from their social networks (Field, 2003, p. 20). Thus, Coleman (1988) developed 

the concept of social capital further through his work with  families, schools, and 

communities. Unlike Bourdieu, Coleman (1988) argued that social capital could be a positive 

social force that promoted educational outcomes for disadvantaged groups such as migrant 

and minority ethnic groups through families and communities. His interpretation is that 

“social capital is defined by its function. It is not a single entity, but a variety of different 

entities having two characteristics in common: they all consist of some aspect of social 

structures, and they facilitate certain actions of individuals who are within that structure” 

(Coleman, 1994, p. 302). In Coleman's view, social capital is not limited to the privileged but 

can also convey benefits to disadvantaged groups and communities. Kinship and the family 

represent a societal keystone. In educational practice, Coleman (1988) indicated that social 

capital within families and local communities was vital in facilitating educational outcomes 

for disadvantaged pupils from migrant and minority ethnic backgrounds. In a study of the 

educational outcomes of minority ethnic pupils in impoverished neighbourhoods in the 

United States, Coleman (1988) found that strong family and community social capital 

(community links) was critical in reducing dropouts and improving the performances of 

disadvantaged pupils regardless of their available economic capital. This finding suggests that 
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social capital benefits entire communities (schools and communities) irrespective of whether 

the individuals involved are directly involved in the social network (ibid.). 

 

Coleman's theory provides the main engine for the formation of Putnam's social capital 

theory. Influenced by Coleman's work, Putnam (1995, p. 67) defined social capital as 

"features of social organisations, such as networks, trust, and norms, that can improve the 

efficiency of society by facilitating coordinated actions". An essential contribution of Putnam 

is the distinction between two types of social capital: 1) bonding social capital, which refers 

to people in a similar situation who have close relationships, such as family members, 

relatives and close friends, relying on trust, familiarity, solidarity and reciprocity; and 2) 

bridging social capital, which includes more distant ties of similar persons, such as loose 

friendships and relations between colleagues (Putman, 2001). In Putman's view, bonding 

social capital is suitable for "getting by", while bridging social capital is essential to "getting 

ahead" (Putman, 2001). Bridging social capital occurs when people cross social distances to 

share resources and knowledge. In this sense, bridging social capital can facilitate the 

dissemination of information and ideas among different groups and stakeholders, which is a 

vital way to reduce social and educational inequality (Frank et al., 2018; Putnam, 2001).  

 

In addition to bonding and bridging social capital, scholars at the World Bank added the 

concept of linking social capital to describe the relationship between people or institutions at 

different levels of social power (Claridge, 2018). According to Woolcock (2001), linking 

social capital can reach out to different individuals in dissimilar situations, such as those 

outside the community, thereby enabling members to tap into a broader range of resources 

available within the community. Therefore, the types of social capital have been 
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distinguished into bonding, bridging and linking based on the connections between actors 

located at different levels. Bonding social capital is characterised by close and strong 

relationships within a homogeneous group; bridging social capital is characterised by 

relationships between members of different social networks (Putnam, 2001); and linking 

social capital involves links with those in power, including vertical links with formal 

institutions (Woolcock, 2001). In educational practice, Putnam (2001) showed that bonding 

and bridging social capital significantly shaped American pupils' educational attainment. 

Halpern (2005) supported Putnam's (2001) argument, indicating that social capital within the 

family, school, and community significantly shaped pupils’ educational outcomes and 

development. Specifically, bridging and linking social capital between schools and 

communities helped to improve disadvantaged pupils' achievement but also helped to 

motivate their educational aspirations (Halpern, 2005). Similarly, Allan et al. (2009) showed 

that linking social capital significantly enabled disadvantaged pupils to find further 

educational opportunities. 

 

Social capital and migrant families  

International research on migrant children highlighted the critical role of bonding and 

bridging social capital in social integration processes and how close kinship within migrant 

families provided a good educational orientation for many migrant children (e.g., Noguara, 

2004; Reynolds, 2006; Ryabov, 2009; Sime & Fox, 2015). In this study, therefore, the 

concept of social capital (bridging, bonding and linking) will be used to explore and 

understand the role of migrant pupils’ personal and family circumstances in shaping their 

educational opportunities in post-compulsory education. Within sociological and educational 

research, the concepts of social capital developed by Bourdieu (1986), Coleman (1988) and 
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Putnam (2000) have been widely used to explore the role of the family and community in 

migrant and minority ethnic pupils' education and integration (e.g., Evergeti & Zantoni, 2006; 

Garcia-Reid, 2007; Modood, 2004; Noguera, 2004; Ogden & Mazzucato, 2022; Orellana et 

al., 2003; Reynolds, 2007; Sime & Fox, 2015). Bourdieu (1986), viewing social capital as a 

source of social inequality, illustrated how social capital could be transferable to cultural and 

economic capital and how social advantage and educational privilege grow as a result. 

Coleman (1988) emphasised the positive role of family and community social capital in 

promoting educational outcomes for migrant and disadvantaged pupils, and argued that 

human and economic capital themselves might be irrelevant to pupils' success in education if 

social capital were absent. Finally, Putnam (2000) also demonstrated the importance of social 

capital in the education of disadvantaged groups and further distinguished the types of social 

capital between bonding and bridging social capital to reveal disadvantaged groups' lack of 

access to productive social capital.  

 

However, critics have pointed out that social structure and inequality are relatively marginal 

in Coleman’s and Putnam's analyses (Dika & Singh, 2002). Furthermore, the social networks 

of children and adolescents are largely absent from the social capital theories of the three 

foundational authors discussed above(Jørgensen,2017). Scholars were critical that social 

capital literature often viewed children and young people as passive recipients of social 

capital from families and communities rather than as creators or maintainers of their own 

social capital, thus ignoring their role in accumulating social capital (Jørgensen, 2017; 

Schaefer McDaniel, 2004). This argument is supported by several researchers who have 

found that migrant children and youth could facilitate the process of family social capital 

accumulation through their education, which could be perceived as a vital bridge between 

migrant families and the local community (e.g., Devine, 2009; Evergeti & Zantoni, 2006; 
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Orellana et al., 2003; Sime & Fox, 2015). Devine (2009), for example, in a study analysing 

the schooling and living of migrant pupils in Irish schools, found that in coping with family 

difficulties, migrant pupils contribute positively to family coping strategies, expanding their 

parents’ social networks and teaching them English when needed. These findings suggest that 

migrant pupils are not only recipients of parents’ social and cultural capital but also are active 

agents of such capital.  

 

4.3.3 Peer social capital  

Studies have identified the significance of peer relationships for pupils. In adolescence, peers, 

as significant others, play a pivotal role in pupil educational transitions, performance, 

emotional well-being and sense of belonging (Collins & Laursen, 2004; Keay et al., 2015; 

Pernice-Duca, 2010; Smith & Skrbiš, 2016; Ryan, 2000; Ryan et al., 2019). In particular, 

peers are a significant source of emotional support for migrant pupils (Pernice-Duca, 2010). 

In addition to helping them navigate the challenges and changes of adolescence, peer support 

provides academic motivation and belonging for pupils (Ogden & Mazzucato, 2022; Ryan et 

al., 2019). Studies further showed that the values and behaviours of peers could influence 

pupils’ educational participation and performance. In particular, pupils would adopt and be 

motivated by their classmates' academic values and behaviours (ibid.). These mechanisms 

also greatly influence the academic outcomes of migrant pupils (Ogden & Mazzucato, 2022). 

For example, Lee and Lam (2016) examined the role of peer social capital among 

socioeconomically disadvantaged migrant youth in the United States. The result of the study 

illustrated the importance of peer and interpersonal trust in shaping educational outcomes for 

migrant youth in ways that transcend socioeconomic boundaries.  
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Recognising the significant role of peers and friends in pupils’ lives, researchers called for 

greater inclusion of peer networks in social capital research (e.g., Jørgensen, 2017; Weller, 

2010). Several studies have identified pupils’ peer networks as a source of social capital 

(Chesters & Smith, 2015; Holland et al., 2007; Holland, 2008; Ogden & Mazzucato, 2022). 

In educational research, researchers have acknowledged peer networks and friends to some 

extent, "illustrated by the use of peer social capital as an analytical tool. The central premise 

behind the concept of peer social capital is that pupils' school performance, attitudes, 

emotional well-being and outcomes are influenced by their peers"( Jørgensen, 2017, p.568 ). 

For instance, Holland's (2008) study of secondary school transitions among UK pupils found 

that, in addition to relying on their parents' social and cultural capital, pupils were able to 

draw on their peers' social capital to help them through this challenging transition. The 

findings indicate that social networks of school peers and friends are critical for providing 

coping support and resources during secondary school transitions. When pupils move with 

friends and peers from their own schools, this foundation of supportive bonds enables them to 

form new friendships as they move, helping them adjust to their new school life while 

reducing school transition challenges.  

 

Furthermore, international research on the education of migrant pupils showed that peer 

networks and friendships were a valuable source of social capital, providing resources and 

support to migrant pupils as they encounter learning and life challenges (e.g., Devine, 2009; 

Jørgensen, 2017; Lee & Lam, 2016; Ogden & Marzacotto, 2022; Ream & Rumberger, 2008; 

UNESCO, 2020). Studies also found that pupils with peers who had dropped out of school 

could be negatively affected in terms of attitudes and achievement, whereas those with peers 

who followed school norms tended to reach higher levels of achievement (Devine, 2009; 

Jørgensen, 2017; Ream & Rumberger, 2008). For example, Ream and Rumberger (2008) 
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used a national longitudinal database to analyse the educational status of Mexican-American 

adolescents in the United States. They found that school-oriented friendship networks could 

potentially reduce dropout rates among Mexican-American adolescents. Also, participating in 

extracurricular activities at school helped in building friendships with peers who valued 

educational achievement, thus reducing the likelihood that pupils would be influenced by 

their dropout peers. On the other hand, Mexican-American pupils' limited economic 

resources made them less likely than local peers to engage in "school activities, so their 

access to such educationally beneficial forms of social capital was limited "(Ream & 

Rumberger, 2008, p. 124).  

 

These findings illustrate the link between different capital types and unequal access issues. 

Similarly, Jorgensen (2017) conducted ethnographic research to explore friendship and peer 

networks among migrant youth in two secondary schools in England and Spain, focusing on 

their composition and outcomes. The study found that the migrant pupils identified friends 

and peers as the most critical influence on their studies and daily lives. Given the crucial role 

of friends in pupils' lives, Jorgensen (2017)pointed out that studies of the peer social capital 

of migrant pupils should examine both barriers and facilitators to friendships in relation to 

school practices. Moreover, research by Ryabov (2009) showed that migrant youth in the 

United States were more likely to benefit from bonding social networks (relatives, migrant 

groups) than from their local peers. These findings highlight the importance of peer social 

capital and bonding social capital in shaping migrant pupils’ educational outcomes and socio-

emotional well-being, supporting the increased attention given to peer and family social 

capital.     
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In short, international research has revealed that economic, cultural and social capital 

constitute the family's capital, profoundly shaping pupils' educational opportunities and 

outcomes. 

 

4.4 Summary  

This chapter has presented and discussed the conceptual framework of this study, which 

draws on Nancy Fraser's concept of social justice (redistribution, recognition and 

representation), alongside the key concepts of capital as espoused by Bourdieu, Coleman and 

Putnam, thus providing an analytical lens through which to discuss the main findings and 

themes that emerged regarding the key factors shaping migrant pupils' educational 

opportunities. 

 

Drawing on Nancy Fraser's concept of social justice, within the focus of this study the three 

dimensions of redistribution, recognition and representation are all crucial for parity of 

participation, which I argue is the key to addressing the issue of education for migrant pupils, 

through the removal of structural barriers that obstruct better participation parity. 

Specifically, the distribution of educational resources marks the extent to which migrant 

pupils can access education in policy and practice. Within this criterion, there needs to be 

recognition of migrant groups' current unequal social status as urban groups in urban China. 

To avoid non-recognition and discrimination, policies and practices need to ensure that 

migrant children and youth have access to and engagement in educational experiences that 

equal those of their local peers. In addition, to prevent underrepresentation and 

misrepresentation, political barriers to participatory parity must be avoided, an example being 



139 
 

a decision-making process that excludes migrant pupils and their parents from exercising 

their educational rights. 

 

International research has revealed that economic, cultural and social capital constitute the 

family's capital, profoundly shaping pupils' educational opportunities and outcomes. Under 

the guidance of capital theory and based on the existing empirical research results, this 

research will analyse the relationship between the family capital (cultural capital, economic 

capital, and social capital) of migrant pupils and their educational chances. Bourdieu's capital 

theory helps us  to understand how capital promotes or hinders migrant pupils' educational 

and life opportunities in urban China. Coleman (1988) and Putnam (2001) also help us to 

understand the role of social capital within the family and schools in shaping the educational 

opportunities of migrant pupils.  
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Chapter 5 Methodology 

5.1 Introduction  

This chapter presents the research design adopted for the study, building on the key concepts 

of capital as espoused by Bourdieu, Coleman and Putnam alongside social justice theories, 

namely that of the work of Nancy Fraser. It explains the decision to develop a qualitative case 

study design, applied to one public middle school in Shanghai, China, and the considerations 

which led to the foregrounding of migrant pupils' voices within this case study. It then 

describes the process of recruiting the school and participants for this study, sets out the 

rationale for the use of semi-structured interviews as the study’s primary data collection 

method, and also explains how and why other methods of data collection were utilised, such 

as informal conversations, informal observations and desk-based documentary analysis. 

Finally, it discusses trustworthiness, reflexivity and the ethical issues that arose throughout 

this study.    

 

Previous research on the education of migrant children in China implies that the topic of 

migrant children’s education is a profound social justice issue, within which the voices of 

migrant pupils in urban public middle schools concerning their educational experiences, 

aspirations and schooling are largely missing. I wanted to explore and understand the key 

factors shaping the educational opportunities and everyday experiences of migrant pupils 

from the perspectives of migrant pupils themselves. While interviews with migrant pupils' 

parents, local pupils, teachers and the head teacher are also included to better understand the 

context of schooling and family circumstances and to uncover possible contradictions in 

perspectives and explanations, migrant pupils take centre stage in data collection, analysis 

and discussion. The data collected from the interviews were analysed through a thematic 

analysis approach influenced by Fraser's concept of social justice.  
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Section 5.2 below revisits this study’s aim and research questions as identified in Chapter 1. 

 

5.2 Research aims and research questions 

In Chapter 2, Chapter 3 and Chapter 4, I reviewed contextual issues, empirical research and 

the concepts relevant to my inquiry. The central aim of this research is to explore the key 

factors that facilitate or hinder post-compulsory education opportunities for migrant pupils 

enrolled in one Shanghai public middle school across three dimensions: personal and family 

circumstances, the context of school, and the policy context, thus providing evidence which 

might contribute to addressing existing educational inequalities affecting migrant pupils. The 

study aims to provide discussion informed by the lived experiences of migrant pupils and 

their families, teaching staff, educational institutions, and policy contexts in this process. The 

research questions are formulated as shown below. 

 

Q1. How do personal and family circumstances shape migrant pupils’ educational 

opportunities and experiences? 

Sub-questions  

• What are the educational aspirations of migrant pupils, and how are these enabled or 

hindered?  

• How do the parents of migrant pupils support their children in pursuing their 

educational aspirations? 

Q2. How does the context of school influence the educational opportunities of migrant 

pupils?  

Sub-questions  
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• How do migrant pupils perceive their experiences in terms of learning and interacting 

with local peers, teachers, and local communities?  

• How do teachers and local pupils perceive the inclusion of migrant pupils at school? 

Q3. Which policies promote or hinder educational opportunities for migrant pupils? 

 

It should be noted that the above research questions evolved from my original research 

proposal, which did not include interviews with parents. But as I embarked on fieldwork, 

after talking to two migrant parents in the local community and conducting interviews with 

migrant pupils in the participating school, I became aware of the importance of speaking with 

parents. After piloting and reflection, the research design was expanded to hear from parents 

of migrant pupils. The purpose of the expanded scope was to allow me, by interviewing 

parents, to obtain a deeper and more comprehensive understanding of the key factors shaping 

migrant pupils' educational opportunities at the family level. 

 

5.3 Epistemology: through the lens of social justice   

As the policy and literature review has shown, there are systems inequalities which are 

impacting on the lives of migrant pupils and their progression from school to university, yet 

the views and perspectives of migrant pupils are largely missing. The research design and 

analysis adopted in this study are drawn primarily from a social justice perspective and the 

work of Nancy Fraser in particular, with the aim of placing the voices of migrant pupils at the 

centre of the inquiry while also seeking the views of migrant parents, teaching staff and local 

pupils. This will be informed by a critical social constructivist epistemology (also known as 

interpretivism), in which meaning is constructed from the experiences of research participants 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Social constructivism enables the researcher to understand the 
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experiences and perspectives of participants, focusing on the specific contexts in which they 

work, live and study. This builds an understanding of how migrant pupils' individual and 

family circumstances along with social and educational systems shape their educational 

opportunities, aspirations and everyday experiences (Creswell, 2013). 

 

As Fraser (2008) noted, overcoming any injustices requires social arrangements which allow 

all to participate as peers in our social life. Inspired by Fraser's notion of participatory parity, 

I consider that the right to speak and be heard at the decision-making level is critical in any 

conception of justice. The lack of representation at the decision-making level will lead some 

groups to encounter many injustice issues. Drawing on this fundamental point, I consider that 

to address the issue of educational justice for migrant children in China, the voices of migrant 

groups and their communities must be heard at the decision-making level. The place of voice 

is also essential for engaging in culturally responsive teaching. Through a lens of social 

justice, therefore, as family capital has a key role to play, the study also aims to identify the 

strategies migrant pupils' parents have used to support their children in pursuing their 

educational aspirations, under implementation of a separate senior secondary education 

policy for migrant children in China. To locate the study of migrant pupils within its context, 

this research explores teacher and local pupil perceptions of migrant pupils' inclusion in 

Shanghai public middle schools. It is hoped that, through this multiple-perspective approach, 

this study can identify key steps that will need to be taken to improve opportunities for 

migrant pupils in China. 
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5.4 Qualitative research 

This study adopts a qualitative research design. The evolving definition of qualitative 

research conveys its changing nature, from social construction to interpretivism to social 

justice (Creswell, 2013). Qualitative research considers that the social world can be 

interpreted and understood through learning about social groups or individuals' perspectives, 

experiences, and cultural histories. According to Denzin and Lincoln (2011, p.3), qualitative 

research transforms the world by involving "a set of interpretive, material practices that make 

the world visible. These practices turn the world into various representations, including 

interviews, conversations, field notes, recordings, etc." Creswell (2013, p. 44) further states 

that "qualitative research begins with interpretative/theoretical frameworks to inform the 

study of research questions that address the meaning that social groups or individuals ascribe 

to a social issue. To investigate this issue, researchers employ an emerging qualitative 

approach to inquiry, collecting data in a natural setting sensitive to the individuals and places 

under study and data analysis that is both deductive and indicative and establishes themes or 

patterns." The final research report involves participant voices, "complex description and 

interpretation of the issue, researchers’ reflexivity and its contribution to the literature, or a 

call for change" (Creswell, 2013, p. 44). 

 

Inspired by the definitions above, I consider qualitative research ideal for identifying factors 

and generating new in-depth data relevant to social groups or individuals who have been 

previously understudied or ignored. Qualitative research as social inquiry provides insights 

into social issues and can gain an in-depth understanding of underlying views, reasons and 

motivations (Ritchie et al., 2014). More importantly for my research, it gives overlooked or 

marginalised groups a chance to have a voice, to be recognised and represented. Given that 
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the topic of migrant children’ education is a profound social justice issue in which the voices 

of migrant pupils in urban public middle schools about their educational experiences, 

aspirations and schooling are significantly missing, a qualitative research design which 

provides opportunities to sensitively surface the views and voices of migrant pupils in my 

view is appropriate for my inquiry. 

 

Quantitative research, such as survey research, is unsuitable for my research for several 

reasons. First, it cannot generate rich, detailed and complex data but is better able to evidence 

a general phenomenon, seeking static measurements and statistical generalisability (Gray, 

2018). The research topic of education of migrant children and youth in urban China, 

however, is a complex issue involving economic, cultural and political aspects. This 

complexity can be better explored and understood by listening sensitively to participants' 

perspectives and experiences to gain rich or thick data, which entails the use of methods such 

as interviews (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Second, while quantitative research is considered 

cost-effective for larger samples and can effectively investigate causal relationships between 

variables (Gray, 2018), it also gives few opportunities for participant expression and 

interpretation. For this study, I am seeking a better understanding of and exploring the key 

factors shaping migrant pupils' educational opportunities. Central to the inquiry is the 

principle of emphasising the voices of migrant pupils, while the views of migrant parents, 

teachers and local pupils are also necessarily sought. Finally, the researcher's role in 

quantitative research is often authoritative and disconnected from the participants under study 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). In this study, however, to effectively explore and understand the 

perspectives and experiences of participants, I needed to listen to their real concerns within 

balanced power relations, which required me to reflect on my role in the research process. 
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5.4.1 Adopting a single case study approach 

There are a variety of approaches related to qualitative research, and I chose the single-case 

study approach, in one urban public middle school as the most appropriate way to explore the 

complexities of educational opportunities for migrant pupils. According to Yin (2003) and 

Stake (2013), a case study can select a specific instance designed to explain a more general 

phenomenon, which enables penetrating methodology to explore complex issues in the real 

social world while capturing rich data to gain insight into bounded units (Yin, 2003; Stake, 

2013). In particular, the single case study allows the researcher to focus on an issue within a 

bounded context which to study this issue by employing multiple methods of data collection 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). The advantage of using a single case study in educational research 

is that it can enhance our understanding of individuals, communities, and contexts by 

gathering multiple sources of evidence (Hamilton & Corbett-Whittier, 2013). Gathering 

multiple sources of evidence in the context of the research participants' schooling enables the 

research to maintain a focus of length and breadth, thereby identifying the case's underlying 

social structure and broader cultural aspects. In light of these advantages, one public middle 

school in Shanghai, China, was selected as a case study to explore the key factors shaping 

migrant pupils’ educational opportunities through interviews, informal conversations, 

observations, and documentary analysis. In-depth case studies require the stories of various 

research participants to elicit different perspectives. The single case study approach in the 

school setting has enabled me to recruit diverse research participants, including migrant 

pupils, parents of migrant pupils, local pupils, and teaching staff all within one context. This 

allows me to explore/identify the key factors that facilitate or hinder post-compulsory 

education opportunities for migrant pupils from multiple angles: personal and family 

circumstances, the context of school, and the policy context, thus providing multi-sourced 
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evidence which enables a thoughtful discussion of the interactive role played by individuals, 

families, educational institutions, and policy contexts in this process. 

 

In education research, the qualitative single-case study approach has been successfully 

employed by researchers to investigate pupils’ experiences of schooling in specific school 

contexts in order to explore social justice issues in education faced by disadvantaged pupils 

(e.g., Hart, 2012; Keddie, 2012; Romanowski, 2003; Welton et al., 2015; Youdell, 2006). All 

these case studies found that educational inclusion and exclusion could be formed through the 

daily practice of the school. Youdell (2006), who conducted her research in a south London 

school, particularly noted that schools not only provided a formal educational context but also 

revealed the complexity of social issues. In other words, the school context is an informal 

social context that can manifest various culturally, politically and economically related social 

structural issues. As discussed in Chapter 4 (section 4.3.1), some empirical studies, such as 

Bourdieu's early work on the Sociology of Education, shed light on the role of schools in the 

reproduction of social, economic, and cultural relations. His argument has been extended by 

some researchers concerned with social justice in the education of disadvantaged pupils, such 

as Keddie’s (2012) case study on social justice aspects of refugee pupils’ education at an 

Australian school and Hart’s (2012) case study on educational aspirations of pupils at a 

secondary school in England. Their findings imply that schooling and the ethos of individual 

schools play a significant role in shaping and reflecting economic, social, cultural and 

political social justice issues. 

 

Therefore, informed by the above methodological concepts and empirical case studies in the 

context of schools, I consider that the single-case study approach in the school setting is an 

effective and practical way to achieve the aims of this study, which is to explore the key 
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factors shaping migrant pupils' high school educational opportunities in China from multiple 

perspectives. In this manner, the data can be understood more comprehensively, clearly and 

deeply because the data is collected from different stakeholders with enriched experiences 

(migrant pupils, parents of migrant pupils, local pupils, teachers, and the head teacher), 

providing insight into the educational issues of migrant pupils and the dynamics that come 

into play in a public middle school context.  

 

Limitations of a single case study 

It is also essential to recognise the limitations of a single case study, the use of which means 

that the research is based on a small sample. Indeed, pupil participation from one school 

cannot represent the entire population of migrant pupils in Shanghai public middle schools. 

Each public middle school will have its own distinct practices and attitudes towards the 

inclusion of migrant children in urban public schools. Another limitation of this study could 

be that it did not pay sufficient attention to the various forms of intersectionality of 

characteristics. However, one of the reasons for this was that no specific examples emerged, 

such as links with gender differences. During the research process, I particularly reflected on 

issues of gender, but nothing significant was raised in terms of gender differences during 

interviews and analyses. For instance, there were no significant variations regarding pupils' 

aspirations, parents' expectations for their children, or teachers' attitudes and expectations that 

were due to gender differences. Finally, the single case study approach has been criticised as 

regards its validity and generalisability (Stake, 2013). However, since this qualitative 

research aims to obtain a deeper understanding and exploration of the key factors shaping 

migrant pupils’ educational opportunities and their everyday experience and views in one 

school, on which no agreement can be established as to what really exists, the validity and 

generalisability are not as vitally important as they are in quantitative research (Yin, 2003). 



150 
 

Additionally, a single case study approach allows the researcher to focus on a specific issue 

and then choose one bounded case to explain this issue (Creswell & Poth, 2018), thus 

meeting the criteria of authenticity and trustworthiness. 

 

5.5 Recruiting and participants  

As noted in the introduction to the thesis, the rationale for focusing the study on Shanghai 

was based on its unique position as China's most developed city, having the largest internal 

migrant population. As mentioned, the city is a recognised national leader in migrant 

children’s education, but also faces the greatest challenges in their inclusion in public senior 

secondary schools since 2014, when population control was implemented in megacities. The 

city therefore offers a uniquely interesting context within which to study a widespread and 

deeply concerning phenomenon. Based on the research questions of this study, my goal was 

to locate a Shanghai public middle school with a diverse pupil demographic of migrants and 

locals for the case study. In addition, I was interested in interviewing migrant pupils, local 

pupils, teachers and the head teacher at the study school. 

 

5.5.1 The participating school 

The school selected is a typical public middle school in Shanghai, offering four grades from 

Year 6 to Year 9. While most provinces in China implement a 6+3 compulsory education 

system, meaning pupils spend six years in primary school and three years in middle school, 

Shanghai implements a 5+4 system. The school is located in the central urban area of 

Shanghai, affiliated with District A (so designated for anonymity). District A is located in 

areas with a diverse mix of internal migrants and locals, characterised by frequent population 

mobility and commercial prosperity, but also by old residential sections. The area of the 
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whole district is 20.52 square kilometres. As of 2020, the resident population of District A 

was about 662,030, of which 178,300, or 27% of the district's population, were internal 

migrants without local hukou (Shanghai Statistics Bureau, 2021). There are 36 middle 

schools in District A. The high school enrolment rate is 93.2% (Shanghai Statistics Bureau, 

2021). 

 

It should be explained that there are no official statistics on the socioeconomic status and 

demographics of the population of schools and neighbourhoods in District A. However, 

according to the head teacher, the school has an average reputation for academic quality. 

The pupils, usually from the neighbourhood, are largely migrant and largely working-class, 

but interspersed with middle-class families as well. For example, teachers’ agents who live in 

the area are generally from middle-class neighbourhoods, and pupils are mainly working 

class, but there is a mixture. In 2019, my fieldwork year, there were about 67 teachers and 

387 pupils, of whom about 50% were migrant pupils. Most migrant pupils in the participating 

school or other schools in District A were born or raised in Shanghai, but Shanghai was not 

deemed their local hukou. All the migrant pupils could be characterised as working-class, 

with parents who had moved from rural China and were engaged in manual occupations; 

some were self-employed. The parents of most migrant pupils had worked and lived in 

Shanghai for a long time, ranging from 10 to 20 years. Most of them were manual workers 

without higher education qualifications. 

 

I chose this particular public middle school for practical reasons of access and depth. The 

school has both migrant and local pupils, which allowed me to recruit enough migrant pupil 

participants while exploring a school's broader approach to education equity and inclusion. In 

addition, migrant pupils in the participating school generally grew up in Shanghai and were 
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going through the entire public education process in Shanghai, which met my criteria for 

participants. More importantly, the head teacher of the participating school was interested in 

my research and agreed to allow me to conduct fieldwork at his school because he also 

wanted to better understand and manage the diversity of pupils in his school. This head 

teacher had been recently appointed to the participating school from another school in the 

same district. 

 

Gaining access to the school 

In China, there is no publicly available official information on the number of migrant pupils 

enrolled in each public school. Thus, through my personal network, I recruited/was able to 

gain access to the participating school with the help of Professor Chen Yuanyuan from the 

Institute for Advanced Study of Shanghai University of Finance and Economics. Professor 

Chen has been engaged in quantitative research on the education of migrant children in 

Shanghai for a long time, mainly focusing on primary school migrant pupils.  

 

I first met Professor Chen on WeChat (a Chinese communications platform) in March 2018, 

where I presented my research proposal and received some advice from her. Regarding the 

selection of migrant pupil participants, in addition to my initial plan of recruiting Year 9 

migrant pupils, Professor Chen suggested that Year 7 migrant pupils were also a group worth 

researching because many migrant pupils left Shanghai after Year 7. In addition, she 

recommended that the best time to conduct fieldwork at the school was the spring semester 

(March-June), as she found that many returning migrant pupils usually complete their entire 

school year in Shanghai. At that meeting, Professor Chen confirmed that she would use her 

network to help me find a suitable Shanghai public middle school with sufficient migrant 

pupils to serve as my research school. She would also share my research questions with some 
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middle school head teachers in Shanghai at the Shanghai Migrant Children Education Annual 

Conference held by her research institution, to see if they were interested. Then in July 2018, 

Professor Chen informed me via WeChat that the head teacher of a public middle school 

whom she knew had expressed interest in my research and might allow me to conduct 

fieldwork at his school. 

 

In August 2018, I conducted a preliminary field trip in Shanghai. I visited Professor Chen, 

made initial contacts with the head teacher of the selected school, and then toured and 

explored the school's location and community. Because the school was on summer vacation, 

Professor Chen helped me to arrange a WeChat meeting with the head teacher of the 

participating school in her office. Before the meeting, I sent the head teacher an invitation 

letter and information sheet (see Appendix 1)outlining the research aims and the number of 

participants I was interested in interviewing. At that meeting, the head teacher was interested 

in my research questions and agreed to allow me to conduct a case study at his school in the 

spring semester of 2019 (March-May). I obtained the participating school’s information 

through that meeting, including pupil demographics, location and reputation. The next day, I 

visited the school and the surrounding area to get acquainted with the research site. Although 

the school building was closed during the summer, I managed to talk to the doorman, through 

whom I learned that the school's pupils comprised both migrants and locals and usually lived 

nearby. I visited the neighbourhoods near the school and found that many small grocery 

stores were run by migrants. At the back of each block were many of the oldest tiny 

dwellings, inhabited by many migrants and local elderly. At the same time, just two blocks 

away, stood many modern office buildings. Overall, schools are located in areas with a 

diverse mix of migrants and locals. After visiting and exploring the school site and nearby 
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neighbourhoods, combined with the information obtained from the head teacher and 

Professor Chen, I thought that this was a public middle school suitable for my case study. 

 

Fieldwork   

As will be discussed in detail in Section 5.10 Ethics, before data collection, informed consent 

was gained from all potential research participants(see Appendix 2). In December 2018, after 

getting permission from the Ethics Committee of Moray House School of Education in the 

University of Edinburgh to carry out this research, I contacted the head teacher of the school 

selected to confirm the fieldwork timing from March 2009 to May 2019. The head teacher 

formally agreed to my request to conduct a case study at his school and accepted my 

invitation to an interview. Following the code of ethics provided by the Ethics Committee of 

Moray House School of Education at the University of Edinburgh, I obtained written consent 

from the head teacher of the participating school in advance of the fieldwork.  

 

Fieldwork at the public middle school was carried out over three months, from March to May 

2019, including semi-structured interviews, informal conversations, and classroom 

observations. I arrived in Shanghai in late February and arranged accommodation near the 

participating school to better understand my participants' context. Over time, my presence in 

the neighbourhood allowed me to learn about the local community. 

 

Before the formal study of the participating school, a one-week pilot study in Shanghai was 

conducted to become familiar with the research site and the school lives of pupils and 

teachers and gain insight into the potential challenges of conducting the formal research. In 

that pilot study, I used my interview guidelines practice to interview two local pupils from 

public middle schools, one public middle school teacher familiar with the schooling of 
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migrant pupils, and two migrant parents. All interviews and conversations were face-to-face, 

except for one teacher (a college classmate of mine who worked in a public middle school in 

another city in China) who was interviewed online. I found these participants from among my 

friends, neighbours, and the local community. Following the pilot study, in addition to 

gaining a clearer idea of how to research pupils, for example through effective means of 

communication, and a preliminary understanding of teachers' views on the schooling of 

migrant pupils, I also became aware of migrant parents' complicated choices when arranging 

high school education for their children. Therefore, it was agreed with my supervisors that we 

needed to include the parents of migrant pupils among my research participants. 

 

During the three-month fieldwork, under the arrangement and by permission of the head 

teacher, as a researcher I was allowed to conduct research in the school from noon every 

school day, as the school’s teaching and learning in the morning were very busy and 

intensive. To allow me to become acquainted and build a rapport with pupil participants, the 

head teacher also let me audit/participate in his Year 7 classes three times during the first 

month of the fieldwork. This access also enabled me to observe daily interactions among 

migrant pupils, local pupils, and teachers. Moreover, I was permitted to attend Year 7 parent-

teacher meetings to recruit the parent participants for interviews.  

 

In sum, the selection of the study school was purposeful and gaining access was facilitated 

through the academic network of senior Chinese researchers and my capacity as a PhD 

student at a UK university. Using a range of strategies to reduce power relations during the 

fieldwork, I did not have difficulty in building rapport with pupils, parents and teachers, 

although I had expected this to be challenging. 



156 
 

5.5.2 Sampling  

Purposive sampling was used to select up to 86 participants from the participating school. 

Purposive sampling, which means non-random sampling, is a common approach in 

qualitative research, as it facilitates selecting specific groups that may be particularly 

experienced with or knowledgeable about the phenomenon being studied (Creswell & Piano 

Clark, 2011). As I sought research participants with specific characteristics (in terms of 

grades, age, personal and family circumstances, and school context), this was the best way to 

get participants who met the sought criteria. Meanwhile, purposive sampling enabled the 

manifestation of the key characteristics of the research population, thus allowing research 

questions to be explored in depth (Ritchie et al., 2014).  

 

To address the research questions, this study recruited four different groups of participants to 

participate in the study/for interviews, including: 

• Forty-three migrant pupils in Year 7 and Year 9 

• Twenty-two local pupils in Year 7 

• One head teacher and seven teachers in Year 7 and Year 9  

• Thirteen parents of Year 7 migrant pupils 

 

The study ensured that in selecting pupils to interview, there was a predominance of migrant 

pupils in the participant cohort. Pupils were invited to nominate themselves to be 

interviewed. A pupil demographics form was provided to enable pupils to self-categorise 

themselves, e.g., by gender, age, place of birth, and parent employment. An equal number of 

girls and boys had been recruited as pupil participants. I worked with the head teacher and 

class teachers to find the best times to work with pupils. 
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At the time of participant recruitment, all potential participants and parents/ careers of pupil 

participants received printed research information leaflets/invitation letters and informed 

consent letters from the researcher explaining this research's purpose and contribution and the 

participants' rights (see Appendix 2 ). The study's sample is small as this research aims to 

seek an in-depth understanding of the key factors shaping migrant pupils’ educational 

opportunities and everyday experiences, rather than statistical generalisability (Ritchie et al., 

2014). The four groups of participants are described below. 

 

Migrant pupil participants 

The first group interviewed comprised 43 migrant pupils, including 36 Year 7 pupils (age 13) 

and seven Year 9 pupils (age 15). This group contained 17 girls and 24 boys, most of whom 

were born or raised in Shanghai, but Shanghai was not deemed their local hukou. All the 

migrant pupil participants could be characterised as working-class, with parents who had 

moved from rural China and were engaged in manual occupations; some were self-employed. 

The basic information of pupil participants is shown in Appendix 5-A. 

 

As migrant pupils’ voices and experiences were placed at the centre of the inquiry to 

represent and understand the status of educational opportunities and aspirations of migrant 

pupils in one public middle school in Shanghai, migrant pupils constituted the major group of 

participants in this study. The total number of migrant pupils in Year 7 was 41, so these 36 

participants represented about 88% of migrant pupils in Year 7. The total number of migrant 

pupils in Year 9 was 18, so these seven participants represented about 40% of migrant pupils 

in Year 9. In the spring semester of 2019, the school had about 387 pupils, including 232 

local pupils and 144 migrant pupils, so these 43 participants represented about 30% of 
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migrant pupils within the school. Notably, at the end of the fall 2018 term, at least 50 migrant 

pupils had left the school before Year  9.  

 

Why migrant pupils in Years 7 and 9 were chosen as participants 

I recruited migrant pupil participants in Year 7 and Year 9 because this group are at a crucial 

age when pupils shape firm educational aspirations that inform their future educational 

choices and outcomes. Migrant pupils whose parents cannot meet the Shanghai points system 

usually make decisions in Year 7 to move to their hometown to prepare for the high school 

entrance exam if they want to go to university in the future, which means that migrant pupils 

from Year 7 would have a clearer view of their educational aspirations and experiences. In 

addition, the number of migrant pupils in Year 9 and Year 8 was small. As I arrived at the 

study school, the head teacher notified me that many migrant pupils had left Shanghai after 

Year 7, resulting in the presence of fewer migrant pupils in Year 9 and Year 8 than in Year 7. 

Still, I recruited as many Year 9 migrant pupils as possible because I believed that Year 9 

migrant pupils would have a deeper and more comprehensive understanding and experience 

of their schooling and educational opportunities because of having gone through the whole 

process of compulsory education in Shanghai. Year 6 migrant pupils were not involved 

because they were in their first year of middle school study during the fieldwork; thus I 

thought that they would not be well suited to engage in the kind of reflective conversations 

about their middle school educational experiences that the research aims demanded. 

 

At the participating school, there were five classes in Year 7, with 86 pupils: 43 local and 41 

migrant pupils. All Year 7 pupils within a year group were invited to participate in my study 
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to ensure that the study was not divisive. When recruiting pupils, to enhance the study’s 

inclusivity, I did not add any criteria regarding their hukou status.  

 

To recruit Year 7 pupils (both migrant and local pupils) for interviews, with the consent of 

class teachers and the head teacher, during recess I went to each classroom to introduce 

myself and explain my role in the school as a PhD student. Then I emphasised that my 

research aimed to explore middle school pupils' schooling experiences and educational 

aspirations through pupil voices. Hence, I wanted to interview them and learn from their 

experiences and perspectives in order to complete my doctoral research 'homework'. I sent 

participation invitation letters to all pupils in the class, outlining the purpose and contribution 

of this study and the rights of participants. After pupils agreed to participate, invitation letters 

and consent letters were then sent to their parents/carers. After the pupils’ parents agreed to 

their children’s participation, I arranged an interview with each pupil. Year 7 pupils were 

very interested in my research topic, so the process of recruiting these pupils went very 

smoothly. 

 

The Year 9 migrant pupil participants were selected based on the information the Year 9 class 

teachers provided. With the permission of the head teacher and Year 9 class teachers, I met 

Year 9 migrant pupils at a vocational high school information session at the participating 

school, where I introduced my role, explained my research topic, and then invited them for 

interviews. Meanwhile, I sent them an invitation letter stating the research rationale and 

outline. After pupils agreed to participate, invitation letters and consent letters were then sent 

to their parents/carers. After the pupils’ parents agreed to their children’s participation, I 

arranged an interview with each pupil. It should be noted that the session was only for Year 9 
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migrant pupils. In Year 9, most of the migrant pupils at the participating school had been 

temporarily moved to a vocational high school for study at the suggestion of their teachers 

(see Chapter 6 ), so there were few opportunities to meet Year 9 migrant pupils at the 

participating school. 

 

Local pupil participants  

The second group interviewed consisted of 22 local pupils (aged 13): 10 girls and 12 boys. 

The total number of local pupils in Year 7 was 43, so these 22 participants represented 

approximately 57% of the local pupils in Year 7. Due to the intense study needed to prepare 

for the high school entrance examination, Year 9 local pupils were not involved.  

 

In this research, although migrant pupils constituted the major group of participants, I also 

included local pupils in the class as participants. This was partly for ethical reasons (to avoid 

singling out migrant pupils), but also because the data from non-migrant pupils can provide a 

more holistic picture, enabling me to distinguish between general aspirations and anything 

specific to migrant pupils. To place the study of migrant pupils within particular contexts, this 

research examined local pupil perceptions of the inclusion of migrant pupils in Shanghai 

public middle schools, thus gaining a comprehensive understanding of the interactions 

between migrant pupils and local pupils and examining the role of the Shanghai public 

middle schools in facilitating the inclusion of migrant pupils. 
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Teacher participants  

The third group interviewed comprised seven teachers in Year 7 and Year 9 and the head 

teacher from the participating school: five women and three men. The teacher participants 

were selected based on the information provided by the head teacher. The head teacher 

introduced me to potential teacher participants in Year 7 and Year 9. After explaining my 

research topic in person at the school to each potential teacher, I invited them for interviews 

by sending out an invitation letter stating the research rationale and outline. All Year 7 

teachers accepted my invitation to be interviewed. Those who agreed to participate were 

selected.  

 

The teacher participants included one class teacher in Year 9, five class teachers in Year 7 

(who were also subject teachers in Year 7 or 9), one subject teacher in Year 7, and the head 

teacher (who also was a subject teacher in Year 7). The basic information of teacher 

participants is shown in Appendix 5-C. 

 

As discussed in Chapter 3, teachers play a profound role as significant others in the 

educational opportunity and inclusion of migrant pupils. They played critical roles in school 

leadership, school policy and priorities, and classroom interactions/pedagogies that might 

impact migrant pupils' educational opportunities and inclusion. Interviews with teachers and 

the head teacher were included to better understand the context of schooling and uncover 

possible contradictions in perspectives and explanations. The head teacher was also able to 

discuss more broadly the school's general approach to issues of equity and inclusion. 
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Parent participants   

The final group interviewed comprised 13 parents of Year 7 migrant pupils: eight women and 

five men. The parent participants were selected based on the information provided by Year 7 

class teachers. After completing the interviews with the pupil participants, with the head 

teacher's permission, I was introduced to the parents of the Year 7 pupils by Year 7 class 

teachers at a parent-teacher meeting. After the parent meeting, when I explained my research 

topic in person, I invited parents for interviews by sending an invitation letter stating the 

research rationale and outline. The invited parents responded to my invitation the day after 

the meeting. Those who agreed to participate were selected.  

 

While I prioritised the views and voices of migrant pupils themselves in this study, I also 

included the parents of the migrant pupils interviewed. The purpose of the expanded scope 

was that interviewing parents allowed me to obtain a deeper and more comprehensive 

understanding of the key factors shaping migrant pupils' educational opportunities at the 

family level. As parental influences are essential, the research also aimed to identify the 

strategies migrant pupils' parents used to support their children in pursuing their educational 

aspirations under the implementation of a differential senior secondary education policy for 

migrant children and youth in China. Appendix 5-B shows the labour market occupation and 

educational level of all 13 interviewed parents. These 13 parents had worked and lived in 

Shanghai for a long time, ranging from 10 to 20 years. Most of them were manual workers 

without higher education qualifications. 
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5.6 Data collection  

The primary data collection method was semi-structured interviews with four groups of 

stakeholders (migrant pupils, local pupils, teachers, and parents of migrant pupils). Other data 

collection methods were used to contextualise and triangulate the data, including desk-based 

documentary analysis, informal conversations, and informal classroom observations. The 

choice of these methods stems from the research questions of this study and the nature of its 

inquiry. These methods are discussed in detail below. 

 

5.6.1 Semi-structured interviews  

The choice of interviews as the primary source of information stems from their proven 

effectiveness in qualitative research. Interviews can be a form of conversation that allows for 

an in-depth exploration of a particular topic. The in-depth interview can be a powerful way of 

generating descriptions and interpretations of participants' social world (Creswell, 2013; 

Ritchie et al., 2014). More importantly, since the focus of this research was on illuminating 

the key factors shaping the educational opportunities and everyday experiences of migrant 

pupils from the perspectives of migrant pupils themselves while also seeking the views of 

parents of migrant pupils, teachers and local pupils, in-depth interviews were deemed the 

most appropriate method of data collection. As Rubin and Rubin (2012) highlighted, in-depth 

interviews allow researchers to speak with those with relevant experience or knowledge of 

the issue of interest. Through such interviews, researchers can gain insight into participants’ 

values, attitudes, feelings, perspectives, motivations, and accounts of experiences and learn to 

see the social world from a perspective other than their own (Rubin & Rubin, 2012; Ritchie et 

al., 2014). Holstein and Gubrium (2011) also noted that knowledge could be created and 

negotiated through cooperation between interviewees and interviewers, as, through dialogue, 
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the interviewer guides the subject to new insights. For this study, in-depth interviews allow 

for an in-depth investigation of the key factors shaping migrant pupils' educational 

opportunities from multiple angles (individuals, families, educational institutions) that is 

hoped would provide a holistic overview of the stance of the different stakeholders which in 

turn can contribute to addressing existing educational inequalities affecting migrant pupils in 

China.  

 

Furthermore, as the goal was to elucidate and unpack the interactive role played by 

individuals, families, educational institutions, and policy contexts in the educational 

opportunities of migrant pupils, individual semi-structured interviews were considered more 

suitable for this purpose. Unlike structured interviews, which have a fixed order of questions 

and specific wording, individual semi-structured interviews are characterised by flexibility, 

allowing for disambiguation, digging deeper, and the freedom to pause and explore when 

topics of interest arise (Cohen et al., 2008). The method enables researchers and participants 

to discuss research topics in detail in a comfortable atmosphere by using a set of key 

questions as guiding questions while providing space for probing other ideas where necessary 

(Ritchie et al., 2014). In other words, participants can express their thoughts and opinions on 

the issues discussed in their own way and maintain the natural feel of the interview, while 

researchers can seek new information with the use of prompting questions (Thomas, 2013). 

Before the interviews, I designed a different interview schedule for each of the four groups 

(migrant pupils, parents of migrant pupils, local pupils, and teachers) based on the research 

questions to provide guiding questions for my semi-structured interviews (see Appendix 3 for 

interview schedules). 
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However, interviewing is not without its drawbacks. For instance, the view of knowledge as 

something created in the unique context of interviews has raised concerns among postmodern 

theory advocates about interview data's stability, reliability, and validity (Ritchie et al., 2014). 

They refuted the idea that there were individual 'selves' that could be interviewed; 

maintaining, rather, that "we have many different 'selves' and that the interview is a 

manifestation of one or more of them, through which data is created that is merely a 

representation of that single interaction" (Ritchie et al., 2014, p. 180). However, many 

qualitative research authors take broad and pragmatic views on this subject (e.g., Miller & 

Glasser, 2011; Rubin & Rubin, 2012). As Miller and Glasser (2011, p. 133) point out, "while 

the interview is itself a symbolic interaction, this does not preclude the possibility that 

knowledge of the social world beyond the interaction can be obtained". I was aware of the 

interview as an interaction between the researcher and participants that would shape the 

features and form of the data generated. However, taking an extreme postmodern stance on 

this issue seems to completely negate the possibility of participants being able to share their 

perspectives and experiences with the researcher meaningfully (Ritchie et al., 2014). In my 

view, interviews remain a valid and essential method to better explore and understand 

educational issues with migrant pupils and retain value beyond the context of direct research 

interactions. Unlike other methods, such as observations or document analysis, it involves the 

research participants' direct and explicit interpretation and understanding of the research 

questions (Ritchie et al., 2014). Another major criticism of interviews is that they can 

generate biased responses. The interviewer and the interviewee may unknowingly bring their 

own experiential baggage into the interview (Cohen et al., 2008). So, as a researcher, it is 

vital to be aware that I might be influencing the data. To minimise this potential bias, I 

employed several strategies before, during and after the interview, such as being well-

prepared, developing an effective working relationship with participants, balancing the power 
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relations with participants, and improving the quality of listening and remembering through 

audio recordings, etc. (Ritchie et al., 2014). These strategies are discussed in detail below. 

 

The interview processes 

Successful interviews require thorough preparation and skill. My interview preparation 

included thinking and designing questions related to the research issue and the research 

questions. As Ritchie et al. (2014) noted, the non-judgemental and open-ended nature of the 

questions enables the interviewer to encourage unexpected stories and statements to emerge. 

Informed by this description, for this research, four interview schedules (see Appendix 3 ) 

were designed before the interviews, one for migrant pupils, one for local pupils, one for 

parents of migrant pupils, and one for teachers and the head teacher. These interview 

schedules included guiding questions to support the sequence and organisation of the 

interviews and to ensure that the conversation covered the research questions I wanted to 

explore; however, the questions were not set in stone. I tried to ensure that the interview 

questions were general enough to cover a broad range of experiences yet narrow enough to 

elicit and illuminate the interviewees’ experiences (Ritchie et al., 2014). 

 

Additionally, as Narayan and George (2012) noted, perhaps the two most essential skills of 

interviewing are rapport (or trust) and the relationship built between the interviewee and the 

interviewer, and the interviewer's ability to show respect for what is being said and to listen 

attentively. To ensure that good rapport and trust were established, during the fieldwork, I 

managed to spend as much time as possible with the participants before interviewing them, 

including chatting with pupils and teachers at lunchtime and participating in Year 7 pupils’ 

Psychology class, Year 9 migrant pupils' vocational high school information session and Year 
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7’s parent meeting. Also, all participants were consulted when choosing the appropriate time 

and place to conduct the interviews, so that they would feel more relaxed and comfortable 

during the interview (Alderson, 2005). Furthermore, I chose to conduct individual interviews 

rather than focus groups and group interviews because that allowed me to explore more 

migrant pupils' personal experiences, perspectives, and attitudes in greater privacy. 

Meanwhile, migrant pupils did not need to confront potential marginalisation in the group, 

and I could be more sensitive and responsive to their individual needs and feelings. It is also 

worth mentioning that in Chinese culture, many people prefer to avoid confronting others 

despite having different opinions. Therefore, all teacher and parent participants were also 

interviewed individually so that they could feel more relaxed and comfortable about sharing 

their thoughts and ideas. 

 

All interviews were conducted in Mandarin (the first language of participants and researcher) 

and audio-recorded with the explicit and informed written consent of participants. I decided 

to tape all the interviews because I wanted to be part of the dialogue, not just listen and 

transcribe. Through my being part of the conversation, not only was the interviewee 

encouraged to expand on what was said to explore it further, but I could fulfil my wish to 

represent myself authentically as someone who was genuinely interested in what they were 

saying. I hoped that being involved in the conversation could also build rapport and trust, 

which could, in turn, support the interviewee in feeling relaxed and allow the conversation to 

flow. The following parts detail the interview process for each group. 

 

Interviews with pupils 

I first conducted interviews with the pupil group (43 migrant pupils and 22 local pupils), 

which took about 2.5 months to complete. Pupil interviews were conducted once pupils had 
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become more familiar with me. I was aware that the researcher needed to balance the power 

relations and build trust with participants, as this may influence the quality of data collection 

(Alderson, 2005). Thus, I adopted various strategies to reduce power relations and build 

rapport and trust with participants. For example, before interviewing Year 7 pupils, I attended 

Year 7 Psychology classes three times to enable us to get acquainted with each other and to 

become a familiar figure. Also, after recruiting, I often came to the classroom to talk with 

them during lunchtime. Year 7 pupils called me 'big sister', and I felt I was seen as 

approachable. Year 9 migrant pupil interviews were conducted after I had attended their 

vocational high school information session. Interviews with pupils were held in the school's 

Psychology room during lunch break or after school. I aimed to create a relaxed and 

comfortable atmosphere during the interview process. For example, at the beginning of each 

interview, I usually had candy or chocolate chip cookies and a bottle of water for each 

interviewee in the interview room.  

 

Before starting each interview, I also reminded pupil participants that they had the right to 

stop participating in the research without giving a reason; they did not have to answer my 

questions; and they could ask for a break at any time during the interview. During the 

interview, I took minimal notes, allowing me to focus on listening to and interacting with 

pupil participants. All the interviews were audio-recorded with the pupils' consent. These 

recordings were later transcribed for analysis. Interviews took an average of 70 to 90 minutes 

for each pupil. Since the interview style was more like a chat with pupils about their 

schooling and daily life, all pupils appeared relaxed and chatty and spoke openly for a long 

time, taking beyond the allotted time. Many pupils specifically mentioned that participating 

in this interview gave them the opportunity to express what they wanted to convey. They also 

hoped that their stories would be heard so that other pupils could have a better experience in 
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the future. This made me feel that pupils desired to be heard, given that few such 

opportunities existed in reality.  

 

It is worth mentioning that many pupils in the interviews sought additional advice from me 

about their educational choices and relationships with peers and adults (teachers, parents). 

For example, during the interview, I found that six Year 7 migrant pupils had misunderstood 

the high school education policy for migrant pupils, so I advised them to consult their class 

teachers after the interview to ensure that they and their parents had no misunderstandings 

about the policy. I conducted follow-up interviews with these six pupils to ensure that they 

made high school education choices with a proper understanding of policy. Overall, in 

interviews with pupils, I felt that though I was there as a researcher, the questions and advice 

the pupils sought from me meant I had to be mindful not to stray into the role of a ‘proxy 

counsellor’. I, therefore, referred them to school advisors for further information. 

 

Interviews with migrant pupils were designed to address three research questions:  

Q1: How do personal and family circumstances shape migrant pupils’ educational 

opportunities and experiences? 

Q2: How does the context of school influence the educational opportunities of migrant 

pupils?   

Q3: Which policies promote or hinder educational opportunities for migrant pupils? 

 

In keeping with these three research questions, the following sub-questions guided the 

interview with migrant pupils:  
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• What are the educational aspirations of migrant pupils, and how are these enabled or 

hindered?  

• How do migrant pupils view the high school education policy for migrant children in 

Shanghai?  

• How do the parents of migrant pupils support their children in pursuing their 

educational aspirations? 

• How do migrant pupils perceive their experiences in terms of learning and interacting 

with local peers, teachers, and local communities?  

Specifically, interviews with migrant pupils focused on exploring their perceptions and 

aspirations for the future and beyond the end of compulsory schooling. Questions also 

explored whether and how they were intending to realise their educational aspirations, how 

their parents supported them, and how they perceived the impact of Shanghai's high school 

educational policy. It also focused on exploring the migrant pupils' accounts of their 

schooling from the time they entered middle school. In particular, it explored how migrant 

pupils in this study integrated their schooling and daily experiences with their experience of 

educational barriers and how this related to the formation of their sense of belonging. 

 

Interviews with local pupils were also designed to address the second research question:  

Q2: How does the context of school influence the educational opportunities of migrant 

pupils?   

According to this research question, the following sub-questions guided the interview with 

local pupils: 

• How do local pupils perceive their experiences of interacting with migrant pupils at 

school?  
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• How do local pupils view the high school education policy for migrant children in 

Shanghai? 

Together with the local pupils’ perspective, I was able to move towards a better 

understanding of migrant pupils' inclusion in Shanghai public middle schools, thus gaining a 

comprehensive understanding of the interactions between migrant pupils and local pupils and 

examining the role of the Shanghai public middle schools in facilitating the inclusion of 

migrant pupils. 

 

Interviews with parents of migrant pupil participants  

Following the pupil interviews, 13 parents of Year 7 migrant pupil participants were 

interviewed. Parent interviews were held at different locations to facilitate parent 

participation: 9 in the Psychology room at the participating school and 4 in the coffee shop. 

Interviews with each parent took an average of 80 to 120 minutes. During the interview 

process, I created a relaxed and comfortable atmosphere. For example, at the beginning of 

each interview, I usually ordered a cup of coffee or tea for the interviewee and chatted for a 

while to allow us to get to know each other.  

 

Parent interviews also aimed to address the first and third research questions of this study:  

Q1: How do personal and family circumstances shape migrant pupils’ educational 

opportunities and experiences?  

Q 3: Which policies promote or hinder educational opportunities for migrant pupils? 

It explored how the parents of migrant pupil participants supported their children in pursuing 

educational aspirations under the implementation of a differential senior secondary education 

policy for migrant children in China. Three sub-questions are also explored:  
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• What do parents expect concerning their children's educational achievement?  

• How do parents perceive Shanghai's separate educational policies for migrant 

children ? 

• How do parents deal with the policy, and what factors underlie their decision-making? 

The interviews with parents provided valuable insights into the role of family capital in 

shaping migrant pupils' high school educational opportunities. The parent participants were 

willing to talk about their child/ren’s educational plans and family circumstances. Three 

parents specifically mentioned that they hoped their stories would be heard so that other 

migrant families could have a better experience in the future. This made me feel that parents 

desired to be heard, given that few such opportunities existed in reality. Together with the 

migrant pupil participants' perspectives, I was able to move towards a better understanding of 

the context of family circumstances and uncover possible contradictions in views and 

explanations. 

 

Interviews with teachers     

After completing the interviews with pupils and parents of migrant pupils, interviews with 

teachers (seven class teachers and one head teacher) were conducted one week before the end 

of the fieldwork. Like the pupil interviews, the teacher interviews were conducted when 

teachers had become more familiar with me. Before the interviews, I had many opportunities 

to build rapport and trust with the teacher participants. For example, I attended the head 

teacher’s class three times and had several meetings with him in his office to get an overview 

of the school and discuss the process of fieldwork and recruiting participants. I also often met 

with class teacher participants in the teachers' offices to discuss and schedule the best time for 

pupil interviews. At lunchtime, I usually brought fruit or chocolates to the teachers' offices to 
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thank them for their cooperation; I also invited two teacher participants to lunch to thank 

them for allowing me to attend the Year 7 parent meeting. 

 

Interviews with teachers were held in the school's Psychology room during lunch break or 

after school. The interview with the head teacher was held in his office. Before starting each 

interview, in addition to reminding the teachers of their right to stop taking part at any time 

and to have their identities protected, I reassured them that I was conducting this study out of 

my interest in hearing their perspectives on including migrant pupils in Shanghai public 

middle schools. I was fully aware that when interviewing teacher participants, they could feel 

vulnerable because teachers are often subject to inspections of their teaching practices. 

Therefore, I aimed to show an attitude of acceptance rather than judgement during the 

interviews.  

 

Interviews with teachers were designed to address the second research question: How does 

the context of school influence the educational opportunities of migrant pupils? According to 

this research question, the following sub-questions guided the interview with teachers:  

• How do teachers perceive the inclusion of migrant pupils at school ?  

• How do teachers perceive Shanghai's separate educational policies for migrant 

children ? 

Since teachers played critical roles in school leadership, school policy and priorities and 

classroom interactions/pedagogies that might impact migrant pupils' educational 

opportunities and inclusion, interviews with teachers and the head teacher aimed to better 

understand the context of schooling and uncover possible contradictions in perspectives and 

explanations. They added to a contextualised understanding of pupil participants' attitudes 
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and experiences. The head teacher was also able to discuss the school's general approach to 

issues of equity and inclusion.  

Specifically, these interviews explored teacher perceptions of migrant pupils' inclusion in 

Shanghai public middle schools. Since pupil interviews revealed a range of issues related to 

migrant pupils' school transfer, teacher attitudes, and differential treatment by teachers, I was 

particularly interested in exploring teachers' impression of migrant pupils, their views on 

migrant pupils' school moves and Shanghai's different education policies for migrant pupils.  

 

During the interviews, teachers seemed quite open with me. Two local teachers even shared 

their strong stance as local parents. Based on the results of pupils’ interviews, specific issues 

relevant to individual pupils were added to the interviews. For instance, I asked why most 

Year 9 migrant pupils were moved to a vocational high school in Year 9. I was also able to 

convey to the class teachers that some of the migrant pupils and their parents had 

misunderstood the high school education policy and might need the school’s guidance and 

support. Interviews with each teacher took an average of 1.5 to 2.5 hours. Overall, the 

interviews with teachers provided valuable insights into the complexities and dynamics of the 

inclusion and exclusion of migrant pupils in Shanghai public middle schools. Together with 

the pupils' perspectives, I was able to move towards a better understanding of migrant pupils’ 

educational experiences and uncover possible contradictions in views and explanations. 

 

5.6.2 Informal classroom observations and informal conversations  

To gain a general sense of the participating school's ethos and build rapport with the pupil 

and teacher participants so as to understand the context better and triangulate interview data, I 

conducted informal classroom observations and informal conversations before the interviews. 
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Specifically, to become acquainted with school life and build a rapport with pupil 

participants, before conducting interviews, I attended Year 7 pupils' Psychology classes three 

times during the first month of the fieldwork. This access also enabled me to observe daily 

interactions among migrant pupils, local pupils, and teachers. During informal classroom 

observation, I not only sat at the back of the classroom to observe pupils' learning attitude, 

behaviour, and interaction with their peers and teachers but also participated in some class 

activities with pupils. The advantage of informal classroom observations was that data 

triangulation and complementarity would be ensured by classroom observations (Yin, 2003). 

They gave me the opportunity to obtain deeper insights into behaviours and interactions not 

revealed by interviews, meanwhile building relationships with participants (Cohen et al., 

2008; Ritchie et al., 2014). In other words, informal classroom observation could supplement 

the limitations of interviews and enhance data quality by triangulation. However, this 

informal classroom observation only provided snapshots and partial pictures, not the whole 

underlying picture. Because of the presence of the researcher, it could not guarantee that the 

participants would behave authentically (Ritchie et al., 2014). 

 

During my fieldwork in the participating school, I managed to have a range of relevant 

informal conversations with Year 7 pupils, teachers and the head teacher, which provided 

further insight into the context of schooling and more knowledge of their school routine. In 

this case study, informal conversations were not part of the interview but provided 

information for the interview guide. Along with the interview data, they entered the analysis 

process as field notes that I took during these conversations and interactions. Informal 

conversations with Year 7 pupils occurred in classrooms during lunch or recess. These 

conversations often centred on learning about pupils’ day-to-day life at school. Informal talks 

with teachers took place in the teacher's office or on campus when the teachers were 
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available. The advantage of informal conversations in this case study was that they enhanced 

the quality of interview data collection, allowing me to balance power dynamics and build 

rapport and trust with the participants. It also ensured that pupil participants were as relaxed 

and engaged as they could be in a formal school setting. 

 

5.6.3 Desk-based documentary analysis 

A desk-based document analysis was used to provide perspective on the policy and structural 

level influences that shape educational opportunities for migrant children. It was also used to 

inform the findings of semi-structured interviews as a supporting data collection method. In 

other words, desk-based document analysis provided a macro-context and triangulated the 

data.  

 

This analysis identified policies specifically targeting the education of migrant children, 

including national and local (Shanghai) policies, and reviewed previous research on the 

education of migrant children. All documents and research reports were collected and 

analysed before, during and after the fieldwork to assist me in placing in context information 

gained during the interview and also assisted in shaping the interview schedule.  

 

The advantage of adopting a desk-based document analysis in this study was the capacity to 

evaluate the policies that may shape educational opportunities for migrant pupils. It also 

provided critical pluralism, allowing research questions to be “examined from different 

perspectives, and it is helpful to combine different methods with different biases" (Johnson et 

al., 2007, p. 116). That is, a desk-based document analysis provided this study with a top-

down perspective from which to understand the underlying factors shaping the educational 

opportunities of migrant pupils.  
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The desk-based documentary analysis responds to the third research question of this study: 

Which policies promote or hinder educational opportunities for migrant pupils? It introduced 

the policies relevant to shaping migrant pupils' educational opportunities and everyday 

experiences.  

 

The documents gathered and analysed in this case study mainly included official government 

documents and statistics, and research reports on migrant children. Official government 

documents and statistics were retrieved from the following Chinese government websites: 

Ministry of Education, State Council, National People's Congress, National Development and 

Reform Commission, National Bureau of Statistics of China, Shanghai Municipal 

Government, Shanghai Municipal Education Commission, and Shanghai Municipal Bureau 

of Statistics. 

 

Official documents covered education law, hukou reform, national education reform policy, 

and education policy for migrant children. These documents helped me both to understand 

the context of migrant pupil education issues and to formulate research questions and 

interview questions before fieldwork. National documents and policies set out guidelines for 

local and institutional policies and provided information on what is stipulated in the policy 

for migrant children. By reviewing these documents, I was also able to evaluate the feasibility 

of policy objectives. In addition to legal documents and policy, I gathered reports issued by 

the Ministry of Education. These reports provided information on the enrolment rate of 

migrant pupils in urban schools, annual reports on national educational achievements, 

national education funding, and more. I also collected data from the National Bureau of 

Statistics of China on the rural-urban migrant population, the Chinese government's 

education expenditure, etc. It should be noted that in the case of government documents and 
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policies, the focus of the investigation was placed on the content of documents and policies, 

not the process of how documents and policies develop, which is beyond the scope of my 

research. 

 

The findings of the desk-based documentary analysis have been presented in Chapter 2. The 

chapter provided contextual knowledge of the educational issues of migrant children in 

China. It presented an overview of the background of migrant children in urban China, the 

Chinese education system, the history and reform of China's hukou and its role in rural-urban 

migration and the education of migrant children. It also reviewed and evaluated the 

development of generic policies on education for migrant children, its ongoing issues and 

challenges. Overall, desk-based document analysis in this study provided a macro-context 

that sat alongside the data from interviews, which helped to triangulate findings, provide 

additional information to answer research questions, and strengthen arguments.  

 

In summary, in this research, semi-structured interviews played a primary role, while desk-

based document analysis, informal conversations and informal class observations were used 

to contextualise and triangulate the data. 

 

 

5.7 Data analysis  

Transcribing and translating 

This section reviews the steps in the data analysis process. Transcription and translation, as a 

stage of data analysis, comprised another essential and heavier task that I focused on in the 

post-fieldwork analysis. Since this study was conducted in China, where English is not the 

native language, all interviews, conversations, and field notes are in Chinese. All interviews 
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and conversations were conducted in Mandarin and were transcribed in Chinese. After 

returning to Edinburgh, I transcribed all the interview recordings of 86 participants into 

electronic documents in Chinese. While the process was time-consuming (taking about four 

months), I did not seek help from others: first, because listening to the recording again 

allowed me to reflect on the interactions in the interview and note down emerging patterns; 

second, because the identities of the participants needed to be strictly protected for ethical 

reasons. I noted from the interview transcript the passages of key relevance to my research 

questions and discussed them with my supervisors during the transcription process. 

 

All data were in Chinese, which involved translation issues. According to Van Ness, Abma, 

Jonsson and Deeg (2010), linguistic differences matter because language is a way of 

expressing and shaping meaning; therefore, a good translation should enable readers to 

understand the meaning at its source. I decided to base my analysis on Chinese transcripts 

because using my native language would allow me to better understand the meaning, by 

retaining the cultural and social meaning of words and expressions. In practical terms, due to 

limited time and resources, translating all the texts into English would add unnecessary work 

without analytical gain. Thus, I only translated into English those excerpts that I needed to 

present the findings. In this study, I adopted literal translation; that is, I translated the original 

text directly without adding my interpretations (Filep, 2009) to avoid losing important 

information in translation. At the same time, to make the translated text readable, I added the 

necessary contextual information to support understanding of the meaning. 

 

Thematic analysis 

Thematic analysis was used as the approach in this research for systematically making sense 

of the data because its characteristics and advantages are suitable for and help to achieve the 
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purpose of this study, which was to understand the key factors shaping migrant pupils' 

educational opportunities and everyday experiences from multiple angles. Thematic analysis 

is a general method used to analyse all types of qualitative data; it involves identifying, 

analysing, interpreting, and reporting themes/patterns within data (Victoria et al., 2017). The 

method enables researchers to analyse data systematically, identifying topics that are 

progressively integrated into higher-order themes linked to the research questions (Ritchie et 

al., 2014). What sets thematic analysis apart from most other qualitative analysis methods is 

its flexibility, as it can not only be used within a 'critical' framework, interrogating patterns of 

social or personal meaning around a topic, but can also be adopted in a quest to understand 

participants' thoughts, feelings, and behaviours and to identify patterns within and between 

data related to participants' views and experiences. In other words, the coding procedure 

allowed the major themes to emerge directly from the raw data rather than from the study's 

research questions and theoretical framework. Also, it "can be used for both deductive 

(theory-driven) and inductive (data-driven) analysis, and captures manifest (explicit) and 

latent (underlying) meaning " (Victoria et al., 2017, p. 298). 

 

This study's exploratory nature prompted the use of data analysis as an inductive approach for 

locating the themes emerging from the data. A general inductive approach enables research 

findings to surface without being limited by methodology (Bryman & Burgess, 2002). This 

study aimed to establish common themes based on the retrieved data, not to create a theory. 

Devising a thematic framework involved formulating meaning from the raw data and making 

connections between themes. Research findings were presented by evidencing the themes’ 

establishment with excerpts from the data. Fraser’s social justice model was adopted as a lens 

through which to assess the meaning of these themes in terms of the factors shaping migrant 

pupils’ educational opportunities. In this study, the perspectives and experiences of pupil, 
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parent, and teacher participants were the units of analysis embedded in personal, family, 

school, and social structure contexts. 

 

Code work  

Identifying thematic frameworks involves a coding process that helps organise recurring data 

ideas into themes. The approach of this study analysis consisted of identifying commonalities 

and differences among migrant pupils, migrant parents, local pupils, and teachers. Different 

themes emerged across the interviews with different groups of participants (migrant pupils, 

migrant parents, and teachers), which identified the key factors shaping migrant pupils' 

educational opportunities. As the building blocks for themes and a bridge between data and 

theory, "codes are the smallest units of analysis, capturing interesting data features that may 

be relevant to research questions " (DeGuir-Gunby et al., 2011; Victoria et al., 2017, p. 297). 

Code analysis involved transcribing and rereading the data; generating initial codes; 

identifying broader categories; establishing a thematic network; formulating key themes 

according to the research questions; and integrating and interpreting main themes (Robson, 

2011). Table 4.1 below describes the general process of data analysis. 

 

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3 

Open coding 

 
-transcribing and 

rereading the data  

 

-grouping the materials  

 

-generating initial codes 

Establishing categories  

 
-identifying connections between the 

codes 

 

-repositioning data by codes  

 

-integrating and differentiating codes into 

categories  

Answering research 

questions 

 
-comparing and establishing 

themes 

-constructing a thematic network 

-integrating and interpreting main 

themes 

Table 4.1 the general process of data analysis 
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Code analysis began during the process of transcription. At this stage, reading and rereading 

the interview transcripts was essential to allow me to become very familiar with all the data, 

and to recall field experiences with more defined analytical purposes in mind. To get a quick 

grasp of what was in the data, I first summarised the topics frequently covered in the 

interviews, such as 'university aspirations', 'returning difficulties' or 'sense of belonging', as a 

helpful reminder of all available answers from the participants.  

 

The coding process was cyclic, iterative, and recursive (Robson, 2011): I refined the codes 

back and forth. It included an intensive examination of the consistency and accuracy of the 

meanings of the codes. As a bridge between theory and data, I considered a code’s 

relationship to other codes to elucidate categories and noted down possible propositions and 

explanations when I created a code. Five separate code lists were created from each data set 

(migrant pupils' interviews, parents of migrant pupils’ interviews, local pupils’ interviews, 

teachers’ interviews, and fieldnotes). Many issues, such as 'university aspirations', 'school 

transfer', 'peer networks', and 'teacher behaviours and attitudes’, were widely shared across 

data sets, given the differences in data sources. After completing the first round of open 

coding, I began to focus on exploring connections between codes to identify themes and 

categories and in turn to "reposition data" based on codes and categories (Cohen et al., 2008). 

A sample of the first-round open coding is attached in Appendix 4.  

 

Categorising and interleaving data sets occurred iteratively in the second coding cycle. The 

coded data were sorted by category or topics, then combined and synthesised to identify 

major themes. I linked data sets using a strategy that identified pathways (Strøm & 

Fagermoen, 2012). I integrated the data of migrant pupils, local pupils, teachers, and parents 

of migrant pupils through shared categories. For example, migrant pupils often described how 
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they developed and negotiated their educational aspirations and choices under the influence 

of their parents' social status and negotiated their sense of belonging through interactions with 

peers, teachers, and relatives. Turning to the data on migrant parents and teachers, I noticed 

how the expectations and capacity of migrant parents shaped their children's educational 

opportunities and how teachers' perspectives on migrant pupils and education policies for 

migrant children and youth shaped their practices. I was then able to reach a complete picture 

of the construction of the key factors shaping migrant pupils' educational chances and 

everyday experiences. Finally, I contrasted and compared themes and categories, which 

systematically elucidated the key factors shaping the educational opportunities and everyday 

experience of migrant pupils from different perspectives, and so answered the research 

questions. Fraser’s social justice model was adopted as a lens through which to assess what 

these themes mean in terms of the factors shaping migrant pupils’ educational opportunities. 

Overall, the whole process of data analysis was inevitably iterative, evolving from open 

coding systems to structured coding systems to answer the research questions (Table 4.1).  

 

5.8 Trustworthiness  

In this study, the concept of trustworthiness proposed by Guba (1981) was used to assess the 

quality control of the study, addressing issues of confirmability, credibility and dependability, 

by adopting triangulation and reflexivity strategies. 

 

The notion of triangulation involves using multiple data collection methods, different data 

sources, or different standpoints during the research process (Flick, 2007). In qualitative 

research, triangulation is defined as "a validity procedure where researchers search for 

convergence among multiple and different sources of information to form categories or 

themes in research" (Creswell & Miller, 2000, p. 126). In other words, triangulation reflects 
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and ensures the multiple ways of establishing truth. It can explain the researched subjects in 

more complexity and detail by studying them from different perspectives and rejecting or 

confirming the results from the multiple methods used (Cohen et al., 2008). I use the strategy 

of triangulation for this study to mainly enhance and enrich my understanding of the 

complexities of the factors shaping migrant pupils' educational chances. As Denzin (2017) 

concluded, triangulation is an effective approach to ensure data accuracy and reduce potential 

bias as it has three advantages: convergence, contradiction, and inconsistency. Each strength 

could provide a more robust interpretation of the data analysis in qualitative research, thus 

giving researchers confidence in the presentation of the findings. 

 

Triangulation of data sources and methods was applied. By including the perspectives of 

migrant pupils, parents of migrant pupils, local pupils, and teachers, I was able to examine 

commonalities and differences from each side and gain a better understanding of the 

situation. The experience and perceptions they reported contributed to a comprehensive and 

complex account of the factors shaping the educational opportunities of migrant pupils. Also, 

the multiple data collection methods (interviews, informal class observation, informal 

conversations, and desk-based document analysis) complemented each other, reducing 

systematic bias associated with a single method and strengthening my confidence in the 

representation. For example, informal classroom observation could enhance participants’ 

authenticity during interviews; desk-based document analysis provided a macro-context that 

sat alongside the data from interviews and informal conversations, which helped to 

triangulate findings and strengthened arguments. 

  

Furthermore, to enhance dependability and confirmability , I maintained a full and accessible 

research record, including interview audio recordings, interview transcripts, informal 
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observation and conversation notes, and documentary analysis, to reflect on, question, and 

validate my interpretations while collecting and analysing data to ensure rigour.  

 

5.9 Reflexivity and researcher positionality  

Another key strategy for addressing trustworthiness in this study was reflexivity, understood 

as critically examining the researcher's role in the research process. It refers to the continual 

exploration of the value of the researcher and the recognition in the research process of how 

the researcher's social status, social background and existing knowledge shape the research 

(Ergun & Erdemir, 2010). For this study, I constantly tried to bear in mind my positionality 

and how my experiences, perspectives and identity shaped my actions, the field relationships 

with research participants, and data interpretations. 

 

The selection of the research topic was shaped in significant ways by my academic 

experience in the field of Education and Community work, as well as my prior professional 

experience as a community worker in Canada. During my study time in Canada, I interned 

for six months at a public secondary school for newcomers in Toronto, where I worked as a 

community worker helping migrant pupils and international pupils address academic and 

living issues. This six-month internship was especially influential as it allowed me to become 

aware of the challenges that migrant pupils and international pupils encountered in 

multicultural contexts and brought the realisation that the practice of equal education and 

social inclusion for migrant pupils in schools remains problematic in many nations, including 

China. I first learned about the educational issue of migrant pupils in China when I was on 

vacation in Shanghai in 2016, through a report on local TV media. It told the story of migrant 

pupils with excellent grades who could only attend Shanghai vocational high schools after 
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graduating from middle school, due to local hukou restrictions. This story left a deep 

impression on me and made me aware of the injustice surrounding the education of migrant 

children in China, which in turn sparked my interest in this topic of study. Moreover, my 

hopes for the research and the selection of the research methodology, namely, that they will 

promote social justice and attention to migrant pupil voices, are linked to my personal 

aspiration for the study to help a disadvantaged group in the longer run. 

 

Furthermore, I was very much aware of the significance of balancing the power relations 

between the participants and researchers to ensure data quality and ethics. I acknowledged 

differences in status and power due to my positionality associated with my personal 

characteristics (e.g., age, social class, gender). Scholars have emphasised that researchers 

should address power relationships embedded in their research, especially when working with 

children and adolescents (Alderson, 2005; Grover, 2004). Therefore, I acknowledged my 

identity and institutional characteristics as a Chinese, female, middle-class, international 

researcher affiliated with a British academic institution. These aspects of my social 

background and identity as a researcher could create distance between the pupil participants 

and me. Thus, I adopted multiple strategies in the fieldwork to address and reduce some of 

these issues to establish more equal power relationships and good rapport and trust with 

participants. First, I presented myself as a learner, student, and researcher, sincerely wanting 

to learn from all participants (pupils, teachers, and parents), and needing their help in 

completing my work and getting to know them better. Being friendly, curious, and non-

judgemental enabled me to be quickly accepted by all participants. Second, to differentiate 

myself from their teachers, I let pupils call me ‘older sister’, to remind them that I was not a 

teacher. I also managed to create a friendly and relaxed atmosphere in my interactions with 

pupils, chatting easily during recess. As a result, I was seen as approachable, and I felt that 
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pupils were increasingly willing to initiate conversations with me and share their thoughts. 

Third, I dressed very casually and avoided bringing any luxury items, as I knew how I 

dressed could impact the interaction with the participants. I did not have difficulties building 

rapport with the participants by adopting these strategies. As an outgoing, talkative female 

researcher with several years of educational consulting and management experience in China, 

I was quickly welcomed and accepted by pupils, teachers, and parents. Finally, it needs to be 

emphasised that while these strategies may have minimised the social distance between the 

pupil participants and me, they did not eliminate the differences in power and status. 

 

Additionally, managing risk to researchers throughout a research project is an essential 

consideration in ensuring their well-being. As Wiles (2012) points out, since qualitative study 

often necessitates researchers empathising with research participants during data collection, 

the greater risk to scholars when conducting qualitative research lies in the area of emotional 

well-being and the possibility of distress. My research involved listening to migrant pupils’ 

and their parents' experiences of injustice, along with local pupils’ and teachers' perceptions 

of migrant groups, which could leave me feeling upset. Indeed, hearing negative perceptions 

from some teacher participants about the inclusion of migrant pupils was part of the 

emotional challenge of conducting fieldwork. As will be indicated in greater depth in Chapter 

8, during the interviews with teachers, four local teacher participants ignored or did not 

recognise the migrant pupils' feelings of exclusion. Three of them also showed a sense of 

privilege as locals and were full of stereotypes about rural migrant families. I was shocked 

and distressed when I heard these teachers’ strongly negative and discriminatory views on 

migrant families, which they openly shared with me. One of the ways I managed my feelings 

was simply by focusing on the fact that my study could make a difference, besides using a 

reflective journal to offload emotional distress. 
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5.10 Ethics 

The nature of this qualitative case study involved careful consideration of ethical issues 

related to informed consent, power relations, respect, and privacy throughout the research 

(Alderson, 2005). The Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (BERA, 2018) provided a 

basis for considering these issues. The study was carried out under the approval of the Ethics 

Committee of Moray House School of Education in the University of Edinburgh and the head 

teacher of the participating school. 

 

Informed consent 

Before data collection, informed consent was gained from all potential research participants. 

Permission was also sought from parents/carers of all potential pupil participants as they were 

all under 17. I prepared three versions of the informed consent letters for teachers, pupils, and 

parents/carers of pupils, respectively (see Appendix 2). The consent letters explained   

the research topic and contribution, the participant's right to participate or withdraw at any 

time, and the principles of anonymity and confidentiality. I ensured that the consent form was 

clear and contained no complex or technical language. All participants and parents/carers of 

pupil participants signed paper-based informed consent forms. 

 

Obtaining consent from pupil participants in person is especially important to reduce power 

dynamics. Pupils may agree to participate in this research due to pressure from their teachers 

and parents. To avoid this, I managed first to obtain consent from pupils in person to ensure 

they genuinely wished to participate in this study. I then sought consent from the 

parents/carers. If a pupil wanted to participate, but the parent refused, then I had to respect 

the final decision as lying with the parents/carers. As mentioned in section 5.5.2, after 

obtaining informed consent from the head teacher and class teacher, I organised an 
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introductory talk in classes to obtain informed consent from the potential pupil participants in 

person, where I had the opportunity to help pupils better understand what would happen if 

they did participate and to enable them to ask questions. During the introductory talk, in 

addition to introducing myself and the research and delivering printed invitation letters 

(information leaflets) and consent letters to pupils, I particularly stressed that since this study 

was not schoolwork and my role was not that of a teacher, it was not mandatory to accept my 

invitation to participate. When a pupil chose not to participate, instead of trying to convince 

him/her, I avoided making the pupil feel compelled to participate. After pupils agreed to 

participate, invitation letters and consent letters were then sent to their parents/carers. After 

the pupils’ parents agreed to their children’s participation, I arranged an interview with each 

pupil.  

 

It should be emphasised that obtaining consent was not a one-time process but an ongoing 

one (Alderson, 2005). All participants (pupils, teachers, parents) were told that they had the 

right to stop participating in this research at any time without giving a reason. The time and 

place of interviews were discussed with participants so that they could feel more comfortable 

and relaxed during the interviews. At the beginning of each interview, I reminded participants 

of their rights, checking with them about their willingness to proceed. None of the 

participants withdrew from the research. They were also asked if they would like feedback. 

Those who ticked 'yes' would be sent a short briefing about key findings (no more than 4 A4 

sides). All interviews were audio-recorded with explicit and informed written consent from 

participants. By adopting these strategies, power relations were upfront rather than unspoken. 
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Respect  

Another important ethical consideration for this case study was avoiding marginalisation and 

labelling. This study may benefit migrant pupils by listening to their marginalised voices; 

however, conducting the research in a school setting required the researcher to pay particular 

attention to the research arrangements. I was aware that selecting one group of pupils so 

purposively needed to be done with the utmost sensitivity and care to avoid drawing 

unnecessary attention to this group of pupils. Thus, in order to protect migrant pupils from 

feeling marginalised and singled out, and to ensure that the study was not divisive, when 

recruiting pupil participants I invited all Year 7 pupils within a year group to participate in 

my research. As required by the head teacher and on the advice of my supervisors, to avoid 

labelling and further singling out migrant pupils, in the invitation letters/information sheets 

for pupils and parents, I introduced the study as a general educational study without 

mentioning that its primary focus was on the group of migrant pupils. The use of the 

individual interview method also helped prevent migrant pupils from needing to confront 

potential marginalisation in the group. Every effort was made to conduct this research in a 

manner that did not cause emotional stress to the pupil participants. All participants had the 

opportunity to ask questions at the end of the interview.   

 

Confidentiality and anonymity 

Confidentiality and anonymity are also crucial in qualitative research because the researcher 

has much control over the information revealed in interviews. During the data collection 

phase, confidentiality and anonymity were part of the procedure for obtaining informed 

consent. Given that the research involved pupils' everyday experiences, there was the 

possibility of uncovering child protection issues through interviews. I was aware that if child 

protection issues were involved, I was obliged to take further action on the matter disclosed. 
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Therefore, all participants were informed in the interview and consent forms that interviews 

were confidential, with the proviso that if any information about child abuse were involved 

(issues of emotional or physical harm), this would be passed on to school staff and reported 

to the local police (for example, by calling 110) following the Chinese Child Protection 

Protocols. Throughout the fieldwork, I found no incidents of child abuse. 

 

Anonymity is an essential ethical principle when protecting research participants from being 

identified in research output (Gallagher, 2009). It could also ensure that research participants 

would feel comfortable speaking openly and sharing their experiences without fear of being 

identified. All participants were informed that their identities would be fully anonymised in 

the final study. In writing this thesis, I strictly ensured anonymity to avoid any adverse 

impact of the research on the participant school and participants. Pseudonyms were used in 

written output for the school’s name (the participating school), school location (District A), 

and all participants. Each participant was assigned a code during the data analysis. To store 

all research-related raw materials confidentially and safely, all raw data, including audio 

recordings and transcripts, were securely stored in the SharePoint system provided by the IT 

services at the University of Edinburgh, according to the University of Edinburgh's Research 

Data Management Policy; I am the only person with access to them. The materials will be 

destroyed three years after completing the research to enable the researcher to interrogate the 

data for publication purposes.  

 

In sum, ethical practice often requires negotiation. While the risks cannot be eradicated, 

through careful ethical consideration, I made sure that all participants' rights to participation, 

wellbeing, and privacy were protected and respected. This enabled pupils, parents, and 

teachers in this study to enjoy participating in this research, and what they shared with me 
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exceeded my expectations. At the end of the interview, I gave each participant a small gift (a 

box of chocolates) as a token of appreciation, but they did not know they were receiving it 

until then. Thus, these were not an incentive to take part in the study. At the end of the 

fieldwork, I also received a small gift from a teacher participant and thank-you cards and 

flowers from Year 7 pupil participants. 

 

 

5.11 Summary   

This chapter has presented the qualitative case study design adapted to respond to the 

research questions of this thesis. The methodology chosen for this qualitative research has 

adopted a lens of social justice and aimed to place the voices of migrant pupils and those 

close to them (parents, teaching staff and local pupils) at the centre of the inquiry. This 

process was informed by a critical social constructivist epistemology (also known as 

interpretivism). 

 

I chose the single-case study approach as the most appropriate way to describe this study's 

nature and explore the complexities of educational opportunities for migrant pupils in one 

urban public middle school in China. The single qualitative case study approach in the school 

setting has enabled me to recruit diverse research participants, including migrant pupils, 

parents of migrant pupils, local pupils, teachers, and the head teacher, all within one context. 

This allowed me to explore/identify the key factors that facilitate or hinder post-compulsory 

education opportunities for migrant pupils from multiple angles: personal and family 

circumstances, the context of school, and the policy context, thus providing multi-sourced 

evidence which can contribute to addressing existing educational inequalities affecting 

migrant pupils in China. 
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This research recruited 86 research participants from one Shanghai public middle school in 

China, which included 43 migrant pupils (36 Year 7 pupils and 7 Year 9 pupils), 22 Year 7 

local pupils, 13 parents of Year 7 migrant pupil participants, seven teachers and one head 

teacher. Shanghai was chosen as this study's research site due to its position at the forefront 

of China's educational reform and the fact that it contains the most significant number of 

China's internal migrant population. The participating school was chosen for practical reasons 

of access and depth. 

 

The primary data collection method was semi-structured interviews with four groups of 

stakeholders (migrant pupils, local pupils, teaching staff, and parents of migrant pupils). 

Other data collection methods were used to contextualise and triangulate the data, including 

desk-based documentary analysis, informal conversations, and informal classroom 

observations. The choice of these methods stems from the research question of this study and 

the nature of its inquiry. The data were analysed by a thematic analysis approach, drawing on 

the key concepts of capital as espoused by Bourdieu, Coleman and Putnam, alongside Nancy 

Fraser's concept of social justice (redistribution, recognition and representation), thus 

providing an analytical lens through which to discuss the main findings and themes that 

emerged in relation to key factors shaping migrant pupils' educational opportunities.  

 

The nature of this qualitative case study involved careful consideration of ethical issues 

related to informed consent, power relations, respect, and privacy throughout the research. I 

reflected on how my experiences, perspectives and identity shaped my actions, the field 

relationships with research participants, and data interpretations. Trustworthiness was 

ensured by adopting the strategies of triangulation and reflexivity. 
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The next chapter presents this research's findings from the pupils' perspective.  
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Chapter 6    Educational Opportunities and Experiences of Migrant Pupils: 

Issues and Concerns 

 

6.1 Introduction  

This chapter presents the findings from the interviews conducted with the 43 migrant pupils 

(36 Year 7 and 7 Year 9) and 22 local pupils engaged in the study. Given Shanghai’s separate 

senior secondary education policies for migrant pupils, interviews with migrant pupils were 

primarily focused on exploring their perceptions and educational aspirations for the future 

beyond the end of compulsory schooling, and their schooling experiences from entry into 

middle school. The interview questions explored whether and, if so, how they were intending 

to fulfil their educational aspirations, how their parents supported them, how they perceived 

the impact of Shanghai's high school educational policy, how they integrated their schooling 

and everyday experiences with their experience of educational barriers, and how this related 

to the formation of their sense of belonging. Interviews with local pupils were primarily 

focused on exploring their perceptions of their experiences when interacting with migrant 

pupils at school. The chapter addresses the following sub-questions of Research Questions 1 

and 2: 

Q1. Sub-questions  

• What are the educational aspirations of migrant pupils, and how are these enabled or 

hindered?  

Q2. Sub-questions  

• How do migrant pupils perceive their experiences in terms of learning and interacting 

with local peers, teachers, and local communities?  

• How do local pupils perceive the inclusion of migrant pupils at school?  
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The voices of migrant pupils are at the core of the presentation and discussion of the findings. 

Interview data from local pupils are included alongside migrant pupils' voices, which 

contributed to a better understanding of migrant pupils' schooling process at the Shanghai 

public middle school and provided a comprehensive understanding of the interactions 

between migrant pupils and local pupils, while examining the role of Shanghai public middle 

schools in facilitating the inclusion of migrant pupils. Analysis of the findings revealed seven 

key themes: the importance of having a university degree; constraints on obtaining a 

university degree; the influence of peer social networks; attitudes and behaviours of teachers; 

treatment by teachers; school segregation; and belonging and identity.  

These key themes are discussed in detail below.  

 

6.2   The importance of having a university degree 

Interviews found that migrant pupils had high aspirations to enter universities. When asked 

‘What level of educational attainment do you want to obtain?’, almost all migrant pupil 

participants aspired to a university degree. Specifically, 41 of the 43 participants expressed 

their desire to attend academic senior secondary school after middle school in order to enter 

universities; the remaining two claimed that their parents wanted them to go to university, 

although they had not yet considered their further education goals. In the words of Pupil D: 

 

I want to get the highest degree, the higher, the better. I want to get at least a Master’s 

degree, preferably a doctorate, because in Shanghai, the higher the degree is, the better your 

life will be. (Pupil D, boy, Year 7) 
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The university aspirations of migrant pupils in this study show the profound role of migrant 

families in promoting the educational aspirations of these pupils. In the interview, 40 of the 

43 pupils pointed out that their families frequently imparted to them the idea of going to 

university, significantly influencing their ways of thinking. Twenty of them noted that their 

parents strongly valued higher education and viewed vocational education as a compromise 

choice; six were also influenced by elder siblings' educational achievements. The remaining 

three pupils claimed that their parents, while not requiring them to achieve a specific 

education level, would support their education as long as they were interested in pursuing it. 

In addition, five pupils also said that teachers often mentioned the importance of having a 

higher education degree in Shanghai. 

 

When my parents were young, they had no money or chance to attend school. Now, they want 

me to receive an education as much as possible to have a better life in Shanghai and tell them 

what university life is like. (Pupil A, girl, Year 7) 

 

Significantly, the majority of migrant pupil participants viewed higher education as the key to 

achieving social status and economic success. When asked why they wanted to go to 

university, the participants’ answers varied, but they all associated higher education 

qualifications with higher social status, better jobs, higher incomes, and a better life. They 

developed strong aspirations to pursue higher education in Shanghai as a proactive response 

to the issues of their unequal migrant status and f unfavourable socioeconomic conditions. 

These aspects are discussed in more detail below. 
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Equal rights and social status 

All pupil participants considered higher education as a means to improve their social status in 

Shanghai. When I asked, 'What are the benefits of obtaining a university degree?', the pupil 

participants gave a variety of answers which all related to improving social status. They 

thought that having a university degree would enable them to enjoy equal rights as Shanghai 

locals, to be respected in society and the workplace, and to be able to bring the prestige of 

education to the entire family accordingly. Specifically, 31 of the 43 participants saw having 

a university degree as essential to accessing and enjoying equal rights as well as having a 

stable life in Shanghai. Obtaining a university degree would also enable them to pass on 

better opportunities for their own children in the future in terms of accessing educational and 

occupational options. In the words of Pupil D: 

 

I know I cannot attend academic high school here because my parents' education needs to be 

improved to reach the Shanghai points policy. So, assuming I have a university degree, my 

children can at least stay in Shanghai to attend academic senior secondary school and 

university, enjoy the same educational rights as the locals, and compete on an equal footing. 

(Pupil D, boy, Year 7)  

 

The above quotation indicates that the migrant pupils in this study have, through their lived 

experiences, become aware of and are thinking strategically about the future. On the one 

hand, Shanghai’s educational restrictions have hindered migrant pupils and their families 

from receiving equal opportunities for post-compulsory education. On the other hand, its 

policy has also stimulated and promoted to these migrant pupil participants the idea of the 

importance of obtaining a university degree.  
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In addition to equal rights, most pupils were aware of the relationship between educational 

attainments and career success and its implications for respect in society. During interviews, 

nearly all pupils associated higher education with their future careers, believing that 

possessing a university degree would enable them to pursue a career as a white-collar 

professional who would not be looked down upon by others. Specifically, 38 of the 43 pupils 

reported that they wanted to pursue careers as white-collar professionals rather than following 

their parents' occupations, such as running a store or engaging in manual labour. Twenty-

seven of them shared that their parents or older siblings worked under harsh conditions, 

working long hours but receiving lower incomes as a result of lower educational 

qualifications. The 24 participants whose parents run small businesses (such as flower shops, 

small restaurants, and grocery shops) indicated that they usually need to help their parents do 

business on weekends from elementary school. After experiencing or witnessing how family 

members' everyday lived experiences and employment were not respected by society due to a 

low level of education, they viewed higher education as a means to gain respect in society 

and the workplace.  

 

People with higher education will be highly respected in society and look knowledgeable. 

They will not be despised by people, especially in Shanghai. My eldest brother, who 

graduated from the university, has a much better career and life than my second eldest 

brother, who graduated from vocational education. Their living conditions are entirely 

different in Shanghai. (Pupil I, boy, Year 7) 

 

Many participants also viewed higher education as the path to improving the social status of 

the entire family. 26 of the 43 pupils noted that their university aspirations were also the 
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aspirations of the whole family. They stressed that their parents, because of having had no 

chance to study in the past due to poverty, expected them to receive as much education as 

possible to bring glory to the entire family. 

 

My parents want me to go to university and told me that our family members had yet to 

receive higher education for generations. Therefore, I want to be the first person in our 

family to get a university degree, bringing glory to my family. (Pupil E, girl, Year 7) 

 

You do not know how important having a university degree is to my family and me. My 

parents value academic qualifications highly, as they told me that having a bachelor's degree 

can change our family situation. (Pupil AS, boy, Year 9) 

 

For economic success  

Other than social status, the migrant pupils in this study also regard higher education as a way 

out of poverty. During interviews, 27 of the 43 participants viewed going to university as the 

means to economic success, saying that people with low academic qualifications could not 

find stable jobs and earn enough in Shanghai. Notably, all participants whose parents 

engaged in low-wage manual labour thought that people without a university degree could 

only work under harsh conditions and earn low incomes. Their firm belief that the positive 

relationship between educational level and economic reward stems from their family 

members' employment experience as a low-educated group in Shanghai. 
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My parents often say that I see them tired from work and life every day because they do not 

have a degree. My father failed to be admitted to the university at that time……... He has 

high expectations for my education, as he spent half of his income on my private tutorial 

classes. If possible, I would like to get a Master's degree because in Shanghai, the higher the 

degree, the better your life will be. (Pupil P, girl, Year 7)   

 

My father's unstable employment experience in Shanghai made me feel that having a higher 

education qualification is essential to obtaining a stable and well-paid job. (Pupil AM, girl, 

Year 9) 

 

In summary, it is evident from the interviews that the migrant pupils in this study thought that 

having a university degree would give them equal opportunities with their local peers in 

Shanghai and at the same time, their own and their families’ social status and economic status 

would be raised accordingly. In other words, for migrant families in this study, higher education 

is the path to improving the social status of the whole family. 

 

6.3 Constraints on obtaining a university degree 

Although most migrant pupils in this study aspired to enter university, few had confidence that 

they would achieve this educational goal. In the following section, I will illustrate how the 

migrant pupil participants face limited opportunities to access academic senior secondary 

education in Shanghai and how they are forced to compromise their educational aspirations in 

the face of multiple barriers and difficulties at the structural and personal levels. My findings 

suggest that Shanghai’s different educational policies for migrant pupils, together with the 
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anticipated difficulties in transferring from Shanghai to their parents’ rural hometown for 

education, have prevented most migrant pupil participants from fulfilling their educational 

goals of going to academic high school and university.   

 

6.3.1 Structural barriers to accessing academic senior secondary education in Shanghai 

When asked about their plans for the upcoming transition to senior secondary school and their 

views on realising their educational aspirations, 40 of the 43 participants felt perplexed and 

frustrated; 30 of them said that entering senior secondary school was the most disturbing and 

challenging thing for them at the moment due to the barriers they faced in accessing academic 

senior secondary education in Shanghai. During interviews, all participants were aware that 

their right to education after middle school was different from that of local pupils in Shanghai. 

As discussed in Chapter 1, Shanghai established the right of migrant pupils to enter academic 

senior secondary schools as being dependent entirely on their parents' status (the points policy), 

especially their parents' educational level. However, the parents of migrant pupils in this study 

rarely meet the Shanghai points policy requirements because most of them are workers in 

labour-intensive industries and lack higher education degrees.  

 

When asked for their views on being allowed to enter vocational high schools but prohibited 

from entering academic high schools in Shanghai, 41 of the 43 participants expressed 

significant disappointment and frustration over the unfair treatment. They explained that for 

their parents, the requirements of this policy were impossible to achieve because the parents 

did not have a Shanghai hukou or a university degree, circumstances that could not be changed 

easily. Indeed, my data show that most of the participants' parents only have junior secondary 
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or elementary education, and only three parents had recently obtained college diplomas. Pupil 

P, whose father had recently met the requirements of the points policy, described how difficult 

it was for him to satisfy this points system: 

This policy criterion should be lowered. My peers' parents with middle school education are 

less likely to obtain a college diploma. My father has a high school diploma and took university 

exams when he was young. However, it took him seven years to get a college diploma. (Pupil 

P, girl, Year 7)  

 

Moreover, 30 of the 43 participants criticised as unreasonable the policy of making the right to 

education dependent on the parents' ability rather than the children's academic performance. 

More than half of the pupil participants, including local pupils, also pointed out that the policy 

was incredibly unfair to high-performing pupils, saying that many of the high-performing 

pupils in the school were usually migrant pupils rather than local pupils.  

 

For high-performing pupils, this is indeed unfair. Due to parents' low education and no 

Shanghai hukou, the most high-performing pupils can only go to vocational high schools, 

while local pupils with low grades can go to academic high schools without requiring their 

parents to be educated or wealthy. This is a local privilege without fair competition. (Pupil P, 

girl, Year 7)  

 

We learned from the politics lesson that ‘the value of socialism should be that everyone is 

equal’. However, many classmates with excellent grades dropped out of school and left  
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Shanghai last term, which is too unfair. Why are we treated differently? (Pupil AK, boy, Year 

7) 

 

The views of these pupils show that local privileges have led to differential educational 

treatment between migrant and local pupils. More than half of the pupil participants, 

including local pupil participants, strongly believed that the right to education based on 

parental ability (academic qualifications or financial ability) was neither fair nor beneficial 

for city development. 

 

In addition to criticising the policy as unfair, an overwhelming majority of participants 

complained that the system had significantly affected their university aspirations, making these 

aims more difficult to achieve, or completely blocking them. Faced with Shanghai’s different 

education policies for migrant pupils, migrant pupils who want to attend academic senior 

secondary school and university must consider returning to their parents’ rural hometown 

where their hukou is located.  However, for most migrant pupils in this study, moving to their 

parents’ rural hometowns is a considerable challenge. The following section will discuss the 

anticipated difficulties for migrant pupils in moving to their parents’ rural hometowns for 

schooling. 

 

6.3.2 Difficulties in moving to their rural hometowns for education  

According to Shanghai’s points policy, migrant pupils whose parents failed to meet the 

required points need to return to where their hukou is located if they want to attend academic 

high school. As the high school entrance examinations vary among provinces, this means that 

the pupils must attend local schools to prepare for the examinations. Pupils can hardly pass 
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the examinations in their hukou place if they attend school in Shanghai. When asked how 

they perceive their chances of successfully attending academic senior secondary school and 

then university in their place of origin, most of the migrant pupils interviewed felt perplexed, 

conflicted, and frustrated. For migrant pupil participants, moving to their parents’ rural 

hometown is fraught with difficulties and risks. During interviews, participants shared the 

insurmountable difficulties they and their parents would face if they moved to their place of 

origin, including difficulties in adapting to rural education, rural life, and lack of parental 

care. These difficulties pose a powerful dilemma involving educational interruption, pupils’ 

sense of belonging, family separation and parental employment. 

 

Difficulties in adapting to rural education 

Adapting to rural education is a significant difficulty for migrant pupil participants returning 

to their rural hometowns. Few participants have confidence in adapting to rural education, 

explaining that the education gap between urban and rural areas was the most obvious 

challenge they would face in moving to their parents’ rural hometowns. According to 

participants, the perceived learning difficulties can be divided into educational discontinuity, 

academic pressure, and the uncertainty of entering senior secondary schools in rural 

hometowns.  

 

Migrant pupils who return to their rural hometowns for secondary education will encounter 

educational interruption. All 43 pupils interviewed demonstrated primary concerns about 

their academic performance. In the interview they reported that they would inevitably endure 

enormous academic pressure if they were to move to their rural hometown for secondary 

education. The academic pressure they mentioned was mainly related to the differences in 
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curriculum content, pedagogy and schools, including different textbooks (in subjects like 

mathematics, Chinese and science), teaching methods and learning environments. For 

instance, 22 of the 43 participants pointed out that the quality of teaching and the school 

environment in Shanghai were far superior to those of rural hometowns due to the 

underdevelopment in rural areas. 

 

I have no confidence in transferring to rural schools because of many cases of failure. The 

textbook's content differs from that of Shanghai, especially for Maths and Chinese, but the 

contents are by no means easier than those of Shanghai textbooks. The exams and textbooks 

are much easier in Shanghai than in my rural hometown. I am also worried about adapting 

to the teaching methods because rural teachers are usually more aggressive than urban 

teachers. The quality of teaching in Shanghai is much better than that in rural schools. (Pupil 

A, girl, Year 7) 

 

Besides academic pressure, there is significant uncertainty about attending senior secondary 

school in rural hometowns. Nearly all pupil participants indicated that the senior secondary 

school admission rate in their rural hometowns was much lower than that of Shanghai due to 

the limited educational resources of rural senior secondary schools.  

 

The high school admission rate is meagre, and competition is fierce in my parent’s 

hometown. Only 1-2 students per school can enter high school every year. My cousin 

returned to his rural hometown last year but failed to attend high school. Now he has 

dropped out of school to work, which is an awful experience. Therefore, I am afraid of 

returning, but I want to attend university. I do not know whether to stay or go; there are too 
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many uncertainties. I may stay in Shanghai to see if the situation changes. (Pupil A, girl, Year 

7) 

 

It is important to note that although most of the interviewed pupils grew up in Shanghai and 

are not familiar with the nature of education in their rural hometowns, the recent experiences 

of their peers and cousins returning to rural hometowns for education have added to their 

anxieties as they worry that they might face similar prospects. Twenty-five pupils 

interviewed had learned about these experiences from their peers, seven from cousins, two 

from elder siblings, two from their parents and five from their own observations.   

 

A friend of mine with good grades who transferred to a rural school is now frustrated with 

her studies as she cannot keep up with the learning process. Every day she feels stressed 

because she does not understand what the teachers teach, so she must record each class. 

After school, she needs private tutoring, which is very expensive. Her teachers did not care 

about her difficulties, so she solved them alone. (Pupil A, girl, Year 7) 

 

One of my classmates who returned to my parent’s hometown to study often told us that his 

daily study time usually starts at 4 am and ends at 8 pm at school; then he finishes his 

homework at midnight. He regrets the transfer and envies us because we are still studying in 

Shanghai. This is horrible, and I do not want to be sent back to my rural hometown to study. I 

feel it isn’t easy to learn well, even in Shanghai. How could I study well in rural schools? 

(Pupil AM, boy, Year 7) 
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The findings show that migrant pupil participants were reluctant to return to their rural 

hometowns for education and delayed the transfer time indefinitely. It is apparent that the 

return experience of their siblings, cousins and peers further undermined migrant pupil 

participants' confidence in receiving education in their rural hometowns. During the 

interviews, few pupil participants were confident of achieving acceptable academic 

performance if sent back to their hometowns for schooling. Only eight pupil participants 

could confirm to me that their parents finally helped them make up their minds and 

accompanied them back to their rural hometowns for education. The rest of the pupil 

participants struggled with their final decisions on whether to stay or return. 

 

Difficulties in adapting to rural life  

In addition to difficulties in adapting to rural education, migrant pupil participants were most 

concerned about the difficulties they would be bound to experience when adapting to rural 

life. Having grown up predominantly, if not wholly, in Shanghai, the migrant pupil 

participants largely regard their rural hometowns as unfamiliar places. In the interview, 37 of 

the 43 migrant pupils reported being unfamiliar with their rural hometown. When asked about 

the prospects of returning there to live, the lack of peer networks, school bullying, language 

barriers, and adaptation to the rural lifestyle were the most apparent problems frequently 

mentioned by the interviewed migrant pupils.    

 

Notably, the lack of peer networks in rural hometowns is a significant concern for most 

pupils interviewed. The interviews showed that the absence of friends and familiar peers in 

an unfamiliar hometown would make most pupils feel very depressed and lonely. In the 

interview, 41 of the 43 participants expressed significant concerns about the lack of friends if 
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they were to return to rural hometowns for education. More importantly, 16 were particularly 

worried that they would be bullied in rural schools because their peers and relatives who were 

familiar with or had transferred to their rural hometown told them that bullying in rural 

schools was prevalent. Pupils transferring from other places were often bullied. This concern 

also emerged in subsequent interviews with the parents of migrant pupil participants. 

Therefore, even if their parents could accompany them when returning to their rural 

hometown, these pupils were still reluctant to do so due to the unfamiliar environment, the 

possibility of school bullying and the reality that they would not have friends and their lives 

would become very lonely and insecure. 

 

The experience of my classmates who moved to their rural hometowns for schooling shocked 

me. They are not as happy as they used to be because they were bullied in the new school. As 

far as I know, four of my former peers were bullied by their new peers. After hearing about 

these terrible experiences, I do not want to move to rural schools. (Pupil AO, girl, Year 9, 

stayer) 

 

Although my mother will accompany me, I still do not want to leave. Having no friends in a 

strange place will make me feel scared and lonely. I am worried about being bullied because 

my brother told me that the school I was going to was a rural boarding school with a bad 

living environment. So, I decided to transfer there as late as possible to avoid bullying. (Pupil 

I, boy, Year 7, returned in Year 9) 

 

In addition to worrying about the lack of friends and school bullying, the interviewed pupils 

mentioned language barriers. They stressed that although Mandarin is a compulsory language 
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in schools, many teachers in rural schools still cannot speak Mandarin in class, and local 

pupils usually speak the local dialect in social interactions in rural hometowns. During 

interviews, 20 of the 43 participants complained that they did not understand the local dialect 

because they had grown up in Shanghai and rarely went to their hometowns; 5 of them had 

never done so. Therefore, the first barrier they would need to overcome was the language 

difference if they were to return to their rural hometown for education. In other words, if 

pupils do not understand the local dialect, their studying and living, as regards understanding 

the classes and making friends, would be challenging. The following quotes are relatively 

representative of the views shared by most participants regarding the difficulties of adapting 

to rural life.  

 

My parents' hometown is too foreign, and I do not want to separate from my parents and 

friends. I cannot communicate with the locals because I cannot speak the local language. I 

feel very uncomfortable when I do not understand what others are saying. My elder sister 

grew up there and told me the school also speaks in the local dialect, so how can I make 

friends and solve learning problems? (Pupil AB, boy, Year 7, stayer) 

 

In addition to being unfamiliar with their rural hometown, most of the migrant pupils in this 

study reported that their quality of life would be significantly affected if they moved to their 

rural hometowns. When asked how the living conditions in Shanghai were different from 

those in their hometown, all interviewed pupils indicated that Shanghai is the most developed 

city in China, with abundant school resources, job opportunities and modern public facilities 

(such as high-speed internet and transportation). In contrast, their rural hometown is 
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underdeveloped, without these resources and modern public facilities. Thirty-five interviewed 

migrant pupils mentioned that they could not adapt to the lifestyle of their rural hometown.  

 

I want to live and work in Shanghai because it is very developed and life is very convenient. 

My parents' hometown is entirely different from Shanghai, with a small population and 

remote location. Life in the village is boring because there are only fields and factories. I 

rarely visit my father’s hometown because my body often gets blisters, which is very 

uncomfortable. I am also worried about insufficient food because I always feel hungry. 

Moving is a tough choice for me, but if I want to go to university, I have no choice but to 

move there for education. (Utters a long sigh) I will listen to my parent’s decision. (Pupil K, 

boy, Year 7, transferred) 

 

I want to stay in Shanghai because I grew up here, and my family and friends are here. My 

father's hometown is backward, located in a mountainous area. The transportation is 

inconvenient; there is no direct bus to Grandma's house, and no internet. (Pupil AB, boy, 

Year 7, transferred)  

 

Difficulties in separation from parents 

The interviews further showed that separation from their parents is another major problem 

most participants face when returning to their hometowns. During interviews, 35 of the 43 

participants reported that their parents could not accompany them to return to their rural 

hometown because of the lack of work opportunities in these rural areas.  
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My mother must continue to run our flower shop in Shanghai to make ends meet, and the 

business has just stabilised, so she cannot accompany me back to my rural hometown. (Pupil 

L, boy, Year 7, stayer). 

 

My parents have run a small business in Shanghai for many years, and they need to continue 

to operate it to maintain our living standards. The rural hometown is too poor to offer work 

and business opportunities.  However, if I move to my rural hometown alone, they will worry 

about my safety. Besides, they must take care of my younger brother. Anyway, returning to a 

rural hometown would be too complicated for our family; it is just impossible. (Pupil AN, 

girl, Year 9) 

 

The findings show that due to economic barriers, the parents of these migrant pupils cannot 

readily give up their jobs in Shanghai, because their rural hometown is located in remote and 

underdeveloped areas where job opportunities are scarce. Although many participants’ 

parents work as manual workers for low pay, they have lived in Shanghai for more than a 

decade, they are now established, and their work can at least support their family in Shanghai. 

However, if the parents of migrant pupil participants returned to their rural hometowns, they 

would encounter unemployment, creating an economic crisis for their families. Therefore, 

their parents must continue to work in Shanghai because they cannot make a living in their 

rural hometown. Also, even if pupil participants were willing to return alone, their parents 

would be reluctant to leave their children in an unfamiliar place, considering family 

separation and safety issues. During interviews, many participants also said that no relatives 

could take care of them in their rural hometowns because most relatives had moved to the 
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city like themselves. It can be claimed that Pupil N's narrative sets out the main threads 

interwoven through most of the migrant pupil participants' accounts: 

 

I want to enter university, but it is hard, and I do not know what to do next. I hope my mother 

can go with me, but this is unrealistic because, on the one hand, my mother must face giving 

up everything, such as work and separation from my father; on the other hand, family 

finances are already tough. If my mother went with me, my father's income would not cover 

the rent, and finding a job in my father's hometown would be challenging. Besides, since my 

parents come from different places, even if my mother can accompany me, she is as 

unfamiliar with my father's hometown as I am. She does not understand the local dialect 

(utters a long sigh). Also, my father has not had contact with his hometown for many years 

nor does he know the local school admission criteria. (Pupil N, boy, Year 7, stayer) 

 

Like Pupil N’s parents, the parents of nine of the 43 participants are not from the same place, 

which means that the pupils and their parents face the problem of adapting to alien life. This 

problem was also mentioned in the interviews with parents. According to migrant pupil 

participants, since their parents had lived in Shanghai for more than a decade and lacked 

contact with their rural hometowns, the parents did not clearly understand the admission 

criteria of local schools. Therefore, for pupils and their parents in this study, moving to their 

rural hometowns for education would be full of concerns and difficulties. Because of the 

underdevelopment of rural hometowns and low employment opportunities, the parents of 

most participants cannot accompany their children to return to their rural hometowns. 

Therefore, the reality of having no parental companion would be an unsolvable difficulty, 
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especially for pupils from low-income families, because it would lead to a family crisis 

involving family separation, parental unemployment, and family economic crisis.  

 

In summary, analysis of the pupil interviews so far shows that Shanghai’s points policy has 

caused migrant pupil participants to face various structural barriers and challenges in 

pursuing their university dreams, including adaptation to rural education and life and not 

having their parents around. In response to these circumstances, both migrant pupils and their 

parents in this study made a tough decision and developed a range of coping strategies for 

pursuing their educational goals. As will be discussed in great detail in Chapter 7, by the joint 

decision of parents and pupils, 22 of the 43 migrant pupil participants, regardless of gender, 

had chosen to transfer to a school outside of Shanghai after Year 7 to obtain the opportunity 

to enter academic senior secondary schools, which would give them a chance to pursue their 

university dreams; 18 migrant pupils (11 Year 7 pupils and 7 Year 9 pupils) eventually 

adopted as a reluctant strategy the compromise of choosing to stay in Shanghai for vocational 

education after middle school in the hope of one day obtaining a high academic qualification; 

only three migrant pupils were eligible to attend Shanghai academic senior secondary school 

because their parents met the requirements of the Shanghai points policy. Chapter 7 will 

further illustrate how parents of migrant pupil participants can support their children in 

pursuing their educational aspirations in the face of these structural barriers and difficulties. 

 

The following sections present migrant pupils’ accounts of their schooling in the period since 

their entry into their current middle school. In particular, they describe how the pupils’ 

schooling experiences shape their educational choices, learning opportunities, and sense of 

belonging. 
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6.4 The influence of peer social networks 

It should be pointed out again that interview data from local pupils are included alongside 

migrant pupils' voices, providing additional evidence concerning migrant pupils' schooling 

process and inclusion in Shanghai public middle schools, and thus gaining a comprehensive 

understanding of the interactions between migrant pupils and local pupils, as well as 

examining the role of Shanghai public middle schools in facilitating the inclusion of migrant 

pupils. However, as the focus is on the lived experiences of migrant pupils, their voices are 

dominant and are foregrounded. 

 

Analysis of pupil interviews shows that the school transfer of peers has significant impacts on 

both migrant and local pupils in this study. As mentioned earlier, migrant pupils who want to 

attend academic senior secondary school to pursue university aspirations usually consider 

school transfer after Year 6, which means that all the pupils interviewed (Year 7 and Year 9 

pupils) had experienced their peers leaving Shanghai before participating in this study. When 

asked their views on the school transfer of their peers, the majority of migrant pupils and 

local pupils (33 of the 43 migrant pupils and 18 of the 22 local pupils) reported that they felt 

negatively affected, expressing the sense of unfairness, disappointment, unhappiness, and 

loneliness, respectively. In particular, 27 of the 33 migrant pupils stressed that the departure 

of peers from Shanghai, including their cousins, friends and classmates, significantly 

impaired their peer networks, affecting their daily lives and studies. The perspectives of 

migrant pupils in the study on peer networks touch on three main aspects: a) the importance 

of peer networks in learning and daily life, b) awareness of their status differences, and c) 

impacts on their educational choices. These aspects are discussed in detail below. 

 



217 
 

The importance of peer networks in their learning and daily lives 

Findings in this study suggest that interactions with peers played a critical role in all aspects 

of pupils' lives, especially in academic and psychological aspects. It is worth mentioning that 

migrant pupils and local pupils in this study were well-integrated, according to the interviews 

with migrant pupils, local pupils and teachers. When asked what was most important to them 

in their daily lives, the majority of pupils (38 of the 43 migrant pupils and 20 of the 22 local 

pupils) spoke of the importance of having supportive peer networks and stable friendships in 

their daily lives. In particular, 33 of the 43 migrant pupils illustrated the point that having a 

stable network of friends and peers creates a sense of belonging. They explained that because 

their parents were usually busy pursuing their livelihoods and were short of time to 

accompany them, peers such as cousins, friends, and classmates had come to provide 

essential support for their learning and socialising.  

 

Friends are significant to me and can change my lonely life because my parents are busy with 

work from morning till late at night, and it is difficult for me to meet them. If I feel unhappy 

or need learning support, I often get support from my friends and cousins. But now my two 

cousins and most of my friends have left, so I want to transfer to my cousin's school to 

support each other. (Pupil J, girl, Year 7) 

 

The above quotations show that these pupils leveraged peer networks or friendship groups to 

cope with various issues in companionship and study. According to the pupils and teacher 

interviews, high-academic ability pupils can play a leading role in learning by creating a 

positive classroom learning ethos. Usually, many of the high-performing pupils in this school 

are migrant pupils. However, most of them left before Year 8. In the interviews, more than 
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half of the pupils (25 migrant pupils and 16 local pupils) complained that the departure of 

their peers caused them to lose friends and learning partners, besides affecting the classroom 

ethos through the departure of many high-ability peers.  

 

My friends were humorous, good at learning, and often helped me to solve learning 

difficulties. Now they have all left and this has affected my study and the learning ethos of the 

entire class. (Local pupil A, boy, Year7) 

 

Since many outstanding classmates have left, the learning ethos in our classroom is now 

getting worse, and few classmates are able or willing to answer the teacher's questions in the 

classroom. No one came to help with my study. (Local pupil D, boy, Year 7) 

 

It is worth noting that for many local pupils, the departure of their peers also brings a time 

fraught with anxieties. During interviews, 15 of the 22 local pupil participants claimed that 

the peers’ transfer made them want to transfer because they felt destabilised and lonely. The 

following selected quotation is relatively representative of the views and sentiments shared 

by most local pupil participants. 

 

School life has become very dull now. The classroom seats will become increasingly empty 

because many peers have decided to transfer in the next semester. This makes me want to go 

with them too. (Local pupil C, girl, Year 7)  
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Awareness of status differences  

More importantly, in this study, the departure of peers from Shanghai appeared to be the 

defining moment in shaping the migrant pupils' awareness of status differences. During 

interviews, all 43 migrant pupil participants reported that they had learned about their migrant 

status in Year 4-5 through their parents and teachers but did not understand the implications 

of their status until their peers left Shanghai one after another in middle school. Specifically, 

30 of the 43 migrant pupil participants emphasised that it was not until their cousins, friends, 

and classmates started to leave Shanghai that they realised they were being treated differently 

from the local pupils in Shanghai regarding their educational opportunities.  

 

I didn't realise I could not attend high school in Shanghai until many of my friends and 

classmates started transferring from Year 6. So far, nine classmates have left Shanghai, and 

the whole class is quiet without them. My two cousins also left. I think Shanghai is 

meaningless because the people around me often leave. (Pupil Q, girl, Year 7) 

 

The findings show that the constant school moves of peers made many migrant pupil 

participants understand the difference in their status and simultaneously caused confusion and 

frustration, followed by a period of shock. During interviews, 35 of the 43 migrant pupils 

expressed great disappointment and frustration at the unequal education rights and the peer 

transfers this led to. Eighteen of them claimed that the departure of their peers was the most 

disturbing thing for them at the time when the interview took place, as they felt isolated and 

unstable now that their cousins, friends and classmates had left Shanghai.  
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The departure of my friends made me want to leave with them. I felt upset and confused. I lost 

interest in studying and didn't want to study hard because I couldn’t attend an academic high 

school here no matter how good my grades were. (Pupil B, girl, Year 7, transferred) 

 

The impact on educational choices 

In addition to awareness of status differences and their impact on daily lives and studies, the 

findings also show that the loss of peer social networks is one of the decisive factors 

influencing the educational choices of many migrant pupil participants as to whether to stay 

in Shanghai for vocational education or move to their parents’ hometown for secondary 

education. In other words, this process of school transfer damaged the sense of belonging of 

many pupil participants, which in turn impacted their educational trajectory and prospects.   

 

Specifically, 14 of the 22 migrant pupils who chose to change schools indicated that besides 

wanting to pursue their university aspirations, the profound instability and loneliness 

associated with the loss of their peer networks and friendships made them consider leaving 

Shanghai. According to these pupils, staying in the city was meaningless since their peer 

network had been destroyed in Shanghai.  

 

I also decided to leave Shanghai because most of my friends had already left or are about to 

leave Shanghai. Even if there are many difficulties, I will do this because not only do I want 

to go to university, but more importantly, I don't want to and no longer need to experience 

such separation. Moving to my parent’s hometown may stabilise my life and my friends’ 

network. (Pupil B, girl, Year 7, transferred) 
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Friends are vital to me. I want to transfer mainly because they are gone, and I'm here alone.  

To help me integrate into the new school life, I will ask my parents to send me to the same 

school my cousin transferred to. I think staying with my cousin will reduce my anxiety about 

moving and transferring to a new school. (Pupil K, boy, Year 7, transferred) 

 

The above quotations show that for these pupils, the educational choice to leave Shanghai is 

made not only to reach their educational goals but, more importantly, to end a feeling of 

being excluded. In other words, the educational decision of these pupils to stay or move 

depends on how much their peer network in Shanghai is impacted.  

 

The findings show that, in contrast to the above pupils who chose to leave Shanghai, 13 of 

the 18 pupils who decided to stay in Shanghai for vocational education claimed that, while 

they wanted to go to university, they would rather stay partly because their peer networks had 

not been severely disturbed in Shanghai, whereas they did not have social networks in their 

parents’ hometown.   

 

My friends are still here, so I am staying here. They are locals and do not need to leave. I 

didn't consider leaving Shanghai because my family, relatives and friends were here. I grew 

up here, so I don't have any contact with my parents' hometown. How can I move there 

alone? (Pupil AO, girl, Year 9, stayer)  
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I do not want to leave Shanghai because my friends, aunts, uncles and cousins are all in 

Shanghai. I want to go to university, and my mother could arrange a boarding school for me 

outside of Shanghai, but I don't want to move to a strange place alone. I would rather stay in 

Shanghai to receive vocational education or drop out of school to work in my mother's shop 

after middle school. (Pupil L, boy, Year 7, stayer) 

 

These quotations show that these migrant pupils lack social networks in their parents’ 

hometowns. In contrast, their peer networks have not been significantly harmed in Shanghai, 

which prompted them to choose to stay in Shanghai for vocational education. This study 

found that even if their parents could arrange a boarding school or accompany them in 

moving to their hometown, these pupils would still be reluctant to do so due to the lack of 

peer networks in a new place. They adjusted their educational goals and prepared to become 

manual workers. 

 

In summary, this section has explored the peer relationships of migrant pupils in Shanghai. A 

range of issues related to the loss of peer social networks have been identified. Most of the 

interviewed pupils (38 out of 43 migrant pupils and 18 out of 22 local pupils), especially 

migrant pupils, have been deeply affected by the loss of peer networks. The departure of 

peers, including cousins, friends, and classmates, played a critical role in fragmenting migrant 

pupil participants' peer social networks. For them, the experience of losing peers has a 

profound impact on friendship and learning, their awareness of status differences, and their 

educational trajectories and prospects. The impact of losing peer networks on the sense of 

belonging of migrant pupil participants will be discussed in more detail in Section 6.7 of this 
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chapter. The following two sections discuss pupils' views on teachers and their interaction 

with teachers.  

 

6.5 Attitudes and behaviours of teachers  

This section focuses on Year 7 pupil perceptions of their teachers. Pupil interviews show that 

in addition to the loss of peer social networks, teachers’ behaviours and attitudes play a vital 

role in shaping migrant pupil participants’ learning opportunities, educational choices, and 

sense of belonging to the school. During interviews, more than half of the migrant pupil 

participants spoke of the multiple discriminations they face in school and in the community 

because of their migrant status. Notably, most discrimination they witnessed or experienced 

in school emanated from teachers rather than local peers. When discussing their experiences 

of discrimination, whether in spontaneous chats or when directly responding to my questions, 

Year 7 pupil participants classified teacher discrimination into two categories. The first is 

migrant status discrimination by labelling and reprimanding. The second is discrimination by 

teaching and reprimanding in the local dialect. This finding suggests that teachers' 

discriminatory behaviours and attitudes have profoundly affected the social belonging and 

educational choices of many migrant pupil participants. These aspects are presented and 

discussed in detail below. 

 

Migrant status discrimination by labelling and reprimanding  

When asked about the perceptions of their teachers, 30 of the 36 Year 7 migrant pupils 

expressed annoyance with their teachers' behaviours and attitudes. They indicated that some 

of their teachers often display prejudice and discrimination against their migrant status, 

labelling them or belittling and reprimanding them in the classroom for no valid reason. 
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When asked whether teachers provide advice on their educational prospects, 23 of them, 

including those pupils considered by the interviewed teachers to be excellent, reported that 

their teachers had no educational expectations of them. They claimed that many teachers only 

spoke of their educational prospects when reprimanding them, suggesting that pupils with 

poor grades should return to their place of origin, while pupils with good grades could choose 

between staying in Shanghai or returning to their place of origin. It is worth noting that these 

pupils often mention that discriminatory teachers exist across subjects, including teachers of 

politics, maths, English, and science. During interviews, many pupils expressed annoyance 

and sadness over their teachers’ behaviour and described how their teachers labelled them 

‘outsiders’ in class. 

 

Teachers talk about our educational prospects only when they start yelling. For example, our 

classroom teacher, the maths teacher, calls us ‘non-local pupils’ and often scolds us in class, 

saying, ‘You cannot even learn in Shanghai, roll back to your rural hometown.’ She does not 

like us, throwing chalk or something and swearing at every turn. She would say bad words 

even if we did nothing wrong or made a small mistake. I wish the teacher had better 

behaviour and did not scold us. Her words ‘roll back to your rural hometown’ made me not 

want to study as I feel discriminated against. (Pupil AM, boy, Year 7, transferred)   

 

The teacher’s words made me want to leave here. Next semester, I am moving to my father's 

hometown, so I no longer need to hear this. (Pupil K, boy, Year 7, transferred)  
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The above quotations show that the discriminatory behaviours of teachers seem to seriously 

damage these pupils' feeling of belonging to the school, prompting many of them to choose to 

transfer.  

 

Language discrimination by teaching and reprimanding in the local dialect 

Mandarin is the official language in Chinese schools. Teachers are not allowed to speak their 

local dialect when teaching. However, all pupils interviewed (Year 7 pupils and Year 9 

pupils)  reported that some teachers such as science, politics, Chinese and English teachers, 

used the Shanghai local dialect for teaching or reprimanding. Twenty of the 36 Year 7 

migrant pupils, who are unfamiliar with the Shanghai local dialect, mentioned the language 

barriers they faced. They complained that the teachers' speaking in dialect affected their 

learning and made them feel isolated, especially when reprimanded.  

 

My science score is very low because I have difficulty understanding the scientific vocabulary 

of the Shanghai dialect spoken by the teacher in the science class. When the teacher spoke 

Shanghainese, my mind turned blank, and I missed many points. I can only ask my local 

peers, but sometimes they find it challenging to translate for me. Teachers know we have an 

issue about this, but they seem not to care about us and never change. I expect teachers to 

speak Mandarin in class, but I am afraid to ask the teacher for favours. So, I can only guess 

what they meant by myself. (Pupil W, girl, Year 7, transferred)  
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In many classes, such as English, politics, and science, teachers use Shanghainese to 

reprimand us, making me feel very uncomfortable and disrespected. We should not be treated 

like this. (Pupil B, girl, Year 7, transferred)  

 

It is worth noting that local pupil interviews confirmed these migrant pupils’ claims about 

discriminatory behaviours by teachers. During interviews, all local pupils affirmed that some 

teachers often use the local dialect for teaching and reprimanding. More than half of local 

pupils (16 out of 22) said they wished their teachers would not speak the local dialect in class 

because this affected their learning and made them uncomfortable. In addition, ten of them 

reported that their teachers often referred to their peers as ‘non-local pupils’ and advised them 

to return to their parents’ hometowns as soon as possible. These remarks were mainly 

directed at the migrant pupils with poor grades. 

 

Every day, English teachers say that Shanghai pupils are not like non-local pupils who can at 

least go back to rural hometown to farm if not suitable for study. Shanghai pupils must study 

hard to go to high school. (Local pupil Z, boy, Year 7)  

 

Every teacher hopes that local pupils can attend high school and that migrant pupils will 

leave as soon as possible. Like English, maths and politics teachers often say in class, ‘Non-

local pupils, let your parents send you back to your hometown as soon as possible.’ (Local 

pupil T, girl, Year 7)  
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Many teachers, such as English, Chinese and politics teachers, often speak Shanghainese 

when they scold us. I wish all teachers would speak Mandarin in class because then I would 

not need to translate for my classmates during the class. It is uncomfortable because my 

classmates often ask me what the teacher has said, but it is hard to explain when the teacher 

says bad words. (Local pupil M, boy, Year 7) 

 

The above quotations clearly show that the everyday interactions with teachers constantly 

reminded these migrant pupils that they were outsiders. Having experienced discrimination 

by teachers, most migrant pupils stressed the importance of having a good teacher. The 

following two pupils described the characteristics of a good teacher and the importance of 

having one. These remarks represent most migrant pupils’ perceptions in this study.  

 

Teachers should set an example for us. It is unreasonable for the teacher to speak bad words 

in class but not let the pupils speak. The teacher's attitude, behaviour and morals will affect 

us, because we are with the teacher every day from 7 am to 4 pm. We spend more time with 

our teachers than with our parents, which significantly affects us. (Pupil B, girl, Year 7, 

transferred)  

 

The teacher's behaviour and attitude are vital to my learning motivation and interest. I wish 

that the teacher would help us in our studies, instead of scolding us every day. I also wish 

that the teacher could communicate well with the pupils, was approachable, and had a good 

temper. (Pupil V, girl, Year 7, transferred)  
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In summary, this section has explored Year 7 pupils’ perceptions of teachers. The issue of 

teachers’ discriminatory behaviours and attitudes emerged clearly from the analysis of the 

findings. The impact of teachers' discriminatory attitudes and behaviours on the sense of 

belonging of migrant pupil participants will be discussed in more detail in Section 6.7 of this 

chapter. The following section explores Year 9 migrant pupils’ experiences and perceptions 

of schooling and interaction with teachers. 

 

6.6 The school experience of migrant pupils in Year 9  

Faced with a range of difficulties in moving to rural hometowns for secondary education, 

Year 9 pupils in this study adopted as a reluctant strategy the compromise of choosing to 

receive Shanghai vocational education after graduating from middle school, in the hope of 

one day obtaining a high academic qualification. This section focuses on the Year 9 school 

experience of migrant pupils, and the analysis of interview data from seven Year 9 migrant 

pupil participants. The interviews found that after Year 8, a series of unexpected changes had 

taken place in the school lives of migrant pupils in Shanghai. Before Year 8, migrant pupils 

felt equal to their peers, but in Year 9, issues of difference as a result of status appeared. 

These changes were mainly due to two factors, the first being differential teacher treatment 

and being overlooked by teachers, and the second being the segregation of Year 9 migrant 

pupils into vocational high schools. These two aspects are presented and discussed in detail 

below. 
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6.6.1 Treatment by teachers: being overlooked by teachers 

Although the three major subjects (English, Chinese, and Mathematics) of the senior 

secondary school entrance exams for local pupils and migrant pupils are the same, due to 

Shanghai’s restrictions on migrant pupils’ academic senior secondary education, the test 

scores of migrant pupils who are not eligible to attend Shanghai academic high schools are 

only applicable for admission to vocational senior secondary school.  

 

The first finding to emerge from the data of Year 9 pupils was the neglect of migrant pupils 

by the teachers. When asked about the attitude of the teacher and the relationship with the 

teacher, all seven Year 9 pupil participants reported the issue of differential teacher treatment. 

They mentioned that after Year 8, many teachers ignored their school performance and 

lacked interest, support, sympathy, and attention to their personal needs. They felt that most 

of the teachers' attention, effort, and time was allocated to local pupils. Six of the seven 

participants indicated that while the graduation requirements and core subject examinations 

in English, Chinese, and Mathematics were the same as those for local pupils, starting from 

Year 9, the Maths and English teachers often gave local pupils more challenging learning 

tasks and support in class to improve local pupils' academic performance. Three of them 

regarded as high-ability pupils by teachers felt that teachers' requirements and expectations of 

their school performance had dropped significantly, and reported that teachers often assigned 

them fewer assignments and learning tasks in class. They were asked to skip challenging 

exercises in schoolwork and were usually given less homework than their local peers. Facing 

such differential treatment from teachers, these pupils expressed their helplessness, 

embarrassment and sense of unfairness. 
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My local classmates and I felt that it was unfair to be treated differently. When they asked the 

English teacher why we had different learning tasks, she said I did not need to consider 

attending high school in Shanghai. After hearing this, I felt very uncomfortable as the teacher 

did not care about my feelings and my exam results. (Pupil AM, girl, Year 9) 

 

In Year 9, many teachers just ignored us. The physics teacher, for example, told me that as 

long as I kept quiet, I could do anything in his class, such as sleep or do other homework. I 

feel embarrassed because I do not want to be treated differently. However, I cannot do 

anything about it. (Pupil AR, boy, Year 9)  

 

Notably, three pupils, Pupils AP, AR and AM, shared that non-local teachers did treat them 

equally. They felt that local teachers excluded and discriminated against them.  

 

Many teachers, especially local teachers teaching English, maths, physics, and politics, do 

not care about my school performance and let me do what I want, such as sleeping in class. 

Only the Chinese teacher still cares about my learning and examinations, treats me equally 

and encourages me to study hard because she is not Shanghainese. (Pupil AP, boy, Year 9) 

 

Furthermore, the interview showed that few teachers had expectations of migrant pupils’ 

educational prospects or provided appropriate guidance, consequently misleading them about 

their educational plans. When asked whether their teachers had expectations of or provided 

guidance on their educational prospects, six pupils said they were worried about not being 

admitted to an excellent vocational high school, indicating that they lacked the information 
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needed to make informed choices. They were confused about vocational schools' majors and 

about school choices and needed guidance, but few teachers could provide this guidance and 

information. Many popular majors and schools are customised for locals, and teachers were 

familiar with the system for local pupils, but these pupils had not known about these 

restrictions before and were very frustrated. If they had realised that they could not access 

certain majors or schools, they would not have adopted the compromise of staying in 

Shanghai for their vocational education. In other words, the school and the teachers had 

neglected to provide them with this vital information before Year 9 and thus misled them in 

relation to their educational plans.  

 

Our teachers never mentioned that vocational high schools have restrictions on majors and 

school admission. If I had known this, I would not have stayed in Shanghai. My parents and I 

were very frustrated about this, but now it is too late to consider transferring schools. (Pupil 

AP, boy, Year 9)    

 

Only recently, my parents and I learned that many good vocational schools are only for 

locals. I have been seeking guidance and support from the school and teachers, but they seem 

to have no time for me. They only focus on guiding the admission of local pupils to academic 

high schools. (Pupil AR, boy, Year 9)  

 

In the interviews with Year 7 pupils, I also found that six Year 7 migrant pupils and their 

parents had doubts or misunderstandings about the high school education policy for migrant 

pupils, so I advised them to consult their class teachers after the interview to ensure that they 

and their parents had no such misunderstandings.  
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My father told me that our teacher said we could attend senior secondary school in Shanghai 

because of the policy changes. However, as far as I know, many of my classmates will still 

transfer to another school, so I am perplexed about this. (Pupil AG, girl, Year 7) 

 

My parents are trying to meet the requirements of the points policy, but they are still unsure if 

they can meet the criteria because it is too complicated. At the same time, we are waiting for 

policy changes. If the policy change is impossible, I will go for vocational education in 

Shanghai first. (Pupil AK, boy, Year 7)  

 

In all, the lack of teacher expectations and future education guidance has misled many Year 9 

migrant pupil participants about their education plans, making them feel helpless and unfairly 

treated. The result was that such differential teacher treatment could affect pupils' learning 

motivation and emotional wellbeing. Pupil AP, regarded as an excellent pupil by teachers, 

described Year 9 as the worst time in his school life: 

  

It was particularly unfair in Year 9. The teachers' attitude towards me and their neglect of my 

learning have seriously affected my interest in learning. I do not want to study anymore. 

(Pupil AP, boy, Year 9)  

 

The following part illustrates how Year 9 migrant pupils’ equal schooling opportunities and 

interaction with peers are limited by the segregation of Year 9 migrant pupils into vocational 

high schools. 
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6.6.2 School segregation: segregating Year 9 migrant pupils into vocational schools  

In this study, the school appears, whether knowingly or unknowingly, to have been a site of 

stratification, strengthening and expanding the educational inequalities of migrant pupils.  

Interviews with Year 9 migrant pupils and teaching staff disclosed that, beyond being treated 

differentially by teachers, school administrators also implemented a school segregation 

measure for Year 9 migrant pupils in order to focus on the learning of local pupils: namely, 

segregating Year 9 migrant pupils into vocational high schools.  

 

According to the headteacher and senior school administrators, the purpose of school 

segregation is to allow migrant pupils who are not eligible to attend Shanghai academic 

senior secondary education to experience vocational school life in advance and make better 

preparations for the senior secondary school entrance examinations. The headteacher added 

that the school provided this opportunity, but that the decision to transfer to a vocational high 

school was determined by the pupils and their parents. Some pupils with good academic 

performance would choose to stay in school rather than move to vocational schools if they 

felt that their own school had a better learning environment.  

 

In the year 2019 I interviewed – omitting the three Year 9 migrant pupil participants whose 

parents believed that the present school had a better learning environment – all the Year 9 

migrant pupils who moved to the same vocational high school in the middle of Year 9, 

including four of the seven Year 9 migrant pupil participants (Pupil AR, Pupil AQ, Pupil AN, 

and Pupil AO). When asked why they had chosen to transfer to the vocational high school in 

Year 9, these four pupils all indicated that their teachers encouraged migrant pupils, who 

were not eligible to attend Shanghai academic senior secondary education, to move to 
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vocational high schools instead of staying in the present school. At the same time, they 

explained that transferring to vocational high schools to be with entirely migrant peers might 

enable them to avoid further unequal treatment from the teachers. 

 

The teacher's attitude has made me lose interest in learning. Many teachers pay more 

attention to the local peers here, making me uncomfortable and stressed. Last semester, on 

the home teacher's advice, I moved to the vocational school with a dozen classmates. 

Transferring to a vocational high school means I can be treated the same way as others 

because all pupils in the vocational school are migrant pupils. (Pupil AR, boy, Year 9) 

 

The choice made by these four pupils to transfer to vocational schools as described above are, 

to a large degree, promoted and triggered by the school arrangements and teachers' neglectful 

attitudes and behaviours, which conveyed the message that the school does not value migrant 

pupils. Teacher attitudes have affected these pupils' school belonging, prompting them to 

transfer to vocational high schools. 

 

Differences in learning opportunities in vocational high schools 

Analysis of findings revealed that these four pupils were unhappy with the vocational high 

school's learning environment, reporting that vocational school was centred around playing 

rather than learning. They explained that although vocational high school teachers treated 

them fairly, they had fewer learning opportunities, including less teaching and learning time, 

less learning support and fewer teacher expectations. Specifically, all these four pupils 

reported an apparent difference in teaching time between middle school and vocational high 
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school. Compared with middle school, they received less in-school instructional time in 

vocational high school and had much less time for learning and absorbing new knowledge. 

Also, they indicated that they lacked the learning support needed for high school exam 

preparation due to vocational high school teachers' unfamiliarity with the middle school 

curriculum. Two of them complained that the teachers’ low expectations led to a poor 

classroom learning ethos.  

 

We are playing instead of studying there. Everything we learned in the vocational school has 

been learned before. Compared with here, this vocational high school provides much less 

school time and less homework. We can end school at 2 pm every day in vocational high 

school, but we usually end school at 4 pm in middle school.  Teachers place no requirements 

or expectations on us. They only hope we are happy and relaxed.  Besides, the teacher does 

not care about our exam and seems to know little about our exam requirements. It is not good 

for us, but I did not know this until I went there. (Pupil AQ, boy, Year 9)  

 

I want to enter an excellent vocational high school, but my grades are getting worse and 

worse because I do not know how to review and prepare for the graduation exam. The 

teachers were unfamiliar with the high school entrance exam, so they could not support my 

study. I have to solve the learning questions myself, but I do not know how. (Pupil AO, girl, 

Year 9) 

 

In addition to the differences in learning opportunities in the vocational high school, two 

pupils also complained that their middle school teachers restricted interactions between 

pupils who remained in the middle school and those who moved to the vocational school. 
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According to these two pupils, the middle school teacher told them that the poor learning 

ethos of the vocational school would affect the learning of the pupils who remained in the 

middle school, especially the local pupils. Therefore, migrant pupils who transferred to the 

vocational high school could only return to middle school when receiving the return notice. 

This request made the migrant pupils who remained in the middle school, and the migrant 

pupils who transferred to the vocational high school, feel deeply excluded. 

 

I miss my friends here, but the teacher will not let us return, saying it will affect the pupils 

studying here. I feel very uncomfortable with this. (Pupil AN, girl, Year 9) 

 

Unlike many peers, I did not move to vocational high school because I wanted to focus on 

learning. The teacher said that the relaxed learning environment of vocational schools would 

affect our learning, so we cannot interact with peers who have moved to vocational schools. I 

miss my friend and think this request is strange and unfair. (Pupil AM, girl, Year 9)  

 

In summary, the above findings suggest that school segregation and differential treatment by 

teachers have profoundly negative impacts on Year 9 migrant pupils, limiting their access to 

school-based support and resources and academic development, undermining interaction with 

peers, and affecting learning motivation and emotional wellbeing.   

 

The following section illustrates how migrant pupil participants formed their conflicted sense 

of belonging and identity through the experience of peer network loss, teachers' 
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discriminatory attitudes and behaviours, differential treatment by teachers, and school 

leaders’ practices.  

 

6.7 Belonging and identity 

The preceding sections show how migrant pupils in this study experienced and negotiated the 

loss of peer networks, teachers' discriminatory attitudes and behaviours, differential treatment 

by teachers, and school segregation during the middle school period due to their migrant 

status. In this final section, I report my analysis of how these intertwined experiences have 

significantly affected migrant pupil participants' sense of belonging and identity. 

 

When I asked ‘Do you have a sense of belonging to Shanghai?’, the pupils’ answers were 

mixed. The majority (30 of the 43 pupils) reported losing their sense of belonging to 

Shanghai due to their peers leaving Shanghai and the experience of social exclusion both 

within and outside of school. This is explored in detail below. 

 

The importance of peer social networks in belonging 

As indicated in Section 6.4, peer networks played a vital role in pupils' studies and daily lives 

in this study. For most pupil participants, having a stable peer social network means a sense 

of belonging. However, due to Shanghai's senior secondary education restrictions, the 

continuous departure from Shanghai of their peers, such as cousins, friends, and classmates, 

made many participants feel lonely and unstable, which significantly impaired their sense of 

belonging to the city. During interviews, 27 of the 30 pupils who had lost their sense of 

belonging to Shanghai claimed that, although they had become accustomed to living there, 
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Shanghai's education restrictions which forced their peers to leave all of a sudden, had made 

them unwilling to stay in Shanghai. 

 

Although I can attend high school in Shanghai as my dad meets the requirements of 

Shanghai's points policy, I do not like Shanghai because people around me often leave, 

making me feel very unstable and psychologically stressed. (Pupil P, girl, Year 7, stayer)  

 

My life in Shanghai has become lonely and unstable because my two cousins and most 

friends have left Shanghai. Their departure made me feel uncomfortable, and I wanted to go 

with them. I met friends in Shanghai, but because of this policy, they had to leave. Because of 

this, I'm not fond of Shanghai now. I also want to move to my parent’s hometown, where I 

can stay with my relatives and meet new friends, and my life will become stable without the 

prospect of facing separation again. (Pupil AE, boy, Year 7, stayer)  

 

Although I was born here, I would not say that I like Shanghai because all my friends have 

left due to Shanghai's educational restrictions….(Pupil AP, boy, Year 9, stayer) 

 

Furthermore, the loss of the sense of belonging to Shanghai caused by the departure of peers 

also significantly affected the educational trajectories of many participants. The degree of 

peer network loss has become one of the determinant factors influencing migrant pupil 

participants' educational decisions. The following selected quotes are representative of the 

views and sentiments shared by the pupil participants: 
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I know that there are many difficulties in moving to my parent's hometown, but my life and 

peers will stabilise, and I will not face separation. (Pupil B, girl, Year 7, transferred) 

 

I decided to move to my sister's or cousin's school because I felt so lonely. Moving to my 

parent’s hometown will bring many challenges, but I could stay with my sister and cousins 

more while attending academic high school there. (Pupil W, girl, Year 7, transferred)  

 

The role of social exclusion in belonging   

In addition to the loss of peer networks, experiences of exclusion in middle school played a 

vital role in fragmenting many participants’ feelings of belonging to Shanghai. During 

interviews, 17 of the 30 pupils who lost the sense of belonging to the city indicated that while 

they were well-integrated into Shanghai life and got along well with local peers, their 

experiences, including teacher discrimination, differential treatment by teachers, and school 

segregation, made them feel isolated and conflicted in Shanghai. Specifically, 11 of the Year 

7 pupils shared that their diminished sense of belonging to Shanghai was related to teachers' 

discriminatory attitudes and behaviours. Notably, Pupil Z and Pupil AL revealed that their 

educational decision to transfer was also a way of negotiating discrimination and 

belongingness. They chose to move to their hometown for education as a result of feeling 

uncomfortable with their teachers’ behaviours and attitudes. 

 

Many teachers often call us 'non-local pupils', saying that ‘non-local pupils who have poor 

performance should not stay in Shanghai; go back to your rural hometown’. I was frustrated 

by what the teacher said and did not want to stay here. I have decided to leave Shanghai next 
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semester as  I no longer have to listen to such words. My parents thought it would be better 

for me to stay in Shanghai because they felt that my academic performance could not enable 

me to enter high school in my parent's hometown, but I wanted to try. (Pupil Z, girl, Year 7, 

transferred) 

 

The teacher's words were too unfriendly; it hit my self-esteem and made me want to leave 

Shanghai. Many teachers speak Shanghainese during teaching and reprimanding, and they 

often say, ‘Go back to your rural home if you do not want to study hard.’ This is making me 

feel discriminated against and uncomfortable. (Pupil AL, boy, Year 7, transferred) 

 

Additionally, the remaining six Year 9 pupils' conflicted feelings about belonging to 

Shanghai were caused by the differential treatment by teachers and the school's segregation 

practices. These forms of differential treatment ultimately exacerbated these pupils' feelings 

of social exclusion, thereby fragmenting their sense of belonging to Shanghai. Pupil AP, born 

and raised in Shanghai, felt that life in Shanghai was particularly unfair and meaningless due 

to being treated differently in Year 9. He described Year 9 as the worst period in his school 

life:  

 

I grew up in Shanghai, but Shanghai is unfriendly and meaningless to me. I felt it was 

particularly unfair in Year 9. (Pupil AP, boy, Year 9, stayer) 

 

More than experiences of social exclusion in the school context, experiences of social 

discrimination in local communities also affected the sense of belonging of migrant pupils in 

this study. When I went on to ask, ‘How do you feel about the people in Shanghai? Do you 
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like learning or speaking Shanghainese?’, many participants described the locals as 

‘arrogant’, ‘indifferent’, and ‘rude’. Few participants were interested in learning or speaking 

Shanghainese because of encountering locals using Shanghainese to curse others. In the 

words of Pupil AL: 

 

 I am not interested in speaking or learning Shanghainese because many teachers and local 

residents scold people in Shanghainese, making me feel uncomfortable. 

 

During interviews, whether spontaneously chatting or directly answering my questions, these 

17 pupils who felt excluded by teachers or the school mentioned their experiences of 

discrimination outside school, including in their neighbourhoods (6 pupils), parents' 

workplace (5 pupils), and public places such as buses, cafés or restaurants (6 pupils). Pupil 

AM, whose parents ran a small grocery store in Shanghai, was emotional and almost cried 

when talking about the feelings of the local people because of having experienced local 

customer discrimination in her parents’ store. 

 

Many locals have a bad temper, and they look down on people from outside of Shanghai and 

show no respect for us. In my parents' store, we often encountered local customers cursing 

and being unreasonable, who often wronged us by saying that we didn't find the right money. 

(Pupil AM, girl, Year 9) 

 

Local peers are friendly, but local adults are not, especially in society. They like to use the 

local dialect to speak bad words. For example, when lining up, we accidentally bumped into 
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a local person and apologised at a restaurant or coffee shop, but they still yelled at me very 

rudely. I often meet local people like this, so I'm not too fond of Shanghainese, and I don't 

want to learn to speak the local dialect because it is too rude. (Pupil AF, girl, Year 7)  

 

I'm not too fond of Shanghainese and local dialects. The neighbours in Shanghai are very 

unfriendly. They often scold people from outside Shanghai, saying, ‘Don't stay in Shanghai, 

go back to your own place.’ (Pupil Q, girl, Year 7) 

 

In sum, the above quotations from pupils show how their experiences of social exclusion in 

and outside of school reveal the power of educational institutional discrimination, the 

teachers’ discrimination, and the local society's discriminatory attitude towards migrant 

workers. These negative experiences facilitated the ambivalence of these pupils' sense of 

belonging and affected their identity in Shanghai. The following part illustrates how pupil 

participants form conflicted identities driven by structural barriers and social discrimination. 

 

The conflicted identity of migrant pupils   

The findings further show that experiences of Shanghai's educational restrictions and social 

discrimination also profoundly affected the identity formation of migrant pupils in this study. 

When I asked, ‘Where do you think you are from? Do you think you are from Shanghai or 

your parents' hometown?', most participants felt ambivalent about their identities. They felt 

that they were not entirely from either Shanghai or their parents' hometown. In Pupil Z's 

words:  
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While I was born in Shanghai, I do not feel I'm from here because I can't go to high school 

here, and the attitude of the locals is not friendly. However, when I visited my parents' 

hometown, I felt alienated because I had no friends and did not understand the local dialect 

and customs.  

 

During interviews, only two of the 43 participants viewed themselves as Shanghai locals, 

pointing out that they were born and raised in Shanghai. In Pupil N's words:  

 

I am from Shanghai because I grew up in Shanghai, and my parents, relatives and friends are 

all here. I have never been to my parent’s hometown, nor can I understand the dialect there; 

how can I say I am from there?  

 

Indeed, most migrant pupils in this study were unfamiliar with their parents’ hometown, as 

they were born and raised in Shanghai, and seven of the 43 migrant pupils had never been to 

their parents' hometown. Nevertheless, in the interview, 41 of the 43 participants associated 

their identity with educational rights, the place where their hukou was registered and the 

languages they spoke, rather than with their residence, due to Shanghai's educational 

restrictions and experiences of social discrimination in Shanghai. 

 

Specifically, in response to their exclusion from Shanghai's senior secondary education, 33 of 

them chose to identify with their parents' hometown where they had educational rights and 

their hukou was registered, even though they had little familiarity with or emotional 

attachment to that place. From their viewpoint, since hukou is closely related to education 
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rights in Shanghai, they explicitly identified education rights and the place where their hukou 

is registered as indicating an identity, commenting that having a Shanghai hukou means 

having a local identity and avoiding many forms of social discrimination in Shanghai. In 

response to discrimination by local people, eight of the pupils who encountered language 

discrimination in Shanghai also linked the local dialect to their identity, considering that only 

by speaking the local dialect could they be regarded as locals. 

  

When I was a kid, I often said I was Shanghainese because I was born in Shanghai, and my 

family and friends are all here. But now, I no longer say that I am from Shanghai because I 

cannot attend high school here and do not have a Shanghai hukou. The teacher called us 

‘non-local pupils’. (Pupil K, boy, Year 7, transferred)  

 

If I could go to high school in Shanghai, have a Shanghai hukou, and speak the local dialect, 

I would call myself a Shanghainese because, without these, people in Shanghai would only 

discriminate against you. (Pupil AM, boy, Year 7, transferred) 

 

On the other hand, these pupils (37 of the 43 participants) also showed a lack of sense of 

belonging to their parents' hometown, where they possess academic senior secondary 

educational rights. Having grown up predominantly, if not wholly, in Shanghai, they have 

been well integrated into the modern lifestyle of Shanghai, and their hometowns were 

unfamiliar and underdeveloped places for them. Although some of them liked to visit their 

parents' hometown during the holidays, they preferred Shanghai's modern lifestyle and did 

not look forward to moving to their hometown to live. During interviews, 28 of them pointed 

out that they could not adapt to the rural lifestyle, describing their rural hometown as remote 
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and underdeveloped places with inadequate school resources, fewer job opportunities, and 

poor internet and public transportation facilities. Thirty-four expressed significant concerns 

about the lack of a social network if they moved to their parents' hometown for schooling. 

Twenty of them were unable to speak the dialect of their hometown. In the words of Pupil Z, 

who felt socially excluded at school and outside school and decided to transfer to her father's 

hometown:  

This is a very complicated feeling and situation. Before, I thought I was from Shanghai 

because I grew up here. But now, I don't think I belong here because I don't have the right to 

attend high school in Shanghai. Our teachers often remind us of such things. But although I 

will move to my father's hometown for education next term, I don't think I'm from there 

because I am unfamiliar with anything there, don't have friends, and can't speak the local 

dialect. 

 

6.8 Summary  

This chapter has explored migrant pupils’ perceptions and educational aspirations for the 

future beyond the end of compulsory schooling and their experiences and perceptions of their 

schooling and integration in a Shanghai public middle school. It has also explored local 

pupils’ perceptions of their experiences of interacting with migrant pupils at school. Through 

interviewing 43 migrant pupils and 22 local pupils in their class, contributing factors and 

issues shaping the educational aspirations, educational experiences and schooling of migrant 

pupils were identified and discussed.  

 

The findings show that most migrant pupils in this study developed strong aspirations for 

pursuing higher education in Shanghai as a proactive response to the issues of their unequal 
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migrant status and unfavorable family socioeconomic conditions. Migrant pupil participants’ 

perception of the importance of obtaining a university degree was mainly driven by family 

members' employment and everyday lived experiences in Shanghai, parental high educational 

aspirations for them, and their understanding of Shanghai's education restrictions. In addition, 

the school culture of pursuing academic achievements played a certain role in pupil 

participants' high educational aspirations. All these factors are intertwined to shape and 

stimulate the strong aspirations of most participants to enter universities. Although most of 

the migrant pupils in this study aspired to enter universities, few were confident of achieving 

this educational goal due to the Shanghai points policy and the anticipated difficulties in 

transferring from Shanghai to their rural hometown for education, including the problems of 

adapting to rural education and life and not having their parents around. In response to these 

circumstances, both migrant pupils and their parents in this study had made a tough decision 

and developed a range of coping strategies for pursuing their educational goals, which will be 

illustrated in detail in Chapter 7.  

 

Migrant pupils’ accounts of schooling experiences revealed that they experienced and 

negotiated the loss of peer networks, faced teachers' negative attitudes and behaviours with 

resultant differential treatment by teachers, and underwent school segregation, particularly in 

Year 9 of the middle school period, due to their migrant status. The result was that these 

intertwined experiences had significantly affected most of the migrant pupil participants' 

sense of belonging and identity. Most of the migrant pupils in this study were left without the 

means to integrate either into Shanghai, where they were born or grew up, or into their 

unfamiliar rural hometowns, because of experiencing Shanghai's educational barriers and 

social exclusion both within and outside of school. The complexity of these issues and 

concerns will be further elaborated in the Discussion chapter in conjunction with the findings 
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reported in Chapters 7 and 8. The next chapter will present the findings from the parent 

interviews.  
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Chapter 7 Migrant Parental Aspirations: Issues and Concerns 

 

7.1 Introduction  

This chapter presents the findings from the interviews conducted with the 13 parents of 

migrant pupil participants engaged in the research. The previous chapter showed that migrant 

pupils in this study had developed strong aspirations to pursue higher education in Shanghai 

as a proactive response to the issues of their unequal migrant status and unfavourable family 

socioeconomic conditions. At the same time, however, they faced considerable educational 

dilemmas in accessing academic senior secondary education so as to pursue their university 

dreams, due to Shanghai's points policy and difficulties in moving to their rural hometowns 

for schooling. Parent interviews are primarily focused on exploring how the parents of 

migrant pupil participants support their children in pursuing university aspirations under 

Shanghai's different educational policies for migrant children. Three sub-questions are also 

explored: (1) what are the expectations held by parents about migrant pupils’ educational 

achievement? (2) how do parents perceive Shanghai's separate educational policies for 

migrant pupils? (3) how do parents deal with the policy, and what factors underlie their 

decision-making?  

 

Appendix 5.2 shows the labour market occupation and educational level of all 13 interviewed 

parents. These 13 parents had worked and lived in Shanghai for a long time, ranging from 10 

to 20 years. Most of them were manual workers without higher education qualifications. Six 

parents were low-skilled workers, such as repairmen, cleaners, cooks, servers, and shop 

assistants; four ran small businesses, such as grocery stores and fruit shops; while the three 

parents who had recently obtained a college diploma were electricians, patternmakers, and 
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office clerks. It is important to note that few parents of migrant pupil participants are 

employed with guaranteed long-term contracts.  

 

7.2 Parents' educational expectations for their children 

The first clear finding from the parent interview data was that parents held high expectations 

for their children's educational achievement. When asked 'What level of education do you 

want your children to obtain?', 11 of the 13 parents said that they expected their children to 

enter universities and attached great importance to their children's academic performance. 

The remaining two parents said that while they held no specific expectations of their 

children’s educational achievement, they would support the children's educational 

aspirations. This is consistent with the findings from migrant pupil interviews. 

 

For me, children's education is the most important thing. From my experience, having a good 

life and developing a career without a university degree was not easy. I gave up studying 

when I was young because I did not realise the importance of education. As a result, I can 

only do low-skilled work, making my career development difficult. (Parent B) 

 

Notably, these 11 parents regarded vocational education as a compromise, due to their 

arduous employment and life experience in Shanghai. During interviews, they strongly 

expressed the importance of getting higher education qualifications for the sake of decent 

jobs and a better life, and expected their children to obtain the highest possible academic 

qualifications. They indicated that their low level of education was the primary cause of their 

difficulties in the labour market.  
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A university degree is a stepping stone to a promising career. The minimum requirement for 

our company's recent recruitment is a university degree. Vocational education graduates can 

only engage in manual labour. I do not want my son to do manual work because it is too 

hard. I hope my son can receive higher education so that his life will be easy. (Parent C) 

 

Going to university is the only way out for my daughter. I didn't get into college, so now my 

life is tough. (Parent A) 

 

7.3 The views of parents on Shanghai's senior secondary education policies for migrant 

pupils  

When asked for their views on Shanghai's senior secondary education policies for migrant 

children and youth, all 13 parents interviewed expressed great disappointment, anxiety, and 

powerlessness. Overall, the views of parents can be divided into three aspects: awareness of 

and disappointment with social injustice in education, multiple impacts of policies and 

restrictions, and expectations of policy changes. 

 

Awareness of and disappointment with social injustice in education  

All 13 parents interviewed showed an awareness of social injustice in the education of 

migrant children as a feature within the education system and society in Shanghai. Eight 

parents particularly criticised the system for being a local priority policy that wholly ignored 

the contribution of migrant workers to the development of Shanghai.  
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We pay taxes in the same way as locals by local regulations. Why can't our children enjoy the 

same education as local children? Why are parents required to have academic 

qualifications? Migrant workers develop the prosperity of Shanghai, but migrant workers 

cannot enjoy anything, such as education. (Parent B) 

 

In addition, the other five parents who were interviewed felt firmly that the policy of allowing 

their children only to enter vocational senior secondary school instead of academic senior 

secondary school appeared to be discriminatory against migrant workers. They indicated that 

this policy had strengthened the social exclusion of migrant workers and that Shanghai's 

education system has always been unfair to migrant workers.  

 

Why can our children only receive vocational education in Shanghai? Shanghai should not 

discriminate against non-locals because we are all Chinese and have the same nationality. 

Non-locals developed Shanghai, and migrant workers made many contributions to the 

development of Shanghai. However, this policy expelled us. (Parent L) 

 

All parents pointed out that education was a fundamental right that must be respected, and the 

family background should not be related to the right to access education. Seven parents 

interviewed stressed that the policy based on parental abilities (such as education and 

employment) was unreasonable and unfair. They indicated that many high-ability children 

were forced to leave Shanghai, which was unjust. The right to education should not be 

determined by the status of parents. Opportunities for vocational or academic senior 

secondary school education should depend on academic performance rather than migrant 

status.  
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We lack education but cannot change because we live at the bottom of society. Our children 

should be treated like local children, as they did nothing wrong and cannot be regarded as 

inferior to others. (Parent D)  

 

Additionally, most parents indicated that satisfying Shanghai's points policy was impossible 

for migrant workers because it ignored the reality of migrant workers' low socioeconomic 

status. Nine parents criticised the policy as not being designed for low-income and low-

educated people like themselves. During interviews, many parents frequently referred to 

themselves as the lower class. They emphasised that this policy applied to the upper class. As 

Parent D, who worked as a waiter in a small restaurant for 20 years in Shanghai, complained: 

 

The government never cares about lower-class people like us. The points policy is ridiculous 

because we cannot satisfy it even if we have worked for over 50 years. We lack education 

because we did not have the opportunity to receive an education when we were young; as 

members of the lower class, this is something we cannot change. As parents, we should work 

hard to support our children and family; but the government should treat our children 

equally because they have done nothing wrong and cannot and should not be regarded as the 

lower class. This policy completely blocked our children’s chances. (Parent D) 

 

Multiple impacts of policies and restrictions 

In addition to criticising the policy as unjust and unrealistic, all parents interviewed 

demonstrated that Shanghai's discriminatory education system had caused a series of 

adversities for the entire family, including family separation and instability, children's lack of 
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a sense of belonging, children’s compromised educational opportunities, and changed 

academic expectations of parents and children.  

 

Five of the 13 parents interviewed explicitly emphasised the importance of family stability. 

They pointed out that no parents wanted to be separated from their children, and all parents 

cared about their children's education. However, the harsh reality forced them to choose 

family separation or abandon their children's educational goals. The three parents who 

decided to send their children to their rural hometowns for education complained that such 

policies made their family life unstable and troublesome.  

 

I am anxious about the future of our family. We cannot be with our children. My daughter is 

willing to transfer to another school to attend university. As parents, we must work hard to 

support and respect her ideas. We will send her to the best private boarding school near our 

rural hometown. However, my youngest son will encounter this problem soon after he grows 

up, so our family cannot be together, which is disturbing. We have lived and worked in 

Shanghai for over 15 years; it is annoying to have to consider returning to our rural 

hometown. We need to figure out what to do. The whole family will face financial problems if 

we return to our rural hometown. (Parent M) 

 

Moreover, the other two parents who decided to let their children stay in Shanghai for 

vocational education described being torn by conflicting feelings and anxieties. On the one 

hand, they wanted to be with their children; on the other hand, they wanted their children to 

receive as much education as possible. However, family financial barriers prevented them 

from achieving the best for themselves as a family and the best for their children. In other 
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words, the points policy and their disadvantaged socioeconomic status have put them into a 

dilemma.  

 

We cannot return to our rural hometown because it is a less developed place with no job 

opportunities; there are only the elderly and left-behind children. To earn a living, we must 

live in Shanghai. Otherwise, we cannot afford to live with two children. (Parent E) 

 

Six of the 13 parents also indicated that the points policy significantly affected the children's 

educational opportunities and sense of belonging. They complained that the policy put 

tremendous pressure on their children, especially psychologically, because, having grown up 

in Shanghai, the children were unfamiliar with their rural hometown. Two other parents who 

had decided to let their children stay in Shanghai for vocational education also said that their 

children felt very depressed and lonely when seeing many of their peers leaving. At the same 

time, they felt upset as they knew that local peers could take the high school entrance exam. 

 

My son often says that he wants to go to senior secondary school and university; he told me 

that most of his classmates have moved to other schools and that more classmates will leave 

next semester. I know he feels alone, but I worry about my son's mental health because he 

grew up in Shanghai. If he moves to our rural hometown, he will encounter many problems, 

such as language barriers, having no friends, etc. (Parent D) 

 

The above findings clearly show that the system severely affected parents' educational 

expectations for their children. The current system has made decision-making or goal-setting 
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difficult or entirely impossible for these migrant families. However, the Shanghai points 

policy also appeared to be a double-edged sword. One parent, while firmly believing that it 

was unfair for children's right to education to depend on parents, admitted that the points 

policy has also reinforced his idea of the importance of education. He stressed that obtaining 

a university degree was their only way or strategy with which to deal with this injustice.  

 

This policy is unreasonable because we are workers, not company owners or professionals. 

However, having learned about this policy, I want my children to receive higher education 

because this is a requirement of society. Living a better life with a higher degree is easier, 

especially in Shanghai. (Parent F) 

 

All parents interviewed were fully aware that the points policy is wholly unfair and 

constitutes social discrimination against them. However, they also felt powerless and unable 

to find a way to overcome this social injustice because of their disadvantaged social and 

economic status. During interviews, Parent A specifically mentioned that he wanted his story 

to be heard so that other migrant families could have a better experience in the future. 

 

This policy is unfair and unreasonable because it assesses parents' abilities. Most parents 

cannot meet its requirements. Parents are parents, and children's educational opportunities 

should not be restricted by parents' incompetence. When you write this report, please publish 

more information about this issue, as we can only rely on your report to help improve the 

situation. (Parent A) 
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7.4 Migrant family coping strategies for pursuing university aspirations 

Overall, interview data from 43 migrant pupils and 13 parents of 43 migrant pupils showed 

that parents developed three coping strategies for realising their children’s educational goals: 

meeting the requirements of the Shanghai points policy, transferring to a school outside of 

Shanghai, and staying in Shanghai for vocational education. Analysis shows that despite 

parents' great efforts, the overwhelming systemic structural barriers made most parents' 

strategies compromised and inadequate. These strategies are discussed in more detail below 

 

7.4.1 Strategy One: Meeting the requirements of the Shanghai points policy 

The findings show that only three of the 43 migrant pupils were eligible to attend Shanghai 

academic senior secondary school because of their parents meeting the requirements of the 

Shanghai points policy. According to these three parents, they succeeded in satisfying the 

points policy through their efforts to obtain a college diploma and their ability to maintain a 

stable income record for four years. It is important to note that these three parents had senior 

secondary education before adopting this strategy. Although their income is not high, these 

three parents' professional skills and education levels are slightly higher than those of other 

parents in this study. Parent A is an electrician, Parent B is a patternmaker, and Parent C 

works as a clerk in a small private company. 

 

According to these three parents, it usually takes more than five years to meet the 

requirements of the Shanghai points policy. Despite their success in doing so, these three 

parents also complained that the Shanghai points policy was designed for highly-educated 

and high-income groups. Parent A and Parent B explained that to succeed in this strategy, 
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they needed to spend much time in understanding the points application process, registering 

for college courses, studying for and passing the exams, and maintaining a stable income to 

support the whole family. 

 

It took me five years to meet this points policy: two years to get a college diploma and five 

years to complete the income requirement. I am lucky because my income has just reached 

the minimum requirement. However, few migrant families can meet the requirements of the 

Shanghai points policy because only senior secondary school graduates can apply for college 

courses. (Parent A) 

 

Things would be easy if I had a university degree and a high income. I prepared for four 

years in advance to meet the requirements of this policy. The entire application process was 

arduous, and it took me three years to get a college diploma. I usually go to class after work 

every day. Also, this policy requires my wages to reach 6000 yuan for four consecutive years 

to pay social insurance and must be reviewed annually. I just barely passed the points 

requirement. If my income had been a little lower, I would not have managed it. So, I am just 

a little luckier than others. (Parent B) 

 

These three parents were very supportive of their children's education. Despite the great 

challenge of satisfying this points policy, they expressed their willingness to sacrifice 

everything to support their children's education. They firmly believed that education was the 

only way to improve people’s social and economic status, especially for migrant families 

with few social networks or financial resources.  
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I have prepared my daughter for going to university ever since she started elementary school. 

We usually spend 30% of our family income on our daughter's education, for example on 

private tutoring. Although this is difficult for us, as long as our daughter can attend 

university, these challenging experiences are worthwhile. (Parent A) 

 

In addition, Parent C mentioned that adopting this strategy could ensure that her son will 

enjoy equal rights in Shanghai and avoid family separation.  

 

I do not want my children to be sent back to rural hometowns to become left-behind children. 

Two of my friends were very depressed after sending their children back to the countryside 

for education. (Parent C) 

 

7.4.2 Strategy Two: Transferring to a school outside of Shanghai  

Under the joint decision of parents and pupils, 22 of the 43 migrant pupil participants, 

regardless of gender, had chosen to transfer to a school outside of Shanghai after Year 7 to 

obtain the opportunity to enter academic senior secondary schools, which would give them a 

chance to pursue their university dreams. However, this strategy comes with challenges for 

the pupils and their families. These include the uncertainty of entrance to academic senior 

secondary schools, adjusting to rural schooling and life, and lacking parental care. To cope 

with these, the parents of these 22 transfer pupils managed to employ multiple approaches, 

including the transition to reputable schools such as private boarding schools (12 pupils), 

repeating a grade (two pupils), homestay with a teacher (three pupils), transferring to the 
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same school as peers (eight pupils), moving with the mother (five pupils), and living with 

relatives (four pupils). The findings reveal that social capital (social networks) and economic 

capital (family financial resources) were vital in successfully implementing these measures. 

In the following paragraphs, I will elaborate on these measures. 

 

Coping strategies for the transition to rural education  

As shown in Chapter 6, migrant pupil interviews revealed that adapting to rural education 

was the primary concern of every migrant pupil interviewee when moving to their rural 

hometown for education. According to the parents interviewed, the senior secondary school 

progression rate and education quality in their rural hometowns were usually low due to rural 

poverty and backwardness. To enhance their children's chances of entering senior secondary 

schools, the parents of these 22 transfer pupils adopted two coping strategies: transition to a 

reputable school and repeating a grade. In particular, transferring to reputable schools such as 

private boarding schools in a town near their rural hometowns or near Shanghai has been 

considered a proven path to enhanced chances of transfer pupils progressing to senior 

secondary school and university. Of the 22 transfer pupils, 12 were able to transfer to private 

boarding schools in towns near their rural hometowns or Shanghai, while 10 moved to the 

rural day school near their rural hometown due to a lack of family economic resources or 

local social connections. 

 

Of the 13 parents interviewed, five were able to transfer their children to schools outside 

Shanghai after Year 7 to obtain the opportunity to enter academic senior secondary schools. 

Three of the parents who were able to transfer their children to private boarding schools 

indicated that not only was the progression rate to academic senior secondary school much 
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higher for those who attended private boarding schools than for those who attended rural day 

schools, but also, boarding schools could partially solve the lack of parental care for transfer 

pupils. In other words, boarding schools helped parents to deal with two issues at once – by 

increasing the possibility of their children entering senior secondary schools, and solving the 

problem of the lack of parental care. 

 

Moving to a good boarding school will make my daughter feel safe. Since many boarding 

schoolteachers live on campus, my children can get more learning and living support from 

the teachers after class. (Parent L)  

 

In addition to the strategy of transferring to boarding schools, four parents considered 

repeating a grade to solve the problems of adapting to rural education. Three parent 

interviewees expressed the view that repeating a grade would significantly enhance their 

confidence in transferring their children to their hometown for schooling. They explained that 

repeating a grade could make up for the interruption in education, providing enough time for 

their children to adjust to rural schooling, reducing the academic pressure involved in 

catching up in the next grade, and ensuring children's future senior secondary school entrance 

exam results.   

 

It should be noted that local social networks played a crucial role in implementing the 

strategy of transferring schools. The five parents who chose to have their children move 

schools all mentioned that they would not have obtained the correct school information for 

getting their children into a suitable school without help from returned relatives and friends. 
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Finding a suitable school takes work because you need local social connections. Fortunately, 

my brother just sent his son to a boarding school in a town near our hometown last year, and 

he helped me choose this school so our children could stay together in the same school. 

(Parents I) 

 

Nevertheless, the data show that not all parents had finally succeeded in implementing the 

strategy of transferring to reputable schools or repeating a grade. My follow-up contacts show 

that two transfer pupils whose parents initially planned to transfer them to a boarding school 

reported that they eventually moved to a local day school in their rural hometowns due to 

family financial constraints. In addition, two parents interviewed ultimately failed to 

implement the strategy of repeating a grade. Parent J, who could not take forward this 

strategy, explained that his lack of social relations with the proposed school and unfamiliarity 

with the local school authorities prevented him from doing so. Parent R, who successfully 

adopted this strategy, illustrated how applying for the opportunity to repeat a grade was a 

complicated process that took much time and extensive local social networks. Also, Parent 

M, who succeeded in sending her daughter to a private boarding school in a town near her 

rural hometown, emphasised the importance of family economic resources and social 

networks for transferring to a reputable school. 

 

With the local social connection of my husband's older sister, we are able to send our 

daughter to a private boarding school near our hometown. Because she lives there and 

knows a teacher from that school, she helped us collect school information and select the 

right school. In addition, boarding school is costly for us, but my daughter wants to go to 

university, so as parents, we need to support her wish…. (Parent M)  
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Public schools are not allowed to repeat a grade. If you want to transfer to a private school 

where you can repeat a grade, you need a solid and relevant social connection and sufficient 

money. With the help of my husband's brother, my son can eventually transfer to a private 

boarding school where he can repeat the grade, but we have to pay extra tuition. This 

strategy took nearly two years to complete with the help of our relatives. (Parent R)  

 

The above quotations indicate that transferring to reputable schools such as private boarding 

schools and repeating a grade required parents to have a range of local social networks and 

sufficient financial resources if they were to succeed in the strategy. Most parents in this 

study knew little about school admission criteria in their hometowns due to having left their 

hometown and lived in Shanghai for more than a decade. Therefore, they had to mobilise 

their social networks to investigate the quality of education provided in multiple schools to 

decide on which best suited their children's needs. 

 

Coping strategies for the transition to rural life  

To reduce children's loneliness and anxiety about moving to an unfamiliar place and help 

them integrate into a new life, 11 parents attempted to send their children to the same school 

their cousins or peers had transferred to. However, only nine parents were eventually able to 

adopt this strategy with the help of their friends and relatives: five pupils transferred to the 

same school their cousins were transferred to, and four pupils transferred to the same school 

their peers were transferred to. In follow-up contact with transfer pupils, Pupil AA, whose 

parents failed to apply this strategy, reported that implementing it needed strong local school 

social connections and extra money paid to the school, which her parents could not afford. 
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This finding further reveals that due to the lack of relevant supporting regulations to help 

migrant pupils cope with the issue of the transition from urban to rural schooling, the 

implementation of this strategy is entirely dependent on the social network and financial 

resources of their parents. 

 

Coping strategies for the lack of parental care  

The lack of parental care is another major issue faced by transfer pupils. 17 of the 22 transfer 

pupils were unaccompanied pupils. For these 17 unaccompanied pupils, their parents adopted 

multiple measures to minimize the impact of lack of parental care, including sending them to 

boarding schools (12 pupils), homestay with a school teacher (3 pupils), and living with 

relatives or a host family (4 pupils). According to parents, boarding schools and homestays 

with a school teacher were effective measures that simultaneously reduced the issues of 

adapting to rural education and the lack of caregivers. The benefits of homestay with a school 

teacher would also enable transfer pupils to get more learning support and daily life care 

while avoiding school bullying. In this study, three unaccompanied pupils who moved to day 

schools in their rural hometown lived with a school teacher. In the case of the 12 pupils who 

transferred to boarding schools, their parents also arranged to live with relatives during the 

school holidays. 

 

Once again, social capital was crucial in reducing these transfer pupils' difficulties in 

adapting to rural life. In particular, returned migrants and networks of extended family 

members, such as siblings, cousins, aunts and uncles, and grandparents, substantially 

impacted school choices and living arrangements. 12 of 22 transfer pupils received help from 
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extended family members concerning their living arrangements. The extracts from Parent M 

and Parent L below revealed that extended family social networks provided transfer pupils 

with a broad spectrum of support: 

 

My husband's sister will help us look after my daughter; our families are close. Many 

children of our extended family who moved back to rural hometowns for education lived with 

her. (Parent M )  

 

We are not worried about safety because my mother lives in my hometown, and my sister 

moved back to my hometown. So, they can take care of my children during the school 

holidays. (Parent )  

 

Despite the many measures taken by the parents, family separation is an unsolvable issue 

faced by these 22 transfer pupils. While the mothers of six of the 22 transfer pupils could 

accompany them during the transfer, their fathers had to stay in Shanghai to earn a living for 

the whole family due to the lack of job opportunities in their rural hometowns. In addition, 

accompanying their children for transfer posed a dilemma for these mothers because of the 

level of sacrifice involved. Such a move contributes to undermining the family's stability. 

Two mothers who decided to accompany their children for transfer showed conflicted and 

complex emotions during interviews. They explained that not only did they have to give up 

their jobs in Shanghai and become separated from other family members to support their 

children’s university dreams; they also had to adapt to their husband's hometown instead of 

their own in those instances where parents came from different places.  
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For me, this is a tough decision. As parents, we must support our daughter's education. On 

the one hand, since she is still a child, we could not let her move to an unfamiliar place 

alone, so I decided to accompany my daughter to my husband's hometown. However, on the 

other hand, it will be very challenging for me because leaving Shanghai means losing my job, 

family and friends. I will be separated from my mother and sister, who live in Shanghai. My 

husband will continue to work in Shanghai, but I need to familiarise myself with my 

husband's hometown since we are from different places. My husband's parents have passed 

away, so he has no relatives in his hometown. (Parent K )  

 

7.4.3 Strategy Three: Staying in Shanghai for vocational education 

Faced with a range of difficulties in moving to their rural hometowns for secondary 

education, by a joint decision with their parents, 18 of the 43 migrant pupils (11 Year 7 pupils 

and 7 Year 9 pupils) eventually adopted as a reluctant strategy the compromise of staying in 

Shanghai for vocational education after middle school but hoping that they could obtain a 

high academic qualification one day. They employed this strategy mainly based on four 

factors: the family's financial situation, the likelihood of getting a place within a rural senior 

secondary school, the children’s sense of belonging and family stability, and the chances of 

policy reform.  

 

Family's financial situation – family economic constraints  

Family financial constraints were the most decisive factor in driving 11 of the 18 pupils to 

accept staying in Shanghai for vocational education. It was difficult for their parents to 

choose between their educational aspirations and family life. In Parent D's words: 
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The only realistic choice is to receive vocational education in Shanghai, leaving behind 

university dreams.  

 

In interviews with 13 parents, three of the five parents who decided to let their children 

receive vocational education in Shanghai made it clear that family financial constraints were 

the primary factor in their decision not to send their children back to their hometown for 

schooling. They explained that because of the low quality of education in their village, if 

children moved to their rural hometowns, they would have to transfer to expensive private 

boarding schools to increase their chances of entering academic senior secondary schools. 

However, since they were all low-income workers or families with two children, attending 

private boarding schools would consume much of their household income, which they could 

not afford. Therefore, considering their financial capacity and the educational quality gap 

between Shanghai and surrounding villages, these three parents thought that receiving 

vocational education in Shanghai would be the best choice for their children, at least much 

better than rural vocational education. 

 

Money is a big problem if we return to our hometown for education. We have struggled with 

this issue for a long time, thinking it over every day. We hope our children can attend 

university, but we let our son stay in Shanghai for vocational education because we have two 

children to raise. The school in our village is not good. Therefore, we would have to send my 

son to a private boarding school in a town near our village. However, the tuition fees for 

private boarding schools are too high for us to afford. Besides, since our hometown is very 

underdeveloped, we will be unemployed if we all move back. Considering all these factors, 

staying in Shanghai is our best choice. (Parent E ) 
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In addition to the lack of funds for expensive tuition fees, these three parent interviewees also 

indicated that due to economic constraints, they would have to continue to work in Shanghai 

because their rural hometowns were located in remote and underdeveloped areas where job 

opportunities were scarce. If they returned to their rural hometowns, they would encounter 

unemployment, bringing an economic crisis to their families. Consequently, the lack of any 

parental companion when transferring schools is an unsolvable issue for migrant families, 

especially for migrant pupils from low-income families.  

 

As this finding suggests, parents cannot send their children back to their hometowns for 

education primarily because they lack financial resources. Therefore, the limitations of 

household economic resources could be understood as the principal factor that has motivated 

the parents of these 11 migrant pupils to choose to stay in Shanghai for their children’s 

vocational education. 

 

The possibilities of obtaining a place in rural senior secondary schools  

Besides financial constraints, the low success rate in obtaining a place in a rural senior 

secondary school has prompted parents to let their children stay in Shanghai for vocational 

education. During interviews, the five parents who decided to let their children do this 

expressed concern about their children's academic performance and the uncertainty of gaining 

entry to rural senior secondary schools. These parents had little confidence in their children's 

ability to enter the rural academic high school and were anxious about the academic pressures 

their children would face due to the interruption of their education. They explained that 

moving to rural hometowns for education would cause educational discontinuity for their 
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children, due to differences in the curriculum content, pedagogy, academic performance 

standards and school resources between urban and rural education.  

 

Transferring to rural schools is not suitable for my son. First, the class teacher told me my 

son's grades might not be good enough to enter senior secondary schools. If he moves to 

rural schools, he would need to repeat a year of study to catch up because the learning 

content in rural schools is much more difficult than in Shanghai. Also, my hometown is an 

impoverished village, and the school is not good. Like my nephew, many children have 

dropped out of school since Year 7, and the rural schoolteachers do not care. (Parent F)  

 

These parental concerns are echoed in pupil interviews. 13 of the 18 migrant pupils who 

chose to stay in Shanghai reported that they had no confidence in their chances of obtaining a 

place in a rural senior secondary school due to the different educational content in their rural 

hometown. 

 

Children's sense of belonging and family stability 

In addition to the family's financial situation and the likelihood of obtaining a place in a rural 

senior secondary school, children's sense of belonging and family stability present another 

critical consideration for parents in deciding to let their children stay in Shanghai for 

vocational education. During interviews, all the five parents who let their children receive 

vocational education were concerned about their children's sense of belonging and safety in 

moving to rural hometowns alone. They explained that no relatives could care for their 

children in rural hometowns as most relatives had moved to the city. Also, they are unwilling 
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to be separated either from their children or from their spouse. It should be noted that the 

findings show that the parents of nine of the 43 pupils are from different places, which means 

that not only the pupils but also at least one of the two parents will face adaptation to life in 

an area they did not grow up in. Therefore, moving to their rural hometowns is fraught with 

difficulties for these pupils and their parents. 

 

Besides academic challenges, I am also worried about my son's mental health because he 

grew up in Shanghai. If he moves to his father's hometown, he will encounter many problems, 

such as language barriers, lack of friends etc. (Parent D)  

 

We do not want to be separated from our children. Considering the psychological and safety 

issues, I let my son stay in Shanghai for vocational education. As far as I know, a girl 

committed suicide after moving to my hometown because of pressures in learning and living. 

(Parent G)  

 

The possibilities of policy reform   

Two of the five parents who decided to let their children stay in Shanghai for vocational 

education also said that they had adopted a "wait and watch" approach and expected good 

policy reforms to be introduced soon.  
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We now have a wait-and-see attitude and expect this policy to change in Year 9. Shanghai 

did not allow us to receive compulsory education many years ago, but now we can. 

Therefore, I guess senior secondary school education may soon open up. (Parent D)  

 

My husband has a college diploma, but we have yet to figure out whether we meet the 

requirements. The points policy is complicated and strict; no one can help or respond to our 

questions. (Parent H) 

 

The account of these parents is echoed in pupil interviews. Five of the 18 pupils who stayed 

in Shanghai for vocational education revealed that their parents had difficulty understanding 

the policy during interviews. Therefore, it could be understood that limited access to 

educational policy information and school support made it difficult for these parents to 

understand the policy and make accurate decisions. 

 

Expectations of receiving more education after vocational education 

It is important to note that although these five parent interviewees chose to let their children 

receive vocational education in Shanghai, they still viewed education as an essential part of 

their children's lives. They explained that since academic qualifications were increasingly 

desired for China's fast-growing economy, their children still needed to receive more 

education after vocational school.  

 

Although I want my children to attend high school and university, we chose to stay in 

Shanghai for vocational education due to the harsh realities. We will work hard to find a 
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suitable major in the right vocational school to enable my son to obtain advanced 

professional skills instead of becoming a low-skilled worker like me. At the same time, I hope 

he can receive more education after vocational education. (Parent F)  

 

We felt vocational education might be too inferior to enable better survival in Shanghai. 

Therefore, I hope to see whether the policy will change in future, or try to find a way to 

enable my son to receive more education after vocational education. (Parent E)  

 

7.5 Summary  

This chapter has explored migrant parents' educational expectations for their children and 

how they perceive and cope with the points policy to support their children’s educational 

aspirations. It addressed the second sub-question of the second research question: ‘How do 

the parents of migrant pupils support their children in pursuing their educational aspirations?’ 

Through interviews with the 13 parents of 43 migrant pupil participants and 43 migrant pupil 

participants, contributing factors and issues in the coping strategies developed by the migrant 

families in this study for realising their children's educational goals were identified and 

discussed.  

Most of the parents of migrant pupil participants have high educational expectations for their 

children, believing that higher education is the only way for the children to succeed; parents’ 

high educational aspirations for their children are derived from their work and life 

experiences in Shanghai. Most parents wanted their children to receive as much education as 

possible and were very supportive of their children's education because they believed that 

vocational education was insufficient to improve their children's lives. At the same time, they 
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were fully aware of the social injustice surrounding their children's education. All 13 parents 

interviewed were anxiously waiting for policy changes.  

 

In response to Shanghai's inequitable educational policy for migrant children, and to support 

their children’s university aspirations, parents of migrant pupils in this study have made great 

efforts to employ a range of coping strategies for overcoming senior secondary education 

barriers that their children face, including meeting the requirements of the Shanghai points 

policy, transferring to a school outside of Shanghai, and staying in Shanghai for vocational 

education. 

 

Undoubtedly, the strategy of meeting the Shanghai points policy demonstrates the 

perseverance and resilience of migrant families in confronting systemic barriers. However, 

this strategy is highly challenging for most migrant families in this study because most of the 

parents have only a middle school or elementary school education. Transferring schools is a 

complicated and arduous strategy for these 22 migrant families because of the lack of 

relevant supporting regulations to help migrant pupils cope with the issues of transition from 

urban to rural schooling. The parents of these 22 transfer pupils have made great efforts to 

overcome the problems their children face in moving schools. The strategy of staying in 

Shanghai for vocational education is a reluctant compromise for these 18 migrant families, 

neither completely voluntary nor completely involuntary, due to a range of difficulties in 

moving to their rural hometowns for education, such as the family's financial situation, the 

chances of getting a place in a rural senior secondary school, children’s sense of belonging 

and family stability. 
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The analysis suggests that the educational barriers to senior secondary school education for 

migrant pupils need to be overcome by migrant families accumulating sufficient family 

capital, in the form of the parents' cultural, economic and social capital. At the same time, 

however, the overwhelming structural barriers and lack of institutional support made most 

parents' strategies compromised and inadequate, despite their great efforts. These summary 

points will be further elaborated in the Discussion chapter in conjunction with the findings in 

Chapters 6 and 8. The next chapter will present the key findings from the teacher interviews.  
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Chapter 8 Teacher Perceptions of Inclusion of Migrant Pupils in Shanghai Public 

Middle Schools 

 

8.1 Introduction  

This chapter presents the findings from interviews with the eight teachers (seven teachers and 

one headteacher) engaged in this study. These interviews are primarily focused on exploring 

teachers’ perceptions of the inclusion of migrant pupils in Shanghai public middle schools. 

Since pupil interviews revealed a range of issues and concerns related to migrant pupils' 

school transfer, teacher attitudes, differential treatment by teachers, and school segregation 

for Year 9 migrant pupils, I was particularly interested in exploring/understanding teachers' 

impressions of migrant pupils, along with their views on migrant pupils' school moves and 

Shanghai's different education policies for migrant pupils. The interviews were conducted in 

order to address the third sub-question of the second research question and the third research 

question: How do teachers perceive the inclusion of migrant pupils at school? Which policies 

promote or hinder educational opportunities for migrant pupils? 

 

The analysis of the data suggests that teachers' interpretations of the inclusion of migrant 

pupils in Shanghai public middle schools, especially the practices of differential treatment of 

migrant pupils by teachers and school segregation for Year 9 migrant pupils, were informed 

and influenced by the school culture’s orientation towards academic performance, Shanghai's 

educational restrictions on migrant pupils, as well as teachers' attitudes towards and 

perceptions of migrant workers. The following sections discuss these aspects in detail. 
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8.2 Teachers’ impressions of migrant pupils 

Interviews found that the teachers interviewed were all aware that many of the high-

performing pupils in the school were migrant pupils. They also indicated that these migrant 

pupils integrated well with local pupils. They commented that migrant pupils were much 

better than local pupils in terms of academic performance, learning attitude, learning ability 

and respect for teachers, especially before Year 8. Five of the seven teachers indicated that 

because many migrant pupils study harder than local pupils, the pupils with good academic 

performance in school were often migrants. In the words of Teacher E:  

 

In our school and other schools in our district, good pupils are always migrant pupils. If 

migrant pupils were allowed to attend academic senior secondary schools in Shanghai, 80% 

of pupils admitted to academic senior secondary schools would be migrant pupils. Local 

pupils can only go to vocational senior secondary schools. (Teacher E) 

 

Interestingly, three of them who believed that Shanghai's educational restriction policies were 

fair for migrant families also commented that the learning attitude of migrant pupils and their 

parents' attitude towards pupils' learning were better than those of local pupils and their 

parents. In Teacher F’s words:  

 

Indeed, migrant pupils respond quickly in class and have a better attitude towards learning. 

Their parents are easy to communicate with and cooperate with. Many local pupils are lazy 

and often refuse to do homework, but the migrant pupils never do this. Their parents respect 

the teacher and collaborate with my work. (Teacher F) 
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Teachers' views on Shanghai's educational restriction policy on migrant pupils are discussed 

further in Section 8.5.  

 

When asked why the school performance of migrant pupils was better than that of local 

pupils, three of the seven teachers believed that it was the migrant pupils' understanding of 

their disadvantaged position that made them study harder than local pupils. In Teacher A's 

words:   

 

They understand their living conditions and hope to change them through education. Local 

pupils do not study hard because they lead a comfortable life and do not face the problem of 

high school education restrictions, and their parents usually spoil them. (Teacher A) 

 

However, teacher interviews indicate that teachers were aware that the school transfer of 

migrant pupils triggered by Shanghai’s education restriction on migrant pupils significantly 

affected these pupils' school performance and learning motivation. During interviews, the 

headteacher added that: 

 

The polarization of migrant pupils in our school is quite severe. The best pupils are migrant 

pupils, and the worst pupils are also migrant pupils, because facing the choice of staying in 

or leaving Shanghai sometimes affects their motivation for learning. 
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Furthermore, many teachers complained that the educational restrictions have caused many 

high-performing migrant pupils to leave Shanghai, which in turn affected their work 

enthusiasm, workload and evaluation of teachers. The following section illustrates how the 

school transfer of migrant pupils affects teachers and schools in this study. 

 

8.3 Teachers' views on migrant pupils’ school transfer 

The findings show that the school transfer of migrant pupils has a negative impact not only 

on migrant pupils but also on local pupils, the teachers, and the schools the migrant pupils 

attend. When asked for their views on the school transfer of migrant pupils, all the teachers 

interviewed, including the headteacher, emphasised that the school transfer of migrant pupils 

has had a significant negative impact on the school and the teachers. They consistently 

pointed out that the school transfer of migrant pupils, especially those with good school 

performance, had adversely affected teachers' evaluation, work enthusiasm, workload, and 

the classroom learning environment. This finding also brings to the surface how an academic 

performance-oriented school culture could prompt school administrators and teachers to treat 

migrant pupils differently (see Section 8.4).   

 

More specifically, the headteacher complained that the constant transfer of high-performing 

migrant pupils deprived him and the teachers of a sense of accomplishment and affected the 

school's development. Six of the seven teachers emphasized the importance of high-

performing pupils to teachers’ work enthusiasm. Five of them respectively elaborated on how 

the school transfers of migrant pupils raised their daily workload and affected the classroom 

learning environment. One also expressed the feeling of unfairness that teacher evaluation 

often depended on pupils' academic performance. 
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The transfer of migrant pupils affects my daily work a lot. Because of good pupils leaving, the 

average grade of the class is declining every year. In Year 9, we are required to meet certain 

academic performance and academic high school entrance rates. This is not only a 

requirement of the school but also of the school district. This sort of evaluation is unfair. 

Schools like ours cannot be evaluated solely by academic performance. (Teacher A) 

 

After good migrant pupils left, the school's average test scores became very low. Our 

teachers have also lost work enthusiasm because the remaining pupils usually do not perform 

well academically, which is a challenging situation to try to improve. (Teacher F) 

 

Our teachers are tired and have a heavy workload. To improve the academic performance of 

local pupils, I had to use the lunch break to teach pupils. Year 9 is exhausting, sometimes 

even more tiring than preparing for the college entrance examination. (Teacher B ) 

 

Excellent pupils can play a leading role in the class. However, by Year 9, our school has very 

few good pupils. Therefore, the learning environment is getting worse. Not only have our 

teachers lost their motivation to teach, but many remaining pupils have also lost their 

motivation to learn. My class average and ranking are getting lower and lower. (Teacher C) 

 

In all, the quotations from these teachers indicate that, in a school culture oriented to 

academic performance, the continuous loss of high-performing migrant pupils places many 

teacher interviewees under pressure to achieve better academic results. From these teachers' 

perspectives, the school transfer of high-performing migrant pupils could adversely affect the 
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teachers' work enthusiasm, workloads and teacher evaluation. From the school's perspective, 

the transfer of migrant pupils has led to instability in the number of pupils in school and a 

decline in pupils' overall academic achievement. As a result, the school's overall academic 

performance and learning environment have been affected. According to the headteacher, 

school resources involving parent resources, high-quality pupil resources, and teaching and 

training opportunities have also been negatively affected, which means that the development 

of the school was constrained. 

 

The following section illustrates how an academic performance-oriented school culture could 

prompt school administrators and teachers to treat migrant pupils differently. 

 

8.4 Teacher perceptions of differential treatment of migrant pupils at school 

The academic performance-oriented school culture 

The findings show that the academic performance-oriented school culture had prompted 

school administrators and teachers to no longer maintain an equal schooling environment. 

When asked whether schools and teachers would treat migrant pupils differently throughout 

the middle school education process, six of the seven teachers indicated that, under the 

pressure of academic high school promotion rate and teacher evaluation, the school and 

teachers would inevitably treat migrant pupils, who are not eligible to attend Shanghai 

academic senior secondary schools, differently. In Teacher C’s words:   
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Because the test scores of migrant pupils have little to do with the evaluation of schools and 

teachers, especially in Year 9, we must pay attention to local pupils and do valuable things. 

We are powerless. (Teacher C) 

 

During interviews, many teacher participants mentioned the pressure on teachers to achieve 

better academic performance. The differential treatment of migrant pupils mentioned by the 

interviewed teachers corresponds to the findings of the Year 9 migrant pupil interviews, 

which reveal the practices of segregating Year 9 migrant pupils who are not eligible to attend 

Shanghai academic senior secondary schools into vocational high schools and paying more 

attention to local pupils’ learning.  

 

Regarding the school practice of channelling Year 9 migrant pupils into vocational high 

schools, five of the seven teachers believed that this approach would enable teachers to focus 

on local pupils' learning, thus benefiting everyone. They explained that in Year 9, the school's 

main focus was senior secondary school entrance exam preparation because the test scores of 

Year 9 pupils represented the high school promotion rate, which was crucial for school 

ranking and teacher assessment. Furthermore, since the test scores of Year 9 migrant pupils 

would not be counted, although their test scores were used for admission to vocational high 

schools, under the school culture focusing on academic performance, these five teachers felt 

that the learning of Year 9 migrant pupils was of no value to the school and teachers.  

 

From the perspective of input and output, migrant pupils with poor academic performance 

are best not staying at school because these pupils will waste teachers' time and affect 

teacher evaluation and other pupils' learning. Therefore, the school will arrange for them to 
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attend a vocational high school to prepare for the high school entrance examination. 

(Teacher D) 

 

Although the school did not treat migrant pupils differently before Year 9, there was a 

subconsciously implemented difference between migrant pupils and local pupils from the 

teacher's point of view. In Year 9, for local pupils, no matter how poor their academic 

performance was, teachers would strive to improve the academic performance of each local 

pupil because the academic results of local pupils have a decisive impact on teacher 

evaluation. In contrast, migrant pupils’ results have no effect. (Teacher G) 

 

Teachers will naturally have lower requirements for migrant pupils in Year 9. They focus on 

the pupils who can attend high school because that is linked to their assessment at work. (The 

headteacher) 

 

The influence of personal opinions and attitudes on teachers’ differential treatment 

In addition to the impact of school culture, which focuses on academic performance, this 

study showed that teachers’ opinions and attitudes towards migrant workers also played a 

decisive role in integrating migrant pupils into Shanghai public middle schools. In other 

words, my study has found that whether migrant pupils are valued, accepted and treated 

equally is primarily determined by the teachers’ attitudes towards and perceptions of migrant 

workers. 
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When I asked whether they would treat migrant pupils differently in class and whether the 

migrant pupils who stayed in Shanghai for vocational education would face any particular 

problems after Year 8, teachers' responses differed according to their moral and ethical 

stances. Two of the seven teachers, Teachers A and B, emphasised fair treatment for all 

pupils, and indicated that they were committed to every pupil's learning and participation. 

Another five teachers held a different view. According to these five teachers, the remaining 

migrant pupils would have a negative learning attitude from Year 8 onwards due to being 

unable to attend Shanghai’s academic high schools. They would become aware that there was 

less pressure to pass the high school entrance examination as they were unlikely to enter 

academic high school in Shanghai. This is in sharp contrast to local pupils who become more 

anxious as the examination dates approach. The disparity in practice impacted the overall 

learning environment and classroom ethos.  

 

In Year 9, migrant pupils will absolutely feel that they cannot go to academic senior 

secondary school. This feeling would come from the teacher’s requirements. Everyone's 

learning intensity is different when approaching the examination. Local pupils are more 

nervous about studying, but migrant pupils do not need to. Psychologically, migrant pupils 

will not pay as much attention to their studies as local pupils. (Teacher F) 

 

Some academically able migrant pupils choose to stay in school. They will be psychologically 

unstable and emotionally irritable because they feel upset about not going to high school by 

contrast with local peers; they will get tired of learning. So, it is good for them to move to a 

vocational school without local pupils because there is no pressure, and everyone is the 

same. (Teacher C) 
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These five teachers' responses show that they were also aware of migrant pupils' feelings of 

unfairness and frustration when receiving unequal treatment from teachers. However, to 

improve the academic performance of local pupils, they felt that sacrificing the learning of 

migrant pupils was an unavoidable compromise. Three of them justified their practice by 

referring to migrant pupils' emotional wellbeing. They believed that once migrant pupils were 

away from the high academic pressure of the present school, they would gain significant 

emotional benefits. 

 

They will feel too pressured to receive the same education as their local peers in Year 9 

because the standards are for local pupils. I know they feel unfairly treated, even if they say 

nothing. Therefore, in Year 9, they’re better off moving to an outside vocational school as the 

vocational school has indeed given them a happy environment. Everyone will be treated the 

same in vocational schools, and they do not need to study hard. (Teacher C) 

 

Year 9 learning is very stressful, and I do not believe migrant pupils are willing to bear such 

a stressful learning environment. They may feel it is painful to stay in school. So, moving to a 

vocational school is a good choice for them and their teachers. (Teacher F) 

 

From the learning environment perspective, there is some unfairness, but from the 

perspective of society, it is very fair. As a local, I think education resources in Shanghai 

should be protected for locals. (Teacher D) 
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Contrary to the opinions of these five teachers, Teacher A and Teacher B stressed the need to 

treat all pupils the same in classroom teaching, viewing the channelling of migrant pupils to 

attend vocational high schools as having a damaging impact on those pupils’ academic 

development and behaviour. They believed that once pupils were in their classes, they would 

be responsible for them regardless of their differences. This commitment is an important 

starting point from which to ensure that every pupil feels included in the classroom.  

 

Although they cannot attend Shanghai academic senior secondary school, I treat them 

equally. They will feel more comfortable when not treated differently from local pupils. 

(Teacher B) 

 

The learning environment is loose in vocational schools, which is unsuitable for pupils. They 

will give up studying and drop out of school after moving to vocational schools, so they are 

better off staying in middle school. (Teacher A) 

 

The quotations above show that teachers’ attitudes and perceptions played a large part in 

influencing their practice towards migrant pupils.  

 

In summary, teacher interviews revealed how an academic performance-oriented school 

culture could prompt teachers and administrators to treat migrant pupils differently. In 

addition, the teachers’ thoughts, choices, and moral and professional values could also play a 

decisive role in preventing migrant pupils from being treated differently in schools. In other 
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words, whether migrant pupils would be treated equally and valued by teachers was primarily 

related to these teachers’ attitudes and views regarding migrant workers. 

 

The following section illustrates how teachers' perceptions of Shanghai's policies on migrant 

children’s education interact with teachers' attitudes towards migrant workers, thereby 

influencing the schooling of migrant pupils in this study.  

 

8.5 Teachers' views on Shanghai's educational restrictions on migrant pupils 

Teachers’ views on Shanghai’s educational restrictions on migrant children indicate that 

these restrictions have reinforced teachers’ discriminatory attitudes towards migrant families. 

When asked for their views on Shanghai's restrictions on migrant pupils attending academic 

senior secondary schools, all teacher interviewees agreed that very few such parents could 

meet the policy requirements due to their low level of educational achievement. At the same 

time, they also felt that this policy was a kind of protection for the locals. Nevertheless, when 

asked whether this policy was fair to migrant pupils, only two teachers (Teacher A and 

Teacher B), who believed that migrant pupils should not be treated differently at school, 

expressed sympathy for migrant pupils, saying that this restriction was unfair to these pupils 

and their parents. They believed that education, as a public resource, should not be the subject 

of a local protection policy or linked to parents' abilities.  

 

Education should be a citizen's right, and the right to education should be equal, and at least 

it should provide a fair starting point for migrant pupils. Most of the migrant pupils in our 

school cannot attend Shanghai high school because of their parents' low educational level. 
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This is unreasonable because most migrant pupils’ academic performance is much better 

than that of local pupils, and they should have equal educational opportunities. (Teacher A) 

 

Many parents want their children to go to university to change their lives, but this policy has 

put migrant families into an unfair dilemma. (Teacher B) 

 

The views of Teacher A and Teacher B demonstrate a commitment to every pupil's learning 

and participation. In their opinion, education should be regarded as a public resource of 

relevance to everyone, regardless of social status. It should be pointed out that many pupils in 

this study called Teacher A and Teacher B 'good' teachers during interviews. In the pupils' 

eyes, they treated migrant pupils equally and responded to their questions and requests in 

class without differential treatment. 

 

Contrary to the views of Teacher A and Teacher B, the five teachers who supported the 

school practice of differential treatment of migrant pupils believed that this policy was fair 

enough for migrant pupils. In the interview, four of them emphasized their identity as locals 

and had contradictory views on migrant pupils. They claimed that Shanghai's positioning as a 

‘high-end talent city’ indeed required ‘highly educated and high-quality’ human resources, 

whereas migrant workers, as ‘low-quality and low-educated’ people, were not suitable 

residents of Shanghai. Ironically, at the same time, they worried that because many migrant 

pupils had good academic performance, if they were allowed to attend academic senior 

secondary school in Shanghai, the impact on locals would be huge. Two of them expressed 

the view that migrant families were fortunate to live and receive vocational education in 

Shanghai compared with life in their impoverished rural hometowns.  
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This policy is very suitable for them. Some migrant pupils with good grades in my class 

choose to stay in Shanghai to receive vocational education, and then they can try to get a 

diploma in society. This is at least much better than living in their poor rural hometown. For 

them, staying in Shanghai is the key. (Teacher F) 

 

In our school, many young teachers are newcomers with high academic qualifications, so 

their educational requirements for their children must be very high. These newcomers have 

already affected our local interests. If migrant families can settle in Shanghai, our interests 

will be hurt even more. (Teacher D) 

 

If the policy is liberalized, it will significantly impact our locals, as good pupils in our school 

are always migrant pupils. If they were allowed to attend high school, 80% of pupils admitted 

to academic high school would be migrant pupils. And other schools in our school district 

face the same situation. Local pupils can only go to vocational schools. (Teacher E) 

 

This policy requires high-end talents, so we fully understand and feel that this policy is 

excellent and reasonable. If parents cannot reach this policy, they can return to their rural 

hometowns to work hard. Shanghai only needs high-quality human resources. (Teacher C) 

 

In the interview, Teacher C indicated that as a native of Shanghai, she preferred that the 

government should implement school segregation for migrant pupils as before. She shared 

during the interview that she would avoid sending her children to school with migrant 

children. In her view, the children of migrant workers lacked ‘good family education and 
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behavioural restraint’. Ironically, when asked about her views on the school transfer of 

migrant pupils, she indicated that since many migrant pupils were much better than local 

pupils in many aspects, such as academic performance, learning ability and survivability, 

transferral to rural hometowns should help to cultivate pupils' social viability. 

 

Migrant pupils have strong survivability, and there will be no big problems in transferring… 

As locals, I think educational resources should be protected…  Although many migrant pupils 

have good academic performance, they come from rural families and lack strict family 

education and behavioural restraints. Many local parents do not want their children to go to 

school with the children of migrant workers. My child will be in Year 7, and I also want to 

avoid choosing a school with more migrant pupils because schools without migrant pupils 

are more stable. Moreover, I think school segregation and classroom segregation are good 

for locals. However, the government closed many migrant schools in Shanghai, and our 

school used to have classroom segregation for migrant pupils many years ago, but now our 

headteacher refuses to maintain this policy. (Teacher C) 

 

During interviews, the headteacher, who settled in Shanghai through a higher education 

qualification and has lived in Shanghai for more than 20 years, shared his conflicted view. On 

the one hand, he indicated that the current policy was reasonable as he felt it was never easy 

for first-generation migrants. On the other hand, he expressed sympathy for migrant pupils.   

 

I work in this system, and you can say that I was brainwashed.  I have been asked to look at 

this issue differently. Shanghai has cultivated these good migrant pupils, and there must be 

setbacks behind the success. Because many migrant pupils have good academic performance, 
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the impact on locals will be huge if they can go to academic high schools in Shanghai. Even 

in vocational education, the admission assessment of local and migrant pupils differs, and 

many excellent vocational schools are still not open to migrant pupils. (The headteacher) 

 

As indicated by the above quotations, five teachers believed that Shanghai's education 

restrictions on migrant children were fair. They also held the view that allowing migrant 

pupils to attend Shanghai academic senior secondary schools would harm the interests of the 

locals. Three of them showed a sense of privilege as locals, believing that Shanghai's 

education resources should only serve locals and that vocational schools were sufficient for 

migrant pupils. As a researcher, I was shocked and upset when I heard these thoughts coming 

from educators, as they held strongly negative and discriminatory views on migrant families, 

which they openly shared with me.  

 

8.6 Summary  

In this chapter, I have explored teachers' views on the inclusion of migrant pupils in Shanghai 

public high schools from the perspective of a range of issues faced by migrant pupils in this 

study, including teachers’ impressions of migrant pupils, migrant pupils' school transfer, the 

differential treatment of migrant pupils by teachers, school segregation, and Shanghai's senior 

secondary education restrictions on migrant pupils.   

 

The findings show that many teachers have contradictory views on migrant pupils. On the 

one hand, most teachers admitted that migrant pupils were hardworking and had good school 

performance. On the other hand, many teachers (five teachers) supported the practice of 

school segregation and differential treatment by teachers, four of them holding the view that 



292 
 

Shanghai's educational resources should only serve locals. Teachers' interpretations of the 

inclusion of migrant pupils in Shanghai public middle schools were mainly informed by the 

school culture’s orientation towards academic performance, Shanghai's educational 

restrictions on migrant pupils, and the teachers' individual opinions and perceptions of 

migrant families. The complexity of these issues will be expanded upon in the following 

Discussion chapter, in conjunction with the findings reported in Chapters 6 and 7.  
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Chapter 9 Summary and Discussion of Findings 

9.1 Introduction  

In this chapter, I discuss the key themes emerging from the study by drawing together the 

main findings from all interviewee groups under the research aim. I will first discuss the key 

factors shaping migrant pupils’ educational opportunities from the perspectives of personal 

and family circumstances. This is followed by a discussion of the key factors shaping migrant 

pupils’ educational opportunities from the perspectives of the context of the school. At the 

end of the chapter, I further discuss the key factors shaping migrant pupils’ educational 

opportunities at the policy and structural levels. 

 

In this study, I draw on Nancy Fraser’s conceptual framework; in particular, prioritising the 

importance of recognitional justice. Therefore, the views and voices of migrant pupils shape 

each discussion within the chapter. I have also chosen to place front and centre the voices of 

migrant pupils, as this is a crucial and unique contribution of this study. Migrant parent 

voices are also included, as these voices add to the existing studies that explore the impact of 

China’s educational policies on migrant pupils. The key concepts of capital as espoused by 

Bourdieu, Coleman and Putnam are utilised to understand the role of family capital in 

promoting or restricting the educational opportunities of migrant pupils. 

 

9.2 Migrant pupils and their parents have high educational aspirations: possibilities and 

barriers 

The findings show that the educational aspirations of migrant pupils in this study were high. 

Many aspired to obtain the highest possible university degree, such as Master’s or PhD, 
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believing that this was a way to improve their social status and future economic positions, as 

well as opening up opportunities for themselves, their families or their children in the future. 

 

Family members' employment and everyday lived experiences in Shanghai played a vital role 

in influencing migrant pupils in this study to develop university aspirations. During 

interviews, most migrant pupils were very aware of how their parents' low educational 

attainment significantly contributed to the parents' disadvantaged status in society and the 

workplace. Few were satisfied with their parents' employment, usually in manual industries, 

with low social respect, low wages, and long working hours. After witnessing their family 

members' arduous work experience in Shanghai, migrant pupil participants firmly believed 

that obtaining a university degree would allow them to pursue careers as white-collar 

professionals, gaining respect and earning higher salaries. In other words, parents' migrant 

status and socioeconomic status, in matters such as educational attainment, occupation, and 

financial situation, significantly contributed to the pupil participants' perception of the 

importance of higher education. This resonates with a range of international studies showing 

that educational aspirations of low-income pupils from migrant and ethnic minority 

backgrounds are generally high in many countries, including the US, UK and EU, and are 

influenced by their immigration status and socioeconomic status (e.g., Baker, 2017; Feliciano 

and Lanuza, 2016; Friberg, 2019; Gonzales, 2016; Lynnebakke & Pastoor, 2020; Oliver and 

Hughes, 2018; Schleicherian, 2015; Salikutluk, 2016; Tjaden & Hunkler, 2017). For migrant 

pupils, educational attainment is regarded not only as one of the critical indicators that 

facilitates opportunities to integrate into the local society (Ager & Strang, 2008), but also as 

an important way to obtain increased social and economic mobility (Bhowmik et al., 2018; 

Gonzales et al., 2015). 
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Furthermore, the migrant pupil participants' understanding of the Shanghai points policy has 

played a profound role in stimulating these pupils' awareness of the importance of higher 

education. These pupils were aware that parents with higher education qualifications were 

accorded more points in the Shanghai points policy. That policy appeared to be a double-

edged sword. On the one hand, it created barriers for migrant pupils and their families by 

denying them equal opportunity to receive post-compulsory education. On the other hand, it 

stimulated and promoted among migrant pupils the idea of the importance of obtaining a 

university degree. 

 

Migrant pupils' aspirations also reflect their parents' educational expectations of them. For 

migrant families in this study, higher education would not only give them opportunities equal 

to those of their local peers in Shanghai, but could also raise their own and their families’ 

social status. Most of the parents interviewed (11 of the 13) had university aspirations for 

their children. They hoped that their children could be admitted to the university in order to 

change their disadvantaged social and economic status and could thus lead a better life than 

they themselves had experienced. This chimes with the findings of Ming (2014), Murphy 

(2014), and Koo (2012) on rural and migrant families in China. These researchers found that, 

despite low educational attainment and socioeconomic status, rural and migrant parents 

expressed high educational expectations for their children. A survey in Shanghai also showed 

that 75% of migrant parents wanted their children to have the opportunity to enter Shanghai's 

academic senior secondary schools after completing compulsory education to pursue their 

university dreams (Yang, 2009). 

 

The above also concurs with findings from other international studies showing that parental 

educational expectations and family milieu play a leading role in shaping pupils’ educational 
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aspirations (e.g., Agger et al., 2018; Hoskins & Barker, 2017; Simpkins et al., 2015; Sabic& 

Jokic, 2021; Wang &Sheikh-Khalil, 2014). Research, including that conducted in the US, UK 

and EU, consistently found that many low-income migrant parents had expectations of their 

children's education and careers that matched or exceeded local parents' expectations (eg., 

Feliciano & Lanuza, 2016; Schleicher, 2015; Williams & Bryan, 2013; Williams & Portman, 

2014). Combined with previous research, the findings suggest that since migrant families see 

higher education as a means of upward social and economic mobility, they subsequently set 

high educational expectations for their children, which may promote the children's 

educational ambitions.  

 

9.2.1 Barriers to fulfilling educational aspirations  

Overall, the migrant pupils and their parents in this study have, through their lived 

experience, become aware and are thinking strategically of the future. Nevertheless, the 

findings reveal that migrant pupils faced considerable educational dilemmas in accessing 

academic senior secondary education in order to pursue their university dreams, due to 

Shanghai’s separate educational policies for migrant pupils. Most of the parents of migrant 

pupils in this study rarely met the higher education qualification requirements of the 

Shanghai points policy. Consequently, migrant pupils who want to enter universities must 

consider moving to their place of origin (parents' rural hometown), where their hukou is 

located, for secondary education. Moving to their parents’ hometown seems to offer migrant 

pupils better opportunities to pursue their university aspirations. However, the data analysis 

of migrant pupils and parents indicated that moving to their parents’ hometown for education 

was a gamble for migrant pupils, fraught with significant uncertainties and difficulties.  
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Interviews with migrant pupils and their parents demonstrated concerns about adapting to 

rural education. Few pupils were confident of achieving acceptable academic performance if 

sent back to their parents' hometowns for schooling due to differences in curriculum content, 

pedagogy, academic performance standards and school resources in urban and rural 

education. Pupils moving to their parents' rural hometowns for secondary education are likely 

to encounter educational discontinuity. Pupils were concerned that this would place them at a 

disadvantage, causing them to face educational disruption, substantial academic pressure and 

the uncertainty of attending senior secondary school in their place of origin, which would in 

turn harm their academic performance and university aspirations. The unfamiliarity of the 

rural hometown was another major issue and concern faced by most of the interviewed 

migrant pupils. Having grown up predominantly, if not wholly, in Shanghai, the migrant 

pupils largely regarded their parents’ hometowns as unfamiliar places. Thus, they were 

concerned most about the difficulties they would be bound to experience when adapting to 

rural life in their parents’ hometowns, including the lack of peer networks and parental care, 

school bullying, language (dialect and accent) barriers, and adaptation to the rural lifestyle. 

 

In addition to difficulties in adapting to rural education and life, family separation is a key 

concern most pupil participants face when moving to their place of origin. Because of the 

underdevelopment of rural hometowns and low employment opportunities, the parents of 

most migrant pupil participants cannot accompany their children to return to their rural 

hometowns. In this study, only six mothers of the migrant pupils eventually accompanied 

them back to their rural hometowns for education, which meant that both the children and 

their parents suffered from family separation. Most of the migrant pupil participants reported 

that their parents could not accompany them to return to their rural hometowns because of the 

lack of work opportunities in these rural areas. They described their parents' hometown as 
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remote and underdeveloped, with low employment opportunities and poor infrastructure as 

regards school resources, internet and public transportation facilities. Equally, most of the 

interviewed parents (12 out of 13) indicated that due to economic barriers, they could not 

readily give up their jobs in Shanghai because their hometown was located in a remote and 

underdeveloped area where job opportunities were scarce. 

 

During interviews, few participants were confident about returning to their parents' 

hometowns for education. This option was fraught with uncertainties and risks for the 

migrant pupils and their parents in this study. The issues and concerns reported by these 

pupils and parents about moving to rural hometowns for education chime with the findings of 

Han et al. (2020), Koo et al. (2014), and Ling (2017) on returning migrant pupils in rural 

China. Based on interviews with 39 returning migrant pupils (Years 8-9) and their teachers in 

12 rural middle schools in Hebei province, Koo et al. (2014) pointed out that although these 

returning pupils had achieved good academic performance in Beijing public schools, they 

were less likely than their rural peers to enter their rural academic high schools in their 

hometowns due to educational differences between Beijing and their rural hometowns. The 

findings showed that the academic foundation of returning migrant pupils was much lower 

than that of rural pupils. Similarly, Ling (2017) analysed the experience of returning migrant 

pupils adapting to the rural education system through field research and interviews with 

returning migrant pupils from rural schools who had once lived in Shanghai, and concluded 

that urban-rural differences, cultural differences and institutional discrimination had led to 

many setbacks and contradictions in migrant pupils' returning experiences. 

 

However, Shanghai's inequitable education policy and the difficulties of moving to their rural 

hometowns for education were inevitable facts faced by migrant families in this study. In 
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response to these circumstances, both migrant pupils and their parents in this study made 

tough decisions and developed a range of family capital-based coping strategies for pursuing 

their educational goals.  

 

The following section, by discussing the coping strategies of migrant families, illustrates how 

family capital profoundly shapes the educational opportunities of migrant pupils under the 

influence of Shanghai’s points policy. 

 

9.2.2  The role of family capital in educational opportunities for migrant pupils 

Family background plays a profound role in shaping pupils' educational and life opportunities 

in all societies. A large body of research on the effect of family background on individuals' 

education demonstrated that pupils' educational opportunities and outcomes largely depended 

on differences in the availability of family economic, cultural and social capital (e.g., 

Bourdieu, 1986; Bodovski, 2010; Buchmann, 2002; Coleman, 1988; Heath et al., 2010; Reay, 

et al., 2005; Harwell et al., 2017; Letourneau et al., 2013; Reay & Sianou-Kyrgiou, 2010). 

This is very much in evidence in the present study. 

 

As shown in Chapter 7, in response to Shanghai's separate educational policies for migrant 

pupils, the parents of the 43 migrant pupils in this study developed three major coping 

strategies, based on their respective family capital. Analysis of findings suggests that the 

educational barriers to academic senior secondary school education for migrant pupils need to 

be overcome by migrant families through accumulating sufficient family capital in the form 

of cultural, economic, and social capital. At the same time, however, the overwhelming 

structural barriers and lack of institutional support made most parents' strategies 

compromised and inadequate, despite their great efforts. This is discussed below.  
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(a) The role of cultural capital: Meeting the requirements of the Shanghai points 

policy 

Among the 43 migrant pupils interviewed, only three, whose parents had met the 

requirements of the Shanghai points policy, would be eligible for entry to academic senior 

secondary schools in Shanghai. These three parents had senior secondary education and 

succeeded in satisfying the Shanghai points policy through their efforts to obtain a college 

diploma and their ability to maintain a stable income record for four years. Despite their 

success in meeting these requirements, these three parents were very conscious of the unfair 

treatment suffered by other migrant families who could not satisfy the points policy. They 

indicated that, as migrant workers, fulfilling the Shanghai points policy was arduous and took 

them about five to seven years. This study found that satisfaction of Shanghai's points policy 

was unattainable or unrealistic for migrant workers, as the majority of the parents of migrant 

pupils in this study had only junior secondary or elementary education: and this is before 

considering the reality of migrant workers' disadvantaged socioeconomic status. As the 

remaining ten interviewed parents noted, it would be unrealistic for them to try to meet the 

requirements of this policy because their lives were inherently difficult, leaving them without 

the ability and time to obtain a degree. The distribution of the Shanghai points system, which 

requires migrant parents to have at least a college diploma to be eligible for evaluation in the 

system, clearly reflects Bourdieu's views that family cultural capital plays a profound role in 

influencing social and educational inequality, as it is the collection of symbolic elements 

obtained by particular social classes, which provides an advantage in achieving a higher 

social status (1986, p. 50). In other words, the Shanghai points system further institutionalises 

cultural capital by means of degrees, making parents' educational attainment determine their 

children's educational opportunities and thus legitimising social inequalities. 
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(b) The role of social and economic capital: Transferring to a school outside of 

Shanghai 

Instead of implementing the strategy of meeting the Shanghai points policy, by a joint 

decision with their parents, 22 of the 43 migrant pupil interviewees chose to transfer to a 

school outside of Shanghai after Year 7 to obtain the opportunity to enter academic senior 

secondary schools in order to pursue their university dreams. To alleviate their children's 

difficulties and anxiety in transferring schools, the parents of these 22 transfer pupils made 

every effort to take multiple measures, including transferral of the children to private 

boarding schools near Shanghai or as close as possible to their hometowns, repeating grades, 

homestay with a schoolteacher, moving with mothers, living with relatives, or transferring to 

the same school as peers. Analysis of the findings reveals that implementing these measures 

was complicated and arduous. Without solid social capital (social network) and sufficient 

economic capital (financial resources), these parents could not undertake these measures 

successfully.  

 

The role of bonding social capital  

Coleman (1988) noted that social capital could be a positive social force that promoted 

educational outcomes for disadvantaged groups such as migrant and minority ethnic groups 

through families and communities. Much international research on migrant children concurs 

with Coleman's claim, highlighting the critical role of bonding and bridging social capital in 

social integration processes and how close kinship within migrant families provided a good 

educational orientation for many migrant children (e.g., Noguara, 2004; Reynolds, 2006; 

Ryabov, 2009; Sime & Fox, 2015). Equally, the findings of this study show that social capital 

within families and local communities is vital in assisting the transfer pupils through 

provision of school choices and living arrangements. Without a good local social network, 
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the parents of these 22 transfer pupils would not have been able to gather the correct 

information needed to deal with the issues their children would face in transferring schools, 

let alone formulate and implement the measures needed to solve them. According to parents 

and migrant pupils, most parents know little about school admission criteria in their 

hometowns due to having left their hometown and lived in Shanghai for over a decade. 

Therefore, they had to mobilise their social capital to investigate the quality of education 

provided in multiple schools to decide which best suited their children's needs. It should be 

noted that this kind of social capital is bonding social capital, a range of interpersonal 

relationships based on kinships and friendships which provide parents with help and 

information about school selection and living arrangements. All five interviewed parents who 

transferred their children to schools outside of Shanghai indicated that they needed to 

mobilise social capital to conduct these strategies and mentioned support from previously 

returned migrants and extended family social networks as a crucial factor influencing them to 

make a school transfer decision and develop these coping strategies. Among 22 transfer 

pupils, eight received support from extended family members (siblings and cousins) who had 

sent their children to their hometown for education in the previous year, five received advice 

from extended family members (siblings and mothers) living in their hometowns, and one 

received help from a local friend. 

 

Lack of bridging and linking social capital   

However, not every parent of transfer pupils had substantial or diversified social capital 

(social networks). Even if the parents of transfer pupils possessed bonding social capital, this 

capital could only help them collect school information or make living arrangements, but not 

implement strategies such as repeating a grade or sending children to a reputable school. This 

is because returned migrants and extended family members have the same social status – they 
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are migrant workers with almost no access to bridging and linking social capital such as local 

authorities or an educational institutional social network. Among the parents of 22 transfer 

pupils, five parents were unable to take the measures they had planned due to the lack of 

bridging and linking social capital between local schools and communities (social relations 

with local communities and educational institutions): three parents failed to send their 

children to a reputable school as scheduled, and two parents were unable to carry out the 

strategy of repeating a grade. These five parents' failure to implement their approach was due 

not to their lack of motivation but mainly to their disadvantaged social and economic status 

or lack of local social connections to local school authorities. This finding reveals that in the 

absence of relevant institutional support and regulations to help these transfer pupils cope 

with the issue of transition from urban to rural schooling, the implementation of this strategy 

is difficult and utterly dependent on the individual social and economic capital of migrant 

families.    

 

The above finding corroborates the ideas of Putnam (2001), who demonstrated the 

importance of bridging social capital in the education of disadvantaged groups. Putnam 

suggests that bonding social capital is suitable for "getting by" while bridging social capital is 

key to "getting ahead". Bridging social capital occurs when people cross social distances to 

share knowledge and resources. In this sense, bridging and linking social capital can facilitate 

innovation and the dissemination of information and ideas among different groups and 

stakeholders, which is a vital way to reduce social and educational inequality (Frank et al., 

2018; Putnam, 2001). Halpern (2005) and Allan et al. (2009) supported Putnam's argument, 

indicating that bridging and linking social capital between schools and communities 

significantly enabled disadvantaged pupils to find further educational opportunities.  
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The importance of economic capital  

In this study, family economic capital (financial conditions/resources) played a central role in 

the way parents of transfer pupils mobilised social capital to implement these coping 

strategies. Parents who possessed more financial resources were then able to transmit this 

through their social networks to carry out their strategy. In other words, social capital often 

draws on economic capital (financial means) to achieve an end. Parents' low reserves of 

economic resources could limit their mobilisation of social networks in implementing their 

coping strategies, such as sending their children to a reputable school or repeating a grade. 

For example, two of the five parents interviewed who chose to transfer their children to a 

school outside Shanghai indicated that they possessed social connections but could not use 

them to send their children to boarding schools as planned due to insufficient financial 

resources. Indeed, the findings show that the family economic conditions of transfer pupils 

who transferred to private boarding schools were better than the conditions of those who 

moved to the rural day school or stayed in Shanghai for vocational education. Most of their 

parents were owners of small shops, such as flower shops and seafood stalls. This finding 

again echoes and reinforces the views of Bourdieu (1986), who noted that economic capital is 

the source of social and cultural capital because the transformation from economic capital to 

social or cultural capital is more accessible than the reverse transformation.  

 

Nevertheless, transferring schools also brought substantial financial burdens to the parents of 

these transfer pupils. During interviews, five of the parents who chose to transfer their 

children to schools outside Shanghai described the financial pressure they faced. Two 

reported that they had to purchase accommodation properties near the transfer school many 

years in advance in order to transfer their hukou, so that their children could then move to the 

public school there. To this end, they had to work hard to make more money to pay the 
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mortgage. The other three, who sent their children to a private boarding school near 

Shanghai, also complained that boarding schools were so expensive that they had to double 

their efforts to make money in Shanghai to support their children's education. 

 

Overall, the findings reveal that the strategy of transferring to a school outside of Shanghai 

was a compromise involving hardship for these 22 migrant families. Although the parents of 

transfer pupils did their best to mobilise their social and economic capital (social network and 

financial resources) to minimise the difficulties of transition to rural education, family 

separation, pupils' sense of belonging, and academic challenges remained issues for all 

transfer pupils. Except for two transfer pupils who could repeat a grade, most transfer pupils 

still faced educational interruptions and academic pressure due to the educational gap 

between urban and rural areas. 

 

(c) Lack of family capital: Staying in Shanghai for vocational education  

Bourdieu (1986) particularly stressed that social, economic and cultural capital are acquired 

and accumulated through interrelationships with social status. Educational inequalities arise 

and persist when more privileged groups can secure access to diverse advanced resources. 

For example, studies show that because of insufficient family capital (cultural, social, and 

economic), working-class pupils tend to opt for more "compromising" educational solutions 

when making higher education decisions, such as integrating into lower-status academic 

institutions (Crozier & James, 2011, 2013; Hoskins & Barker, 2017; Mullen, 2009; Reay et 

al., 2005; Reay et al., 2011, 2013; Sianou-Kyrgiou, 2010; Tavares et al., 2008; Waters & 

Brooks, 2010). Numerous studies have also shown that while pupils from families with low 

socioeconomic status did have high aspirations regarding their education and careers, their 

schooling experiences and limited access to economic, cultural, and social capital may have 
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hindered them from pursuing these ambitions (e.g., Allen, 2014; Baker, 2017; Bok, 2010;  

Brown, 2011; Hoskins & Barker, 2017; Kao &  Tienda, 1998; Rey et al., 2005; Strand, 2007). 

Hoskins and Barker (2017) concluded, based on qualitative data from interviews with 32 

students at two UK academies, that the family milieu was the principal place where 

aspirations were formed, and that family capital was a key factor affecting students' pursuit of 

aspirations. These findings suggest that educational choices and success are closely 

associated with specific capital available to pupils from different social classes. In other 

words, social class status provides unequal access to capital, generating educational 

inequality. This is very much in evidence in this research.  

 

The strategy of staying in Shanghai for vocational education illustrates the power of systemic 

structural barriers and lack of family capital (cultural, economic and social capital) affecting 

migrant pupils' educational opportunities. By a joint decision with their parents, 18 of the 43 

migrant pupil participants reluctantly adopted this strategy of compromise, choosing to stay 

in Shanghai for vocational education after middle school but hoping to obtain a high 

academic qualification someday. The findings reveal that while these 18 pupils and their 

parents believed that obtaining a university degree was the only path to improving their social 

status and achieving economic success in China, their disadvantaged migrant status and 

socioeconomic status forced them to adjust their educational goals. Although five of the 13 

parents interviewed decided to let their children receive vocational education in Shanghai, 

they still strongly supported their children's learning and hoped that one day the children 

could obtain a higher education degree. Equally, 12 of the 18 pupils who chose to stay in 

Shanghai for vocational education reported that their parents still encouraged them to 

continue to study hard and strongly supported their learning, in ways such as spending money 

on private classes to improve their academic performance.  



308 
 

Significantly, the limitation of family economic capital (financial resources) appeared to be 

decisive in adopting any compromised but reluctant strategy. With few exceptions, the 

migrant pupil participants from low-income families could not afford private boarding 

schools which would reduce the risk of being unable to enter rural academic senior secondary 

schools and thus solve the lack of parental care. Because of the underdevelopment of rural 

hometowns and low employment opportunities, most parents could not accompany their 

children to their rural hometowns for education. In addition, since most parents had lived in 

Shanghai for over a decade, they lacked the social networks needed to obtain information 

such as the admission criteria of local schools. This echoes the findings of Koo (2012), who 

examined the educational aspirations of migrant families through field interviews with a 

group of migrant families in Beijing. The study concluded that, although the migrant families 

surveyed had high educational aspirations for their children, limited family economic 

resources combined with the hukou system hindered migrant families’ ambitions for their 

children to receive higher education.  

 

Combining the results of this study and previous studies, it is shown that under systemic 

structural barriers, migrant pupils’ family background determines the form of capital 

available to them and thus plays an essential role in forming their educational goals while 

limiting educational opportunities.  

 

In addition to insufficient family capital, the negative impacts on the children's mental health 

and the disadvantages of family separation are critical considerations for parents in deciding 

to let their children stay in Shanghai for vocational education. These parents when 

interviewed have shown significant anxiety about their children moving from the familiar 

urban to the unfamiliar rural, and the developed urban to the undeveloped rural. These issues 
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created real dilemmas for most migrant pupil participants, which their parents perceived as 

impacting their children's mental health and academic performance. Parental concerns were 

echoed in pupil interviews. 13 of the 18 migrant pupils who chose to stay in Shanghai for 

vocational education indicated that lack of confidence in obtaining a place in a rural academic 

high school and lack of peer networks in their hometown were the two main factors that 

prompted them to stay in Shanghai for vocational education. The following section illustrates 

how peer social capital (peer networks) influences migrant pupils' educational choices and 

sense of belonging.  

 

9.2.3 The role of peer social capital  

As discussed in Chapter 4 (section 4.3.3), extensive research has shown that peers play a 

pivotal role in pupil educational transitions, performance, emotional well-being and sense of 

belonging (e.g., Collins & Laursen, 2004; Keay et al., 2015; Pernice-Duca, 2010; Smith & 

Skrbiš, 2016; Ryan, 2000; Ryan et al., 2019). Several studies have identified pupils’ peer 

networks as a source of social capital (Chesters & Smith, 2015; Holland et al., 2007; Holland, 

2008; Ogden & Marzacotto, 2022). International research on the education of migrant pupils 

has also indicated that peer networks and friendships were a valuable source of social capital, 

providing resources and support to migrant pupils as they encountered learning and life 

challenges (e.g., Devine, 2009; Jørgensen, 2017; Lee & Lam, 2016; Ogden & Marzacotto, 

2022; Ream & Rumberger, 2008). In particular, peer emotional support provides academic 

motivation and belonging for migrant pupils (Holland et al., 2007; Pernice-Duca, 2010; Ryan 

et al., 2019). Also, the behaviours and values of peers could influence pupils' educational 

participation and performance (Lee & Lam, 2016; Ryan et al., 2019). This is very apparent in 

this study.  
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Interviews with migrant and local pupils indicated that, for most pupil participants, having 

stable peer social capital (peer network) created a sense of belonging, due to playing a vital 

role in pupils' studies and daily lives. However, the loss of peer networks profoundly 

impacted migrant pupils and local pupils in this study, shrinking all pupils' peer networks and 

friendships, affecting migrant pupils' sense of belonging and, in turn, shaping educational 

decision-making as to whether to stay or transfer.  

 

Previous studies on the education of migrant children in China suggest that the interaction of 

local and migrant pupils remains an issue in urban public schools. In Shanghai and Beijing, 

for example, some researchers have noticed that some migrant pupils experienced 

marginalisation and discrimination from their local peers while studying in public schools. 

Few migrant pupils made local friends despite attending public schools, as local pupils often 

look down on migrant pupils from rural areas and do not play with them in public schools 

(e.g., Goodburn, 2009; Kwong, 2011; Lan, 2014; Lu, 2006; Sui, 2005). However, contrary to 

the above studies, based on my field observations and interviews with pupils, teachers, and 

parents, migrant pupils integrated well with local pupils in this study and did not face 

marginalisation and discrimination from their local peers. This may be because the present 

school did not practise class separation between local and migrant pupils: all pupils are mixed 

and educated in the same classrooms at school. Migrant pupils are not segregated from local 

pupils in the present school’s class, although the school sorted migrant pupils into vocational 

high schools in Year 9. This is consistent with the results of Chen and Feng (2019), showing 

that migrant pupils were well-integrated with local peers in some public primary schools in 

Shanghai.  
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Nevertheless, it is worth noting that, according to the results of this study, the school transfer 

of migrant pupils significantly affected most pupils' learning and daily lives. More than half 

of the pupils (25 migrant pupils and 16 local pupils) indicated that the transfer of their peers 

brought a time fraught with anxieties, making them feel unstable and lonely, and therefore 

wishing to transfer. They complained that the departure of their peers caused them to lose 

friends and learning partners, besides affecting the classroom ethos through the departure of 

many high-ability peers. Equally, teachers indicated that due to the departure of many high-

ability migrant pupils, the learning environment and classroom ethos were affected, leading 

teachers to lose motivation to teach and pupils to lose motivation to learn.  

 

More importantly, the loss of belonging to Shanghai caused by the departure of peers 

significantly affected the educational trajectories of many migrant pupil participants. Many of 

these participants agreed with their peers' views on educational choice. As a result, these 

peers became a large community of influence that could either negatively or positively 

impact these pupils' educational choices. The lack of peer networks in rural hometowns was a 

significant concern for most pupils interviewed when discussing school transfer (41 of the 43 

participants). For them, peers played a vital role in all aspects (but primarily academic and 

psychological) of their lives. 14 of the 22 pupils who chose to transfer schools claimed that in 

addition to pursuing university aspirations, the profound instability and loneliness associated 

with losing peer networks (peers transfer) within their current school also prompted them to 

leave Shanghai. Among them, five pupils transferred to the same school that their cousins 

transferred to, four pupils transferred to the same school that their friends or classmates 

transferred to, and one pupil transferred to the school her sister transferred to. According to 

these pupils, moving to the same school as their peers could have reduced the loneliness and 

anxiety about moving to a new place and, at the same time, provided the opportunity to 
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achieve their educational goals. In contrast, 13 of the 18 pupils who decided to stay in 

Shanghai for vocational education claimed that, while they wanted to go to university, they 

would rather stay, partly because their peer networks had not been severely disturbed in 

Shanghai, whereas they did not have social networks in their parents' hometown. For 

example, even if parents could arrange a boarding school or accompany them in moving to 

their hometown, two pupils were still reluctant to do so due to the lack of peer networks in 

the new place. It is apparent that the degree of peer network loss had become one of the 

decisive factors influencing migrant pupil participants' educational decisions. The above 

finding resonates with multiple international studies on the education of migrant pupils, 

which found that pupils with peers who had dropped out of school could be negatively 

affected in their own attitudes and achievement (Devine, 2009; Jørgensen, 2017; Ream & 

Rumberger, 2008). Holland's (2008) study of secondary school transitions among UK pupils 

also found that, in addition to relying on their parents' social and cultural capital, pupils could 

draw on their peers' social capital to help them through this challenging transition. The 

findings indicate that social networks of school peers and friends are critical for providing 

coping support and resources during secondary school transitions (Holland, 2008). 

 

The existence of a supportive and stable peer network makes the difference between feeling 

included or excluded in the school and the local community. The findings show that the 

departure of peers from Shanghai appeared to be the defining moment in shaping the migrant 

pupils' awareness of status differences. The peers’ constant school moves heightened their 

awareness of the impacts of being a migrant pupil and, in turn, triggered a series of emotional 

reactions, including feeling unstable and isolated in their daily lives. During interviews, more 

than half of the pupil participants (35 migrant pupils and 16 local pupils) expressed great 

disappointment and frustration at their unequal educational rights and the peer transfers this 
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led to. When I asked, “If you had power, what would you want to change?”, they 

immediately said they wanted to change the policy restricting migrant pupils from attending 

Shanghai academic senior secondary education because it forced their peers such as relatives, 

friends, and classmates to leave Shanghai, leaving them feeling unstable, lonely, and isolated. 

In Pupil B's words:  

 

If I had the power, I would remove this policy so that my sister, cousins, friends, and I could 

live in Shanghai together. I wish we could study in the same school from the beginning to 

graduation. Do not let us learn half and then make us go away. It frustrated us a lot.  

 

In summary, existing international research has revealed that economic, cultural and social 

capital constitutes family capital and peer social capital, profoundly shaping pupils' 

educational opportunities and outcomes. Equally, this study highlights the profound role 

family capital and peer social capital play in facilitating or hindering the educational and life 

opportunities of migrant pupil participants, given the backdrop of Shanghai’s different 

educational policies for migrant pupils (Shanghai points policy).  

 

The accounts of migrant pupils’ educational aspirations and choices and their parents’ coping 

strategies confirm that the migrant pupils in the study were experiencing and negotiating 

multiple social injustices. These issues and concerns manifest across all three domains of 

injustice identified by Fraser: redistribution, recognition and representation, respectively, 

which will be unpacked further in section 9.4 of this chapter.  
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9.3 School-level factors 

This study also explored the schooling experience of migrant pupils from the perspective of 

school-level factors. The following sections illustrate how the academically oriented school 

culture and the role of teachers affect migrant pupils' educational opportunities and sense of 

belonging.  

 

9.3.1 The influence of academic performance-oriented school culture   

As discussed in Chapter 2 (see section 2.2.1), the Chinese education system features high-

stakes examinations. In such an academic performance-oriented system, school principals and 

teachers are responsible for pupil performance and are therefore highly committed to 

supporting their academic learning in the interests of better performance. Hu and West 

(2015), based on 53 interviews with head teachers, teachers, and pupils in grades 5-8 in five 

public schools (two primary and three middle schools) in two provincial capital cities, found 

that, although urban public school access was unequal for migrant pupils, they were treated in 

the same way as their local peers while studying at public schools. They were successfully 

included in urban public schools, without reports of discrimination against them by by their 

teachers, and received the same academic support as their local peers, which Hu and West 

(2015) attribute to schools' accountability for pupils' academic performance. In other words, 

China's academic performance-oriented school culture promotes equal treatment of migrant 

pupils in public schools (Hu &West, 2015). However, the findings of my study do not 

support this point. The interviews with pupils and teaching staff showed that this academic 

performance-oriented school culture is one of the more negative factors affecting migrant 

pupils' equal learning opportunities and sense of belonging at the school level.   
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The academic performance-oriented school culture is closely related to high-stakes testing 

systems. As discussed in Chapter 3 (section 3.3.2), its advantages and disadvantages have 

been debated worldwide. Many international scholars contended that such assessments 

provided an opportunity to change school practices and teaching values from "good teaching" 

that primarily focuses on pupils' needs, to "successful teaching" that focuses on improving 

school rankings (Santoro, 2011; Smith, 2016; Yin, 2020). Another impact is that a focus on 

high-stakes testing systems would further exacerbate inequalities in schooling, leading 

schools and teachers to marginalise disadvantaged pupils, such as minority and 

underperforming pupils (Santoro, 2011; Smith, 2016). These claims are corroborated by 

global empirical research on high-stakes testing and school accountability from over 11 

countries, suggesting that school accountability based on academic performance has 

significantly affected teaching and learning worldwide. Academic performance-based 

accountability in the school system might encourage efforts to "game the system", increasing 

the exclusion and marginalisation of underperforming and disadvantaged pupils, including 

pupils from low socioeconomic, minority, and migrant groups as well as special needs pupils 

(e.g., Aronson et al., 2016; Hanushek & Raymond, 2005; Hamilton & Hannaway, 2008; 

McMurrer, 2007; UNESCO, 2017, 2020). Additionally, there is strong evidence that 

academic performance-based accountability exposes pupils of colour to negative and 

inequitable treatment in public schools. For example, numerous studies in the United States 

have shown that to improve school performance, schools and teachers often exclude 

immigrant and minority ethnic pupils from learning and assessments, resulting in substantial 

increases in dropout rates among the lowest-ability pupils and immigrant and minority pupils 

(e.g., Darling-Hammond, 2007; Heilig & Darling-Hammond, 2008; Jacobs, 2005; Smyth, 

2008; Wheelock, 2003 ).  
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Similarly, in this study, pupil and teacher interviews brought to the surface the ways in which 

an academic performance-oriented school culture could prompt school administrators and 

teachers to treat migrant pupils differently. In order to achieve better academic high school 

promotion rates and teacher evaluation, school administrators and teachers practised 

differential treatment of migrant pupils, including channelling Year 9 migrant pupils who are 

not eligible to attend Shanghai academic high schools to a vocational high school, paying 

more attention to local pupils’ learning after Year 8, and recommending that high-performing 

migrant pupils stay in school until Year 9. These issues are discussed in detail below. 

 

School segregation  

As described in section 2.4, since 2003 national policies have stipulated that migrant pupils 

should enjoy the same treatment as local pupils in public schools. Local public schools must 

adopt the same admission standards so as to teach migrant children in the same class as urban 

children and should provide academic support for migrant children in order to narrow the 

academic gap between them and urban children (State Council, 2003, 2014). Still, in Year 9, 

the school sorted migrant pupils into vocational high schools, which not only violated the 

policy and deprived migrant pupils of equal learning opportunities, but also hurt their sense 

of belonging to the school. According to some of the teachers and Year 9 pupils interviewed, 

this practice was prevalent in Shanghai public middle schools. 

 

Regarding the school practice of channelling Year 9 migrant pupils to vocational high 

schools, only two teachers (Teacher A and Teacher B) stressed the need to treat all pupils the 

same in classroom teaching, viewing the channelling of migrant pupils as having a damaging 

impact on those pupils' academic development and behaviour. They expressed sympathy for 

migrant pupils, saying that the Shanghai points policy was unfair to these pupils and their 
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parents. By contrast, most of the other teachers in this study (five teachers) believed that the 

channelling approach was a win-win strategy, saying that it would not only allow migrant 

pupils to experience vocational school life in advance and make better preparation for the 

senior secondary school entrance examinations, but also allow teachers to focus on local 

pupils' learning, thereby benefitting everyone. In their view, migrant pupils would have a 

negative learning attitude from Year 8 onwards due to being unable to attend academic high 

school; hence, channelling them to vocational high schools could help to free them from the 

high academic pressure of their current school and provide significant emotional benefits. 

Furthermore, since the test scores of Year 9 migrant pupils would not be counted, these five 

teachers felt that the learning of Year 9 migrant pupils was of little value to the school and 

teachers. Therefore, they encouraged migrant pupils to transfer to vocational high schools in 

Year 9, even though they were fully aware that many migrant pupils felt this to be unfair or 

were made uncomfortable by being treated differently.  

 

However, contrary to these five teachers' views, the interviewed migrant pupils and their 

parents showed high educational aspirations and positive learning attitudes. Year 9 migrant 

pupils were especially eager to receive learning support from their teachers because they 

wanted to be admitted to an excellent vocational high school and prepare for the future. 

Interviews with Year 9 migrant pupils revealed differences in learning opportunities and 

learning environments between vocational high school and middle school, areas which 

included teaching and learning time, learning support for exam preparation, learning 

requirements and teacher expectations. The Year 9 migrant pupils who moved to vocational 

schools initially considered moving to vocational high schools to avoid receiving unequal 

treatment from middle school teachers. However, since Year 9 pupils were not included in 
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the responsibility structure of Shanghai vocational high school education, vocational school 

teachers had no sense of responsibility for the learning of these Year 9 migrant pupils.  

 

This made the vocational high school's learning opportunities and environment inferior to 

those of middle schools. Due to the reduction in instruction time, low teacher expectations, 

and the vocational high school teachers' unfamiliarity with the middle school curriculum, 

these Year 9 pupils received far less favourable learning opportunities and learning 

environments than they would have received in middle schools. Also, their middle school 

teachers' requirement to limit peer interaction made them feel isolated and unfairly treated. In 

short, Year 9 migrant pupils' equal learning opportunities and peer interaction have been hurt 

by school segregation. These findings echo a range of previous studies on the education of 

migrant children in public schools in urban China, showing that migrant pupils were 

segregated from local pupils in many public schools. They were educated in different 

buildings or classrooms or ignored by their teachers in classes (e.g., Xiong, 2012; Yiu, 2016; 

Zhang & Luo, 2016). 

 

Differential treatment by teachers  

In terms of the differential treatment of migrant pupils by teachers, most teachers (six out of 

eight teaching staff) in this study indicated that the factors were the consequences of the 

academic performance-oriented school culture and Shanghai’s academic senior secondary 

education restrictions for migrant pupils. These six teachers suggested that under the pressure 

of the academic high school promotion rate and teacher evaluation, teachers would inevitably 

treat migrant pupils, who are not eligible to attend academic high school, differently and 

admitted that they had little incentive to invest in migrant pupils academically, especially in 

Year 9.  
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In addition, the head teacher and all teachers complained that the transfer of migrant pupils, 

especially those with good school performance, had adversely affected the school's overall 

academic performance, learning environment, teachers' work enthusiasm and workloads, and 

teacher evaluation. Yet interviews with teachers found that they usually avoided giving direct 

advice on whether migrant pupils should stay or transfer because they felt that they could not 

afford the consequences. However, interviews with migrant pupils revealed that some 

teachers, in order to maintain good class academic performance, which can impact on teacher 

evaluation through the results their pupils achieve, gave vague educational guidance to high-

performing migrant pupils, thus affecting pupils' educational choices and prospects. 

Furthermore, although most teachers admitted that many migrant pupils are hardworking, in a 

school culture oriented to academic performance they did not view migrant pupils with poor 

academic performance or behaviour as worthwhile targets of academic investment in terms of 

their time and effort. 

 

Studies have shown that teachers’ expectations of individual pupils’ success in the classroom 

vary, and these beliefs are associated with differential treatment and differential pupil 

outcomes (e.g., Eccles & Roeser, 2011; De Boer et al., 2018; Johnston et al., 2022; Rubie-

Davies, 2007, 2010; Wang et al., 2018, 2019). Teachers usually offer high-expectation pupils 

more challenging instruction and response opportunities, manage pupils' behaviour more 

positively, and interact with them in a more caring and supportive way (Rubie-Davies, 2010). 

In this sense, when teachers have low expectations of a particular group, this could cause 

them to provide fewer learning opportunities for groups that may need more. The evidence in 

this study further supports these points.  
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All Year 9 migrant pupil participants wished to be admitted to an excellent vocational high 

school in Shanghai. However, compared with local peers, they did not receive equal 

expectations, attention and support from most teachers regarding learning and educational 

prospects guidance. All Year 9 migrant pupil participants were aware that their teachers 

prioritised local pupils' academic development in Year 9, and reported issues such as being 

overlooked by teachers, receiving lower teacher expectations and facing enforced school 

segregation. They reported that many teachers (of subjects such as English and Maths), 

especially local teachers, had overlooked them after Year 8. These teachers’ acts of giving 

local pupils more challenging learning materials and assignments to enhance their academic 

performance led to unequal learning opportunities between local and migrant pupils, thus 

failing to meet the requirements of the compulsory education period. This difference in 

learning task assignment is closely related to the teacher's expectations. High academic 

expectations have led teachers to provide local pupils with more challenging learning 

materials and assignments to facilitate learning and improve their academic achievement.  

 

Additionally, limited access to educational guidance from the school led to three parents and 

six migrant pupils in this study having difficulty in understanding policies, or misinterpreting 

them. Interviews with Year 9 migrant pupils revealed that the lack of teacher expectations 

and future education guidance had misled three migrant pupils as to their education plans, 

making them feel helpless, isolated and unfairly treated. In Pupil AP's words:   

 

I felt it was particularly unfair in Year 9. The teacher's attitude towards me and their neglect 

of my learning has seriously affected my learning interest. Teachers never mentioned that 

vocational high schools have restrictions on majors and school admission. If I had known 
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this, I would not have stayed in Shanghai. My parents and I were very frustrated about this, 

but now it is too late to consider school transferring. (Pupil AP, boy, Year 9)  

 

Equally, interviews with Year 7 pupils also revealed the issue of low teacher expectations and 

a lack of proper educational guidance for migrant pupils and their parents, which led some 

pupils and their parents (four pupils) to misunderstand the policy. More than half of Year 7 

migrant pupil participants (23 pupils), including those pupils considered excellent by the 

interviewed teachers, reported that many teachers only spoke of their educational prospects 

when reprimanding them, suggesting that pupils with poor grades should return to their place 

of origin, while pupils with good grades could choose between staying in Shanghai or 

moving back to their place of origin, which is misleading as regards some high-performing 

pupils' educational plans.  

 

The above findings concur with some studies that examined the experiences of migrant pupils 

in public schools in urban China, indicating that high school entrance exams alongside hukou 

status played a role in encouraging school administrators and teachers to ignore migrant 

pupils' learning (e.g., Kwong, 2011; Yiu, 2016). Based on interview data from two public 

schools in Shanghai, Yiu (2016) indicated that teachers’ views of migrant pupils were 

influenced by the secondary school policy which rewards teachers in terms of pay and 

promotion based on pupils' academic success. Therefore, teachers invest less care and time in 

migrant pupils who are less likely to be able to enter academic high schools.   

 

Teacher attitudes played a large part in influencing their practice towards migrant pupils. 

Some teachers allowed their assumption, for example, of how migrant pupils would feel 

about going to vocational school to determine their practice. They then used those 
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assumptions and perceptions to influence practice, resulting in a negative bias towards 

migrant pupils. The study also found that teachers’ attitudes and perceptions towards migrant 

families could play a counteracting role in preventing migrant pupils from being treated 

differently in school. In other words, whether migrant pupils will be treated equally and 

valued by teachers involves teachers' moral and ethical considerations. The following section 

illustrates how teacher attitudes and behaviours influence migrant pupils’ learning and sense 

of belonging. 

 

9.3.2 Teacher attitudes and behaviours  

International studies have indicated that teachers play a pivotal role in shaping the 

educational opportunities and sense of belonging of migrant pupils (UNESCO, 2018, 2020). 

As important early developmental figures in pupils' lives, teachers can unwittingly influence 

all pupils' early success through their values, beliefs and biases, which may manifest 

positively or negatively (Milner & Laughter, 2015; Nye et al., 2004). Indeed,  the 2018 and 

2020 Global Education Monitoring Reports, based on recent international research on 

inclusive education for migrant children, concluded that stereotypes might shape mainstream 

teachers' negative attitudes and discriminatory behaviours, as stereotypes influence the 

information that majority groups gather about minorities and can lead to expectations that 

perpetuate the stereotypes, in turn producing negative attitudes and discriminatory behaviour 

(UNESCO, 2020). Numerous empirical studies worldwide identified that minority and 

migrant pupils were more likely to encounter teacher bias and discrimination in schools than 

mainstream/local pupils (e.g., Botelho et al., 2015; Bottini et al., 2016; Glock et al., 2019; 

Prats et al., 2017). International research on inclusive education has also indicated that 

despite working in inclusive school settings, some teachers were found to harbour stereotypes 

and negative attitudes towards minority ethnic and migrant pupils, which affected the 
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learning and social integration of these pupil groups (Botelho et al., 2015; Bottini et al., 2016; 

Cefni and Cooper, 2010; Çelik and İçduygu, 2019; Fraire et al., 2013; Glock et al., 2019; 

Kumar & Hamer, 2013;  Lyons et al., 2018; Michael & Frederickson, 2013; Peterson et al., 

2016; Prats et al., 2017; Quinn, 2017). 

 

The results of this study were similar. The findings show that, besides their peers, teachers 

also play a crucial role in the learning and sense of belonging of migrant pupil participants. 

Analysis of the findings clearly reveals teacher attitudes and behaviour issues that influenced 

migrant pupils’ learning opportunities, educational choices, and sense of belonging to the 

school. 

 

Teachers' understanding of Shanghai's educational restrictions on migrant pupils indicated 

that some local teachers held stereotyped and discriminatory attitudes towards migrant 

families. During interviews, four local teacher participants ignored or did not recognise the 

migrant pupils' feelings of exclusion. Only two teachers believed that migrant pupils should 

not be treated differently in school and pointed out that Shanghai's point policy was unfair to 

migrant pupils and their parents. Most teachers in this study, including senior school 

administrators, believed that Shanghai's academic high school education restrictions on 

migrant pupils were fair for migrant families. These teachers held contradictory views on 

migrant pupils. On the one hand, they admitted that migrant pupils were hardworking and had 

good school performance. On the other hand, they thought that migrant pupils should not use 

Shanghai’s educational resources, which should be reserved for Shanghai locals. In their 

view, allowing migrant pupils to attend Shanghai academic high schools was equivalent to 

harming the interests of the locals. Three teacher participants also showed a sense of privilege 

as locals, believing that Shanghai's education resources should only serve locals and that 
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vocational high schools were sufficient to meet the educational needs of migrant pupils. One 

of them even disapproved of including migrant children in urban public schools, saying that 

migrant children should be assigned to migrant schools as before. As a local parent, she said 

she would avoid sending her children to schools with more migrant children and expressed 

stereotypes of migrant families, for example regarding certain customs or bad behaviours of 

rural families, while acknowledging that many migrant pupils in this school often did well 

academically. As educators, these three teaching staff failed to consider the educational rights 

of migrant pupils from the perspective of morality and professionalism. Instead, they only 

considered their interests as locals and were full of stereotypes about rural migrant families. 

 

The above findings echo the results of pupil interviews, showing that migrant pupils in this 

study encountered bias and discrimination by teachers during middle school, which 

negatively impacted their learning opportunities, educational choices, and emotional well-

being. These issues are discussed in detail below. 

 

Influence of teachers on pupils  

Interviews with Year 7 pupils (local and migrant pupils) revealed that the everyday 

interactions with some teachers constantly reminded migrant pupils that they were outsiders. 

In addition to low educational expectations of migrant pupils, many teachers, including 

English, maths, politics and science teachers, also intentionally or unintentionally displayed 

discriminatory behaviours in the classroom, especially when they were in a bad mood or 

pupils did not obey classroom discipline. Teacher behaviours, including teaching and 

reprimanding in the local dialect, labelling pupils and calling them names because of their 

migrant status, made many Year 7 migrant pupils feel isolated and uncomfortable. Labelling 

migrant pupils as "non-local pupils" or "rural pupils" and name-calling pupils because of 



325 
 

migrant status made these pupils' status differences noticeable, thus increasing the differences 

in social status between migrant pupils and local pupils. It is worth noting that this label was 

assigned to migrant pupils from Year 7, shaping interactions with teachers and influencing 

the way pupils perceived themselves. Teachers’ attitudes and behaviours made these migrant 

pupils feel excluded. However, ironically, they also stimulated and reinforced the university 

aspirations of these pupils, although this was not the initial intention of the teachers' 

discriminatory remarks. Pupil Z and Pupil AL stated that they chose to transfer to their 

hometown for education as a result of feeling uncomfortable with their teachers' behaviours 

and attitudes, even though they knew that they faced a low success rate regarding entry to the 

academic high school of their hometown based on their current academic performance. In 

other words, the educational decision of these pupils to stay or transfer was also a way of 

negotiating discrimination and belonging.  

 

Equally, Year 9 pupils indicated that the teacher's neglect of their learning, the lack of 

educational guidance, and the school's practice of channelling them to vocational schools 

highlighted their differential status, reminded them that they were outsiders, and made them 

feel isolated. These differential treatments ultimately exacerbated these pupils' feelings of 

social exclusion, affecting their equal learning chances and fragmenting their sense of 

belonging to Shanghai. 

 

The above findings are consistent with a range of studies on the perceptions of urban teachers 

in China, showing that some urban teachers explicitly endorsed some stereotypes of migrant 

pupils and the belief that rural migrant pupils had poorer academic and behavioural 

performance compared to urban pupils (e.g., Goodburn, 2009; Liu et al., 2015; Liu & Jacob, 

2013). Research on the experiences of migrant pupils in public schools in urban China also 
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indicated that in some public schools in Beijing and Shanghai, some teachers ignored migrant 

pupils in class and did not give them the support they needed, unlike the treatment given to 

local peers. Instead, teachers often undermined their self-confidence and humiliated them by 

criticising their rural accents in Chinese or English classes (Kwong, 2011; Lan, 2014; Shi, 

2005; Zhang & Luo, 2016; Yiu, 2016).  

 

The results of this study further reinforce the importance of recognising the impact of 

teachers’ and school administrators' actions and attitudes on migrant pupils' learning and 

sense of social belonging. The following part illustrates how migrant pupil participants form 

conflicted identities driven by systemic structural barriers and social exclusion.  

 

9.3.3 Belonging and identity 

The range of experiences, as discussed in previous paragraphs, of being made to feel different 

significantly affected these pupils’ learning opportunities, educational aspirations and 

choices, and their sense of belonging and identity.  

 

A sense of belonging is essential for migrant pupils who must traverse cultural, 

sociolinguistic, and socioeconomic boundaries to integrate into a local school where most 

cultural norms often predominate (Eccles & Roeser, 2011; Garcia-Reid et al., 2005). At the 

same time, public schools are ideal places for migrant pupils to develop a sense of belonging, 

integrate into local society, learn about local culture, make friends, establish peer networks, 

and achieve educational goals. Thus, OECD (2014) and UNESCO (2020) have consistently 

pointed to the need for schools to pay close attention to the teacher-pupil relationships and 

school belonging of migrant pupils, advocating that inclusive education of these pupils 

cannot be achieved without teachers serving as agents of change, armed with the values, 
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attitudes and knowledge that enable each pupil to succeed. While the migrant pupils in my 

study may not be what are commonly understood as migrant pupils (that is, coming from 

another country with different linguistic, cultural and possibly faith backgrounds), the 

principles of inclusion, and of the importance of peer networks and of being recognised, are 

ones that do apply to the Chinese migrant pupils. 

 

Interviews with migrant pupils found that most of the migrant pupils in this study developed 

an ambivalent sense of belonging and identity. Specifically, 41 of the 43 migrant pupils 

confirmed that the Shanghai points policy limited their educational opportunities and 

destroyed their sense of belonging to Shanghai. They were left without the means to integrate 

either into Shanghai, where they were born or grew up, or into their unfamiliar rural 

hometowns, because of experiencing Shanghai's educational barriers and social exclusion 

both within and outside of school. In other words, they were caught in a dilemma. On the one 

hand, most migrant pupil participants were born, raised and educated in Shanghai, so they 

thought that Shanghai was home and was where their future would lie. However, after 

entering middle school, experiences of Shanghai’s senior secondary education restrictions, 

peers leaving Shanghai, teachers' discriminatory attitudes, differential treatment by teachers, 

and school segregation led most migrant pupil participants to struggle, forming an ambivalent 

sense of identity and belonging to Shanghai. In the words of Pupil A and Pupil Z:  

 

Shanghai gives a sense of belonging only from the perspective of the family because my 

parents are still in Shanghai. But socially, I didn't have a sense of belonging to Shanghai 

because I could not attend an academic high school like my peers here. Due to this 

restriction, my friends and relatives have all left in the last year.  
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This is a very complicated feeling and situation. Before, I thought I was from Shanghai 

because I grew up here. But now, I don't think I belong here because I don't have the right to 

attend academic high school in Shanghai. Our teachers often remind us of such things. But 

although I will move to my father's hometown for education next term, I don't think I'm from 

there because I am unfamiliar with anything there, don't have friends, and can't speak the 

local dialect. 

 

The account of migrant pupil participants conveys a sense of identity conflict. Their 

positionality as a migrant population illustrates the power of systemic structural barriers and 

social discrimination in shaping identity on different scales, prompting them to identify the 

right to education, the place where their hukou is registered, and language as determinants of 

identity rather than their place of residence. The experiences of institutional exclusion and 

social discrimination at school and in local communities made many migrant pupil 

participants feel helpless and isolated and could even lead to issues with self-esteem. Many 

pupils' accounts revealed the deep anxiety and embarrassment associated with being labelled 

an outsider.  

 

The above finding resonates with a range of US studies that have examined the impact of 

undocumented immigrant status on those who grow up in the United States (e.g., Gonzales, 

2011, 2016; Gonzales et al., 2013; Mallet et al., 2017;Torres & Wicks-Asbun, 2014; Torres-

Olave et al., 2021). These studies illustrate the power of immigration policies, regulations, 

and societal discrimination to shape conflicting identities and sense of belonging and to 

promote but limit the higher education aspirations of undocumented Latino youth.  
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The accounts of migrant pupils’ schooling experiences, educational aspirations and choices, 

and their parents’ coping strategies confirm that the migrant pupils in the study were 

experiencing and negotiating multiple social injustices. The following section concludes the 

account of these issues by drawing on Nancy Fraser's concept of social justice (redistribution, 

recognition and representation).   

 

9.4 Social injustice facing migrant pupils  

Migrant pupils' account of their aspirations, educational choices, and schooling experiences, 

as well as their parents’ coping strategies, revealed that these pupils were experiencing and 

negotiating multiple social injustices that are closely associated with Fraser's conception of 

social justice as parity of participation, encompassing (re)distribution (economic), recognition 

(cultural), and representation (political), thus highlighting the power of systemic structural 

barriers and social exclusion to affect migrant pupils’ educational opportunities and sense of 

social belonging. In Fraser's view, parity of participation is a fundamental route through 

which to pursue social justice because it informs and shapes how distributive, recognitive and 

representative justice are approached and understood. According to this “democratic 

interpretation of the principle of equality of moral values” (Fraser, 2005, p. 73), any practice 

that deprives social members of the opportunity to participate in social life as peers is unjust.  

 

Based on the principle of participatory parity, Fraser (2005) proposed that social justice 

theories must be three-dimensional, combining the political dimension of representation with 

the cultural dimension of recognition and the economic dimension of distribution, because 

distribution, recognition and representation interpenetrate. Drawing on Fraser's concept of 

social justice, it would not be unfair to suggest that the Chinese hukou system and Shanghai 

points system deny migrant pupils and their parents recognitional and representative justice.  
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Findings from this and previous studies on the education of migrant pupils suggest that 

current policies fail to recognise migrant pupils’ post-compulsory education rights, nor do 

they take into account the impact of disrespect and non-recognition of migrant pupils’ 

educational aspirations, learning, everyday experiences, social belonging and identity. 

 

9.4.1 Lack of recognitional injustice within the hukou and points-based systems 

Fraser (2008) emphasised that recognition was key to achieving parity of social status. She 

noted that cultural injustice arises when hierarchical or institutionalised patterns of cultural 

values lead to social status inequality or disrespect for specific social groups. Equity for 

marginalised groups cannot be guaranteed when the order of social status fails to reflect 

cultural recognition of all social groups (Benjamin & Arshad, 2020). 

 

As these educational aspirations are not recognised in policy discourse, because of migrant 

pupils being included in what Fraser refers to as a subordinated or marginalised way (Fraser, 

2007), recognitional injustice is taking place. Under Shanghai's points system, migrant 

pupils’ social status is not recognised in post-compulsory education, and this lack of 

recognition prevents them from participating as "full partners in social interactions" (Fraser, 

2007, p. 315). Most migrant pupils in this study developed strong aspirations for pursuing 

higher education; however, they faced considerable educational dilemmas in accessing 

academic senior secondary education so as to pursue their university aspirations due to 

Shanghai’s points policy interacting with the hukou system. Since the reformed hukou system 

has been driven by family culture and economic capital (economic status and educational 

qualifications), migrant families with low socioeconomic status and inadequate educational 

qualifications are less likely to obtain an urban hukou or meet the requirements of the points 

policy.  
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The findings of this study and previous research have shown that migrants who have obtained 

urban hukou or meet these requirements are usually highly educated and in high-end 

employment (Sun & Fan, 2011). Especially in first-tier cities such as Beijing and Shanghai, 

only those with a Master's degree and employed by selected employers or having self-owned 

enterprises can apply for local hukou; rural migrant workers with low educational levels and 

low incomes cannot meet these higher assessment criteria (Dong & Goodburn, 2020). In 

other words, the reformed hukou system, driven mainly by educational qualifications and 

economic status, has become a social stratification project rather than a way of promoting 

freedom of movement and inclusion. As a result of the reforms and following increased 

inequality in regional development, the socioeconomic status of urban dwellers has been 

considered superior to that of rural dwellers. The hukou system has thus resulted in a series of 

problems related to educational justice, social inclusion, and life chances (Dong & Goodburn, 

2020; Wu & Zhang, 2015; Xu & Wu, 2016). 

 

Although the Chinese central government issued the "Guidelines on the Senior Secondary 

School and University Entrance Examination for Migrant Children and Youth in Destination 

Cities" in 2012 to allow migrant pupils to attend senior secondary schools and take university 

entrance exams in destination cities, over half of the provincial governments have 

implemented this policy by establishing a points-based system dependent on parental status to 

determine the rights of migrant pupils to academic high school education (Dong &  

Goodburn, 2020). Shanghai became the first city to establish, in 2013, a residence permit 

points system dependent on parental status (the points policy) to determine the opportunities 

of migrant children and youth for post-compulsory education, and its experience has 

influenced the national model. From a practical point of view, the Shanghai points system 

still follows the idea of the hukou system, mainly targeting highly educated and high-income 
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groups by requiring migrant parents to have at least a college diploma to be eligible for 

evaluation in the system. However, the findings of this and other studies show that migrant 

parents can rarely meet the requirements of the Shanghai points policy because most of them 

are workers in labour-intensive industries and have low educational attainments (Dong & 

Goodburn, 2020). So, while on the surface the central government guidelines appear to 

promote equality of opportunity, in practice there is indirect discrimination against migrant 

families.  

 

News reports in 2015 stated that only 170,000 of Shanghai's 10 million migrants met the 

requirements of the points policy, so that the proportion of migrant children who could enter 

Shanghai academic senior secondary schools was extremely low (Dong & Goodburn, 2020). 

The points policy is essentially a competition based on family cultural and economic capital 

(educational qualifications and economic status). Migrant pupils who are eliminated by this 

screening mechanism are often forced to drop out of school or return to their hometowns. 

Because of many parents' inability to satisfy the requirements of the Shanghai points policy, 

migrant pupils can only receive Shanghai's vocational education after compulsory education, 

so that many migrant pupils who want to attend academic senior secondary schools have to 

drop out during middle school and return to their rural hometowns for education, in order to 

prepare for senior secondary school entrance exams – which has, in turn, triggered a range of 

issues and concerns for returning pupils.  

 

The points policy clearly fails to recognise migrant pupils' aspirations or afford them status 

recognition and this has significantly affected these pupils' academic and life opportunities in 

post-compulsory education. From the perspective of ensuring migrant children’s equal rights 

to schooling, although vocational education could meet their educational needs to a certain 
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extent, it is largely a reluctant choice made after their demands for attendance at academic 

senior secondary schools have been refused. The results of this study and previous studies 

show that, because migrant families hope that their children might be admitted to the 

university in order to change their disadvantaged social and economic status, many migrant 

children aged 12 to 15 are consequently moved to their rural hometowns for schooling (e.g., 

Han et al., 2020; Koo et al., 2014; Ling, 2017). A 2016 survey of Shanghai public middle 

schools indicated that about 60% of migrant pupils in Year 8 and 40% in Year 7 had dropped 

out to move to their rural hometowns for education (Dong & Goodburn, 2020). In addition, a 

survey by Shanghai University showed that the number of migrant pupils enrolled in 

compulsory education in Shanghai dropped by 38,000 in 2015 (Liu & Wang, 2016).  

 

Based on the results of this and other studies, I argue that the lack of change in preventing 

migrant families from obtaining an urban hukou means that the lack of access to urban 

education persists. Both the reformed hukou system and the points system based on parental 

status are unequal institutional arrangements that have become an integral part of China's 

social stratification system for increasing control over migration selectivity, resulting in 

unequal life and educational opportunities for migrant children and youth. As Bourdieu 

(1986) pointed out, cultural capital contributes to social and educational inequality through 

the education system or specific transmission mechanisms. This is very much in evidence in 

this study. The distribution of educational resources is often reproduced through the hukou 

and the points system, which further institutionalises cultural capital by means of degrees, 

making parents' educational attainment determine their children's educational opportunities 

and social and economic status, and legitimising social and educational inequalities. As 

mentioned in Chapter 1 (section 1.3), Shanghai's points policy also reflects the contradiction 

between the "population control" policy and educational justice. A serious challenge that the 
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Shanghai government must face is how to strike an effective balance between the two and 

solve the educational injustice that affects the future of about 1 million migrant children in 

Shanghai. Even with limited public resources, the Shanghai government should prioritise the 

most vulnerable groups in society when controlling the population and distributing public 

services, which would align with the social equity and justice principles emphasised by 

China's overall national education policy (NPC, 2009). 

 

Stereotypes and stigmatisation  

Non-recognition can ignore group characteristics such as aspirations, values and culture, a 

neglect which may lead to stereotypes, stigmatisation, and misrepresentation. In this study, 

the marginalisation of migrant pupils based on their parents' migrant status and hukou status 

indicates a lack of recognition of these pupils' aspirations, identity and sense of belonging, 

causing them to experience discrimination, stigmatisation, and stereotypes at the institutional, 

societal, and individual levels.  

 

Studies have shown that teachers' implicit prejudices and stereotypes about race and 

socioeconomic status predict differential teacher expectations of pupils from different 

racial/ethnic and class groups (e.g., Abbas, 2002; Eccles & Roeser, 2011; Fischer et al., 2020; 

Gillborn et al., 2012; Rist, 1970, 2000; Rubie-Davies et al., 2006). In addition, stereotypes 

may promote negative attitudes and discriminatory behaviour in the classroom among 

mainstream teachers, which can have a significant negative impact on learning motivation, 

social identity, emotional well-being and achievement of pupils from the stigmatised groups 

(Egalite et al., 2015; Gershenson et al., 2017; UNESCO, 2020; Wong et al., 2003). This is 

very apparent in the present study. 
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In this study, teachers' stereotyped attitudes towards migrant families are evident. Teachers' 

attitudes and behaviours have profoundly affected the social belonging and educational 

trajectories of many migrant pupils, exacerbating their social exclusion in the school system: 

in particular, labelling the impacted migrant pupils by making them feel that the teachers did 

not accept them, undermining their sense of belonging to the school and prompting many to 

transfer. Although all teachers admitted that many migrant pupils are diligent and had good 

school performance, more than half of the teachers still believed that only locals should enjoy 

Shanghai's educational resources. Teacher interviews imply that the biases of local teachers 

are mainly based on their long-term experience of enjoying local privileges as urban 

residents. At the same time, the academic performance-oriented school culture and the 

institutional barrier of Shanghai's educational restrictions on migrant pupils had profound 

implications for teachers, motivating and reinforcing local teachers' stereotypes and 

discrimination against migrant workers, in turn inciting teachers and school administrators to 

practise differential treatment of migrant pupils.  

 

The findings of this study resonate with a range of studies on migrant pupils’ public 

schooling experiences in urban China, showing that in local communities and public school 

systems in urban China, stigmatisation and stereotypes of rural migrant families are severe at 

the institutional, societal, and individual levels. Migrant households often experience 

discrimination by locals in many Chinese cities due to their lower social and socioeconomic 

status (Goodburn, 2009; Kwong, 2011; Qian & Walker, 2015). As mentioned in Chapter 2 

(section 2.5.4), after Shanghai implemented the attendance of migrant children at local public 

schools, many local parents suggested that in the case of children of migrant workers who are 

poor and less well-educated, the government should separate them from local pupils and 

build migrant schools for them (Lan, 2014). Although the Chinese central government 
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required local governments and public schools to ensure that migrant pupils received the 

same treatment in public schools as local pupils (State Council, 2003, 2014), some migrant 

pupils continued to lack access to the same educational resources as local pupils while 

studying in public schools. Instead, they experienced marginalisation and discrimination due 

to stigmatisation and stereotypes of migrant groups by locals and institutions (e.g., Goodburn, 

2009; Kwong, 2011; Lan, 2014; Liu et al., 2015; Xiong, 2012; Yiu, 2016; Zhang &Luo, 

2016). Some studies showed that migrant pupils were still segregated from local pupils in 

public schools (Southern Metropolis Daily, 2010; Xiong, 2012; Yiu, 2016; Zhang & Luo, 

2016). Significantly, some researchers attributed the root cause of marginalisation primarily 

to locals' or teachers' prejudice against migrant pupils, a phenomenon existing at a personal 

level (e.g., Lan, 2014); others also argued that institutional barriers to the education of 

migrant pupils in urban high schools led to different treatment of migrant pupils by teachers 

and school administrators in public schools (e.g., Kwong 2011; Yiu, 2016). Both views are 

very apparent in the present study. 

 

Such negative school experiences at public schools can significantly affect migrant pupils' 

learning and social interaction. Lan (2014) and Kwong (2011) have noted that many migrant 

pupils want to transfer out of public schools or drop their studies because they feel excluded 

by the school, teachers and local peers. Sun et al. (2015) also found that migrant pupils in 

public schools had more severe mental health issues and lower well-being levels than local 

peers.  

 

Based on the findings of this and previous studies, I argue that, at the school level, in addition 

to the academic performance-oriented school culture, teacher expectations as well as teacher 

attitudes and behaviours played a pivotal role in affecting the educational opportunities and 
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sense of belonging of migrant pupils in this study. These pupils’ experiences of social 

exclusion in and outside of school illustrated the power of educational institutional 

discrimination, teachers' bias, and the local society's discriminatory attitude towards migrant 

workers. These discriminations, in turn, increased the ambivalence of these pupils' sense of 

belonging and affected their identity in Shanghai. 

 

High-quality teacher-pupil relationships and classroom belonging are critical for promoting 

learning, engagement, motivation, and social and emotional well-being among marginalised 

pupils (OECD, 2014; UNESCO, 2018, 2020). In regard to eliminating or reducing teacher 

bias and stereotypes, as mentioned in Chapter 3 (section 3.3.1), several researchers identified 

that school leaders and teachers had the power to support marginalised adolescents in various 

ways to eliminate social prejudice and stereotypes and that their direct or indirect actions 

could significantly encourage these pupils' investments in learning (e.g., Antrop-González & 

De Jesús, 2006; Hantzopoulos, 2013; Johnston et al., 2022; St. Mary et al., 2018; Wenzel et 

al., 2010). In addition, increasing the diversity of the teacher workforce can be seen as a 

solution, as several studies have shown that teachers assigned to the same ethnicity/race may 

positively impact the school performance of minority and black pupils (e.g., Dee, 2004, 2005; 

Gershenson et al., 2018; Holt and Gershenson, 2019; Lindsay & Hart, 2017; Michael & 

Constance, 2021). 

 

Therefore, I noted that it is essential for school administrators and teachers to address issues 

of discrimination and stereotypes. The school ethos, particularly that of teachers and school 

leaders, is integral to migrant pupils' educational opportunities, outcomes and sense of 

belonging. Teaching practices that recognise and care about pupils' aspirations and learning  
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are participatory and empower pupils to transform their marginalisation, which can promote 

academic achievement and social justice (Hantzopoulos, 2013; Johnston et al., 2022). 

 

9.4.2 Redistributive injustice 

According to Fraser (2007), redistributive injustices (class inequality or maldistribution) 

occur when individuals are prevented from participating fully in society because existing 

economic structures deprive them of the material resources they need to be equal to other 

members of society. In other words, redistribution (economic justice) is necessary to counter 

economic marginalisation, denial of an adequate material standard of living for some sections 

of society, and exploitation. Regarding redistributive injustice, the findings of this study 

indicate that the combination of uneven distribution of educational and economic resources 

between regions and urban and rural areas in China, together with high-stakes testing 

systems, have profoundly affected migrant pupils' educational opportunities and sense of 

belonging.  

 

Unequal distribution of educational and economic resources 

The educational choices of migrant pupils and the coping strategies of their parents based on 

their respective family capital illustrate the power of uneven distribution of educational and 

economic resources in rural China and the lack of institutional support affecting migrant 

pupils' educational opportunities.  

 

As mentioned in Chapter 2 (section 2.2.3), due to the uneven economic development between 

urban and rural areas (Zhang, 2006) and the decentralised educational finance system, 

education in rural and poverty-stricken areas has faced severe unequal distribution of 

educational funds and resources (Bao, 2006; Law & Pan, 2009; MoE, 2005; OECD, 2016; 
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Roberts & Hannum, 2018; Shi & Sercombe, 2020; Wang et al., 2012). As a result, rural 

schools are generally allocated far fewer educational resources than urban schools, resulting 

in significant differences in pedagogy, teaching and learning, curriculum content, and 

performance standards between urban and rural schools in China (Kipnis, 2001; Lin, 2011; 

Wang & Zhao, 2011). Much research has indicated that the number of senior secondary 

schools and senior secondary school enrolment rates in rural areas are much lower than in 

urban areas (e.g., Chen et al., 2013; Liu et al., 2009; Li & Xue, 2021).  

 

The uneven distribution of educational and economic resources between regions and between 

rural and urban areas in China has created various issues and concerns for migrant pupils 

returning to their hometowns for education. Studies have found that most returning migrant 

pupils who want to attend academic senior secondary school to realise their university dreams 

have better academic performance and family economic and social capital before moving to 

their rural hometowns (Han et al., 2020; Han & Yu, 2020). At the same time, the experience 

of returning has had a significant negative impact on these returning migrant pupils. Among 

the main challenges facing returning migrant pupils are differences in educational resources, 

changes in urban and rural environments, and lack of parental care. Due to the educational 

and living standards gap between urban and rural areas in China, most returning migrant 

pupils' academic performance dropped significantly, causing them to lack confidence or to 

give up studying in rural schools, thereby limiting their opportunities to receive academic 

senior secondary education (Han et al., 2020; Ling, 2017).  

 

Similarly, in this study, although their parents adopted a range of coping strategies to help 

them pursue their educational goals by drawing on family capital, including cultural, 

economic and social capital, the educational prospects of most migrant pupils in this research 
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still encountered dilemmas. The findings suggest that the educational barriers to academic 

senior secondary education for migrant pupils cannot be overcome by solely relying on 

family capital in the form of economic and social capital. The reality of overwhelming 

systemic structural barriers, such as uneven distribution of educational and economic 

resources in rural areas and lack of institutional support, which are intertwined, made many 

parents' strategies compromised and inadequate.  

 

Whether they transfer to a school outside of Shanghai or stay in Shanghai for vocational 

education, migrant pupils’ educational prospects and belonging face a dilemma as well as 

social exclusion. Transferring schools seems to provide migrant pupils with opportunities to 

pursue university aspirations. However, due to the uneven distribution of educational and 

economic resources between urban and rural areas and regions, unfamiliarity with new 

places, and their disadvantaged family socioeconomic status, these transfer pupils will still 

encounter a range of inevitable difficulties and uncertainties, including interruption of 

education, family separation, and adaptation to the low quality of education and life. In 

response to Shanghai's different senior secondary education policies for migrant pupils, most 

transfer pupils complained that this policy had significantly affected their study progression 

and confidence in realising university aspirations and social belonging. While staying in 

Shanghai for vocational education allows migrant pupils to avoid separation from their 

parents and maintain their accustomed lives, the policies have restricted their educational 

opportunities. In response to Shanghai's separate senior secondary education policies for 

migrant pupils, all these pupils who stayed in Shanghai for vocational education felt 

frustrated with their situation, indicating that they would not have a chance to realise their 

university aspirations if the Shanghai policy remained unchanged. In other words, these 18 

pupils' educational opportunities and university aspirations will be largely compromised or 
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blocked. Therefore, I argue that migrant pupils face dual exclusion from urban and rural 

education. The coping strategies of parents and pupils can only go a limited distance against 

the power of systemic structural barriers in shaping educational opportunities for migrant 

pupils. 

 

High-stakes testing systems  

The academic performance-oriented school culture associated with high-stakes testing 

systems is another form of distributive injustice that affects migrant pupil participants’ equal 

learning opportunities and sense of belonging, especially for Year 9 migrant pupil 

participants.  

 

As discussed in Chapter 3 (section 3.3.2), high-stakes testing accountability policies in many 

countries, such as the United States, are designed to improve all pupils' educational quality 

and close the class and racial academic achievement gap. However, numerous studies in the 

US and internationally have shown that the negative consequences of high-stakes 

accountability appear to outweigh the benefits, especially for the most disadvantaged schools 

and pupils. In high-stakes testing contexts, competitive pressures to increase efficiency,  

productivity and system-wide excellence could affect schools, school leaders, teachers, and  

pupils (Yin,  2020). In other words, high-stakes testing accountability policies can be 

detrimental to the promotion of educational equality. Instead, it affects good teaching and 

learning practice. As established in UNESCO's (2020) report on inclusive education, teachers 

rarely explicitly opposed the idea of inclusive education, but at the same time, they indicated 

that they were not empowered to overcome certain institutional barriers. To maximise school 

league tables and teacher evaluations, teachers are increasingly pressured to teach in ways 

that violate their core professional values, in order to focus more on high-achieving rather 
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than disadvantaged and underperforming pupils (UNESCO 2020). This is very noticeable in 

the present study. 

 

Year 9 migrant pupil accounts of schooling experiences further illustrate the power of high-

stakes testing systems in prompting school administrators and teachers to practise differential 

treatment of migrant pupils. In order to achieve better academic high school promotion rates 

and teacher evaluation, migrant pupils were incorporated into a different educational track 

that is increasingly stratified upon entry to Year 9. The school practice influenced this sense 

of belonging by dividing local pupils into deserving categories and migrant pupils into 

undeserving categories. As evidenced by interview data from pupils and teachers, teachers' 

expectations and attitudes, plus the school segregation of Year 9 migrant pupils, together 

reinforced these categories. Local pupils felt deserving and were privileged in school, while 

migrant pupils, labelled undeserving, felt increasingly excluded. These differentiated 

treatments have put Year 9 migrant pupil participants in an awkward position as regards 

learning and a sense of belonging. Differential teacher treatment and the school practice of 

segregating Year 9 migrant pupils into vocational high schools prevented migrant pupils in 

this study from obtaining schooling opportunities equal to those of their local peers, which 

constitutes a practice of social exclusion. However, to improve the academic performance of 

local pupils, most teachers viewed sacrificing the learning of migrant pupils as an 

unavoidable compromise. The consequence was that most teachers in this study ignored or 

did not recognise the migrant pupils' feelings of exclusion, which profoundly affected these 

pupils’ access to equal learning and school-based support and resources, academic 

development, interaction with local peers, and emotional well-being, thereby affecting their 

sense of social belonging and identity.  
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The findings from this and other research suggest that school accountability based on 

academic achievement has been identified as an educational triage practice that operates at 

the classroom, institutional, and bureaucratic levels. As discussed in Chapter 3 (section 

3.3.2), such practices have also been identified in many other countries worldwide, such as 

the US and the UK, which illustrates the power of high-stakes testing to incite schools to turn 

to educational triage practices, affecting (and limiting) educational opportunities for 

disadvantaged pupils. Under the pressure of high-stakes exam responsibilities associated with 

financial resources, school ranking tables, and teacher assessments, school leaders and 

teachers may be more inclined to exclude underperforming pupils in response to such 

pressure, thereby reducing support for disadvantaged as well as underperforming pupils. In 

such a system, evidence of negative impact on educational equity is evident, with minority 

ethnic and underperforming pupils often excluded in practice (UNESCO,2020). They are not 

given the same treatment concerning their education as their peers, which tends to perpetuate 

social-class academic performance gaps.  

 

In short, given that encouraging the education system to function more like a market may 

benefit better-resourced schools and families, thus promoting educational stratification, I 

argue that the issues of educational equity need to be given more significant consideration in 

implementing high-stakes accountability policies. As some Chinese scholars have pointed 

out, the high-stakes testing system was based on the ideology of elite education that plays a 

role in promoting educational inequality, which is contrary to the goal of China's educational 

equality reform (e.g., Lu et al. 2007; Liu, 2008; Wu and Shen, 2006). 
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9.4.3 Representative injustice  

Fraser (2008) noted that there is little meaningful redistribution or recognition without 

representation. She proposed that marginalised groups' lack of political voice in decision-

making could cause a lack of representation, leading to economic and cultural injustice 

(Fraser, 2008). The findings of this study suggest that in school settings, ignoring rural-urban 

migrants' voices and socioeconomic status can marginalise migrant pupils both in the 

classroom and in the curriculum. Migrant pupil participants’ experiences of Shanghai's 

educational barriers and social exclusion within and outside of school revealed that the voices 

of migrant pupils and their parents are currently rendered inaudible or are excluded by the 

education system, where schools show a lack of qualified teachers recognised as migrant 

teachers. The key issues are the lack of access to decision-making positions at different 

levels, the impact of the lack of recognitional justice leading to the continued marginalisation 

of migrant pupils, and the continued invisibility of this group and of their worth and 

contributions; they have become an “easy to ignore” group as a result of lack of 

representation. 

 

Most of the migrant pupils (41 of the 43 participants) expressed significant disappointment, 

frustration, and sense of unfairness in regard to Shanghai's policy of allowing them to enter 

vocational schools but prohibiting them from entering academic high schools. They criticised 

as unreasonable the policy of making the right to education dependent on the parents' ability 

rather than the children's academic performance. The views of these pupils show that local 

privileges have led to differential educational treatment between migrant and local pupils. 

Equally, all parents interviewed expressed great disappointment, anxiety, and powerlessness. 

They showed an awareness of social injustice in the education of migrant children as a 

feature within the education system and society in Shanghai, and indicated that local 
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privileges and social discrimination against migrant workers drove this. Eight parents pointed 

out, from a taxpayer’s perspective, that Shanghai's policies violated their children's right to 

receive senior secondary school education in Shanghai. They particularly criticised the 

system for being a local priority policy that wholly ignored the contribution of migrant 

workers to the development of Shanghai. Five of them mentioned, with disappointment, that 

even though they had worked in Shanghai for over 15 years and paid taxes to the national 

standard, their children were still not entitled to enjoy the same education rights as local 

children. Most parents interviewed were anxiously waiting for policy changes and suggested 

that children's right to education should not depend on parental social and socioeconomic 

status. However, because of their disadvantaged status in these respects, they felt powerless 

and unable to find a way to remove this social injustice. This powerlessness and lack of 

access to opportunities to voice their frustrations or to have these frustrations heard and 

understood is exacerbated by the lack of representational justice. 

 

As Fraser (2008) noted, overcoming any injustices requires social arrangements which allow 

all to participate as peers in our social life. Inspired by Fraser's notion of participatory parity, 

I consider that being given the right to speak and be heard at the decision-making level is 

critical in any conception of justice. Drawing on this fundamental point, I consider that to 

address the issue of educational justice for migrant children in China, the voices of migrant 

pupils and their parents must be heard at the decision-making level.  

 

Migrant workers play a vital role in developing the economy in urban China; however, the 

reformed educational policy remains exclusionary in addressing matters of educational justice 

for migrant children. Therefore, I argue that to avoid underrepresentation and 

misrepresentation, political barriers to participatory parity must be avoided, such as a process 
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of decision-making that excludes migrant pupils and their parents from exercising their 

educational rights.  

 

9.5 Summary  

This chapter has discussed the findings of this study by drawing together the key themes from 

all interviewee groups under the research aim. Drawing on the key concepts of capital as 

espoused by Bourdieu, Coleman and Putnam alongside social justice theories, specifically 

that found in the work of Nancy Fraser, while deriving connections from the literature 

reviews of this study, I critically analysed and discussed the influential factors in migrant 

pupils’ post-compulsory educational opportunities and everyday experiences at one Shanghai 

public middle school in China across three dimensions: personal and family circumstances, 

the context of school, and the policy context.  

 

In terms of individual and family circumstances, this study highlights the profound role 

family capital and peer social capital play in facilitating or hindering the post-compulsory 

educational and life opportunities of migrant pupil participants, given the backdrop of 

Shanghai’s separate educational policies for migrant pupils (Shanghai points policy). At the 

school level, I illustrated the power of the academic performance-oriented school culture and 

the role of teachers in affecting migrant pupils' equal learning opportunities and sense of 

belonging. 

 

Migrant pupils' accounts of their aspirations, educational choices, and schooling experiences, 

as well as their parents’ coping strategies, revealed that these pupils were experiencing and 

negotiating multiple social injustices that are closely associated with Fraser's conception of 

social justice as parity of participation, encompassing (re)distribution (economic), recognition 
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(cultural), and representation (political), thus highlighting the power of systemic structural 

barriers and social exclusion to affect migrant pupils’ educational opportunities and sense of 

social belonging.  
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Chapter 10 Conclusion 

10.1 Introduction  

This chapter serves as the conclusion of my thesis. It begins with a summary of the study’s 

main findings and discussions in order to answer the research questions. I follow this by 

underlining the implications for policy and practice and future research. At the end of this 

chapter, the knowledge contribution will be articulated.  

 

This study aimed to explore the key factors that shape post-compulsory education (15+ years 

old) opportunities for migrant pupils (children of rural-urban migrant workers) enrolled in 

one Shanghai public middle school in China, across three dimensions: personal and family 

circumstances, the context of school, and the policy context. Desk research and over three-

months’ in-depth field research provided new evidence about the impacts of educational 

inequalities affecting migrant children and youth. The rationale for focusing the study in 

Shanghai was based on its unique position as China's most developed city with the largest 

internal migrant population. The city is recognised as a national leader in dealing with the 

education of migrant children, but also faces the greatest challenges in including migrant 

pupils in public senior secondary schools since the implementation of population control in 

megacities in 2014. My aim was to ensure that insights gained through the study about the 

inequalities in educational experiences in Shanghai would generate relevant and interesting 

data in themselves, but also contribute to wider understandings about the experiences of 

migrant pupils more generally. My literature review identified a concerning gap in 

knowledge, noting that, to date, the voices of migrant pupils in urban public middle schools 

concerning their educational experiences, aspirations and schooling have been largely 

missing from debates about the issues, and from decisions informing policy aimed at 

improvements. Those young people, who were the ones most directly affected, were not 
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being listened to. Therefore, I adopted a research design and analysis which drew primarily 

on a social justice perspective, with the aim of placing the voices of migrant pupils and those 

close to them (parents, teaching staff and local pupils) at the centre of the inquiry. This 

research adopted a qualitative single-case study design, involving interviews with 43 migrant 

pupils, 22 local pupils, 13 parents of migrant pupils, and eight teaching staff in one Shanghai 

public middle school. Other data collection methods were used to contextualise and 

triangulate the data, including desk-based documentary analysis, informal conversations, and 

informal classroom observations. The data were analysed with a thematic analysis approach, 

drawing on the key concepts of capital as espoused by Bourdieu, Coleman and Putnam, 

alongside Nancy Fraser's concept of social justice (redistribution, recognition and 

representation), thus providing an analytical lens through which to discuss the main findings 

and themes that emerged in relation to key factors shaping migrant pupils' educational 

opportunities.  

 

10.2 Summary of the main findings and discussions 

This section summarises the main findings and discussions of this study as they serve to 

answer the three main research questions. 

Research question 1: How do personal and family circumstances shape migrant pupils’ 

educational opportunities and experiences? 

(1) The educational aspirations of migrant pupils and their parents in this study are high 

My findings disrupt any deficit assumptions about the aspirations of migrant pupils, as the 

educational aspirations of the migrant pupils in this study are high. Many aspired to obtain 

the highest possible university degree, such as Master’s or PhD. Most migrant pupil 

participants firmly believed that obtaining a university degree would allow them to pursue 
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careers as white-collar professionals, gain respect, and earn higher salaries. Parents of 

migrant pupil participants, despite having low educational attainment themselves, were keen 

for their children to gain improved life opportunities via higher education. Migrant pupil 

participants were fully aware of the inequity they faced as a result of the Shanghai points 

policy. Their understanding of Shanghai's educational restrictions, intertwined with 

awareness of parents' migrant status and socioeconomic status in matters such as educational 

attainment, occupation, and financial situation, and parents' high educational aspirations, 

prompted them to attach importance to higher education and led to their yearning for 

university admission. In other words, migrant pupils in this study viewed going to university 

as the only path through which to change their destiny to one leading to a better future, or to a 

future different from that of their parents. At the same time, however, they faced considerable 

educational dilemmas in accessing academic senior secondary education so as to pursue their 

university aspirations, due to Shanghai’s separate educational policies for migrant pupils 

(Shanghai points policy) interacting with the hukou system and the limitations of family 

cultural and economic capital.  

 

(2) Returning to their local hukou to pursue their aspirations comes at a high cost 

Since the Shanghai points policy mainly benefits highly educated and high-income groups, 

requiring migrant parents to have at least a college diploma to be eligible for evaluation in the 

system, most of the parents of migrant pupil participants, having low socioeconomic status 

and inadequate educational qualifications, were less likely to meet the requirements of the 

points policy. Consequently, migrant pupils wishing to fulfil their aspirations must consider 

moving back to their parents' hometown, where their hukou is located, to pursue higher 

education. However, my findings revealed that moving back to their local hukou was viewed 

as a risk and few pupils or their parents would, if given a choice, have opted for this route. 



352 
 

Moving to the local hukou meant adaptation to a new system (as regards both environment 

and curriculum), consequent educational disruption, encounter with new dialects, and 

anxieties resulting from family separation and lack of support from immediate close family or 

peers (friends). Since rural hometowns were often located in remote and underdeveloped 

areas where job opportunities were scarce, most parents of migrant pupil participants needed 

to remain in Shanghai to continue to have favourable job opportunities. 

 

(3) The role of cultural, economic and social capital in the pursuit of educational 

opportunities 

In response to Shanghai's inequitable education policy and the difficulties of moving to their 

rural hometowns for education, both migrant pupils and their parents in this study inevitably 

had to make a tough decision. The study demonstrated that the level of economic, cultural 

and social capital, constituting family capital and peer social capital, profoundly facilitated or 

hindered migrant pupils' educational opportunities, given the backdrop of Shanghai’s 

differential educational policies for migrant pupils (Shanghai points policy). Although 

migrant families were highly skilled at developing a range of family capital sources and 

coping strategies with which to achieve their educational goals, the educational prospects of 

most migrant pupils in this study still present dilemmas as a result of existing systemic 

structural barriers. 

 

In my study, only three pupil participants had parents able to meet the requirements of the 

Shanghai points policy. For the other parents, who generally had only a middle or elementary 

school education, it was out of reach: clearly impractical and unfeasible.  
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The strategy of transferring to a school outside of Shanghai was a compromise involving 

hardship for these 22 migrant families, illustrating the way that family economic and social 

capital, in Bourdieu, Coleman and Putnam's terms, have significantly impacted migrant 

pupils' chances of pursuing their educational goals. The more the economic capital (financial 

resources) and the stronger the social capital (social relationships) available, the more likely it 

was that migrant pupils could minimise the difficulties of transferring schools. On the other 

hand, academic challenges, family separation and pupils' sense of belonging remain issues for 

all transfer pupils as a result of existing systemic structural barriers. In addition, transferring 

schools often placed substantial financial burdens on the parents of these transfer pupils. For 

example, two parents interviewed reported that they had to purchase accommodation near the 

transfer school many years in advance in order to transfer their hukou, so that their children 

could then move to the public school there. Others concentrated on drawing on bonding 

social capital that they had access to, e.g., relatives living in their local hukou that their child 

could live with, sending their children to live with schoolteachers in the local hukou, one 

parent (often the mother) going with the child, or selecting local hukou schools to which 

friends of the migrant pupils had already transferred. However, taking these strategies 

forward in practice was often complicated and carried both emotional and financial tariffs. 

These findings suggest that the transition to rural education is a systemic issue requiring help 

from local government and educational institutions to enable migrant families to deal with it. 

 

The strategy of staying in Shanghai to receive vocational education strongly illustrates that 

without abundant family capital, including cultural, economic, and social capital, the 

combination of Shanghai’s points policy and the uneven distribution of educational and 

economic resources in rural China had overwhelmingly prevented these 18 pupils from 

obtaining the same level of educational opportunity as their local peers so as to pursue 
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university aspirations. In addition, the lack of bridging or linking capital (coupled with ever-

present regulations and the absence of institutional advice and support) meant that some 

families were left with no choice but to stay in Shanghai and lose out on higher education 

opportunities. For these pupils and their parents, staying in Shanghai for vocational education 

was a feasible strategy, reluctantly adopted due to family financial constraints, the risk of 

failing to obtain a place in rural high schools, the disadvantages of family instability, and the 

impact of these factors on children's belongingness. While staying in Shanghai for vocational 

education allowed migrant pupils to avoid separation from their parents and peers and to 

maintain their accustomed lives, the Shanghai points policy restricted their educational 

opportunities. In other words, the strategies for overcoming these barriers demanded family 

capital all forms of which are often beyond the means of many migrant families. 

 

This study also highlights the particular role of peer social capital in influencing the 

educational choices of migrant pupils. For most pupil participants, having stable peer social 

capital (peer social networks) created a sense of belonging, as it plays a vital role in pupils' 

studies and daily lives. However, the loss of peer networks (through peers’ school transfer) 

profoundly impacted migrant pupils and local pupils in this study, shrinking all pupils' peer 

networks and friendships, affecting migrant pupils' sense of belonging and, in turn, 

influencing educational decision-making as to whether to stay or transfer. 

 

Research question 2:  How does the context of school influence the educational 

opportunities of migrant pupils?   

At the school level, this study has illustrated the power of the academic performance-oriented 

school culture and the role of teachers in influencing migrant pupils' educational 

opportunities and sense of belonging. Migrant pupils’ accounts of schooling experiences 
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revealed teachers' negative attitudes and behaviour with resultant differential treatment. One 

clear example of this was school segregation, particularly in Year 9 of the middle school 

period, due to their migrant status. My study has highlighted in detail for the first time how 

these interlinked experiences significantly affect these pupils’ learning opportunities, 

educational choices, and sense of belonging and identity.  

 

(1) The academic performance-oriented school culture 

Turning to consideration of my interviews with teachers, the findings here revealed the 

complex impacts of their perceptions of the integration of migrant pupils: for example, in the 

way that the intersection of the prevalent school culture of academic competition and the 

Shanghai points policy played a driving role in motivating school administrators and teachers 

to give up on maintaining an equal school environment for all pupils. I noted how they were 

driven to practise differential, negative treatment of migrant pupils, who they know are 

unlikely to move on to academic high school education and thus improve the school's 

academic attainment level. In order to maintain academic high school promotion rates and 

teacher evaluation, school administrators and teachers treated migrant pupils differently from 

local pupils. 

 

(2) Teacher attitudes, behaviour and expectations 

The findings of this study revealed that teacher attitudes, behaviour and expectations together 

constitute one of the key factors that negatively impact and shape migrant pupil participants’ 

learning opportunities, educational choices and emotional well-being. While stereotyping was 

evident in over half of the teacher participants, it is important to note that two teachers in the 

study, with more positive attitudes and perceptions of migrant families, were able to play a 
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counteracting role in preventing migrant pupils from being treated differently in school. As 

recognised by the pupil participants, teachers, as the key decision-makers, were found to play 

a key role in shaping pupils' exclusion and inclusion in schools overall. Many Year 7 migrant 

pupil participants’ educational decisions to transfer and Year 9 migrant pupil participants’ 

moves to vocational high schools provided them with ways to negotiate the experience of 

discrimination and low expectations on the part of teachers. Their educational trajectories and 

sense of belonging to the school were all affected. More than half of the migrant pupils 

indicated that their experiences, including teacher attitudes and behaviour, differential 

treatment by teachers and school segregation, made them feel isolated and conflicted in 

Shanghai. 

 

(3) Impact on migrant pupils’ sense of belonging and identity 

The study also found that most of the migrant pupils in this study developed an ambivalent 

sense of belonging and identity. The pupils reported having little sense of belonging to 

Shanghai as a result of the city’s educational barriers and social exclusion both in and outside 

of school. Sadly too, they lacked a sense of belonging to their rural hometown due to 

unfamiliarity with and lack of emotional attachment to it. Such ambivalence towards the two 

places led to identity confusion for most participants and affected their educational plans for 

the post-middle school stage. The educational barriers and uncertain future that they faced 

made them feel that they belonged nowhere: neither to Shanghai nor to their parents' 

hometowns. 
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Research question 3: Which policies promote or hinder educational opportunities for 

migrant pupils? 

 

(1) Shanghai points policy and hukou system  

My thesis has demonstrated how Shanghai’s points policy clearly fails to recognise migrant 

pupils' aspirations or to afford them status recognition, and how this has significantly affected 

these pupils' academic and life opportunities in post-compulsory education. Most migrant 

pupils in this study faced considerable educational challenges in accessing academic senior 

secondary education in order to pursue their university aspirations, due to Shanghai’s points 

policy interacting with the hukou system. Since both the reformed hukou system and the 

points policy based on parental status have been driven by criteria of family cultural and 

economic capital (economic status and educational qualifications), migrant families with low 

socioeconomic status and inadequate educational qualifications are less likely to obtain an 

urban hukou or meet the requirements of the points policy. As all parents interviewed pointed 

out, Shanghai’s point policy is designed to benefit high-income and highly-educated people, 

ignoring the reality of migrant workers' disadvantaged socioeconomic status. The migrant 

pupils interviewed indicated that the Shanghai points policy had significantly affected their 

pursuit of university dreams, their peer networks and their accustomed lives. Before entering 

middle school, most of these pupil participants had not been fully aware of the impact of their 

migrant status. They had never identified themselves as non-locals growing up in Shanghai. 

However, after experiencing the educational restrictions in Shanghai (Shanghai points policy) 

that led to their peers leaving the city and to differential treatment by schools and teachers, 

their status as non-locals became a noticeable identity feature. This aggravated their feeling 

of exclusion, undermined their previous sense of belonging, and ultimately affected their 

educational choices.  
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I have argued that Shanghai’s points policy makes migrant pupils’ entitlement to academic 

high school entirely dependent on parents’ educational level, embodying and reinforcing 

Bourdieu’s (1986) argument about the power of cultural capital in fuelling educational and 

social inequality. Such systems/policies are unequal institutional arrangements that have 

become an integral part of China's social stratification system for increasing control over 

migration selectivity, resulting in unequal life and educational opportunities for migrant 

children and youth (Dong & Goodburn, 2020).  

 

(2) Unequal distribution of educational and economic resources 

The educational choices of migrant pupils and the coping strategies of their parents based on 

their respective family capital also illustrate the power of uneven distribution of educational 

and economic resources in rural China and the lack of institutional support affecting migrant 

pupils' educational opportunities. The educational barriers to academic senior secondary 

education for migrant pupils cannot be overcome by solely relying on family economic or 

social capital. The reality of overwhelming systemic structural barriers, such as uneven 

distribution of educational and economic resources in rural areas and lack of institutional 

support, which are intertwined, made many parents' strategies compromised and inadequate. 

In other words, the coping strategies of parents and pupils can only go a limited distance 

against the power of systemic structural barriers in shaping educational opportunities for 

migrant pupils. Therefore, I argue that migrant pupils face dual exclusion from urban and 

rural education.  

 

(3) High-stakes testing systems  

In this study, the academic performance-oriented school culture associated with high-stakes 

testing systems is another form of distributive injustice that affects migrant pupil participants’ 
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equal learning opportunities and sense of belonging, especially for Year 9 migrant pupil 

participants. The findings suggest that the prevalent school culture of academic 

competitiveness has significantly reinforced the social exclusion of migrant pupil 

participants, prompting school administrators and teachers to use the utilitarian logic of 

treating pupils as products to promote school rankings and teacher evaluation. To improve the 

academic performance of local pupils, more than half of the teachers interviewed viewed 

sacrificing the learning of migrant pupils as an unavoidable compromise. Such a system 

appears unlikely to promote educational equality but instead may further marginalise and 

exclude disadvantaged groups such as migrant pupils. With clear rewards and sanctions, 

academic performance may become central to schooling rather than just one of the schools' 

educational goals. School administrators and teachers may take steps to boost test scores 

quickly, at the expense of learning opportunities for disadvantaged pupils, rather than 

ensuring the quality of education for all. These practices have distorted learning and teaching, 

denying disadvantaged pupils equal access to educational resources and opportunities 

surrounding the learning process and its outcomes (UNESCO, 2020). The findings of this 

study imply that high-stakes exams could further disadvantage already disadvantaged pupils. 

Given that encouraging the education system to function more like a market may benefit 

better-resourced schools and families, thus promoting educational stratification, I argue that 

the issues of educational equity need to be given more significant consideration in 

implementing high-stakes accountability policies. 
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10.3 Implications  

Implications for policy 

As my findings have indicated, in China, the education of migrant pupils should be 

understood as a systemic, structural issue that needs to be addressed systematically by 

national and local governments and educational institutions. 

 

Although the Chinese education system is undergoing profound reforms at the national policy 

level, promoting equity and achievement (MoE, 2021), findings from this and existing studies 

have indicated that educational inequalities for migrant children persist, especially after 

compulsory education.  

 

This study’s findings imply that the issues and concerns surrounding migrant pupils’ post-

compulsory education in China are closely associated with redistributive, recognitive and 

representative injustice, which are embedded in systemic structural barriers involving the 

points policy, the national hukou system, the uneven distribution of educational and 

economic resources between regions and between rural and urban areas, and the academic 

performance-oriented school culture associated with high-stakes testing systems. These 

systemic structural barriers shape parents’ social and socioeconomic status which, in turn, 

profoundly affects their children’s educational opportunities. At the same time, social 

exclusion, in the form of school exclusion practices, teacher attitudes, and local social 

prejudice against migrant workers, also affect migrant pupils' equal learning opportunities 

and social belonging. In other words, they face dual exclusion from urban and rural 

education, and from the sense of belonging and identity. All these systemic structural and 

cultural contributing factors are intertwined, resulting in forms of social injustice for migrant 

pupils that affect their life and educational opportunities and their sense of social belonging 
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and identity. These issues stand in stark contrast to the principles of China's education policy 

and the foundations of social justice and equity in China.  

 

Therefore, I suggest that a starting point in pursuing social justice for migrant pupils would 

be to remove policy barriers such as the points system based on parents’ social status. Access 

to equal academic senior secondary educational opportunities in Shanghai is essential for 

enabling migrant pupils’ pursuit of university aspirations and their sense of social belonging 

as found in this study. Migrant pupils' liminal status, whereby they both encounter social 

exclusion and legally attend middle school but are limited to senior secondary education, 

magnifies the role of institutional policy in their educational trajectories and daily lives, as 

well as in their identity formation and social belonging.  

 

However, the Chinese government will not immediately abandon the hukou or points system 

until economic development among regions is balanced, because these systems have become 

a means of controlling population mobility within China in the light of uneven regional 

economic development and uneven distribution of educational resources between rural and 

urban areas. Therefore, as a long-term strategy, the fundamental solution to the educational 

issue of migrant children would be for the Chinese central government to balance regional 

economic development and thus address the uneven distribution of economic and educational 

resources between regions and between rural and urban areas. This strategy corresponds to 

the current mission of the Chinese central government, which has now taken common 

prosperity (Chinese: 共同富裕) for all as its goal. Common prosperity is the central 

government's political slogan, expressing its stated goal of promoting economic equity and 

social equality, which is a realistic long-term task. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Simplified_Chinese_characters


362 
 

Regarding the distribution of educational resources, I suggest that both national and local 

governments in China increase public education funding. The results of this study, combined 

with evidence from existing literature, indicate three main problems in embedding the 

education of migrant children into the compulsory education financial system: a) the total 

amount of national education funds is too small, b) the proportion of central government 

expenditure is too low, and c) the distribution of central government financial transfer 

payments is insufficient. From the perspective of overall education expenditure, although 

China's education expenditure accounted for 4.22% of GDP in 2020 (MoE, 2021), it is still 

lower than the world average. According to the "2017-2018 Global Education Monitoring 

Report" released by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

(UNESCO) in 2017, the proportion of public finance education expenditure in GDP in 2015 

was 4.7% globally, with UNESCO advocating 4% as the minimum standard (UNESCO, 

2017).  

 

Furthermore, as a key short-term strategy, based on the findings of this study and existing 

studies, I propose including assessment of the academic performance of migrant pupils in 

compulsory schooling’s accountability system, especially in Year 9. Under this revised 

policy, migrant pupils could expect to receive a fairer type of education and less 

discrimination in Shanghai’s public middle schools.  

 

Implications for practice 

There are several points that should be underlined in terms of practice development in 

education. First, there is a need to develop social justice literacy in initial and continuing 

professional education for teachers. Social justice literacy would include recognition of how 
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systemic and structural issues impact on inclusion of migrant pupils; the roles teachers and 

schools can play in providing greater equity (tackling their own values and attitudes as part of 

their professional identity and practice); the role the formal and hidden curriculum can play in 

ensuring greater recognition of migrant pupils, parents and community aspirations and 

contributions; avoidance of the view of migrants as needy or as a deficit. Second, schools 

should work with local government and charities to provide more information and support for 

migrant parents so that they are better informed about the support available. Third, school 

administrators and teachers should respect all pupils as equal partners in the task of 

improvement by listening to their voices and views so as to understand their aspirations, and 

then making changes in their teaching practice based on what they have learned when 

listening; and the school's psychological counselling service should provide all pupils with 

real services that meet their needs, avoiding engagement in formalism. Finally, increasing the 

diversity of the teacher workforce can be seen as a strategy for reducing teacher stereotypes 

and discrimination, as several studies have shown that teachers assigned to the same ethnicity 

may positively impact the academic performance of minority pupils (e.g., Dee, 2004, 2005; 

Gershenson et al., 2018; Holt &  Gershenson, 2019; Lindsay & Hart, 2017; Michael & 

Constance, 2021). 

 

 

In all, drawing on Fraser's three dimensions of social justice based on the principle of parity 

of participation, I suggest that there is a need to focus on (1) migrant pupils’ and their 

parents’ voices and participation in decision-making on education within the school, (2) 

recognition of and response to migrant pupils’ and their parents’ social status, aspirations and 

sense of social belonging and identity, and (3) equity in the distribution of educational and 
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economic resources, affecting opportunities and outcomes for all. Considering all these 

concepts together can help establish a socially just response. 

 

Implications for future research 

Future research can build on the work carried out in this study in several ways. First, further 

research could proceed with a longitudinal study of one cohort of migrant pupils. Since the 

implementation period considered in this research extends only into early adulthood 

(secondary education period), it would be more productive to turn this research project into a 

longitudinal study exploring the educational and life trajectories of migrant pupil participants 

beyond early adulthood, as the lives of the participants are constantly evolving, with other 

transitions, such as the transition from school to workplace, finding a spouse, or having their 

own children, affecting their life experience. Such longitudinal research, involving ongoing 

follow-up interviews, could provide further insights into the impact of systematic structural 

barriers on the educational and life chances of migrant pupils. Second, since the 

generalisability of findings to other cities in China may extend primarily to megacities but not 

to smaller sized cities, a future study could usefully compare the city context and key factors 

shaping the migrant pupils’ educational opportunities identified in Shanghai with those in 

second- and third-tier cities.  

 

10.4 Contributions to knowledge 

This study makes a contribution to knowledge in three key ways. Firstly, it adds to the 

literature on social justice for migrant pupils in China by placing the voices of middle school 

migrant pupils and their parents at the centre of the inquiry for the first time. This can be 

related back to the theoretical influence of Fraser on my study and my desire to ensure better 
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representation of migrant pupil voices. Secondly, this study adds to the literature on the role 

of family capital in shaping educational opportunities for migrant pupils and stresses the 

importance of peer social capital, a relatively unresearched area in relation to migrant pupils 

in China. Finally, it contributes to a deeper understanding of the academic performance-

oriented school culture associated with high-stakes testing systems and the role of teachers in 

influencing the inclusion of migrant pupils in China, suggesting that Chinese teachers, school 

leaders and policymakers would benefit from a better understanding, through a social justice 

lens, of teaching and learning affecting migrant pupils. In all, this study provides multi-

sourced evidence that assists in identifying key steps that will need to be taken to improve 

opportunities for migrant pupils in China. 
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Appendix 1:  Information Sheet for School Staff (English translation) 

 

Research Title: Educational aspirations and experiences of migrant pupils in one public 

middle school in Shanghai 

 

About the research  

With an increasing number of migrant children now able to access Shanghai public middle 

schools, little has been known about the experiences, aspirations, and schooling of migrant 

pupils in public middle schools in Shanghai. To fill this gap, this research aims to explore 

migrant pupils' educational aspirations and experiences in one public middle school in 

Shanghai. The voices of the migrant pupils (aged 13 to 15) will be placed at the centre of the 

inquiry to give voice to a section of the pupil population that does not necessarily have a 

voice as a matter of course. However, to ensure that the study is not divisive, all pupils within 

a year group will be invited to participate. In doing this research, I hope that through an 

understanding of pupils' views and experiences, education policy and practice in relation to 

migrant pupils can be better informed and shaped.  

Research questions  

• What are the educational aspirations of migrant pupils, and how are these enabled or 

hindered?  

• How do the parents of migrant pupils support their children in pursuing their 

educational aspirations? 

• How do migrant pupils perceive their experiences in learning and interacting with 

local peers, teachers, and communities?  

• How do teachers and local pupils perceive the integration of migrant pupils at school? 

What the research will involve 

• This research will be carried out from March to May 2019 in a Shanghai public 

middle school. I will visit one public middle school to conduct research activities, 

including classroom warm-up activities, semi-structured interviews, informal 

conversations, and classroom observation.  

• The research intends to recruit 45 research participants in the school, including about 

30 migrant pupils, 10 local pupils, 5 class teachers and the school Principal. 
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• All pupil participants will be in Year 9 (aged 13-15 years old), as they will have a 

clearer view of their educational experiences and aspirations because of having to 

make decisions about their future education in the final year.  

• A pupil demographics form will be provided to enable pupils to self-categorise 

themselves as regards, e.g., gender, age, place of birth, parent employment, and parent 

place of birth. Pupils will be invited to nominate themselves to be interviewed. The 

study will ensure that in selecting pupils to interview there will be a dominance of 

migrant pupils in the participant cohort. 

• A classroom warm-up activity will be conducted as pilot work for interviews with 

pupil participants to ensure that they are as relaxed and engaged as possible in a 

formal school setting. The activity can be arranged during lunchtime or after school in 

the classroom, and all pupil participants will be invited.  

• All participants will be interviewed individually, and all interviews will be audio-

recorded. Permission will be sought to enable this. If consent is not given to audio-

record, then notes will be taken as well as possible. Interviews with pupil participants 

will explore their views of their schooling experiences and aspirations for the future 

and beyond the end of compulsory schooling. Interviews with teacher participants will 

explore how teachers engage with challenges of social integration and educational 

aspirations of migrant pupils. Interviews will be conducted at the proposed school, 

and each interview with education staff will last one hour; interviews with pupils will 

last between 40 and 45 minutes.  

• Classroom observations may also help the researcher to understand pupils' learning 

experiences and build relationships with participants. Classroom observations may 

reflect new ideas, which need to be sought for this research. Classroom observations 

can only be conducted under the conditions allowed by class teachers. Field notes will 

record classroom observations.  

Practical and ethical issues  

• The data from this research will be used to complete my PhD dissertation and 

possibly some journal articles.  

• Before data collection, informed consent will be gained from all potential research 

participants. Permission will also be sought from parents/carers of all potential pupil 

participants as they are all under 17. The consent letters explain the purpose and 



414 
 

contribution of the study, the participant's right to participate or withdraw at any time, 

and the principles of anonymity and confidentiality.  

• All participants (pupils, teachers, parents) will be told that they have the right to stop 

participating in this research at any time without giving a reason. The time and place 

of interviews were discussed with participants so that they could feel more 

comfortable and relaxed during the interviews. 

• All participants will be informed in the interview and consent forms that interviews 

are confidential, with the proviso that should any information about child abuse be 

involved (issues of emotional or physical harm), this will be passed on to school staff 

and reported to the local police (for example, by calling 110) following the Chinese 

Child Protection Protocols. 

• All participants will be informed that their identities will be fully anonymised in the 

final study. The study will ensure anonymity to avoid any adverse impact of the 

research on the participating school and participants. In written output, pseudonyms 

are used for the school’s name (the participating school), school location (District A), 

and all participants. Each participant will be assigned a code during the data analysis. 

• To store all research-related raw materials confidentially and safely, all raw data, 

including audio recordings and transcripts, were securely stored in the SharePoint 

system provided by the IT services at the University of Edinburgh, according to the 

University of Edinburgh's Research Data Management Policy; I am the only person 

with access to them. The materials will be destroyed three years after completion of 

the research, giving time to enable the researcher to interrogate the data for 

publication purposes.  

 

Please do not hesitate to contact me if you need any additional information.  

 

Jian Liao 

PhD Candidate - Educational Research 

University of Edinburgh 

Tel: ********** 

E-mail: ************ 
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Appendix 2- A:  Informed Consent Letter for School Staff  

(English translation) 

 

Permission for Fieldwork in the School 

 

 

Dear Sir/Madam, 

 

My name is Jian Liao, and I am a second year PhD student at the Moray House School of 

Education, University of Edinburgh. I am doing research to explore migrant pupils' 

educational aspirations and experiences in public middle schools in Shanghai. By doing this 

research, I hope that a more effective education policy for migrant children can be reformed 

based on an understanding of pupils' views and experiences. I would be very grateful if you 

would allow me to conduct the study in your school. 

 

The study is expected to be carried out from February to May 2019. I will visit your school to 

conduct research activities, including classroom warm-up activities, individual interviewing, 

and classroom observation. This research intends to recruit about 45 research participants, 

including about 30 migrant pupils, 10 local pupils, 5 class teachers and the school Principal. 

Interviews with pupil participants will explore their views on their schooling experiences and 

aspirations for the future beyond the end of compulsory schooling. Interviews with teacher 

participants will focus on exploring how teachers view the integration of migrant pupils into 

Shanghai public middle schools. Interviews with you will focus on discussing the school's 

general approach to issues of equity and inclusion. I also hope to have some classroom 

observation time with your permission and support. 

 

The name of the school will be replaced by a pseudonym in reports. No staff member will be 

identified. All the interviews are confidential.  

 

If you agree to allow me to conduct the research at your school, please sign the consent form 

and return it to me.  

 

If you would like more information about the study, you can contact me at ******or call 

*********at any time.  

 

Many thanks for your help.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

Jian Liao  
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Consent Form 

 

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

I agree to let the researcher conduct the research in my school. 

 

• I have read and understood the information sheet provided.  

• I understand that my school will not be identified in reports. 

• I understand that my school could stop taking part in this research at any stage. 

• I understand that the data will be used to complete the researcher’s PhD thesis and 

possibly in other publications.   

• I understand that all data will be treated as confidential, and that my name, the school's 

name, and the names of pupils and teaching staff will not appear in any research findings.  

• I understand that confidentiality may be compromised should information about child 

abuse or neglect be disclosed. 

 

 

 

Signature: __________________________ 

 

 

Do you want  to know the results of the research? 

 

If yes, please tell us the best way to contact you: 

 

 

 

Address: _______________________________________________ 

   

 

 

Email:_____________   Mobile: ______________  Telephone: ____________ 
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Appendix 2- B: Informed Consent Letter for Pupils (English translation) 

 

My educational aspirations and educational experiences in Shanghai 

 

Dear pupils,  

 

My name is Jian Liao, and I am studying for my doctoral degree in the UK. I am doing my 

research to explore pupils' educational aspirations and experiences in public middle schools 

in Shanghai. By doing this research, I hope that a more effective educational policy can be 

reformed based on an understanding of pupils' views and experiences. I would be very 

grateful if you could take part in this study. 

 

I intend to interview you and observe your school life, including lessons and activities. I will 

learn your views on schooling and living experiences in Shanghai and your educational 

aspirations. I need to tape the interview to remember what you told me because I need to 

write a report on it. All the interviews are confidential. I will write your story into my 

research report, where your name will be replaced by a pseudonym. This is not schoolwork, 

and you can decide whether to take part.  

 

If you want to participate in this research, please sign the consent form and return it to me.  

 

If you would like more information about the study, you can contact me at ********or call 

*******at any time.  

 

Many thanks for your participation. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

Jian Liao  
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Consent Form 

 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

I want to take part in this study. 

 

• I know that I can ask to stop at any time. 

• I know that no-one will recognise me in the research report. 

• I understand that I can leave the study at any time and do not need to answer questions 

during the interview. 

• I agree that the interview may be recorded. 

• I know that the interview is confidential. 

• I understand that the data will be used to complete the researcher's PhD thesis and possibly 

other publications.   

• I allow the researcher to observe classes and activities that include me. 

• I understand that unless someone is hurt, what I say will be kept private. 

 

 

 

 

My name: __________________________ 

Signature: _________________________ 

 

 

Do you want  to know the results of the research? 

 

If yes, please tell us the best way to contact you: 

 

 

 

Address: _______________________________________________ 

   

 

 

Email:_____________   Mobile: ______________  Telephone: ____________ 
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Appendix 2- C:  Informed Consent Letter for Pupils’ Parents 

 (English translation) 

 

Your child’s educational aspirations and educational experiences in one public middle 

school in Shanghai 

 

Dear parent/carer, 

 

My name is Jian Liao, and I am a second year PhD student at the Moray House School of 

Education, University of Edinburgh, UK. I am doing my research to explore pupils' 

educational aspirations and experiences in public middle schools in Shanghai. By doing this 

research, I hope that a more effective education policy can be reformed based on an 

understanding of pupils' views and experiences. I would appreciate your help in supporting 

your child to participate in this study. 

 

I would like to interview and observe your child's school life, including classes and activities. 

I will talk to her/him to get her/his perspective on schooling and  educational aspirations. I 

need to record the interview to remember what your child told me because I need to write a 

report on it. Interviews will be kept confidential. Your child's name will be replaced with a 

pseudonym in the report.  

 

If you would like your child to participate in this study, please sign the consent form and 

return it to the school promptly. 

 

If you would like more information about the study, you can contact me at ********or call 

*******at any time.  

 

Many thanks for your help.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

Jian Liao  
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Consent Form 

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

I agree to have my child take part in this research. 

 

• I have read and understood the research information sheet provided.  

• I understand that my child can leave the study at any time and that s/he does not have to 

answer the researcher's questions during the interview. 

• I agree that the interview can be recorded. 

• I allow researchers to observe classes and activities that include my child. 

• I know that the interview is confidential. 

• I understand that my child will not be recognised in the report. 

• I understand that the data will be used to complete the researcher's doctoral thesis and 

possibly other publications. 

• Confidentiality may be compromised when information about child neglect or abuse is 

disclosed. 

 

Pupil’s name: __________________________ 

 

Parent’s signature: ___________________________ 

 

Do you want to know the results of the research? 

 

If yes, please tell us the best way to contact you: 

 

 

 

Address: _______________________________________________ 

   

 

 

Email:_____________   Mobile: ______________  Telephone: ____________ 
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Appendix 2- D: Informed Consent Letter for Pupils’ Parents  

(English translation) 

 

Your child’s educational aspirations and educational experiences in one public middle 

school in Shanghai 

 

Dear parent/carer, 

 

My name is Jian Liao, and I am a second year PhD student at the Moray House School of 

Education, University of Edinburgh, UK. I am doing my research to explore pupils' 

educational aspirations and experiences in public middle schools in Shanghai. By doing this 

research, I hope that a more effective education policy can be reformed based on an 

understanding of pupils' views and experiences. I would really appreciate it if you could 

participate in this study.  

 

I would like to interview you to talk about your views and plans regarding your child's 

educational aspirations and how you can support your child to pursue their educational goals 

after middle school. If you agree, I will tape the interview because I need to write the report 

on it. Interviews will be kept confidential. Your name will be replaced with a pseudonym in 

the report. 

 

If you would like to take part in this study, please sign the consent form with your name and 

return it to me. 

 

If you would like more information about the study, you can contact me at ********or call 

*******at any time.  

 

Many thanks for your help.  

 

Yours sincerely,  

Jian Liao  
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Consent Form 

 

 

 

 

I want to take part in this research. 

 

• I have read and understood the research information sheet provided.  

• I know that I can ask to stop the interviews at any time. 

• I understand that no-one will recognise me in the research report. 

• I know that I can leave the study at any time and do not need to answer questions during the 

interview. 

• I agree that the interview can be recorded. 

• I understand that the interview will be confidential. 

• I understand that the data will be used to complete the researcher's PhD thesis and possibly 

other publications.   

• I understand that unless someone is hurt, what I say will be kept private. 

 

Signature: ___________________________ 

 

 

 

 

Do you want to know the results of the research? 

 

If yes, please tell us the best way to contact you: 

 

 

 

Address: _______________________________________________ 

   

 

 

Email:_____________   Mobile: ______________  Telephone: ____________ 
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Appendix 2- E: Informed Consent Letter for Teachers (English translation) 

 

Dear teacher, 

 

My name is Jian Liao, and I am a second year PhD student at the Moray House School of 

Education, University of Edinburgh. UK. I am doing my doctoral research to explore migrant 

pupils' educational aspirations and experiences in public middle schools in Shanghai. By 

doing this research, I hope that a more effective education policy for migrant children can be 

reformed based on an understanding of pupils' views and experiences. I would really 

appreciate it if you could participate in this research. 

 

I intend to observe your class, including lessons and activities. Also, I would like to interview 

you to learn more about how you engage with the challenges of social integration and 

educational aspirations of migrant pupils. If you agree, I will tape the interview because I 

need to write the report. The interview will be kept confidential. Your name will be replaced 

with a pseudonym on the report. 

 

If you would like to take part in this study, please sign the consent form with your name and 

return it to me. 

 

If you would like more information about the study, you can contact me at ********or call 

*******at any time.  

 

Many thanks for your help. 

  

Yours sincerely, 

Jian Liao  
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Consent Form 

 

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

I agree to participate in this study. 

 

• I have read and understood the study information sheet provided. 

• I know that I can leave the study at any time and that I do not have to answer the 

researcher's questions during the interview. 

• I agree that the interview may be recorded. 

• I know that the interview is confidential. 

• I understand that my identity will not appear on the report. 

• I understand that the data will be used to complete the researcher's doctoral thesis 

and possibly other publications. 

• I allow researchers to observe classes and activities in my class. 

• Confidentiality may be compromised when information about child abuse or neglect 

is disclosed. 

 

 

Signature: ___________________________ 

 

 

Do you want to know the results of the research? 

 

If yes, please tell us the best way to contact you: 

 

 

 

Address: _______________________________________________ 

   

 

 

Email:_____________   Mobile: ______________  Telephone: ____________ 
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Appendix 2- F:  Interview Consent Letter for Headteachers  

(English translation)  

 

Dear Sir/Madam, 

 

My name is Jian Liao, and I am a second year PhD student at the Moray House School of 

Education, University of Edinburgh, UK. I am doing my doctoral research to explore migrant 

pupils' educational aspirations and experiences in public middle schools in Shanghai. By 

doing this research, I hope that a more effective education policy for migrant children can be 

reformed based on an understanding of pupils' views and experiences. I would really 

appreciate it if you could participate in this research. 

 

I would like to interview you to discuss your school's general approach to social inclusion of 

migrant pupils. If you agree, I will tape the interview because I need to write the report. 

Interviews will be kept confidential. Your name will be replaced with a pseudonym on the 

report. 

 

If you would like to take part in this study, please sign the consent form with your name and 

return it to me. 

 

If you would like more information about the study, you can contact me at ********or call 

*******at any time.  

 

Many thanks for your support. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

Jian Liao  
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Consent Form 

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

I agree to participate in this study. 

 

• I have read and understood the study information sheet provided. 

• I know that I can leave the study at any time and that I do not have to answer the 

researcher's questions during the interview. 

• I agree that the interview can be recorded. 

• I know that the interview is confidential. 

• I understand that my identity will not appear in the report. 

• I understand that the data will be used to complete the researcher's doctoral thesis 

and possibly other publications. 

• I allow researchers to observe classes and activities in my class. 

• Confidentiality may be compromised when information about child abuse or neglect 

is disclosed. 

 

 

Signature: ___________________________ 

 

 

 

 

Do you want to know the results of the research? 

 

If yes, please tell us the best way to contact you: 

 

 

 

Address: _______________________________________________ 

   

 

 

Email:_____________   Mobile: ______________  Telephone: ____________ 
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Appendix 3- A: Guidelines for interviews with migrant pupils 

 

 

Could you tell me about your living experiences? 

• How long have you been living in Shanghai? What do you like most about 

Shanghai? What do you like least? 

• Are you familiar with your parents’ hometown? What do you think about the people 

in Shanghai and the people in your parents’ hometown?  

• What is the hardest thing about moving if you have to move to another place?  

• Do you and your family have to move frequently? If so, why?  

• Do you keep in touch with relatives or family members? Where do they live?  

• Do you think having a local hukou is essential to you? If so, in which respects? 

• Do you need to help your parents do housework or business? If so, what kind of 

work do you do and how frequently? 

• Are you satisfied with the economic conditions of your family? Why? 

• What advice might you give other pupils who want to move to Shanghai? 

• When asked where you are from, which place do you tend to name in your reply? 

• Are you going to live in Shanghai for the long term? 

• Do you want to stay in Shanghai?  

 

 

Can we talk about your educational aspirations?  

• What is your current goal in studying?  

• What level of educational attainment do you want to reach? 

• What is your plan after finishing middle school study? How do you perceive your 

further education?  

• What would you like to do when you grow up? What are your hopes for the future? 

(studies, life, careers) 

• How might you go about achieving these? What are the opportunities that you consider 

to be provided for you? What might prevent them from being met? 

• What are your parents' expectations for your study and life? 

• What are your teachers' expectations of you?  

• What are your study and life expectations? Do you want to go to university? If so, do 

you think it is easy to pursue this goal?  

• Do you know the points policy in Shanghai? How do you understand the Shanghai 

points policy? 

• What is the most challenging thing in your life right now? 

• Do you have any unmentioned content you want to share with me? 

 

 

Could you tell me about your schooling experiences? 
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• Why did you select the present school? Did you have any difficulties getting into the 

current school? If so, do you know how your parents addressed them? 

• Did you ever change schools when living in Shanghai? Which school do you like 

best? Why? What were the reasons for leaving? 

• How long have you been studying at the present school? Do you like studying here? 

Why or why not? What do you like best about school here? What do you like least about 

school here? 

• What are the differences between your previous school and the present school?  

• How do you feel about the learning atmosphere in your class? 

• What is your hobby? Have you attended any school activities? Do you like school 

activities? Why or why not?  

• Are you and your parents satisfied with your school and learning achievements? 

• What makes studying difficult for you? What are the main difficulties you have 

encountered during your study? Who can help you deal with these difficulties?  

• Do you think your parents are concerned about your studies? How do they support your 

learning? Are they in close contact with your teachers? 

• Are your teachers concerned about your performance and learning achievement? How 

do they support your learning?  

• Do you feel you have enough support from the school? Why?  

• What do you think of middle school graduation? Where would you like to go to school 

after graduating from middle school? 

• Can you tell me about any learning and life issues you may have now and in the future?  

• How do you want your school to change to improve your study and life? 

• If you had power, what would you want to change?  

 

 

Can we talk about your social interaction in Shanghai? 

• What do you usually do after school? Whom do you play with? In your community, 

what do you do for fun??  

• How is your relationship with your peers? Do you have any close friends at school? How 

many? Where are they from? Why have you become close to them?  

• Have you had any difficulties in interacting with your peers and teachers? 

• Do you like your teachers? Whom do you like most, and why? Whom do you like least, 

and why? How does your teacher treat most students? How does your teacher treat you? 

• When you have trouble in school, whom do you turn to? Peers, teachers or parents? And 

who usually helps to address those problems?  

• Is there anything you would improve or change?  
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Appendix 3- B: Guidelines for interviews with local pupils 

 

Could you tell me about your living experiences? 

• How long have you been living in Shanghai? What do you like most about Shanghai? 

What do you like least? 

• What is the hardest thing about moving if you have to move to another place?  

• Do you think having a local hukou is essential to you? If so, in which respects? 

• Do you need to help your parents do housework or business? If so, what kind of work 

do you do and how frequently? 

• Are you satisfied with the economic conditions of your family? Why? 

• What advice might you give other students who want to move to Shanghai? 

 

 

Can we discuss your educational aspirations?  

• What is your current goal in studying?  

• What level of educational attainment do you want to reach? 

• What is your plan after finishing middle school study? How do you perceive your 

further education?  

• What would you like to do when you grow up? What are your hopes for the future? 

(studies, life, careers) 

• How might you go about achieving these? What are the opportunities that you consider 

to be provided for you? What might prevent them from being met? 

• What are your parents' expectations for your study and life? 

• What are your teachers' expectations of you?  

• What are your study and life expectations? Do you want to go to university? If so, 

what are the barriers that will prevent you from going to university? 

• Do you know the points policy in Shanghai? How do you understand the Shanghai 

points policy? 

• Do you have any unmentioned content you want to share with me? 

 

 

Could you tell me about your schooling experiences?  

• Why did you select the present school? Did you have any difficulties getting into the 

current school? If so, do you know how your parents addressed them? 

• How long have you been studying at the present school? Do you like studying here? 

Why or why not? What do you like best about school here? What do you like least about 

school here? 

• How do you feel about the learning atmosphere in your class? 

• What is your hobby? Have you attended any school activities? Do you like school 

activities? Why or why not?  

• Are you and your parents satisfied with your school and learning achievements? 

• What are the main difficulties you have encountered during your study? Who can help 

you deal with these difficulties? 
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• Do you think your parents are concerned about your studies? How do they support 

your learning? Are they in close contact with your teachers? 

• Are your teachers concerned about your performance and learning achievement? How 

do they support your learning?  

• Have you had any additional support from the school to assist your learning? Do you 

feel you have enough support from the school?  

• What do you think of middle school graduation? Where would you like to go to school 

after graduating from middle school? 

• Can you tell me about any learning and life issues you may have now and in the future?  

• How do you want your school to change to improve your study and life? 

• If you had power, what would you want to change?  

 

Can we talk about your social interaction in Shanghai? 

• What do you usually do after school? In your community, what do you do for fun? 

Whom do you play with? Are your friends mainly local children? Why?  

• How is your relationship with your peers? Do you have any close friends at school? How 

many? Where are they from? Why have you become close to them?  

• Have you had any difficulties interacting with your peers and teachers? 

• Do you like your teachers? Whom do you like most, and why? Whom do you like least, 

and why? How does your teacher treat most students? How does your teacher treat you? 

• When you have trouble in school, whom do you turn to? Peers, teachers or parents? And 

who usually helps in addressing those problems?  

• Is there anything you would improve or change?  

• If you had power, what would you want to change?  
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Appendix 3- C:  Guidelines for interview with the Principal 

• Could you please tell me how long you have worked in this school? What is your 

major responsibility? What is your school role?    

• Could you tell me about your training for including migrant pupils in education?  

• How many migrant pupils are in your school? How are migrant pupils enrolled in this 

school? Is it easy for them to enter public schools now? Why?  

• How do you perceive the integration of migrant pupils at school? 

• Are classes divided by hukou status? (with local pupils in one class, and migrant 

pupils in another class)  

• Are there any differences in teaching and learning between local and migrant pupils? 

Are they assigned in the same classroom?  

• How much do you think migrant pupils’ parents care about their children's education? 

If a great deal, how do they care? If not, what is the reason for the lack of parental 

involvement? 

• What do you think are the hopes for the future of migrant pupils? (e.g., studies, life 

and career)  

• What do you think of the school transfer of migrant pupils in your school, and what 

impact will it have on the school, teachers and pupils? 

• Do you think migrant pupils should have a right equal to that of local pupils to enter 

urban public high schools? Why?  

• Under the current education policy for migrant children, how does your school 

address the transition of migrant pupils to high school education? What are the main 

problems and challenges facing your school? 

• What is your view of current educational policies for migrant pupils? Do you think 

the current policy on migrant children’s education should be reformed? Why?  

• In your opinion, what key issues need to be addressed regarding educational 

opportunities for migrant workers? 

• Is there anything you would change or improve in your work with migrant pupils?  
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Appendix 3- D: Guidelines for interviews with class teachers 

• Could you please tell me how long you have worked in this school? What is your 

major responsibility? What is your school role?    

• Could you tell me about your teaching experience with migrant pupils?  

• Can you tell me about your training for including migrant pupils in education?  

• How are migrant pupils enrolled in this school? How many migrant pupils are in your 

class? Is the number of migrant pupils similar to that in previous years? Is it easy for 

them to enter public schools?  

• What are the challenges and problems faced by migrant pupils in terms of their 

learning and living? 

• Do migrant pupils have any differences in curriculum compared to local pupils? If so, 

why? 

• How do you describe migrant pupils in your class in terms of learning attitudes, 

performance, learning abilities and achievements compared with local students?  

• What challenges do you encounter when facing migrant pupils’ educational needs? 

And how do you manage to address these challenges? 

• Do you think migrant pupils need additional support? How does the administration 

support pupils? How does the administration support the challenges of educating 

migrant pupils? 

• Are classes divided by hukou status? (with local pupils in one class, and migrant 

pupils in another class)  

• How do you perceive the integration of migrant pupils at school? 

• Are there any differences in teaching and learning between local and migrant pupils? 

Are they assigned to the same classroom?  

• In your view, are there many interactions between migrant and local pupils in the 

school?   

• How much do you think migrant pupils’ parents care about their children's education? 

If a great deal, how do they care? If not, what is the reason for the lack of parental 

involvement? 

• What kind of studies and occupations might migrant pupils wish to pursue? What are 

your expectations for migrant pupils in your class? How might they fulfil these? Do 

you have different learning expectations for local and migrant students? If so, why? 

• How do you perceive the further education of migrant pupils? What are the main 

challenges confronted by them throughout the whole education process? 

• Do you think migrant pupils should have a right equal to that of local pupils to enter 

urban public high schools? Why?  

• In your opinion, what key issues need to be addressed regarding educational 

opportunities for migrant workers? 

• Under the current education policy for migrant children, how does the school address 

the transition of migrant pupils to high school education?  

• Would you like to provide some advice for the practice and policy of migrant 

children’s education?  
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Appendix 3- E: Guidelines for interviews with parents  

 

Could you tell me about your living experiences? 

• How long have you been living in Shanghai? What's your job?  

• What do you like most about Shanghai? What do you like least? 

• What do you think about the people in Shanghai and the people in your hometown?  

• Do you keep in touch with relatives or family members? Where do they live?  

• Do you think having a local hukou is essential to you? If so, in which respects? 

• Are you satisfied with the economic conditions of your family? Why? 

• What advice might you give other people who want to move to Shanghai? 

• Are you going to live in Shanghai for the long term? Do you want to stay in Shanghai?  

 

 

Can we discuss your plans for your child's education after middle school? 

• What level of educational attainment do you want your child to reach? 

• What are your expectations for your child's study and career? Why?  

• Do you want your child to go to university? If so, do you think it is an easy goal to 

pursue?  

• What is your plan for your child after finishing middle school study? How do you 

perceive your child’s further education?  

• How can you support your child in pursuing educational goals?  

• Do you know the points policy in Shanghai? How do you understand the Shanghai 

points policy? 

• What is the most challenging thing in your life right now? 

• Do you have any unmentioned content you want to share with me? 

 

Could you tell me about your views on your child's schooling in Shanghai?  

• Why did you choose the present school for your child? Did you have any difficulties 

getting your child into her/his current school?  

• Are you satisfied with your child's school and learning achievements? 

• Do teachers seem concerned about your child's performance and learning achievement? 

How do they support your child's learning?  

• Do you feel you have enough support from the school? Why?  

• How do you perceive your child's experiences in learning and interacting with local 

peers, teachers, and communities in Shanghai?  

• To make your child's study and life better, how do you want the school to change? 
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436 
 

Appendix 4: Sample of coding process  

 

Themes Categories Codes Data from pupils 

(quotations) 

 

 

 

 

The importance 

of having a 

university degree 

 

 

 

 

For equal rights 

and social 

status 

To improve social status 

in Shanghai 

People with higher education will be highly 

respected in society and look knowledgeable. 
They will not be despised by people, 
especially in Shanghai. 

Enjoying equal rights as 

Shanghai locals 

Assuming I have a university degree, my 

children can at least stay in Shanghai to 

attend academic senior secondary school and 
university, enjoy the same educational rights 

as the locals, and compete on an equal 
footing. 

Respected in society and 

the workplace 

If I had a higher degree, I would not be 

laughed at in society and would find a decent 
job with a good salary. 

Bring educational glory 

to the entire family 

I want to be the first person in our family to 

get a university degree, bringing glory to my 
family.  

For economic 

success 

Stable jobs 

 

My father's unstable employment experience 
in Shanghai made me feel that having a 

higher education qualification is essential to 
obtaining a stable and well-paid job. 

Earn higher salaries In Shanghai, the higher the degree, the higher 
the salary, and the better your life will be. 

 

 

 

 

 

Constraints on 

obtaining a 

university degree 

 

Structural 

barriers to 

accessing 

academic 

senior 

secondary 

education in 

Shanghai 

The points policy I know I cannot attend academic high school 
here because my parents' education needs to 

be improved to reach the Shanghai points 
policy. 

The hukou system Due to parents' low education and no 

Shanghai hukou, the most competent and 

diligent pupils can only go to vocational 
schools, while local pupils with low grades 

can go to academic high school without 

requiring their parents to be educated or 
wealthy. This is a local privilege without fair 
competition. 

Difficulties in 

moving to their 

hometowns for 

education 

 

Difficulties in adapting 

to rural education 

A friend of mine with good grades who 

transferred to a rural school is now frustrated 

with her studies as she cannot keep up with 
the learning process. 

Difficulties in adapting 

to rural life 

My father's hometown is backward, located in 
a mountainous area. The transportation is 

inconvenient; there is no direct bus to 

Grandma's house and no internet. I can't 
understand the local dialect and have no 
friends there.  

Difficulties in separation 

from parents 

 

My parents have run a small business in 
Shanghai for many years, and they need to 

continue to operate it to maintain our living 

standards. The rural hometown is too poor to 
offer work and business opportunities.  

However, if I move to my rural hometown 

alone, they will worry about my safety. 
Besides, they must take care of my younger 
brother.  
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Appendix 5-A:  Migrant Pupils Demographic information 

Code  Age Gender  Age of 

arrival in 

Shanghai 

 Educational 

attainment  

(Father / Mother)  

Occupation  

(Father / Mother) 

Siblings  Pupil’s current situation 

A  13 Girl  1 Middle School 

 

Stall Owner Younger 

brother 

Return to rural hometown 

alone in Year 8 

B 13 Girl  5 Vocational School/ 

Middle School  

Stall Owner Younger 

brother 

Return to rural hometown 

alone in Year 9 (live with a 

school teacher)  

C 13 Boy  Born in 

Shanghai 

Middle School/ 

Primary School  

Shop Owner Elder sister Return to rural hometown 

alone in Year 8 (live with 

grandmother)  

D 13 Boy  3 High School/ 

Middle School  

Shop Owner / Transfer to a private 

boarding school near 

Shanghai in Year 8 

E  13 Girl  5 Middle School/  

Vocational High 

School  

Stall Owner Younger 

brother 

Return to rural hometown 

in Year 9 (repeat Year 8, 

live with grandmother) 

F 13 Boy  Born in 

Shanghai 

Vocational High 

School/ 

Middle School  

 

Stall Owner / Transfer to a private 

boarding school near 

Shanghai in Year 8 

G 13 Boy  2 Middle School  Stall Owner / Transfer to a private 

boarding school near 

Shanghai in Year 8 

H 13 Girl  Born in 

Shanghai 

High School/ 

Middle School  

Stall Owner Younger 

brother 

Transfer to a private 

boarding school near 

Shanghai in Year 8 

I 13 Boy  3 Middle School/ 

Primary School  

Shop Owner  2 Elder 

brothers  

Return to rural hometown 

in Year 9 with mother  

J 13 Girl  Born in 

Shanghai 

Primary School Waiter / Waitress Elder sister Transfer to a school next to 

hometown alone in Year 8 

(public boarding school) 

K 13 Boy  Born in 

Shanghai 

Middle School/ 

Primary School  

Stall Owner / Transfer to a school near 

hometown with mother in 

Year 8 

L 13 Boy  6 Primary School Shop Owner / Staying in Shanghai  

M 13 Boy  Born in 

Shanghai 

Middle School/ 

Primary School 

Shop Owner  Younger 

sister  

Transferred to private 

boarding school near 

Shanghai in Year 8 

N 13 Boy  Born in 

Shanghai 

Middle School/ 

Primary School  

Cleaner / Cleaner  / Staying in Shanghai 

O 13 Boy  6 College Diploma 

/Vocational High 

School  

Tailor / Tailor  Younger 

sister 

Staying in Shanghai 

(Father satisfied points 

policy) 

P  13  Girl 7 College Diploma/  

Middle School  

Electrician / Waitress / Staying in Shanghai  

(Father satisfied points 

policy) 

Q 13 Boy  3 Middle School/ 

College Diploma 

Shop Owner 

/ Clerk 

Younger 

brother 

Staying in Shanghai 

(Mother satisfied points 

policy)  

R 13 Boy  Born in 

Shanghai 

Vocational High 

School/Middle 

School  

Cook 

/ Shop assistant 

/ Return to rural hometown 

with mother in Year 8 

(Repeat Year 7)  

S 13 Boy  Born in 

Shanghai 

Middle School/ 

Primary School  

Stall Owner Younger 

sister 

Transfer to a private 

boarding school near 

Shanghai in Year 8 

T 13 Boy  3 Vocational High 

School/Primary 

School  

Cook / Cook / Transfer to a school near 

Shanghai in Year 8  

U 13 Boy  Born in 

Shanghai 

Vocational High 

School/Primary 

School  

Cook / Waitress / Return to rural hometown 

with mother in Year 8 
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V 13 Girl  Born in 

Shanghai 

Middle School/ 

Primary School  

Shop Owner Elder 

brother 

Return to rural hometown 

alone (public boarding 

school) in Year 8 

W 13 Girl  2 High School/Middle 

School  

Shop Owner Younger 

sister  

Transfer to a school near 

rural hometown alone 

(public boarding school) in 

Year 8 

S 13 Girl  3 Primary School  Shop Owner Younger 

brother  

Transfer to a school near 

rural hometown alone 

(private boarding school) in 

Year 8 

Y 13 Girl  6 High School/ 

Middle School  

Fitness coach / Shop 

assistant 

/ Return to rural hometown 

with mother in Year 8 

Z 13 Girl  1 Primary School/ 

Middle School  

Stall Owner / Transfer to a school near 

rural hometown alone 

(public boarding school) in 

Year 9 

AA 13 Girl  1 High School/ 

Middle School  

Shop Owner Elder sister  Transfer to a school near 

rural hometown alone in 

Year 8 (live with a group of 

pupils who also returned 

alone) 

AB 13 Boy  Born in 

Shanghai 

Middle School  Repairer / Waitress Elder sister Staying in Shanghai 

AC 13 Boy  6 Primary School  Security Guard / 

Cleaners 

Younger 

sister 

Staying in Shanghai  

AD 13 Boy  2 Middle School  Repairer / Waitress / Staying in Shanghai  

AE 13 Boy  1 Middle School  Shop Owner / 

Waitress 

/ Staying in Shanghai  

AF 13 Girl  6 High School/ 

Middle School  

Cook / Shop assistant / Staying in Shanghai  

AG 13 Girl Born in 

Shanghai 

Primary School Stall Owner Elder 

brother  

Staying in Shanghai  

AK 13 Boy  Born in 

Shanghai 

Middle School  Stall Owner / Staying in Shanghai  

AL 13 Boy  6 Vocational High 

School/Middle 

School 

Cook / Staying in Shanghai  

AM 13 Girl   5 Middle School/High 

School  

 

Stall Owner 

 

 

 

Younger 

brother 

Staying in Shanghai  

AN 15 Girl Born in 

Shanghai 

Primary School  Shop Owner  Staying in Shanghai  

AO 15 Girl  5 Middle School  Cook / Waitress  Younger 

brother 

Staying in Shanghai  

AQ 15 Boy 4 Middle School  Deliverer / Waitress   Staying in Shanghai  

AP 15 Boy Born in 

Shanghai 

Middle School  Stall Owner  Staying in Shanghai  

AQ 15 Girl  6 Middle School  Stall Owner  Staying in Shanghai  

AR 15 Boy 5 Middle School  Electrician / shop 

assistant   

 

 Staying in Shanghai  

AS 15 Boy  4 Middle School  Cleaner / Waitress   Staying in Shanghai  
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Appendix 5-B  Parents of Year 7 Migrant Pupils Demographic Information 

Code  Gender  Years in 

Shanghai 

Educational 

attainment  

 

Occupation  

 

Spouse 

Educational 

attainment 

Spouse 

Occupation  

 

Number 

of 

Children  

Strategies for 

reaching 

educational goals  

A Male  10 College 

diploma   

Electrician Middle 

School 

Waitress 1 Meeting the 

requirements of the 

Shanghai points 

policy  

B Male 13 College 

diploma   

Patternmaker Vocational 

High School 

Patternmaker 2 Meeting the 

requirements of the 

Shanghai points 

policy 

C Female  16  College 

diploma   

Clerk Middle 

School 

 

Shop Owner 

 

2 Meeting the 

requirements of the 

Shanghai points 

policy 

D Female  20 Middle 

School  

Waitress Middle 

School 

 

Repairer  2 Staying in 

Shanghai 

for vocational 

education  

E Female  15 Primary 

School  

Cleaner Primary 

School 

Security 

Guard  

2 Staying in 

Shanghai 

for vocational 

education  

F Male 20 Middle 

School  

Repairer  Middle 

School 

 

Waitress 1 Staying in 

Shanghai 

for vocational 

education  

G Male 18 Middle 

School  

Stall Owner Middle 

School 

 

Waitress 1 Staying in 

Shanghai 

for vocational 

education  

H Female  13 Middle 

School 

 

Shop assistant High School 

 

 

Cook 1 Staying in 

Shanghai 

for vocational 

education  

I Female  16 Middle 

School  

Shop assistant Vocational 

High School 

Cook 

 

1 Transfer to a 

private boarding 

school near their 

rural hometown 

J Male  15 Vocational 

High School  

Baker  Vocational 

High School 

Cook 1 Transfer to a public 

school near their 

rural hometown  

K Female  10 Middle 

School  

Shop assistant High School 

 

Fitness 

coach  

1 Transfer to a day 

school near their 

rural hometown  

L Male 20 Middle 

School 

 

Stall Owner Primary 

School 

Same as 

spouse  

2 Transfer to a public 

boarding school in 

a rural hometown  

M Female 15 Primary 

School  

Shop Owner Primary 

School 

Same as 

spouse   

2 Transfer to a 

private boarding 

school near their 

rural hometown  
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Appendix 5- C:  Teachers Demographic information 

 

Code   Years of 

teaching  

Role  Teaching 

subjects 

Educational 

attainment 

Hometown 

A 23 Class teacher Chinese  Bachelor’s 

degree 

Shanghai 

B 20 Class teacher Chemistry  Bachelor’s 

degree 

Shanghai 

C 19 Class teacher Maths Bachelor’s 

degree 

Shanghai 

D 24 Senior school 

administrator 

Maths  Bachelor’s 

degree 

Shanghai 

E 28 Class teacher  Politics Bachelor’s 

degree 

Shanghai 

F 7 Class teacher History  Master’s 

degree 

Shanghai 

G 4 Class teacher Maths  Master’s 

degree  

 

H 24  Headteacher   Bachelor’s 

degree  
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