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Abstract The education of the children of migrants is a policy issue of great 
importance in both China and the United States. While first generation migrants 
have generally completed their education in the place of origin, and some may 
return, their children will generally remain in the receiving place. Both pragmatic 
and moral considerations therefore require that schools equip them to participate 
fully in society as workers and citizens. This paper considers what we know about 
the education of children of low-skilled international labor migrants in the United 
States and the children of rural–urban migrants in China. It finds that although one 
migration flow is international and the other internal, the similar background char-
acteristics of migrants create common challenges in both contexts; and the structure 
of both education systems serves to exacerbate underlying socio-economic inequali-
ties. Residential segregation, unequal funding and formal and informal tracking pro-
cesses concentrate migrant children in poor quality schools, resulting in low aver-
age levels of attainment and high drop-out rates. There are some obvious steps that 
could be taken in China to expand opportunities for migrant children, especially 
with regard to the transition to post-compulsory education, which is still constrained 
by their parents’ household registration status (hukou). However, the experience of 
the United States shows that expanding access, while necessary, is not sufficient to 
level the playing field. To do this, targeted investments must be made to meet the 
specific educational needs of migrant children.
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1 Introduction

China and the United States are most often discussed in terms of their differences, 
but there are areas in which the two countries face similar challenges, and one is 
in managing the impacts of large scale population migration (Roberts 1997). A 
major challenge associated with this is integrating the children of low-skilled labor 
migrants into the education system. First generation migrants will have been edu-
cated primarily in their place of origin and have limited opportunities for further 
study. But for their children, schools are a crucial site for both labor market prepara-
tion and socio-cultural integration. When children of migrants make up a substantial 
proportion of the school-age population, and of the future citizenry and workforce, 
the success of school systems in integrating them has important repercussions for 
economic development, social stratification and social cohesion. This is especially 
true in modern, post-industrial economies where a higher secondary level credential 
is the minimum qualification for employment that provides a decent standard of liv-
ing and post-secondary education is increasingly a prerequisite for attaining mid-
dle class status. In the United States, for example, analysis by the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics (2017) shows that individuals with a university degree earn an average of 
$1156 per week, compared with $692 for those with only high school and $504 for 
those without a high school diploma.

Given the importance of education systems in migrant integration, this article 
considers the extent to which similar challenges are involved in providing education 
for the children of rural–urban labor migrants in China and children of low-skilled 
international migrants in the US, and what can be learned from juxtaposing the two 
experiences. It also references some of the relevant research on Europe. The analysis 
draws on research conducted as part of the Social Science Research Council’s Work-
ing Groups on Education and Migration (Alba and Holdaway 2009; Holdaway et al. 
2009), and Migration and Development (DeWind and Holdaway 2008); the Immi-
grant Second Generation in Metropolitan New York (Kasinitz et al. 2008); the Chil-
dren of Immigrants in Schools project (Alba and Holdaway 2013); and the CASS-
SSRC Common Concerns Seminar Series (Zheng et al. 2016).1,2

1 This is a revised and substantially updated version of a commentary previously published in Chinese 
as, “Common Challenges: Demographic Change, Social Stratification and the Education of Migrant 
Children in China and the United States,” in Zheng Zhenzhen, He Zhenyi and Zhang Zhanxin, eds., 
Comparative Research on Migration in China and the United States. Beijing: China Social Sciences, 
2016.
2 These projects received funding from the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation; the United States National 
Science Foundation, the Nuffield Foundation, the Ford Foundation and the Chinese Academy of Social 
Sciences.
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2  Population migration and the children of immigrants in the US 
and China

As the result of high rates of immigration over the last 50 years, the number of for-
eign born people in the US has been steadily increasing, reaching 13.4% of the pop-
ulation in 2015 (Pew Research Center 2017), Although there has also been an influx 
of highly skilled migrants, it is the integration of low-skilled workers that is gener-
ally seen as presenting the major challenge. Migrants from Mexico and other Cen-
tral and South American countries, (collectively referred to as Latinos or Hispanics), 
who generally have relatively low levels of education and income, made up 51% of 
the foreign-born population in 2015 (Pew Research Center 2017). Because of falling 
birthrates among the native-born, children of immigrants make up an even higher 
percentage of the school age and young adult population. In 2014, 24% of children 
under 18 had at least one foreign-born parent, an increase of 45% since 1994; and 
51% of these children had parents from Mexico or Central America (Woods and 
Hanson 2016). Because more than half these children of immigrants live in just ten 
metropolitan areas, they now form the majority of students in many urban schools 
(Orfield and Lee 2007).

Because of China’s size, regional diversity, and uneven development, the nature 
and implications of internal migration strongly resemble those of international 
migration (Roberts 1997). After reform and opening up in the late 1970s, the relaxa-
tion of controls on population movement between rural and urban areas, and rising 
demand for manufacturing, construction and service workers, led to a growing tide 
of labor migration (Murphy 2002; Solinger 1999). In 2016, there were 245 million 
migrants out of a population of 1.382 billion people, 81.3% of them from rural areas 
(Department of Service and Management of Migrant Population 2017).3 As in the 
United States, migrants make up a large percentage of young people in urban areas 
and will form the core of the labor force as the nation ages. Growing numbers of 
migrants are now settling in cities with their children: in 2015 there were 20 million 
migrant children (now often referred as suiqian zinu), or one in eight urban children 
(Pan 2017). In many cities the percentage is much higher. In 2012, roughly four out 
of ten children in Shanghai and three out of ten in Beijing were migrant children 
(Zhou and Wang 2016).

With a few exceptions (DeWind and Holdaway 2008; Pieke and Mallee 1999; 
Roberts 1997; Solinger 1999), internal and international migration flows have been 
separate topics of research and the way in which children of immigrants have been 
considered within these two streams is also somewhat different. In the US, the focus 
has been almost entirely on children of immigrants in the receiving place. Chil-
dren who do not migrate with their parents are largely ignored, although they have 
become a sub-category of research on transnational families and in the literature on 
chains of care [for example, Carling et al. (2012), Parrenas (2005), Smith (2006)]. 
But children born to immigrants in the US are citizens at birth and the government 

3 Migrants are usually defined as people who have spent more than 6  months living away the place 
where their hukou is registered.
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is therefore under both economic and moral pressure to integrate them. As a result, a 
small research industry has grown up that analyzes their educational attainment and 
its determinants, often comparing progress across generations as a way of assess-
ing social mobility and socio-cultural integration [for example, Gans (1992), Gib-
son (1988), Louie (2004, 2012), Kasinitz et al. (2008), Portes and Rumbaut (2006), 
Portes and Zhou (1993), Rumbaut and Portes (2001), Suarez-Orozco and Suarez-
Orozco (2001), Zhou and Bankston (1999)].

For many years, although it was often framed as an analysis of the interaction 
between immigrant groups and the “context of reception” (Portes and Rumbaut 
2006), research on the integration of migrants was conducted within individual 
countries and so many fundamental characteristics of the institutional and policy 
context were held constant. As a result, the focus of this work was mostly on how 
the characteristics of immigrants (level of education, work experience, language, 
religion, cultural orientations, social networks and capital, etc.) explained outcomes 
including labor market participation and income, and political participation, as well 
as, later, the educational and other outcomes of their children (Gans 1992; Gibson 
1988; Kasinitz et  al. 2008; Portes and Rumbaut 2006; Rumbaut and Portes 2001; 
Zhou and Bankston 1999). A key question in the study of the children of immi-
grants, especially those from low-income families, has been whether they will 
achieve social mobility or experience “segmented” assimilation into the lower rungs 
of America society (Gans 1992; Kasinitz et al. 2008; Portes and Zhou 1993).

More recently there has been a trend towards cross-national comparison of pro-
cesses of integration and analysis of the role of institutional arrangements and poli-
cies in shaping patterns of integration among children of immigrants. This began 
in Europe because immigrants from the same countries (in particular Turkey and 
Morocco) were migrating to European nations with different educational systems 
and social protection regimes, creating a natural experiment (Crul 2010; Crul and 
Schneider 2009; Crul and Vermeulen 2003). Research initially compared policies 
directed at immigrants, including entrance and citizenship requirements, language 
education, and policies of multiculturalism (Castles and Miller 2003; Favell 2001; 
Freeman 2004). Later, researchers became interested in cross-national differences in 
general institutional and policy arrangements that may disproportionately affect chil-
dren of immigrants, including education systems, labor market regulations, state-
church relations, etc., [for example, Alba and Holdaway (2009, 2013), Crul (2010), 
Crul and Schneider (2009), Holdaway et al. (2009), Sunier (2009)]. Research on the 
role of educational systems has been prompted partly by major international stud-
ies of educational performance like the Programme of International Student Assess-
ment (PISA), which showed that children of immigrants from similar backgrounds 
had quite different outcomes in different countries (PISA 2006, 2001). Because the 
greatest challenge for education systems is integrating children of low-skilled labor 
migrants, assessing their relative success or failure in this task has been a focus of 
some of this comparative research, with Latinos the group of major concern in the 
United States (Alba and Holdaway 2009; Holdaway et al. 2009; Alba and Holdaway 
2013).

The education of the children of rural–urban migrants in China has been attract-
ing growing attention in recent years. Until the early 2000s, residence registration 
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(hukou) and other policies prevented most migrants from settling in cities, and so 
their children generally remained in the countryside. Many studies of the children of 
migrants have focused on the educational attainment and psychological wellbeing of 
these “left behind children” (liushou ertong) [for example, Duan and Zhou (2005), 
Lu (2012), Murphy (2014), Ye (2008), Zhou et al. (2014, 2015)]. With the relaxation 
of controls on movement and policy shift to the active promotion of urbanization in 
the early 2000s, family migration increased and more migrant workers began to take 
their children with them to the city (Connelly et al. 2011). Researchers then turned 
their attention to these children and started to compare the educational outcomes and 
psychological wellbeing of children who migrated with their parents and those who 
remained in rural schools (Lai et al. 2014; Shen 2017; Wang et al. 2017), as well as 
the different standards of educational provision in different types of urban elemen-
tary schools, and migrant students’ access to non-compulsory high school and post-
secondary education [Chen and Feng 2013; Goodburn 2009; Han 2010, 2012; Han 
et al. 2017; Lan 2014; Lu and Zhou 2013; Xiong 2015. See also Pan (2017) for a 
review of research in Chinese]. Although there has been no detailed comparison of 
the educational experiences of migrant children in China and the US, some studies 
on China reference the US and European literatures, and have adapted the concep-
tual frameworks of “segmented” assimilation (Lu and Zhou 2013) and incorporation 
(Lan 2014) in their analysis of educational outcomes and their drivers.4

3  Educational challenges for children of migrants: family resources

So how similar are the circumstances of children of Latino migrants in the US and 
those of rural–urban migrants in China and to what extent do they face similar chal-
lenges in school? Although their parents are often more educated than the average 
in the sending country (Feliciano 2005), Latino immigrants usually have lower than 
average levels of education compared with the native born and are concentrated in 
low-paid jobs, often in the informal economy. In 2014, 54% of Latino children in 
the US lived in families that were classified as low income, and only 74% of them 
had parents who had completed high school, compared with 94% of children of 
native born parents (Woods and Hanson 2016). Many Latino immigrants have lim-
ited English language skills and have difficulty communicating with teachers and 
school administrators; 23% of Latino children spoke a language other than English 
at home (Wood and Hanson 2016). Their parents often work long hours, leaving no 
time to supervise their children’s studies, and if their work requires frequent moves, 
as in the case of farm workers, their children’s education may also be disrupted by 
numerous changes of school. Migrant children often live in cramped conditions with 
nowhere quiet to study and may also have to help their parents with work or caring 
for younger siblings (Alba and Holdaway 2009; Holdaway et al. 2009; Kasinitz et al. 

4 There is also a substantial literature on general disparities in educational provision between rural and 
urban areas and the implications for social mobility, economic growth and social justice, but due to con-
straints on space, this will not be discussed here.
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2008). Their concentration in the informal economy means that many do not have 
private health insurance and their legal status often excludes them from access to all 
but emergency care in the public sector (see Tran and Donato 2018). Children who 
are, or whose parents are, unauthorized5 are extremely insecure in their relationship 
with all public institutions, including schools. In 2012 an estimated 1.4% of K-12 
school children were unauthorized, and 6.9% had at least one unauthorized parent, 
with a high of 17.7% in California (Pew Research Center 2017). At the same time, 
research has almost universally found that migrant children and their parents have 
high levels of aspirations in terms of education (Kao and Tienda 1995), with many 
parents migrating partly in order that their children can enjoy better educational 
opportunities and pushing them hard to succeed (Louie 2004, 2012).

Internal migrants in China are in a quite similar social location. While they gen-
erally have higher levels of education (and post-migration income) than their peers 
in the countryside, migrant workers are disadvantaged in both respects compared 
to urban residents (Li 2010). The majority (60% in 2016) have a middle school 
education, compared with high school for established urban residents, and they are 
concentrated in low-paid, labor intensive sectors of the economy, including manu-
facturing, construction, transportation, catering, housekeeping and other services. 
Although policy has sought to address these problems, in 2015, more than 60% of 
migrants still had no formal labor contract (National Bureau of Statistics 2016). 
Most cities have now introduced temporary residence permits and pathways for con-
verting to an urban hukou, most low-skilled migrants do not meet the requirements 
of settled employment and housing, and while it is true that the marketization of 
the economy and the expansion of welfare provision has reduced the significance 
of the hukou (Zhang 2018) internal migrants in China continue to face many of the 
same problems of unequal access to services faced by international migrants in the 
US (Chan and Buckingham 2008; Roberts 1997; Solinger 1999; Wang 2018). In 
2014, only 16% of migrants were covered by urban social security schemes, 18% 
had health insurance, and 10% had unemployment insurance (National Bureau of 
Statistics 2015). High levels of mobility, residential segregation and poor housing 
conditions are also problems that they share with low-skilled migrants to the US 
(Han et al. 2017; Lan 2014; Pan 2017; Shen 2017). Although they speak Mandarin 
and so language is not a barrier to learning, migrant children are nonetheless seen 
as outsiders and socially excluded (Han 2012; Han et  al. 2017), marked by their 
regional accents, dress, and behavior; which are viewed by urbanites as indications 
of low personal “quality” or suzhi. (Murphy 2004). However, as with international 
migrants, both parents and their children are eager that they should escape the low-
wage and often grueling occupations of the first generation. Regardless of whether 
children migrate with their parents or remain in the countryside, they have high 
educational aspirations (Han 2012; Murphy 2014; Shen 2017), although there is 

5 I have used this term in preference to undocumented or illegal for the same reasons as Tran and Donato 
(2018): to avoid the implication of criminality, and because many migrants in this category do have some 
documents issued by the US government.
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evidence that these decline over time as they become more aware of the low ceiling 
to their attainment (Han 2012; Xiong 2015).

We can see then, that the challenges facing migrant children in both contexts 
fall into two categories, those that are related to their financial and other family 
resources, including social and cultural capital, and those that are related to their 
legal status or that of their parents. With regard to the former, with the exception of 
language, the two groups of children are remarkably similar. In terms of legal status, 
the picture is more complicated. Immigration law and policy in the US has under-
gone many shifts under different administrations; states pass their own laws relating 
to immigrants; and federal immigration policy is also implemented differently in dif-
ferent states and cities [see Fraga and Wilcox (2018) and Tran and Donato (2018)]. 
This makes it difficult to generalize about the extent to which migrants’ legal status 
affects their rights to social protection. The same is also true in China. Central gov-
ernment policy towards migrants has evolved over time, generally, but not always 
in the direction of greater openness. However, the formally centralized system of 
government also obscures significant differences in the local formulation and imple-
mentation of policies (Zheng 2007), including those regarding migrants (Han 2016; 
Wang 2018; Zhang 2018). These differences have been accentuated by fiscal decen-
tralization, which makes local government responsible for paying the bulk of the 
cost of providing social services (Jin et  al. 2005). In both countries it is probably 
more useful to regard migration status as a scale rather than as a dichotomy; a scale 
on which there is a rough correlation and a negative, mutually reinforcing interac-
tion, between poverty and status-related exclusion. It is important to note also that, 
in both cases, children themselves may have rights, including the right to free com-
pulsory education, but are nonetheless profoundly affected by their parents’ migra-
tion status, which will determine the larger context of their lives and the various 
resources available within the family to support their schooling.

The massive, rapid influx of children of low-skilled labor migrants therefore 
presents a similar challenge for educational systems in both China and the United 
States. The following section turns to the institutional context and considers how 
children of migrants have fared in the school systems of the two countries.

4  Educational provision and Outcomes for children of migrants 
in the US

The US educational system is a complex institutional landscape that offers extremely 
uneven opportunities to students from different backgrounds. This is largely because 
unlike centralized systems, education policy is mostly set and funded at the state 
and local level. The federal government contributes less than 10% of all educational 
expenditures. School districts are funded mostly by local property taxes and have 
considerable control over curriculum, with the result that their resources and the 
content of teaching strongly reflect community financial capacity and cultural norms 
and often exacerbate underlying inequalities (Hochschild and Scovronick 2003, 
Kozol 1991; US Commission on Civil Rights 2018; US Department of Education 
2013).
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Primary education has been compulsory in all states since 1918 and compulsory 
schooling now ends at age 16–18, depending on the state. Children of migrant par-
ents who are born in the US are citizens, and automatically entitled to receive free 
education in public schools, as are children whose parents hold valid visas. How-
ever, universal access to public schools did not always explicitly include unau-
thorized children. In 1975, the Texas State legislature passed a ruling that school 
districts could refuse to enroll students who were unauthorized and some schools 
began to charge a $1000 fee to students who could not prove their legal status. These 
practices were ruled unconstitutional in a Supreme Court judgment, Plyler vs. Doe, 
in 1982 for violating the 14th Amendment regarding equal protection of the law. 
Some states have attempted to resist this ruling. In 1994, California passed proposi-
tion 187, which made it illegal for unauthorized students to attend public schools, 
but it was overturned in federal court as unconstitutional. Since this time, then, all 
children have been guaranteed the right to compulsory education through the end of 
high school, regardless of migration status.

While some other countries have introduced policies to support immigrant stu-
dents in elementary and secondary education—the Netherlands, for example, pro-
vides additional per capita funding for immigrant students—American schools have 
not provided support on the basis of immigrant origin. Since 1974 federal funds 
have been allocated to provide bilingual and English as a Second Language educa-
tion, although the way in which these have been used has been very different in dif-
ferent states and, as with the admission of unauthorized students, some states have 
attempted to defy the federal ruling. Children of immigrants from poor families also 
benefit from the 1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) which pro-
vides federal funding to support school districts with concentrated poverty (known 
as Title 1 schools) (Alba and Holdaway 2013; Crul and Holdaway 2009).

With elementary and secondary education, then, immigrant status is not an issue 
in terms of access to schooling, although as discussed further below, it is relevant 
to the quality of the education children receive. When it comes to post-secondary 
education, legal status becomes crucial, as when they reach the age of 18, unauthor-
ized students are potentially subject to deportation. The vast majority of children 
of immigrants in the United States are citizens, but the fate of 800,000 “Dream-
ers,” unauthorized young adults who have since 2012 been permitted to stay in the 
United States as long as they were enrolled in college or the military, now hangs 
in the balance under the Trump administration (Guardian (2017). More relevant for 
most children of immigrants is the cumulative impact of their poor quality previous 
education, which stands them in poor stead when it comes to college admission and 
retention. The cost of education also becomes a significant factor. According to the 
College Board, in 2016–2017, average fees for in-state students in public institutions 
were $3520 per year in 2-year colleges and $9650 in 4-year colleges, while the aver-
age at not-for profit universities was $33,480. Living costs added $10–12,000 per 
year. Although up to 70% of students receive some financial aid, these costs are still 
a significant barrier for low-income immigrant families (College Board 2016).

In terms of educational outcomes, comparative research on educational outcomes 
of children of immigrants in the United States and Europe has found that some stu-
dents from immigrant origin families do remarkably well, and most exceed their 
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parents’ level of education. But at the same time, the majority is disadvantaged on 
average when compared with children from native families, and the magnitude of 
the immigrant-native gap is similar across systems with very different structures and 
features. The gap is clearest at the lower end of the educational spectrum. One study 
that compared outcomes in the US, France, the Netherlands, and the UK found 
that with the exception of the UK the advantage for children from native families 
was almost two-to-one (Alba and Holdaway 2013:13), and in the case of Mexi-
can–American versus Anglo youth in the US it was even higher, with 16% of Mexi-
can girls and 20.5% of boys leaving high school without a diploma, compared with 
only 5.8 and 8% of white youth (Alba et al. 2013:166). In some urban schools the 
dropout rate for Latino students is more than 50% (Orfield and Lee 2007).

When it comes to higher education, there is also a substantial advantage for young 
people from native families. Comparing children of Mexican immigrants with the 
native born, the advantage is again roughly two-to-one in terms of university creden-
tials. Even among those who do attend college, there are clear differences in institu-
tional quality, with children of working class immigrants concentrated in two-year 
community colleges and less selective 4-year post-secondary institutions and very 
under-represented in post-graduate and professional programs (Alba and Holdaway 
2013; Alba et al. 2013; Kasinitz et al. 2008). A similar pattern is evident in the UK, 
even though children of immigrants attend university in larger numbers (Waters 
et al. 2013). Comparison of countries that have more and less open access to univer-
sity suggests that where lower level credentials are more universally attainable, the 
locus of competition shifts up the system. The effect of this is likely that more open 
systems enable larger number of children of immigrants to enter paraprofessional 
and “pink collar” occupations, but exclude them from highly paid professions, while 
more selective systems leave a greater number of children of immigrants in blue col-
lar and service industries but enable a small number to enter elite occupations (Alba 
and Holdaway 2013; Schnell et al. 2013).

Research in the US and Europe has shown that educational policies and institu-
tional arrangements are important in shaping the educational attainment of children 
of immigrants. Many factors interact, and negative and positive conditions coex-
ist in many systems; crucial turning points in the educational pipeline also differ. 
Research has pointed to the length of the school day and year; class size; tracking 
mechanisms; and the division of labor between schools and families as important 
factors (Alba and Holdaway 2013; Holdaway et al. 2009; Alba and Holdaway 2009) 
In the United States, unequal educational funding and resources, underpinned by 
racial and ethnic segregation, have been identified as major contributors to the ine-
quality of outcomes. The ruling of the Supreme Court in Brown vs Board of Educa-
tion in 1954 upheld the right of black children to attend white schools, and declared 
that “education is a right that must be made available to all on equal terms,” again 
on the basis of the 14th Amendment, but segregation has persisted nonetheless and 
worsened in recent years, with negative impacts on the educational opportunities 
of Latino as well as black students (Logan et  al. 2008; Orfield 2001; Orfield and 
Lee 2007). In fact, Latino students have been found to be the most disadvantaged, 
with about 40% in “intensely segregated schools” where they often experience “tri-
ple segregation” of race, class and language (Orfield and Lee 2007). In 2005–2006, 
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20% of US schools reported having at least 70% black and Latino students, and more 
than 80% of these schools reported that at least half their students qualified for free 
or reduced-price lunches, an indicator of family poverty (Orfield and Lee 2007).

In addition to having high concentrations of students who are poor and who 
often have multiple, complex needs for educational and social support, these urban 
schools are generally under-resourced and offer limited educational opportunities. 
The dependence of schools on local property taxes for funding means that there are 
significant differences both across and within states, and across urban and suburban 
school districts, often of a magnitude of one to two or three times. A 2018 report by 
the United States Commission on Civil Rights found that funding per child varied 
from a high of $20,251 in New York to a low of $6546 in Utah. Despite lawsuits 
requiring states to reduce inequality, and Title 1 federal funding, within state dif-
ferences in per child spending are also still extremely large. For example, per pupil 
spending in the urban District of Philadelphia, which serves mostly poor, minority 
students, was $13,000, compared with $23,000 in a suburban district serving mostly 
white students; and per pupil spending in the state of Pennsylvania as a whole 
ranged from $8700 to $26,600 (US Commission on Civil Rights 2018). Lower fund-
ing translates into larger classes, poorer facilities and less experienced teachers, as 
well as the lack of calculus and other advanced courses necessary for college prepa-
ration (US Commission on Civil Rights 2018). The bi-partisan Equity and Excel-
lence Commission concluded in 2013 that,

Admittedly, many of these disadvantaged students enter school far behind their 
more advantaged peers. But instead of getting deadly serious about remedying 
that fact—by making sure such students are in high-quality early childhood 
and pre-K programs, attend schools staffed with teachers and leaders who have 
the skills and knowledge to help each student reach high standards, get after-
school counseling or tutorial assistance or the eyeglasses they need to see the 
smart board—the current American system exacerbates the problem by giv-
ing these children less of everything that makes a difference in education (US 
Department of Education 2013).

Stark differences in student outcomes appear as early as elementary school, with 
sizeable achievement gaps between Latino and White students (Reardon et al. 2017). 
Although the United States does not have a formal system of tracking students into 
schools that are designated as academic or vocationally oriented, disparities in the 
quality of early education function as a powerful informal tracking mechanism that 
disadvantages not only native born black children but also many children of immi-
grants (Crul and Holdaway 2009; Kasinitz et al. 2008; Oakes 2005). Many Latino 
students go on from weak elementary and middle schools to be over-represented 
in the worst-resourced high schools, sometimes described as “dropout factories” 
(Orfield and Lee 2007): one study of second generation youth in New York found 
that 60% of Dominican students were concentrated in high schools in two lowest 
quintiles in terms of academic performance (Kasinitz et al. 2008). Given this, it is 
not surprising that these students graduate at lower rates or that those who manage 
to attend college are concentrated in the vocationally-oriented community college 
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system and in lower ranking four-year universities, with higher attrition rates than 
the children of native born whites.

Certain recommendations regarding support for children of immigrants have been dis-
tilled from comparative research in Europe and the United States. These include increas-
ing contact hours through pre-school programs, and longer school days and years, in 
order to address the time constraints on immigrant parents and their limited knowledge 
of English; reducing inequalities between schools by equalizing funding; reducing class 
sizes and improving teacher quality; providing supplemental educational services includ-
ing after school, summer and mentoring programs; targeted support for migrant students 
at decisive points in the educational pipeline and counseling about educational options 
and related needs for preparation; flexible tracking and opportunities to re-enter educa-
tion; scaffolding the transition from school to work through internships and apprentice-
ships; financial assistance for post-secondary education; and strengthening ties between 
the school and the community to enable migrant parents to play a more active role in 
school governance (Alba and Holdaway 2013).

Some such programs, in particular mentoring schemes and supplementary fund-
ing to support additional teachers and teachers’ aides, have been implemented with 
some success in the Netherlands (Crul 2002; Crul and Holdaway 2009; Heckmann 
2008). However, it is noticeable that unless they also derive some benefit from these 
programs, native born parents will often deploy “reactive” strategies to protect the 
educational advantages enjoyed by their children, moving to school districts with 
fewer immigrant children, putting their children in private or religious schools or 
providing supplemental after school education (Alba and Holdaway 2013) and 
thereby ensuring a kind of “maximally maintained inequality” (Lucas 2001). More 
fundamentally, inequality in schools is underpinned by race and ethnic residential 
segregation, which makes it difficult for education policy in isolation to resolve 
it (Mordechay and Orfield 2017; Orfield and Lee 2007; US Commission on Civil 
Rights 2018).

5  Educational provision and outcomes of children of internal migrants 
in China

Until recently, children of rural–urban migrants in China were arguably even more 
disadvantaged than children of international migrants in many developed countries 
in terms of their access to educational opportunities. When the problem of migrant 
children’s education first came to attention in the 1990s, the government’s initial 
policy was to insist, on the basis of the hukou policy, that migrants’ children be edu-
cated in rural areas and only in unusual circumstances to allow parents to apply for 
their children to study [literally “borrow study” (jiedu)] at urban schools, paying 
fees for the privilege. As a result, most children of migrants remained in rural areas, 
and inexpensive, privately run schools sprang up to meet the demand of those who 
accompanied their parents to the city. At this time, the family’s hukou status played a 
decisive role in determining educational opportunities (Han 2010; Goodburn 2009).

The 2001 State Council Decision on Basic Education Reform and Development 
and the 2006 Compulsory Education Law changed this principle by stipulating that 
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local governments should be responsible for providing compulsory education to all 
children and that children should attend schools close to their home (jiujin ruxue), 
policies which came to be referred to as “the two main points.” (liangge weizhu). 
Subsequent directives instructed that schools in destination cities should make pro-
vision for migrant students and reduce or eliminate discriminatory fees. However, 
in fact many obstacles remain. First and foremost, the central government policy 
demand for urban schools to admit migrant children did not come with money 
attached, meaning that municipalities, and districts within them, had to pick up the 
bill for absorbing rapidly growing number of migrant students without assistance 
from higher levels of government. Although declining numbers of local students 
should have eased this burden, the misfit between the location of existing schools 
and concentrations of migrants meant that school places and applicants often did not 
coincide, and additional schools and teachers were needed in new locations which 
were not included in the planning process or hiring quotas (Han 2012; Zhou and 
Wang 2016; Wang 2018).

The situation is complicated by the fact that as with many other policies towards 
migrants, cities can design their own detailed regulations, “interpreting” (jiedu) 
and “adapting” (biantong) national mandates in accordance with their own inter-
ests (Wang 2018). Many of these local regulations serve to exclude migrant chil-
dren. In Beijing, the Comments on Student Admission to Compulsory Education in 
2014 issued by Beijing Municipal Commission for Education specified that migrant 
parents seeking to enroll their children in public school had to produce “five cer-
tificates”: temporary residence permits for both parents, a certificate of “no guardi-
anship” in the location they came from, household registration documents for both 
student and parents, and employment permits and apartment leases in the district. 
Districts within the municipality can add further requirements. For example, Chaoy-
ang and Tongzhou districts of Beijing require that both parents work formally in that 
district and pay social insurance there for more than 1 year, that they have property 
ownership certificates or formal apartment leases in the district, and that the certifi-
cate of no guardianship in the sending place be signed by the local Public Security 
Bureau (Li et  al. 2017). It is hard for many migrants to obtain these documents, 
as they often work in the informal economy with no labor contract and rent rooms 
without a formal lease. These regulations are therefore creating stratification within 
the migrant population by restricting educational opportunity for the children of the 
most disadvantaged (Han et al. 2017; Wang et al. 2017).

There has been progress, at least in terms of access to elementary education in 
urban areas. More migrant students are attending either public schools or semi-pub-
lic schools (minban xuexiao) that are government regulated and funded, with a dif-
ferent mix of public and private provision in different cities. (See Han (2016) and 
Wang (2018) for a discussion of the different municipal approaches and the reasons 
for them.) By the end of 2014, 80% of migrant students nationally were attending 
public schools, and the government had bought out more than 1.2 million migrant 
schools (Lu and Chu 2017). However, there is a clear and descending hierarchy in 
terms of the quality of education in different schools in terms of funding, facilities 
and teaching quality, from elite public schools, through ordinary public schools, to 
semi-public schools and finally private migrant schools that are completely outside 
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the public system. Within both the public and private systems, migrants are concen-
trated in less well-resourced schools (Han et al. 2017; Lu and Chu 2017; Li et al. 
2017; Zhou and Wang 2016). For example, in 2008 Shanghai merged 35 migrant 
schools in District Five into 13 semi-public institutions (minban xuexiao) with fund-
ing from district resources and using the local curriculum. It also progressively 
expanded the enrollment of migrant children in District Five’s public schools. By 
2012 about 57.8% of migrant students in the district were enrolled in public schools, 
which saw annual growth of 7.8% from 2008 to 2012, compared with 4% for the city 
as a whole (Zhou and Wang 2016). Educational expenditure for the district grew by 
about 10.7% a year from 2008 to 2012, reaching four billion yuan in 2013, of which 
one billion yuan came from the municipal level and three billion from the district. 
But minban schools were funded at 5000 yuan per pupil per year, while average 
public school expenditure per student was 17,000. Public school teachers were also 
more qualified and experienced, with far higher salaries than those of minban school 
teachers (Zhou and Wang 2016). Furthermore, within the public sector, migrant 
children are concentrated in lower ranking schools in peripheral areas (Zhou and 
Wang 2016; Li and Placier 2015; Lan 2014), and even when they attend the same 
school, migrant students are sometimes kept separate from children of local families 
in classes and in the playground (Lan 2014).

Researchers have compared educational outcomes for children of migrants in pri-
mary school with those of their counterparts with migrant and non-migrant parents 
who remain in rural areas and with non-migrant students in urban schools. They 
have also looked at educational performance of migrant children in different types 
of urban schools. Chen and Feng (2013) found that migrant elementary students in 
Shanghai attending public schools did better than those in private schools in both 
language and mathematics, with a much smaller gap with local students, while stu-
dents in private migrant schools had the weakest performance. Other studies have 
had similar findings (Lu and Zhou 2013; Han et al. 2017). The poor level of educa-
tion, especially in private migrant schools, has led some researchers to ask whether 
the children of migrants might not be better off being “left behind” (Wang et  al. 
2017; Lai et  al. 2014). Wang et  al. (2017) found that 5th grade migrant students 
from Anhui who attended private migrant schools in Shanghai and Suzhou per-
formed worse than students in public rural schools back in the sending communities. 
Although migrant schools had better facilities, were newer and had smaller class 
sizes, this was offset by the fact that rural school teachers were all formally qualified 
and had more years of teaching experience. This reflects the greater state investment 
in rural education in recent years, although rural public schools still lag far behind 
urban schools in terms of both educational provision and results due to decades of 
urban bias (Han et al. 2017; Wang et al. 2017; Xiang 2007).

A particular characteristic of the Chinese education system, and one that is espe-
cially damaging to the opportunities of children of migrants, is the way in which 
the transition to higher non-compulsory and post-secondary education is structured. 
Students must take a test to enter high school (the zhongkao) and another for univer-
sity entrance (the gaokao). Until recently, these tests were open only to students with 
local residence registration and migrant children who wanted to continue their edu-
cation had to return to their province of origin after middle school. Because children 
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applying from outside the province must score higher on the test than local children, 
very few children of migrants are able to test their way back to university in the first-
tier cities (Han 2010, 2012; Lan 2014; Lu and Chu 2017; Mok et al. 2011). Because 
the content of the high school curriculum and the gaokao test are different in differ-
ent provinces, the decision about where to study must be made at the end of middle 
school (Han 2012; Xiang 2007).

In 2012, the central government required cities to develop policies for relaxing 
restrictions on access to post-compulsory education for migrant children and by 
August 2014 27 provinces had introduced policies for relaxing restrictions on the 
zhongkao and 30 had done so for the gaokao (Lu and Chu 2017). However, most cit-
ies still impose strict requirements regarding settled work, housing and social insur-
ance participation that exclude the majority of migrant parents from entering their 
children for these exams [see Wang (2018) for a detailed discussion]. One study 
that followed up on implementation of these policies found “no effective relaxa-
tion” of restrictions on the gaokao in top tier cities like Beijing, Tianjin, Shanghai 
and Guangzhou and only limited relaxation in middle-ranking provinces (Lu and 
Chu 2017) Many cities also limit the types of high school that migrant students 
can apply to, reserving elite, academically-oriented schools for local students. As a 
result, although some migrant children are now able to pursue vocational education 
in urban areas, for the vast majority, unless they can test back in as rural students, 
university continues to be an unattainable goal and they are effectively excluded 
from professional occupations (Han 2012; Lan 2014; Mok et al. 2011). Of course, 
the right to access higher education is not the only issue. For poor rural and migrant 
families, the costs of high school and university are exorbitantly high and the oppor-
tunity costs of lost wages must also be considered (Li et al. 2017).

Overall, most researchers therefore conclude that although there has been pro-
gress in terms of access to primary education for the children of migrants who 
accompany their parents to the city, in terms of quality, the educational system is 
largely serving to maintain inequality, particularly in terms of preparation for and 
access to post-secondary education. The combination of inferior primary education 
and exclusion from academic urban secondary schools denies migrant children the 
opportunity to realize their potential and pushes them either directly into the labor 
market or at best into vocational programs (Han 2012, 2016; Han et al. 2017).

The obstacles to better educational provision for migrant students in China 
despite the formal commitment to integrate them are quite similar to those operating 
in the United States. School financing arrangements place the dominant burden on 
local government and the relationship between capacity and needs is not considered 
(Li et al. 2017; Mok et al. 2011; Zhou and Wang 2016). Inflexible teacher staffing 
policies impose quotas for hiring that are not easily transferable as urban school pop-
ulations grow, sometimes extremely rapidly; and land use policies make allocating 
land for school buildings difficult. As in the United States, residential segregation 
concentrates inequalities and makes it hard to equalize the quality of educational 
provision: migrants increasingly tend to be concentrated in suburban and peripheral 
areas where there are few existing schools and none with a good academic reputa-
tion (Han 2012; Zhou and Wang 2016). Meanwhile, local parents seek to retain their 
privileged access to the limited number of places in elite schools and universities 
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by resisting reform of the gaokao system that advantages local students and provid-
ing supplemental education outside school (Han et al. 2017; Mok et al. 2011). Not-
ing the crucial role of education in poverty alleviation, economic growth and social 
mobility, researchers have called for fiscal transfers from the central government to 
improve the quality of education in schools attended by migrants, for expansion of 
the quota for high school admissions to reflect the total and not only the registered 
urban population, for the continued relaxation of restrictive admissions policies 
based on residence registration and the introduction of a unified gaokao. However, 
many of these reforms will require strong action at the national level. (Han et  al. 
2017; Li et al. 2017; Lu and Chu 2017).

6  Reflections

Research in the US and Europe has found that most educational systems provide 
some opportunities for social mobility for children of migrants, including those 
from disadvantaged backgrounds. At the same time, they curtail opportunities for 
the majority, reproducing broad patterns of inequality. Similar trends seem to be 
emerging in terms of the education of the children of rural–urban migrants in China. 
In all cases, there is some disagreement among researchers and policymakers over 
whether the glass is half full or half empty, which often hinges upon whether the 
focus is on mobility in relation to the parental generation or on the gap between 
migrant children and those from native born/urban families, These debates raise 
the questions of what the minimum level of educational attainment is that children 
require as “the essential prerequisite(s) for adult participation in society” (Fishkin 
1997); how much mobility can reasonably be expected over one generation; and how 
much inequality in outcomes is tolerable.

The answers to these questions are likely to vary across societies and the upper 
bound of what level of education is considered necessary is certainly open to dis-
pute: for example, there is considerable disagreement over the issue of whether “col-
lege for all” is a feasible or even desirable goal (Rosenbaum 2001). Success also 
brings its own headaches. High rates of educational failure generate criticism of 
educational institutions and the stigmatization of migrants. But on the other hand, 
elites are none too pleased when children of migrants begin to outperform their own 
offspring and threaten their privileged access to prestigious institutions, as is the 
case with children of Chinese and Indian immigrants in the United States. However, 
given that completing secondary education is more or less a prerequisite for employ-
ment in modern economies, the failure of many second-generation immigrants in the 
US to complete high school is almost universally regarded as unacceptable.

Although the expansion of educational opportunity may merely raise the floor 
and displace the locus of competition to higher reaches of the system, ensuring that 
all students complete compulsory schooling and leveling the playing field in terms 
of access to post-secondary education nonetheless has meaningful consequences 
in terms of improving the life circumstances of many individuals and their fami-
lies. Historical examples of such successful expansion in the United States are the 
GI Bill, which enabled large numbers of working class men to enter college in the 
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years following the Second World War, and the Open Admissions policy of the New 
York City University system in the 1960s, which led to the enrollment of large num-
bers of immigrant and minority students. This substantially increased students’ own 
incomes and led to higher rates of college attendance among their children (Attewell 
and Lavin 2007).

Are China and the US entering another period in which this kind of qualitative 
change is possible? Certainly, both countries are experiencing profound demo-
graphic transitions in which native born/urban populations are ageing and children 
of migrants make up a growing percentage of students and young workers. Richard 
Alba has argued in Blurring the Color Line (2009) that the retirement of the baby 
boom generation and low birthrates among native born whites in the US might pro-
vide the incentive to draw larger numbers of immigrant and minority background 
youth into higher levels of education. Clearly, doing so will be crucial for maintain-
ing the nation’s economic competitiveness: in all but one of the nation’s 10 larg-
est and most productive metropolitan areas, which together contribute more to the 
nation’s economy than 46 other states combined, the majority of children aged 0–5 
are already from minority backgrounds, with Latinos the largest group (Mordechay 
and Orfield 2017). Yet recent developments are not encouraging. One recent assess-
ment of the situation concludes that although a few cities have attempted to tackle 
the roots of segregated and unequal schooling through innovative housing and edu-
cation policies, overall, there is a “policy vacuum” in terms of efforts to provide 
more equal access to high quality education (Mordechay and Orfield 2017). The 
reports of the Equity and Excellence Commission (2013) and the US Commission 
on Civil Rights (2018) are equally discouraging.

In China, different but equally important transitions are taking place. The whole 
population is ageing, but because birth control policies were implemented most 
strictly in cities, urban populations that have dominated the higher levels of educa-
tion and the labor market are ageing faster than those in rural areas. As urbaniza-
tion proceeds, the school age and young working population will increasingly be 
dominated by children of migrants and rural residents. As China’s equivalent of the 
baby boomers (the pre-population control generation) moves out of the labor force, 
opportunities should open up for migrants and their children who have the education 
to fill them. China is also attempting to upgrade its development model, increase 
worker productivity and avoid the “middle income trap” (Cai 2012) by moving away 
from reliance on low-cost manufacturing towards higher value services and indus-
tries that require a more educated workforce. Researchers have argued that this com-
bination of demographic and economic pressures calls for policies to ensure better 
educational opportunities for the children of migrants and rural people (Khor et al. 
2016; Li et al. 2017) but it remains to be seen if this advice will be heeded.

Juxtaposing the US and China together has revealed some telling similarities 
that transcend the apparent differences in contexts. In both cases, children of labor 
migrants face challenges in their education that relate to their migration status and 
that of their parents. Even if their own access to education in the receiving place is 
ensured, as it is now for the duration of compulsory education in both countries, 
their parents’ exclusion from many of the benefits of citizenship by virtue of their 
legal status continues to leave them disadvantaged and insecure in comparison with 
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young people of native born/urban parents. At the same time, both the US case and 
the emerging situation in China show that while the right to access education is 
essential, it is not sufficient; ensuring high quality education for all children is also 
crucial if they are to be successfully integrated. Children of migrants face the chal-
lenge of not just reproducing but exceeding their parents’ level of educational attain-
ment in the context of constrained family financial and social resources. While edu-
cation policy cannot make these underlying social inequalities go away, it should not 
compound them by tolerating a situation in which children of migrants also receive 
inferior schooling. Figuring out how to target public investment in ways that can 
most effectively level the playing field should be an urgent focus of research and 
policy.
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