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Abstract: Rural revitalization to promote sustainable rural development is a key strategy promoted
by the Communist Party of China. We conducted a comprehensive policy analysis to explore the
development of sustainable rural education for promoting rural revitalization in China. Integrity,
openness, and endogeneity are critical in the development of sustainable rural education. We inves-
tigated the formulation and implementation of sustainable development policies supporting rural
education in China through an in-depth analysis of the rural education policy circle (policy design,
content, and implementation) and administered a survey among rural education administrators and
teachers to elicit their perspectives. Education personnel employed in rural areas within 10 prov-
inces, including school and education administrators, teaching staff and researchers, and teachers
(in kindergartens, primary schools, and middle schools) were recruited for the study. A total of 741
questionnaires were sent out and returned (a recovery rate of 100%). Our findings indicated that
the policy design was unreasonable, and its focus on rural-based care was inadequate. Moreover,
integration and symbiosis of policy content was lacking, and the governance system was also inad-
equate, leading to poor policy implementation associated with insufficient support of teacher re-
sources. In addition to addressing the above issues, we suggest that the policy should have a rural
orientation to enhance integration and symbiosis, with a focus on building and consolidating the
ranks of rural teachers.
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1. Introduction

Rural revitalization is a major component of strategic planning designed by the Com-
munist Party of China to promote sustainable rural development. In 2017, A rural revital-
ization strategy was proposed at the 19th National Congress for the following reasons:
Issues concerning agriculture, rural areas, and farmers are fundamental to the national
economy and people’s livelihoods, and we must always make solving these issues a top
priority in the work of the whole Party [1,2].We should give priority to the development
of agriculture and rural areas, establish and improve systems, mechanisms and policies
for integrated urban-rural development, and accelerate the modernization of agriculture
and rural areas in accordance with the general requirements of thriving industries, livable
ecosystems, civilized local customs, effective governance and a well-off life [3-5].

We therefore conducted an analysis of policies that have been implemented to pro-
mote rural revitalization in China through the sustainable development of rural educa-
tion. The paper is organized as follows. Section 1 focuses on the sustainable development
of rural education. Section 2 presents a review of historical policies for promoting the sus-
tainable development of rural education in China. Section3 describes the use of quantita-
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tive methods for exploring stakeholders’ perspectives, notably those of education admin-
istrators and teachers in rural areas within 10 provinces, who included school and educa-
tion administrators, teaching staff and researchers, and teachers (at kindergartens, pri-
mary schools, and middle schools). Section 4 explores issues faced in the formulation of
policies to promote the sustainable development of rural education in China. Section 5
offers concluding remarks relating to the study (See Figure 1).
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Figure 1. The outline of the sustainable rural education development for rural revitalization in
China.

Strategic Relationships between the Sustainable Development of Rural Education and Rural
Revitalization

Rural education in China refers to education imparted in rural areas, covering towns
and villages below the county level within the administrative structure. The sustainable
development of rural education is an essential component in the process of bringing about
rural transformation and development [6,7]. Rural revitalization and sustainably de-
signed rural education mutually reinforce each other, with the former providing a politi-
cal, economic, cultural, and ecological foundation for the latter’s development, which in
turn, can promote the construction of rural politics, the economy, culture, and ecology. In
other words, these two processes are internally related: the sustainable development of
rural education plays an important strategic role in fostering rural revitalization, while
rural revitalization importantly promotes the sustainable development of rural education.
In the 1990s, the concept of sustainable development gained widespread acceptance and
became a universal goal worldwide. Core values driving the sustainable development of
rural education are integrity, openness, and endogenous development [8,9]. These values
are briefly discussed below.

Integrity refers to the integrated development of rural education and society, with
the revitalization of rural education being a “sub-project” under the overall national strat-
egy of rural revitalization, and rural education being one dimension of rural society. The
strategy of rural revitalization encompasses content relating to the revitalization of rural
education. In September 2018, the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China
and the State Council issued “The Strategic Plan for Rural Revitalization (2018-2022),”
which clearly states that “we should adhere to comprehensive rural revitalization, make
overall plans for rural economic, political, cultural, social, ecological, and Party building,
and give priority to the development of rural education”. In sum, the sustainable devel-
opment of rural education and rural revitalization are holistically related, with sustainable
rural development being an essential part of rural revitalization [10,11].
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Openness refers to the coordinated development of rural education and society. The
sustainable development of rural education evidently does not take place in isolation; ra-
ther, it should be the outcome of the coordinated development of rural education and
society. Within the strategy of rural revitalization, the sustainable development of rural
education clearly reveals characteristics of openness, reflected in inputs and outputs
within a continuous flow of materials, energy, and information between the rural educa-
tion system and other subsystems of rural society [12,13]. In conjunction with a continuous
process of adjusting rural social, political, economic, cultural, and ecological developmen-
tal strategies, the rural education system absorbs materials, abilities, and information,
makes timely adjustments relating to the strategy for developing rural education and ac-
tively responds to new requirements and areas of support required to achieve rural revi-
talization [14]. At the same time, through the training of personnel as well as through
cultural inheritance and social services, the rural education system provides material re-
sources, energy, and information, including human and cultural resources and intellec-
tual support needed to foster rural revitalization. Thus, the sustainable development of
rural education and rural revitalization occurs synergistically within open, two-way in-
teractions

Endogeneity refers to the humanistic development of rural education and society.
The sustainable development of rural education must be an endogenous process. Human
capital in education is an endogenous and not an exogenous factor. Endogenous develop-
ment of rural education critically focuses on the development of people [15,16]. Moreover,
rural human capital comprising people and human modernization is the key factor driv-
ing the implementation of the rural revitalization strategy. Accordingly, the sustainable
development of rural education and rural revitalization are essentially compatible,
demonstrating a natural internal fit. Both foreground the sustainable development of peo-
ple and promote rural education and society as endogenous, human-oriented develop-
ment projects through the sustainable development of people [17,18]. Sustainable devel-
opment of rural education revitalizes rural communities, providing an endogenous en-
gine of rural revitalization, with rural education being an important carrier and driving
force of the revitalization of rural communities.

Data available at the National Bureau of Statistics reveal that since the initiation of
China’s reform and opening-up process, the urbanization process has accelerated, with
the urbanization rate rising from 18.96% in 1979 to 60.60% in 2019, reflecting an increase
of 41.64 percentage points (see Figure 2). By the end of 2019, China’s total rural population
had reached 551.62 million, accounting for 39.40% of the country’s total population. In the
process of rapid urbanization, large proportions of rural populations migrate to cities.
Consequently, the rural human capital base is increasingly eroded and weakened, and the
dualistic urban—rural structure becomes increasingly prominent. Therefore, the revitali-
zation of rural communities has become the top priority within rural revitalization pro-
grams and strategies. The sustainable development of rural education plays a crucial and
strategic role in the revitalization of rural communities, notably through rural vocational
education and community education. China’s central government concentrates on pro-
moting the sustainable development of rural talent, including re-educating farmers, rural
operators, and managers and increasing the stock and quality of rural human capital.
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Figure 2. Changes of China’s urbanization rate since the reform and opening (1979-2019).

Sustainable development of rural education boosts the revitalization of rural culture.
The unique social ecology, which refers to pursing the social sustainable development
environment, of the countryside sustains the culture and civilization of the Chinese na-
tion. Revitalization of rural culture is naturally inseparable from the sustainable develop-
ment of rural education. Using local teaching materials and the design of local courses,
rural education serves to revive a declining rural culture not only enabling the preserva-
tion of its traditional roots but also contributing to its formative influence in shaping the
contemporary rural culture [19].Throughout rural cultural responsibility education prac-
tice, and changes in the rural construction service process, a five-fold initiation, rise, rad-
ical development, transition, and peak has been generally experienced [20]. Practical ex-
perience has demonstrated that rural education plays an important role in the develop-
ment of rural culture, transmitting memories and the traditional heritage of village cul-
ture. Moreover, it facilitates the resolution of urban and rural cultural conflict and pro-
vides a cultural space for engaging fruitfully with rural cultural dilemmas [21]. Sustaina-
ble development of rural education facilitates the realization of the comprehensive revi-
talization of rural areas, which encompasses rural politics, economy, culture, society, and
ecology [22]. Rural education is the first step in the process of rural revitalization and the
endogenous driving force of this process. The construction of rural politics, economics,
culture, society, and ecologies requires human resources for which an urban education
alone is inadequate [23].

Rural education can facilitate comprehensive revitalization of rural areas through the
provision of a base education, that is, a vocational education that leads to improved tech-
nical skills; a community education that generates rural human resources, and through
the cultivation of positive sentiments towards rural areas [24]. It generates local human
resources with the capabilities of implementing comprehensive rural revitalization that,
in turn, can strengthen rural democracy. The Chinese Communist Party attaches consid-
erable importance to the strategic prioritization and development of rural education and
to the provision of all-round strategic support for the sustainable development of rural
education through policies, resources, and institutional mechanisms. The sustainable de-
velopment of rural education has been strategically prioritized under the rural revitaliza-
tion strategy, which entails policy support for the prioritized development of rural edu-
cation and aims to bridge existing shortcomings in rural education. Policies such as the
13th Five-Year Plan for Poverty Reduction through Education, “Opinions of the CPC Cen-
tral Committee and the State Council on Deepening Reform and Standardizing Develop-
ment of Preschool Education” and the “East-West Cooperation Action Plan for Vocational
Education (2016-2020)" have been enacted to promote the sustainable development of ru-
ral education [25].
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2. Methods
2.1. Research Design

We conducted an in-depth investigation of the formulation and implementation of
sustainable development policies for rural education in China. Specifically, we examined
the rural education policy circle (policy design, content, and implementation) followed by
rural education administrators and teachers in ten Chinese provinces. Applying descrip-
tive and content analyses and an analysis of group differences, we assessed the current
situation and issues relating to China’s rural education policy and its sustainable devel-
opment, providing empirical inputs for its further optimization.

2.2. Research Methods and Tools

We administered a questionnaire-based survey as our primary research tool, which
we developed using the Questionnaire Star app. This study includes a total of 741 applied
questionnaires. The survey was conducted on Wenjuanxing, an online platform, targeting
rural education managers and teachers and seeking their views on the design, content,
and implementation of rural education policies, problems encountered, and their sugges-
tions and inputs. The questionnaire, titled “Policy Questionnaire on Sustainable Develop-
ment of Rural Education in China” was compiled by the research group. It comprised
three parts. The first part elicited basic information. The second part entailed a quantita-
tive survey, focusing on policy design, content, and implementation. A total of 14 items
were included in the second section, which were scored using a 5-point scale: very con-
sistent (5 points), consistent (4 points), general (3 points), not consistent (2 points), and
very inconsistent (1 point). The third section consisted of four open questions designed to
elicit the reflections and suggestions of rural education managers and teachers on rural
education, rural education policies, and rural teacher development. Cronbach’s a was
0.938; The questionnaire was evaluated by four experts in the field of education, six rural
education administrators, and six rural teachers, all of whom agreed that the content va-
lidity of the questionnaire was good.

2.3. Research Participants and Data Sources

Education administrators and teachers in rural areas (towns and villages) in 10 prov-
inces were selected as the research participants. They included school and education ad-
ministrators, teaching and research staff, and teachers (at kindergartens, primary schools,
and middle schools). A total of 741 questionnaires were sent out and all 741 were returned,
indicating a recovery rate of 100%. A total of 734 samples were obtained after excluding
seven invalid questionnaires. Respondents were selected from the following provinces:
Guangdong (N = 17), Jilin (N = 24), Zhejiang (N = 17), Hebei (N = 18), Hubei (N = 432),
Henan (N = 14), Sichuan (N = 131), Guizhou (N = 35), Yunnan (N = 36), and Xinjiang (N =
10) (see Table 1).
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Table 1. Sample distribution of questionnaires.

Classification of Dimensions Frequency Proportion/%

Senior management 130 17.7

Middle management 94 12.8
Position Educational administrator 29 4
Teacher 470 64

Staff 11 1.5

Primary 155 21.1

Title Middle 341 46.5

Senior 238 32.4

<30 87 11.9

Age 31~40 158 21.5

41~50 260 354

>51 229 31.2
Junior college below 169 23

. Bachelor 557 75.9
Educational background Graduate ” 1
Doctoral candidate 1 0.1

In total 734 100

2.4. Data Processing Procedures

From 11 August 2021 to 26 August 2021, questionnaires were distributed through the
Wenjuanxing platform, and the collected data were inputted, organized, and analyzed
using the SPSS 22.0 statistical software.

Description and analysis of differences. Using the descriptive statistics function in
SPSS 22.0, we analyzed the scores for five dimensions: policy understanding, design, con-
tent, and implementation to gain deeper insights into respondents” general understanding
of the policy to promote the sustainable development of rural education in China. We
performed a one-way ANOVA using SPSS 22.0 and analyzed demographic differences
relating to views on policy design, content, and implementation to elucidate cognitive
differences relating to demographic variables.

Cluster analysis. As a first step, we coded textual data, applying content analysis to
analyze and code the responses to the open-ended items in the questionnaire. Following
preliminary screening, 256 invalid samples were deleted, and 485 valid samples were re-
tained. We conducted an in-depth analysis of the original text and performed first-order
coding. A total of 485 key themes were obtained after we had further condensed the
theme. As a second step, we filtered high-frequency key topics using the frequency statis-
tics function in SPSS 22.0 to calculate the frequency of 485 valid key topics. The frequency
distribution of these key topics revealed 28 high-frequency key topics with frequencies
greater than or equal to six. The total frequency was 447, accounting for 92.16% of the
effective key topics. To a large extent, these 28 high-frequency key themes reflect the status
quo of China’s sustainable development policies on rural education (See Table 2).
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Table 2. High-frequency key topics.

No. High Frequency Key Topics Frequency Frequency/%
1 Policy implementation is not in place 66 13.6
2 Inadequate protection of teachers’ remuneration 47 9.7
3 Insufficient support for the construction of teachers 36 7.4
4 Poor policy implementation 29 6
5 Funding security is not in place 26 5.4
6 Resources are unevenly distributed between urban and rural areas 20 4.1
7 Insufficient professional development support for teachers 20 4.1
8 Integrated urban and rural development is not in place 19 3.9
9 Policy supporting measures are not perfect 18 3.7
10 Infrastructure conditions are not improved enough 16 3.3
11 The status of teachers is not guaranteed enough 15 3.1
12 Lack of rural characteristics 12 2.5
13 Education governance mechanism is not sound 11 2.3
14 Lack of coordination among the three religions 10 21
15 Poor coordination among departments 9 1.9
16 Policy design is out of touch with rural reality 9 1.9
17 Inadequate attention to family education 8 1.6
18 Teachers are underpaid 8 1.6
19 Teachers” professional title evaluation is not smooth 8 1.6

20 Students pay little attention to their problems 8 1.6
21 Poor teacher participation 7 1.4
22 Bad school management 7 14
23 Policy support is insufficient 7 14
24 Poor supervision of policy implementation 7 14
25 Teacher management support is not in place 6 12
26 Teachers’ living security is not enough 6 1.2
27 Policy distortion 6 12
28 Insufficient policy publicity 6 1.2

3. Results

General understanding of China’s sustainable development policy relating to rural
education

Educators and teachers in rural areas demonstrated an average understanding (an
average score of 3.73) of the sustainable development policy on rural education. Scores for
satisfaction levels relating to policy design, content, and implementation were average at
3.34, 3.04, and 3.14, respectively. The degree of satisfaction with policy implementation
was the lowest, with a score of just 2.99. Senior school administrators and title holders,
those within an age range of 41-50 years, and respondents with a junior college education
or below demonstrated a better understanding of sustainable development policies relat-
ing to rural education, but scores for other dimensions were below 4, except for those of
senior school administrators, who demonstrated a good level of understanding. All the
dimensions related to satisfaction with policy design were at an average level, with scores
ranging between 3 and 4, except for those with doctoral degrees, whose average satisfac-
tion score was below 3. Educational administrators, intermediate job holders, individuals
in the age range of 31-40 years, and master’s and doctoral degree holders all scored less
than 3 points for satisfaction with policy content, demonstrating a low level of satisfaction,
while scores for other dimensions were average. The scores of teaching and research staff
and master’s and doctoral degree holders for satisfaction with policy implementation
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were all below 3 points, indicating a low level of satisfaction, while scores for other di-
mensions were average. Education administrators, teachers, teaching and research staff,
middle-level professionals, respondents in the age range 31-40 years, and those with
bachelor’s degrees or above all scored less than 3 points for satisfaction with policy im-
plementation, indicating a low level of satisfaction, while scores for other dimensions
were average (see Table 3 for details).

Table 3. General cognition of sustainable development policy of Rural education in China.

. . Policy Policy Design Policy Policy . Policy Completion
Dimension . . . Content Implementation . .
Understanding Satisfaction . . . . Satisfaction
Satisfaction Satisfaction
Senior Manager 4.12 3.32 3.02 3.08 3.07
Middle level 3.85 3.47 3.17 3.23 3.02
manager
Position  Educational 3.69 3.33 291 3.13 2.99
administrator
teacher 3.60 3.32 3.03 3.14 297
Research staff 3.64 3.23 3.02 2.73 2.70
Primary 3.48 3.46 3.18 3.30 3.11
Rank middle 3.70 3.28 2.98 3.09 291
high 3.94 3.35 3.04 3.09 3.02
Under 30 3.40 3.36 3.03 3.21 3.03
Age 3140 3.46 3.25 2.99 311 291
41-50 3.93 3.36 3.05 3.12 3.01
51 above 3.81 3.37 3.07 3.15 3.00
Junior college below 3.80 3.47 3.19 3.27 3.14
Degree bachelor 3.71 3.30 3.00 3.11 2.95
Master 3.43 3.07 2.71 2.57 271
Doctor 3.00 2.50 2.75 2.75 2.33
Mean 3.73 3.34 3.04 3.14 2.99

Considering the dimension of position, the degree of understanding of the policy was
good (the highest) among senior school managers, whereas respondents with other posi-
tions demonstrated an average level of understanding, with the degree of understanding
of the teachers being the lowest. Not all the educators and frontline teachers were satisfied
with the policy design, which was at an average level. However, middle managers were
relatively satisfied with the policy design. Educational administrators demonstrated the
lowest (poor) degree of satisfaction with the policy content, while the degree of satisfac-
tion of other educational workers and teachers was average. The degree of satisfaction
with policy implementation was lowest (weak) among teaching and research staff, with
the satisfaction level among the remaining educational workers and teachers being aver-
age. Whereas satisfaction levels relating to policy implementation were average among
senior and middle school managers, those of the remaining educational workers and
frontline teachers were very low (see Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Policy cognition of different positions on sustainable development of rural education in
China.

For the dimension of professional titles, the degree of understanding of those with
senior titles was the highest but was still not strong, remaining at an average level. The
degree of understanding of the policy among respondents with junior and intermediate
titles was average, whereas those with junior titles had the lowest degree of understand-
ing of the policy. All the educators and teachers demonstrated low satisfaction levels re-
lating to the policy design, which were at an average level. The satisfaction level of inter-
mediate teachers regarding the policy design was relatively low. Those with intermediate
positions evidenced the lowest degree of satisfaction with policy content, which was
weak, whereas the remaining educational workers and frontline teachers demonstrated
an average degree of satisfaction with policy content. All the educators and frontline
teachers had low scores for satisfaction with the policy design, which were at an average
level. Intermediate and senior teachers have relatively low satisfaction scores for policy
implementation. Those with intermediate positions demonstrated the lowest (weak) sat-
isfaction levels with policy implementation, whereas the remaining educational workers
and frontline teachers demonstrated an average level of satisfaction with policy content
(see Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Cognition of Chinese rural education sustainable development policy by different title holders.

Among different age groups, those aged 41-50 years had the highest level of policy
understanding, which approximated a good level, followed by respondents aged 51 years
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and above. Those aged 30 years and below had the lowest level of policy understanding,
and individuals aged 31-40 years had the lowest (poor) level of satisfaction with policy
content. Other educational workers and frontline teachers demonstrated an average level
of satisfaction with the policy content, with a small gap. Not all of the educational workers
and frontline teachers were satisfied with the implementation of the policy, which was at
an average level with a small gap. Those aged 31-40 years demonstrated the lowest degree
of satisfaction with the implementation of the policy, which was at a poor level, whereas
other educational workers and frontline teachers demonstrated an average degree of sat-
isfaction with the policy’s implementation with a small gap (see Figure 5).
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Figure 5. The cognition of different age groups on the policy of sustainable development of Rural
education in China.

Among the educators and frontline teachers, those with an educational background
of junior college or below had a relatively good understanding of the policy. Educational
administrators demonstrated the lowest degree of satisfaction with the content of the pol-
icy, which was poor, whereas other educational workers and frontline teachers demon-
strated an average degree of satisfaction with the content of the policy. The level of satis-
faction with the content and implementation of the policy was lowest (poor) among doc-
toral and master’s degree holders, whereas other educators and frontline teachers had an
average degree of satisfaction with the content and implementation of the policy. Apart
from respondents with an educational background of junior college or below, respond-
ents’ satisfaction levels relating to the policy’s implementation were at a low level (see
Figure 6).
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Figure 6. Cognition of Chinese rural education sustainable development policy among people with
different educational backgrounds.
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3.1. Cognitive Differences in Demographic Variables of Sustainable Education Policy in Rural
China

We performed a one-way multivariate ANOVA, considering the posts held by rural
educators and frontline teachers as well as their professional titles, ages, and educational
backgrounds as independent variables. Levels of satisfaction regarding the policy design,
content, and implementation were taken as the dependent variables. Our results indicated
that there were no significant differences in satisfaction relating to policy design, content,
and implementation among rural educators and frontline teachers whose positions, pro-
fessional titles, ages, and educational backgrounds differed. These results indicate a con-
sensus of opinions among rural educators and frontline teachers relating to China’s policy
on sustainable development of rural education (see Table 4).

Table 4. One-way ANOVA of policy satisfaction based on demographic variables.

Demographic Dimension Policy Dimensions Significant Comparison
Policy design 0.995 -
.\ Policy content 0.762 -
Position L .
Policy implementation 0.699 -
Policy completion 0.561 -
Policy design 0.691 -
Rank ‘Po'hcy content ' 0.973 -
Policy implementation 0.902 -
Policy completion 0.907 -
Policy design 0.006 Not significant
Ace Policy content 0.054 -
& Policy implementation 0.431 -
Policy completion 0.441 -
Policy design 0.812 -
Policy content 0.4438 -
Degree S .
Policy implementation 0.971 -
Policy completion 0.833 -

3.2. Cluster Analysis of Issues Relating to the Policy of Sustainable Development of Rural
Education in China

The core issue was not predetermined; rather, it was formulated through the pro-
cesses of textual content analysis and induction. First, 12 core themes were obtained
through second-order coding on the basis of the high-frequency key themes (derived from
first-order coding), as shown in Table 5. Next, we conducted a semantic interpretation of
the core themes and identified four dimensions within the cluster unit of “policy”: policy
design, content, and implementation.
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Table 5. Clustering of key themes on policy issues of sustainable development of Rural education in China.

First Order Code

Clustering

Second Order Code . )
Dimensions

Inadequate representation of rural characteristics,
disconnection between policy design and rural reality,
uneven distribution of urban and rural resources,

Rural education status is not reflected

Rural areas are not adequately cared for ~ Policy design

Rural characteristics are not reflected unreasonable
enough

The integration of urban and rural areas is not in place,
the coordination of education, family education is not

Insufficient urban-rural integration

ST ; Content of the
Less attention is paid to home education

enough, and students’ problems are not paid enough  Lack of coordinated development of the irr}:;iicf}e]c ¢
attention three religions
Policy supporting measures are not perfect, policy Single governing body
implementation is not effective, education governance ~ Poor coordination among departments
mechanism is not sound, departments are not
coordinated, policy publicity is not enough, policy Policy
implementation supervision is not effective, school implementation
management is not good, policy distortion, funding ~ The governance mechanism is not sound not smooth
guarantee is not in place, infrastructure conditions are
not improved enough, teacher participation is not
smooth
Teachers’ status is not guaranteed, teachers’ Rural teachers are marginalized
management support is not in place, policies are not  The treatment of rural teachers still needs to
implemented, teachers’ remuneration is not be improved
guaranteed, teachers’ team building is not supported, Policy
teachers’ professional development is not supported, implementation

teachers’ income is not guaranteed, teachers’
professional title evaluation and employment is not
smooth, policy support is not strong enough, and
teachers’ livelihood is not guaranteed

Rural teachers’ professional development  is notin place
support is still insufficient

4. Discussion

The findings of our literature review and policy text and data analyses revealed that
although the policy of sustainable development of rural education implemented in China
has made remarkable strides from a historical perspective, many problems remain. There
was a consensus of opinions and satisfaction levels relating to the policy, with no signifi-
cant differences. The satisfaction levels of respondents relating to the design, content, and
implementation of the policy were average, with the degree of satisfaction with policy
implementation being the lowest and rated as poor. Key findings of the study are outlined
below.

4.1. An Unreasonable Policy Design: Rural-Based Care Is Not Enough

Since the initiation of China’s reform and opening-up process, rural education has
played an increasingly important role in the national strategy, and its strategic positioning
for priority development has been clearly defined. However, the problem of insufficient
consideration of a rural orientation has remained prominent during the process of design-
ing a rural education policy. Importantly, the actual status of rural education is not re-
flected in the policy design. One frontline teacher pointed out that “under the current
policy background, rural education seems to be attached to urban education, and there is
still a great imbalance between urban and rural education resources”. Keywords, such as
“support”, “compensation”, and “balance” occur frequently in the text of the policy doc-
ument, implying value-based assumptions and judgments of “strong cities” and “weak
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villages”. The design of the policy focuses mainly on the support of rural education
through the extension of urban educational resources, for example, through urban and
rural rotation plans for principals and teachers and matching support between the East
and West. The intention of these policies is to improve the skills of teaching staff and the
operational procedures of rural schools. However, rather than fostering the sustainable
development of rural education, this approach, which can be viewed as being analogous
to a blood transfusion, may end up reinforcing a weak position of passive acceptance of
rural education. Second, actual rural care is inadequate. According to the results of our
survey, only 10% of rural educators and teachers felt that rural education policies closely
or adequately meet the needs of rural areas, with nearly half of the respondents (46.9%)
believing rural education policies do not closely or adequately meet the needs of rural
areas. The aim of the policy is to optimize educational resources. However, in practice,
the policy does not reflect full consideration of the special case of rural China and is the
result of top-down administrative promotion of junior high, from birth, which will face
enormous controversy.

Since the central Chinese government issued the “Decision on the Reform and De-
velopment of Basic Education” in 2001 and formally proposed to “merge schools”, the
number of rural primary schools across the country has dropped by 65% from 440,000 to
155,000, which has negatively affected primary school enrollment rates. Moreover, rural
education policies do not sufficiently reflect rural characteristics. According to the results
of our survey, only 16.8% of rural educators and frontline teachers thought that rural ed-
ucation policies reflect rural characteristics, with 39.4% believing the policies do not reflect
rural characteristics or hardly do so. Rural society and culture have unique characteristics
that are not adequately incorporated into the current educational policy design. One
school administrator pointed out that “rural education policy pertinence is not strong, and
the characteristics of rural society are not obvious [in the policy]”. The focus has been on
the construction of the “infrastructure” of rural education and on teams of rural teachers,
with less attention given to the construction of the sociocultural dimensions of rural edu-
cation. In other words, the concept of comprehensive rural revitalization is still not fully
reflected in rural education policies, with attention directed at the “educational” aspects
of rural education and little consideration given to aspects of “rurality”. Consequently,
local elements are missing.

4.2. Imperfect Policy Content: Integration and Symbiosis Are Still Lacking

Although the quality of rural education has improved significantly since the initia-
tion of China’s reform and opening up process, there are still deficiencies relating to the
integration of urban and rural areas, family education, and the symbiosis of the three
types of education. First, urban and rural development remain to be fully integrated. Ac-
cording to the results of our survey, only 23.9% of rural education workers and frontline
teachers believed that rural education policies reflect the integrated development of urban
and rural areas, with 34.8% opining that the policies poorly reflect integrated develop-
ment of urban and rural areas or not at all. Within the current rural education policy, the
focus is on the balanced development of urban and rural education; education reflects a
mostly unidirectional flow from urban to rural education. Consequently, rural education
does not have a clearly defined position and role within the overall education system,
which does not reflect its role. Thus, the two-way interaction and integration of urban and
rural education development remains to be achieved.

A second gap relates to rural family education. According to the results of the survey,
37.2% of rural education workers and frontline teachers felt that rural education policies
pay more or a lot of attention to family education, 35.3% felt that rural education policies
pay more or a lot of attention to family education, and 27.5% felt that rural education
policies pay less or a little attention to family education. Family education is an important
component of rural education and is an essential resource for students. However, rural
family capital is relatively weak, and there is a tendency for rural parents to be absent.
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The respondents highlighted the problem of left-behind children. For example, one front-
line teacher pointed out the gravity of the problem, noting that “half of the students in our
class have parents who are working away and rarely return home, they lack family edu-
cation”. Currently, rural education policies focus on school education, while neglecting
family education. There is a dearth of policy support for rural family education and a lack
of attention to organizational development, the provision of necessary resources, the de-
velopment of a service mechanism, and other requirements. A third issue relates to the
lack of clarity regarding the “coexistence of the three religions”. According to the survey
results, 31.2% of rural educators and frontline teachers felt that rural education policies
focus on the “coexistence of education, education and education”, whereas 40.7% felt that
they paid little or only limited attention, and 28.1% felt that they pay little or only limited
attention. Sole reliance on school education is not sufficient for developing talents in rural
areas required to construct an industrial culture, safeguard ecologies, and revitalize or-
ganizations. Comprehensive revitalization of rural education not only entails the revitali-
zation of education within rural schools and a focus on rural students; it also requires the
revitalization of adult farmers, rural areas, and rural practitioners. Thus, the co-develop-
ment of school education, family education, and community education is essential for the
comprehensive revitalization of rural education. Currently, there is still insufficient atten-
tion paid to family education and social education within rural education policies, and the
organizational structure, mechanism, and respective responsibilities and obligations en-
tailed the development and balancing of the three types of education remain to be clari-
fied.

4.3. Poor Policy Implementation: Continuing Gaps in the Governance System

The effective implementation of rural education policies requires a strong govern-
ance system for the management of rural education. Since the initiation of the reform and
opening-up process, rural education policies for enabling reforms of the management sys-
tems and mechanisms of rural education have received focused attention, and the gov-
ernance system has been continually improved. However, some outstanding problems
remain to be resolved. The survey results showed that 82.7% of rural educators and front-
line teachers thought that the implementation of rural education policies was average,
poor, or very poor. The first point to consider is that there is just one primary governance
body. Of the respondents, 30.8% of rural education workers and frontline teachers re-
ported minimal or no participation in governance relating to rural education. Rural revi-
talization is not only an aspect of rural revitalization, and rural education is not confined
to rural school education; rather, rural education encompasses the relevant government
departments, schools, communities, social organizations, teachers, students and parents,
and other subjects. Currently, the implementation of rural education policies is mostly
government-led, comprising “top-down” administrative interventions.

Second, the level of coordination among departments is weak. According to the sur-
vey results, only 14.3% of rural education workers and frontline teachers considered the
level of coordination among different departments in the implementation of the rural ed-
ucation policy to be good or very good, with 51.5% considering it to be average, and 37.1%
viewing it as poor or very poor. To promote rural revitalization, more government de-
partments need to be involved in the management of rural education management com-
pared with those presently involved. Moreover, collaborations among administrative de-
partments remain inadequate despite the establishment of a revitalization bureau tasked
with planning China’s revitalization at a national level. However, achieving the sustaina-
ble development of rural education will require the administrative strengthening of the
education department and of other relevant departments. One rural education adminis-
trator made the following point: “There are many difficulties in cross-departmental col-
laborative work, and some policies are difficult to implement effectively and efficiently”.
A third issue relates to a flawed governance mechanism. According to the survey results,
only 20% of rural education workers and frontline teachers consider the governance
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mechanism relating to rural education to be sound or very sound, with 46.3% considering
it to be average and 33.7% viewing it as flawed or not very sound. There is a lack of effec-
tive governance mechanisms, notably those associated with organizational coordination,
communication, social participation, and supervision, for example, of left-behind children
within the management structure of rural education. Consequently, there is no clear de-
lineation of responsibilities and job requirements within organizational structures so that
the relevant social forces to participate in the project diversification end up as wasted re-
sources.

4.4. Inadequate Policy Implementation: Insufficient Support of Teacher Resources

Teacher resources are critical for the sustainable development of rural education.
Commencing from the beginning of this century, China’s policies on rural teachers have
evidenced a gradual trend of becoming increasingly systematic and comprehensive, ef-
fectively alleviating the problems of ineffective teaching and the failure to retain rural
teachers. However, there is still a paucity of high-quality teachers. Thus, in 2019, there
was a significant gap between urban and rural preschool education teachers. The propor-
tion of senior principals and full-time teachers with postgraduate degrees employed at
urban kindergartens was considerably higher than the average number of such individu-
als working at kindergartens in towns, villages, and across the entire country.

There have also been some problems in the implementation of the policy on rural
teachers. First, despite their traditional role as models and as a leading force of social gov-
ernance within traditional rural society, rural teachers are accorded a marginalized status.
Currently they are marginalized within the process of rural revitalization.

Second, the remuneration of rural teachers is low and needs to be improved. Accord-
ing to the results of our survey, 16.1% of rural educators and frontline teachers believed
that efforts to improve the status of rural teachers have not achieved the expected outcome
or that they have been far from adequate. At present, the treatment of rural teachers re-
mains poor, and the relevant policies on rural teachers’ salary standards and living subsi-
dies are not sufficiently strong and lack binding force. Moreover, the demarcation range
of policy target groups and subsidy standards are not sufficiently detailed. There is no
clear preferential policy prioritizing rural teachers and no corresponding social welfare
system.

Third, there is inadequate support for the professional development of rural teachers.
The findings of the survey indicated that currently there are 35.6% of rural education
workers, and many teachers feel that rural teachers’” professional development support is
neither good or bad. The implementation of a training policy for rural teachers has not
achieved its targets and expected impacts, with rural teacher training remaining inade-
quate. Thus, the lack of high-quality training of teachers in rural education remains a se-
rious concern. In addition, standards for evaluating rural teachers’ titles need to be re-
fined, and an appropriate evaluation index system for promoting rural teachers” profes-
sional development needs to be established.

5. Conclusions and Remarks

Adhering to a rural orientation: The concept of rural-oriented development has grad-
ually been strengthened through policy implementation, leading to the consolidation of
the priority status of rural education and the promotion of rural education aligned to sus-
tainable development. Therefore, the policy design should be aimed at strengthening a
rural orientation by applying the following approaches. The first is to ensure the equal
status of rural and urban education. This construction of rural education requires tackling
inherent biases in the policy design relating to rural education. Specifically, there is a need
to shift from a view of rural education grounded in a “country standard” and “country
revitalization” whereby the mode of urban education provides the basis for developing
rural education. Moreover, a shift from a passive approach to rural education to one that
emphasizes endogenous development of rural education is required. It is also necessary
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to strengthen the particularity of rural education field care. The special situation of rural
education, determined through in-depth research in rural areas should be incorporated in
the policy design. The urban mode of education should not be blindly pursued; rather,
practical, targeted rural education policies that are based on actual rural contexts should
be developed. Lastly, there is a need to introduce the concept of localization into the pro-
cess of developing rural education. Implementation and associated sustenance of educa-
tion is needed to transform the modernization of rural education into a viable path in
policy design. Rural human and natural environments need to be incorporated into and
firmly established within the development philosophy of rural education for standardiz-
ing and implementing national education reforms and initiating efforts to support the
country’s revitalization, while also strengthening local cultures. All of these activities can
contribute to promoting the sustainable development of rural education.

Improving the integration and symbiosis of policy content: Considering China’s rural
revitalization strategy, urban and rural development are gradually moving toward inte-
gration and symbiosis. The extension of integration and symbiosis to rural education pol-
icies should also gradually lead to improvements in their content. It is important to con-
struct a system of urban and rural education resources that reflects their integration and
symbiosis. This requires the pursuit of policy equality and improved policies for achieving
integrated urban and rural development. An “equality” consciousness should permeate
the content of rural education policies, covering all aspects from balanced fairness to inte-
grated equality to ensure the equality of urban and rural education. Further efforts to pro-
mote two-way interactions of urban and rural education resources, reshape the cultural
confidence of rural education, build a system and mechanism for fostering the integrated
development of urban and rural education, improve the policy content, and provide pol-
icy support for the integrated development of urban and rural education are required.
Improving rural family education policies also requires attention. The family is the basic
unit of rural education, transmitting the moral quality of family culture across genera-
tions, and family education is the foundation and “soft power” driving rural education.
There is a need to improve policies for supporting family education that encourage the
cultivation of sound family traditions in the new era, while continuing to focus on the
issue of left-behind children and formulate policies to promote organizational develop-
ment, resource provision, and the design of service mechanisms. A third requirement is
the coordinated development and improvement of the policy of co-existence of the three
types of education. In the context of rural revitalization, the sustainable development of
rural education necessarily entails the symbiotic development of school education, family
education, and community education so that these three types of education as well as
rural family education and community education policies assume complementary posi-
tions and functions with the rural education system. In addition, supportive measures and
an appropriate organizational mechanism will be required to strengthen the co-develop-
ment of the three education sectors.

Building the ranks of rural teachers. Teachers play a key role in the sustainable de-
velopment of rural education and in the overall process of rural revitalization. Therefore,
the following issues relating to rural teachers require attention. First, continuing and com-
prehensive efforts should be made to improve the status and treatment of rural teachers.
The salaries of frontline teachers and head teachers should be raised, and they should be
provided with benefits to incentivize them to perform well. A system of differentiated
allowances and subsidies for rural teachers should be introduced, and improvements
should be made in existing systems of rewards, social security, and honoring teachers.
The social status of teachers should be improved, and communication channels enabling
rural teachers to participate in rural affairs should be opened up. Reasonable preferential
social treatment of rural teachers should also be introduced. Comprehensive reforms of
rural teacher education should be continued.

An integrated approach to teachers’ pre- and post-service training and the curricu-
lum content for rural teachers’ education should be introduced. County (district) level
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rural teacher development centers should be established, and public funding of local stu-
dents should be continued. Rural teacher training and master of rural school education
teacher training should be introduced to encourage rural teachers to promote education.
The continued development and implementation of plans to improve the information lit-
eracy of rural teachers (and principals) and to promote their all-round professional devel-
opment is also necessary.

Rich experience has accumulated because of policy shifts to promote the sustainable
development of rural education in China, and considerable progress has been made in
this area. However, formidable challenges remain, requiring developmental interven-
tions. We conducted a literature review in conjunction with policy and empirical research,
aimed at comprehensively analyzing experiences and problems relating to China’s policy
on the sustainable development of rural education and proposed recommendations for its
improvement and optimization. The study had some limitations. First, while we con-
ducted a literature review as well as policy analysis and empirical research, we were un-
able to implement a large-scale experiment on rural education because of time and re-
search constraints. Second, we conducted an analysis of rural education policies that fo-
cused on the macro level but did not pay sufficient attention to the meso and micro levels.
Because of spatial and research limitations, we devoted limited attention to schools, cur-
ricula, and teaching research in the field of rural education. Future studies should attend
to the following aspects. They should enrich and expand their research methods by in-
cluding a large-scale rural education construction experiment, combining theoretical and
empirical research. The research scope should also be expanded, combining the macro,
meso, and micro scales and including a consideration of rural schools, curricula, and
teaching research. The conclusions of this study also require verification by exploring and
testing their practical application, followed by iterative revision.

In conclusion, this study analyzed China’s policies in the field of education, and it
has shown that rural education has undergone several stages since the initiation of the
reform and opening-up process in China: a recovery stage following adjustments, com-
prehensive reform, and an emphasis on overall development and revitalization. Adhere
to the unified leadership of the party as a fundamental, according to the guideline of the
reform of comprehensive, rural construction to serve as the goal, to promote education
fair as the main line, teacher team construction as the key policy experience, etc. The find-
ings of our empirical research revealed that the policy of sustainable development of rural
education in China is unsatisfactory, and there are outstanding problems in policy design,
content, and implementation, such as insufficient rural-based care, a lack of integration
and synthesis and of an effective governance structure, and insufficient support for teach-
ers. Considering our textual and empirical analyses, we recommend optimizing the fol-
lowing aspects of the policy on the sustainable development of rural education in China.
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