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Abstract

:

This paper reviews the Chinese government’s efforts and progress towards ensuring equitable access to quality early childhood education (ECE). It begins with an overview of the Chinese context and analysing the reasons for a policy focus on ECE in recent decades. Thereafter, from a historical perspective, it critically reviews policies pertaining to enhancing access to and the quality of ECE in China since 2010. Nationally representative data are used to document policy implementation. Our analyses of national policies and representative data suggest that the state considers ECE a public good. This is evident from policy changes, efforts to bridge urban–rural disparities, fiscal allocations to the most economically disadvantaged groups, and strategies to enhance the quality of ECE.A significant focus on policy implementation with improved regulation and monitoring of services provided by both state and non-state actors was found. However, it is evident that gaps persist between urban and rural areas regarding infrastructure and resourcing, gross enrolment rates, and teacher–child ratios. That stated, the momentum that has driven policy change and the dramatic gains demonstrates the priority accorded to ECE.
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1. The Chinese Context


China is the world’s second most populous country, with 1.4 billion people living in 31 provinces [1]. China has the second largest number of children worldwide, but the population is declining. In 2023, there were 61,144,621 children under the age of five [2]. Addressing the differing needs of children with diverse backgrounds by providing high-quality ECE services nationwide is a formidable task.



In addition to the current cohort size, other contextual factors should, in theory, affect the future demand for and supply of ECE. One would expect that moving from a one-child policy to a universal two-child policy in 2016 and to a three-child policy in 2021 would have led to an increase in the birth rate. This did not happen as the birth rate continues to decrease in China. Social factors, however, have led to an increased demand for high-quality ECE services. There has been increased competition in China to secure admission to elite universities, and parents want high-quality ECE as they do not want children to be ‘behind at the starting gate’ of school. Many Chinese parents do not want more than one child because of the increased competition for admission to elite universities and the increasingly unaffordable cost of raising a child. In response, in 2021, the Chinese government issued Opinions on Further Reducing the Work Burden of Students in Compulsory Education and the Burden of Off-campus Training, colloquially known as the Double Reduction policy. The Double Reduction policy aims to reduce excessive parental pressure and has been deemed one of China’s responses to the dropping birth rate and the potential population crisis [3]. It may take some time for the impact on ECE of the Double Reduction policy to be seen. Further policy interventions may also increase the birth rate and the demand for ECE in the next decade. However, it is clear that China’s educational policies, discussed below, acknowledge the importance of investing in the early years to prepare children for a high-tech knowledge-intensive economy.



Economic development in China is vastly uneven. Rural areas and provinces located in the western and central regions of the country have benefited less from economic growth than more-developed urban areas and the eastern regions of the country. Rapid urbanisation has taken place: in 2021, China’s urbanisation rate was 64.7%; in 2000, the urbanisation rate was 36%. This rapid urbanisation, together with uneven regional development, has spurred great internal migration in China. More than 240 million people have migrated, primarily from rural areas to urban areas and from less-developed provinces to more-developed provinces [4]. While migrating to urban areas may mitigate economic hardship, migrant populations are vulnerable to job insecurity and poor living conditions [5]. More importantly, migration has also led to challenging childcare issues.



The latest statistics suggested that 1 in 3 children in urban areas are migrant children, and 4 out of 10 children in rural areas are left behind in rural areas when their parents move to urban areas for employment [6]. On the one hand, migrating to urban cities with parents may benefit children since it mitigates issues associated with separation from parents, possibly reduces the negative impacts of growing up in poverty, and allows children to accrue advantages related to living in more-developed cities [7]. On the other hand, it is difficult for migrant children to assimilate successfully into local communities due to institutional practices and policies such as hukou. A hukou book is a legal document associated with China’s household registration system. The hukou is based on the birthplace of the head of the household. Citizens can have an urban or a rural hukou; these have different benefits, including access to government jobs, healthcare, and public education. Rural to urban migrant workers hold a rural hukou that limits their own and their children’s access to resources, including public education. Highly skilled migrant workers may be granted an urban hukou to attract talent to urban areas. In 2016, the State Council issued a policy indicating the intention to grant urban hukou to 100 million rural migrants by 2020. As children’s admission to the public school system is tied to their hukou status, it is difficult for migrant children with a rural hukou to secure a place in a mainstream public kindergarten in urban areas, even when they live with their parents in these urban areas. ECE services for migrant children have been of great concern, especially in metropolitan cities that attract the most migrant workers, such as Shanghai, Guangzhou, Shenzhen, and Beijing. The national government has attached great importance to ECE provision for this group and has urged local governments to create more opportunities to ensure ECE access for migrant children. Nonetheless, implementation of the policy varies widely across the country as it depends on local governments’ fiscal capacity and commitment.



In China, ECE refers to organised and centre-based education and care services for children aged from birth to 6 years. Nurseries (childcare centres) provide services for children below three years of age; full-day kindergartens generally serve children from 3 to 6 years. Children typically spend 7 to 8 h per day in kindergartens. Children typically attend three levels of age-segregated classes (kindergarten 1, kindergarten 2, and kindergarten 3), although some kindergartens have mixed-age classes. A one-year pre-primary education programme may also be provided within some primary schools for children from 5 to 6/7 years to utilise the limited resources in remote rural areas fully. Publicly funded kindergartens (hereafter, referred to as public kindergartens) are typically the preferred option for most parents, but in urban areas, competition for a place in renowned public kindergartens is very keen. This situation differs from Hong Kong where all ECE services are provided by the private sector. In Hong Kong, the government provides subsidies and monitors the quality of ECE provision. Children in China with special education needs are either enrolled in mainstream classrooms or in schools that specifically cater for children with additional needs. This paper uses the term ECE to refer to centre-based kindergarten education unless otherwise specified.



In 2010, the Outline of China’s National Plan for Medium and Long-term Education Reform and Development 2010–2020 [8] (hereafter, the Outline) was a watershed moment in the history of ECE. Since 2010, government policy initiatives and increased financial investment have focused on enhancing the supply and quality of ECE. Extant studies have examined the momentum toward accessible and high-quality ECE [9,10,11,12]. Many have considered the effectiveness of specific policy initiatives and programs [13,14], as well as national guidelines on teaching and learning [15,16]. Yet, the review of how China has enhanced accessibility, quality, and equity has been less thorough. This paper reviews the Chinese government’s efforts and progress towards ensuring equitable access to quality ECE. Policy documents relevant to ECE were analysed to facilitate a comprehensive understanding of China’s strategies to promote ECE since 2010. Publicly available datasets were examined to determine the impact of policy initiatives in this context.




2. The Changing Role of the State in the Provision and Regulation of Early Childhood Education


Debate on the degree to which the state should be involved in ECE is ongoing. One perspective is that responsibility for ECE should be shared by parents and private sector ECE providers. Another perspective is that ECE is a public good that benefits society and should be accessible to all. The latter view requires the state to be the major supplier of ECE and to assume the responsibility of monitoring service provision. The debate about the role of the state in ECE guided our discussion and analysis of the Chinese government’s involvement in ECE.



ECE in China has undergone a significant shift with progressively increasing involvement of the state in the provision and regulation of ECE. In the 1990s, with the development of the market economy, the government introduced the “government retreats but private-sector advances” policy, with which the government gradually reduced public funding for ECE and encouraged non-state sectors (non-state actors: individuals and organisations, ranging from home-schooling providers to non-governmental institutions, that provide education and care services for children; private providers are a major subset of non-state actors) to provide ECE services. Since then, many public kindergartens have been closed, suspended, merged, or become privately owned. The non-state sector expanded quickly and gradually became the predominant provider of ECE services (68% were run by non-state actors by 2010), and the non-state providers shoulder the major responsibility of ECE provision. By this time, the demand for ECE vastly exceeded supply, resulting in a 56.6% GER in ECE for 3- to 6-year-olds and access to ECE varied considerably across provinces and urban–rural areas [17]. Furthermore, most private kindergartens were for-profit, more expensive, and had lower levels of quality than public kindergartens. Chinese parents faced significant challenges in enrolling their children in high-quality, affordable kindergartens during this period.



The 2010 Outline was the first time that ECE had been included in the government’s strategic plan and signalled the start of national investment in ECE as a public good after decades of market-driven ECE [10]. In the Outline, the Chinese government put forth objectives and ambitious goals to improve the ECE system. Three key objectives were specified: (1) universal access to ECE; (2) increased government responsibility in the provision of ECE; and (3) improved ECE in rural areas. Since then, there has been sustained government focus on ECE.



2.1. Development of ECE Services through National Policies


Following the Outline, the State Council launched Suggestions Concerning Current Development of Early Childhood Education [18] (hereafter referred to as the Suggestions), which outlines the implementation strategy to meet their objectives. These Suggestions make a case for ECE and contain ten specific strategies to achieve the goals specified in the Outline. Implementation strategies included expanding the supply of ECE, supporting private kindergartens, and supporting the construction of kindergartens in rural areas. Other strategies concerned the ECE workforce, increasing public funding for ECE, health and safety issues, improving childcare and educational practices, multi-sectorial collaboration, and government leadership.



A notable recommendation in the Suggestions was to evaluate progress via a three-year action plan. Since the introduction of the Suggestions, county-level local governments or above have been required to identify challenges in the provision and quality of ECE services within their administrative units, set goals to address these challenges, take actions, and monitor progress. Formal reports about their progress are made to a higher administrative unit of the government every three years. The action plan ensures that responsibilities are assigned precisely and that implementation of the policies is tracked regularly, thus increasing the likelihood of achieving the strategic objectives. The Outline and Suggestions have played pivotal roles in developing other strategic plans and policies focusing on specific ECE areas or groups of children. For example, the concrete goals regarding ECE enrolment rates were re-emphasised in the Child Development Outline of China (2011–2020), in national poverty alleviation plans, and in educational plans for certain groups of children, such as children with disabilities.



In the past decade, policymakers, researchers, and other stakeholders in China have been lobbying for an ECE law to ensure children’s right to education, especially for those most likely excluded. The ECE law (draft) includes stipulations on children’s rights; the responsibilities of the state, families, and communities, and regulations related to the operation of kindergartens. After soliciting opinions and consultations, the ECE law (draft) entered the legislative process in 2018. The ECE law (draft) was approved at the Executive Meeting of the State Council in June 2023 and was passed on to the National People’s Congress for final approval. The legally binding ECE law (draft), once passed, will further direct resource allocation to promote social justice and quality and underscore the responsibilities of the central, provincial, country, and local educational authorities. The legal framework demonstrates the Chinese government’s commitment to ensuring that children are able to access ECE.




2.2. Increase in Public Expenditure on ECE to Reach Disadvantaged Children


Two major drivers have contributed to an increase in public expenditure on ECE to reach disadvantaged children in China. First, the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC; United Nations, 1989) specifies that all children regardless of their gender, nationality, ethnicity, region of residence, and family background have the right to education and care. The state is obligated to ensure children’s right to ECE. China signed the CRC in 1990 and ratified it in 1992. Second, economic and educational sciences have shown that investment in ECE can yield substantial returns for individuals’ life-long development and countries’ human capital development [19,20].



With the recognition of the importance of ECE for human and societal development, the Chinese government has increased investment in ECE. Public funding is the major source of investment in ECE with limited investment from families [21]. From 2011 to 2020, the Chinese government invested over CNY 170 billion (USD 23 billion) with an average of 20.6% yearly growth in investment in ECE. The proportion of the total education expenditure allocated to ECE also increased from 2.2% in 2011 to 5.9% in 2020 [21]. Yet, by 2017, state funding for ECE was less than 0.2% of the nation’s GDP, which was lower than that for primary education (1.22–1.39%) and the OECD average (0.6–0.8%) [10].



To move toward equal access to ECE, the government has allocated more public funding to less economically developed provinces and rural areas. As noted earlier, less economic development in western and central regions reduced local governments’ ability to invest in ECE; this, in turn, resulted in lower levels of kindergarten availability and enrolment compared with those in more-developed provinces in the eastern region [13]. Within each province, local governments also prioritised the allocation of public funding to urban kindergartens [22]. Thus, it is not surprising to see substantial regional and urban–rural disparities in ECE enrolment. Since 2010, the national government has adopted a targeted approach, allocating financial resources to the less economically developed provinces in the western and central regions. Most of these funds were channelled into building kindergartens and providing subsidies for children in less-developed provinces who may otherwise be unable to access ECE. With this targeted support, the pace of ECE development was fastest in the western and rural areas. From 2011 to 2020, 80% of newly established kindergartens were located in the central and western regions and roughly 60% were located in rural areas [21].



Within provinces, local governments are required to allocate a significant proportion of public funding to ECE in rural areas. As shown in Figure 1, local governments distributed higher proportions of public financing to ECE in rural areas in almost all provinces in 2018 compared to 2011. In 2018, public funding for ECE, including funding provided by the central government and by local governments, was CNY 177 billion, or approximately 48.3% of the total ECE fiscal revenue; around half (49.27%) of this public funding was distributed to rural ECE, compared with 33.88% in 2010. Among the 31 provinces (municipalities or autonomous regions), 19 allocated more than half of the public ECE funding to rural kindergartens, with the rural allocations being highest in the Qinghai (78.82%), Gansu (77.15%), Xinjiang (75.47%), Jiangxi (71.76%), and Hebei (70.33%) provinces.




2.3. Coordination of Non-State Actors and Families


In addition to the state’s expanding role in policymaking and funding allocation, the Chinese government regulates non-state actors to build a sustainable, vibrant, and flexible ECE system, encouraging non-state stakeholders to provide ECE services that suit families’ diverse needs. For example, the Chinese government required property developers to build at least one affordable kindergarten in newly built residential communities. With increased demands for high-quality childcare but limited available supply, the Chinese government mobilised non-state actors to provide flexible childcare services, including community-based childcare, home-based childcare, and full-day, half-day, or drop-in day care programmes to meet families’ needs [23].



Each province also formulates policies to support non-state actors to provide childcare services. For example, Suzhou, a city in Jiangsu Province, provides childcare centres with a construction subsidy of CNY 10,000 per childcare place and an operating subsidy of CNY 300–800 per child per month for inclusive childcare; Wenzhou, a city in Zhejiang Province, provides childcare centres with subsidies at the rate of 1.2 to 2 times that of local kindergarten per pupil fees. To further alleviate parents’ financial burden, the Chinese government introduced a tax exemption policy for parents with children under the age of three who can enjoy CNY 1000 monthly tax exemption for each family.





3. Expanding ECE Accessibility: From Availability to Affordability and Suitability


Access to ECE can refer to the supply/availability of ECE or to children’s participation in ECE programmes. Indeed, ECE access is a multi-dimensional concept encompassing factors relating to availability, usage, cost, transportation, language, and cultural competence [24]. A comprehensive conception of access to ECE should consider (i) demand (what parents want); (ii) supply (what is available and affordable); (iii) how well ECE programmes meet the needs of children and their families; and (iv) how many children attend high-quality ECE programmes [24]. Data on most of these access indicators are not publicly available in China, making it difficult to analyse children’s participation in high-quality ECE settings. Using open-access administrative data, we found a policy focus moving from ECE availability and participation toward ECE affordability and suitability, with an increasing awareness of the education and care for children under three years of age.



3.1. ECE Availability and Participation


In 2010, the Outline and the Suggestions ushered in a new wave of ECE reform, where new policies were implemented to address the challenges of ECE access and cost. The long-term goal was to universalise access to ECE services for all 3- to 6-year-olds by 2020, ensuring that all 3- to 6-year-old children could attend kindergartens with affordable tuition fees. To achieve this goal, local governments have been striving to increase the number of private kindergartens that charge tuition fees comparable with those charged by public kindergartens. Another primary focus has been the promotion of equity, typically pursued by prioritising rural areas and less economically developed provinces where ECE enrolment is lower than the national average [22].



Available data demonstrate the success of policies and strategic plans to increase ECE availability. Figure 2 showcases the remarkable increases in the number of kindergartens and the GER in ECE for 3- to 6-year-olds. Between 2011 and 2021, more than 128,000 new kindergartens—a rise of 76.8%—were established. Latest official reports suggest that 289,200 kindergartens served over 46 million 3- to 6-year-olds in 2022. Meanwhile, the GER of the 3- to 6-year-old children’s ECE was 89.7% in 2022 [25].




3.2. ECE Affordability and Suitability


Through boosting the number of kindergartens, the state has sought to further ameliorate the issue of the high costs of ECE programmes with an innovative strategy: promoting Pu Hui Xing kindergartens. Pu Hui Xing kindergartens, translated as ‘affordable kindergartens’, charge affordable tuition fees for all families, including all public kindergartens and Pu Hui Xing private kindergartens [26]. Tuition fees of public kindergartens are determined by the local governments based on their merits in a local quality rating scheme. Public kindergartens with higher ratings charge slightly higher tuition fees than those with lower ratings. Public kindergartens generally charge lower tuition fees than private kindergartens, including Pu Hui Xing private kindergartens. Pu Hui Xing private kindergartens are required to follow the tuition fees prescribed by local governments. In return, local governments provide Pu Hui Xing private kindergartens with subsidies such as lower rental costs. Private kindergartens that remain for-profit retain the autonomy to decide fees but have profit caps set by the government in some cases. At the same time, local governments limit the number of for-profit private kindergartens to ensure Pu Hui Xing kindergartens are the main ECE providers. For example, the Jiangsu provincial government stipulated that the profit–cost ratio should not exceed 15% [27]. These measures were all aimed at increasing the affordability of ECE.



Administrative statistics suggest that by the end of 2022, 85% of all kindergartens were Pu Hui Xing kindergartens, already achieving the national government’s target of 85% of affordable kindergartens by 2025 [25]. Among all the Pu Hui Xing kindergartens, 52% were public-funded, showcasing the state’s tremendous effort, with an increase of 149.7% in the number of public kindergartens compared with 2011 [21]. A study of 2928 private kindergartens in 17 provinces revealed that over 75% of the surveyed for-profit private kindergartens intended to or had transformed into Pu Hui Xing kindergartens [27].



The expansion of Pu Hui Xing kindergartens has enhanced ECE availability and affordability. However, tuition fees continue to be a significant financial burden for low-income families. Although local governments make a substantial financial contribution to Pu Hui Xing kindergartens, a reasonable and defined cost-sharing formula that allocates costs among the government, kindergarten operators, and parents has yet to be developed.





4. Regulating ECE Quality: From Structural Quality to Process Quality


ECE is not included in the compulsory education system. With the rapid expansion of kindergartens, the government realised that access alone could not necessarily promote the learning and development outcomes of children. Hence, concerted efforts have been made to improve ECE quality. There are two main aspects of preschool quality: structural and process. On the one hand, structural quality refers to the physical setting, class size, teacher–child ratio, teacher qualifications, the availability of appropriate materials and equipment, and the safety and cleanliness of the setting. Process quality refers to the quality of the teacher–child interactions and the extent to which teachers provide stimulating and developmentally appropriate activities.



In the initial stage of expanding ECE services, the Chinese government focused on improving kindergartens’ structural quality, such as infrastructure, equipment, facilities, and materials. This was for two reasons. First, structural elements are easy to define and regulate. Second, the environment plays a vital role in children’s learning and development within traditional Chinese philosophy. One of the best examples to illustrate how Chinese philosophy emphasizes the importance of environment comes from the legend of Mencius. The mother of Mencius, a widow, moved her residence three times until she found the right location to raise her child. This was next door to a school. A favourable environment is assumed to promote proper and moral behaviours, while a chaotic and disorganised environment does not lead to propriety and effective learning. Thus, the kindergarten quality rating guidelines emphasize a structured learning environment with stimulating learning materials. Notably, with the gradual improvement in kindergarten structural quality, the Chinese government has introduced specific guidelines and regulations to promote process quality.



Supporting play-based curricula and teacher–child interactions have been consistently highlighted in national policies. Along with specific quality indicators and guidelines, policy attention is increasingly focusing on building system capacity to monitor and evaluate quality provision. In this section, we present the Chinese government’s endeavours to improve ECE quality from the indicators of ECE quality evaluation to the quality assurance mechanism.



4.1. Shifting Attention from Structural Quality to Process Quality


The structural quality indicators for kindergartens include tuition fees, physical settings, space and facilities, class size, teacher–child ratios, and staff qualifications, as well as health, hygiene, and safety. The process quality indicators mainly focus on teaching, learning, and child development.



Tuition fees. The Chinese government has set strict tuition fee limits for public and private kindergartens that receive public funding. Local governments monitor the tuition fees charged by these kindergartens. The tuition fees for public kindergartens are set by provincial education departments based on the local economic development level [28]. Non-profit private kindergartens must follow the same standards as public kindergartens in the same district. For-profit private kindergartens are given the autonomy to determine their tuition policies, but governments restrict their profits to prevent excessive profit-driven behaviours. Although these policies help prevent kindergartens from overcharging, the efforts have been criticised for being driven more by regulatory goals than by a desire to promote high-quality services by establishing a rational cost-share system [14]. Indeed, the standards are similar across kindergartens and have yet to consider the variations in operational costs and the public funding received by different kindergartens [14]. For example, within the same district, non-profit kindergartens typically receive less public funding support than their public counterparts, and the strict tuition fee regulation could result in reduced quality in order to improve profits.



Physical settings, space and facilities. The Kindergarten Construction Standards contain recommendations regarding where kindergartens should be located, how they should be built, and other aspects relating to the physical setting. It is essential to adhere to these standards when constructing new kindergartens. For instance, kindergartens should have at least 4 square meters of outdoor playground per student [29], and at least half of the outdoor play area should be exposed to sunlight for at least 2 h on a winter’s day. This is aligned with the requirement outlined in the Kindergarten Working Regulations that kindergartens should ensure children’s participation in outdoor activities for no less than 2 h or more per day [30]. This is because Chinese kindergartens accord importance to outdoor physical activities and consider that exercise and exposing children to sunlight benefits their health and well-being. Standards related to indoor space per student are also specified in the Kindergarten Working Regulations.



Class size, teacher–child ratios, and staff qualifications. Class size and teacher–child ratios are indicators of ECE structural quality, which are considered a prerequisite of quality and stimulating teacher–child interaction [31]. A reasonable class size and teacher–child ratio can provide more opportunities for individualized teacher–child interaction and support. The Ministry of Education (MoE) has mandated that the number of children in a classroom should be at most 25, 30, and 35 for classrooms serving children aged 3–4 years, 4–5 years, and 5–6 years, respectively [30]. Furthermore, each classroom should have at least two teaching staff and one caregiver [31]. However, in practice, class size and teacher–child ratios vary widely across kindergartens, with many kindergartens experiencing difficulty in complying with government regulations. Staff qualifications are strongly emphasised in different documents, and licensing requires proof of staff qualifications. Kindergarten principals are required to hold at least an associate degree, have three years of working experience in the field, be able to take leadership roles, and complete a kindergarten principal pre-job training course. Teachers must complete at least a post-secondary ECE teacher preparation programme and obtain the ECE teacher certificate. At the same time, caregivers should hold at least a high school diploma. Qualifications of healthcare providers (i.e., doctors, nurses, and healthcare-related workers) are also specified in relevant policies. Although these minimum requirements have been criticised as too low to ensure high-quality service, some kindergarten staff in poor, rural areas are still working towards meeting these minimum requirements.



Health, hygiene and safety. Ensuring children’s healthy development is the joint responsibility of kindergartens, local Departments of Health, and other institutions, such as the Centre for Disease Control and Prevention. The National Health Commission and the MoE jointly regulate kindergarten health, hygiene, nutrition, and safety issues. The Ministry of Health develops relevant policies and guides kindergartens on how to implement and monitor prescribed practices. The local Departments of Health are responsible for evaluating the health, hygiene, and safety conditions of newly established kindergartens. A full-time certified healthcare provider is also a requirement, especially for kindergartens serving 150 or more children. Kindergartens are required to develop a comprehensive school-based healthcare policy and to conduct daily physical check-ups for children, monitor child growth and development, implement infectious disease prevention checks, set up daily sound routines, conduct hygiene practices, and provide balanced diets for children. These practices help prevent and reduce the prevalence of common diseases in young children and promote child development and well-being [32].



Teaching, learning, and child development. Unlike structural features for which the government has, as we have seen, detailed requirements for teaching and learning, the critical process quality indicators are less clearly defined. Local governments have autonomy to develop their own tools for assessing teaching and learning quality. However, the MoE provides general guidance on planning and implementing educational programs. For example, the Kindergarten Working Regulations highlight that kindergarten educational practices should be developmentally appropriate and respect developmental differences in individual children. They also identified play as the primary pedagogical approach and require kindergartens to create a rich and stimulating learning environment to support children’s learning. Teaching literacy (including pinyin) is strictly prohibited in kindergarten classrooms. In 2022, the MoE issued the first national guidelines that explicitly stipulate critical dimensions of process quality: Evaluation Guidelines for Early Childhood Education and Care in Kindergartens. The guidelines address teaching and learning processes, learning environment settings, and teaching workforce. It is worth noting that in the teaching and learning processes dimension, the policy affirms the importance of activity organisation (Chinese policy avoids the use of the word ‘class’ as it implies academic orientation in the Chinese context), teacher–child interactions, and home–school–community collaboration. A child-centred and play-based curriculum that integrates many hands-on exploration opportunities that tap into children’s daily experience is considered high-quality ECE provision. The most common curriculum model in Chinese kindergarten is theme-based and blends five domains of learning and development. These include health and nutrition, language and literacy, numeracy and science, socioemotional well-being, and artistic skills. Kindergartens and schools are encouraged to adapt existing curriculum models (e.g., the Reggio Emilia approach and High-Scope curriculum) to develop their school-based curriculum to align with government guidelines. One such example is the Anji Play approach, which encourages risky play in natural environments. Some provincial governments have developed a local curriculum that works as the reference for school-based curriculum implementation.



The shift in attention from structural to process aspects of ECE quality reflects research that suggests that structural quality alone does not guarantee stimulating learning experiences or positive learning outcomes for children [33,34]. Thus, promoting ECE teachers’ professional learning to enhance process quality has also been a priority. Indeed, supporting ECE teachers’ professional learning is positioned as a critical pathway for quality improvement in the Chinese government’s Evaluation Guidelines for Early Childhood Education and Care in Kindergartens. However, despite the fact that ECE teacher well-being is closely associated with children’s socioemotional development [35], ECE teachers’ socioemotional well-being is receiving less policy attention.



Although child development outcomes are viewed as a critical indicator of service quality [36], they are not used for national ECE quality evaluation in China. Child development is not assessed using standardised population-level monitoring tools, such as the Early Development Index in Canada or the Australian Early Development Census (formerly the Australian Early Development Index). This is intended to avoid bringing academic or performance pressure to bear on the play-based curriculum, kindergartens, and teachers. Many kindergarten teachers in China refer to age-specific desirable outcomes for child development listed in the guidelines as a formative assessment tool to assess children’s competencies. Assessment results may be used to adjust the level of educational activities for children [11]. In some provinces, the government may also include desirable outcomes for child development in their quality evaluation tools as an outcome indicator of ECE quality.




4.2. Emerging Quality Assurance and Enhancement Mechanisms


Globally, there is increasing consensus that a strong monitoring and quality assurance system is pivotal to the sustainable development of ECE systems [15]. A monitoring and evaluation system can support governments to assess the efficacy of their ECE system and identify groups with particular needs in order to provide timely and targeted support. Although existing cross-national data, such as the Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) and the Demographic and Health Survey (DHS), can provide international comparable information for policymakers in China, information that comprises country-relevant indicators are still needed.



China’s goal of universalising high-quality ECE education has provided the impetus for developing and implementing a national system to evaluate ECE quality [37]. Before 2010, kindergarten quality evaluation was overseen by local educational governments that used locally developed quality rating systems. The rapid expansion of ECE facilities in the past decade has led to increased urgency in establishing a quality assurance framework to monitor ECE quality across the country. It should be noted that there have been some marked changes in the kindergarten quality evaluation system over the past ten years. In the past, the monitoring of kindergarten quality by local authorities was not mandatory, and a large number of kindergartens were not evaluated [16,37]. The monitoring of ECE quality by local authorities is no longer optional and is now required. All kindergartens must be evaluated, not just a few “model” kindergartens (see Demonstration Kindergarten Scheme below). Since 2022, local governments must comply with the national guidelines—Evaluation Guidelines Early Childhood Education and Care in Kindergartens—in terms of evaluation modality, frequency, and indicators to come up with their own evaluation plans.



4.2.1. The Demonstration Kindergarten Scheme and the Kindergarten Quality Rating System


The evaluation of kindergarten quality since the 1950s has primarily followed the demonstration kindergarten approach that identifies high-quality kindergartens capable of being models of good practices for other kindergartens and supporting the latter to improve their quality [38]. To assess whether or not a kindergarten is qualified to serve as a model, local governments use the province-specific Demonstration Kindergarten Quality Rating System or Kindergarten Quality Rating Systems (QRSs) [37]. These two monitoring systems have similar aims. Despite their shared objective of identifying high-quality kindergartens, quality rating contents and implementation vary substantially across provinces, municipalities, and autonomous regions. A QRS is the primary tool used to assess kindergartens regularly [39]. The Kindergarten QRS of Guangdong province, for example, relies on a 39-item quality evaluation tool to measure (i) some structural dimensions of quality (facilities, learning materials, class size, staff-to-child ratio, and staff qualification) and (ii) management of learning and teaching, family–kindergarten relations and finance [40]. Kindergartens that wish to be accredited as officially rated kindergartens must identify and address their areas of weakness to meet the quality standards. Incentives for earning accreditation are increased funding and the receipt of awards of excellence [40].



The validity and comprehensiveness of existing QRSs require further attention. First, as noted earlier, rating standards may vary substantially across provinces. Furthermore, a kindergarten rated as “excellent” in an economically less-developed western province in China may be of considerably lower quality than a kindergarten rated as excellent in the municipality of Shanghai. This reflects an absence of national benchmarks for ECE quality [39]. QRSs also tend to give more weight to structural elements of ECE quality than to indicators of process and outcome quality [16]. Moreover, even if a province-specific QRS effectively differentiates kindergartens of differing quality, the kindergartens that receive high rankings on the QRS do not score very high on standardised measures of observed quality [37]. Another issue, particularly in Pu Hui Xing private kindergartens, is that some local governments and kindergartens believe that it is impossible to provide services that are simultaneously universally affordable and of high quality. Local governments have not provided enough funding to transform kindergartens of low and mid-range quality into high-quality kindergartens [27].



There has been some concern that applying QRSs may have paradoxically increased disparities in ECE quality and inequality [16,37,41]. Some local governments have deliberately allocated more resources to support the successful accreditation of a limited number of kindergartens, mainly publicly funded kindergartens [38]. Accredited kindergartens are provided with more help, more support for teacher training, and more public funding, leading to inequalities in kindergarten quality [38]. As access to these high-quality kindergartens is limited, only a very small proportion of children succeed in securing admission to these kindergartens, often those with higher socioeconomic status backgrounds [37,38]. Hence, the Matthew effect may be a sequel to the QRS.




4.2.2. Kindergarten Supervision and Evaluation Scheme


In 2017, the national government initiated the Kindergarten Supervision and Evaluation Scheme to evaluate kindergarten quality across the country to improve the former kindergarten evaluation system, to promote the local government’s supervision of kindergartens, and to improve ECE quality and effectiveness. With this scheme, nationwide kindergarten evaluation is gradually being standardised, allowing the government to collect data on pre-determined quality indicators. Provincial governments have been given autonomy to develop the measure and implement the evaluation, which generally includes five aspects (i.e., the condition of the kindergarten, safety, hygiene and healthcare, education and care, staff, and management).



The MoE requires each county (district) government to supervise and evaluate every kindergarten in their county at least once in five years. After the evaluation, local governments provide kindergartens with written feedback and asks them to improve in their areas of weakness. The results of the evaluation, indicated by a rating on a five-point Likert scale in some provinces, are publicly available and used for amending and implementing local ECE policies. In 2019, the MoE developed an online system for local governments to conduct evaluations, collect data, and thus build a national ECE quality database [42].



The tension between teacher autonomy and the quality monitoring system is always a challenge when local governments take the responsibility of monitoring and evaluation. Teachers may be overly concerned about meeting quality standards to pass government inspections, leaving them little room to practice their own educational philosophy [43]. Thus, it is vital to provide teachers with sufficient professional support through school-based or community-based professional collaboration. It was found that when kindergartens encouraged teachers to participate in school decision making and curriculum innovations, ECE teachers enjoyed more curriculum autonomy, which in turn, enhanced their job satisfaction and well-being even under a stringent quality assurance system [44].






5. ECE Equity: Diminishing Persisting Disparities in Access to High-Quality ECE


In this section, we review the extent to which disparities and barriers have been diminishing as a consequence of the policy effort to promote equitable ECE for all children.



5.1. ECE Enrolment


Gender. Data on sex ratios at birth indicate a strong son preference in China. In 2005, there were 119 boys born for every 100 girls, but this decreased to 112 boys for 100 girls in 2017 [45]. Official data from MoE indicate no differences between girls’ and boys’ ECE enrolment ratios [26]. This means that although the son preference is still prevalent, parents are equally likely to send boys and girls to ECE once the child is born.



Age. Children’s ECE participation in China varies with their age. As ECE services in China mainly target 3- to 6-year-olds, and 6 years is also the official enrolment age of primary grade 1, it is not surprising to see that children aged under three and those aged six and older accounted for a small proportion of the enrolled children (2% and 4%, respectively). Among the 3- to 5-year-olds, there were substantial age differences in ECE participation. The 3-year-olds accounted for only 26% of the enrolled children, although this percentage has increased since 2011. This figure also aligns with the current policies of prioritising older children in kindergarten enrolment. Notably, nationwide survey data showed a meagre enrolment ratio for 3-year-olds in rural areas, suggesting less time is spent in kindergartens by rural children [46].



Programme type. As mentioned earlier, kindergartens in China are run by for-profit entities or public sector entities, such as government departments, universities, the army, and neighbourhood communities. Public kindergartens are more likely to attract better educated and more competent teachers because the former offer better terms of service. Public kindergarten teachers are more likely to be awarded Bianzhi and Zhicheng status by local educational authorities. Bianzhi is similar to a tenured position, and Zhicheng is a professional rating based on the teacher’s education degree, professional performance, and work experience [47]. Bianzhi is primarily provided to teachers working in public kindergartens, while teachers working in private kindergartens may now apply for Zhicheng. These two factors significantly affect teacher remuneration since teachers with Bianzhi and Zhicheng receive better salaries and perquisites than those who do not have them [39]. As a result, it is not surprising to see public–private differences in teacher education and teacher-to-child ratio in favour of public kindergartens [47].



Region/urbanicity/SES. Positive changes in the GER of 3- to 6-year-olds in ECE across the nation have been documented in administrative data and household surveys. The government reported a more significant ECE expansion in the western region relative to the eastern and central regions [48]. Between 2010 and 2018, the number of enrolled pre-schoolers in the western region increased by 76.3% compared with 65.1% and 35.7% in the eastern and central areas, respectively [48]. The expansion in the western region was the result of the government’s intensified policy efforts and the low baseline GER in the region. Nationally, GER in urban and rural areas also increased by 26.6% and 54.6%, respectively [48].



Using nationwide household survey data, Su and colleagues compared kindergarten enrolment ratios for children aged 4–6 years in the rural western region with the urban eastern region and found that the enrolment gap between these two regions had narrowed from 36.36% in 2010 to 19.66% in 2016. Similarly, the gap in the enrolment ratio for children of mothers with tertiary education and those of mothers with no more than primary education reduced from 30.76% to 8.88% in the same period. Despite these positive changes, children, especially 3-year-olds, living in rural areas and those from families with lower SES are still less likely to attend kindergartens than other children [46]. Government data indicate a low GER in ECE in poverty-stricken areas and areas inhabited by predominantly ethnic minorities where public kindergartens were still unavailable [48]. These areas, some of which have a GER below 50%, are in need of intensified efforts to ensure access to ECE [48].



Public kindergartens charge lower tuition fees than private kindergartens, and the expansion in the number of public kindergartens has been most prominent in rural villages, where families may have been less likely to send their children to kindergartens due to economic constraints. Hence, there has been an increase in ECE enrolment in rural areas. Indeed, government data indicate that between 2010 and 2018, ECE participation rates increased by 61.6% in rural areas and 56.4% in urban areas. This is not surprising, as participation rates were notably lower in rural areas (35.6% in 2008) compared with urban areas (55.6% in 2008) in addition to policy emphasis on enhancing access to ECE in rural areas [49]. While administrative data are not available to estimate the changes in urban–rural and eastern–central–western gaps in kindergarten enrolment rates, nationwide survey data indicate that urban–rural and regional disparities in kindergarten attendance decreased significantly after 2010 [46].



Although there is a need for more official data on process quality, there has been an increased focus since 2010 by researchers on assessing both process quality and the structural factors that affect it. Research has consistently found that urban kindergartens outperform rural kindergartens on standardised instruments of process quality, including those measuring the provision of learning materials, activities, teacher–child interactions, and curriculum [47,50]. Teachers in urban ECE classrooms were reported to be more capable of providing children with stimulating learning environments, promoting children’s skills development through high-quality activities and interactions and responding to individual children’s needs [47]. These disparities in ECE quality may result in substantial gaps in children’s developmental outcomes.



Research conducted in China has also revealed that class size strongly affects teachers’ beliefs about developmentally appropriate activities and related practices [51,52]. Teachers leading a large group of children tend to spend more time on traditional whole-group instruction, meaning there is less time for individual attention to support young children’s learning [51]. Teachers with more education and those responsible for a smaller group of children are more likely to hold child-centred beliefs and implement high-quality instruction than other teachers [53].



The literature has also documented the association between kindergarten providers and process quality. In general, public kindergartens scored higher on structure and process quality indicators [50]. Furthermore, as public kindergartens run by educational departments generally receive more supervision from the local governments, they tend to have higher process quality than those run by non-educational departments and other public sectors.




5.2. Equity in Children’s Early Learning Outcomes and Development


As mentioned earlier, unlike at other levels in the Chinese education system, standardised tests are not used to assess children when they transition from kindergarten to school. Instead, kindergarten teachers may use the developmental outcomes outlined in the guidelines as an observational tool to evaluate the level of children’s developmental competencies and decide whether a child needs extra support. There is no nationwide data on young children’s learning outcomes based on adult reports or direct assessments of children. However, research has consistently reported that children in rural areas and those from lower-SES families perform at a lower level than their advantaged peers on standardised tests of early development [54,55].



While the evidence on the long-term impact of kindergarten participation on later achievement is inconclusive, it is promising. A study with a representative sample from five provinces in China further found that an additional nine months of kindergarten was positively associated with higher scores of cognitive development and social-emotional competence [50]. Interestingly, it also showed that an extra four hours of ECE was negatively associated with children’s social-emotional scores [56]. This was assumed be due to receiving less individual attention, for an extended time, because of group-based care. Gong and colleagues examined non-cognitive skills among rural adolescents [57]. They found that students who had attended kindergartens had more friends and were more likely to hold leadership positions in schools than their peers who did not participate in kindergarten. However, kindergarten participation was not related to these rural children’s literacy and mathematics abilities [57].



In China, there has been a lack of research on whether attending kindergarten benefits children from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds more than children from other backgrounds. However, limited extant research has highlighted the compensatory effects of high-quality ECE for children living under socioeconomically disadvantaged circumstances. Li and colleagues examined the moderating influences of urbanicity and maternal education on the relationship between kindergarten quality and children’s language, early math, and social cognition in Zhejiang, a developed province in eastern China [55]. They found that the role of ECE quality was similar for children with high or low-educated mothers and whether living in urban or rural areas [55]. This provides evidence that ECE participation has universally positive role for children regardless of their family background.



Given the paucity of nationally representative data on the relation between kindergarten experience and children’s learning outcomes, it is challenging to determine whether kindergarten expansion has successfully narrowed SES-based gaps in child outcomes. Considering the overall increases in indicators of structural quality over the years, one would anticipate improvements in the process quality of kindergartens, which may, in turn, be related to improved children’s learning outcomes. Meanwhile, it should be kept in mind that these linkages may be observed due to many other unmeasured structural elements of kindergarten quality and process quality also affect child development. More importantly, kindergartens serving children living in socioeconomically disadvantaged circumstances may need more support and more competent teachers to bring these children onto an equal footing with their more advantaged peers. However, in reality, these kindergartens may have limited positive impact due to their low quality. Relevant data must be collected at the national level to better evaluate and monitor ECE quality and its impact, identify disparities amongst children, and evaluate the impact of policy interventions [58].





6. Challenges and Opportunities


China has made tremendous efforts to improve access to high-quality ECE for children from varying backgrounds, showcasing the importance of the state in funding allocation, policymaking and regulation, and governing non-state actors. Despite the outstanding achievement in enhancing access to ECE, challenges remain in ensuring universal and equitable access to high-quality ECE. Longstanding challenges continue to hinder children’s development, including persistent regional and urban–rural disparities, challenges specific to migrant children, and an insufficient number of professionally trained teachers. These challenges are currently the focus of policy efforts, and the use of technology will further support the monitoring and regulation of ECE system quality. Free and compulsory ECE is yet to be legally mandated. We believe that when passed into law, the ECE law (draft) will signal a new era of ECE development in China. This will build on the remarkable developments that have occurred since 2010. An inclusive, accessible, affordable, and equitable ECE system is being developed to meet the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) targets that relate to early childhood development. The nation strives for all children to be afforded an opportunity to achieve their learning potential with the joint efforts of teachers, parents, and community members. An empowered, professional, and skilful ECE teaching workforce is the key to the success of an ECE system. More policy attention should be accorded to the well-being of ECE teachers, including adequate remuneration, increased job security, better working conditions, and diverse pathways to professional development and career progression.







Author Contributions


Conceptualisation, N.R., Y.Y. and Y.S.; methodology, N.R., Y.S. and Y.Y.; software, N.R.; formal analysis, Y.S., Y.Y. and N.R.; resources, N.R.; data curation, Y.S., Y.Y. and N.R.; writing—original draft preparation, Y.Y. and Y.S.; writing—review and editing, N.R., Y.Y., Y.S. and C.C.; visualisation, N.R.; supervision, N.R. and C.C.; project administration, N.R.; funding acquisition, N.R. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.




Funding


This research was funded by the UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) Collective Fund Award (grant ref: ES/T003936/1) UKRI GCRF Harnessing the power of global data to support young children’s learning and development: analyses, dissemination, and implementation.




Institutional Review Board Statement


Not applicable.




Informed Consent Statement


Not applicable.




Data Availability Statement


No new data were created or analysed in this study. Data sharing does not apply to this article.




Conflicts of Interest


The authors declare no conflict of interest.




References


	



World Population Dashboard: China. Available online: https://www.unfpa.org/data/world-population/CN (accessed on 11 July 2023).

	



How Many Children Are in China? Available online: https://data.unicef.org/how-many/how-many-children-are-there-in-china/ (accessed on 11 July 2023).

	



Qian, H.; Walker, A.; Chen, S. The ‘Double-Reduction’ Education Policy in China: Three Prevailing Narratives. J. Educ. Policy 2023, 1–20. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



China Statistics Yearbook 2019. Available online: http://www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/ndsj/2019/indexeh.htm (accessed on 16 March 2021).

	



National Bureau of Statistics of the PRC; UNFPA; UNICEF. Migration Population in China 2018: Trends, Challenges, and Policy Implications; National Bureau of Statistics of China: Beijing, China, 2018. [Google Scholar]

	



National Bureau of Statistics of China; UNICEF China; UNFPA China. ‘What the 2020 Census Can Tell Us about Children in China: Facts and Figures. 2023. Available online: https://www.unicef.cn/media/24511/file/What%20the%202020%20Census%20Can%20Tell%20Us%20About%20Children%20in%20China%20Facts%20and%20Figures.pdf (accessed on 22 September 2023).

	



Gong, J.; Rao, N. Early learning opportunities of preschool children affected by migration in China. Early Child. Res. Q. 2023, 63, 228–239. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



The State Council of the People’s Republic of China. Outline of China’s National Plan for Medium and Long-Term Education Reform and Development 2010–2020. Available online: http://ncee.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Sha-non-AV-5-China-Education-Plan-2010-2020.pdf (accessed on 7 December 2022). (In Chinese).

	



Feng, X. An overview of early childhood education in the People’s Republic of China. In Early Childhood Education in Chinese Societies; Rao, N., Zhou, J., Sun, J., Eds.; Springer: New York, NY, USA, 2017; pp. 55–70. [Google Scholar]

	



Wang, L. Strategies of promoting kindergarten new teachers’ professional development. Stud. Presch. Educ. 2013, 11, 66–68. (In Chinese) [Google Scholar]

	



Gao, H.; Huo, L. The early learning and development guidelines in China: Retrospective and prospective views. In Contemporary Issues and Challenges in Early Childhood Education in the Asia-Pacific Region; Li, M., Fox, J., Grieshaber, S., Eds.; Springer: New York, NY, USA, 2017; pp. 181–202. [Google Scholar]

	



Hong, X.; Chen, J.J. A Critical Analysis of the Changing Landscape of Early Childhood Education in Mainland China: History, Policies, Progress, and Future Development. In Early Childhood Education Policies in Asia Pacific Advances in Theory and Practice; Li, H., Park, E., Chen, J.J., Eds.; Springer: Singapore, 2016. [Google Scholar]

	



Zhou, J.; Sun, J.; Lee, D. Trends in government expenditure in early childhood education in China: Practices in Shanghai, Guizhou, and Ningshan. In Early Childhood Education in Chinese Societies; Rao, N., Zhou, J., Sun, J., Eds.; Springer: New York, NY, USA, 2017; pp. 71–84. [Google Scholar]

	



Feng, W.; Wu, J. Construction of flexible pricing mechanism for public-interest kindergartens. Educ. Res. 2019, 40, 94–102. (In Chinese) [Google Scholar]

	



Raikes, A.; Rao, N.; Yoshikawa, H.; Cohrssen, C.; Behrman, J.; Cappa, C.; Devercelli, A.; Lopez Boo, F.; McCoy, D.; Richter, L.; et al. Global tracking of access and quality in early childhood care and education. Int. J. Child Care Educ. Policy 2023, 17, 14. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Pan, Y.-J.; Liu, Y.; Lau, E.Y.H. Evaluation of the kindergarten quality rating system in Beijing. Early Educ. Dev. 2010, 21, 186–204. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China. Statistical Bulletin on Educational Development 2010. Available online: http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A03/s180/moe_633/201203/t20120321_132634.html (accessed on 11 March 2021). (In Chinese)

	



The State Council of the People’s Republic of China. State Council’s Suggestions Concerning Current Development of Early Childhood Education. The Central People’s Government of the PRC. Available online: http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2010-11/24/content_5421.htm (accessed on 16 March 2021). (In Chinese)

	



Heckman, J.; Pinto, R.; Savelyev, P. Understanding the Mechanisms through Which an Influential Early Childhood Program Boosted Adult Outcomes. Am. Econ. Rev. 2013, 103, 2052–2086. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



McCoy, D.C.; Yoshikawa, H.; Ziol-Guest, K.M.; Duncan, G.J.; Schindler, H.S.; Magnuson, K.; Yang, R.; Koepp, A.; Shonkoff, J.P. Impacts of Early Childhood Education on Medium- and Long-Term Educational Outcomes. Educ. Res. 2017, 46, 474–487. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China. Achievements in the Reform and Development of Early Childhood Education since the 18th Party Congress. Available online: http://www.moe.gov.cn/fbh/live/2022/54405/sfcl/202204/t20220426_621796.html (accessed on 7 December 2022). (In Chinese)

	



Zhang, L.; Liu, Q. Early childhood education in economically disadvantaged rural areas of China. In Early Childhood Education in Chinese Societies; Rao, N., Zhou, J., Sun, J., Eds.; Springer: New York, NY, USA, 2017; pp. 111–130. [Google Scholar]

	



Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China. Promoting Affordable Childcare for Happy Childhood. Available online: http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xwfb/s5147/202305/t20230531_1062113.html (accessed on 13 July 2023). (In Chinese)

	



Friese, S.; Lin, V.K.; Forry, N.; Tout, K. Defining and Measuring Access to High-Quality Early Care and Education (ECE): A Guidebook for Policymakers and Researchers; Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation: Washington, DC, USA, 2017. [Google Scholar]

	



Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China. The Ministry of Education Releases Statistical Report on China’s Educational Achievements in 2022. Available online: http://en.moe.gov.cn/news/press_releases/202304/t20230403_1054080.html (accessed on 13 July 2023). (In Chinese)

	



Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China. Statistical Year Book of Education in 2021. Available online: http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_sjzl/sjzl_fztjgb/202209/t20220914_660850.html (accessed on 13 July 2023). (In Chinese)

	



Wang, H.; Liu, J.; Wu, X. “The difficulty of universal, generalized and inclusive choice” and “the worry of profit-making choice”: The dilemma and the way to break through of private kindergartens. Stud. Early Child. Educ. 2020, 12, 23–30. (In Chinese) [Google Scholar]

	



National Development and Reform Commission of the People’s Republic of China; Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China; Ministry of Finance of the People’s Republic of China. Interim Measures for Management of Kindergarten Charge. Available online: http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xxgk/moe_1777/moe_1779/201201/t20120117_129509.html (accessed on 16 March 2021). (In Chinese)

	



Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China. Kindergarten Construction Standards. Available online: http://www.mohurd.gov.cn/wjfb/201704/W020170413094957.pdf (accessed on 16 March 2021). (In Chinese)

	



Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China. Kindergarten Working Regulations. Available online: http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A02/s5911/moe_621/201602/t20160229_231184.html (accessed on 16 March 2021). (In Chinese)

	



Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China. Staffing Standards for Kindergartens. Available online: http://old.moe.gov.cn/publicfiles/business/htmlfiles/moe/s7027/201301/147148.html (accessed on 16 March 2021). (In Chinese)

	



Ministry of Health of the People’s Republic of China. Nursery and Kindergarten Healthcare Management Measures. Available online: http://old.moe.gov.cn/publicfiles/business/htmlfiles/moe/moe_1779/201011/111116.html (accessed on 16 March 2021). (In Chinese)

	



Slot, P.L.; Leseman, P.P.M.; Verhagen, J.; Mulder, H. Associations between Structural Quality Aspects and Process Quality in Dutch Early Childhood Education and Care Settings. Early Child. Res. Q. 2015, 33, 64–76. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Pianta, R.C.; Whittaker, J.E.; Vitiello, V.; Ruzek, E.; Ansari, A.; Hofkens, T.; DeCoster, J. Children’s School Readiness Skills across the Pre-K Year: Associations with Teacher-Student Interactions, Teacher Practices, and Exposure to Academic Content. J. Appl. Dev. Psychol. 2020, 66, 101084. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Xie, S.; Wu, D.; Li, H. The Relationship between Chinese Teachers’ Emotional Labor, Teaching Efficacy, and Young Children’s Social-Emotional Development and Learning. Sustainability 2022, 14, 2205. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Litjens, I. Literature review on monitoring quality in early childhood education and care (ECEC). In Proceedings of the 4th Meeting of the Trans-Atlantic Forum on Inclusive Early Years, Amsterdam, The Netherlands, 30 June–2 July 2014. [Google Scholar]

	



Hu, B.Y.; Vong, K.-I.; Chi Kuan Mak, M. An evaluation of China’s Kindergarten quality rating system through the Chinese early childhood environment rating scale—The Zhejiang case. Early Years 2015, 35, 50–66. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Deng, Z.L.Y. The change and return of the value of the demonstration kindergarten scheme. Educ. Rev. 2010, 9, 50–53. (In Chinese) [Google Scholar]

	



Kang, J.Q.; Liu, Y. Issues need to be clarified about preschool assessment standard setting. Stud. Presch. Educ. 2011, 1, 29–33. (In Chinese) [Google Scholar]

	



Liu, J.R. The effectiveness analysis of Guangdong Kindergarten Rating Assessment. Shanghai J. Educ. Eval. 2014, 1, 61–64. (In Chinese) [Google Scholar]

	



Huang, X.L.; Chen, Y.L. On the kindergarten level assessment system from the perspective of educational equity. Stud. Early Child. Educ. 2014, 3, 15–21. (In Chinese) [Google Scholar]

	



Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China. Notification of the Further Improvement of Kindergarten Supervision and Evaluation. Available online: http://www.moe.gov.cn/s78/A11/tongzhi/201906/t20190614_385830.html (accessed on 16 March 2023). (In Chinese)

	



Sachs, J. Teacher Professionalism: Why Are We Still Talking about It? Teach. Teach. 2016, 22, 413–425. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Xia, J.; Wang, M.; Zhang, S. School Culture and Teacher Job Satisfaction in Early Childhood Education in China: The Mediating Role of Teaching Autonomy. Asia Pac. Educ. Rev. 2022, 24, 101–111. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



UNICEF. Figure 1.9: Sex Ratio at Birth 1982–2017. Available online: https://www.unicef.cn/figure-19-sex-ratio-birth-19822017 (accessed on 16 March 2023).

	



Su, Y.; Lau, C.; Rao, N. Early education policy in China: Reducing regional and socioeconomic disparities in preschool attendance. Early Child. Res. Q. 2020, 53, 11–22. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Hu, B.Y.; Zhou, Y.; Li, K.; Killingsworth Roberts, S. Examining program quality disparities between urban and rural kindergartens in China: Evidence from Zhejiang. J. Res. Child. Educ. 2014, 28, 461–483. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Chen, B.S. The State Council’s Report on Preschool Education Reform and Development. Available online: http://www.npc.gov.cn/npc/c30834/201908/1c9ebb56d55e43cab6e5ba08d0c3b28c.shtml (accessed on 16 March 2021).

	



Basic Education Research Center. Report on the Development of Preschool Education. Available online: http://www.nies.edu.cn/cb/bg/201203/t20120329_303285.html (accessed on 12 July 2023). (In Chinese).

	



Li, K.; Zhang, P.; Hu, B.Y.; Burchinal, M.R.; Fan, X.; Qin, J. Testing the ‘thresholds’ of preschool education quality on child outcomes in China. Early Child. Res. Q. 2019, 47, 445–456. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Hu, B.Y.; Szente, J. Exploring the quality of early childhood education in China: Implications for early childhood teacher education. J. Early Child. Teach. Educ. 2009, 30, 247–262. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Wang, J.; Elicker, J.; McMullen, M.; Mao, S. Chinese and American preschool teachers’ beliefs about early childhood curriculum. Early Child Dev. Care 2008, 178, 227–249. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Yang, Y.; Hu, B.Y. Chinese preschool teachers’ classroom instructional support quality and child-centered beliefs: A latent profile analysis. Teach. Teach. Educ. 2019, 80, 1–12. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Gan, Y.; Meng, L.; Xie, J. Comparison of school readiness between rural and urban Chinese preschool children. Soc. Behav. Pers. 2016, 44, 1429–1442. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Li, K.; Pan, Y.; Hu, B.; Burchinal, M.; De Marco, A.; Fan, X.; Qin, J. Early childhood education quality and child outcomes in China: Evidence from Zhejiang Province. Early Child. Res. Q. 2016, 36, 427–438. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Rao, N.; Richards, B.; Sun, J.; Weber, A.; Sincovich, A. Early childhood education and child development in four countries in East Asia and the Pacific. Early Child. Res. Q. 2019, 47, 169–181. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Gong, X.; Xu, D.; Han, W.-J. The effects of preschool attendance on adolescent outcomes in rural China. Early Child. Res. Q. 2016, 37, 140–152. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



UNESCO Institute for Statistics; FHI 360 Education Policy and Data Center, Oxford Policy Management; Center of Research for Equitable Access and Learning. Handbook on Measuring Equity in Education. Available online: http://www.uis.unesco.org (accessed on 16 March 2021).








[image: Children 10 01674 g001] 





Figure 1. Trends in ECE public funding on rural kindergartens. Sources: Department of Finance, Ministry of Education (MoE), and Department of Social Science, Technology and Cultural Industry Statistics, NBS, 2013, 2019. 
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Figure 2. Number of kindergartens and GER (2010–2021). Source: MoE, 2011–2022. 
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