
234
© 2024 by Jason Cong Lin 

Published under a Creative Commons Attribution- 
NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0) license 

https://doi.org/10.1162/daed_a_02118

The Quest for Educational Equity in 
Schools in Mainland China & Hong Kong

Jason Cong Lin

In this essay, I introduce how and why minority groups and educational equity are 
understood and approached differently in Mainland China and Hong Kong. I de-
scribe how in the past few decades, China and Hong Kong have reformed their edu-
cation systems to increase educational equity and I summarize the progress achieved. 
I also discuss the cultural, political, and social issues and challenges that contribute 
to the complexity surrounding educational equity in China and Hong Kong, elabo-
rate on how educational equity remains a tricky issue in schools, and how different 
factors intersect to affect students’ access to educational goods. Finally, I argue that 
schools in China and Hong Kong should continue both to reform their education 
systems to enhance the academic achievement and social development of marginal-
ized students and to put more effort into empowering teachers and students to recog-
nize and address the long-standing systemic and institutional obstacles.

Diversity exists in Mainland China (hereafter referred to as “China”) and 
Hong Kong, but the meaning of minority groups varies across these two 
contexts. According to the latest censuses conducted in 2021, the major-

ity of people (over 91 percent) in both societies share Han Chinese ethnicity.1 In 
China, the term ethnic minorities refers to the fifty-five recognized ethnic minori-
ty groups who have always been in what is now Chinese territory. However, the 
major ethnic minority groups in Hong Kong include Filipinos, Indonesians, and 
South Asians, who often experience economic deprivation, educational barri-
ers, and social exclusion.2 Similarly, the term migrant group in China primarily re-
fers to Chinese people who migrate domestically, while in Hong Kong, it refers to 
migrants from China and other parts of the world. In China, the dominant spo-
ken and written languages are Mandarin and simplified Chinese characters. Al-
though English and Chinese are two equal official languages in Hong Kong and 
students are expected to be biliterate (that is, mastering written Chinese and En-
glish) and trilingual (speaking fluent Cantonese, Mandarin, and English), Can-
tonese and traditional Chinese characters remain the norms in education and so-
ciety writ large. Moreover, although the Chinese government is officially athe-
ist, it recognizes five religions: Buddhism, Catholicism, Daoism, Islam, and 
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schools are owned and managed by charitable or religious bodies, and some serve 
specific ethnic minorities. This interaction of elitism and marketization caus-
es educational equity advocates in Hong Kong to pay more attention to abstract 
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A series of interventions to reform education systems in China and Hong 
Kong over the past few decades contributed to these movements toward 
educational equity. At the macro level, the Hong Kong government has 

put forward numerous pieces of legislation to foster educational equity for mi-
nority students, including the Sex Discrimination Ordinance (1996), the Fami-
ly Status Discrimination Ordinance (1997), the Race Discrimination Ordinance 
(2008), and the Discrimination Legislation (Miscellaneous Amendments) Ordi-
nance 2020.13 To ensure the legislation can be effectively implemented, some in-
dependent statutory bodies with responsibility for promoting educational equity, 
such as the Equal Opportunities Commission, have been established to monitor 
the application of the legislation and provide feedback accordingly.

To improve educational equity between rural and urban areas, between dif-
ferent regions, and between different ethnic groups, the Chinese government ini-
tiated the Special Post Teacher Plan in rural areas in Central and Western China 
(including some ethnic minority areas) in 2006. This policy has focused on reduc-
ing the gap in educational quality and enhancing the overall quality of teachers by 
encouraging and recruiting competent university and college graduates to work 
in schools in these areas. This project has enhanced educational equity in three 
ways: 1) by creating more job opportunities for college and university graduates 
from disadvantaged backgrounds (such as low socioeconomic status and ethnic 
minority families), 2) by enhancing the teaching capacity in some neglected sub-
jects in these areas, including arts, foreign languages, and information technol-
ogy, and 3) by benefiting students in these areas through significantly improved 
school performance.14 

In the name of enhancing educational equity, avoiding unnecessary compe-
tition, and reducing the burdens on students, the Chinese  (en-US)/MCID 111 72 322.2 Tm
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larly open schools for those students who do not have the necessary facilities and 
guidance to ensure that they can access these educational resources.

At the local policy level, some experimental cases are worth mentioning. In cer-
tain Chinese cities (for instance, Hangzhou), local education bureaus have adopted 
government-purchasing schemes to buy education services from private schools so 
that all eligible children of migrants can enjoy a free and high-quality compulso-
ry education. Modes of the purchasing schemes include paying tuition fees to pri-
vate schools for student placements, increasing the public expenditure per student 
in private schools to meet the standards of public schools, and offering professional 
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In addition to what is happening inside classrooms, schools in China and Hong 
Kong are working to establish good relationships with parents and communities. 
Minority students’ learning greatly benefits from an effective school-home-society  
relationship, while weak support at home and in society can further impede chil-
dren from minority backgrounds from achieving higher academic performance. 
The 
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the only way to achieve social and class mobility and fundamentally change them-
selves and their families’ destinies. This is illustrated by two well-known Chinese 
proverbs: “knowledge changes fate” and the “carp jumps over the dragon gate.” 
In Chinese culture, all levels of education are connected (for instance, attending a 
good primary school leads to a good secondary school), and education is consid-
ered a precondition for many other opportunities, including a well-paid job, per-
sonal well-being, a good marriage, and a high quality of life. As education is pro-
moted as the desirable path that everyone should follow, it creates intense compe-
tition and anxiety among all stakeholders, including students, parents, teachers, 
and school leaders, as most of them have no choice but to compete for limited 
educational resources. In this climate, the communities who do not share this cul-
tural view on education can be left behind. Studies have documented that some 
non–ethnic Chinese parents in China and Hong Kong do not value schooling like 
their Chinese counterparts because of their religious beliefs or cultural traditions, 
which impedes their children from receiving quality education in such competi-
tive societies.19

The pervasiveness of Chinese culture in China and Hong Kong significantly 
influences the construction of gender and perpetuates gender inequity. In China, 
gender disparities in educational opportunity and attainment are largely caused 
by parental investments and their ideas about the education of females. Influ-
enced by ancestor worship, the tradition of “son preference”–the belief that only 
sons can carry on the family lineage and provide financial and physical support 
for their families–and the view that daughters do not need to attain a high level 
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dents are about 27 percent more likely to report evidence of gender disparities in 
schools than their Han counterparts in China. And given that ethnic minorities 
are exempted from the one-child policy, they often have more than two children, 
and parents tend to send boys to school for education and keep girls at home to 
do household chores.25 Similarly, although girls in Hong Kong schools generally 
seem to enjoy almost equal opportunity and, in some cases, even better academ-
ic performance than boys, ethnic minority girls have much higher dropout rates 
(some never go to school), worse school experience, and lower performance than 
their ethnic Chinese counterparts.26 

Chinese culture often sustains the unequal power relationship between the 
Han/Chinese and non-Han/Chinese groups and strengthens educational ineq-
uity between them. As two Chinese societies, China and Hong Kong experience 
long-standing systemic and institutional issues of integrating minorities who do 
not look Chinese, speak Chinese languages, embrace Chinese cultures, or enact 
Chinese lifestyles and values. Because assimilation has been a common practice 
in both China and Hong Kong, minority groups often do not have other options. 
In particular, schools often promote Han/Chinese-centric knowledge, skills, and 
values, while neglecting, downplaying, or misrepresenting minority perspec-
tives.27 Also, learning Mandarin in China and Cantonese in Hong Kong is critical 
social currency for racial/ethnic minorities if they want to integrate into schools 
and societies.28 For example, Mandarin and Cantonese are the dominant languag-
es of instruction in schools, and exams are mostly conducted in written Chinese. 
This reliance on students’ fluency in Chinese is likely a barrier to adequately as-
sessing non-Chinese students’ academic knowledge. In fact, research shows that 
the overpromotion of and overreliance on both written and spoken Chinese in 
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not compete in the rat race) for educational equity to be achieved. Specifically, 
in such a cultural tradition, most students are expected to learn very similar (if 
not the same) knowledge, skills, and values, and compete through the same exam 
systems (such as Gaokao in China or the Hong Kong Certificate of Education Ex-
amination). But these knowledge, skills, and values represent only a very narrow 
conception of what is valuable to learn and achieve in schools: students are di-
verse and need different knowledge, skills, and values to live meaningful and ful-
filling lives. The intense (and sometimes meaningless) competition already puts 
numerous students and teachers in a miserable loop that serves neither their own 
nor society’s goals because they are bounded by the Chinese cultural tradition. A 
prominent understanding among many parents and educators in China and Hong 
Kong illustrates this point: if a student cannot even earn through competition an 
admission ticket to educational resources, then they have already lost at the start-
ing line, and what choices can they actually have later on? This understanding 
created a trending topic in both public commentary and research in today’s China 
and Hong Kong: 
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of schools have become more frequent and stronger. For example, under politi-
cal pressure, schools in Hong Kong are required to enhance national security and 
Chinese identity-related education across different sectors. This attempt to am-
plify the Chinese aspects of Hong Kong society and identity further intensifies the 
challenges in effectively educating different marginalized groups, especially the 
non–ethnic Chinese.

Only by acknowledging and understanding how systems operate and impact 
diverse students can the public be equipped to tackle barriers to attaining edu-
cational equity within and beyond schools. Unfortunately, many systemic and 
institutional issues in China and Hong Kong, such as Han Chauvinism, ethnic/ 
language hierarchy, racial prejudice and discrimination, gender bias, and lack of 
religious freedom, are justified or denied by the governments and schools, and 
thus remain largely invisible to the public and difficult to address. This is partially 
because, in the current political climate, these issues are defined by the govern-
ments as sensitive topics that risk dividing society, jeopardizing political legiti-
macy, and endangering national security. Following this logic, schools should ei-
ther not allow teachers and students to discuss them or promote the official and 
“correct” answers provided by government. However, papering over these issues 
or treating them as noncontroversial not only does not change the fact that they 
exist in China and Hong Kong, but also impedes students from comprehensively 
understanding these issues and learning how to address them. In this sense, the 
current political climate in China and Hong Kong intensifies educational inequity 
by covering up or justifying the systemic and institutional issues that impede it.

Worse, although the governments and schools claim to be neutral, they favor 
the dominant majority in practice. For example, ethnic, cultural, and linguistic 
minorities are blamed, explicitly or implicitly, for not sharing Chinese culture, not 
valuing education, not actively mastering the dominant languages, and not suffi-
ciently embracing assimilation.36 Following this logic, it is their choice, not the 
majority group’s oppression, that led to their marginalization, fewer educational  
opportunities, and lower socioeconomic status and educational achievements. 
This way of thinking neglects any systemic reasons behind individual choice, thus 
reinforcing systemic inequity and injustice. 

Further, religious minorities are not allowed to reveal their religions or prac-
tice their religious rituals within schools in China, given the Han-dominant un-
derstanding that schools should be “religion-neutral.” Some religious commu-
nities withhold children (especially girls) from school because schools do not 
recognize and sometimes directly oppose religious practice, including by teach-
ing atheism, encouraging students to get rid of their “backward” and “supersti-
tious” religious beliefs, and banning Muslim female students from wearing the 
hijab. In this context, some parents worry that children will lose their religion by 
attending school and thus they keep them away from school.37 Here, schools are 
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not religion-neutral but favor the dominant group’s understanding of religion. As 
a result, religious minority students’ educational opportunities are reduced, and 
their educational achievements are undercut by the social, emotional, and mental 
health issues associated with the de facto secularization and religious discrimina-
tion in schools.38

In this conservative context, there is little space for individual schools or 
teachers to make curricular or pedagogical changes. In China, the challenges that 
minorities face and their underlying causes are largely overlooked in the current 
one-size-fits-all national curricula that are not related to minority students’ real 
lives and rely on standardized measures and products to suppress and marginalize 
students’ diverse identities.39 Minority students do not see themselves and their 
struggles accurately represented in the current curriculum, and are thus less likely 
to benefit from the curriculum and schools in general. In fact, a significant num-
ber of minority students either voluntarily leave or are “forced out” of this educa-
tion system that fails them, widening the educational gap between the majority 
and minority students.40 At the same time, school leaders and teachers have lim-
ited options. To keep their jobs, school leaders avoid taking actions that are not fa-
vored by the government, and they thereby become part of the systems that rein-
force educational inequity. School leaders then pass these constraints on to teach-
ers, who also worry about losing their jobs if they engage in practices discouraged 
by the school administrators, in effect limiting teachers’ autonomy in fostering 
educational equity in classrooms. As many recent cases in China and Hong Kong 
have illustrated, teachers who discuss sensitive issues without promoting the 
views favored by the governments are punished in various ways, including job ter-
mination or even imprisonment.41 The potential punishments keep teachers from 
discussing the above topics in the classroom, which are highly relevant and trou-
bling to minority students in their daily lives.42 In addition, the teacher training 
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were enrolled in primary schools and 321,162 in secondary schools in Hong Kong 
in 2022–2023.46 Their differentiated education systems, compared with less se-
lective systems, are more likely to lead to higher levels of inequity because they 
start to sort students by attainment very early in life. Empirical evidence indicates 
that sorting students at an early stage can increase inequity, particularly for mi-
nority students, because it often prioritizes those who have already gained various 
advantages in life from their parents. Sorting thus becomes an intergenerational 
transmission of social capital.47

Many historical inequalities and new societal challenges further contribute to 
the marginalization and disadvantages of minority students in China and Hong 
Kong. The first historical issue is regional disparity. The urban-rural income ratio 
gap in China has widened dramatically since it adopted a socialist market econo-
my in 1992, which caused a growing gap in the provision of primary and second-
ary education between rural and urban areas and in the educational performance 
and achievement of students from urban and rural backgrounds.48 For example, 
so long as they cannot get rid of their agricultural hukou (household registration), 
rural students have no access to the high-quality schools in urban areas. The re-
gional disparity also significantly reduces educational provision for minorities. 
Eastern and coastal provinces in China tend to enjoy higher-quality educational 
resources, more modern equipment, better schools, and more qualified teachers 
than Western and Southeast China, where racial, ethnic, linguistic, and religious 
minorities traditionally live.

Interschool inequity (such as resource disparity between schools) is anoth-
er historical issue that reinforces minority groups’ disadvantages in schools. 
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provide the required documents (for instance, birth certificate and hukou) nec-
essary to enter these schools. Consequently, a majority of girls have to enroll in 
private and unlicensed migrant schools, and some do not enroll at all.49 In Hong 
Kong, when racial, ethnic, linguistic, or cultural minorities are also children of 
migrant workers–for example, Filipinos and Indonesians often hold temporary 
status in Hong Kong as foreign domestic helpers–their school options are strict-
ly limited, which basically equates to low school performance and high dropout 
rates.50

How to deal with refugees and asylum seekers is one relatively new societal 
challenge in China and Hong Kong. With China rising as a global power, more and 
more refugees (such as North Korean escapees and refugees from Myanmar) see 
China as a transit and destination country. However, over the past few decades, 
the Chinese government has provided little financial support to refugees, and very 
few provinces have allowed refugee children to attend schools. In 2004, Hong Kong 
courts changed the legal system to mandate consideration of asylum and torture 
claims. Since then, Hong Kong has witnessed a dramatic increase in the number 
of asylum seekers and torture claimants, especially from South Asian countries 
such as Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh.51 Similar to China, school options for the 
children of refugees and asylum seekers in Hong Kong are very limited, thus lead-
ing to low school performance and high dropout rates.52 The Hong Kong govern-
ment only provides (often poor-quality) education for them through very limited 
channels, such as the government’s subsidy schemes for ethnic minority students. 
Given the considerable delays in their access to mainstream schools (depending 
on the availability of places and chances), young refugees and asylum seekers can 
at best enroll in schools with a high concentration of non–Chinese speaking stu-
dents, which can reinforce racial segregation and impede them from achieving 
high academic performance.
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refugees. In Hong Kong–although numerous online resources and supports are 
provided by the Education Bureau and education companies like Hong Kong Ed-
ucation City–schools, teachers, students, and parents are still at the exploratory 
stage of online learning. Many students from low-income, racial/ethnic-minority, 
and migrant families report that they are particularly unprepared for online learn-
ing due to the digital divide, including having little or no experience of learning 
through virtual classes before the pandemic, and that they are not equipped with 
the necessary knowledge, skills, and values to succeed in online learning environ-
ments.56 Teachers also report that they are less able to identify and support the di-
verse learning needs of students through online teaching, let alone adjust content 
and pedagogy to accommodate students’ diversity. In this sense, compared with 
dominant-group students in Hong Kong, minority students have been hurt most 
by the pandemic. 

Although China and Hong Kong have made progress toward education-
al equity in schools over the past few decades, especially in terms of ex-
panded access to schools and a narrowing of the gender gap in education-

al opportunity and attainment, educational equity is still a serious challenge in 
both nations. Long-standing systemic and institutional contributors to inequity 
remain prevalent and have worsened in the context of China’s changing politi-
cal climate and the COVID-19 pandemic. To better educate students from diverse 
groups, schools in China and Hong Kong should continue to reform their educa-
tion systems both to support the academic achievement and social development 
of marginalized students and to empower teachers and students to recognize and 
address the systemic and institutional obstacles.
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