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Political Logics of Private Education in Rural China: Evidence from a

Field Study in a Northern County

YAN Fenggiao

(Graduate School of Education, Peking University)

Abstract: Does local government hold a discriminatory or nondiscriminatory policy toward public
and private education in China? Based on field work in a northern county, this paper finds that
institutional arrangement is favorable to public education overall, but also limits its behaviors
in providing education for students whose parents emigrate to urban areas, improving students’
performance in entrance examination to high schools and colleges, establishing performance
assessment system and incentive salary package for teachers etc. This limitation on public
sphere constitutes a niche for private education. When private education appears at outset, the
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county government takes laissez-faire attitude to the sector. But when private education
becomes mature and can contribute to political performance of the county government, the
county government changes its policy posture towards favorable one. Consequently, double
tracks of quality-oriented education and examination-oriented education coexist in the county.
Under the specific institutional arrangement and circumstances, public schools are shaped to
meet quality-oriented objective, and private schools are shaped to meet examination-oriented
objective.
Key words: Rural China, private education, political logics, field work.
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