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Dilemma for Privatization of Education in China: Cases Studies of High Schools
in Hebei Province

Abstract:“Reform of School System” is a jargon for one type of privatization of education in China.
It specifically means to employ market system to reform public school system. The reform emerged
in 1990s. The schools involved in the reform can be viewed as a hybrid type, half public and half
private. According to an official definition, it refers to a system in which government provides land,
teachers’ quota, and initial funds, schools charge tuition fees and receive donation, and school
principals and governing boards run schools. The reform schools emerged in such big cities as
Beijing and Shanghai. Then they spread out to the rest of the country. In 1998, a few public high
schools were privatized in Hebei Province in two forms: private branches created by public elite
high schools, existing public high schools transformed into private ones. The purpose of the reform
is attributed to supplement shortage of public funds. In reality, it contributed to solving insufficient
fund problem, accumulating school assets, and expanding schooling opportunities. This paper
selects two cases corresponding two types of reform mentioned above. The first case is
Experimental School of Hebei Province, which is a branch of the # 2 Secondary School of
Shijiazhuang. After experience for several years, it has become independent from its mother
institution and returned back to public path. The second case is # 1 Secondary School of Xushui
County, which is supposed to be an overall transformed institution. But from outset to current, it
keeps many public attributes except charging tuition fees from students. The two cases reflect
dilemma of privatization of education in China. Why was this? This is the question that the authors
of this paper want to explore.

We have got the following findings after studying administration, teaching and learning, financial
management, teachers’ management, and student admission of two cases. Firstly, reform in general
and two cases in particular can be classified as privatization of education at low level in term of its
fund goal. Because the local government only delegated obligation of mobilizing resources but did
not delegated autonomy to two cases, they could not escape from examination-oriented system that
other public schools were experiencing. Secondly, all reform schools adopt extra-cost recovery
policy. They charge tuition fees more than the total costs of education. In addition to recovering
recurrent cost, students also contribute capital construction for the future of their school. Thirdly,
facing such issues as expensive and broad charge, school debt etc. occurred during the execution of
reform policy, government tried to employ bureaucratic maneuvers. This has returned reform
schools back to public track, and tuition charge is an only exception. Fourthly, reform at macro
level is contradictory to stakeholders’ interest at micro level. Public legitimacy and privilege also
drove reform back to public track. The case studies provide additional evidence of forth-back
reform dilemma.

Key words: China’s education, privatization, dilemma, high schools in Hebei Province
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