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Explanation of Method 
 
In Kunming, Yunnan I was hosted by Mrs. Wang Yingchun, who works for Education 
Advancement Fund International (EAFI). Through this local Chinese liaison, I was taken to three 
different areas at varying distances from Kunming, which is the capital city of Yunnan province. 
After those schools, I was given the opportunity to talk with an economist at Yunnan University 
who specializes in population studies. Finally, my project took me to Qinglai School to teach 
English, which also allowed me to add it to my study. This school was a special case, and will be 
noted in a separate section. In all, I visited 11 schools including Qinglai, and was able to 
interview over 20 administrators. My questions focused on what problems the schools faced, 
what successes they have had, relationships with the government, the learning atmosphere at 
the school, and so on. At each school I would usually sit down with one or more teachers 
and/or an administrator for an hour or more and have an extensive conversation with them. 
Following the interview, I would be allowed to tour the school and see many of the things we 
had talked about. One of two detractors from the study is that for most of the schools it was 
summer vacation and class was not in session. I could not sit in on classes and get a sense of the 
atmosphere. The other detractor was that all dialogue was in Chinese. Although my Chinese is 
good enough to understand most everything they said, there were still some finer points of the 
conversation that I likely missed. With that said, through touring 11 schools and talking to many 
teachers and administrators, I feel that I got a pretty good understanding of the rural education 
situation in China. 
 

Profile of Yunnan Province and Places Visited 
 
As shown by the map, all the places I 
visited were, for convenience sake, 
relatively close to Kunming. There 
were no flights or trains to the places 
on the borderτthe places that would 
really typify schools ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ άǊǳǊŀƭέ. 
However, the economist I sat down 
with, Mr. Luo Chun, explained that all 
the schools I visited could be 
considered rural schoolsτit is just that 
the conditions were not as bad as they 
could have been. Zhuanlong, the town 
far north to Kunming, he explained was 
a site that is a good example of a true 
rural town.  
 
Yunnan as a province is one of the 
poorest provinces in China, behind 



only Tibet and Guizhou. TŜƴ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǇƻƻǊ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǎƛŘŜǎ ƛƴ ¸ǳƴƴŀƴΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ 
four reasons for this: 1) it is largely minority-based: China has 56 races, and 25 are found in 
Yunnan, making up 1/3 of the ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜΩǎ population; 2) it is very mountainous, making 
transportation and communication very difficult; 3) it is an agriculture-based province; and 4) it 
is a border-province, acting as the frontier to some very poor countries. Because of this 
ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜΣ ¸ǳƴƴŀƴΩǎ ōƻǊŘŜǊǎ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ǇƻƻǊΦ ¢ƘǳǎΣ L ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ since Yunnan 
happens to be one of the poorest provinces in China, the fact that I did not get farther away 
from the city is not a major concernτthe places I visited were close to rural towns typical of all 
China. If I had been in Shanghai or Beijing, however, this may have been a problem.  
 

Background on Chinese Education 

The Chinese government currently mandates nine years of compulsory education. This includes 
grades 1-6 in elementary school and 7-9 in middle school, all of which are tuition-free. Students 
begin first grade at age 6 or 7, depending on their location.  High school runs from grade 10 to 

12, but is not compulsory and 
therefore does not have the full 
support of the government and 
is not free to students. The 
school year for all schools in 
China begins on September 1, 
regardless of level or location (a 
few possible exceptions in the 
countryside due to crop seasons). 
School runs for approximately 
9.5 months with a winter break 
during January and February and 
a summer break during July and 
August. Since the Communist 
takeover in 1949, the Chinese 
government has placed 

enormous stress on mathematics and natural sciences, trying to achieve its goal of a modern 
China. This has led to Chinese students excelling far beyond their Western peers, but has also 
ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ƛǎ ōŀǎŜd only on rote memorization 
while suppressing critical thinking. After elementary school, middle school, and high school 
there are entrance exams to the next level of schooling. The National Higher Education 

Entrance Examination (or  (Gao Kao) for short)), which occurs at the end of high school, is 
likely the most important. It determines which college a student is allowed to attend, which in 
turn likely determines the quality ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ Ǉost-graduate job.  Thus, there is great 
pressure to get into a good school so that one can receive good education to pass these tests. 
IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ high quality schools tend to be located in the cities, while the majority 
of the population lives in the countryside. It is these countryside schools that I am analyzing. 



A Day in the Life of a Rural Student 
 
As opposed ǘƻ Ŏƛǘȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ŎƭƻǎŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ Ƙƻmes, rural schools have 
children coming from as far away as 30-40 km, as one principal explained, but the average from 
the schools was between 8 and 15 km away. Still, with many families not owning cars and 
transportation somewhat slower in the countryside, erecting dorms on campus has been a 
necessity. Students will essentially spend all their time, Monday through Friday, inside the 
campus walls. Thus, the educational experience of a rural Chinese student is a bit more 
inclusive than the 8 am to 3 pm schedule most of us Americans have experienced. Generally, a 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǎŎƘŜŘǳƭŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭƻƻƪ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎ*: 
 
6:30 am: Wake up 
6:45 am: Outdoor exercise of 
running, jumping jacks, etc.  
7:00 am: Breakfast 
7:25 am: Morning individual study in 
classroom  
7:55 am: Class begins 
10:00 am: Mid-morning eye-exercise 
(done by massaging the eyes and 
temples, allowing them to rest from 
reading) 
10:10 am: Resume class 
12:10 pm: Lunch, followed by rest 
(nap, relaxation, etc.) 
2:20 pm: Class begins 
5:30 pm: Class ends (but there is a 
class outdoor activity from 4:55 until 
the end) 
5:35 pm: Dinner 
7:00 pm ς 9:50: Evening study in the classroom (students can finish homework in a setting 
where the teacher is available for questions) 
10:30 pm: Lights out 
 
*This schedule was taken from JinnƛƴƎΩǎ bƻΦ н aƛddle School 
 
As is evidenced by the schedule, there is very little down time or alone time and the students 
are very closely managed. There is no set-aside time for organized athletics, as opposed to the 
middle school track or softball teams, for example, that American students might take part in. 
On the weekends, most students find some sort of transportation back to their homes, but 
some students are forced to walk.  



Problems Faced 
 

× Old Buildings 
 

Some schools faced more 
serious problems than others. 
Principal Zhu Xiongli 
complained that because her 
light bulbs were weak, in the 
early morning students have to 
study under dim light. You can 
see the expanse of their 
lighting fixturesτa simple bulb hanging by a cord. I guess we know why they do the eye 
exercise.  
 

The structural integrity of the 
school buildings was of concern 
at several of the schools, 
especially a Zhuanlong High 
School. Principal Wang Wen 
explained that they moved to 
their current location after a 
1984 earthquake, but now the 
buildings at the current site are 
in such bad condition that they 
would not be able to withstand 
even the smallest tremor. As he 
took me on a tour around 
campus he pointed out building 

after building that was unsafe for 
people to reside in and were now 
abandoned. The middle picture is of 
the now vacant teacher dorms.  
 
He also took me around and let me see 
the student dorms, which were clearly 
livable, but not of the best condition. 
This picture is of the senior ƎƛǊƭǎΩ dorm. 
Students live eight to a room and also 
wash their own clothes in the nearby 
bathroom, hanging everything out to 
dry. 




