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Yan Zhang: Professor, Beijing Normal University,
M.A. Program; Director, Beijing Chapter of
the China National Society of Early Childhood
Education; Director, Sihuan Play Group, volunteer
group for unofficial education of migrant children.

Can Cities Provide Fundamental Preschool
Education for Migrants?

Mass Education as the Way to Realize Equality
of Education.

® Yan Zhang

Due to the urban influx of migrant workers
(peasant laborers), the number of preschool migrant
children has already exceeded the number of
registered resident children in some large cities.
With China's ongoing economic transformation and
the increasing demand for preschool teachers, the
momentum behind mass education is rising from
below. Unofficial private preschools operating at low-
cost are appearing in large numbers to offer flexible
and convenient services to these migrant children.
A market targeting low-income earners has formed,
and civil society is sprouting; at this time, we are
witnessing the emergence of a third force in response
to real demand for the education of migrant children.

Unofficial education that caters to market
demand is offered in the form of private preschools
or privately run home preschools. While some home-
operated facilities place children of the all ages in the
same class, there are others that provide day care and
separate the children by age, but nearly all are small-
scale. Judging from distribution and enrollment, most
are located in the urban periphery, along the borders
of the city and surrounding villages. Because children
of local peasant laborers make up the majority,
these preschools are called “preschools for migrant
children” or “preschools for peasant laborers.”

There is a need for private non-profit organizations,
which operate outside the government and market, to
respond to the demand for the education of children
of the low-income migrant population. One such
organization is the Sihuan Play Group, established in
the Sihuan farmers market of Beijing. As a place for
children to play, for parents to bring up their child,
and for volunteers to put research into practice, it
has become a symbol of how education can meet the
needs of the local people.

The spontaneous formation of a market for
the education of low-income migrant children in
response to real demand and the emergence of this
third force represent mutual aid in action among
the people or lower classes. By offering basic social
welfare, in particular, in response to the demand from
peasant laborers, it has guaranteed the basic right of
migrant children to preschool education. However,
mass education outside the education system cannot
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receive government authorization, and moreover, it is
subject to derision and even prohibition.

From the viewpoint of development, mass
education coincides with the direction of “small
government, big society” reform. In order to
guarantee children’s right to preschool education
and to promote equal education, it is necessary to
overcome differences in ideology and entrenched
notions of preschool education, carry out reform more
thoroughly, and implement policies and administrative
methods that are grounded in the actual situation.
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