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Educational reforms are a reliable way to the prosperity of the state and raising 
the well-being of the people

The article discusses the determinants of Chinese secondary school reforms. Political, 
economical, social, cultural, technological, international identifiers are under consideration.

Introduction. The Chinese secondary 
education system is focused on training young 
people to build an innovative, highly informative, 
technological society with a market economy. 
Under the influence of political, socio-economical, 
cultural factors new trends are emerging in the 
development of this field of education. The analysis 
of the determinants of Chinese secondary school 
reforms will contribute to the consideration and 
critical reflection of the accumulated experience 
and will focus on predicting the promising ways 
of their implementation.

Main part. Secondary education is a major 
component of a China’s National education 
system, influencing not only the life quality of 
its citizens but also the level of social, economic 
and technological development. In China with 
rapid economic growth and changes in social 
structure, secondary education reforms have got 
a significant focus. Since the 1980s, China’s 
secondary education has undergone multiple 
phases of transformation. From the standardized 
education system during the planned economy 
era to the diversified development after the 
reform and opening-up, the education system 
has experienced profound changes. Milestones 
such as the restoration of the college entrance 
examination, the enactment of the Compulsory 
Education Law and multiple adjustments to 
curriculum standards reflect the dynamic interplay 
of national policies, economic needs and societal 
expectations. Alongside with socio-economic 
development progress, internationalization 
processes the demand for educational equity 
grows. In this case the effective implementation 
of secondary education reform has become a vital 
issue for the national development of China. 

Historically the China’s early education 
system was considerably influenced by traditional 
Confucian culture. However, in the early 20th 
century educational reforms began borrowing 
Western educational philosophy. Modern 
secondary education reform in China can be 
traced back to the late Qing Dynasty, particularly 
the “Renyin Education System” (1902) and the 
“Guimao Education System” (1904), which laid 
the foundation for the modern school system. 
These reforms established the tiered structure 
of primary, secondary and higher education, 
introduced Western educational concepts and 
gradually replaced the imperial examination 
system, marking the beginning of education 
modernization in China. Educational reforms in 
the 20th century were closely aligned with the 
country’s political and economic transformations. 
In 1978 the government prioritized educational 
modernization and set strategic goals for its 
development. Since the founding of the People’s 
Republic of China, particularly after the reform 
and opening-up period the education reform has 
entered a phase of rapid advancement [1].

In the document under the name “Term 
Education Reform and Development Plan” 
(2010–2020) issued by the State Council of the 
PRC the overarching goals of China’s secondary 
education reform included improving education 
quality, promoting equity, cultivating talent that 
could meet modernization demands, focusing 
on students’ physical and mental well-being 
and advancing educational modernization. The 
reform was aiming to optimize the teaching 
content and methods, to reduce regional and 
urban-rural educational disparities, to strengthen 
innovation and practical skills’ training, and to 
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emphasize students’ psychological health and 
holistic development. Additionally, advancing 
educational informatization and fostering digital 
literacy became vital directions to meet the 
rapidly evolving societal needs and technological 
progress [2].

During the early stages of reform and opening-
up (1978–1990), China’s secondary education 
was moving from stagnation to recovery, with a 
focus on rebuilding and adjusting the system. The 
reinstatement of the college entrance examination 
(Gaokao) in 1978 provided a clear direction for 
the secondary education, reopened pathways for 
talent selection and promoted educational equity. 
The enactment of the Compulsory Education 
Law adopted in 1986 marked the beginning of a 
legal framework for education reform. Financial 
support and favorable policies expanded secondary 
education coverage, increased enrollment rates 
and revised curricula and textbooks [3]. By 
1990, the gross enrollment rate for high schools 
had risen from 21,6% in 1978 to 38,1%. In the 
period from 1999 to 2000 with the deepening of 
the market economy, secondary education reform 
was shifting towards diversification and adaptation 
to rapid industrialization. Vocational education 
and comprehensive high schools were developed 
to produce technically skilled workers ready 
to contribute directly to industrial production. 
Increased school autonomy fostered the emergence 
of private secondary schools, while the investments 
in educational infrastructure of rural schools began 
to decline, increasing the gap between urban and 
rural educational institutions [4].

In the 21st century the Chinese government 
has fully embraced educational modernization, 
focusing on balancing technological integration 
with holistic student development. The adoption 
of modern teaching equipment, online learning 
resources and digital campuses have brought 
secondary education into the era of informatization 
and networking. To reduce students’ academic 
burden and alleviate financial pressure on 
families, the government implemented the 
“Double Reduction” (Shuangjian) policy, which 
regulates extracurricular tutoring and optimizes 
the allocation of in-school resources. This policy 
emphasizes well-rounded development in moral, 
intellectual, physical, aesthetic and labor education 
[5]. The government has also increased support 
for the impoverished regions through initiatives 
like the “Special Post Teacher Program” (Te Gang 
Ji Hua) and the “Rural Compulsory Education 
Weak School Renovation Program” (Bo Gai Ji 
Hua). Between 2010 and 2018, approximately 
1,5 trillion RMB was invested to improve 
infrastructure in over 300,000 rural schools and 
to attract qualified teachers to rural areas. 

With the acceleration of integration, China’s 
secondary education has increasingly adopted 
international best practices, drawing inspiration 
from Finland, the United States and Singapore. 
By combining local cultural elements with 
global standards, reforms are aimed to cultivate 
innovative talent with global competitiveness. 

The determinants of China’s secondary 
education reform form a complex system, typically 
driven by a series of official documents, policy plans 
and educational regulations. These encompass 
various influencing factors: policy initiatives; 
economic development; societal needs; cultural 
traditions; international influence; technological 
advancements; educational equity. These factors 
are intricately interconnected, collectively driving 
the continuous development and improvement of 
secondary education reform in China. 

Let’s discuss it in detail:
China’s secondary education reform is deeply 

influenced by political factors. The centralized 
nature of China’s political system determines the 
decision-making model for educational reform. 
Government policies are one of the core drivers 
of secondary education reform, guiding the entire 
reform process. Through a series of guiding 
documents and plans, the Chinese government has 
clearly defined the objectives and development 
directions of secondary education. For instance, 
the Outline of the National Medium and Long-
Term Education Reform and Development Plan 
(2010–2020), released in 2009, emphasized 
the promotion of equitable and high-quality 
education and the balanced development of urban 
and rural educational resources. The involvement 
of national leaders, such as the Minister of 
Education and State Council officials in the 
education decision-making process ensures the 
policy of consistency and the implementation 
of effectiveness. Collaboration between central 
and local governments has become a key 
element of the reform, with local governments 
tailoring educational policies to their economic 
development levels and social needs. For example, 
the highly developed regions such as Shanghai 
and Jiangsu have implemented higher standards 
for curriculum reform and teacher training, while 
the central and western regions have focused on 
addressing shortages in basic education resources. 
The government has also increased financial 
investment and has improved legal frameworks 
to ensure the successful implementation of 
educational reforms.

The economy serves as the material foundation 
for educational development and economic 
growth has provided substantial support for 
China’s secondary education reform. With 
China’s rapid economic development, educational 
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funding has been increasing year by year. This 
has significantly improved hardware facilities 
and educational resources in secondary schools. 
At the same time, economic progress has driven 
the concept of educational equity. Disparities in 
economic development levels have led to uneven 
distribution of educational resources across 
regions, significantly impacting educational 
equity. In response, the government has increased 
the support for rural and impoverished areas. 
For instance, while the eastern coastal regions 
have significantly improved teaching facilities, 
the central and western regions have narrowed 
the gap thanks to national subsidy policies, such 
as the Education Poverty Alleviation Plan [6]. 
Additionally, China’s economic transformation, 
particularly industrial upgrading and 
technological innovation, has directly influenced 
secondary education reform. The growing 
demand for skilled and innovative talent has led 
to an increased focus on cultivating scientific 
and technical expertise, with an emphasis on 
students’ comprehensive abilities, particularly 
in the fields of science, technology, engineering, 
and mathematics (STEM), which are critical 
for driving innovation and economic growth. In 
November 2023, the 42nd session of the UNESCO 
General Conference approved the establishment 
of the International Research Center for STEM 
Education in Shanghai, underscoring the global 
significance of strengthening STEM education. 

Social factors have a complex influence on 
secondary education reform in China. On the one 
hand, society’s emphasis on education serves as a 
significant driving force for educational reforms. 
With economic growth and improved living 
standards, parents’ demand for quality education 
has steadily increased. This demand has directly 
promoted the diversification of secondary school 
curricula, such as the introduction of elective and 
international courses. Parents generally believe in 
the transformative power of education, making it 
a central focus for families and society. However, 
the high level of attention to educational quality 
has also led to an overreliance of exam-oriented 
education. Thus, one of the key tasks of the 
reform is to reduce the pressure of exam-oriented 
education and promote well-rounded education. 
On the other hand, the urbanization and the 
migration of rural labor have exposed imbalances 
in the distribution of urban and rural educational 
resources. This has driven policymakers to 
implement the Rural Compulsory Education Weak 
School Renovation Plan, which has significantly 
improved rural educational environments. To meet 
the demands of the modern job market, reforms 
have gradually led to the unification of vocational 
and general secondary education, emphasizing 

the cultivation of practical skills and professional 
competencies. Cultural factors have a profound 
impact on China’s secondary education reform, 
especially in terms of values and curriculum 
design. China’s traditional cultural background 
prioritizes moral development and academic 
achievement. The Confucian culture, that 
emphasizes the importance of education, deeply 
influences the structure of the Chinese education 
system. Concepts like self-cultivation, family 
regulation, state governance and world peace 
have shaped educational ideals. For example, 
moral education courses, political science classes, 
and themed class meetings aim to instill traditional 
virtues, fostering students’ social responsibility 
and moral consciousness [7]. For a long time, 
the societal emphasis on the Gaokao (college 
entrance exam) has entrenched the exam-oriented 
model in secondary education. While this model 
has enhanced students’ academic abilities, modern 
educational philosophies stress the importance of 
innovation, critical thinking, and practical skills. 
The reform of secondary education is marked by 
a blend of traditional cultural values and modern 
educational ideas. Recent reforms have sought to 
integrate “cultural confidence” into political and 
moral education courses, combining traditional 
values with contemporary principles.

In the context of integration, advanced 
international educational concepts and practices 
have provided significant references for China’s 
secondary education reforms. For example, 
international assessment systems such as the 
Programme for International Student Assessment 
have posed challenges to China’s education 
system. At the same time, they have encouraged 
policymakers to reexamine the drawbacks of 
exam-oriented education and redefine the essence 
of educational quality. Shanghai’s top performance 
in multiple assessments has demonstrated the 
success of its curriculum reforms. The Chinese 
government has incorporated international 
educational ideas into its reforms, drawing from 
Singapore’s “competency-driven” curriculum 
and Finland’s emphasis on autonomy in teaching 
methods. These international influences have 
been particularly impactful in areas such as 
foreign language education, STEM education, 
and cross-cultural education. By introducing 
foreign textbooks and leveraging international 
resources, China’s education system is aimed 
at enhancing students’ global competitiveness. 
The strengthened international educational 
cooperation has ensured that secondary education 
reform is not only a domestic matter but also 
aligns with global education standards, fostering 
openness and diversity in China’s education 
system.
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Technological advancements have acted as a 
catalyst for education reform in China, influencing 
educational philosophy, teaching methods, 
learning models and education management 
[8]. Information technology has accelerated the 
digitization and networking of education, driving 
the implementation of Education Informatization, 
a national initiative aimed at creating a smart, 
interconnected and personalized education system. 
For instance, China has established a nationwide 
online learning platform, the “National Public 
Service Platform for Educational Resources,” 
which offers a vast array of online courses and 
teaching materials. This has enabled the sharing 
of teaching resources and diversification of 
teaching methods in secondary education. By 
the end of 2022, internet coverage in secondary 
schools in impoverished areas had reached 
99,8%. The 13th Five-Year Plan for National 
Educational Development emphasized building 
a digital, networked, and intelligent education 
system, promoting lifelong learning opportunities 
for all. Artificial intelligence (AI) and big data 
technologies have further enabled personalized 
learning, allowing students to choose learning 
content based on their needs and interests, 
thereby improving learning precision and 
efficiency. For example, the “Internet+Education” 
model, combined with online courses, provides 
students with more flexible learning pathways. 
Technological advancements have also facilitated 
collaboration between education and industry. 
Using virtual reality (VR) and augmented reality 
(AR) technologies, schools simulate real-world 
scenarios for vocational education, offering 
students practical opportunities to enhance 
their skills. New technologies have optimized 
the teaching evaluation system, shifting it 
from traditional single-exam assessments to 
comprehensive and process-oriented evaluations. 
Real-time data collection and analysis allow 
teachers to gain a more holistic understanding of 
students’ learning dynamics and provide targeted 
guidance. Moreover, technology has significantly 
enhanced educational equity. Through digital 
courses and resource dissemination, schools in 
remote areas now have access to educational 
resources comparable to those in urban schools. 
While technology offers numerous benefits, 
effectively utilizing it to avoid the digital divide 
and information overload remains a critical 
challenge for future reforms. Additionally, the 
deep integration of technology and education 
requires stronger policy support and the active 
participation of educators [9].

Educational equity has had a comprehensive 
impact on secondary education reform in China, 
encompassing various dimensions such as 

regional balanced development, college entrance 
examination reform, resource sharing, admission 
policy adjustments, equitable teacher distribution, 
and the protection of education for special 
groups. For a long time, the uneven distribution 
of educational resources between urban and rural 
areas and across regions has been the primary 
obstacle to achieving educational equity. To 
address this, the government has increased 
investment in education for central and western 
regions as well as for rural areas. Through 
mechanisms like the “County-Level Compulsory 
Education Balanced Development” evaluation 
system, group-based schooling, and the “Elite 
School+” model, the disparities between urban 
and rural areas have been gradually narrowed, 
optimizing the allocation of infrastructure and 
teaching resources. Comprehensive reform of the 
college entrance examination (Gaokao) has moved 
away from the traditional “one exam determines 
everything” model. By adopting a system 
of “classified examinations, comprehensive 
evaluation, and multiple admissions”, the reform 
better accommodates to the students’ diverse 
developmental needs. The adopted document 
“National Special Enrollment Plan” provides more 
opportunities for students from impoverished 
areas to gain admission to top universities, further 
enhancing educational equity [10].

At the same time, the government has actively 
promoted the “Internet+Education” initiative, 
leveraging online classrooms and remote 
education technologies to expand the reach of 
quality educational resources, enabling students 
in remote areas to access the same level of 
education as those in more developed regions. 
To address the issues of school choice and the 
“school district housing” phenomenon during the 
compulsory education phase, reforms in school 
district zoning and “proximity-based enrollment” 
policies have been implemented. Additionally, 
adjustments to the enrollment practices of 
private schools, such as synchronized admissions 
with public schools, have further optimized the 
distribution of educational resources. Regarding 
teacher resources, the government has introduced 
a teacher rotation system to encourage the flow 
of high-quality educators to rural and under-
performing schools. By increasing salaries and 
providing professional development opportunities 
for rural teachers, more qualified personnel are 
attracted to work in grassroots schools, improving 
the quality of education in weaker institutions. For 
special groups, the government has implemented 
measures to meet their educational needs. For 
instance, migrant children are granted equal 
access to education in their destination cities, with 
gradual removal of admission restrictions tied to 
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household registration (hukou). Greater support 
has also been given to lagging behind children 
and students with disabilities, including increased 
special education resources and improved 
learning conditions. These reforms not only 
safeguard the educational rights of disadvantaged 
groups but also promote deeper development of 
educational equity across society [11]. Despite 
these significant achievements, educational 
equity still faces new challenges. These include 
the further optimization of quality educational 
resource distribution, the diversification of the 
education evaluation system and the exploration 
of pathways for integrated urban-rural education 
development. In the future, China’s secondary 
education reform will deepen its efforts through 
institutional innovation and policy refinement, 
advancing educational equity from “basic 
fairness” to “high-quality fairness” and laying a 
solid foundation for achieving comprehensive and 
high-quality education. The implementation of 
the Family Education Promotion Law as a starting 
point and the promotion of the “double reduction” 
policy as a focus will improve the mechanism for 
collaborative education among schools, families 
and society, will clarify the responsibilities 
of schools, families and will contribute to the 
construction of a strong country in education.

Since the reform and opening-up period, the 
government has provided legal and strategic 
support for the universalization and enhancement 
of compulsory education through key policy 
documents such as the 14th Five-Year Plan, 
the 1986 Compulsory Education Law and the 
revised 2022 curriculum standards. In recent 
years, policies have been increasingly focused on 
equitable distribution of educational resources, 
including greater financial support for rural and 
remote schools, priority allocation of teacher 
resources and promoting urban-rural educational 
equity. Additionally, reforms in management 
mechanisms, such as the implementation of the 
principal of a responsibility system, have enhanced 
school autonomy and improved education quality, 
laying the foundation for the modernization of 
secondary education.

Socio-economic factors are also major 
drivers of reform. Rapid economic growth and 
urbanization have highlighted imbalances in 
educational resources between urban and rural 
areas, particularly in issues such as teacher 
shortages and insufficient school facilities. To 
address these challenges, the government has 
implemented initiatives like the Rural Teacher 
Support Plan and promoted the integration of 
information technology in education, striving to 
narrow the educational gap. At the same time, 
as society’s demand for high-quality education 

grows, parents and students are increasingly 
prioritizing well-rounded education. This has 
shifted educational objectives from a sole focus 
on knowledge transmission to fostering students’ 
critical thinking, innovation skills, and holistic 
development.

In terms of educational goals, China’s 
secondary education has gradually implemented 
the “Five Educations Simultaneously” strategy 
(moral, intellectual, physical, aesthetic, and 
labor education), emphasizing students’ all-
round development. Curriculum reforms, such 
as the 2022 revised Compulsory Education 
Curriculum Plan and Standards, focus more on 
personalized development and the cultivation 
of comprehensive abilities, reflecting modern 
educational philosophies. Furthermore, 
ideological and political education, as a key 
element of character-building, has been further 
integrated into the curriculum to nurture students’ 
social responsibility and patriotism.

Despite significant achievements, the reforms 
are still facing the challenges, including lagging 
teacher development, uneven distribution of 
quality resources, and excessive pressure from 
the college entrance examination. Future reform 
efforts will prioritize the dual goals of high-
quality development and educational equity by 
optimizing education management, enhancing 
teacher quality, and intensifying resource 
integration. These measures aim to build a 
modern, inclusive, and high-quality education 
system that not only meets the domestic social 
demands but also addresses the challenges posed 
by globalization and technological advancement.

Conclusion. The driving forces of China’s 
secondary education reforms are shaped by 
policy initiatives, socio-economic, cultural, 
technological changes, integration processes and 
the continuous adjustment of educational goals. 
Despite numerous challenges, continuous policy 
innovation and resource optimization are guiding 
China’s secondary education toward greater 
equity, higher quality, and modernization. This 
effort not only enhances the overall quality of 
population life but also provides vital support for 
China’s competitiveness in the world context.
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