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Abstract: The compulsory education law in China, known as the Nine-Year Compulsory
Education Law (NYCE), and the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) in the
United States, are two important laws with the purpose of guaranteeing educational access
and enhancing the academic achievements of children. Although China and the United States
have distinct educational systems and approaches, examining these legislations offers
valuable perspectives on their respective efforts to ensure education for every student. By
ensuring access to education, addressing achievement gaps, promoting accountability, and
encouraging equitable resource allocation, the governments endeavored to provide all
students with an equal opportunity to succeed academically. This paper presents a
comparative analysis of the NYCE in China and the ESEA in the United States, highlighting
their similarities and differences in terms of their historical backgrounds, efforts on
educational equality, and their respective successes and drawbacks. By examining these
aspects, people can gain insights into the impact of these laws on education and consider
potential solutions to the challenges they face.
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1. Introduction

Educational equality is crucial for creating a fair, inclusive, and prosperous society. It serves as a
unifying force in society. When everyone has access to quality education, it promotes social cohesion
by fostering understanding, empathy, and respect for diverse perspectives. It encourages the
dismantling of stereotypes and prejudices, leading to a more harmonious and inclusive society.
Meanwhile, it empowers individuals with knowledge, critical thinking skills, and civic awareness
necessary for active participation in democratic processes. Educational equality enables all citizens
to be informed and engaged participants, contributing to the strength and stability of democratic
institutions. In order to ensure that every child has equal educational opportunities, various countries
have enacted a series of laws and policies. China’s Nine-Year Compulsory Education Law (NYCE)
and the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) in the United States are two legal
frameworks that fully reflect the educational values and priorities of their respective countries.
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The histories of these two countries’ educational regulations are very different. The first version
of China’s NYCE was published in 1986. In order to raise the nation’s general educational level and
lessen educational inequality in underprivileged areas, its fundamental objective is to guarantee that
every kid completes nine years of compulsory education. In contrast, the ESEA in the United States
is a federal law that has been revised and updated many times since 1965. The goal of the bill is to
provide federal funding to support educational equity and improve educational access, especially for
low-income and special needs students. The historical background of these two laws reflects the
educational challenges and policy priorities faced by countries at different times.

Educational equity is a common goal of both laws, but there are some differences in how they
achieve this goal. China’s NYCE emphasizes the importance of universal education, especially in
poor areas. The bill has achieved great success over the past few decades, greatly increasing education
penetration in China. However, some problems remain, including urban-rural education gaps and
imbalances in teaching staff. In contrast, the United States’ ESEA focuses on providing additional
support and resources to compensate for educational inequalities. Despite some of the achievements
of this law, large educational gaps remain in the United States, especially among low-income
communities and minority students.

By comparatively analyzing these two laws, people can gain an in-depth understanding of their
similarities and differences in history, educational equity, successes and shortcomings, etc., thereby
providing valuable lessons and inspiration for global education reform.

Through a comparative analysis of China’s NYCE and the United States’ Elementary and
Secondary Education Law, people can see the different approaches and priorities of different
countries in solving educational challenges. Both laws were enacted to improve educational equity,
but there are some differences in their implementation methods and policy tools. By in-depth study
of these similarities and differences, relevant departments in various countries can learn from their
experiences and lessons and provide useful inspiration and direction for global education reform. In
different international and cultural contexts, educational equity remains a challenging goal that
requires continuous efforts and innovation to achieve. A comparative analysis of these two laws helps
authorities better understand how to address these challenges and provides guidance for building a
fairer and more inclusive education system.

2. ESEA

Before the 1950s, the U.S. federal government was largely uninvolved in education issues, which had
been left in the hands of the state governments [1]. The “War on Poverty” campaign, which
acknowledged that education played a critical role in ending the cycle of poverty and creating chances
for upward mobility, resulted in the signing into law of the ESEA in the United States in 1965. Nearly
40 million Americans were living in poverty in the late 1950s, with the poverty rate in the country
hovering at 22% [2]. This issue raised concerns about the lack of equal educational opportunities and
the negative impact of poverty on children’s educational outcomes. one of the presidents recognized
the need to address these challenges. In his message to Congress on Education, delivered on January
12, 1965, the President proposed the ESEA as a means to achieve “full educational opportunity” for
all children [3]. Meanwhile, the Civil Rights Movement also played a significant role in shaping the
social background of the ESEA’s release. The goal of the movement was to end racial prejudice and
segregation in all spheres of society, including education. In the decision in Brown v. Board of
Education, Chief Justice Earl Warren asserted that, in the realm of public education, the concept of
“separate but equal” does not hold a valid position. In fact, when it comes to colleges and universities,
having them segregated inherently results in inequality [4].” It declared racial segregation in public
schools unconstitutional, but educational disparities persisted. Prior to this, racial segregation in
public schools was legal and commonplace. African American students were required to attend
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separate schools that were often underfunded and deprived of resources compared to white schools.
Despite the fact that the number of Black children attending racially integrated schools in several
southern states has increased threefold since the early 1950s, by 1965 and 1966, only 16% of Black
children in the entire southern region and neighboring states were enrolled in schools that were
racially mixed [5]. Overall, the ESEA’s inception was motivated by the pressing need to combat
poverty, and eliminate disparities in educational levels in order to promote equitable access to quality
education for students of all nationalities and different family economic levels. In 1965, Congress
passed the ESEA, and in 1966, after Congress resolved the funding problem, this education law began
to be formally implemented. The law conflicted with many state laws because each state had a high
degree of authority to enforce its laws. For example, some states explicitly stated that the government
could not give any subsidies to schools. After the implementation of this law, schools were subsidized
by the government for textbooks, libraries, etc. At the same time, poor and bilingual students have
access to education, which has furthered the process of school desegregation in the southern United
States. This corresponds to what the British poet Samuel Johnson (19th century) said two centuries
ago, “Decent provision for the poor is the true test of civilization.” Overall, the ESEA of 1965 has
played a critical role in promoting equal access to education, addressing educational inequities, and
promoting accountability in the United States. It was an important step in ensuring that every student
has access to a quality education and is academically successful.

3. NYCE

The NYCE was implemented in China during the “reform and opening-up policy” initiated in 1978.
It aimed to address the high rural population and poverty levels in China by providing basic education
to all children from disadvantaged families [6]. Prior to the implementation of this law, the
educational options between urban and rural areas were very different. In the aftermath of the Cultural
Revolution, which lasted from 1966 to 1976, there was considerable disruption in China’s education
system. Schools and universities were closed, and many intellectuals and professionals were sent to
rural areas for “re-education” as part of the “send-down movement [7].” This movement resulted in
an influx of educated youths into rural areas, which, in turn, brought some improvements in
educational resources and opportunities for rural children. As a result, the availability of educational
resources and opportunities was significantly higher in urban areas compared to rural areas. This
uneven distribution of educational resources created a significant gap in access to education.

At the same time, the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution had a significant impact on
economic disruptions and contributed to increased poverty levels during this period [8]. Due to
poverty, many families in rural areas faced economic challenges and struggled to afford the cost of
education for their children. What’s worse, as many families in rural areas faced poverty and sought
better economic opportunities in urban areas, they prospected better employment and increased
income by sending their children to work. Children were required to contribute to their family’s
income and support themselves [9]. Limited financial resources, coupled with the need for child labor,
created barriers for children in rural areas to access education. Originally, illiteracy rates have become
a significant concern in China, particularly in rural areas and among certain demographic groups. In
1952, the overall illiteracy rate in China was estimated to be around 80%. This indicates that illiteracy
remained a concern well before the 1970s [10]. and there are many school-age teens who are not in
school. The basic education of a country directly determines the quality of the population. Every child
who has turned six should attend school in order to acquire a mandated education. The state has also
set up scholarships to help poor students. The state administers a nine-year obligatory education
system, according to the “Compulsory Education Law”. All school-age children and teens must obtain
compulsory education, which the government is required to guarantee as a matter of public welfare.
Tuition and other costs are not charged for compulsory schooling. It reflects the country’s great
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emphasis on compulsory education. The primary school graduation enrollment rate rose from 69.5%
in 1986 to 98.4% in 2005, reached 100% in 2006, and has remained above 98% since then, which
shows its effectiveness [11]. In conclusion, China’s Compulsory Education Law has played a
significant role in promoting universal access to education, reducing inequalities and developing the
quality of education. It reflects the government’s commitment to providing all children in the country
with a solid educational foundation, paving the way for their future success and contributing to the
overall development of society.

4.  Comparison

What ESEA and Compulsory Education Law have in common is that they both seek to achieve
equality in education and to address the educational problems caused by poverty. However, ESEA,
when promoted, did not address racial discrimination in education while racial discrimination is one
of the most unique issues in American history. Although the federal government has strongly
advocated for educational equality and resource utilization in recent decades, racial discrimination
still exists in many schools, including Harvard University and the University of Chicago. Grades one
through nine are required to attend school in accordance with the “Compulsory Education Law” of
China. Because the differences in economic status between provinces, autonomous regions and
municipalities, there are huge differences in teaching levels across the country. Although compulsory
education has solved the problem of free and widespread education, it has not fundamentally solved
the problem of equal distribution of educational resources.

Both the ESEA in the United States and compulsory education in China have to a large extent
solved the problem of universalizing education due to poverty. However, some fundamental social
issues still require attention. In the United States, ESEA has encountered a similar situation. Although
in many southern states, the number of Black children attending racially mixed schools has tripled
since the early 1950s, by 1965 and 1966 only 16% of black children in the entire South and
neighboring states were attending racially mixed schools. This was largely because the policy of
segregation was still in place and enforced during this time. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 marked the
beginning of the end of this segregationist strategy. This act prohibited racial discrimination and
mandated racial integration in public schools. As a result, by 1965 and 1966, few black children had
access to racially integrated schools [12]. Governments still have a long way to go to address the root
causes of educational inequality. The Secretary of Education withdrew financial aid to more than 60
schools in the South that were not racially mixed according to laws and regulations [13]. Some school
districts desegregated. However, this approach does not fundamentally solve the problem. For
instance, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled 6-2 on June 29, 2023, to reject preferential differential
treatment by American institutions, finding that Harvard University and the admissions procedures
at the University of North Carolina were against the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth
Amendment. The verdict in this case will restrict the entire admissions process of American higher
education and forbid universities from considering race into account when accepting students because
Harvard University is a private institution and the University of North Carolina is a public institution.
This ruling signals a shift in university admissions policies and reminds us of the importance of equal
protection in the society. It will prompt universities to take a fresh look at their admissions processes
to ensure fairness and equal opportunity for all students. At the same time, it is an opportunity to think
more deeply about the relationship between equity, diversity and fairness in order to find better
balances and solutions.

In addition, compulsory education cannot fundamentally solve the education problem. Since the
reform and opening up, China has carried out a series of educational reforms, but compulsory
education is still affected by regional economic differences. Problems such as insufficient funds in
poor areas and large differences in regional educational resources and infrastructure construction have
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emerged [14]. Since the 1990s, the imbalance of fiscal expenditure on compulsory education has
attracted widespread attention. The problem of unbalanced financial expenditure is the result of a
combination of factors, such as the imbalance in regional development, the imbalance in the
distribution of educational resources by the government, the gap between schools, and the imbalance
in educational resources lies in between urban and rural regions. Solving this problem requires active
government intervention and policy adjustments to ensure the equitable distribution of educational
resources, reduce disparities between regions and groups, and provide equal educational
opportunities for every student. The quantitative analysis of the study found that there is a serious
imbalance in funding between regions [15]. In China’s first-tier cities and southeast coastal areas, the
overall development of education is faster. This is inseparable from the local economic development.
Students from first-tier cities and southeast coastal areas can even get in touch with foreign professors
from elementary school. In the wider inland areas, many students may not have their first time until
high school or even future university exposure to foreign languages. In order to close the gap early,
the government must provide them with more learning resources and opportunities, cultivate
students’ interest in learning and their ability to learn independently, and help them realize their
dreams and goals.

In contrast to its intended goals, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act did not effectively
address racial discrimination in schools. According to the Meranto Act, which aimed to provide aid
to economically disadvantaged Black children, the government did not directly address the underlying
racial inequalities in the education system. It did not comprehensively tackle the deep-rooted racial
disparities present in the education system. As a result, the act passively improved the lives of Black
individuals. Furthermore, the ESEA failed to bridge the cultural and educational gap between Black
and White students, particularly in terms of the skills and knowledge required in school. White
students enjoyed the privileges conferred by their race, enabling them to understand implicit rules
within the education system, such as making eye contact with teachers as a sign of respect [16].
Consequently, they were more likely to receive recognition and praise from teachers. On the contrary,
due to the lack of social and economic capital, Black students were often unaware of these unwritten
rules and were thus disadvantaged compared to their White counterparts. This perpetuated a cycle of
inequality unless actively addressed by government intervention. As the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act did not adequately prioritize the concerns of the Black population, it fell short of
achieving educational equality.

5. Conclusion

Looking forward, the challenges and unresolved problems are multifaceted. When it comes to the
NYCE in China, some of the key challenges include inadequate funding and resource allocation,
regional disparities in educational quality and accessibility, teacher shortages and uneven distribution,
outdated curriculum and teaching methods, and the persistence of educational inequities based on
socio-economic status and rural-urban divide. These challenges hinder the effective implementation
and equitable outcomes of the education law. The government has been working to address these
issues through various initiatives, such as increasing education investment, improving teacher
training programs, and implementing targeted measures to bridge the urban-rural education gap.
However, ensuring that all students in China have access to quality education is fraught with
challenges

In conclusion, the right to equal education is a prerequisite for social progress, economic
development and a vibrant democracy. The NYCE in China and the ESEA in the United States are
both significant legislative measures aimed at ensuring access to education and improving
educational outcomes for children. These laws contribute to bridging the gap between privileged and
disadvantaged students, promoting accountability, equitable resource allocation, and providing all
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students with equal opportunities to succeed academically. Both two laws largely resolved the unfair
distribution of education or educational resources left over from domestic economic and historical
reasons. By analyzing these laws, people gain insights into the efforts made by both countries to
achieve educational equality. However, challenges and unresolved problems remain, which require
continued attention, collaboration, and innovative approaches to overcome. Ensuring educational
equality will not only benefit individual students but also contribute to building inclusive societies
and fostering sustainable development. It is the responsibility of governments, policymakers,
educators, and communities to work together to address these challenges and create a brighter future
for all students.
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