



Factors Affecting Academic Achievement Gap amongst Urban and Rural Students in Education 



Abstract: This study focuses on the impact of educational equity policies on the academic achievement gap between urban and rural students in basic education. The literature review method is used here to investigate the state of education and the academic achievement gap among urban-rural students. The literature review reveals that disparities in teacher quality, resource allocation, and policy implementation are central to the urban-rural achievement gap in China. Hence, it is recommended that the government take steps to establish a line of communication with parents, students, and community members. In addition, ensuring targeted expenditure for professional development and resources for rural teachers can boost rural education as well as the retention of teachers. 
Keywords: Educational equity policies; urban and rural students; academic achievement; teaching quality; economic and cultural backgrounds


1. Introduction 
Reducing the education gap between urban and rural areas is a crucial issue in educational equity. Irrespective of the policies introduced to promote educational equity, there are still disparities in academic achievement, quality of teachers, and resource access at a significant level. The disparities are evident in rural regions, as students face restricted access to quality educators, suitable teaching facilities, and favourable socioeconomic conditions. This, most likely, hinders student potential while perpetuating social inequalities. To understand the underlying mechanisms of these disparities, the study draws on Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of Capital, which exemplifies that educational access is structured around economic, social, and cultural capital. This framework will help move beyond the surface-level disparities and highlight the way systemically influenced distributions shape educational trajectories for rural students. 
This study aims to acknowledge and identify the shortcomings in current approaches and lend insights for increased effectiveness in policy development. The literature review will be structured around key themes, such as allocation of resources, infrastructure, quality of teacher and their professional development, and the effectiveness of policy implementation. The themes identified here will shed light upon the success, challenges, and limitations of efforts made in this domain, alongside offering a concise understanding of complications in achieving educational equity. By doing this, the review will contribute to the knowledge base and ongoing discourse on educational reform via its recommendations to bridge the achievement gap.
2. Thematic literature review 
2.1 Resource allocation and infrastructure 
In the case of educational equity policies, resource allocation plays a central part in addressing disparities in terms of technology usage, teaching facilities, and the learning materials available to rural and urban schools. Rural schools have been found to lack supportive and necessary resources, limiting the students’ learning experiences and learning outcomes. (J. Li & Xue, 2022) highlighted that despite significant investments to improve infrastructure to improve rural schools, gaps in the distribution of resources remain due to logistical shortcomings and economic disparities. For instance, preferred funding is received by urban schools, and it leaves rural educational institutions under resources. They also argue government puts an effort to distribute educational materials equitably, but rural schools underperform compared to urban schools (Van Maarseveen, 2021). This can be due to the latter’s digital resource access and better-maintained amenities. In addition, the cost of tertiary education for children in rural areas can prove to be a costly move towards further education. In rural areas, the infrastructure of strong network linkages to higher educational institutes and connections to university outreach programs is weak. This possibly indicates a lack of relevant information available for rural higher education students to pursue further education. 
Introducing technology in rural schools is a promising venture in narrowing and bridging the gap of a weak network infrastructure connecting rural students to higher educational institutes. The integration of open educational resources (OERs) in rural classes can enhance the engagement and learning outcomes of students(Hilton, 2020). It was also observed that instructional improvement can impact student performance significantly. OERs are teaching, learning, and research resources available for free use and repurposing to the public. Hence, this development in the educational landscape can benefit students financially, help address resource availability, and improve their academic performance. Nevertheless, improvements like these depend on a reliable internet connection and access, as well as teacher training that might be inconsistent in rural areas. These structural barriers need to be addressed by policymakers to ensure that resource allocation efforts materialise well and bring positive changes in educational equity.
2.2 Quality of teachers and their professional development 
To boost educational outcomes, the quality of teachers is a critical determinant. In rural areas, the education environment faces challenges in attracting and retaining high-quality teachers, which is due to lower salaries, limited opportunities for professional growth, as well as challenging living conditions. (Zheng et al., 2023) used data from the China Education Panel Survey and found that investing in training programs for teachers regularly can significantly boost the instructional skills and confidence of rural teachers. This can lead to improvement in student performance as well. These authors found in their study that teacher quality can contribute to the cognitive gap among students. Their findings clearly show that the urban-rural discrepancy in the quality of teachers can account for nearly 9.06% of the average cognitive gap. Hence, teacher quality proves an important aspect in the promotion of educational equity for rural schools. In pedagogy for rural settings, the importance of culturally relevant teaching is imminent. This study explained that teachers who focused on understanding and incorporating localized cultural contexts in their teaching practices can improve their effectiveness in engaging students and improving their learning outcomes(Xiang & Stillwell, 2023). This suggests that programs for the professional development of teachers should also focus on the methods they adopt in the education of rural communities. However, the different informational availability in different regions of China makes it problematic for the cultural contexts to be accounted for in the rural education system seamlessly.
Overall, it can be said that despite progress, notable gaps remain in ensuring access to the rural education system to high-quality teaching. A comprehensive and robust approach is needed to bring about systemic reforms and launch professional development on a valid scale so that the deployment and retention of teachers in underserved areas increase and thrive.
2.3 Socioeconomic and cultural influences
To shape the educational outcomes and perpetuate disparities between urban and rural students, socioeconomic and cultural factors play a significant role. Rural students face disadvantages due to their socioeconomic condition, lower family incomes, limited access to extracurricular resources, and limited parental education. Parental involvement (PI) is also a decisive factor in cultural influences on the educational outcomes of children in rural settings. In the relevant research, the researchers used data from eight focus group interviews to find that parents are anxious and concerned about their children's education, specifically in early learning (Y. Li et al., 2022). They also focus on building good relations with teachers and expect their children to be unconditionally obedient, compliant, and respectful towards them. Recent research identifies that parents are involved in educating their children based on Confucian ideologies and classics(C. Wang, 2023). They do not want mainstream education to influence their children and are often critical of it as well. These two different perspectives show that the adoption of an education system in rural China can depend upon the cultural ideas held by particular families or communities. Additionally, rolling out educational plans and implementation strategies based on mainstream and examination-oriented state school systems might not benefit the rural domain if the cultural aspects are completely blindsided. 
Overall, the research highlighted helps to understand the necessity of developing tailored interventions that address cultural barriers and raise awareness about the long-term benefits of education, along with providing regional-level support because it covers students in rural areas. 
2.4 Role of policy implementation and its effectiveness
The efficacy of educational equity policies is largely dependent on their adaptability and implementation in terms of the local contexts. (Xiang et al., 2020) used the Index of Regional Education Advantage (IREA) to evaluate the policy effectiveness aimed at reducing China’s regional educational inequalities since 2005. The study found that policy implementation for education in north-east China is better than in its south-west. Additionally, migrant children have a low transfer rate into high schools, which requires policy attention as well. In this context, the theory of educational resources aligns well since it focuses on the allocation of educational resources and their impact on student achievement. Rational allocation involves various factors such as special funds input, educational facilities, curriculum design, and teacher allocation. Due to differences in economic and cultural backgrounds, the distribution and utilisation efficiency of educational resources vary among regions (Madani, 2019). Educational policies need to adapt to regional differences to ensure effective resource allocation and improve student achievement. Hence, to overcome the financial, geographical, and logistical challenges in improving the sustainability of rural education in China, the need for policy intervention and consistent monitoring is crucial. 
3. Research Methodology
3.1 Research setting
The papers collected here for the literature review are mainly from China. This is because China's education has become a research focus in recent years.(Yang, 2022). Along with that, the achievement gap in urban-rural setup is focussed on the shortcomings existing in rural education, despite the growth of education in China at a rapid pace. 
3.2 Data collection
Recent research papers were collected here for the literature review. The currency of papers ranges from 2019 to 2024, providing information for the past five years based on the research setting. Keywords, such as achievement gap in China, urban-rural schools, teacher training in rural schools, and others, were searched to find relevant studies for the review. 
3.3 Research design
A qualitative research design has been followed here, particularly focused on conducting a literature review. This has prompted an in-depth study into the different factors that affect the urban-rural achievement gap in China. 
4. Results and discussion
Resource Allocation and Infrastructure
Resource disparities significantly contribute to academic achievement gaps between urban and rural students. Research explains that resource scarcity due to systemic inequities and impediments, such as limited access to quality education, inappropriate school atmosphere, and inadequate resources and support, disproportionately affects some student groups, which further contributes to the achievement gap (Celeste et al., 2019). In China, urban schools benefit from stronger state funding and digital access, while rural areas are under-resourced in terms of materials and technology (Li & Xue, 2022). Considering Bourdieu’s perspective, it reflects unequal distribution of economic capital, limiting the capacity of rural students to engage with modern pedagogy meaningfully. Government initiatives such as the “Rural Education Revitalization Plan” and the “National Compulsory Education Funding Policy” are targeted at providing rural schools with funding and equitable resources (Song, 2023). Collaborative effort among parents and equitable allocation of educational resources were found to be essential for the Kwimba district in Tanzania (Fulmes et al., 2024). This is directed at reducing disparity and boosting education among rural students. To compare, in rural Nigerian schools, there is a similar lack of access to electricity and internet, which reinstates transnational patterns of inequality (Olanrele et al., 2020). Therefore, a multi-level policy approach is needed where equity grants for rural education can fund their digital infrastructure, establish learning hubs, provide pedagogy training to teachers, and adopt low-tech OERs. These efforts show inclusive learning environments and bridging resource gaps. 
Quality of Teachers and Professional Development
Teacher quality is a decisive requirement for achieving student outcomes. In rural China, teacher turnover and limited opportunities for professional development can affect their instructional quality and performance directly (Faustino & Kaur, 2023; Zheng et al., 2023). This gap indicates a social and cultural shortfall whereby teachers in underserved areas lack networks, incentives, and adaptive training. The literature review here finds that training programs for rural teachers in China can improve their instructional skills and confidence. (J. Wang et al., 2021) highlighting that providing resources and support to teachers could improve educational outcomes for students. For example, in the South Asian region, India’s National Programme on Technology Enhanced Learning (NPTEL) is an OER for students aiming for higher education with a minimal fee for certifications (NPTEL, 2019). Similar open resources for rural students in China could aid teachers and students alike to improve their educational qualifications. Not meeting the satisfaction levels of the rural teachers might lead to their turnover. In this regard, (Guo & Li, 2024) emphasizes that providing financial incentives was a success to some extent in addressing turnover among rural teachers. For this context, policy recommendations include teacher mentoring centres and school-driven professional learning communities. Culturally responsive pedagogy systems can be integrated into teacher training initiatives, aligning with Bourdieu’s focus on narrowing cultural capital gaps. 
Socioeconomic and Cultural Influences
Student academic outcomes are shaped by family income, parental education, and rural cultural values. Therefore, parents in rural China are often guided by Confucian values where they uphold moral upbringing over academic competitiveness (Wang, 2023). This shows mismatched norms and expectations between home and school environments that hinder their engagement with formal and mainstream education. To compare, Nepal’s community-driven schools are integrating local values into curriculum design to improve student attendance and parental involvement (Pokhrel et al., 2023). This highlights the pivotal role of cultural foundations in interventions. This is supported by (Yu, 2024), who considered the 2014-2015 China Education Panel Survey and found that socioeconomic status moderates the relationship between student academic achievement, family investment, and student academic performance positively. Additionally, to address this, schools need to build open channels for communication with families so that local knowledge systems can be integrated into their schools. Outreach programs to fund community needs (at the local level) and national policies to encourage flexibility in curricula (at the national level) show diverse cultural contexts. It addresses student engagement as well as educational equity.
Policy Implementation and Effectiveness
The policy implementation recommendations made for China are rooted in creating an equitable environment of social and cultural capital as per Bourdieu’s perspective. A mixed-methods study found that policymakers should focus on equity-based educational interventions so that academic success can improve dramatically (Haxhiu, 2023). It is an attempt to address China’s urban-rural educational divides. Policies for rural education and infrastructure enhancement can equip schools with resources and provide adequate support to carry them out (Khalid et al., 2024). Bourdieu’s concept gives a transferable understanding of economic, cultural, and social capital and the way it shapes access and, consequently, student achievement. 
5. Conclusion and recommendations
5.1 Conclusion
The literature review conducted here aimed to highlight ways to improve policy effectiveness. It also focused on the understanding of complications in achieving educational equity in rural regions of China. The theoretical perspective of Bourdieu’s theory of Capital provides the needed grounding for this paper. Therefore, this review focuses on China’s rural-urban disparities and the challenges identified, limited access to quality infrastructure, low teacher retention, and cultural misalignment, which reflect the Global South contexts such as South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa. It also provides adaptable policy insights for China’s education systems facing similar inequalities, to leverage local cultural capital and improve the rural education investment via targeted and equity-based interventions.
5.2 Recommendations 
To mediate the gap in academic achievement in urban-rural regions, the following recommendations can be implemented to improve educational outcomes. First and foremost, establishing an open line of communication with the students, parents, and community members is of great significance. This can help teachers and policymakers work together, and it can contribute to the development of a positive and inclusive school environment. In addition, governments should cater to targeted expenditures for professional development and resources for rural teachers. This investment is crucial as it can be effective in overcoming the obstacles to launching equity-based initiatives for boosting rural education. Therefore, by implementing these recommendations, sufficient support for equity-based initiatives can be provided, which will ultimately help to reduce the achievement gap in China’s urban-rural regions.
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