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The Inclusion Paradox: Why Inclusive Space Excludes Migrant Children, and Vice Versa
What characteristics of space predict exclusive policies? Intuitively, socioeconomically exclusive spaces – such as wealthy urban centers in China – would also be exclusive in welfare provision. Drawing from cross-district comparisons within a Chinese metropolis, we identify a counterintuitive pattern where the urban center had easier migrant school access policies than the urban fringe. This pattern has existed in both the 2010s and 2020s, surviving a major school admissions policy reform. We call this pattern the inclusion paradox. The inclusion paradox can be attributed to two causes: a compartmentalization of school access along urban district boundaries, and a tendency of fringe districts to carry more migrant population with less fiscal capacity. As a result of the inclusion paradox, migrant children were more likely excluded from school access precisely where they were more likely to live. The inclusion paradox implies that policy exclusion and spatial exclusion substitute each other, a pattern that brings migrant school access in China in conversation with unequal school access in other contexts.  
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Introduction 
Where can migrant families in China get relatively easy access to public schools? In this paper, we report a counterintuitive finding: mega-city urban centers. Mega-city urban centers seem an unlikely answer, because they are economically exclusive, with fancy shopping malls and high living costs. However, these high economic barriers come with richer revenues and fewer migrants, which means mega-city urban centers could easily afford to school migrant children. In contrast, urban fringes are home to large numbers of migrant families but with less fiscal capacity. As a result, local governments at urban fringes tend to enact higher barriers in migrant school access. 
This pattern constitutes an inclusion paradox, where policy inclusion and economic inclusion do not go hand in hand. Counterintuitively, exclusion by policies and by socioeconomics substitute for one other. Why? we argue that inclusive school access policies can be enabled by economic exclusivity. In richer spaces, the high economic barriers and capacities make inclusive policies convenient. In economically inclusive spaces, migrant families can afford housing and livelihood, but such spaces are also less capable to school migrant children in large numbers. 
The paper’s analysis is based on a less studied level of government in school access: urban districts (qu). Previous works on school access in China generally focus on cities. Urban districts are an administrative unit within cities, and they are technically on the level of counties in Chinese administrative structure. The difference between urban districts and counties is that counties tend to encompass larger rural areas, whereas urban districts tend to be mostly urban and more integrated with the city. Like counties, urban districts administer public schools. As urban districts within a city face different constraints and make their own decisions, migrant school access varies across these urban districts, even if they are in the same city. 
These within-city variations matter for the overall injustice in migrant school access. The relatively difficult access at urban fringe districts is important, because more migrant families live there than at the urban center. The inclusion paradox implies that migrant children are more likely to be rejected school access, precisely where they are more likely to live. Recognizing this paradox justifies for policy interventions, such as fiscal transfers from center to fringe districts for migrant schooling. As this paper will go on to argue, this inclusion paradox can also help us expand the theoretical implications of migrant education in China.

Migrant children’s school access in China and its explanations
Educating migrant’s children has mostly been studied as a prominent social problem, not the least due to its scale of impact. In China, the internal “migrant” status is defined by an incongruence[footnoteRef:1] between the place of residence and the place of household registration, or hukou. According to the 2010 census, 36 million children (age 0-17) were “migrant”, and an additional 70 million were “left behind” by their parents (UNICEF 2013). In total, about four in ten children in China were affected by migration (Ibid).  [1:  According to National Bureau of Statistics, a “migrant” is defined by three conditions: 1) the residence location and the place of household registration are not in the same township, township being the administrative level between county and village in China; 2) the person has left the place of household registration for at least six months; 3) this excludes the situation that residence location and household registration stay in the same city-governed district, an urban administrative unit consisting of contiguous township-level units whose residence (UNICEF 2013). This definition applies to the statistics generated by NBS, published by UNICEF, and cited in this paragraph. ] 

Migrant’s children have faced persistently exclusive policies, which have failed to provide guaranteed access to public school at the host cities. Various migrant education policies result in four possible four outcomes for migrant children: 1) being “left behind” by parent(s) (Biao 2007; Lu 2012; Murphy 2014; Xu and Xie 2013; C. Zhou et al. 2015); 2) dropout while staying at host city (Han 2001; Liang, Guo, and Duan 2008); 3) attending private school at host city (Chen and Feng 2013; Koo 2012; Lu and Zhou 2013; Ming 2013; H. Zhou and Wu 2008)  (Xiong 2015; X. Zhou 2011); 4) attending public school at host city. 
Most of the literature on migrant school policies has also taken a “social problem” perspective, often following a three-part formula of analysis of policies in one city (e.g., Fu and Liu 2012; Yang 2014; Hai, Yu, and Liang 2014): 1) a review of migrant school policies of the city and their consequences; 2) an analysis of difficulties that may have prevented the local government from fully conforming to the central policies; 3) a call and a series of suggestions for more inclusive migrant school policies. While valuable as an ensemble of case studies, the literature has yet to provide systematic explanations of the temporal evolution or regional variation of migrant school policies.
Two other types of research have attempted to explain migrant school access policies. First, scholars have explained them in relation to larger policy goals. Migrant children’s school access policies are embedded in larger policy contexts. Discursive analysis shows that migrant children’s school access in Beijing has an underlying agenda of population control (Yu and Crowley 2020). More specifically, migrant children’s school access has been seen as a “just-in-time” management of labor (Friedman 2022). 
Second, scholars have utilized cross-city variations. Wang (2015) compares migrant school policies in the three cities of Shanghai, Ningbo and Dongguan and attributes the regional variations three bottom-up factors: percentage of migrant children, capacity of the existing school system, and local government attitudes. Yang et al. (2011) argues local governments need to innovate to fully comply with central policies, and therefore proposes regional variations may be attributed to local resources for institutional innovation, including values and ideas.
Few research, however, has explained within-city variations in migrant school access. This is not because scholars have not noticed within-city patterns. Existing literature has noted that many migrant children and migrant children schools live in peri-urban areas. For example, private migrant children schools in Beijing tended to emerge in villages (Kwong 2004). Also analyzing Beijing, Friedman (2022) noted that migrants who “occupy a place of informality” were most susceptible to anti-migrant policies. These insights on within-city variations have yet to be theorized. 

The center and the fringe: varied migrant school access within a city
In this paper, we argue that urban districts (qu) – a sub-unit of big cities – play an important role in migrant school access. An urban district is typically a county-level administrative unit, and they subdivide cities that are on a higher administrative level. Administratively and by extension fiscally, county-level administrative units are responsible for compulsory education services in China. This is stipulated in the Compulsory Education Law of the PRC, Article 7: “Compulsory education shall be … mainly administered by the people’s governments at the county level” (National People’s Congress of the People’s Republic of China 2006). Compulsory education in China includes elementary school and middle school, or grades 1~9. 
Consistent with the law, urban districts compartmentalize rights and responsibilities in school access. An urban district government is responsible for their residents’ compulsory schooling, but not adjacent urban district governments in the same city. A resident family often only has credentials to claim school access in one urban district, such as work and residence, though some families may hoard credentials to multiple districts. 
Note that migrant families’ social rights to send their children to school are district-specific. This means that a migrant family might be able to establish their right to school in one district, but this right does not carry over to other districts of the same city. This is particularly consequential when a migrant family fails to send their children to a public school in an urban district. Even if another urban district in the same city has a more accommodating policy, the migrant family is unable to send their child to that district, because their credentials would not be acknowledged by a different district. 
Under such compartmentalization, migrant school access varies significantly across different districts within the same city. To theorize, we introduce the concepts of urban center and urban fringe from the urban studies literature (Hsing 2012; Pryor 1968). Districts at the urban center are usually smaller and expensive, and therefore are usually not manufacturing hubs. Old urban centers often have historic architecture, tourist attractions, and political functions. New urban centers are typically home to highly profitable service industries, such as finance and technology. If Chinese cities carry national or global functions (Sassen 2018), they typically lie at these central districts.
For families, this means that urban center districts have the highest economic barriers. They offer primarily service sector jobs such as sales or laundry, which are smaller in number compared to manufacturing. They are expensive to live in. The housing supply is limited and tightly controlled. Urban centers are usually smaller in space, have higher land values, and have been densely developed, all of which make it difficult to develop informal housing that can provide cheap accommodation. 
In contrast, urban fringe districts employ and house migrants on a mass scale. Urban fringe refers to the frontier of urbanization, and they are where land can be expropriated relatively cheaply and on scale (Hsing 2012). Such land provide the space necessarily for clusters of factories or even industrial parks. Equally importantly, urban fringe provide space for the after-work needs of migrant workers. Rural lands remain next to these newly urbanized land, on which rural inhabitants develop informal housing that provide cheap accommodation to these children. Importantly for our purpose, urban fringe often provides cheap space where private migrant children schools can be built – often informally in the beginning (Kwong 2004). The larger size and cheaper price of urban fringe therefore provides work, housing, and education to the migrant families. 

Policy exclusion and economic exclusion: comparing school access in China and the U.S.
China’s migrant school access impacts tens of millions of children, but it has been difficult to theorize it and bring it in conversation with inequalities in other countries. This is for one obvious reason: hukou. Migrant school access in China is embedded within a policy infrastructure of household registration, also known as hukou. Migrant families by definition do not have local hukou, which provides the legal basis for claiming rights to local government’s welfare provision including school access. 
Hukou, a key piece of citizenship infrastructure, is Soviet-era legacy. China legislated hukou when transforming to a Soviet-style command economy in 1958 (Chan 2009) and has kept it ever since. China is not alone. Quite a few countries have preserved some variations of this Soviet-style internal passport system well into the 21st century, including Russia (Schaible 2001; Blitz 2007), Kyrgyzstan (Hatcher and Thieme 2016), Uzbekistan (Hojaqizi 2008; Wakefield 2011), Vietnam (Hardy 2001; Karis 2013), and North Korea (Ma and Zeng 2015). There is potential to compare migrant school access in China to these countries, but the English-language literature on school access in these countries seems to be slim.
Nevertheless, Soviet legacy is not the only source of inequality in school access. Studying school access in the United States, scholars document the power of economic exclusion. Families with children move to neighborhoods with better schools, funded by higher property taxes and relatedly higher rent (Owens 2016; Cuddy, Krysan, and Lewis 2020; Lareau 2014). This economic barrier to school access in the United States can be corroborated by two intriguing phenomena. First, a non-trivial number of families use their friends or relatives’ addresses to attend public schools, a phenomenon known as boundary hopping (Rhodes and DeLuca 2014). Second, when families are given vouchers to move to better neighborhoods, their children’s education outcomes improve (Chetty, Hendren, and Katz 2016). In sum, economic barriers constrain disadvantaged families with children from moving to better school districts.
This paper identifies a conceptual bridge between the Chinese case and the American case, or between top-down policy segregation and bottom-up economic segregation. This bridge is a functional equivalency between these two forms of segregations, encapsulated in the inclusion paradox. The inclusion paradox refers to a counterintuitive phenomenon, that the wealthier spaces have less political will or necessity to enact high policy barriers. In other words, richer urban spaces can better afford apparently inclusive policies.
This functional equivalency hints at a theoretical possibility: that school access inequality in China and U.S. may be more similar than it appears. In both contexts, economic and policy barriers exist, but one of them overshadows the other. In China, policy barriers are highly visible and capture more scholarly attention, perhaps precisely because the economic barriers are not as abominably high. Chinese cities tend to be spatially expansive and encompass fringe areas with informal housing, where millions of migrant families rent and live. In contrast, economic barriers in America’s sought-after school districts tend to be high enough to wall off the less prosperous. 
We argue that we should pay attention to the overshadowed type of exclusion. In both cases, the overshadowed exclusion complements and undergirds the more visible mechanism of exclusion. In China, as we will demonstrate in this article, economic barriers are high exactly where policy barriers are low. In the U.S., policy barriers are enacted where the economic barriers are eroded. For example, in response to families hopping school district boundaries, school districts respond by persecuting it as theft and therefore using law to protect these economic exclusion (Nussbaum 2008; Clark 2019; Joldersma and Perhamus 2020).
After all, the comparability of the China and U.S. circumstances of school access lies in how exclusive both systems are for disadvantaged families. To understand how these exclusive systems work in both countries, we need to pay attention to both top-down policy exclusion and bottom-up economic exclusion. Absent one of these exclusions, each of the system will look very different. By looking at the complementarily of policy and economic exclusions, we can better understand why school access remains unequal. The Chinese and American cases can be used as mirrors facing each other, revealing the overshadowed form of exclusion in each.

Data and methods
This paper is primarily based on the first author’s 2016 fieldwork at Hangzhou. Hangzhou is a mega-city in China, with a population of around 10 million residents or more. In the summer of 2016, the first author interviewed 23 migrant parents in two districts of Hangzhou. These interviews took place at a public school receiving both local and migrant children, as well as a private migrant children school. We describe the profiles of these parents in Table 1. In addition, the first author interviewed two school administrators and one local education official at these field sites. To protect the identity of the interviewees, we have anonymized the names of these districts and schools.
Hangzhou reformed migrant school admissions in 2018 and shifted to a points-based system. To test whether the findings from 2016 fieldwork persisted after the reform, we collected additional materials on local policies and school admissions experiences. Three sources of data turned out to be useful. One source is Hangzhou government website, where we searched for keywords related to school admissions and produced results from various districts. The second source is Hangzhou Statistical Yearbooks, among which we mostly draw from the 2021 edition. The third source is three school admissions consultants from Hangzhou, whom we identified via keyword searches on Wechat. Their video-blogs on the local school admissions landscape informed local parents while also providing corroborative evidence for this study.

Table 1. Profiles of parent interviewees
	 #
	Gender
	Type of school children attended
	Children's grade at the school
	Occupation at the time of interview

	1
	Female
	Urban public
	3
	Salesperson

	2
	Female
	Urban public
	1
	Professional

	3
	Female
	Urban public
	4, 1
	Salesperson

	4
	Female
	Urban public
	1
	Stay-at-home

	5
	Female
	Urban public
	6, 2
	Service worker

	6
	Male
	Urban public
	2
	Manager

	7
	Male
	Urban public
	around 2
	Service worker

	8
	Male
	Urban public
	3
	Small business owner

	9
	Female
	Urban public
	3
	Small business owner

	10
	Female
	Urban public
	5
	Small business owner

	11
	Female
	Urban public
	2, 5
	Small business owner

	12
	Male
	Urban public
	5
	Small business owner

	13
	Male
	Urban public
	6
	Small business owner

	14
	Female
	Urban public
	6
	Salesperson

	15
	Male
	Urban public
	6
	Small business owner

	16
	Female
	Private migrant school
	5
	Small business owner

	17
	Male
	Private migrant school
	6
	Public sector job

	18
	Female
	Private migrant school
	5
	N/A

	19
	Male
	Private migrant school
	1
	Stay-at-home

	20
	Female
	Private migrant school
	3, 1
	Stay-at-home

	21
	Female
	Private migrant school
	2
	Stay-at-home

	22
	Female
	Private migrant school
	2
	Small business owner

	23
	Female
	Urban public
	7
	Manager




Findings
In this finding section, we use fieldwork and materials to ask where migrant families in China get relatively easy access to public schools. We document a counter-intuitive phenomenon of the inclusion paradox, that the mega-city urban centers may be relatively less exclusive than urban fringes in terms of migrant school access policies.
Using the case of Hangzhou, we demonstrate that this inclusion paradox was not a temporary policy glitch, but a long-term phenomenon that endured policy shifts. Moreover, we argue that the inclusion paradox resulted from structural differences between urban centers and urban fringes, while also made possible by arbitrary and persistent school access boundaries among urban districts.

The inclusion paradox: evidence from the 2010s
In 2016, the first author visited two districts of Hangzhou: one at urban center, and the other at urban fringe. To protect the anonymity of interviewees, we will call them the Central District and the Fringe District in this paper. In China’s metropolitan cities, urban centers are deemed as more desirable. The Central District was situated at a geographical center of Hangzhou, and it had been a residential part of the city for local residents. During the first author’s time in the Central District, they were impressed that it was clean, scenic, and walkable. 
The Fringe District was geographically peripheral in the administrative region of Hangzhou. Highways cross-cut this district, and trucks ran on them. Roads were dusty, and irregular housing – apparently built by urban villagers, not by commercial developers – lined some of the roads. Like the archetypical urban fringe described in China’s urban literature (Hsing 2012), the Fringe District was the frontier of urbanization. Previously, the first author did fieldwork in a smaller city County W, where public schools in similar fringe locations were not particularly favored by locals and thus had extra room to accommodate migrant children. With that prejudice, we assumed that the Fringe District would be more inclusive in migrant children’ school access than the Central District.
The counterintuitive finding came when the first author asked parents about their school access experience. Parents in the Central District told me they needed to pay 12 months of social security, but at the Fringe district, 24 months. Parent #12, who lived in the Central District, shared her experience of sending her child to a public elementary school there: 

            To go to elementary school, public schools required at least one year of social security. The temporary residence permit must also be continuous and cannot be broken, and there must be an employment contract, etc.

Even the relatively low bar of 12-month social insurance required significant planning work from parents in the Central District. Parent #12 from the Central District operated a small online retail business with her spouse. Since their business was not officially registered back then, they paid their social security with another nominal employer (guakao). This meant that she paid this money out of her own pocket. To ensure continuity in social security payment, she transferred roughly one year of insurance money to the nominal employer in a lump sum. “I transferred 10,000 RMB to them (nominal employer) and let them deduct social security payment from it.” 
Similarly, parent #7, a chef in the Central District, reported that “I started to plan when (the child was) in the middle class of kindergarten. I had to prepare these things a year in advance.” For his child to go to a public school, he changed his job. “This particular elementary school was easier to get in, so I found a danwei (work unit) close to this school. I got my temporary residence permit and social security payment registered here.” 
Compared with migrant parents in the Central District, some of their peers in the Fringe District invested more and longer in social security, but with less return. Parent #21, a stay-at-home mom in Fringe District, shared that “When we applied in 2014, my husband had 22 months of social security, and we didn’t get to a public school. We heard that two years or above was required.” 
The differences between 12 and 24 months might appear nominal on paper. However, it was a big gap in real life. Migrant parents in the Central District could afford to start social security payment one year before public school admissions, while their peers in the Fringe District had to start at least two years before. This longer time horizon required significantly more planning work, which is difficult for many (Hey and Knoll 2007) and particularly challenging for working-class migrant parents who were already preoccupied by work (Dean, Schilbach, and Schofield 2017; Huijser, Taatgen, and van Vugt 2021). 
The interview design included a vignette of a migrant parent who accumulated over a year of social security but failed to gain public school access because of a ranking system. This vignette realistically reflected policies in the Fringe District. Revealingly, parents from the Central District found this vignette unbelievable. Parent #9 rejected the vignette as outlandish: “There was no such policy. It's impossible to rank according to social security. Be it one year, two year, or three years, there always is a time required.” Parent #12 criticized with harsh words: “Even with 24 months of social security, you still don’t know if your child can go to school. How can one work and contribute with peace of mind? …(This policy) is unreasonable anywhere.” 
Parents in the Central District generally expressed that they had stable expectations regarding school admissions, as long as they met the basic requirements. Parent #9 shared from her own experience. “My eldest daughter was also rejected when she applied to school. We went to the gate of the Education Bureau and asked if there were any documents that did not meet the requirements and they could be replaced. There was no reason why we should not be allowed to go. If we were still not allowed to go, we would call the newspapers and media… As long as the conditions are met, there is room for reasonable negotiations”. Parent #13 shared a real life story that “someone paid social security for more than a year, but couldn’t transfer to (school in Central District). They called the Education Bureau and got the transfer.” 
While parents in the Central District had a relatively stable expectation, parents in the Fringe District shared a sense of uncertainty of how much social security would be actually needed. Parents in the Fringe District could not know in advance how many months of social insurance would be required in their children’s year of school admissions, which would depend on the number of applicants versus admissions quotas in that future year. In other words, the Fringe District’s competitive ranking procedure created uncertainty, in that migrant parents could not predict whether any given number of social insurance payments would suffice for public school access. Parent #21 described their experience of with public school admissions:

            We also applied for a public elementary school, but the application didn’t go through. There were a lot of people applying, and there were 30-40 quotas for migrants. They all wanted the school, all had social security, and it was decided according to the length of social security. You had two years, but others had three.

Indeed, many migrant parents in the Fringe District had social security payment, but couldn’t get into public school due to limited quotas and the competitive ranking of social security in the school admissions. School administrator W at a private migrant children school in the Fringe District observed that “about half of the parents (at the private migrant children school) work in the factory and basically have social security.” However, these migrant parents didn’t get into public school, because “there are a lot of migrants here, and they got ranked according to the years of social security.”
This uncertainty meant migrant parents in the Fringe District faced a tougher decision, as they their relatively longer and more expensive investment in social security may be in vain. As a result, some migrant parents in the Fringe District strategized by not going all the way in competing for public school admissions. Parent #20, for example, explained why she stopped paying for social security:

            Many parent I knew paid one year of social security and then stopped. At that time, I planned to stop after paying for one year of social security. Money was a little tight in July and August that year... 10,000 yuan (about one year of social security payment) was a lot for us. If you can’t get in a public school after
            paying that, then we will have no money left to pay the tuition fees (for a private migrant children school). 

	The rest of the interview with Parent #20 further revealed the financial significance of paying social security. The family previously moved to rent a 700~800 yuan/month residence in the Fringe District. This cheaper but inconvenient rental location made it infeasible for her to maintain a full-time factory job – the morning trips from home to school and then to factory just took too long to make the 7:45am job start time, and she had to give up the job after trying for ten days. As her husband was a construction worker, neither her nor her husband had formal employment, so they would have to pay the entire sum of social security without employer contribution. For one person, this would cost about 10,000 yuan per year. 
For their circumstances, Parent #20 thought social security did not make economic sense. “Why is social security required?... It’s more than 10,000 yuan a year. How much will it cost after fifteen years? It's 150,000 yuan in fifteen years. You can only get it when you retire at 65 years old. Let’s not talk about other diseases, let’s just talk about cancer, which I have heard a lot about recently. When people die, the social security money is gone. To the common people (laobaixing), it’s just work hard, work, work.”
In sum, migrant parents in the Fringe District had a harder time accessing public schools than their peers in the Central District, as evidenced by these interviews in Hangzhou. To clarify, this is not to say school access was easy or fair for migrant parents in the Central District. Parent #12, a parent from the Central District mentioned earlier in this section, told me that she considered it “very unfair to pay social security for one year.” Compared to local parents, migrant parents faced undue burdens for their children to access public schools, across different districts at Hangzhou. Nevertheless, this burden varied across urban space, and those at the urban fringe were burdened more heavily. 

Inclusion paradox: endurance into the 2020s 
In 2018, Hangzhou installed a points-based ranking system, and it applied to public school admissions in all of its districts. Under this system, families would apply, and schools would admit based on the points until their seats were filled. The points were based on a number of categories, including parents’ length of recorded residence, length of social security, education, professional certificates, and social service records. Note that there was a category of illegal activities that would incur negative points. We describe more policy details in the Appendix. 
The inclusion paradox survived this sweeping policy change, as evidenced by points. One of Hangzhou’s urban center districts, Binjiang, published the points of all admitted cases between 2018-2022[footnoteRef:2]. Table 2 demonstrates the lowest point each year that appeared on the admitted list. As shown in the table, the points required were relatively low during 2018-2020 and dropped to 0 in 2021[footnoteRef:3].  [2:  Starting in 2022, Binjiang notified parents individually rather than publishing a publicly available list. Hangzhou had recently developed an app for such purposes (ruxue zaozhidao), which can only be accessed by verified local parents. ]  [3:  This change may be related to Binjiang District’s action to open a new public school campus on the site of a discontinued private migrant school in 2021. ] 

 
Table 2. Lowest point for migrant school assignments in Binjiang District, by year
	Year
	Lowest point on admissions list
	Type of school assigned for the lowest-point candidate

	2018
	23.25
	Urban public school

	2019
	29.8
	Urban public school

	2020
	18.25
	Private migrant school, with government subsidized tuition fees

	2021
	0
	Urban public school

	2022
	0
	Urban public school


Source: various websites[footnoteRef:4] [4: We utilize the lists that demonstrate school allocation outcomes, not the lists that compiled applicant information, since the latter lists did not indicate the specific school assignments the applicants received. The lists we use for this table come from the following sources, all links accessed on 12/15/2023. 
2018, Binjiangqu Juzhuzheng Chiyouren Zinv Jifenruxue Xuexiao Fenpei Gongshi, Binjiang Government website, https://www.hhtz.gov.cn/art/2018/7/6/art_1485978_20333648.html; 
2019, Binjiangqu Juzhuzheng Chiyouren Zinv Jifenruxue Xuexiao Fenpei Gongshi, Binjiang Government website, https://www.hhtz.gov.cn/art/2019/7/15/art_1229506924_2308010.html; 
2020, Gongshi | 2020 Binjiangqu Liudong Renkou Zinv Jifenruxue Xuexiao Fenpei, Binjiang Jiaoyu Fabu https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/hE7CiN4ehjcFcca4Fc3kdg; 
2021, Binjiangqu Liudong Renkou Zinv Jifen Ruxue Xuexiao Fenpei, Binjiang Government website, https://www.hhtz.gov.cn/art/2021/8/3/art_1229506924_3919222.html;
2022, Hangzhou Binjiangqu 2022 Nian Liudong Renkou Suiqian Zinv Jifen Ruxue Luqu Jifen Cankao,  Hangzhou Youshengxiao Zixun, https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/hE7CiN4ehjcFcca4Fc3kdg.] 


Other districts in Hangzhou did not provide this information on their websites. we used the same keywords to search for information for the other districts, but failed to find results. This might be because these data would not look as good as in Binjiang. An informant who regularly interacted with education officials in Fringe District shared, “In our Fringe District, this information is not released to the public. In other districts, you can go to school without buying a house and only paying social security, but in our Fringe District, you’d need to buy a house and pay social security to go to school.” He further observed that “The Fringe District government was very discreet. They wouldn’t show these data publicly.” 
Fortunately, local education consultants blogged extensively about Hangzhou’s school admissions landscape, providing an alternative source of data in the 2020s. As Hangzhou grew large and wealthy, individual consultants and consulting agencies emerged to specialize in offering advice to parents on matters such as school admissions. Fortunately, some of them gave away some of their advice on social media, presumably as a way to attract potential customers. In various video posts, they described cross-district variations that supported the inclusion paradox. A consultant “Teacher Zhou” shared in late 2022,

After I chatted with many mothers today, I realized that the consequences of failing to enroll with points in the districts of Hangzhou are different… If you don’t participate in the points-based enrollment in Binjiang District (a central district), there seems to be no consequence. You can still go to a public school, just that you won’t have a choice of schools (bei tiaoji). But if you are in the Yuhang District or Linping District (two fringe districts), even if you have all the materials, but your scores are low, you will get assigned to a private (migrant) school, and you have no choice[footnoteRef:5].  [5:   Zai Hangzhou Meiyou Canjia Jifen Ruxue, Meige Quyu De Houguo (Failure to participate in points-based admission in Hangzhou, consequences for each area). December 2022. Hangzhou Ruxue Zhoulaoshi (Teacher Zhou). Wechat video] 


Another consultant “Teacher Fly” confirmed that migrant school access was more difficult at the urban fringe than at urban center in Hangzhou. In May 2023, this blogger reported that “Judging from the enrollment situation in the past years, the most difficult areas to go to school is Yuhang and Linping Districts. These two districts must have more than 170 points for admission to the public school.”[footnoteRef:6] In an earlier video post published in August 2022, he stated that in 2022, “Those in Yuhang and Linping Districts who scored more than 200 points this year will have a very high probability of being admitted to a public school.”[footnoteRef:7] These points stood in sharp contrast to Binjiang District, where parents could access public schools with very low or even zero points as of 2022 (Table 2). [6:  Hangzhou Nage Qu Shangxue Zui Rongyi (Which district in Hangzhou is easiest to go to school in), A Hangzhou Luohu Feixiang Laoshi (Teacher Fly). May 2023. Wechat video]  [7:  Hangzhou Jifenruxue Yao Duoshaofen (How many points are needed for admission to Hangzhou). August 2022. A Hangzhou Luohu Feixiang Laoshi (Teacher Fly). Wechat video] 

A third consultant, “Chucheng Education”, provided a concise summary of the migrant school admissions landscape as of November 2023. “If you have recently come to Hangzhou, Binjiang District is your first choice. Binjiang District is relatively inclusive of children from other places. Children can attend public schools with low points or parents’ talent status…. The areas that are least recommended are Yuhang and Linping districts. There are many children and few schools. It is relatively competitive (juan) and quite difficult to enter a public school.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Waidiren Zai Hangzhou Xuan Nage Qu Bijiao Hao (Which district is better for migrants to choose to go to school in Hangzhou). November 2023. Hangzhou Chuju Chengxian Zixun (CJCX Conculting). Wechat video] 

To summarize, the pattern of inclusion paradox has persisted in Hangzhou in the 2020s, even after broad policy change in the mechanisms of public school admissions. This suggests that policy mechanisms was not the primary cause of the inclusion paradox. Instead, we should look to other enduring factors.

Explaining the inclusion paradox
Why did the inclusion paradox emerge? It emerged out of a subdivision of mega-cities: that urban districts are administratively and financially responsible for compulsory education schools. The former led to the compartmentalization of school admissions in mega-cities. The latter made some compartments more difficult for migrant school access, and these compartments tended to be urban fringe districts with small budgets but big school-age populations. 
Administratively, county-level governments are responsible for compulsory education in China. In Chinese administrative structure, counties are sub-units of cities. In recent decades, mega-cities turned many of their subordinate counties into districts (qu). Like counties, districts make their own policies in migrant school admissions, even if the city plays a significant role in providing the framework of these policies. When the city’s policy framework grew specific, such as Hangzhou’s points-based reform, the districts’ policies were still necessary and provided logistical details for the actual implementation.  
These division lines were real for families. Families may accumulate credentials such as residential address or employment in one district, but these credentials were not recognized in other districts in the same city. In the case of Hangzhou, the residence certificate (juzhuzheng) required for public school access come with locations that place them into specific districts. Thus, school admissions in Hangzhou was compartmentalized  along the boundaries of districts. Migrant families could not choose freely among the districts of the city as a their school destination, but only the district where they could obtain credentials in. 
Financially, districts are also responsible for funding compulsory education. Urban center districts had either one of the two characteristics that tip them towards funding migrant education: a small migrant population, or high fiscal capacity. Table 3 illustrates these two characteristics across three districts in Hangzhou. 
Traditional urban center districts, such as Xiacheng District in Table 3, tend to have smaller migrant population. This was consistent with an absence of new industries in Xiacheng District, a historically residential area. A small migrant population enabled the Xiacheng District to cover migrant education without too heavy a financial burden. 
Recently developed urben center districts, such as Binjiang, have high numbers of migrants but high per capita financial revenue, roughly doubling that of other districts in the table. This was because Binjiang was designated to house Hangzhou’s high-tech industry. The very high financial capacity enabled Binjiang to cover the cost of migrant education.

Table 3. Population and revenue in three Hangzhou districts, as of 2020
	
	Fiscal revenue (total, million RMB)
	Population (total)
	Population (% migrant)
	Revenue per capita (RMB)

	Xiacheng 
(old urban center)
	15,000
	490,000
	11%
	31,000

	Binjiang
(new urban center)
	36,000
	500,000
	42%
	71,000

	Yuhang
(urban fringe)
	83,000
	2,400,000
	49%
	35,000


Source: 2021 Hangzhou Statistical Yearbook. 

In contrast, Yuhang District, an urban fringe district in Table 3, was burdened with both large migrant population and small financial capacity. This variation can be attributed to the concentration of manufacturing industries and jobs in Yuhang District. As a result, Yuhang District faced especially strong financial disincentives on migrant education. 
In 2016 fieldwork, the first author asked a school administrator in the Fringe District on whether private migrant children schools there might be converted to public, as happened in urban center districts in Hangzhou. The school administrator gave an emphatic no, based on financial reasoning. Indeed, the Fringe District continued to have a significant number of private migrant children schools, at the time of writing in 2023. 

            In this Fringe District, we have five schools under our private migrant children school brand, and there are five others. In this school only, there are 1,800 students. According to the configuration of public schools, there will be more than 100 teachers. Suppose each teacher has an annual salary of 100,000 RMB, then the annual salary alone is nearly 20 million. There are also costs of classrooms and playgrounds…If all ten private migrant children schools are converted to public, it will incur a few hundreds of millions RMB operating costs every year.

Why wouldn’t migrant families in urban fringe simply move to the urban center? Occasionally, they do. One of my interviewees in 2016, Parent #16, transferred his child from a private migrant children school in the Fringe District to a public school in the Central District. This parent found a job with a public employer in the Central District and also managed to register a Residence Certificate there. However, this was the only interviewee the first author met at Hangzhou that managed a cross-district transfer. While we failed to obtain a follow-up interview to clarify the details, the existing interview data suggested that this particular transfer might have been enabled by a new job with a public institution (shiye danwei). 
Parent #20, a more typical case of parents in the Fringe District, explained why she could not just move to a central district. She mentioned that the social security requirement in the Fringe District “seemed to be three years” or “two years according to some others”, while the requirement in an adjacent center district was only one year. However, the family actually had moved from that adjacent center district to the Fringe District, as the rent was around 1,000 yuan/month in the former and only 700-800 yuan/month in the latter. When I asked if they would consider moving to the center district for public school access, she cited the higher rent as well as the path dependence in family’s school choice: “If we moved (before the younger child’s admissions completed), the younger child would attend school there, but the older child would remain here. How to pick (both of them) up?” 
Overall, it was difficult and expensive to for migrant parents to switch employment and residence across districts, and especially from a fringe district to an urban center district. A local education consultant quoted earlier, “Teacher Fly”, offered an observation that living costs in the urban center districts were significantly higher in Hangzhou, a contributing factor for relatively migrant school access in these areas.

            Which district is the easiest to enroll in? Of course, Binjiang District (an urban center district). Congratulations to the parents who live in Binjiang, the admission pressure is the least. Why? It is very simple and related to rent and living costs. In the Yuhang and Linping districts (fringe districts), there are a lot of out-of-town folks, and the rent is relatively cheap, which creates a situation where there are more children enrolled and the pressure is greater. On the contrary, the cost of living in Binjiang is relatively high.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Hangzhou Nage Qu Shangxue Zui Rongyi (Which district in Hangzhou is easiest to go to school in), A Hangzhou Luohu Feixiang Laoshi (Teacher Fly). May 2023. Wechat video] 


The relatively high living costs in the urban center districts deterred families from moving there. As a result, the socioeconomically exclusive space – in this case the urban center districts – could relatively easily cover migrant education. In contrast, the socioeconomically inclusive space, such as the fringe districts, had an overflown amount of migrant families but relatively moderate financial capacities. Under the existing policy framework, urban fringe districts were home to the larger volumes of migrant families, but were less likely to educate their children. 

Conclusion and discussion
In this paper, we describe an interesting pattern dubbed the “Inclusion Paradox.” What’s surprising is that wealthier urban areas tend to have friendlier policies towards letting migrant children into schools. However, less wealthy areas, which are typically more economically welcoming, have stricter policies for migrant children. This is an unexpected twist that flips our usual understanding of inclusivity on its head.

Generalizability of the inclusion paradox
The inclusion paradox is theorized from the case of Hangzhou, but can it be generalized to other Chinese cities? The puzzle pieces of migrant school access policies do not always fit together uniformly across different cities. Therefore, more research on different cities will be needed to unearth the variations across their districts.
Here, we report one piece of evidence that the inclusion paradox can also be observed in the much-studied city of Beijing. Beijing requires five types of certificates for migrant school access, and social security counts as one of them. While Beijing’s urban center districts require social security for one of the parents, Changping – a fringe district – requires social security for both parents to be registered in this specific district. 
In the first author’s fieldwork in Beijing in 2017-2019, this requirement made it particularly difficult for migrant families in Changping District to access public schools. It was not unusual one parent worked and paid social security in Changping District, but the other parent worked and paid social security in a different Beijing district. This was a harsher requirement than the urban center districts, where such circumstances would not disqualify a migrant family from school access. Similar to what we observed in the Fringe District of Hangzhou, Changping District as an urban fringe in Beijing provided relatively affordable homes that housed large numbers of migrant families, while it also was equipped with relatively lower per capita fiscal capacities than central districts. 
Note that this inclusion paradox will only be limited to larger cities that are subdivided by urban districts. In my 2010-2019 fieldwork in County W, a county-level city, we observed a pattern that was the opposite of the inclusion paradox. Urban centers in County W presented higher barriers for migrant families, as they were both expensive to live in and their schools were highly sought after. This meant that urban center schools at County W tended to be filled by locals and had fewer quotas for migrant children. In comparison, the fringe areas in County W had less desirable public schools and often did not have enough local students. Because County W was not subdivided by districts, migrant families’ school access credentials were applicable throughout the county, making it possible for them to use the unfilled school quotas regardless they worked and lived in the county. As a result, these fringe areas accommodated most of the migrant children admitted to public schools in County W. 
In other words, the inclusion paradox does not apply to cities or counties that do not have internal borders for school access purposes. The inclusion paradox observed in Hangzhou is based on an institutional arrangement that spatially segments rights and responsibilities in school admissions, in this case the urban district. Without such spatial segmentation, the inclusion paradox would not exist.

Policy and theoretical implications
Do we need spatial segmentation by urban districts, for migrant school access in mega-cities? The answer is an obvious no. This spatial segmentation arbitrarily prevents migrant families from utilizing the available school quotas in the same city. When the first author was doing fieldwork in Beijing, they were surprised to hear repeatedly from parent interviewees in its urban center districts, particularly Xicheng and Dongcheng, that their public elementary school classrooms were only half-filled. This appeared to be the case for many schools except for the most sought-after ones in these urban center districts, which recently saw rapid declines in the numbers of local school-age children. Migrant families from fringe districts like Changping should be allowed to fill these empty seats, and many of these families have already satisfied the strict school access policies required by the City of Beijing.
The inclusion paradox implies a policy argument for redistributing resources, advocating for financial transfers from the more affluent urban districts to their less wealthy counterparts, in the pursuit of equitable migrant school access. Mega-cities in China, like other global cities (Sassen 2018), are heavily dependent on migrant labor. The affluent urban cores of these cities, buoyed by creamy industries such as finance and tech, draw in immense fiscal income but shoulder a surprisingly small responsibility in providing education for migrant families. In contrast, the city fringes, offering affordable living spaces to migrant families, are burdened with a disproportionately large population of migrant children needing education. This imbalance creates a form of spatial injustice within the same city. This injustice can be partly remedied by a fiscal transfer from the wealthier center to the struggling fringes, specifically targeting migrant education.
Last but not least, the inclusion paradox paves the way for a broader theoretical perspective on migrant school access. It exposes a potential interchange between exclusion driven by top-down policies and propelled by bottom-up market forces. Ostensibly inclusive migrant access policies does not necessarily signify an all-embracing urban space. Paradoxically, such ostensible inclusion could hint at the presence of exclusionary forces, operating subtly through other channels like market mechanisms. To foster true inclusion, we must weave a coherent narrative by simultaneously addressing these top-down and bottom-up dynamics.
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Appendix: Migrant School Admissions Policies in Hangzhou

This appendix provides supplemental information on migrant school admissions policies in Hangzhou. For the city-level policies, we describe them separately across two periods of 2008-2017 and 2018-2023, demarcated by a points-based migrant school admissions reform (jifen ruxue) at the end of 2017. 
We rely on the 2008 policy document[footnoteRef:10] for the 2008-2017 period. As indicated by the policy reform announced by the end of 2017[footnoteRef:11], this 2008 policy had stayed effective until the end of 2017. For the 2018-2023 period, we chose a policy document announced at the end of 2019[footnoteRef:12]. This was because the 2017 year-end policy that kicked off points-based school admissions was a trial policy (shixing) and was later updated by the 2019 policy which contained more specifics. [10:  Hangzhoushi Yiwujiaoyu Jieduan Jinchengwugong Renyuan Zinv Zai Hang Jiuxue Guanli Zanding Banfa (Hangzhou Interim Measures for the School Access Management of Migrant Workers’ Children in the City During the Compulsory Education Stage). 2008. Hangzhou Municipal Government. ]  [11:  Liudong Renkou Suiqian Zinv Zai Hangzhou Shiqu Jieshou Xueqianjiaoyu He Yiwujiaoyu Guanli Banfa, Shixing (Measures for the Management of Preschool Education and Compulsory Education for Children of Migrant Population in Hangzhou City, Trial). 2017. Hangzhou Municipal Government. ]  [12:  Hangzhou Shiqu Suiqian Zinv Jifen Ruxue Shishi Banfa (Implementation Measures for Points-based Enrollment for Children of Migrant Population in Hangzhou Urban Area). 2019. Hangzhou Municipal Education Bureau. ] 

Across these two periods, the minimum requirements lowered due to the adoption of the residence permit (juzhuzheng). The 2008-2017 period required one parent to “pay social insurance in Hangzhou for one year or more according to the regulations,” amongst other requirements. In contrast, the 2018-2023 period required only the residence permit, which could be obtained via six-month proof of residence in one of three categories: social security, proof of residence, or school attendance. 
These two policy periods also witnessed a change in the ranking criteria. The 2008 policy documented specified length of residence, work and social security as the criteria. Since social security was much better documented than residence or work history, length of social security was unsurprisingly the de facto ranking method we saw in the 2016 fieldwork. The 2018-2023 period used the points-based system associated with the residence permit (juzhuzheng). This points-based system covered a variety of parent characteristics, including five categories of basic points (age, social security, residence, education, professional credentials), four categories of bonus points (honors and awards, social service, investments and taxes, technological innovation), and a miscellaneous category of penalty points (crimes, arrests, drug use, documented dishonesty, family planning violations). 

Table 4. City-level migrant school admissions policies in Hangzhou
	Period
	2008-2017
	2018-2023

	







Minimum requirements

	All of the following are required:
1. No condition of guardianship at the place of household registration;
2. Compliance with family planning policy;
3. Temporary Residence Permit (zanzhuzheng): parents or legal guardians have obtained temporary residence permit in our city and have actually lived in our city for one year or more before the end of August of the same year;
4. Work: one of parents or legal guardians has signed a labor contract of one year or more with an employer in our city or obtained a business license from the industrial and commercial department;
5. Social security: one of parents or legal guardians has paid ay social insurance in our city for one year or more.
	To apply through points-based admissions, the child should have obtained the Zhejiang Province Residence Permit" (hereinafter referred to as "residence permit").

If a migrant person has registered for residence in an urban district of ​​this city and has lived continuously for more than six months, and meets one of the following conditions, they can apply for a residence permit[footnoteRef:13]: [13:  Hangzhoushi Liudong Renkou Fuwu Guanli Guiding (Hangzhou Migrant Population Service Management Regulations). 2018. Hangzhou Municipal Government. ] 

(1) Legal and stable employment, that is, employed in an urban district of ​​this city and having continuously paid social insurance;
(2) Legal and stable residence, that is, living in a self-purchased house, or continuously renting, guest living, or lodging in a legal residence;
(3) Continuous enrollment, that is, those who have obtained student status in full-time primary schools, middle schools, secondary vocational schools or ordinary colleges and universities in this city and have been enrolled continuously.




	


Ranking criteria
	The district or county (including county-level city) education administration department in the place of residence should adhere to the principles of openness, fairness and impartiality. Decisions should be based on the duration of residence, work, and social security payment. Children should be assigned schools nearby or relatively nearby.
	Applicants will be sorted from high to low based on their applicable points. If both parents apply for points-based admissions, the one with the higher points (higher ranking) will be selected.




Note that for both periods, school admissions policies were made separately for migrant children. These migrant school admissions policies did not apply to local children, who were governed by different sets of policies.  
The migrant families credentials worked only at the district that they lived in. The 2008 policy document specified that the district government responsible for dealing with migrant children’s school access was “education administrative departments of the district or county (county-level city) of residence”. The 2019 policy document specified that “the residence permit points obtained in one district do not apply to school admissions in other districts”. 
Note that under the points-based system, a family can utilize their credentials accumulated in other districts such as social security, as long as they register for their residence permit in the intended district of school access by the start of school application cycle. For the residence permit to be district to be registered to a specific district, the family needs one of the three types of proofs: residence, social security, or school attendance. A local education consultant explained this in a video blog, “If you want to change the district to live and study, you must change your residential address before registering for admission. In other words, it is best to change districts (of residence permit registration) before March.[footnoteRef:14]” [14:  Hangzhou Jifenruxue Wufa Kuaqu Shiyong ~ Jifenruxue Yao Zhuyi (Points-based admission in Hangzhou cannot be used across districts ~ Pay attention to points-based admission). June 2022. Hangzhou Zhengcebang. Wechat video] 

In both policy periods, Hangzhou’s city-level policies required one parent to have the social security (for the first policy period) or points (for the second policy period), not both parents. This city-level policy design was consistent district-level policy data we have. For example, Parent #23 mentioned that “it was enough for one of us to have social security.”
For cross-district policy variations during 2008-2017, we rely on the 2016 fieldwork, since we could not locate district-level policy documents from this period from government websites or legal databases. According to fieldwork data, the Central District assigned public school admissions to all migrant families who passed the minimum requirements. In contrast, the Fringe District used ranking procedures on top of the minimum requirements, which created uncertain cutoff points for migrant parents planning for future school access. This was consistent with the paper’s main finding that urban center districts had more resources and less demographic pressure to accommodate migrant families in public schools.
For the 2018-2023 period, we rely on published district-level policies. We focused on 2020 policy documents from Binjiang District and Yuhang District. We found that the minimum requirements and ranking procedures in both districts followed the Hangzhou city-level policies. In addition to these shared components in compliance with city-level policies, the district-level policies added specific logistical details, such as the dates and venues of school admissions. 
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