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Barriers to School Education for Migrant Children

Being Left Behind and Urban Labor Supply

WU Jia® and ZHANG Junsen”

(‘a: Jinan University; b: Zhejiang University; c: The Chinese University of Hong Kong)
Summary: In China large and medium-sized cities prioritize school enrollment for children with local hukou a type of
legal status that classifies people according to their places of birth. Rural migrants without local hukou who want to enroll
their children in urban public schools are required to provide various certificates or to pay high school transfer fees. The
government thus sets a high barrier for migrant children to be educated in urban areas. This paper applies a conceptual
framework for analyzing migrants” behavioral responses regarding their childrens options for schooling. The model presents
two predictions. First migrant parents tend to return home when their migrant children reach school age. Second migrant
parents tend to send their children back to their rural villages when their children reach school age. We test these
predictions using two datasets.

In the first part of the paper we examine the effects that barriers to the public school education of migrant children
have on their parents” intentions. By using data from the China Migrants Dynamic Survey ( CMDS)  we relate the factors of
migrant parents” intentions and the presence of migrant children who are expected to face enrollment issues in the next five
years. We find that having children who reach school age increases migrant parents” intentions for returning to their original
homes by 3.2 to 4. 6 percentage points. We also examine whether this effect is larger in cities that set higher barriers for
migrant childrens enrollment. Our results show that the return intentions of parents who live in cities that set higher barriers
for migrant children’s school enrollment are 1.2 — 1. 6 percentage points higher than the return intentions of parents in cities
with lower barriers.

We use the China LaborHforce Dynamic Survey ( CLDS) which is a nationally representative longitudinal dataset to
identify the effects that barriers to public school education for migrant children have on ( actual) return migrations. Return
migrations are identified as respondents who were surveyed in 2014 who reported that they would probably return to their
home counties and then in 2016 were no longer located in the same places. We also find that having children who reach
school age increases the likelihood that migrant parents will return home by 11.2 percentage points. Using back-of-the—
envelope estimates we show that the barriers to public school education for migrant children result in the loss of 12.7
million rural laborers from urban areas.

In the second part of the paper we use the CMDS data to examine whether the barriers to public school education
cause migrants to send their children back to villages as left-behind children when they reach school age. We empirically
test our prediction by using the regression discontinuity difference-in-differences ( RD-DID) method. The law regarding
compulsory education in China requires that children who are six years of age and born before September should receive
education in the current year but children born after September should enter school in the following year. We compare the
probability of being left behind for six-year-old children who were born before or after September and the probability for
children of other ages. Our estimated results suggest that reaching school age increases the probability that migrant children
will be sent back to their original village.

This paper makes three main contributions to the literature. First we develop a conceptual model to illustrate how
barriers to public school education for migrant children affect their parents” return decisions and the probability of migrant
children being sent back to their home villages. Second we use longitudinal data to provide a reliable measure of the actual
return migrations and we link this to the factor of migrant children’s access to urban schools. Using the estimated results
we also calculate the potential loss of urban laborers due to the barriers to public school education. Third we manually
search city-evel government documents that stipulate the detailed requirements that migrant parents need to meet if they
want to enroll their children in urban public schools. We then construct a city-year level index to measure the barriers to
public school education for migrant children. Using this exogenous information from city governments allows us to to some
extent circumvent the possible endogeneity problems involved in this study.

Keywords: Barriers to School Education for Migrant Children; Left-behind Children; Urban Labor Supply
JEL Classification: 124 J01 R23
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