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Changes and Development of the Basic Public Education Service System for Migrant
Children in China from the Perspective of Historical Institutionalism
WANG Pengcheng

Abstract: The education of migrant children is closely intertwined with the development of new
urbanization. A scientific understanding of the logic and trajectory of its institutional evolution is a crucial
issue in the process of building a moderately prosperous society and accelerating socialist modernization.
This paper applies historical institutionalism to analyze the evolution of basic public education services for
migrant children over an extended period, dividing the process into three historical stages: sporadic pilot
projects, clarification of key actors, and delineation of responsibilities. The logic of institutional evolution
reflects key elements of critical junctures and path dependence within the historical institutionalism
framework. Pilot policies and the “two main principles” serve as pivotal junctures in the process of
institutional change. Local governments’ active reliance on the household registration system (hukou) and
the increasing institutional costs combined with the slow returns on efforts to promote institutional change
centered on this system have led to a self-reinforcing mechanism, creating a clear path dependence in
institutional development. Looking forward, the evolution of the basic public education service system for
migrant children should continue to seek critical junctures within policy frameworks that focus on integrated
urbanization and enhanced accessibility to basic public services. At the same time, overcoming the path
dependence of existing institutions is essential, with the delineation of local government responsibilities
remaining a key factor in ensuring educational equity for migrant children.

Keywords: migrant children; basic public education services; historical institutionalism; critical juncture;
path dependence



