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Note on Methodology
for Rural Migrant Children’s Education Research:
Monograph to describe a process of data collection

WAN Yi*

Abstract

This paper aims to introduce the planning and process of data collection for researching migrant
children’s education in China. Geographically, the fieldwork focuses on the cities located in Yangtze
River Delta, which is one of China’s regions with the most active labor market, economic innovations,
and development in China. Considerable numbers of migrants work and live in this region, with the
largest number of migrant children receiving basic education. This paper highlights some of the chal-
lenges of research in this domain, and indicates ways in which the challenges were tackled in one par-
ticular study. Discussion focuses on the collection of data, and stresses the importance of cultural,
social and economic contexts. The paper may be seen as a case study that provides insights into
methods for researching rural migrant children’s education. Methodological lessons from the field-
work in the Yangtze River Delta have wider relevance, particularly in settings where different levels of
cities established various policy restrictions upon rural migrant children’s education in public schools,
in similar urban agglomeration.

Keywords: migrant children; research plan; data collection; fieldwork; China

Introduction

This paper is a monograph to describe a process of data collection for a doctoral research project
named ‘Urbanization, Migration and Educational Access in Contemporary China: Migrant Children’s
Access to Public Schools during the Compulsory Phase,’” beginning in 2018. This research aims to
investigate the implications for migrant children’s educational access of household registration reform
within the context of China’s New Urbanization Plan (NUP) of 2014, against the backdrop of continuing
large scale rural-urban migration.

The term migrant children-both international and internal-broadly refers not only to children who

migrate and live in a place different from they were born with their parents, but also includes those who
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are left behind with one parent or other family members (UNESCO, 2018). As significant attention has
been paid to children of immigrants in educational research, this paper focuses on children accompany-
ing their domestic migrant parents moving from rural countryside to urban cities in contemporary
China and investigates the inequality brought about by the policy changes regarding their educational
access. The word ‘access’ is taken from a broad view, instead of only looking at the beginning of school-
ing indicated by gross or net enrolment rates. Lewin (2007) argued that access is not secured unless
enrolment is linked to high attendance, progression, learning outcomes, and the opportunity for most
if not all to enter and complete the next stage of schooling. Equitable access implies that the variance
between schools on key indicators (e.g. pupil-teacher ratio, cost per child, measured performance on
basic learning outcomes) should fall within a narrow range.

The study of Chinese migrant children’s education did not gain significant interest from educa-
tional researchers until the 2000s, although the phenomenon arose from the 1990s. Investigations
have increased during the first decade of the 21 century, following the great interest attracted by the
rural-urban divide and China’s household registration (hukou) system. As might be expected, research-
ers have employed diverse methodological approaches according to their disciplinary orientations,
their objectives, and available data.

The recognition of contexts is important for understanding the interpretation of previous findings,
and equally important for shaping appropriate research methods. Most research has been carried out
mainly in mega cities, including Shanghai (e.g. Chen and Feng, 2013; Xiong, 2015), Beijing (e.g. Han,
2004; Uemura, 2006; Goodburn, 2009), Shenzhen (Goodburn, 2016), and other provincial capitals
(Wang, 2008; Li & Placier, 2015), either in a single case or multi-city study. While many features of the
cities above match those in other parts of China, variations in cultural, social and economic features
may be found around the country. The contextual differences between mega cities and other parts of
the world are even more obvious. Keeping in mind the possible contextual variation, this research turns
its focus to the new reform era under the New Urbanization Plan (NUP) of 2014, in which cities were
categorized into five different levels and instructed to take various measures to progress household
registration system reform and urbanization. Thus, techniques for researching migrant children’s edu-
cation might be very different in Beijing, Shanghai, and Shenzhen or other mega cities. Moreover, Wu
(2010) insisted that migrant workers are not merely treated discriminatorily vis-a-vis the local hukou
residents at the national level, but varyingly across regions. In order to respond to the specific contexts,
the research was conducted as a case study, allowing for possible integration into other mixed-methods
research. At the same time, some similarities in appropriate research methods might be identified
across various cases despite the contextual differences.

The nature of research is also shaped by its objectives and by the identities of the researchers.

Some research aims to shape policy and practice, while other research aims to advance conceptual
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understanding. Some research is undertaken by large teams, perhaps with counterparts in countries
across the world, while other research is undertaken by single researchers in single locations. Some
research is supported by considerable financial resources and the authority of governments, interna-
tional agencies and/or other bodies, while other research is undertaken by individuals working on their
own with tight budgets. The study reported here is on the individual end of the spectrum, undertaken
for academic purposes by the author of this paper as part of her doctoral studies. The researcher
received methodological advice from her university, but chose her own site and relied on her own abili-
ties to negotiate access to informants. As such, it may be compared with other fieldwork-based doctoral
studies of migrant children (e.g. Hu, 2012; Yu, 2017), but is rather different from the national and multi-
country studies sponsored by governments and international agencies of various types (National
Bureau of Statistics of China, UNICEF and UNFPA, 2015; Yang, 2017; UNESCO, 2018).

The identity of the researcher also affects the nature of the research and has been addressed in
some methodological literature (e.g. Potts, 2007; Louisy, 2011). Current literature stresses the signifi-
cance of the researcher’s identity as an insider or outsider, male or female, and young or more mature.
This particular research was undertaken by a female in her 20s who spoke both the local dialect of
Yangtze River Delta and the standard spoken form of Mandarin Chinese (Putonghua). She was an
insider in the sense of having herself studied in Zhejiang province for twelve years, but was an outsider
insofar as she held no official position in the education system or related bodies. Her youth and gender
helped to shape some dimensions of the research in a beneficial way, but posed challenges in some
other respects.

The paper begins by explaining the context in more detail. It then turns to the specific goals of the
research and the evolving strategies that were employed to accomplish these goals. It notes ways in
which the research design was changed following initial exploration of the field and the piloting of
instruments, and then turns to further challenges encountered during the main study. The data collec-
tion was undertaken in the Yangtze River Delta of China during 2018 and 2020. This paper aims to
describe and clarify the process of data collection through the fieldwork done during these three years.
The paper concludes with remarks on the lessons from experience that might be applicable to other

regions, countries and cultures as well as within China.

Approaching the research question

A large body of literature has theoretically and empirically established the various influences on
migrant children’s educational opportunities, such as the low enrollment of migrant children in public
schools during the compulsory education phase and the low quality of private migrant-run schools (e.g.
Han, 2004; Murphy, 2004; Goodburn, 2009). Recent studies highlight the negative results of lacking
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access to public schools by measuring migrant children’s academic performance (Chen & Feng, 2013;
Lai et al., 2014), mental health (Zhang, Yan, & Yuan, 2018), urban adaptation (Liu, Holmes, & Zhang,
2018) and social mobility (Xiong, 2015).

Previous studies demonstrate a continued problem with migrant children’s educational inequality,
which has not been solved during the past 30 years. Questions arise, asking why this phenomenon has
not improved if policies have been formulated and implemented by the state government. One possible
answer may be that the hukou system continues to act as an institutional barrier for equaling migrant
children’s education. Indeed, this response became a common view over the years (e.g. Uemura, 2006;
Goodburn, 2009; Yang, 2017). However, this answer was complicated by the recent changes in the
social context. In 2014, the State Council issued two important documents which declared the abolition
of the rural/urban distinction, the implementation of a Residence Permit (RP: juzhuzheng FfE7E)
system®, and a larger scale urbanization plan (NUP) ® through the introduction of points systems (jif-
enzhi T553-1) to increase hukou transfer. This argument gives rise to a further question: where do
these restrictions to educational access come from, if the hukou factor is less crucial? Is it because of
the ineffective implementations or (re)interpretations/translations of the policy by different jurisdic-
tions? Or does the points system itself reinforce the barriers for migrant children’s education access,
and if so, how?

Currently, there is only a limited amount of research investigating the new reforms and related
policies which affect migrant children’s educational access. Though the RP system and the points
system combined with a New Urbanization Plan were not officially introduced in central government
policies until 2014, they were adopted by localities as experimental innovations as early as 2004 in
Shanghai (Dong & Goodburn, 2019). Since the emergence of these policies, there have only been six
academic papers, three written in English (Zhang, 2012; Guo and Liang, 2017; Dong and Goodburn,
2019) and three in Chinese (Wang, 2017; Shan and Qin, 2017; Wang and Lu, 2019) to formally investigate
the points system since it was applied in deciding RP or hukou transfer.

Moreover, many studies that aimed to shape policy and practice adopted limited methods in their
research work. Studies on Chinese migrant children witnessed an expansion of qualitative research
during the past 30 years which has provided a range of insightful accounts of the factors that influence
the development and delivery of free public education to them during the compulsory education phase.
However, as much of this qualitative work has focused on the collection of individual interviews to gen-
erate evidence, the result has been the creation of a largely perceptional account of what children,
migrant parents and schools think about migrant children’s education, rather than more comprehen-
sive accounts of what actually happens in this domain. Furthermore, limited academic research has
sought to discuss the methodologies which they adopted or the process of data collection while doing

fieldwork in Chinese society, and particularly the methodologies of those researching migrant children



Note on Methodology for Rural Migrant Children’s Education Research

or migrants are underdeveloped.

Ethnography offers a way to help overcome the above limitations of relying solely on literature
review and interview data. Through the collection of observations, interviews and documentary data,
which are triangulated (i.e. compared and contrasted with one another) ethnographic research offers a
qualitative approach with the potential to yield detailed and comprehensive accounts of different social
phenomena (actions, behaviour, interactions, beliefs). As Hughes (1992) addressed, the central aim of
ethnography is to provide rich, holistic insights into peoples’ world views and actions, as well as the
nature of the location they inhabit. Hammersley (1985:152) also states: ‘the task [of ethnographers] is
to document the culture, the perspectives and practices of the people in these settings. The aim is to
“get inside” the way each group of people sees the world’.

Amongst previous studies, Murphy (2020), Goodburn (2009) and Xiang (2005) adopted an ethno-
graphic approach to research the reality of Chinese rural migrants or migrant children. These studies
provided useful insights into planning the author’s fieldwork at the initial stage. Murphy’s work concen-
trated on left-behind children in rural Jiangxi province by examining the impacts of parents’ migration
on childhood and family relationships, and paid less attention to migrant children’s education in destina-
tion cities. Goodburn’s fieldwork in Beijing mentioned her experience of being a volunteer English
teacher to access migrant schools but lacked a detailed description as well as examination of her meth-
odological work. Her fieldwork in Shenzhen (Goodburn, 2016) used a combination of methods, primar-
ily door-to-door interviewing in areas where rural migrants lived and worked but also visiting factories
with a local auditor and occasional ‘snowballing’. Xiang’s (2005) study might be the longest ethnogra-
phy researching Chinese rural migrants with a six-year tracing project in a village of migrants from
Zhejiang province and located in Dahongmen, Beijing, drawing a vivid picture of migrants’ responses to
the Beijing government’s clean-ups and the inter-relationship of migrants’ communities. However, all
of these studies’ fieldwork was conducted in single case sites from the late 1990s to early 2000s. Dong
and Goodburn (2019) also discussed the new points systems and other policy changes and extended
their research to include multiple cities: Beijing, Shenzhen and Shanghai. They found the NUP and
points systems to have considerable variance among the case cities, suggesting a decentralized imple-
mentation, with local governments’ largely responsible. However, this study overlooked the voice of
migrants in middle and small sized cities. Indeed, based on their findings, a multi-case comparative
study that incorporates different levels of cities, running up and down China’s hierarchy of places is
necessary to explore the diversity of the policies’ impacts, including any structural changes or implica-
tions for migrant children’s access to education.

Therefore, this study draws on a multi-sited ethnographic approach, aiming to identify, explore and
link the new reforms, the NUP and migrant children’s educational access, which, on the surface, have

unclear connection with each other. The fieldwork was carried out in places existing on three levels: (1)
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the destination townships and villages with relatively small numbers of migrants; (2) the county seat to

which the townships and villages belong; (3) the capital city of the prefecture.

Research framework

Planning issues: access and ethics

Before undertaking ethnographic work, planning is essential but also challenging. Access and
ethics are the two primary difficulties when drawing a research plan to target migrant parents and their
children, especially as their residence is by default temporary, and they are always on the move.

First is the challenge of access. Migrants and their children are not a familiar community for the
researcher. Lee (1993:3) suggests that ‘social access crucially depends on establishing interpersonal
trust’. Gatekeepers, people who will facilitate one’s entry into closed or formal organisations, play a
significant role in research, particularly in ethnographic research (Miller & Bell, 2002: 53). Therefore,
gaining credibility with the initial gatekeepers to a particular community is the first step. Once this has
taken place, the researcher may begin to build a rapport with study participants, and identify additional
gatekeepers. However, as Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) note, access into the research setting
cannot be considered a ‘one-off’ event. Often access will need to be re-negotiated with the different
individuals at different stages of a study (such as initial contact or entry into different research sites) as
the work proceeds over time. Moreover, some informants are often reluctant at the thought of being
‘scrutinised’ by researchers. Such difficulties require the negotiation of resources and strategies. Bell
(1991:37) recommends gaining official permission with fully informed consent, and indicating to par-
ticipants the possible benefits of the research. In this study, gaining access to consenting informants
meant contacting, in person or in writing, an appropriate official/or the leader of the school, along with
the headteacher or principle where appropriate. Later, people who are responsible for, or assist in, the
organization and administration of the research, such as the class teacher were also contacted. A similar
approach was adopted when accessing migrants in a factory/shop/enterprise. Finally, to keep a reliable
relationship with the informants, gaining their permission and contact information was indispensable,
particularly if they planned to return or in the case of extending the study. These connections were
achieved and maintained by engaging in some negotiations or offering benefits, for example, private
tutoring for migrants’ children for low charge fees or free.

Second, the sensitivity of researching Chinese migrant children’s educational access increases the
challenges of undertaking the research in an ethical way. The micro-atmosphere of advocating for the
achievements of promoting migrant children’s education by the government in a highly controlled
system potentially poses substantial stress to both researcher and participants involved in the research.

Participants are more likely to be fearful of scrutiny and exposure (Lee, 1993:4). Some private schools
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avoid attention because they operate with doubtful legality, evade taxation, and/or have questionable
credentials. Teachers employed by public schools may consider the risks of being critical of policies or
their schools. Identifying students as ‘migrant children’ must also be done with sensitivity, because
such a label indicates the students as ‘outsiders’ of the city, and as ‘inferior’ to their peers. For similar
reasons, parents may also prefer to avoid attention. Furthermore, this study examines policies by
taking a critical perspective regarding migrant children’s education. Such research potentially risks
negative findings. Therefore, the fieldwork project was undertaken with due care and attention to safe-
guarding the interests of research participants, following the key principles of ethical research outlined
by Punch (1994:89): ‘the avoidance of harm, fully informed consent and the need for privacy and
confidentiality’.

By first addressing the starting obstacles, this paper demonstrates how initial planning and antici-
pated strategies occurred in the reality of the fieldwork. Particular attention is given to gaps between

ideal plans and complex realities.

Research Plan

This study aims to understand the implications for migrant children’s educational access of house-
hold registration reform within the context of China’s New Urbanization Plan (NUP) of 2014.
Investigation examines the nature of the household registration reform itself, its interpretation in poli-
cies issued by various local jurisdictions throughout China, and what these changes have meant for
migrant communities themselves, including for the access of their children to urban schooling during
the compulsory education phase. Compulsory education in China is a nine-year structure including
primary and junior high education from grade one to grade nine. Thus, the subjects of our study are
current policies related to migrant children’s admission to public schools issued by central govern-
ments and local jurisdictions, migrants and their children who are experiencing or have experienced
the process of applying for studying in urban public schools. In order to meet the aim, this research

project consists of four phases between 2018 and 2020 (See Figure 1).

= 2018
» subject and
sampling

= 2018-2020
» Yangzi
River Delta

Analytical
Phase

Pilot
fieldwork

Figure 1 Research Plan

The preliminary year of 2018 was spent drafting the preparation to design an overall research

framework, literature review, identification of research methods, and drafting research tools. The
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literature review indicates that admission policy regarding migrant children’s education has been
changed on an official level, and a new points system has been adopted by several cities in Guangdong
provinces. The new points system policies lack detailed information and academic research. A pilot
fieldwork between August and September in 2018 was conducted in order to explore the origin, poten-
tial scale, contents, implementation of the new points system and its relationship with the 2014 NUP.

After confirmation and an initial round of data collection, adjustments for the research design of the
main study were made. These adjustments included identification of the research subject, methods and
sampling. The pilot study intended to target the admission criteria established by local public schools
for migrant children, and then to focus on those children who entered public schools before and after
2014 (Grade one, Grade two, Grade five and six in the year of 2018) to illustrate the variation among
policy restrictions. However, after visiting and talking with several teachers and migrants introduced by
the key gatekeepers, the points system plays a significant role in determining migrant children’s quali-
fication of studying in most cities of Yangtze River Delta. The direct operation and management of the
points system are made by a new administrative office which is called ‘New Residents Affairs Bureau’
(vingumin shiwuju FiERFHR). In this light, the population for the main study was changed to involve
different stakeholders related to this new policy: schools, teachers, migrant parents, migrant children,
administrative office staff, and factory/enterprise/shops that employed migrants with children in the
compulsory education stage. Three key gatekeepers (the government officer, the university professor
and the leader of one enterprise) were contacted to provide assistance in the initial step. In general,
access was gained in a top-down manner as shown in Figure 2.

The second adjustment related to the methods of collecting information. The researcher attempted
to use questionnaires to gain more information related to migrant children’s family background and
their parents’ attitudes to the point system. However, it became a challenge for the migrant population
to fill in a form or read and understand the definition of some key words despite the researcher’s expla-
nations and instructions. The language used in the questionnaire is both academic and formal Mandarin
which is far from their language use in everyday life. Moreover, this challenge was linked to another
obstacle faced by some migrants. Some participants could not identify or interpret the meaning of offi-
cial government documents related to their residence applications, such as some criteria in the form
required by the New Residents Affairs Bureau. For instance, some migrants regarded the new
‘Residence Permit’ to be the same as the ‘Temporary Residence Permit’ that they hold because they did
not understand the difference. The problems posed by the original questionnaire was partly caused by
the researcher’s preconceived idea that migrants might have been familiar with the points system, its
operation, and certain key terms. Thus, the pilot study demonstrated that the questionnaire form was
by itself not sufficient.

Recognizing the challenges above, for the main study the researcher conducted interviews and
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The investigator
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Principals or other

school leaders

s

Migrant Children

Figure 2 The Flow Chart for Accessing Interview and Observation Participants

observations to collect data on migrant populations’ experiences. Conversations were recorded with
the full permission from interviewees. Furthermore, the researcher explained the study when high-
lighting the definition of some specific words by writing down key points on paper, giving correct and
incorrect examples, and orally checking their understanding. The migrant parents were generally com-
fortable with the procedure because it also provided some useful information regarding their children’s
school choices and helped them gain a better understanding of the policy itself.

The final adjustment after the preliminary study was the selection of case cities for this study. The
pilot study revealed that the points system significantly differs from district to district and city to city,
with minor differences even between various townships. To explore the types of the points system and
its potential relationship with the 2014 NUP, a hypothesis is raised that different population scales of
cities indicated by the 2014 NUP promulgated different types of points system due to various degrees
of flexibility in the hukou transfer policy. Based on the 2014 NUP’s categorization of cities and the key
gatekeeper’s network, nine cities were selected as case cities. Figure 3 illustrates the sampling proce-
dure following three steps. Three types of administrative areas were first selected by different popula-
tion scales: the metropolitan cities (over 5 million), middle-sized cities (3-5 million) and small sized
cities (1-3 million). Then, in the metropolitan cities, two schools were selected; in the middle-sized
cities, three schools, one factory, and one administrative office were selected; and finally, in the small-

sized cities, two schools, one enterprise and two administrative offices were selected.
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Figure 3 Sampling of the Research Sites

Data Collection

The pilot fieldwork

The pilot fieldwork was conducted in Shanghai and Jiaxing city of Zhejiang province in 2018. As
introduced above, major revisions related to research instruments and sampling followed the pilot. In
addition, the pilot also identified three key gatekeepers to help the researcher with further research
during the main study, shown in Figure 2. Since the government officer, a key gatekeeper, had greater
power than the other gatekeepers due to his position and network, the other gatekeepers (i.e. principals
and teachers) agreed to collaborate. Despite the strategy’s efficiency, this particular set of power rela-
tions had some negative effects on the dynamics of communications. In particular, some teachers and
school leaders avoided talking about their involvement in the process of recruiting migrant children,
and some students and parents withheld information for fear of offending the teachers. During the
initial period of data collection, some teachers changed the topic or gave vague answers when asked
about their attitudes to the point system or separated campus/class for migrant children. After com-
munications with the gatekeepers and a few teachers progressed some, the researcher realized that
teachers and school leaders had feared that she would show the research data to the key gatekeeper
despite the promise of privacy and confidentiality. Therefore, some teachers who agreed to provide
information that the researcher could use for research purposes still refused to be interviewed formally
or record the conversation. Thus when visiting schools and conducting interviews with principals or
teachers, observation also became necessary to verify the validity of the information provided by the
informants.

Moreover, through the pilot fieldwork, the researcher realized the importance of collecting official
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documents of various localities to explore and examine policy content, especially those detailed criteria
to participate in the points system. Some documents were not able to be accessed through government
websites, and some were introduced in vague terms instead of explicit explanations so as to be under-
stood easily. Interviewed migrants and the key gatekeepers suggested the researcher find proper data
from the New Residents Affairs Bureau where migrants can receive consultations about the points

system and other public services related to their urban life.

Venues for collecting official documents

Three main venues for collecting official documents regarding the points system and migrant chil-
dren’s admission policy (generally named as ‘migrant children’s admission management based on the
points system’) were introduced by gatekeepers. First, in Kunshan, Wenzhou, Jiaxing and Shanghai
city, the researcher was able to acquire the official documents from the New Residents Affairs Bureau.
Second, with the help of the gatekeepers, some administrative staff explained the contents of the docu-
ments to the researcher. Some provincial or sub-provincial cities like Hangzhou, Ningbo, Nanjing and
Suzhou city uploaded official documents with question-and-answer interpretations and instructions on
their website, allowing for direct download. The third venue came from the migrant parents who intro-
duced to me several SNS platforms to gather necessary information or gave me a copy of the docu-
ments which they received. However, the documents collected from different venues showed different
publishing dates. This is problematic in some sites, as the contents of the points system may have
revisions across years within the same city, since the system itself still has an experimental status. On
the other hand, some cities made few revisions since the system was introduced several years ago.
Moreover, some districts within the same city may use the same documents to apply for residency,
while other districts or cities may have more autonomy to publish their own version which indicates a
variety at district or county level. Therefore, in order to be rigorous and accurate in record-keeping,
each document regarding the points system was coded with abbreviations of the city names and the
year of establishment. Table 1 below shows the list of the cities and districts/counties and the publish-

ing year of the documents.

School visits

School visits played an important role in understanding the implementation of the points system
and schools’ attitudes to this new policy as key stakeholders. The purpose of school visits is to identify
what kind of role public schools play in the admission procedure and to confirm whether migrant chil-
dren receive equal treatment in practice, as these practices are invisible in official documents or
propagandas.

School visits consisted of three public schools and four private schools for migrant children in
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Shanghai, Jiaxing and Kunshan. The researcher went to three schools accompanied by gatekeepers
after gaining permission from the school in the initial stage. Three other school visits were also orga-
nized by the gatekeepers through initial contacts but were conducted by the researcher herself.
Because during the first three visits, despite helpful networks built by the gatekeeper who introduced
principals of the school, teachers felt uncomfortable or unnatural to answer the questions from the
researcher. Additional communication helped to improve the situation. The researcher initially con-
tacted the gatekeepers before the other three school visits were conducted, providing a checklist of
procedures for data collection and possible aspects in which she would need assistance, including a
quiet space for interviews. The researcher also kept in touch with several teachers to revisit the same
three schools in 2019.

To note, both public and private schools take stronger measures to enhance the school security
than in past years. The researcher had to register her Identification Card on the electronic system con-
nected with police at the security room before entering the campus. And staff in the security room
contacted the gatekeeper in the school whom the researcher would meet first for confirmation, and

then again passed the researcher a signature collection sheet for the gatekeeper when she came out.

Table 1 The list of locations of collected documents and publish year

Province | City (year) Districts/Counties (year)
Shanghai | Shanghai (2019) | FX (2019)
Zhejiang | HZ (2019) /
NB BL (2018), ZH (2017), HS (2017), JZ (2017), YY (2017), FH (2019)
Wz LC (2017), OH (2017), LW (2018), CN (2019), RA (2019)
TZ (2016) WL (2017), LH (2018)
JH PJ (2019), JD (2019)
X XZ (2019), NH (2019), PH (2019), HY (2019), GQ (2019)
HZ DQ (2014)
Jiangsu SZ (2019) /
CS (2019) /
KS (2019) /
ZJG (2019) /
CZ WJ (2019)

Interviews-principals, teachers, administrative staffs, migrants
The venues and time for interviews vary from each site and largely depend on the mutual trust the
researcher has built with the interviewee. For instance, interviews with principals and teachers were

conducted during the school visits. Despite trying to revisit the schools, the school security limitations



Note on Methodology for Rural Migrant Children’s Education Research

and teachers’ busy schedules made it difficult for lengthy conversation. The interviews were held in
school facilities when the principals or teachers were free from their work. Meeting rooms, classrooms
and the teachers’ offices were commonly used as venues. Each interview inside the school campus
lasted for 30 to 60 minutes each.

Interviews with the administrative staff working in the New Residents Affairs Bureau were held in
informal locations, like in restaurants and cafes. Although they refused to be formally interviewed and
recorded, they provided necessary information through informal talks and permitted the researcher to
take notes. Some of these informal talks took place over dinner gatherings, which were accompanied
by considerable amounts of alcohol. This eased the flow of conversation, but created its own challenges
for a female researcher in her 20s not used to the drinking culture. Nevertheless, information obtained
during and after dinners increased the effectiveness of the qualitative data collection. The researcher
was introduced to migrants who were willing to talk about their experiences in gaining access to the
point system, and to employers of migrants who were willing to let her visit their premises.

Interviews with migrants consisted of both group interviews and individual interviews. Three
group interviews happened when the researcher went to a factory, a migrant barber’s shop and a sub-
urban village where migrants were living in groups. The group interview in the factory was organized
by the researcher and the gatekeeper-a factory leader and held in the meeting room of the factory. It
continued for one and half hours during the lunch break time. In fact, migrants often work from
morning to night without much rest as they are paid on piecework, and their average salary is about
3000 to 5000 yuan per month. Thus, the researcher paid 8 interviewees by 50 yuan/hour to compen-
sate the time lost, and a group interview was designed to save costs and time for both the interviewer
and interviewees. However, a disadvantage appeared in that only migrants who succeeded in sending
their children to urban public schools via the points system and those who plan to participate in the
process were willing to participate. Though the researcher would have liked to invite those migrants
who eventually failed in enrolling their children to urban public schools or any schools in the city, none
responded to the invitation. Despite this, the group interview in the factory represents a small group of
migrants’ opinions towards the points system.

Furthermore, having more than one interviewee present provided a cross-check that one migrant
complements the other with additional points, leading to a more complete and reliable record. Two
other group interviews held in a migrant barber’s shop and a sub-urban village were not organized or
designed intentionally by the researcher or the gatekeeper beforehand. The barber’s shop is located in
a crowded urban street where lots of migrants work or live and it mainly serves migrants. The talk
between the researcher and the woman barber attracted the attention of the customers and other
nearby migrants who were invited into conversation by the barber. A natural gathering of eight people

provided different valuable information and discussion based on their own experience, with the inter-
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view lasting for two hours.

The village tour began in a village grocery managed by a migrant couple. When the researcher
reached the shop with the gatekeeper, there were already five migrants sitting in front of the gate. Their
occupations were all part of the raw material processing for cloth, but had much spare time due to the
depression in the summer of that year. Finally, the researcher gained permission of a total of seven
migrants to hold a group interview on the grounds in front of the grocery and purchased water and
snacks to relax the interviewees. This interview lasted for one and half an hour and most of the partici-
pants showed limited understanding about children’s school admission policy and generally expressed
a negative attitude about joining in the points system, stating that instead they prefer to choose a more
direct and simple way to send their children to rural hometowns.

Individual interviews were held in migrants’ homes or workplaces. They were introduced mainly
by gatekeepers and people who accepted group interviews. As mentioned above, while group inter-
views provided mutual communication and confirmation of the information, individual talks with
migrants faced linguistic problems. In these cases, migrants came from different provinces or minority
groups of the country and therefore speak different dialects as their first language. Individual inter-
views through Putonghua were challenges for both migrants and the researcher. Rather than highly
structured interviews, open-ended interviews were used to follow the train of thought and response of
the interviewee and enable self-disclosure, wherein both the researcher and migrants share experience
and feeling with each other. In addition, several short interviews were conducted during a day’s time
instead of a single lengthy interview, as migrant workers can be easily interrupted by their work or
small children. It seems that short interviews helped interviewees to be able to concentrate and not
become tired or bored. The interviews were recorded with the permission of each interviewee, and
telephones were used for searching for information when one word or one particular idea could not be
understood during the interview. Moreover, it was hard to fix a specific time to interview migrants
since many of them are self-employed workers who do not set a regular time to work or rest. In several
cases, the researcher spent separate days waiting from morning to night, in order for an appropriate

time to conduct interviews to arise.

Challenges and Lessons

As a form of training for the main study, the pilot study helped the researcher to handle various
difficult situations with flexibility. During the main study, the researcher visited three public schools
and four private migrant-run schools located in Shanghai, Jiaxing and Kunshan, and visited local New
Residents Affairs Bureaus for document collection. Usable official document resources of 14 cities,

including 17 districts and 5 counties across three provinces in the Yangtze River Delta were successfully
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accessed and gathered. Qualitative data were mainly obtained in three ways: namely interviews with
principals and teachers; informal interviews and chats with administrative staffs; group and individual
interviews with migrants and participant observation. Six principals and teachers, three administrative
staffs and 39 migrants (until 2019) were interviewed in groups and/or as individuals. Qualitative data
from various stakeholders contributed to four case studies of migrant children, one case study of a
teacher, and three case studies of schools. This section notes major challenges encountered and lessons
learned during the main study, beginning with entering public schools before turning to access to

migrants and limitations of the study.

Entering public schools

Materials introducing the study were sent to the gatekeepers (principals) of school visits in
advance, in order to inform them of the research objectives and procedures. However, some gatekeep-
ers did not have time to read the materials, and not all of those who did read the materials fully under-
stood them. Therefore, it was important to call before reaching the research site and to meet the
gatekeepers in person after arrival to explain matters clearly.

During the school visits, the researcher faced pressure brought by the school security manage-
ment and her identity as a doctoral student studying in a Japanese university. While registering an
individual ID card on the electronic system and supervisory monitors around the campus do not neces-
sarily threaten the researcher’s academic life directly, these measures can make the researcher feel
stressed, especially when conducting domestically sensitive and critical research. Moreover, some
teachers were suspicious of the researcher’s motivation behind her interviews related to migrant chil-
dren’s education after listening to the researcher’s self-introduction and explanation. They took precau-
tions against any negative words or behaviors which may lead to harmful effects on the reputations of
their schools as well as the nation. For example, a teacher admitted that migrant children were arranged
to study in a segregated teaching building within the same school, but then refused to take the
researcher to the location or allow any class observations.

The logistics of getting into the schools located in different cities required particular effort. It took
at least half a day to reach each city by public transport from Shanghai International Airport, in part due
to poor or indirect mass transit options, requiring several bus transfers and long wait times. Schools
that receive migrant children are mostly located in sub-urban areas rather than near city centres. In
view of the distance and frequency of bus transfers to remote schools, the researcher chose to take taxis
to schools from her living accommodations. School locations increased the cost of both money and time

of transportation, especially when necessary data was not collected in a short period of time.
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Access to migrants

After the pilot study, the main fieldwork strategies adopted group interviews to enlarge the pool of
potential interviewees of migrants, but this dimension of the study still faced constraints. Although
many migrants were willing to talk about the admission policies when they successfully sent their chil-
dren to urban public schools, those parents who failed were more inhibited and refused to respond. As
a result, more effort had to be devoted to securing interviewees who did not succeed in passing the
enrollment criteria. The extreme was found in Shanghai city, where the policy includes more restric-
tions than other cities and few migrants were interviewed as case studies. This problem influenced the
diversity of the sampling, which ultimately could not be resolved in the main study.

The procedure for accessing individual migrants and gaining consent to conduct interviews was
particularly challenging. Despite the gatekeepers’ help to conduct three group interviews and other
individual interviews, the researcher expected to find more migrant interviewees through the snowball
approach. However, this seemed neither efficient nor effective. The mobility of migrant families and
their busy daily work of livelihood made it difficult for the researcher to fix objectives and then organize
an appropriate time for interviews without leading to their potential loss. For instance, when a former
interviewee introduced a migrant to the researcher for the next interview, in the end, the migrant had
left the site before the interview could be conducted. In another case, the researcher arrived at the
accommodation of the next targeted interviewee, meeting a migrant mother who only spoke a minority
language at home, a situation in which the researcher found it difficult to communicate well. It was
many long hours of waiting before the migrant father returned home, who then showed little interest or
attention to respond to the interview questions with a tired body from hard work.

The researcher also needed flexibility in the design of group interviews, as illustrated by the inter-
view with eight migrants in barber’s shop. One of the migrants stopped talking about his family situa-
tion after hearing that other migrants had previously spent a lot of money on social insurance investment
and gathering necessary materials. As Watts and Ebbutt (1987) address, one group opinion may domi-
nate the interview, in which case personal matters might not emerge; or in other circumstances, the
researcher must aim a series of follow-up questions at one specific member of the group. Following this
experience, the researcher asked participants to write down all contact information and asked specific
participants whether they were able to be interviewed again, letting them choose the most comfortable
way in which they would like to be interviewed. Methodological lessons such as these were recorded
each day as part of the process for further improvement of interviewing, communication and other
skills. Bullet points notes also helped to sharpen and sometimes redefine the focus of investigation, and
to identify data that needed to be verified.
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Emphasizing multi-cited, multi-level and multi-scale

As mentioned at the beginning of this monograph, discussions about the methodology/data collec-
tion process of information regarding migrant children is underdeveloped. Moreover, there is no doubt
that it is becoming more and more difficult for foreign scholars (including Chinese national scholars
based in foreign countries) to conduct fieldwork in China, not only because of the Covid-19 outbreak in
2020 around the world, but also a stronger surveillance and control taken by the CCP government in
recent years (Xiao, 2019). The approach applied in this study sought to collect data and information
from both the macro policy level and the micro level by listening to migrants’ voices. A top-down review
of official documents from central-provincial-county-district-township governments helped the author
to conceptualize the multi-level complexity of the points system before doing multi-site fieldwork across
different levels of jurisdiction.

The bottom-up ethnographic approach provided empirical data about the reality of challenges for
migrants who expect to send their children to public school but lack economic and cultural capital as
well as other elements requested by the points system to do so. Different scales of interviews-both
group and individual-were useful in widening and deepening the analysis of migrants’ feelings and
opinions towards the policy implementations. The interviews with migrants also reflect a tension as
well as distance arising between the vested migrant group with respectively stable employment status,
stronger economic capacity and longer residency in destination cities, and those who do not have suf-
ficient understanding of the policy changes or those who are excluded from applying.

The project’s multi-site fieldwork in different sizes of cities and at different levels of jurisdictions
within each city, incorporated observations, interviews, and collection of local official documents to
explore the variety of design, content and implementation of the points systems. This investigation
provided evidence to confirm the hypothesis of the research. Furthermore, at every case site, both the
top-down and bottom-up approach led to visitation at one administrative agent-the New Residents
Affairs Bureau, which had never appeared in previous studies. It is clear that the office plays an impor-
tant role in governing and managing migrant populations. The fieldwork process in this study suggests
that accessing migrants through the New Residents Affairs Bureau in each jurisdiction would also be

an efficient way to find gatekeepers or interviewees in future research.

Limitations

As for the limitations in regard to the process of data collection, the researcher was expecting to
interview education bureau officers in the sample cities, but failed to gain access. Although the data
collected from the three staffs of New Residents Affairs Bureau are sufficient to support the project’s

arguments, the researcher still believes that it would be ideal if she could have interviewed some
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government officers at the city level who might have a holistic view of the policy situation from a higher
status. Additionally, as reported by some interviewees, apart from the public and private schools for
migrant children that the researcher has visited and investigated, there are a small number of elite state
schools that also recruit a small number of migrant children, as well as some public schools that recruit
migrant children who perform well at sports competitions for a period of years. However, the researcher
was unable to contact the school leaders at these elite schools owing to the limits of her social network.

Furthermore, given the limited time and funding in the field, the researcher was not able to under-
take fieldwork in other cities, especially those outside the Yangtze River Delta to make additional com-
parison. Lastly, an extended participant observation for the migrant families engaging in the process of
accessing public schools could not be realized. Ideally, participant observation (for example, working
as a teaching assistant or an administrative assistant, or participating in related administrative affairs for
migrant children, such as teachers’ meetings and parents’ meetings) would have provided the researcher
with another set of data (in addition to the interview data) to support the analysis of the interpretation

and enactment of policy with actors in schools.

Conclusion

This paper presents only one approach to research on migrant children’s educational access, which
is itself a sensitive research topic and challenging for an outsider. The lessons learnt serve as one set
of methodological options, but are not perfect solutions to all challenges. Other researchers may find
better strategies to tackle similar problems.

The researcher identified as an outsider to the sampled schools and migrant groups, and had left
the Zhejiang province five years previously to pursue her studies outside Mainland China. This granted
her a ‘fresh eye’ to capture phenomena that insiders might have taken for granted (Pitman, 2002), but
she was aware of the danger of missing or misinterpreting some subtleties as well as the challenges of
limited networks. Born and brought up in the same culture, the researcher also identified as an insider
who had been educated in the same system and was familiar with the themes of local micro-politics and
sensitive to some local practices (Asselin, 2003). Her insider identity likely contributed to a deeper
understanding of the research setting and automatically provided more trust than would have been the
case for a non-native researcher. However, on the other hand, the researcher also received suspicions
and doubts towards her other aspect of identity: a doctoral student in a Japanese university. This out-
sider identity became stressful, and discouraged her from continuing certain interviews or asking
certain questions. This required the researcher to aim consciously for objectivity, reflexivity, and
authenticity.

Networks proved effective in this study, and a top-down approach of gaining access proved both
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possible and efficient in the hierarchical education system. These strategies might be workable in
other cultures, but perhaps according to different nuances. As a female with an outgoing character, the
researcher usually felt comfortable to negotiate with the relevant parties and to attend to details accord-
ing to the social etiquette. However, she sometimes found herself in difficult situations, for example
when facing the drinking culture and in navigating the expectations of reciprocity with social contacts.

Despite the specificity of the study in Yangtze River Delta, the following lessons may be shared
with other researchers on migrant children’s education. First, multi-site ethnographic research with
mixed approaches and methods may help to produce a more complete picture than either the quantita-
tive or qualitative strategies. Numbers and narratives in documents describe the overall patterns, but
are not sufficient for in-depth understanding. For example, through qualitative interviews the
researcher learned that the high percentage of migrant children did not mean that public schools are
generally open for them and their educational access were guaranteed, because many migrants were
excluded at an earlier stage, preventing migrant parents from understanding and joining the points
system process. Thus, the official data may not represent the proportion of the achievement of local
government to respond to migrant children’s needs. Additionally, access to schools may encounter
particular challenges in settings where teachers hesitate to respond. Nevertheless, research can be
facilitated by appropriate gatekeepers, though effective identification of gatekeepers requires connec-
tions and a deep understanding of the local context. Finally, when researching sensitive topics, research-
ers should think seriously about what protections they can offer to participants. Ethical practices
should go beyond the clearance procedures and consent. Understandings of ethics may differ among
researchers and the participants, and may change over time. Fieldwork is a process, during which the
researcher may gain insights on what risks and benefits the research might bring to the people involved.

Reflection should continue during the course of data analysis and publication of research findings.

Notes

(1) State Council. 2014a. Guowuyuan guanyu jinyibu tuijin huji zhidu gaige de yijian (Opinions of the
State Council on Further Promotion of Reform of the Household Registration System), No.25, 24
July, http://www.gov.cn/gongbao/content/2014/content_2729568.htm. Accessed 18 October
2019.

(2) State Council. 2014b. Zhongguo Xinxing Chengzhenghua Guihua (The New National Urbanization
Plan for 2014-2020), http://www.gov.cn/gongbao/content/2014/content_2644805.htm. Accessed
1 October 2019.
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