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Abstract. This essay explores the cost of higher education and the inequality of educational
resources distribution in China and America. As both nations grapple with the challenges
posed by rising tuition fees and the uneven distribution of educational resources,
understanding these dynamics becomes crucial for policymakers, educators, and students
alike. In China, the rapid expansion of higher education has led to huge differences in
resource allocation, and the educational resources in urban centers are much richer than
those in countryside areas. In America, where elite institutions in the education industry
attract the most funding and resources, family income greatly affects the quality and
resources of education available. This paper examines the governmental and economic
factors that influence the cost and resource allocation of higher education, which have
contributed to the widening of equality and opportunity gap in higher education. By
comparing China and America, the analysis highlights the need for targeted policy
interventions to promote a more equitable education environment. This essay aims to
explore the current state of higher education and provide perspectives for addressing the
high cost and inequality of higher education
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1. Introduction

Higher education has become a critical issue in the past few decades, as it directly affects people's
opportunities in terms of career and socio-economic development. The rising price of higher
education and the growing gap between the distribution of educational resources, however, has
become key issues of concern in both China and America. The rising financial costs involved in
higher education have become a major topic of concern in the two countries. This high economic
burden creates acute problems of social fairness and quality education. Since the reform and
opening-up period, China shifted to market-oriented and not planned economy. This has culminated
into commercialization of education, and the tuition charges have been soaring high in the last
decades or so [1]. This change has generated large levels of financial access to students with low
and middle-income families increasing the disparity in education. Equally, in America, there have
been high rises in college tuition fees that have produced higher rates of student loan debt that has
caused long term financial strain to the graduates. Nurred by the undergraduate and graduate
teaching and research activities, an operational cost at research university has highly incremented
[2]. Although the economies of scale and expanses are high in the American research universities
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[2], the same efficiency has not been translated to lower costs of students. Rather, the financial
effect of students and their families still increases, and the question of whether higher education is
accessible and affordable becomes more problematic.

All the above challenges are further worsened by inequalities in the distributions of educational
resources. In China, urban areas are mostly located in prestigious universities. Inequality in the
region and the urban rural divide have caused vast differences in the quality of education and
opportunities [3]. Frequently, rural students are disadvantaged because of the funding of schools,
qualifications of teachers, and the availability of learning resources and have a low educational
attainment rate in comparison to their urban peers. In America, to improve their competitiveness,
colleges and universities still engage in campus building and equipments renovation that increases
the operating expenses of schools such as the expansion of facility building construction,
investment in scientific researches and administrative expenses, and eventually pass down to tuition
fees [4]. The mean student college cost is 38, 270 a year. The college tuition is expanding at a rate
of 4.04 percent each year. Total average cost of college is over twice more exceptional compared to
early 2000s [5]. Also, the growing level of income disparity has been particularly unjust to students
with low-income backgrounds to obtain higher education opportunities [6], which makes them
unequal in terms of educational attainment and economic opportunities in the future regarding
education levels among various social groups.

The present essay is an attempt to investigate the makeup of the higher education costs and
differences between China and America and the causes of these differences and the trend in higher
education costs in the two countries. In addition, this essay examines resource allocation in higher
education establishments and reasons of why the distribution of educational resources in both China
and America were unequal. In making a comparison between the experiences of the two nations,
this essay attempts to find some desirable practices that could provide actionable knowledge to the
policy makers in order to design more effective measures that would help in alleviating the issues
surrounding increased higher education expenditure and enhancing larger equity in education.

2. Comparison of higher education costs between China and the United States

The composition, scale, and trends of higher education costs differ significantly in China and
America. The cost of American universities mainly includes teaching cost, research cost, and
administrative support cost, among which administrative cost accounts for nearly a quarter of the
total expenditure of American universities [7]. Additionally, there are some hidden costs of higher
education in America, such as the opportunity cost of students, which is the potential income that
students give up by attending colleges [6]. In China, the cost mainly focuses on teaching, research
and management. Recently, the construction and renewal of teaching facilities, the construction of
teaching staff, and scientific research investment have become the main cost growth points in
higher education. Compared with America, the cost composition in China is relatively simple, the
opportunity cost and hidden cost of students is relatively small. The Chinese government's
investment in higher education is relatively high, and the cost control of Chinese higher education
institutions is relatively strict [8]. This makes higher education relatively cheaper in China than in
America.

This difference is mainly reflected in the difference between the two governments' investment
strategies and the composition of higher education funds. As a developed country, American
universities invest far more in research equipment, faculty salaries and campus facilities than their
Chinese counterparts. Higher education institutions in America spend more on research and
administration. University administrative positions grew 60 percent from 1993 to 2009, and
administrators often earned more than faculty, with Purdue's vice president earning a staggering
$ 17,200 a year, driving up the overall cost of the university [7]. Chinese government investment in
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higher education is increasing, but overall investment is still lower than in America. The American
government's investment in higher education is mainly reflected in the form of scientific research
funds and student funding, while the Chinese government's investment in higher education is
relatively more comprehensive and powerful, which makes the proportion of tuition in the total cost
relatively low. In addition, the financial support of China's higher education mainly comes from the
government, which usually reduces the financial burden of students through financial subsidies and
preferential policies. In America, in addition to government funding, private support such as
contracts and grants is another major source of school funding [9]. From 2010 to 2011, the total
amount of donations exceeded 28.7 billion US dollars, which also played an effective role in
curbing the increase of tuition fees [9]. Overall, the rising cost of higher education in America is
mainly driven by research investment and demand for student services, while China relies more on
the construction of teaching facilities and teachers. This difference reflects the difference in the
development models: America concentrates in the diversification of research and services, while
China focuses more on the improvement of teaching quality.

In recent years, the higher education cost in America has continued to rise. The increasing tuition
in America is partly because of the increasing demand for high-quality education by high-income
families, that is, the higher the income, the greater the willingness to pay, and the greater the
importance of their children's education [6]. Furthermore, American research universities are
increasing their investment in cutting-edge fields and interdisciplinary research, resulting in rising
research costs, and the proportion of student service costs to the total cost of universities is
gradually increasing. With the increase of campus operation and maintenance costs, it has become
an important expenditure. Moreover, administrative expenses on the office of the American
President increased by $80 million from 2015 to 2016 [7]. Chinese higher education’s rising cost
can be attributed to the improvement of teaching quality and the increase of enrollment quotas.
Specifically, the need of new teaching facilities and the expansion of college staff have pushed up
overall teaching costs. Research equipment procurement and project funding have become
important factors in cost growth. Colleges and universities have gradually increased the investment
in student living facilities and service quality, but the overall proportion is still low. In contrast, the
cost of higher education in China has shown a relatively stable trend. The cost of education has not
increased substantially as a result of China's higher education expansion [8]. In summary, these
differences between China and America are due to different government investment methods and
the composition of higher education costs. America needs to control the rising cost of higher
education through policy adjustment, while China should keep improving the efficiency and quality
of education.

3. Analysis of the problems of resource inequality in higher education between China and the
United States

The development and disparity of higher education possibilities, as well as the distribution of
government resources, can be used to examine the overall state of higher education resource
allocation in China and America. When it comes to government resource allocation, the financial
allocation of the Chinese government accounts for 55% of the total funding of universities on
average [10]. The Chinese government improved the research capacity of universities by setting up
special funding projects such as Project 211 and Project 985 [10]. In the United States, a $ 1
increase in federal and state funding for each student reduces tuition by 40 cents, and steady
government investment helps to curb the rapid growth of tuition [9]. However, these programs have
also been criticized for being unjust in addressing educational inequality. Over the period 2009-
2013, over 116 Project 211 universities and 39 Project 985 universities of China received over 72
percent of the government research funds and the financing level between universities in the project
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differed significantly [10]. Undoubtedly, China has come a long way in opening opportunities to
higher education as a result of rapid development of higher education in the country since the
termination of the 20th century. The amount of students pursuing China in the higher education
system grew between 1999 and 2015 to reach 7.38 million of them, with 26.25 million of them
arriving in 2015 [8]. Nevertheless, the availability of education is not always associated with fair
distribution, and even this growth is not evenly spread throughout regions and social populations.
Although the number of children attending schools has meandered greatly, disparities in the school-
going opportunities are still evident particularly with regard to hukou, the financial position of a
family as well as the level of parental education [8]. The many rural students still face significant
challenges in an attempt to access quality universities and into other institutions of higher learning.
Although more people have become generally accessible to tertiary education, there has not been a
reduction in the disparity between different classes [8]. On the same note, expansion of higher
education in America is not even spread among income groups. As opposed to low-income families,
children of high-income families are becoming more willing to continue higher education, which
reflects the policy of unequal allocation of education access [11]. The college rates are increasing
faster with high income families and more slowly with low income families [12]. To illustrate this
point, on the brink of the 20 th century, the high-income individuals were almost 4.5 times more
likely to complete college than the low-income ones, and the disparity in the matter has remained
the same [12]. Moreover, funding of research and education are often concentrated on elite
institutions which are largely attended by wealthy students who are more likely to attend institutions
which are well-resourced and are subject to elite institutions. The unequal distribution of higher
education opportunities is further increased by this inequality in the resource allocation.

The causes that contribute to unequal distribution of higher education between China and
America can be examined at the levels of economy and for policies. First, the economic inequality
and disparity are significant determinants to the distribution of resource in higher education. After
China reformed and opened up, inland China has been left behind by the coastal China in economic
development. This has an impact on the allocation of educational opportunities resulting in the
imbalance of funds to colleges and colleges in the economically advanced localities receive higher
resources [ 1]. Besides, the marketization of education as a result of a planned to a market economy
is the cause of higher tuition fees and reduced access to higher education which is more challenging
to poverty students. In America, as income inequality has become intensified, the strengths of
higher-income families in being able to access and benefit with higher education have been
augmented. All the rich families are more likely to make educational investment on the children,
and they have resources to facilitate the high-end institutions and higher education results [11].
Children in the wealth households tend to complete college compared to children in the households
with low incomes [11]. This disparity is further exaggerated by the increased economic returns to
education since college graduates in wealthier families have a higher chance of securing good-
paying employment and the cycle of economic privilege becomes very hard to break.

More inequality in higher education resources has also been created by policy decisions. In
China, it is the household registration system that restricts the opportunities of students with rural
household registration and children of migrant workers to take urban public education [3]. This
impedes the growth of this group of students throughout the early education process, and hinders
their acquisition of the higher education. Moreover, the policies of decentralized education funding
have caused great regional disparities in education funding, as the richer regions have access to
more funding [1]. There is a preference given to students in specific areas as regards to the available
slots in Universities and, this results in regional differences in the state of higher education access
[8]. Although policies that are geared towards improving access to higher education have generally
risen the rate of enrollment in America, it has failed to deal with the inherent inequalities in
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education. In an example, the policy of college for all of the United States that works on expanding
the number of postsecondary education can unwillingly favor students of high income over low-
income students [11]. This is due to the fact that higher-income students would be more inclined to
use these policies. They can get resources and access information better after all. All in all, the
resources deployed to higher education are significantly uneven between China and America due to
the economic and regulatory concerns. Nevertheless, in both countries, there have been efforts to
enhance and increase access to higher education, though there are unmet gaps. The solution to all
these differences lies in a complex strategy and concerted efforts and this involves changing
policies, investing more in education, and also ensuring that there is a dedication by the government
to reducing income inequality.

4. Conclusion

In conclusion, by examining the disparity in educational resources and the expense of higher
education between China and America, it can be found that these problems have a profound impact
on the social equity, economic development and education pattern of the two countries. Initially, the
cost of higher education has been rising steadily in recent years, placing a huge financial burden on
students and their families. Additionally, disparities in educational resources between different
regions and socio-economic groups still exist. Both governments have implemented various policies
to address these issues, such as increasing funding for education, expanding scholarship programs,
and regulating tuition fees. However, the effectiveness and coverage of these initiatives remain
controversial, regional disparities in educational resources persist, and addressing these issues
requires comprehensive and sustained efforts by the government, educational institutions, and
society at large. In the future, both countries face the challenge of balancing educational expansion
with cost containment and resource equity. The two countries can learn from each other's
experiences and explore innovative solutions to reduce the cost burden on students and promote
equitable distribution of educational resources. By doing so, China and the United States can work
toward more inclusive and equitable higher education systems that better meet the needs of their
citizens and contribute to long-term social and economic development.
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