Proceedings of ICEIPI 2025 Symposium: Understanding Religious Identity in Educational Contexts
DOI: 10.54254/2753-7048/2025. ND26564

Digital Equity in Practice: Exploring the Gaps Between
China’s National Policies and School-Level Realities

Haoyue Tang

University of Queensland, Brisbane, Australia
54804745@uq.edu.au

As China accelerates its digital transformation in the education sector, the digital
divide remains a significant challenge to achieving educational equity. This paper explores
the manifestations of digital inequality (defined as differences in access to devices, network
connectivity, digital skills, and teaching applications) in policies and practices. Through a
discourse analysis of China's policies (2018 - 2025) and a case study of a rural junior high
school in Jiangsu Province, this paper examines how national strategies envision digital
equity and how these visions are (or are not) translated into actual conditions at the school
level. This paper's results reveal the persistent gap between the national-led infrastructure
planning and the actual experiences of resource-poor schools. Although policy narratives
emphasize access and platform construction, they often overlook underlying challenges,
such as insufficient teacher training, integrating teaching, and providing family digital
support. School cases indicate that although rural and mobile students have nominal digital
access, they still face disadvantages in digital participation and outcomes. This paper
contends that narrowing the digital divide cannot simply rely on providing technology. Only
when teaching is culture-adaptive, when the community can participate, and when teachers
are trained, can a sustainable situation be achieved. The author argue that these research
findings are relevant to current debates on fairness and inclusiveness in digital education and
call for more localized and context-sensitive policy measures in China.

Digital Divide, Educational Equity, Policy Discourse, Rural Education in China,
ICT 1in Schools

In recent years, China has invested significantly in digital education. These investments are part of
national policies such as the Education Informatization 2.0 Action Plan and the White Paper on
China’s Smart Education [1-2], which emphasize the use of technology for teaching and learning,
expanding digital infrastructure, and increasing access to online platforms to improve educational
equity. Although these policies have achieved some success, such as increasing access to digital
tools and improving connectivity, they have not eliminated all forms of inequality. In many schools
with limited resources or in rural areas, digital divide issues persist, which affect learning
opportunities for students [3-4].
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Today’s digital divide is not just about whether one has access or not. It also manifests in
differences in digital teaching and learning in classrooms, teachers’ confidence and preparedness to
use digital tools, and the type of support students receive at home [5-6]. Most national policies
define the problem in terms of access and infrastructure, but they ignore more human and contextual
issues that influence how digital tools are used in practice [7-8].

In this study, we explore how digital equity is defined in education policies in China and how
these definitions are played out in schools. The study draws on two sources: official policy
documents from 2018 to 2025 and an interview with the principal of a rural junior high school in
Jiangsu Province. This study addresses three key questions: First, how national policies define the
concept of "digital equity"; second, what challenges educators encounter when attempting to
implement these policies; third, what the gap is between the national vision and the actual situation
of schools.

By combining an analysis of top-level policies with insights from daily school experience, this
study aims to offer a more grounded understanding of the digital divide in Chinese education—and
to identify what is needed to build a more equitable and effective digital future.

China's national education policies, particularly the Education Informatization 2.0 Action Plan [1]
and the White Paper on China’s Smart Education [2], demonstrate a firm determination to narrow
the educational gap through digital innovation. These documents consistently view the digital divide
as a technical issue that can be addressed by expanding the use of digital platforms, upgrading
infrastructure, and distributing educational content through centralized systems. For instance, the
Smart Education strategy envisions “equitable, inclusive, and high-quality learning opportunities”
through the nationwide deployment of smart classrooms, cloud platforms, and Al-driven resources.

Such framing aligns with first-level digital divide theory, which prioritizes access to physical
devices and internet connectivity [5]. By 2020, over 95% of China’s primary and secondary schools
were reportedly connected to the internet, with significant central investment in hardware and
network upgrades in rural areas [9]. Over time, infrastructure construction was gradually completed,
but equitable educational outcomes did not follow. Access to technology is not the sole factor
determining educational equity.

Pedagogical and humanistic factors also have a profound impact on the phenomenon of
educational inequality, such as differences in teachers’ digital pedagogical competence, students’
digital literacy, or the actual educational benefits gained from digital tools [6,10]. The emphasis
remains on technological delivery rather than the quality or equity of its integration into everyday
schooling.

Furthermore, while wealthy provinces may already have well-developed infrastructure and
teachers with digital literacy, many rural schools still face problems such as equipment shortages,
unstable networks, and limited technical support [11]. There are certain structural inequalities behind
the process of digital modernization.

Yet, recent academic studies have cast doubt on this position. Firstly, Gottschalk and Weise found
out that several OECD countries, including China, display an over-reliance on a top-down digital
plan [7]. Such digital plans neglect the heterogeneity of real-life situations. In turn, Zhang argued
that in terms of digital equity policies, China follows a dual model, featuring ambitious national
outlooks and patchy and bottom-up implementation mechanisms [12]. Both situations have a
particular impact on rural schools.
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In other words, policy national discourses present an optimistic view of digital equity. They play
a leading role in resource mobilization. Thanks to their impetus, nearly all regions have gained
access to modern teaching apparatus. Nevertheless, in practice, due to regional disparities and
challenges in teaching methodologies, the digital divide persists. The existence of multiple issues
undermines the efficacy of digital education in addressing the root causes of digital inequality.

This study also conducted interviews with the principal of a junior high school in the rural-urban
fringe of a resource-scarce county in Jiangsu Province. The interview sheds light on the tangible
challenges encountered during the implementation of digital education policies in under-resourced
contexts. Although the school has officially adopted the Education Informatization 2.0 Action Plan
and introduced various digital platforms and devices, the day-to-day realities reveal deeper tensions
between policy goals and local conditions.

Firstly, despite nominal connectivity, the school faces persistent infrastructural shortcomings. The
principal reported that internet access across classrooms is often unstable and bandwidth is
insufficient for simultaneous use. A significant portion of the school’s digital equipment—such as
computers and smart boards—is outdated or poorly maintained. Moreover, only one part-time
technician is responsible for maintaining all devices and addressing technical issues throughout the
school. These findings illustrate that “being connected” does not equate to functional or equitable
digital access. Rather, the school exemplifies a situation where policy-defined infrastructure
benchmarks are met in form but not in substance, a pattern also observed in other rural settings [13-
14].

Second, the integration of digital tools into teaching practice remains limited. While the local
education bureau organizes training sessions, many teachers perceive these programs as overly
theoretical or disconnected from practical needs. The principal noted that participation in online
workshops is often treated as a procedural obligation, with little translation into classroom
application—particularly among senior staff. These observations point to a second-level digital
divide: while access exists, the pedagogical confidence and competence required to use ICT
effectively are unevenly distributed. Consequently, technology use in schools often remains
superficial, with a limited impact on teaching quality or student engagement [6,11].

Third, students from rural and migrant families experience multiple barriers to digital
participation. Although the school provides access to devices during school hours, students’ home
environments often lack the infrastructure or adult support necessary for sustained digital learning.
Many pupils live with grandparents who lack digital literacy, and some families cannot afford stable
internet connections. During COVID-19 lockdowns, these conditions resulted in disproportionate
disengagement among disadvantaged students. Such findings mirror national trends and suggest that
digital inequality cannot be fully addressed within the school alone—it is shaped by broader
household and community-level disparities [15].

Finally, the principal described the pressure to conform to policy expectations through
performative measures such as demonstration lessons and inspection visits. These showcase-
oriented requirements often prioritize appearances over substance, resulting in what he termed a
“compliance culture.” While intended to highlight digital innovation, such practices may divert
attention from long-term, capacity-oriented goals and instead incentivize short-term, superficial
alignment with policy rhetoric. This tension reveals a mismatch between policy evaluation
mechanisms and the developmental needs of schools on the ground.
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Understanding the reality of China’s digital divide goes beyond the binary concept of “connected vs.
disconnected.” Some studies suggest that a three-tiered conceptualization of digital inequality—
encompassing access, use, and outcomes—provides a more useful lens for examining both policy
realities and school realities [6,10].

First-Level Divide: Access to Devices and Connectivity.

China’s national policies have made notable strides in addressing the first-level digital divide.
Statistics indicate that over 95% of primary and secondary schools are now online, and rural
connectivity has improved due to large-scale infrastructure projects [9]. However, as the rural case
study reveals, “nominal access” often masks functional inadequacies. Devices may be outdated,
bandwidth may be insufficient, and maintenance may be under-resourced. Moreover, students’ home
access remains uneven—particularly among migrant and left-behind children—undermining
continuity of learning beyond the classroom [15].

Second-Level Divide: Skills and Pedagogical Use.

Even when physical access is achieved, disparities in the quality of digital engagement persist.
Teachers in under-resourced schools often lack the training or confidence to integrate technology
into meaningful pedagogical practices. As observed in the Jiangsu case, professional development
programs often prioritize tool usage over pedagogical adaptation, leaving many educators to merely
“check the box” without transforming their practices. Students similarly experience gaps in digital
literacy; while they may use devices for passive consumption, they rarely engage in higher-order
digital tasks such as collaboration, inquiry, or creative production [11,13].

Third-Level Divide: Learning Outcomes and Educational Opportunity.

The third level of the digital divide—disparities in educational outcomes—tremains the least
addressed in both policy and practice. Students in better-resourced schools derive more academic
benefit from technology due to stronger instructional support and curricular alignment. In contrast,
students from disadvantaged schools often exhibit a scattered and ineffective approach to using
digital tools, which may exacerbate rather than narrow the existing achievement gap [7]. This
outcome-oriented form of inequality is particularly pronounced in high-pressure education systems,
such as those in China.

These three aspects collectively explain why bridging the digital divide requires a systematic
approach that combines infrastructure development, capacity building, and context-based teaching
methods. Focusing solely on access to digital devices cannot ensure a fair learning experience or
results. On the contrary, the unequal use of digital tools can exacerbate this inequity. Reform must
recognize the interactions among technological, human, and institutional factors that affect digital
equity in education.

Thus, digital equity must be re framed not only as an access issue but also as a capacity-building
challenge. Theoretical models such as Van Dijk’s multi-level digital divide framework support this
view by distinguishing between access (first-level), meaningful use (second-level), and outcomes
(third-level) [16]. The Jiangsu case study exemplifies this pattern: although connected to national
platforms, the school struggles to generate sustained learning impact due to underprepared teachers
and limited student engagement.

In response, localized, bottom-up strategies are essential to ensure reforms resonate with
community needs. Equity-focused reforms that ignore local culture risk further marginalizing
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disadvantaged students [3]. Rather than imposing uniform mandates, schools should adapt digital
content to local languages, agricultural calendars, and students’ lived experiences to boost relevance
and uptake [15]. Community and parent engagement is equally critical, as many rural families lack
the digital skills or resources to support at-home learning, creating a “second divide” beyond the
school gate [4]. Some regions have piloted platforms that incorporate the participation of teachers,
students, and parents, combining workshops, simplified interfaces, and cooperation between schools
and communities to extend school reforms into the home environment [17].

Institutional leadership must also evolve: principals need to act as instructional innovators,
championing experimentation, professional learning, and inclusive technology use [18]. For
example, Tencent’s Digital Volunteer Teaching Project pairs urban volunteer instructors with rural
schools in a dual-teacher model, leveraging video technology to deliver live lessons and mentoring
local educators [19]. Empirical research indicates that, with targeted support, rural teachers can
effectively integrate digital tools, even under resource-constrained conditions, thereby enhancing
student engagement and performance in inquiry-based tasks [14].

At the policy level, cross-sector forums organized by UNESCO have highlighted the value of
“smart village” initiatives, which blend agricultural innovation with digital education to foster
sustainable rural development. In the western provinces of China, a study of 462 rural teachers
showed that localized professional development tailored to local curricula and community
environments significantly improved the effective utilization of digital resources [20].

This research suggests that, to bridge the digital divide in Chinese education, we need to move
beyond a focus on simply supplying equipment and instead adopt a more comprehensive, long-term
approach. Partnerships between schools and communities will be vital in translating access to
technology into equitable learning outcomes.

This study examined how digital equity in China is promoted and enacted by exploring national
policy discourse in relation to everyday practices in a rural school. Although national initiatives such
as the Education Informatization 2.0 Action Plan and the White Paper on China’s Smart Education
have expanded access to devices and internet connectivity, our study demonstrates that increasing
access alone is insufficient to address digital inequality, as evidenced by inadequate teacher
preparedness, limited home support for students, and challenges in integrating digital tools into
everyday teaching.

A significant contribution of this research is its emphasis on the gap between national policy
intentions and on-the-ground implementation in schools. Although top-down policies help mobilize
resources and define priorities, they often struggle to adapt to the diverse needs and constraints of
local schools. The case study from Jiangsu Province illustrates how schools may appear “digitally
ready” on paper, but in practice face outdated equipment, undertrained teachers, and pressures to
perform rather than improve. These issues suggest that digital equity is as much about people and
practice as it is about technology.

The findings point to the importance of bottom-up, context-sensitive approaches. Empowering
school leaders to make decisions based on local realities, supporting teachers through relevant and
ongoing training, and engaging families and communities in students’ learning are all essential to
making digital reforms more effective. When digital strategies are aligned with the lived experiences
of educators and students, they are more likely to support meaningful, long-term change.

Of course, this study has limitations. It draws on a single school case, which may not fully reflect
the wide variation in China’s educational landscape. The policy analysis is also limited to documents
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published between 2018 and 2025, meaning future reforms may introduce new dynamics.

Going forward, research should encompass a broader range of schools and examine how different
regions implement national policy in practice. Combining qualitative and quantitative methods
would help build a more comprehensive picture. Comparative studies with other countries facing
similar challenges, especially those in the Global South, could also offer valuable lessons.

Ultimately, bridging China’s digital divide requires more than just devices and networks. It calls
for investing in people, building institutional capacity, and supporting schools and communities to
lead change from the grassroots level.

References

[1] Ministry of Education. (2018). Education Informatization 2.0 Action Plan [in Chinese]. http:
//'www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A16/s3342/201804/t20180425 334188.html

[2] Ministry of Education. (2025). White Paper on China’s Smart Education. https:
//wdec.smartedu.cn/doc/2025/White%20Paper%200n%20China%E2%80%99s%20Smart%20Education.pdf

[3] Zhou, X., Rinne, R., & Kallo, J. (2018). Shifting discourses of equality and equity of basic education: An analysis
of national policy documents in China. Nordic Journal of Studies in Educational Policy, 4(3), 168—179. https:
//doi.org/10.1080/20020317.2018.1554021

[4] Afzal, A., Khan, S., Daud, S., Ahmad, Z., & Butt, A. (2023). Addressing the Digital Divide: Access to and Use of
Technology in Education. Journal of Social Sciences Review, 3(2), 883—895. https: //doi.org/10.54183/jss1.v3i2.326

[5] Van Deursen, A. J., & Van Dijk, J. A. (2018). The first-level digital divide shifts from inequalities in physical access
to inequalities in material access. New Media & Society, 21(2), 354-375. https:
//doi.org/10.1177/1461444818797082

[6] Ng, W. (2012). Can we teach digital natives digital literacy? Computers & Education, 59(3), 1065-1078. https:
//doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2012.04.016

[7] Gottschalk, F., & Weise, C. (2023). Digital equity and inclusion in education: An overview of practice and policy in
OECD countries. OECD Education Working Papers, 299, 1-75. https: //doi.org/10.1787/7cb15030-en

[8] Pittman, J., Severino, L., DeCarlo-Tecce, M. J., & Kiosoglous, C. (2021). An action research case study: Digital
equity and educational inclusion during an emergent COVID-19 divide. Journal for Multicultural Education, 15(1),
68—84. https: //doi.org/10.1108/jme-09-2020-0099

[9] China Internet Network Information Center. (2023). The 52nd statistical report on China’s Internet development.
https: //www.cnnic.com.cn/IDR/ReportDownloads/202311/P020231121355042476714.pdf

[10] Van Deursen, A. J., & Helsper, E. J. (2015). The third-level digital divide: Who benefits most from being online?
Communication and Information Technologies Annual, 10, 29-52. https: //doi.org/10.1108/S2050-
206020150000010002

[11] Zhao, Y., Zhao, M., & Shi, F. (2023). Integrating moral education and educational information technology: A
strategic approach to enhance rural teacher training in universities. Journal of the Knowledge Economy, 15(3),
15053-15093. https: //doi.org/10.1007/s13132-023-01693-z

[12] Zhang, C. (2024). Analysis of China’s policy on bridging urban—rural digital divide based on the mixed-scanning
model. Journal of Education Humanities and Social Sciences, 26, 805—811. https: //doi.org/10.54097/wwzj1t92

[13] Wang, P. (2013). Examining the digital divide between rural and urban schools: Technology availability, teachers’
integration level, and students’ perception. Journal of Curriculum and Teaching, 2(2), 127-137. https:
//doi.org/10.5430/jct.v2n2p127

[14] Zhang, G. (2024). A slightly digital learning environment in the hands of a rural teacher: modern-day teaching and
its impact on student engagement and subject learning outcomes. Education and Information Technologies. https:
//doi.org/10.1007/s10639-024-13033-y

[15] Zhang, G., Zhou, M., Walker, R., & Yang, L. (2024). Migrant children’s digital divide in online learning during the
COVID-19 pandemic: Evidence from Stone School in Hangzhou, China. Chinese Sociological Review, 1-26. https:
//doi.org/10.1080/21620555.2024.2388099

[16] Van Dijk, J. (2020). The digital divide. Polity Press.

[17] Memon, F. N., & Memon, S. N. (2025). Digital divide and equity in education: Bridging gaps to ensure inclusive
learning. In Impact of Digitalization on Education and Social Sustainability (pp. 107—130). IGI Global. https:
//doi.org/10.4018/979-8-3693-1854-6.ch004

104



Proceedings of ICEIPI 2025 Symposium: Understanding Religious Identity in Educational Contexts
DOI: 10.54254/2753-7048/2025.ND26564

[18] Levinson, M., Geron, T., & Brighouse, H. (2022). Conceptions of educational equity. AERA Open, 8,
23328584221121344. https: //doi.org/10.1177/23328584221121344

[19] Tencent. (2024, August 12). How digital teaching is leveling the field for rural students. Tencent. Retrieved July 24,
2025, from https: //www.tencent.com/en-us/articles/2201904.html

[20] Wang, J., Tigelaar, D. E., & Admiraal, W. (2019). Connecting rural schools to quality education: Rural teachers’ use
of digital educational resources. Computers in Human Behavior, 101, 68—76. https:
//doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2019.07.009

105



