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Abstract:
This paper examines the role of digital education in bridging the urban-rural divide in STEM education across China, 
focusing on accessibility, engagement, and educational outcomes. Despite significant advances in digital infrastructure 
and educational platforms, rural areas continue to face challenges in access to high-quality STEM education, primarily 
due to disparities in teacher training, resource availability, and community support. The study highlights the importance 
of targeted interventions, including improved teacher training, increased parental and community engagement, 
and tailored educational programs to address these challenges. By analyzing both short-term outcomes and long-
term aspirations, this paper provides a comprehensive overview of how digital education can contribute to reducing 
educational inequities between urban and rural regions in China.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Digital Education in Current China
Digital education, broadly defined, refers to the use of dig-
ital technologies to deliver learning experiences through 
electronic devices such as computers, tablets, and smart-
phones. It encompasses a wide range of tools, including 
online courses, digital textbooks, learning management 
systems, and interactive educational platforms. This form 
of education is characterized by its accessibility, flexibil-
ity, and ability to provide personalized learning experi-
ences, thereby offering the potential to bridge educational 
gaps between different demographic groups (Anderson & 
Dron, 2011).
In China, digital education has seen rapid development 
over the past decade, driven by significant government 
investment, technological innovation, and the widespread 
adoption of Internet infrastructure. The Chinese govern-
ment has identified education as a key area for digital 
transformation, aligning it with broader national strategies 
such as the “Internet Plus” initiative and the “Education 
Informatization 2.0 Action Plan.” These initiatives aim to 
modernize the educational system by integrating digital 
tools and resources into the curriculum, improving access 

to quality education across the nation, particularly in un-
derserved rural areas. The progress is particularly notable 
through the expansion of digital infrastructure, which has 
laid the foundation for broad access to digital education. 
According to recent data, over 99% of primary and sec-
ondary schools in China have been connected to the Inter-
net, with more than 90% having multimedia classrooms 
. This level of connectivity has been pivotal in enabling 
the widespread adoption of digital education platforms, 
allowing students from various regions, including remote 
rural areas, to access the same educational resources as 
those in urban centers. In addition to infrastructure, the 
development of digital content and platforms has been a 
key focus. The Chinese government, along with private 
enterprises, has invested heavily in creating high-quali-
ty digital educational content. Platforms such as Xuexi 
Qiangguo, DingTalk, and Tencent Classroom have be-
come integral parts of the education ecosystem, offering 
a wide range of courses, from basic education to special-
ized STEM subjects. These platforms often incorporate 
interactive elements, such as live-streamed lessons and 
real-time feedback mechanisms, which enhance student 
engagement and learning outcomes. Furthermore, digital 
education in China has been supported by the proliferation 
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of smart devices and mobile Internet. The widespread use 
of smartphones and tablets among students has facilitated 
the delivery of digital educational content, making it more 
accessible and convenient. This is particularly important 
in rural areas, where traditional educational resources 
may be limited. By leveraging mobile technology, digital 
education can reach students in even the most remote lo-
cations, helping to reduce the educational divide between 
urban and rural areas (Ministry of Education of the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China, 2023)
Despite these advancements, challenges remain in achiev-
ing equitable access to digital education across China. 
Disparities in digital literacy, varying levels of infrastruc-
ture quality, and the economic divide between urban and 
rural households still pose significant barriers. Neverthe-
less, the progress made in recent years provides a strong 
foundation for addressing these challenges, as digital edu-
cation continues to evolve and expand its reach across the 
country.

1.1 Importance Of STEM Education For the 
Young Generation
STEM education, encompassing the disciplines of Sci-
ence, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics, plays 
a critical role in preparing the younger generation for the 
challenges and opportunities of the 21st century. It in-
volves the integrated teaching and learning of these four 
disciplines, aimed at equipping learners with the ability to 
solve real-world problems, collaborate effectively, and ap-
ply interdisciplinary knowledge to various contexts (Gon-
zalez & Kuenzi, 2012) . The importance of STEM educa-
tion for the young generation is underscored by the role it 
plays in fostering essential skills such as critical thinking, 
problem-solving, and creativity. According to research by 
Madden et al. (2016) and the National Education Associ-
ation (2012), early engagement in STEM helps develop 
these competencies, which are crucial for addressing glob-
al challenges and succeeding in a rapidly changing world 
(Madden et al., 2016).
A key benefits of STEM education is its ability to pre-
pare students for future careers in a modern innovation 
economy. As the Chinese government has recognized, 
promoting STEM education is essential for boosting 
economic growth and creating a competent workforce. 
Policies such as the 13th Five-Year Plan emphasize the 
need for technological and interdisciplinary education to 
transform China from a manufacturing-based economy 
to an innovation-driven one (Zhao, 2021) . This shift not 
only opens up new employment opportunities, including 
in rural areas, but also works towards closing the racial 
wealth gap and addressing income inequality, particularly 
by increasing the participation and salaries of women in 

STEM fields (Roberts, 2023).
STEM education also aligns with constructivist learning 
theories, which emphasize the importance of learning 
through experience and active engagement. In early child-
hood education, play-based learning is a key method for 
introducing STEM concepts. This approach, supported by 
the theories of Piaget and Vygotsky, encourages explo-
ration, experimentation, and inquiry, allowing children 
to construct knowledge through hands-on, experiential 
learning (Johnston, 2015; Tunnicliffe & Gkouskou, 2020) 
. Studies have shown that such inquiry-based learning 
not only deepens understanding but also fosters a love for 
STEM subjects, laying a strong foundation for future aca-
demic success (Moore & Smith, 2014; Kelley & Knowles, 
2016). A meta-analysis of 64 studies revealed that STEM 
education improves academic performance with a large 
effect size, highlighting its effectiveness in enhancing 
cognitive skills and the ability to solve complex problems 
(Akcay, 2021). By integrating science, technology, engi-
neering, and mathematics in an interdisciplinary manner, 
STEM education helps students develop a comprehensive 
understanding of these fields, which is essential for tack-
ling the multifaceted challenges of the modern world.

1.2 Digital Education and Its Application to 
STEM Education
Digital education is particularly revolutionary in the realm 
of STEM education due to its ability to overcome some of 
the inherent challenges in teaching these subjects. STEM 
education traditionally requires access to specialized re-
sources, hands-on activities, and highly skilled teachers, 
all of which have been historically difficult to provide 
uniformly across diverse geographic and socio-economic 
contexts. The integration of Information and Communica-
tion Technologies (ICTs) into STEM education is chang-
ing this landscape, making high-quality STEM education 
more accessible and effective, especially in under-re-
sourced areas.
One of the key advantages of digital education in STEM 
is its ability to redistribute quality educational resourc-
es and skilled teachers. In China, initiatives such as the 
synchronous blended classroom (SBC) and synchronous 
delivery classroom (SDC), first implemented in Hubei 
province, have demonstrated how ICTs can be leveraged 
to address teacher shortages in rural schools. In SBC, live 
feeds from urban classrooms are broadcast to rural sites, 
allowing students in remote areas to engage with urban 
teachers and participate in interactive activities such as 
collaboration and competition. Rural teachers assist by 
reinforcing lessons and providing feedback, which helps 
maintain a high level of engagement and ensures that stu-
dents receive a well-rounded education. In the SDC mod-
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el, the focus is even more directly on the rural students, as 
instruction is provided without the simultaneous presence 
of an urban classroom. This setup allows urban teachers to 
dedicate their full attention to the needs of rural students, 
leading to more manageable and interactive learning envi-
ronments. The success of these ICT initiatives in subjects 
like music, art, and English suggests a promising outlook 
for their application in STEM education (Luo, Wang, & 
Zuo, 2022).
STEM education benefits uniquely from digital tools due 
to the nature of the subjects themselves, which often in-
volve complex, abstract concepts that can be difficult to 
grasp through traditional teaching methods. Technologies 
like Virtual Reality (VR) offer immersive, experiential 
learning opportunities that are particularly suited to STEM 
disciplines. VR can make abstract scientific concepts 
tangible by simulating real-world environments, thereby 
enhancing students’ understanding and retention. This not 
only sustains students’ motivation but also improves their 
engagement by providing an interactive learning experi-
ence (Mo, 2023). The “Maker Days for Kids” project, for 
example, led to the development of a Massive Open On-
line Course (MOOC) that brought emerging technologies 
and maker activities into the classroom. This approach is 
particularly effective in STEM education, where hands-on 
learning is crucial for developing problem-solving skills, 
creativity, and a deeper understanding of complex con-
cepts (Ebner, Schön, & Khalil, 2017).
Digital education also addresses the challenge of scaling 
STEM education to accommodate large numbers of stu-
dents. Tools like MOOCs, the Internet of Things (IoT), 
and cloud computing enable customized instruction and 
active engagement on a large scale. For instance, mobile 
learning (m-learning) shifts the traditional teacher-cen-
tered approach to a learner-centered one, fostering deeper, 
more holistic learning experiences. M-learning also al-
lows for the use of educational games, quizzes, and group 
work, catering to diverse learning preferences and making 
STEM subjects more accessible and engaging for students 
(Mutambara & Bayaga, 2021). Specifically, several dig-
ital education initiatives have demonstrated significant 
improvements in STEM-related skills and competencies. 
A study on a 3-day STEM camp activity showed that 
programming and LEGO building significantly improved 
rural elementary students’ self-efficacy and computational 
thinking skills (Shang et al., 2023). These activities also 
had positive effects on students’ creativity, problem-solv-
ing abilities, algorithmic thinking, and cooperation skills, 
highlighting the transformative potential of digital educa-
tion in STEM .

2. Gaps In Previous Research
While the existing literature provides valuable insights 
into the potential of digital education to bridge the ur-
ban-rural divide in STEM education, several gaps remain 
unaddressed. First, the majority of existing studies have 
concentrated on specific regions or provinces, such as 
Hubei, without considering the broader national context. 
As a result, there is a lack of comprehensive, nationwide 
data that can provide a more accurate picture of the effec-
tiveness of digital education across diverse rural settings 
in China. This limitation hampers the ability to generalize 
findings and develop national policies that can effectively 
address educational disparities on a larger scale. More-
over, while previous research has explored the effective-
ness of digital tools like VR and ICTs in enhancing stu-
dent engagement and learning outcomes, there is limited 
analysis of how these tools can be adapted to the specific 
needs and challenges of rural students. Rural students 
often face unique barriers, such as limited access to reli-
able Internet, lack of digital literacy, and socioeconomic 
constraints, which can hinder the effectiveness of digital 
education initiatives. Addressing these contextual factors 
is crucial for developing more inclusive and equitable dig-
ital education strategies. More importantly, much of the 
research has focused on the immediate outcomes of digi-
tal education initiatives, with less attention given to long-
term impacts. There is a need to discuss the sustained 
effects of digital education on rural students’ academic 
achievement, career prospects, and social mobility.
This paper aims to fill these research gaps by providing a 
comprehensive analysis of the impact of digital education 
on bridging the urban-rural divide in STEM education 
across China. Unlike previous studies that have focused 
on specific regions or short-term outcomes, this research 
will adopt a broader national perspective and assess the 
sustained effects of digital education initiatives. Further-
more, this paper will explore the specific challenges faced 
by rural students in accessing and benefiting from digital 
education. By identifying the barriers to effective digital 
education in rural areas, this research will provide action-
able recommendations for policymakers and educators to 
design more tailored and effective interventions.

3. Methodology
This study employs a qualitative research design, specifi-
cally a literature review, to investigate the impact of digi-
tal education on bridging the urban-rural divide in STEM 
education in China. A literature review is chosen as the 
primary methodology because it allows for a comprehen-
sive examination of existing research, providing a broad 
understanding of the field and identifying gaps in the cur-
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rent body of knowledge.
The data for this study was collected from a variety of ac-
ademic sources, including peer-reviewed journal articles, 
books, government reports, and credible online databases. 
The selection criteria for the literature included relevance 
to the topic, the rigor of research methodology, and the 
publication date, with a focus on recent studies to ensure 
that the analysis reflects the most current trends and de-
velopments in digital education and STEM education in 
China. Additionally, studies that provided empirical data, 
case studies, or theoretical insights into the impact of 
digital education on urban-rural educational disparities 
were prioritized. Key databases used for the literature 
search included JSTOR, SpringerLink, Google Scholar, 
and the China National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI). 
Keywords used in the search included “digital education 
in China,” “STEM education,” “urban-rural educational 
divide,” “ICT in education,” “virtual reality in education,” 
and “mobile learning in rural areas.” This comprehensive 
search strategy ensured that a wide range of relevant stud-
ies were identified and included in the review.
The analysis involved a systematic review of the selected 
literature to identify common themes, patterns, and find-
ings related to the impact of digital education on STEM 
education in rural China. The literature was categorized 
based on the type of digital intervention (e.g., ICT initia-
tives, VR, mobile learning), the region of study, and the 
outcomes measured (e.g., student engagement, academic 
achievement, teacher effectiveness). This categorization 
allowed for a detailed comparison of different studies and 
facilitated the identification of trends and gaps in the re-
search. A thematic analysis approach was used to analyze 
the data, which involved coding the literature to identify 
recurring themes and concepts. These themes were then 
critically analyzed to understand how they contribute 
to the current understanding of the research topic. For 
instance, the effectiveness of ICTs in addressing teach-
er shortages in rural areas, the role of VR in enhancing 
student engagement, and the impact of mobile learning 
on academic achievement were key themes that emerged 
from the analysis.

4. Accessibility to Digital STEM Edu-
cation
4.1 Urban vs. Rural Access to Technology
In examining the accessibility of digital education in 
China, it is essential to understand the current state of 
technology access in urban and rural regions. Historically, 
there has been a significant divide between urban and ru-
ral areas in terms of access to digital technologies, which 
has contributed to disparities in educational outcomes. 

However, recent developments suggest that the primary 
access divide is no longer the most significant barrier for 
rural China.
The distribution of devices and Internet connectivity has 
improved dramatically, shifting the focus to other chal-
lenges that affect digital education in rural areas. Research 
suggests that rural students in China have a surprisingly 
high rate of cell phone ownership, often surpassing that of 
their urban counterparts (Zhao & Wei, 2022). This wide-
spread access to smartphones has ensured that most rural 
students have the means to connect to the Internet and ac-
cess digital educational resources. However, while smart-
phones are widely available, they are often used more for 
entertainment purposes than for educational activities. 
This is in contrast to computers, which are more likely to 
be utilized as tools for learning and are more commonly 
found in urban settings (Zhao & Wei, 2022). The improve-
ment in digital infrastructure across China has also been 
significant. A comprehensive study involving primary and 
secondary students, teachers, and administrators across all 
provinces in China revealed that schools in both urban and 
rural regions are now equipped with essential facilities for 
online teaching (Wang & Liu, 2023). This suggests that, 
in terms of basic technological access, there is no longer 
a stark divide between urban and rural schools. The suc-
cessful rollout of online teaching across the country indi-
cates that the infrastructure for digital education is largely 
in place, even in more remote areas.
Despite these improvements, challenges remain, particu-
larly concerning the quality and depth of digital education 
available in rural areas. While rural schools may have the 
necessary hardware and Internet connectivity, they often 
lack the specialized STEM resources, such as science lab-
oratories and trained educators, that are more prevalent in 
urban schools (Makgato, 2007; Zhao, 2021). This lack of 
resources is a significant barrier to the effective implemen-
tation of comprehensive STEM programs in rural areas, 
which often leads to poorer performance in STEM-relat-
ed subjects among rural students. Moreover, the imple-
mentation of digital technology programs varies widely 
depending on the funding and infrastructure available to 
schools. Urban schools, with better funding, are more 
likely to implement advanced STEM programs that utilize 
cutting-edge technologies like robotics and programming 
tools. In contrast, rural schools with fewer resources may 
only be able to offer basic digital education programs, if 
any at all (Chen & Zhang, 2023). This disparity highlights 
that while the initial access to technology is no longer a 
significant barrier, the quality of digital education and the 
resources to support it remain unevenly distributed, con-
tributing to ongoing educational inequities between urban 
and rural students.
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In summary, the real challenge of rural digital education 
lies not in the availability of devices and Internet connec-
tivity, but in the quality of educational resources and the 
capacity to implement comprehensive digital education 
programs in rural schools. Addressing these disparities is 
crucial for ensuring that all students, regardless of their 
geographic location, have equal opportunities to succeed 
in STEM education.

4.2 Teacher Competency and Training
The disparity in teacher training and competency between 
urban and rural schools in China is a critical factor that 
significantly impacts the accessibility of digital education 
in rural areas. While recent developments have improved 
access to technology in rural regions, the lack of ade-
quately trained teachers capable of integrating these tech-
nologies into STEM education continues to exacerbate the 
urban-rural educational divide.
A major challenge faced by rural schools is the shortage of 
qualified STEM teachers, which is far more pronounced 
in rural areas compared to urban settings. Urban schools 
generally have the advantage of attracting and retaining 
better-trained teachers due to more competitive salaries, 
better living conditions, and greater access to profession-
al development opportunities. In contrast, rural schools 
struggle to attract qualified educators, particularly in spe-
cialized subjects like STEM, where the demand for highly 
trained teachers is high (Zhao, 2021). This shortage of 
qualified teachers limits rural students’ exposure to effec-
tive STEM education and hinders their ability to benefit 
fully from digital learning tools. In addition, the training 
that teachers in rural areas receive is often inadequate 
compared to that available to their urban counterparts. Re-
search has shown that urban teachers generally have better 
access to high-quality professional development programs 
that are comprehensive and aligned with the latest educa-
tional technologies and methodologies. These programs 
often include practical, hands-on experiences with digital 
tools and resources, which are crucial for effective STEM 
instruction (GETChina Insights, 2019). In contrast, ru-
ral teachers face significant barriers to accessing similar 
training opportunities. These barriers include limited 
availability of professional development programs, lack 
of funding, and logistical challenges such as the long dis-
tances they must travel to attend training centers (Luo et 
al., 2023). Consequently, rural teachers often have fewer 
opportunities to update their skills and knowledge in 
STEM education, leading to a significant gap in pedagog-
ical skills and technological proficiency compared to their 
urban peers.
The impact of these disparities is further compounded by 
the variability in the level of administrative support for 

STEM education across different schools. Urban schools 
are more likely to provide ample support, including fi-
nancial resources and dedicated time for STEM activities, 
which facilitates the effective implementation of digi-
tal education programs. Teachers in urban schools also 
benefit from robust support systems, including access 
to mentoring, collaborative networks, and professional 
learning communities (PLCs), which promote continu-
ous professional growth and the sharing of best practices 
among educators (GETChina Insights, 2019). In contrast, 
rural teachers often work in isolation, with limited access 
to professional support networks. The lack of collabo-
ration opportunities and professional communities can 
hinder their professional development and the effective 
implementation of STEM education in rural schools. Ad-
ditionally, the pedagogical approaches used by teachers in 
rural schools often remain traditional, focusing on face-to-
face instruction (FTF) that fails to stimulate deep, holistic 
learning experiences (Bosman & Schulze, 2018). This 
reliance on traditional methods, coupled with a lack of 
training in the use of digital technologies, means that rural 
students are less likely to benefit from the interactive and 
engaging potential of digital education. The gap in teach-
er competency not only limits the effective use of digital 
tools in rural classrooms but also contributes to the poorer 
performance of rural students in STEM-related subjects.
While access to technology has improved, the quality of 
education that students receive is still largely dependent 
on the qualifications and preparedness of their teachers. 
Addressing this issue requires targeted interventions to 
provide rural teachers with the training, resources, and 
support they need to effectively integrate digital technol-
ogies into STEM education. Without such efforts, the po-
tential of digital education to bridge the urban-rural divide 
in STEM education will remain unfulfilled.

5. Engagement in Digital STEM Edu-
cation
5.1 Parental and Community Support
Parental engagement and community support play pivotal 
roles in the effectiveness of digital education, particularly 
in rural areas where resources are often limited. The dis-
parities in these areas between urban and rural communi-
ties can significantly impact students’ ability to access and 
benefit from digital learning environments. In rural China, 
both parental involvement and community support are fre-
quently lacking, which exacerbates the educational divide 
and hinders students’ progress in STEM education.
Parental involvement is a critical factor in a child’s ed-
ucational success, yet rural parents in China often face 
significant challenges in this area. One of the primary 
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issues is the lower level of educational attainment among 
rural parents compared to their urban counterparts. This 
educational gap affects parents’ ability to support their 
children’s learning, particularly in subjects like STEM 
that require a higher level of knowledge and familiarity 
with digital technologies. Studies have shown that rural 
parents are less likely to encourage their children to en-
gage in digital learning due to their own lack of familiar-
ity and confidence with technology (Zhang & Li, 2024). 
This lack of encouragement can lead to lower participa-
tion rates in digital education and a reduced likelihood of 
success in STEM-related subjects. Moreover, the concept 
of family capital, which includes educational, social, and 
cultural capital, further illustrates the challenges faced by 
rural families. Rural parents often have limited cultural 
capital, such as educational knowledge and supportive 
networks, which are crucial for navigating and supporting 
their children’s educational journeys. The lack of cultural 
capital results in lower educational expectations and less 
involvement in their children’s digital education (Zhang 
& Li, 2024). This deficit is particularly pronounced in the 
context of digital STEM education, where the ability to 
understand and utilize technology is essential for student 
success. Another significant barrier to parental involve-
ment is the nature of employment in rural areas. Many 
rural parents work long hours in agricultural or low-wage 
jobs, leaving them with little time to engage in their chil-
dren’s education. This time constraint reduces their ability 
to support homework or facilitate access to digital learn-
ing environments, further disadvantaging rural students 
(Borgen Project, 2021). The combination of limited edu-
cational capital and time constraints means that rural par-
ents are often unable to provide the necessary support for 
their children to thrive in a digital learning environment.
Community support is another essential element in the 
success of digital education, yet it is often lacking in 
rural areas. Rural communities frequently lack the infra-
structure necessary to support digital education, such as 
reliable Internet connectivity and sufficient digital devices 
(eSchool News, 2021). This lack of infrastructure makes it 
challenging for students to participate in digital learning, 
particularly in subjects like STEM that rely heavily on 
technology. To address these challenges, non-governmen-
tal organizations (NGOs) and volunteer programs have 
stepped in to supplement the lack of community support. 
For example, the Green & Shine Foundation helps train 
rural teachers in STEM skills and develops curricula to 
improve STEM education in rural schools (Borgen Proj-
ect, 2021). These initiatives are crucial in providing the 
resources and training needed to improve digital education 
in rural areas, but they are not a substitute for sustained 
community engagement. Programs like the STEM En-

lightenment Class Program by Trane Technologies and the 
Yuanshan Education Charity Foundation have also been 
implemented to bridge the gap in community support. 
These programs equip rural schools with the necessary 
technological tools and train local teachers to deliver ef-
fective STEM education (3BL Media, 2021). However, 
the success of such programs often depends on the level 
of community engagement and support, which remains 
uneven across different rural areas.
The lack of consistent community support, coupled with 
the challenges of parental involvement, creates a signifi-
cant barrier to the effective implementation of digital ed-
ucation in rural China. Without active participation from 
both parents and the community, rural students are less 
likely to benefit fully from digital learning opportunities, 
particularly in STEM subjects. To address these issues, 
there needs to be a concerted effort to increase community 
engagement and provide parents with the resources and 
support they need to actively participate in their children’s 
education.

5.2 Cultural Attitudes
Cultural attitudes in rural China also remains a barrier to 
the engagement of students with digital education, partic-
ularly in the context of STEM subjects. The educational 
culture in these areas often prioritizes immediate econom-
ic needs over long-term educational investments, which 
has profound implications for the adoption and use of 
digital technologies in education. This subsection explores 
how these cultural attitudes hinder rural students’ engage-
ment with digital education and limit their ability to ben-
efit from technological advancements in the educational 
field.
A primary challenges in rural areas is the economic focus 
of many families. Rural parents often prioritize immediate 
economic survival over long-term investments in their 
children’s education. This focus is understandable given 
the economic hardships that many rural families face, but 
it limits their ability to provide the necessary support and 
resources for their children’s education, including access 
to digital tools and reliable Internet connections (Böll 
Foundation, 2021; Chen & Wang, 2020). For many rural 
families, investing in technology for educational purposes 
may seem like a luxury rather than a necessity. Further-
more, there is often a lack of awareness about the benefits 
of digital education among rural parents. Many rural par-
ents, particularly those with lower levels of education, are 
unfamiliar with digital technologies and their potential to 
enhance learning. This unfamiliarity breeds skepticism 
and a lack of confidence in the value of digital education 
(Chen & Wang, 2020). For instance, parents may not see 
the immediate benefits of their children spending time 
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on digital platforms for educational purposes, especially 
when compared to traditional methods of learning that 
they themselves might have experienced. This skepticism 
is compounded by the fact that digital education often 
requires an initial investment in technology and Internet 
access, which many rural families are reluctant or unable 
to make due to their economic circumstances (Sixth Tone, 
2023).
The situation is further aggrevated in families where chil-
dren are left behind in rural areas while their parents work 
as migrant laborers in cities. In these cases, grandparents 
or other elderly family members often take on the role of 
caregivers. However, these older caregivers typically have 
even less familiarity and comfort with new technologies 
than younger generations. Their limited educational back-
grounds contribute to a weak awareness and acceptance 
of digital tools, leading to a situation where they may not 
know how to use these technologies, fear using them, or 
simply perceive no need to use them at all (Zhang & Li, 
2024). This lack of technological engagement among care-
givers narrows the channels through which children in ru-
ral areas can access external information and educational 
resources, further isolating them from the benefits of dig-
ital education. Additionally, the social capital of families 
with left-behind children is generally low, which limits 
the children’s exposure to and use of digital technologies. 
The interaction between these children and their parents, 
who are often working far from home, is primarily con-
ducted through mobile phones via calls, text messages, 
or WeChat. Consequently, the use of the Internet by these 
children is typically limited and predominantly oriented 
towards entertainment rather than educational purposes 
(Zhang & Li, 2024). Without the presence of parents who 
can guide and support their use of digital technologies for 
learning, these children are less likely to engage meaning-
fully with digital education.
In conclusion, cultural attitudes in rural China, character-
ized by a focus on immediate economic needs, a lack of 
awareness of the benefits of digital education, and the lim-
ited technological engagement of older caregivers, present 
significant obstacles to students’ engagement with digital 
education. These attitudes not only hinder the adoption of 
digital technologies in education but also limit the effec-
tiveness of such technologies in enhancing educational 

outcomes.

6. Educational Outcomes
6.1 Academic Performance In STEM Sub-
jects
The urban-rural digital divide in China has profound 
implications for academic outcomes in STEM-related 
subjects. As explored in the previous sections, disparities 
in access to technology, teacher training, and communi-
ty support significantly affect students’ engagement and 
learning experiences. These factors collectively contribute 
to the academic performance gap between urban and rural 
students in STEM disciplines, where rural students are 
often at a disadvantage due to the lack of resources and 
support necessary to excel in these subjects.
Empirical studies have consistently shown that rural stu-
dents underperform in STEM-related subjects compared 
to their urban counterparts. For example, a large-scale 
survey conducted by the Chinese Ministry of Education 
in 2020 revealed that the average scores of rural students 
in mathematics and science were significantly lower 
than those of urban students (Chen & Wang, 2020). This 
performance gap can be attributed to several factors, in-
cluding the disparity in access to qualified teachers, the 
uneven distribution of digital resources, and the cultural 
attitudes towards education in rural areas. A key factor 
influencing these outcomes is the lack of qualified STEM 
teachers in rural schools. As previously discussed, the 
shortage of qualified teachers means that rural students 
are less likely to receive high-quality instruction in STEM 
subjects, which directly impacts their academic perfor-
mance (Zhao, 2021). Moreover, the digital divide itself 
plays a critical role in shaping academic outcomes. Urban 
students generally have greater access to digital learning 
tools, computers, and educational software, which en-
hance their learning experiences and provide them with 
opportunities to engage in interactive and experiential 
learning. In contrast, rural students, who may only have 
access to smartphones and limited Internet connectivity, 
miss out on these enriched learning experiences, leading 
to poorer academic outcomes in STEM subjects (Zhang & 
Li, 2024).

Region Average Math Score Average Science Score
Urban (B-S-J-Z) 540 530

Rural (Other Provinces) 460 450

Figure 1: Data adapted from various studies including Chen & Wang (2020), Zhao (2021), 
Zhang & Li (2024), and OECD (2019).

The impact of these disparities is evident in standardized test scores and other measures of academic achievement 
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(See Figure 1). Data from the Program for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) indicate that Chinese students 
in urban areas consistently outperform their rural peers 
in mathematics and science. For instance, the 2018 PISA 
results showed that students in Beijing, Shanghai, Jiang-
su, and Zhejiang (B-S-J-Z) scored significantly higher in 
science and mathematics compared to students from less 
developed, predominantly rural provinces (OECD, 2019). 
These results highlight the extent to which the urban-rural 
divide in digital education contributes to unequal academ-
ic outcomes.

6.2 Long Term Educational Aspirations
The long-term aspirations of digital education extend 
beyond immediate academic achievements; they en-
compass the development of life-long skillsets, career 
opportunities, and psychological well-being. However, 
the urban-rural divide in access to and engagement with 
digital education significantly influences these outcomes, 
perpetuating disparities in critical thinking, creativity, log-
ic, career prospects, and psychological impacts between 
students from urban and rural areas.
Development of Life-Long Skillsets
Digital education plays a crucial role in equipping stu-
dents with essential life-long skills such as critical think-
ing, creativity, and logical reasoning. These skills are 

fundamental in navigating the complexities of the modern 
world and are highly valued in the global economy. How-
ever, students in rural areas often miss out on the full ben-
efits of digital education due to limited access to quality 
digital resources and trained educators.
Urban students typically have better access to advanced 
digital tools and interactive learning environments, are 
more likely to develop these critical skillsets. For instance, 
the use of digital technologies in urban schools encour-
ages problem-solving and analytical thinking through in-
teractive simulations, coding exercises, and collaborative 
projects. On the other hand, rural students, with limited 
exposure to such technologies, may rely on rote learning 
and traditional teaching methods, which do not foster the 
same level of critical thinking or creativity (Zhao, 2021). 
The disparity in access to digital education also affects 
students’ logical reasoning and computational thinking 
skills. Urban students are more likely to engage with digi-
tal platforms that enhance their understanding of complex 
STEM concepts through experiential learning, which is 
crucial for developing strong logical reasoning skills. Ru-
ral students, however, often lack these opportunities, lead-
ing to a gap in these essential life-long skills (Zhang & Li, 
2024).
Career Impacts

Region STEM Career Pursuit (%)
Urban (B-S-J-Z) 65

Rural (Other Provinces) 30

Figure 1: Data adapted from OECD (2019).
The long-term career impacts of digital education are 
profound, particularly in the context of the urban-rural di-
vide. Students who are well-versed in digital technologies 
and STEM subjects are better positioned to pursue careers 
in high-demand fields such as engineering, data science, 
and information technology. These fields not only offer 
lucrative job opportunities but are also critical to driving 
innovation and economic growth.
benefiting from comprehensive digital education pro-
grams, urban students are more likely to develop the skills 
necessary to excel in these careers. They have access to 
advanced coursework, extracurricular activities like robot-
ics clubs, and mentoring programs that prepare them for 
the demands of the modern workforce. Consequently, they 
are more likely to pursue higher education in STEM fields 
and secure jobs in these industries (OECD, 2019). In con-
trast, rural students face significant barriers in accessing 
similar opportunities. The lack of exposure to advanced 
digital technologies and the absence of role models in 
STEM fields mean that rural students are less likely to 

develop an interest in these careers. Even when they do 
pursue higher education, they may lack the foundational 
skills and confidence needed to succeed in competitive 
STEM programs, further limiting their career prospects. 
This perpetuates a cycle of educational and economic dis-
advantage, where rural students are less likely to break out 
of low-paying, low-skill jobs (Chen & Wang, 2020).
Psychological Impacts
The psychological impacts of the urban-rural digital di-
vide are also significant and have long-term implications 
for students’ educational aspirations and overall well-be-
ing. Digital education, when effectively implemented, can 
boost students’ self-efficacy, motivation, and engagement, 
all of which are crucial for academic success and personal 
development.
Urban students, who are regularly exposed to engaging 
digital learning environments, tend to develop a stronger 
sense of self-efficacy. They are more confident in their 
abilities to tackle challenging tasks and are more likely to 
set ambitious educational and career goals. The positive 
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reinforcement and feedback that digital platforms provide 
can also enhance students’ motivation to learn and succeed 
(Zhang & Li, 2024). Simutaneously, rural students, who 
often experience frustration due to limited access to dig-
ital resources, may suffer from lower self-esteem and di-
minished motivation. The repeated exposure to inadequate 
educational tools and resources can lead to feelings of 
inferiority and hopelessness, which may discourage them 
from pursuing higher education or careers in demanding 
fields. Additionally, the lack of digital literacy among rural 
students can create anxiety and fear of technology, further 
hindering their ability to engage with digital learning and 
limiting their long-term aspirations (Chen & Wang, 2020).
In summary, the urban-rural divide in digital education 
has far-reaching consequences on the long-term educa-
tional aspirations of students. While urban students are 
well-equipped to develop critical life-long skills, pursue 
successful careers, and maintain positive psychological 
well-being, rural students are at a distinct disadvantage. 
Addressing this divide requires targeted interventions that 
not only provide rural students with access to digital tools 
but also foster an educational environment that encourag-
es the development of essential skills, career ambitions, 
and psychological resilience.

7. Conclusion & Implications
This paper has explored the significant challenges and dis-
parities in digital education between urban and rural areas 
in China, focusing particularly on STEM education. The 
analysis centered around three main sections: accessibility 
to digital education, engagement with digital education, 
and the educational outcomes resulting from the urban-ru-
ral divide.
In Section 4, the urban-rural divide was examined in 
terms of access to technology and digital education. While 
significant progress has been made in distributing devices 
and Internet access to rural areas, the disparity in the qual-
ity of resources, particularly in teacher training and digital 
infrastructure, remains a significant barrier. Rural students 
often have access to less advanced technologies and fewer 
trained educators, which hampers their ability to fully en-
gage in and benefit from digital education.
Section 5 delved into the factors affecting engagement in 
digital education, highlighting how parental involvement 
and community support—or the lack thereof—play crit-
ical roles in students’ educational experiences. In rural 
areas, limited parental involvement, driven by lower ed-
ucational attainment and economic pressures, combined 
with a lack of community infrastructure and support, 
significantly reduces students’ engagement with digital 
education. Cultural attitudes in rural regions further ex-

acerbate this issue, where immediate economic needs and 
unfamiliarity with digital tools discourage investment in 
and use of educational technologies.
In Section 6, the paper explored the educational outcomes 
of these divides, particularly the long-term aspirations of 
students in STEM-related fields. The urban-rural digital 
divide has a profound impact on the development of life-
long skills, career prospects, and psychological well-be-
ing. Urban students, with better access to resources and 
support, are more likely to develop critical thinking, 
creativity, and logical reasoning skills, leading to higher 
academic achievements and greater interest in pursuing 
STEM careers. Conversely, rural students face significant 
obstacles that limit their academic success and career op-
portunities in STEM fields, perpetuating cycles of educa-
tional and economic disadvantage.
Policy Suggestions and Implications
To address these disparities and improve the effectiveness 
of digital education in bridging the urban-rural divide, 
several policy recommendations can be made:
Invest in Teacher Training and Professional Development: 
There is a critical need to enhance the quality of teacher 
training in rural areas, particularly in STEM subjects. 
Policies should focus on providing rural teachers with on-
going professional development opportunities that include 
training in digital technologies and modern pedagogical 
approaches. Establishing accessible training centers and 
online professional development programs could help 
rural teachers gain the skills necessary to effectively inte-
grate digital tools into their classrooms.
Promote Community and Parental Engagement: Increas-
ing awareness about the benefits of digital education is 
essential for improving parental and community support 
in rural areas. Policies should aim to educate parents 
about the importance of digital learning and provide them 
with resources and support to help their children engage 
with digital education. Community programs could be 
established to create local support networks that offer 
workshops, resources, and mentoring to both students and 
parents, helping to build a culture that values and supports 
digital education.
Targeted Financial Support and Incentives: Financial bar-
riers are a significant obstacle for many rural families. To 
encourage investment in digital education, governments 
could provide targeted financial support, such as subsidies 
for purchasing educational technologies or incentives for 
schools that successfully integrate digital tools into their 
curricula. Scholarships and grants could also be offered 
to students from rural areas who show potential in STEM 
fields, helping to level the playing field and encourage 
greater participation in these critical areas.
Implement Tailored Educational Programs: Recognizing 
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the unique challenges faced by rural students, educational 
programs should be tailored to meet their specific needs. 
This could include the development of culturally relevant 
curricula that resonate with rural students’ experiences, 
as well as the implementation of flexible learning mod-
els that accommodate the diverse circumstances of rural 
communities. For example, blended learning models that 
combine in-person instruction with digital resources could 
be particularly effective in rural settings.
Monitor and Evaluate Progress: To ensure that these poli-
cies are effective, it is crucial to establish mechanisms for 
monitoring and evaluating the progress of digital educa-
tion initiatives in rural areas. Regular assessments should 
be conducted to measure the impact of these policies on 
educational outcomes, with adjustments made as neces-
sary to address any emerging challenges or gaps.
In conclusion, while digital education has the potential to 
bridge the urban-rural divide in STEM education, achiev-
ing this goal requires targeted interventions and sustained 
efforts to address the unique challenges faced by rural 
communities. By investing in teacher training, promoting 
community engagement, and providing financial support, 
policymakers can create an environment where all stu-
dents, regardless of their geographic location, have the 
opportunity to succeed in the digital age.
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