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Decentralization and Educational Reform
in the Global Context: The Roles of
Central Government, Local Government, and
Schools in the Chinese Mainland

Manhong Lai & Leslie N. K. Lo

Abstract

Under the influence of globalization, the currency of reform
concepts widens with the accelerated information flow within
the global network. This phenomenon has affected
educational reform in many countries. Speculations abound
in academic debates on the direction of educational reform,
whether it is toward homogeneity or diversity. Among the
concepts, which have gained currency, “decentralization” was
widely adopted in the reform of educational systems. Since
1985, the government of the Chinese Mainland has initiated a
variety of educational reform measures. The central
government in the Chinese Mainland has played the most
important role in the decentralization of the education system
through policy design and promulgation. The major
responsibility of local governments has been to interpret and
implement central policies, as well as to shoulder the financial
cost. Through the promulgation of national policies and the
development of a system of inspection, the central
government has created a channel to exercise its authority
and to control the work of local governments. Research
findings cited in this article indicate that while the central
government has delegated certain executive power to local
governments, the latter often administrated in a centralized
way. For their administration of schools, local governments



have relied on comprehensive performance indicators and a
system of reward and censure that was closely connected to
the resource allocation for each school. Through such control
mechanisms, the schools are left with little autonomy. In the
latest exercise in decentralization, the central government still
holds the ultimate authority in interpreting policies related to
decentralization. It has delegated only limited authority to
the local governments while keeping heavier financial
burdens on them.
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