Effectiveness of higher education institutions for lifelong learning: a case study of Beida Ping-min School of Peking University
Ding Xiaohao
Yue Changjun
Bao Wei

Abstract
In China, with the recently rapid advancement of industrialisation and urbanisation, a large population from rural areas has migrated to the cities. Enhancing the migrants’ vocational/technical skills and ensuring their adaptation to city life is critical for China’s economic success and social cohesion. In order to provide training and educational opportunities to the migrant workers who work for Peking University (PKU), PKU initiated Beida Ping-min School (BPS). BPS adheres to ‘the dignity of labour', a concept advocated by Mr. Cai Yuanpei, the late president of PKU. It is different from the existing training models for migrant workers. By mobilising the educational resources of PKU and a large group of volunteers, BPS places an emphasis on helping rural migrant workers, the disadvantaged class, gain an easy entry into urban social networks, by eliminating social exclusion and reducing marginalisation within the city. Since 2005, nearly 250 migrant workers have received free training, which included courses on values for learning and working and basic knowledge in English and computer skills. After studying at BPS, the workers improved their skills and regained their identity, won social status and self-respect. They have re-built their self-confidence, affirmed their rights, and tried to change their living conditions and environment, joined other social groups and have actively contributed to the community. 

In recent years, as a result of the changes in industry and urbanisation, large numbers of people from rural areas have begun to pour into the cities and economically developed coastal areas, causing a notable shift in China’s labour market. According to recent government statistics, the number of migrant workers in cities has grown to 129 million. During China’s social and economic transition, the migrant labourers have emerged as a mainstay force in the labour market and have amounted to more than half of workers in the manufacture and service industries.
‘Lifelong learning’ ensures that migrant workers have a smooth entry into mainstream society, economy and culture and looks to improve economic, social and cultural cohesion. Therefore, from the perspective of lifelong learning, knowing how to enhance the vocational skills of the migrants and help them to adapt to city life is critical for creating economic success and social cohesion. Providing and guaranteeing the effective organisation and realisation of lifelong learning is a considerable challenge for government departments and requires higher education institutions to take on greater social responsibility.
1. Limitations of existing training system for migrant workers in cities
In 2005, the BPS project team from the Graduate School of Education (GSE) of PKU initiated research on ‘the migrant workers’ continuing education and training model’, which explored training models and, considered how best to provide the migrant labour force in the cities with educational opportunities, to strengthen their abilities, skills and knowledge, so as to give them a better start in their urban work and life and to help bridge the gap between themselves and urban citizens.
Through extensive theoretical and field study, the research results show that there is a huge potential demand for education and training by migrant workers in cities. However, there are many negative factors blocking their access to continuing education and training. In terms of human capital characteristics, migrant workers do not receive a good education and do not demonstrate a willingness to access continuing education or have a clear orientation towards training. There is also the problem of institutionalisation, such as segmentation of the labor market and training market, shortage of public educational resource for migrant workers and under-funding. More specific problems facing migrant workers’ continuing education are labourers’ frequent overwork, limited spare time, high tuition costs and lack of educational opportunities, etc.
At present in China, there are several existing training models for migrant workers, including the government model (e.g. sunshine program), the marketing model, the community model, the self-help model, the OJT model of enterprises and the NGO model. These models improve the development of trainings for migrant workers. However, these models are facing various challenges for the following reasons.
1.1 Lack of financial support
The necklace factor has restricted the development of these models. Although the government has expanded its financial support, it cannot resolve the fundamental problems of the lack of funding. Henceforth, governmental financial support at all levels should be encouraged and an incentive mechanism should be set up. Central and provincial governments should especially invest more in training projects with a wider coverage of beneficiaries. Also, with an increase in total financial support, the introduction of indirect subsidies (financial assistance towards training organisations) and direct subsidies (training grants targeted individual migrant workers) would increase the enthusiasm of training organisations and the workers themselves.
1.2 Monopoly activity of the government in training accreditation 
In the development of training, due to several institutional obstacles set by government in training accreditation, the training institutes cannot launch training classes freely according to market demands. Additionally, the development of various training institutes, especially non-governmental ones, are restricted by the disconformities of different criterions among relative administrations. 

1.3 Lack of training supervision and an evaluation system
Owing to the diversity of the training institutes and the for-profit trends of some training programmes, some problems have arisen, such as the deception and illegal activities of some training institutes and low-quality training provision, and so on. Training supervision and an evaluation system should be promoted, and stakeholders at different levels should be encouraged to actively participate in migrant workers’ training in order to guarantee its quality. 
1.4 Less professionalisation of teaching in training organisations
Through interviews and investigation, we have found that the teachers of these training institutes are mostly part-time or volunteers. Clearly such a teaching mode can reduce the cost and provide free or cheap training opportunities to migrant workers. However, we should bear in mind that the instability and non-professionalism of volunteers will impact on the training quality and encumber those organisations promoting the development of training programmes.
1.5 Asymmetry of training information
Migrant workers, through their experiences, are deeply aware of the significance of vocational skills and the intensive need for training. However, they have no idea about some of the basic questions, including what should they learn, where they should go, and whether the training is effective or not. Consequently, their training needs are being neglected. Training organisations should offer effective information about training, provide guidance to migrant workers and encourage their active involvement in their training and learning. 
1.6 Lack of participation by enterprises and industrial organisations
In economically developed areas, in order to enhance their sustainable development, employers of migrant workers should adopt policies of long-term employment contracts and social management and supervision of worker rights. Fundamentally, these policy changes could encourage enterprises and industry to support and participate in workers’ training and development.
2. Exploration of a new model – the effectiveness of higher education institutions 
It has become a key characteristic of modern China for the multitude of rural residents to migrate to the cities. For instance, let us look at the workers in the logistic services of Peking University. Rural workers make up a huge percentage; over 85% of those had  received only a junior high school education or lower level and 80% had received no vocational /technical training. Their underdeveloped training and skills impede their career progress in the labour market. Apart from that, these city newcomers are not adept to urban life and experience frustration in interpersonal relations.
To deal with the abovementioned problems, the project team of GSE proposes a new training model for migrant workers in Peking University, which is effective and efficient, with low administration costs. The model features ‘educational resources in Peking University plus volunteers’. Following the conception of ‘equality, involvement, cooperation and advancement’, BPS has mobilised resources in the University Union,  logistic services administration, Youth League, and the Teacher Representative Unison, to provide free continuing education and training for migrant workers in university, with administration staff and teaching staff mostly volunteering their services.
2.1 Training demands survey of migrant workers in university
In order to understand the characteristics and training demands of migrant workers, the research team of GSE carried out an investigation questionnaire with migrant workers at Peking University in 2006. The survey collected 696 active respondents; the response rate was 70.3%. Of the workers surveyed, 84.5% or 579 workers were employed in the canteen unit, 10% or 71 in the dormitory unit, 4.5% or 31 in the heating supply unit, and 4 worked in university securities unit, campus administration center and infrastructure support unit. Among the respondents, 63% were male and 47% were female.
   

According to survey results, migrant workers in the university shared several characteristics. 
1) Young in age - the average age of respondents was 26.8, with 51% of them aged between 16 and 25.

2) Low educational level - 76% of respondents only finished the junior high school education or were dropouts. Giving reasons for their failure to receive further education, 41% said it was due to family financial crisis; 29% said it was because they failed in selection exams although they had a strong learning motivation; and 24% of respondents were not interested in studying.
3) Gap in educational demands and affordability. The results showed that most of the migrant workers were aware of the gap between the personal education level and professional skills. However, the biggest obstacles to training included heavy work schedule (69%) and economic conditions (47%). 
In the investigation questionnaires, several courses, which BPS plans to establish, were listed to let the migrant workers select which ones were of most interest to them. The results showed that training programmes on ‘communication skills’ (81%), ‘career design’ (79%), ‘how to keep optimistic and have a positive attitude’ and ‘the meaning of education and training’ (71%), ‘basic English’ (66%), ‘introduction: qualifications/certificates of vocational /technical skills’ (62%), ‘job interview skills’ (56%) and ‘information searching skills on Internet’ (52%) were all regarded as very important. It means that the learning demands of migrant workers are not only for basic vocational skills. It is important for them to solve their problems, including how to improve their social communication skills, how to alter their marginalised conditions in urban areas and how to become part of the community. 

2.2 Aim of BPS: to advance the concept of equality and realise the civilian dreams
On Labor Day in 1920, at a university conference, the late president of Peking University gave an aspiring speech entitled ‘the dignity of labor’, during which Mr. Cai yuan-pei defined labour as those who benefit others with whatever their physical or mental labor and put forwarded the dignity of labour. In 1918, at Peking University he started evening classes for workers. Shortly afterwards, Pingmin School and Pingmin Lecture Group were also set up.
Over 80 years later, BPS aims to promote university education beyond campus and spread knowledge to the masses. There are three aspects of BPS development that require further exploration.
First, to explore the possibility of whether higher education can provide training for migrant worker and whether it complies with the social function of university education. 
Second, to assess the feasibility of the training model of ‘university resources plus volunteers’. BPS, as the original model, offers free education and training for migrant workers by mobilising fully trained professionals and educational resources in the university, with students, teachers and university administration departments volunteering their services.
Lastly, with regard to spreading the concept of ‘the dignity of labor and equality among people’, in the model of BPS, people from different regions, with various education backgrounds and work experience came together out of mutual respect and a shared value towards labour.
3. Practice of BPS
Since the new model of 2006, BPS has enrolled three batches of worker-students, more than 250 in all. Some of the features of BPS are listed below.
3.1 Objectives of BPS
3.1.1 Educational function of training
Education and training at BPS teach migrant workers about Peking University’s history and basic skills in English communication and computer operation, and how to adopt a positive attitude toward life and promote individual development. At BPS, the learning motivations of students are emphasised and the training helps learners’ broaden their minds and their career design. Training at BPS also benefits both the worker-students and the volunteer teachers as well. Especially for young students at university, being volunteers and being involved at BPS is valuable for developing social responsibility.
3.1.2 Spreading the word about training
The trained workers could share their experience at BPS with more people around them. Meanwhile BPS periodically circulates a newsletter and their website publicises the training and provides related information for a wider audience.
3.1.3 Mobilisation of educational resources
BPS will mobilise resources in the University Union, logistic service administration, Youth League and the Teacher Representative Unison, providing free continuing education and training for migrant workers in university. After the experiment period, the project team of GSE will analyse the evidence and conclude what lessons can be learnt. Then, BPS will adopt this sustainable institutionalised model of providing training for migrants. 
3.1.4 Promotion of training
BPS will explore the feasibility of its model featuring ‘educational resources in Peking University plus volunteers’ and how higher education institutions can play a role in helping migrant workers learn basic survival skills and help them to enter into urban life. When the teaching model of BPS is more developed, it will be introduced into more universities in China.
3.2 Training content at BPS
Currently, a third batch of worker-students is being trained at BPS. The instruction takes place every weekend. Two training sessions have been adopted at BPS to meet the development needs of the migrants. In Session One, BPS focuses on ‘Learning to Do’, published by UNESCO, which is organised into four modules, covering practical topics such as ‘learning to study’, ‘learning to do’, ‘learning to be’ and ‘learning to live together’. Session Two focuses on basic computer skills and English.
3.3 Mode of teaching: interactive teaching with high student involvement
GSE organise and design the teaching plans and training at BPS and develop the course choices, operation and teaching styles. In order to focus learners’ attention, only courses that are concerned with migrant workers’ practical problems are selected. An interactive teaching model is adopted and methods, such as group discussion, Q&A, games and experiments, are introduced to ensure lively and interesting instruction. The model encourages the use of multimedia in the classes, such as pictures, videos, poems, stories and music to liven up the courses, and teachers are to pay particular attention to teaching values of mutual care and respect and equality. In addition, BPS organises post-course discussions aimed at promoting cooperation between the teachers.
3.4 The operation of the volunteer model
BPS’ volunteer model features throughout its development. This model includes the earlier establishment of BPS services, such as project organisation and evaluation, course design and teaching organisation, teaching assistance and daily administration. The volunteers of BPS are mainly teachers, students of Peking University and BPS graduates. To be specific, BPS project team of GSE are in charge of BPS’ organisation and evaluation. Teachers from Peking University and other universities design courses and become teachers of BPS; student volunteers assist daily teaching and other administration and coordination of BPS; and BPS graduates are also a source of volunteers.
Open recruitment and consultative invitation are two ways in which to enlarge the volunteer group at BPS. BPS project team of GSE is the first batch of volunteers at BPS. Other volunteers in charge of teaching assistance and coordination are mainly from Peking University. Depending on the BPS course content, volunteer teachers are invited by BPS organisers and, after negotiating with the project team, provide free or low-paid teaching.
Volunteers are divided into several groups, based on their own subject knowledge and individual choice and will receive training on project content and the participative pedagogy . Apart from the cost of volunteer recruitment, training and administration, the personnel expenditure is low. Their volunteer work is for free and they only get a minimum subsidy on lunch and public transportation. Volunteers contribute to the low cost of teaching and administration at BPS and have paved the way for worker-student access to BPS. At present, there are over 80 volunteers from Peking University and other universities. It is also worthwhile mentioning the first two batches of BPS graduates became volunteers who are now actively involved in BPS training and administration.
3.5 Organisation structure for mobilising resources at Peking University
Higher education institutions enjoy an abundance of educational resources. Mobilising the resources for the continuing training of migrant workers calls for the establishment of a specific organisation – a driving force for the operation of training agencies like BPS. GSE is the mobilising organisation for BPS. Support is received from the Workers’ Union of Peking University and seven other administration offices and colleges, such as the Youth League Council, the Teacher Representative Unison, CCPC unit of logistic services department, office of human resources, office of continuing education, school of law and graduate school of education, all of which provide financial and personnel resources for BPS training. 
The above eight departments of Peking University cooperated and created a reliable structure so that BPS could be sustainable.
4. Discussion
It is one of a citizen’s basic human rights to receive continuing education. Yet in reality, educational equity is not guaranteed, especially for financially disadvantaged groups. Due to the exclusiveness of traditional education, some specific groups are deprived of educational opportunities and this is detrimental to their further career development. Therefore, with the perspective of lifelong learning, continuing education and training not only ensures equity of educational opportunity, but it also helps reduce the marginal social status of disadvantaged groups.

The continuing training at BPS is run on a model of ‘provision by community and admission to community’. Replacing traditional continuing education and training agencies, higher education institutions can provide training for migrant workers from different social groups and help them become a part of the community. At BPS, continuing education focuses on vocational /technical skills and job-hunting qualifications, and multi-tasking. It remolds social support networks by accumulating social capital for disadvantaged groups via mutual assistance. It also provides the group with a mechanism to gain recognition and increased rights. At BPS, migrant workers are not passive learners of continuing education; they actively develop as individuals. The practice and model at BPS suggests that we should reconsider the provision, content, and efficiency of continuing education to eliminate the social maginalisation of disadvantaged groups 
It is important to strengthen the emphasis of non-vocational and technical training for migrant workers. Training courses covering mentality, interpersonal relations, human rights protection and self-respect and self-confidence are inductive to migrant workers’ smooth entry into urban life. Beida Ping-min School’s practical experience shows that these non-vocational skills training can significantly improve the self-confidence and communication skills of the migrant workers and help them to make friends and interact with others. 

Establishing an educated society and promote continuing training according to a worker’s place of residence is to be encouraged. Migrant workers are an important force in urban construction. To combine their continuing education and training with where they live has two advantages: 1) to heighten workers’ comprehensive ability and to build upon the workers’ sense of belonging to the community; 2) community volunteers deepen their understanding of the workers and help the workers become immersed into the community. This is a great step forward as a way to develop a harmonious community in China, as the case of BPS proves.
There has been encouragement to set up a union of migrant workers, which would organise study groups, defend group rights and promote their sense of belonging to cities. At BPS, many worker-learners have encountered problems such as receiving less vacation, overwork, less pay and difficulties getting promoted, which are beyond the power of the project team of GSE. Although migrant workers’ spare time activities are not colourful and their educational recourses are not as abundant as their counterparts in cities, they long for recognition and a sense of belonging. An organisation in Beijing has not previously existed that will coordinate migrant workers’ life in cities and defend their rights. It is believed that such a union will double the far-reaching influence of the BPS’ training models and will benefit more migrant workers in cities. 
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