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“Cross-Border Educational Mobility of Chinese Students: Intersecting Internal Migration and Study Abroad”
This study examines cross-border educational mobility among students from China, drawing on focus groups
and life-story interviews. Rather than treating internal and transnational migration as separate processes, it
situates mobility to Japan within a longer trajectory that includes prior stages of internal migration, while
foregrounding students from rural backgrounds whose experiences have received limited scholarly attention.
What social conditions shape Chinese students’ decisions to study abroad, and how do they interpret its
meaning? In the context of intense domestic competition and strong expectations of continuous self-striving,
studying abroad was frequently framed as a way to disengage from pervasive “survival pressure.” At the same
time, because striving and risk-taking are socially valued, some participants without overseas experience




described consciously avoiding the risks associated with transnational mobility. Overseas study thus emerges
both as an attempt to “escape” normative life-course trajectories and as a temporary retreat through which
students search for an “exit” toward alternative futures. Within participants’ narratives, Japan was positioned
in a perceived hierarchy of study destinations (bishilian)—often imagined with Western countries at the apex—
as middle-to-lower tier. Nevertheless, due to comparatively low tuition and living costs, Japan was evaluated
as a destination with high “gold content” (hanjinliang) and strong cost-performance value.

Life-story interviews show that decisions to study in Japan were shaped not only by instrumental
motivations, such as interest in the Japanese language and culture, but also by existential aspirations: distancing
oneself from intense domestic competition, pursuing independence and self-development, and gaining agency
by negotiating family expectations and gender norms. Japan’s geographical proximity to China enabled the
imagination of a cross-border life lived “back and forth,” allowing participants to manage distance and
closeness in relation to family and normative life-course expectations.

For participants from rural backgrounds, educational trajectories involved repeated episodes of
“involuntary” moves to larger administrative units from compulsory education onward. These pathways were
shaped by dependence on institutional and structural arrangements, including the urban concentration of
educational resources and the household registration system. For many, the possibility of studying abroad
became tangible only after university entry and was realised through tuition waivers, scholarships, and part-
time employment. Contingent moments—such as being assigned by chance to a Japanese-language major—
also opened pathways to Japan. Educational mobility thus unfolds through a dynamic of “dependence—
contingency,” where structural dependence and contingent opportunities intersect. By linking internal and
transnational migration, this study highlights educational mobility as a continuous and interconnected process.
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