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Abstract: This systematic review evaluates the research on regional inequality relating to the
Chinese Gaokao educational system and how this relates to the pressure felt by high school-
aged students. Our essay is based on the situation that many students feel stressful no only
because the academic pressure is huge, but also the regional inequalities make them feel
nervous. So, we made this essay to discuss this problem. The entrance/selective exam serves
as a crucial and critical point in the Chinese educational system for students hoping to enter
university. Our study synthesizes findings from 29 studies, evaluating them through an
ecological lens to understand trends and patterns. We find that a significant amount of
research is related to the academic pressure on students, and we have also found an abundance
of information about regional imbalance. We believe that regional inequality is a potential
and crucial factor in students' pressure and has high research value.

Keywords: Gaokao, Systematic Literature Review, Mental Health, Ecological System theory,
Academic Pressure.

1. Introduction

The Gaokao, or National College Entrance Examination, was established in China in 1952. Every
June, students take the notoriously tough Gaokao exam, and the only factor determining whether they
will attend college is their total test score, with a few notable exceptions [1]. Due to the intense
preparation needed and the high-stakes nature of Gaokao, researchers have expressed many concerns
regarding the pressure and stress experienced by students as they prepare for the test. Because of the
exam's competitive nature, parents and instructors put a lot of pressure on their kids to do well in
school, therefore exam preparation starts early [2]. The intense competition that Gaokao has imposed
means that there exists immense pressure on Chinese high school students [3]. Although there is a
wide variety of research on the pressures and stress associated with Gaokao, there has yet to be a
systematic review describing the landscape of this research.

In East Asian nations like China, high-stakes testing (HST) plays a crucial role in the educational
system. Students' disengagement from real learning is one way that HST has been accused of tainting
the educational system [1]. The purpose of this research is to explore the trends and patterns in
educational literature on the Chinese gaokao, focusing specifically on how the research characterizes



the pressure experienced by high school students. As we report in our findings section, our findings
indicate that one characteristic of the existing research is a strong emphasis on region in the literature.
A significant amount of scholarship discusses how, across regions in China, resources and
opportunities are unequal. However, these changes are highly unevenly distributed within Chinese
society. In comparison to families living in large cities, those in rural areas still primarily depend on
farming, with significantly lower levels of wealth, education, and economic opportunities [4].
Although there is an abundance of research related to different types of pressure experienced by the
students such as academic and social, there is a significant gap in systematically analyzing how
regional differences and inequality may contribute to this pressure. By linking this research to broader
themes, such as the displacement of resources and opportunities in different regions, we aim to
address the underlying factors contributing to educational stress. The overall objective is to provide
a comprehensive understanding of the pressures experienced by students relating to regional
inequality and differences. Practically, the findings are intended to show the flaws of the current
educational system in China and act as a guide to help educators, communities, and schools develop
more supportive environments that mitigate the pressure on students and promote student well-being.

To this end, our research asks:

1. What trends and patterns emerge in the existing educational literature on the Chinese Gaokao
and its influence on high school students' pressure?

2. How does the research engage with regional differences and inequalities and to what extent does
the literature discuss how regional differences contribute to the pressure associated with the Chinese
Gaokao?

2. Theoretical framework

We utilize Urie Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems theory in our analysis, offering a detailed
structure for comprehending the intricate interplays between individuals and their surroundings [5,6].
Based on this theoretical basis, we comprehend the substantial variation in educational accessibility,
chances, and criteria among various geographic regions, along with the deep effects of these variances
on educational results [7]. The Chinese Gaokao is considered an important educational milestone,
embedded in these ecological frameworks and shaped by the regional variances in educational
structures. The goal of our review is to investigate if existing studies sufficiently tackle the impact of
regional disparities in influencing student stress within the Gaokao system.

From an ecological perspective, an "ecological system" is the term used to describe the interrelated
layers of environmental influences that form a person's development, spanning from proximate
settings such as school and home to more general societal and cultural contexts [5]. According to
Bronfenbrenner, there is a perpetual and reciprocal link created between all these systems and the
new one [8].

Recent academics, Nichole Pinkard among them, have revised these concepts through an analysis
of how digital media and technology can be incorporated into ecological systems to enhance
education and fairness [9]. Pinkard enhances Bronfenbrenner's core theory through an exploration of
how social networks and digital platforms are designed to link educational prospects at different
ecological scales, ranging from the classroom's minute details to the broader societal demands and
resources.

From this theoretical standpoint, we are interested in how many studies on Gaokao are relative to
the pressures that students face because of regional inequality. After examining the ecological levels
that have served as the foundation for earlier research, our goal is to provide a comprehensive
conclusion about academic and psychological stress related to college entrance tests, caused by
regional differences in the educational system. This review's purpose is to provide a comprehensive
analysis of these complex effects and emphasize the necessity for a more equitable allocation of



educational opportunities and resources, for the sake of reducing the strain on students in various
parts of China.

3. Method

Our team conducted a systematic review to ensure comprehensive and credible coverage of relevant
studies. Our search was conducted in EBSCO databases due to their extensive collection of academic
journals and articles across various social science disciplines. The search strategy was meticulously
developed to identify relevant literature on the chosen topic. Initially, broad search terms related to
the core topic were identified. These terms were then combined with more specific keywords to
narrow down the search results to the most pertinent studies. The keywords were combined using
Boolean operators (AND, OR) to create a comprehensive search query (see Table 1). The initial
search yielded 130 results.

Table 1: Examples of search terms used in EBSCO database

Search Term Category (Joined with AND) Search Terms in Abstract (Joined with OR)

“nationwide unified exam*” OR “selective exam*”
Chinese Gaokao OR “gaokao” OR “college entrance exam*”

Anxiet* OR anxious* OR Neuros* OR Stress* OR
pressur®* OR competit* OR burnout* OR fatigue*

Pressure OR "mental health*" OR “mental well*” OR “well
being” OR “wellbeing” OR expectation* OR
wellness

China China OR Chinese

These results were then screened by two independent reviewers who reviewed titles and abstracts
to identify potentially relevant studies. Conflicts between reviewers were resolved through discussion.
This process resulted in 58 studies. This process was done by following the inclusion/exclusion
criteria:

Focus on high school (elementary, middle, and higher education studies are excluded)

Must be about Chinese education

Must be focused on the experienced pressure of students (such as expectations of any kind)
Must be written in English and Chinese.

Must be focused on the nature of the Chinese Gaokao (such as the competitiveness of Gaokao)
Must be about the life condition of high school students.

Must be focused on regional inequality.

Must be focused on the trends and patterns in educational literature.

Must be focused on different education environments.

A S A il e

For all articles remaining after title and abstract screening, full texts were obtained and further
evaluated for relevance by two independent reviewers. After full-text screening, there were a few
conflicts in some of the articles. The conflicts were resolved by having discussions, re-reading the
articles, and analyzing them together to make the final decision. At this point in the process, 29 studies
remained (See Figure 1). After screening, we performed the extraction process by coding the data in



multiple steps to analyze how relevant literature discusses regional inequality relating to the Chinese
Gaokao educational system. We first determined whether the research includes any context related to
regional or geographical factors relating to the Chinese Gaokao. Then we analyze the article to find
out more about the specific context relating to regional factors that are discussed in the writing.
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Figure 1: PRISMA diagram of the identification process through covidence

4. Results

Our findings reveal that the literature on Chinese Gaokao engages with a number of different elements
of pressure that the high-stakes testing environment places on high school students in China. Almost
all the literature engages with academic pressure, defined as the stress and strain students experience
due to the demands and expectations of their educational pursuits, such as achieving high grades,
performing well on standardized tests, and gaining admission to competitive educational institutions.
Chinese students in the 12th grade, who devote the majority of their senior year of high school to
studying for the College Entrance Exam, experience particularly high levels of academic stress. Every
year, almost 10 million students vie for admission to the most prestigious universities [10]. The
second pressure for students in mainland China was the high expectations from their parents. Special
occasions refer to unexpected incidents that can influence the Chinese Gaokao such as the pandemic
are counted as an important factor of pressure. In addition, there are pressures due to regional
differences. This paper examines a specific form of regional inequality: the provision of and access
to university education in China [7].

While all these findings help to paint a robust picture of the landscape of the existing literature on
Gaokao, the most interesting finding emerging from our analysis is that close to half of the
literature(44.8%) on Chinese Gaokao discusses pressures of regional differences experienced by
students (See Figure 1). "Regional differences" in the context of China's Gaokao system refer to the
disparities in educational access, opportunities, and standards across various geographical areas,
which create pressure mechanisms due to the uneven distribution of resources, cultural expectations,
and the competitive nature of university admissions based on regional quotas and household
registration policies. Although the prevailing academic discourse on exams and stress does not
typically consider regional contexts, in the case of China's Gaokao culture, the conversation about
stress and exams is inherently regional and exhibits varied effects due to these regional differences.



This suggests that the region plays a significant role in the Chinese context when it comes to the
pressure that students experience when preparing for Gaokao. After reading all the regional reviews,
we found three kinds of regional inequalities: (1) Regional differences in necessary admissions scores
and in regional quotas (2) unbalanced educational levels across regions, and (3) different degrees of
economic development across regions.

Regional differences in admissions score lines and regional quotas. In the Chinese Gaokao system,
under the development of complex social factors and historical and cultural factors, the difficulty of
the examination paper, the admission score lines, and the regional quota are different. The uneven
distribution of universities of different ranks in different provinces, the provincial quotas operated by
universities, and the differential Gaokao scores required for entry to different universities mean that
the chances of entry to a top university are very regionally unequal [7]. For instance, students in
some provinces which have a huge number of students who attend the Chinese Gaokao such as
Shandong and Henan are harder to get into university due to tremendous competitive pressure. It is
much more difficult for students from agriculture-dominated rural regions with large populations,
such as Shandong province, to be admitted to a university, as much higher enrollment CEE scores are
required [11].

4.1. Unbalanced educational level

For an unbalanced educational level, the imbalance of cultural education has led to different levels of
education, resources, methods, and the degree of social attention. The educational levels and
resources in different regions can lead to different educational quality. In China, educational
opportunities dramatically differ for students from different regions. For example, students from
urban families enjoy numerous advantages, including higher quality schools, teachers, textbooks and
educational equipment, and resources to obtain private tutoring and university preparation courses
[12,13]. Rural children may also suffer from poor education and crowded classrooms [14]. and some
rural and remote regions even regard Gaokao as an insignificant thing compared to their own
agricultural development.

4.2. Different degrees of economic development across regions

The unbalanced economic development between regions has also caused differences in the quality of
development of students. For students in Shanghai and Beijing, their familial backgrounds can give
them powerful support in extra tutoring. To sum up, such differences between regions and areas play
such an important role in students' pressure. Many students feel anxious about the huge competitive
pressure. Many children of rural origin devote themselves to succeeding in the exam because, as they
say, they fear becoming farmers. This fear can have fateful repercussions. When a girl in a rural locale
committed suicide after failing the Gaokao, people remarked, "She could not be a farmer, and she did
not know how to study, so suicide was her only way out." [15]. Such sorrowful incidents make us
notice geographic factors and inequalities, and we call on other researchers to value these factors.
Our findings show that regional inequalities can be significant in elements of pressure for students to
take Gaokao, and we have a systematic discussion about the source of pressure on students who take
Gaokao.

5. Conclusion

Our findings about research on Chinese Gaokao offer a significant contribution to the existing
academic research. A lack of research on the relationship between regional differences and the effect
of the students' pressure. We not only systematically study the impact of college entrance
examinations on individuals, but carefully analyze the factors of regional inequality. Therefore, we



observe that the consensus in proposed solutions tends to focus on academic pressure and external
expectations rather than considering the psychological impact of regional inequality on students.
Further research should further study China's education and make use of the investigated theories to
obtain empirical support. Before further research has been conducted, we are not completely sure
about the regional inequality due to the influence of Gaokao. By broadening the existing research
horizon, we can provide help and supplement this field.
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