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Ecological Changes in County-level Preschool Education under Population
Structure Transformation: An Empirical Study Based on Ruian City
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Abstract : As China's population development enters a deep transformation period characterized by "coexistence
of low birth rate and aging", the basic education system in population-outflow areas is facing
unprecedented structural shocks. This study takes Ruian City in Zhejiang Province as a typical case
to systematically analyze the specific impact mechanism of population age structure changes on the
supply and demand relationship of county—level preschool education. By comprehensively using macro
data from previous population censuses and in—depth semi-structured interviews with managers
of six different types of kindergartens, the study reveals that the population structure in Ruian City
shows significant characteristics of "bottom contraction" and "top expansion": The sharp decline
in the population of children aged 0-4 years old has triggered a severe chain reaction at the micro
educational level: The depletion of kindergarten students has led to financial deficits, which in turn has
triggered the loss of teachers and a decline in educational quality in a vicious cycle. Especially in towns
and rural areas such as Tangxia, Baotian, and Chenggqiao, this crisis shows greater vulnerability and
irreversibility. Based on this, this paper proposes that we should shift from the simple "scale expansion”
logic to the "stock optimization" logic, and through establishing a fiscal guarantee mechanism, building
a rural-urban education community, and introducing diverse social forces, to address the educational
governance challenges in the era of negative population growth.
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