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Abstract

This systematic literature review examines the role of digital education in promot-
ing education equity in the United Kingdom and China, comparing, and con-
trasting the digital education strategies and tools adopted in both countries. The
review was conducted following a rigorous methodology, which involved an ex-
tensive search of academic databases and the application of inclusion and exclu-

sion criteria. Findings indicate that both countries have made substantial advance-
ments in the field of digital education, albeit with distinct approaches and priori-
ties. The result also shows the potential of digital education as a tool for achieving
education equity, while also uncovering the challenges and opportunities in its im-
plementation in the UK and China. Based on the findings, the study offers policy
implications and recommendations for the UK and China to leverage digital edu-
cation more effectively in promoting education equity. The study also identifies
areas for future research direction, emphasizing the need for continuous improve-
ment of digital education strategies and practices.
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1. Introduction

Digital education has become increasingly prevalent in recent years, offering flexible and accessible learning opportu-
nities for students. However, the implementation of digital education has also raised concerns about equitable access to
education, particularly for students under the age of 18. The aim of this dissertation is to explore the relationship between
digital education and education equity in the context of the United Kingdom and China, with a focus on identifying
effective strategies and tools for promoting education equity through digital education.

Education is essential for the social and economic development of countries around the globe, and digital education
has the potential to revolutionize the way education is delivered and accessed (Darling-Hammond, 2010). The United
Kingdom and China are two countries that have made significant strides in the implementation of digital education; con-
trasting the approaches taken by these two countries can provide valuable insights for both sides.

The significance of this study lies in its exploration of the relationship between digital education and education equity
in the UK and China, particularly in the context of students under the age of 18. While there is an increasing amount of
literature on digital education and its potential to address education inequities, there is still a lack of understanding when
it comes to comparing the effective use of digital education in promoting educational equity in these two countries. This
dissertation aims to address this ignorance gap by conducting a systematic literature review that summarises the existing
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literature, identifies key themes and findings in the literature, and offers insights into the challenges and opportunities
associated with digital education for education equity.

2. Literature Review
2.1 The Definition of Education Equity

Education equity refers to ensuring that all students have access to the resources and support they need to succeed,
regardless of their socio-economic background or other demographic factors (Gorski, 2005). Research on education equity
has highlighted the importance of addressing disparities in educational opportunities and outcomes, particularly among
disadvantaged groups (Reardon, 2011). The research scope of this dissertation is education equity among students under
18 years old. In the context of students under 18, education equity is particularly important as this is a critical period in a
young person's life when they are developing foundational knowledge and skills. Research has shown that disparities in
education can have long-lasting effects on a person's life chances, including their future employment prospects and social
mobility (Reardon, 2011; OECD, 2018). Therefore, understanding and addressing education equity among this group of
students is crucial for promoting social justice and ensuring that all young people have the opportunity to reach their full
potential.

In the contexts of the United Kingdom and China, education equity is a complex and multidimensional concept that
includes access, quality, and outcomes. While both countries seek to provide equal educational opportunities for all stu-
dents, their own historical and socioeconomic contexts have resulted in distinct challenges and policy approaches for
addressing education inequalities (Zhang et al., 2007; Gorski, 2005).

Education equity is a central concern in the United Kingdom that incorporates a variety of interrelated issues. A crucial
aspect of education equity in the UK is the persistent performance disparity between students from different socioeco-
nomic backgrounds (Gorski, 2005). Consistently, research has shown that students from disadvantaged backgrounds are
more likely to underperform academically, have limited access to educational resources, and face increased barriers to
entry into higher education and the workforce (Crawford et al., 2020). To address this issue, policymakers and educators
have implemented a number of targeted interventions, such as the Pupil Premium funding, which provides additional
resources to schools with a high proportion of disadvantaged students (Gorski, 2005).

Education equity in China entails enhancing rural access to education and addressing regional disparities in the distri-
bution of educational resources and opportunities (Wang et al., 2019). In recent decades, China's education system has
undergone rapid expansion and transformation, which has led to significant gains in expanding access to education, par-
ticularly for rural and disadvantaged populations (Zhang et al., 2020). However, obstacles such as limited access to well-
funded schools, highly qualified teachers, and educational resources still exist, resulting in lower academic achievement,
fewer opportunities for higher education, and diminished social mobility overall (Yu & Zhu, 2020). To address these
disparities, the Chinese government has prioritized expanding access to education, enhancing educational quality, and
fostering a more equitable distribution of educational resources. Various policies, such as the National Compulsory Edu-
cation Law, which aims to ensure nine years of free compulsory education for all children, and the New Rural Recon-
struction Movement policy, which seeks to narrow the rural-urban education gap, have been implemented to achieve these
goals (Ministry of Education of the People's Republic of China, 2018).

2.2 The Evolution of Digital Education

The emergence of new technologies, pedagogical innovations, and policy initiatives to integrate technology into teach-
ing and learning have influenced the development of digital education in the UK (Becker, 2003). The evolution of digital
education in the United Kingdom can be traced back to the 1980s when computers were introduced into schools, followed
by the adoption of the Internet and multimedia technologies in the 1990s (Selwyn, 2004). The government of the United
Kingdom has been proactive in promoting digital education with policies aimed at expanding access to technology, en-
couraging the development of digital literacy, and fostering innovative teaching and learning practices (Selwyn, 2004).
The National Grid for Learning, the e-Learning Strategy, and the Harnessing Technology program, which aimed to en-
hance the use of technology in education and promote digital inclusion, were among the most important initiatives
(Selwyn et al., 2017). In recent years, the United Kingdom has witnessed the rapid expansion of online and blended
learning, which has been facilitated by Web 2.0 technologies and the increasing use of mobile devices in education
(Selwyn, 2016). With a focus on personalized learning, collaboration, and communication, these developments have led
to a more student-centered approach to digital education.

The rapid expansion of information and communication technologies (ICT) and the government's commitment to
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modernizing the education system have driven the development of digital education in China (Huang & Tlili, 2020). The
development of digital education in China began in the late 1990s with the introduction of the "Modern Distance Educa-
tion Project" and the establishment of the China Education and Research Network (CERNET). Since then, the Chinese
government has implemented numerous policies and initiatives to promote the integration of technology into education,
including the "Ten-year Development Plan for Educational Informatization (2011-2020)" and the "Internet Plus Educa-
tion" strategy (Huang & Tlili, 2020). These initiatives are intended to enhance access to technology, promote digital
literacy, and promote innovative teaching and learning practices. With the development of massive open online courses
(MOOC:s), online degree programs, and mobile learning platforms, online and blended learning in China has grown rap-
idly (Warschauer & Matuchniak, 2010). In addition, China has emphasized the use of digital education to reduce regional
disparities and increase rural and disadvantaged populations' access to quality education (Zhang et al., 2020).

Policies and initiatives pertaining to digital education in the UK are primarily focused on enhancing access to technol-
ogy, fostering digital literacy, and promoting innovative teaching and learning practices. These policies emphasize per-
sonalized learning, collaboration, and communication, demonstrating a dedication to student-centered pedagogy (Selwyn,
2016). China, on the other hand, takes a more centralized approach, implementing large-scale national initiatives to mod-
ernize the education system, increase access to technology, and address regional disparities in educational resources and
opportunities (Huang & Tlili, 2020).

Regarding online and blended learning, the UK has a longer history of technology integration in education and a more
decentralized digital education policy than that of China. Individual institutions and universities play a crucial role in
fostering innovation and implementing digital education initiatives (Conole & Alevizou, 2010). Conversely, China's ap-
proach is more top-down, with the central government playing a significant role in the adoption and implementation of
digital education policies (Huang & Tlili, 2020).

The purpose of digital education in the UK is to promote digital inclusion, support digital literacy, and improve the
quality of teaching and learning. This strategy emphasizes the efficient application of technology to facilitate personalized
learning experiences (Selwyn, 2004). However, the top digital education priorities in China are addressing regional dis-
parities, expanding access to quality education for rural and disadvantaged populations, and modernizing the education
system to meet the demands of a swiftly expanding economy (Zhang et al., 2020).

Additionally, cultural differences impact the development of digital education in both nations. The progress of digital
education in the UK has occurred within a context that values individualism, creativity, and critical thinking, resulting in
student-centered pedagogies and collaborative learning environments (Selwyn, 2016). In contrast, digital education in
China emerges within a context emphasizing collectivism, conformity, and respect for authority, which may influence the
adoption of technology and the design of digital learning experiences (Huang et al., 2019).

2.3 Theoretical Frameworks

This section will focus on relevant theoretical frameworks for digital education and education equity in the UK and
China, including any country-specific theories or models that explain the relationship between digital education and ed-
ucation equity.

The first is known as the Community of Inquiry Framework (Col Framework). This framework can be used to com-
prehend the connection between digital education and education equity. The Col framework is a theoretical framework
that explains how the intersection of social, cognitive, and teaching presences can result in effective online learning ex-
periences (Garrison et al., 2000).

The Col framework can help us understand how to construct inclusive learning environments that promote equitable
outcomes for all students in the context of digital education and educational equity. The framework emphasizes the sig-
nificance of social presence, which refers to the capacity of online learners to establish and maintain interpersonal rela-
tionships with their peers and instructors. Social presence is essential for fostering engagement, motivation, and a sense
of belonging and community in students (Garrison et al., 2000).

Educators can contribute to a more equitable learning environment by prioritizing social presence in digital education.
This is especially crucial for students who may be disadvantaged due to socioeconomic or other factors, as they may
encounter additional barriers to engagement and motivation in an online environment. Educators can facilitate interactions
and collaboration among students and create opportunities for students to connect and engage with one another by utiliz-
ing digital tools and resources (Garrison et al., 2000). In addition to social presence, the Col framework emphasizes
cognitive presence, which refers to the capacity of learners to construct and confirm meaning through interaction with
others and the learning environment. Educators can assist students in developing their critical thinking skills and engaging
in meaningful interactions with course materials and their peers by utilizing digital tools and resources (Garrison et al.,
2000).
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The second one is called Digital Divide and Digital Inclusion. The Digital Divide is the unequal distribution of access
to digital technologies and the internet, which can result in disparities in educational opportunities and outcomes (DiMag-
gio & Hargittai, 2001). Digital inclusion, on the other hand, is the promotion of equitable access to digital technologies
and support for digital literacy (Warschauer & Matuchniak, 2010). This framework can help us comprehend the signifi-
cance of addressing disparities in digital technology access and support. This is especially crucial for students from ex-
cluded backgrounds, who may be unable to access digital resources and support (Warschauer & Matuchniak, 2010).

By addressing the Digital Divide and promoting Digital Inclusion, educators can ensure that all students have equal
access to digital technologies and their associated benefits, including providing access to digital devices and dependable
internet connections as well as providing support for developing digital literacy skills and utilizing digital tools effectively
(DiMaggio & Hargittai, 2001; Warschauer & Matuchniak, 2010). This can aid in promoting educational equity and de-
creasing disparities in educational outcomes.

While these theoretical frameworks are not specific to the United Kingdom or China, they can be applied to understand
the relationship between digital education and education equity in both countries. By examining how these frameworks
manifest in each context, researchers can better understand the unique challenges and opportunities associated with im-
plementing digital education initiatives that promote equity and inclusion for all learners.

2.4 Factors Affecting Education Equity

This section will examine the factors that contribute to educational disparities in the UK and China, including socioec-
onomic status, geographical location, gender, and education policies (Blundell et al, 2020), and explain how these factors
affect access to quality education and the role that digital education may play in addressing these issues.

In terms of socioeconomic status, students from low-income families frequently encounter significant barriers to ac-
cessing a quality education. They may attend underfunded institutions, have limited access to educational materials and
support services, and have a higher dropout rate (Selwyn et al., 2017). Digital education can assist in bridging these gaps
by providing access to a vast array of learning resources, facilitating personalized learning experiences, and providing
affordable and adaptable educational opportunities that cater to the needs and backgrounds of students from diverse back-
grounds.

Geographic disparities in educational opportunities and resources exist in both the UK and China. Schools in econom-
ically disadvantaged communities in the UK often find it difficult to attract and retain high-quality teachers and provide
sufficient resources, resulting in poorer educational outcomes (UNESCO, 2020). Rural schools in China typically have
fewer resources and less qualified teachers than their urban counterparts, resulting in significant educational disparities
between urban and rural areas (Selwyn et al., 2017). By connecting students and teachers from different regions, facili-
tating remote learning, and providing access to high-quality educational materials and resources regardless of location,
digital education can help reduce these disparities.

Gender and cultural differences can also have an effect on access to quality education and contribute to educational
gaps in both countries (Zhang et al., 2020; Becker, 2003). In some remote parts of China, for instance, girls may have
limited access to education due to gender-role-related cultural norms and expectations (Zhang et al., 2020). Identically,
students from ethnic minority backgrounds in the UK may encounter discrimination or bias in the education system,
resulting in disparate educational outcomes (Becker, 2003). By providing inclusive learning environments, nurturing
cross-cultural understanding, and granting students access to diverse perspectives and learning resources, digital educa-
tion can help promote gender and cultural equity.

Additionally, educational policies and governance structures can contribute to inequities (Bozkurt et al., 2020). In the
Chinese education system, for instance, market-driven education policies have led to increased competition between in-
stitutions and an emphasis on standardized testing, which can exacerbate existing inequities and create barriers to access
for disadvantaged students. Digital education can assist in addressing these issues by promoting more equitable and in-
clusive educational policies and practices, such as open educational resources and competency-based learning models,
that prioritize student needs and learning outcomes over competition and standardized testing (Huang & Tilili, 2019).

3. Methodology
3.1 Definition and Research Scope

A systematic review is defined as a research methodology that synthesizes existing literature on a specific topic by
employing a systematic, transparent, and reproducible approach (Denyer & Tranfield, 2009). It is a method that involves
a rigorous and structured approach to reviewing existing research on a particular topic (Denyer & Tranfield, 2009). This
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method aims to minimize bias, ensure transparency, and provide a comprehensive understanding of the research subject,
which in this case is digital education and education equity in the UK and China. The increasing ubiquity of digital
technologies in education has the potential to significantly impact equity, access, and quality of education in both coun-
tries. As such, this systematic review seeks to synthesize the available evidence to understand the role of digital education
in addressing educational inequities and inform policymakers in their pursuit of equitable education systems.

The primary focus of this study is on digital education and its role in achieving education equity in the UK and China.
We will include literature published within the last two decades to capture the most recent developments in digital edu-
cation and policy. This time scope allows us to examine the current trends and compare the experiences and approaches
of both countries, by focusing on the UK and China, this review aims to provide a comparative analysis that highlights
the similarities and differences in how these countries have approached digital education and its implications for education
equity.

3.2 Framework

The overarching research idea of this dissertation is to explore the role of digital education in promoting educational
equity. Specifically, the study investigates the effectiveness of two digital education tools—Emergency Remote Teaching
(ERT) in the UK and the National Smart Education Platform for Primary and Secondary Schools (NSEP) in China - in
addressing issues of access and equity in education. These tools, in essence, represent a miniature version of digital edu-
cation, allowing for a more focused analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of digital education and its ability to promote
educational equity.

The research framework consists of an analysis of the implementation, scope, problems addressed, and impact of ERT
and NSEP on education equity. The dissertation aims to assess the contribution of digital education in promoting equity
and to identify its challenges and limitations by examining these case studies. Through the comparative analysis of ERT
and NSEP, we can evaluate the potential of digital education in ensuring equal access to high-quality education. The
limitations and challenges of digital education are also discussed, and recommendations for future research and practice
are provided.

3.3 Research Context

Previous research in the disciplines of digital education, education equity, and comparative education has served as a
foundation for this study. Several researchers, such as Selwyn (2011) and Luckin et al. (2016), have investigated the
effects that digital education has on learning outcomes, access, and equity in the educational system. However, there have
only been a limited number of studies that specifically compare these effects of the UK and China. This dissertation
intends to fill this gap by offering a detailed analysis of digital education as well as education equity in both of these
countries. Thus, we expect to contribute to the expanding body of literature and inform future policy decisions regarding
digital education and equity.

3.4 Data Collection

We will conduct our literature search by utilizing the academic databases listed below: Web of Science, Scopus, ERIC,
Google Scholar, and JSTOR. These databases were selected because they give users access to a wide variety of excellent
research papers and studies that have been examined by specialists in the fields of education, digital technology, and
government policies. Combinations of keywords will be used as search terms. A few examples of these combinations
include "digital education," "e-learning," "online learning," "educational technology," "education equity," "educational
inequality," "digital education + the United Kingdom," "education equity + China," "education policy + China," "digital
education + challenges," and "digital education + opportunities." During the research process, there may be an opportunity
to discover additional keywords through an iterative process. In order to ensure that the studies that are chosen are of
sufficient relevance and quality, inclusion and exclusion criteria will be applied. Studies that do not directly answer the
research issue, are of poor quality, or are not available in English will be excluded from the analysis. The inclusion criteria
will center on studies that directly address digital education and education equity in the UK and China.

3.5 Data Analysis

The process of data analysis will entail a critical examination of the chosen studies, with a focus on their methodologies,
findings, and implications for digital education and education equity in the UK and China. The use of thematic analysis
to identify common themes and patterns in the literature will allow for a structured and thorough synthesis of the findings
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(Braun & Clarke, 2006). The themes identified during the process of analysis will guide the presentation of the review's
findings, allowing for a clear and coherent discussion of the role of digital education in achieving education equity in
these two countries.

3.6 Limitations

This study is limited by the possibility of publication bias and the possibility that some relevant studies have been
ignored during the search process. In addition, the method of systematic literature review does not permit the generation
of primary data, which may restrict the scope of the analysis. However, the rigor and structure of the systematic review
process ensure that the results are founded on a thorough and transparent examination of the available literature. To
overcome these limitations, we will consult multiple databases to identify as many pertinent studies as possible.

3.7 Ethical Considerations

It is essential that we take into account the ethical considerations of our research, even if the primary emphasis of this
review is on the examination of previously published findings. This involves ensuring that all sources are mentioned
accurately and in the appropriate manner, as well as respecting the intellectual property rights of the authors whose work
we are summarising and using. In addition, we will be sensitive to the cultural, social, and political settings of both the
UK and China, and we will refrain from making any assumptions or broad generalizations that might not correctly reflect
the reality that exists in both of these countries.

4. Results and Discussion

4.1 Tools of Digital Education Used to Promote Education Equity

4.1.1 The Tool Used in the UK

Emergency Remote Teaching (ERT) is a tool or strategy designed to ensure education equity in times of emergency or
disruption (Hodges et al., 2020). ERT has been extensively adopted in the UK in response to various challenges, such as
the COVID-19 pandemic, in order to maintain educational continuity and minimize the impact on students.

ERT is a temporary transition from traditional face-to-face or blended learning environments to entirely online, remote
instruction due to unforeseen circumstances (Hodges et al., 2020). This strategy incorporates synchronous and asynchro-
nous methods to enhance communication, instruction, and evaluation. Teachers can deliver lessons and interact with
students using a variety of digital platforms and tools, such as video conferencing, online discussion forums, learning
management systems, and digital content repositories. ERT differs from scheduled online or distance learning in that it is
frequently implemented with limited time and preparation. Teachers must rapidly adapt their instructional strategies and
materials to the remote environment and ensure that their courses are accessible and inclusive. To accomplish this, they
can adhere to the ERT guidelines and best practices provided by academic institutions and professional organizations
(Bozkurt et al., 2020).

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, ERT has been used extensively in the UK. The adaptability of ERT enables it
to meet the needs of various learners, such as students with disabilities, those living in rural or remote areas, and those
confronting socioeconomic challenges (Crawford et al., 2020). Different learners can have their ERT personalized to their
learning preferences, cognitive abilities, and technological access.

4.1.2 Suitability of ERT in the UK

While ERT has been implemented globally to address the challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic, its efficacy
and suitability may differ by country depending on its unique context and resources (Whalen, 2020; Hodges et al., 2020).
Due to differences in digital infrastructure, pedagogical approaches, and government support, it may be more appropriate
for the education system and national conditions in the UK than in China. This section will discuss the explanations for
why ERT is more appropriate in the UK context.

Considering digital infrastructure Differences, the UK has a well-developed digital infrastructure, with ubiquitous in-
ternet access and high levels of digital literacy among educators and students (Ferri et al., 2020). This expedites the
implementation of ERT, as households and educational institutions are typically equipped with the technology and re-
sources required to support online learning. China, on the other hand, confronts difficulties in providing consistent Internet
access, particularly in rural and remote areas, which may hinder the efficacy of ERT (Wang et al., 2020).

In addition, there is a distinction between pedagogical approaches and Familiarity. The British education system has a
lengthy history of incorporating online learning and digital technology into its curriculum and teaching practices (JISC,
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2020). This experience and familiarity with digital pedagogy enable it to be less complicated for educators in the UK to
get accustomed to ERT and provide effective online instruction during times of crisis. Although efforts have been made
to integrate technology into education in China, the widespread adoption of digital pedagogy is still limited, and it will
take time to adapt to the process (Huang et al., 2019).

Lastly, government support and policy priorities are different. The UK government has demonstrated strong support
for digital learning and has provided resources and guidance to schools during the shift to ERT (Department for Education,
2020). This support has facilitated the rapid transition to online learning and ensured that schools have access to the
necessary tools and training to implement ERT effectively. In China, although the government has made significant in-
vestments in education technology, the focus has been on long-term initiatives like the National Smart Education Platform
for Primary and Secondary Schools, rather than on short-term emergency measures like ERT (Ministry of Education of
the People's Republic of China, 2018).

4.1.3 The Tool Used in China

In recent years, the Chinese government has made substantial efforts to promote equal access to quality education for
all students, regardless of their socio-economic background or location. One such effort is the National Smart Education
Platform for Primary and Secondary Schools (NSEP), a digital tool designed to bridge the gap between urban and rural
education and ensure equal opportunities for students across the country (Luo, 2023).

The rapid development of information and communication technologies (ICT) has brought about significant changes
in the field of education. Recognizing the potential of ICT to promote education equity, the Chinese government has
invested heavily in developing the National Smart Education Platform for Primary and Secondary Schools (Ministry of
Education of the People's Republic of China, 2018). The platform aims to provide all students with access to high-quality
educational resources and a comprehensive, personalized learning experience (Huang & Archer, 2017).

In terms of the scope of NSEP, this platform is designed for primary and secondary school students in China, typically
aged between 6 and 18 years old (Xu et al., 2023). It covers a wide range of subjects, including language arts, mathematics,
science, social studies, and arts, catering to the diverse needs and interests of students at different stages of their education
(Ministry of Education of the People's Republic of China, 2018).

4.1.4 Suitability of NSEP in China

The NSEP has been designed specifically to address the unique challenges encountered by the Chinese education sys-
tem and to accommodate the country's national circumstances (Ministry of Education of the People's Republic of China,
2018, 2020). Due to distinctions in the education systems, infrastructure, and socioeconomic contexts of the two countries,
it may not be suitable for the UK.

China has the world's largest education system, with over 200 million pupils enrolled in primary and secondary school
(UNESCO, 2020). The NSEP is intended to accommodate this massive scope by providing a centralized platform capable
of managing and distributing resources to a large user base (Luo, 2023). In contrast, the UK's smaller in the size education
system may not require a large-scale, centralized platform like the NSEP, as its existing digital infrastructure may be
sufficient to meet the requirements of its student population.

Addressing urban-rural disparities is a primary objective of the NSEP, given China's significant educational resource
and opportunity inequalities between urban and rural areas (Huang et al., 2019). The platform seeks to bridge this gap by
providing equal access to high-quality digital resources and learning experiences for all students, regardless of their loca-
tion. In contrast, educational outcomes and resources in the UK are less disparate, and as a result, the country may not
require an instrument designed to address such a substantial urban-rural divide (Levaci¢ & Vignoles, 2002).

Particularly in rural and disadvantaged regions, China confronts challenges related to teacher shortages and uneven
distribution (Zhang et al., 2020). The NSEP addresses this issue by offering an extensive selection of online courses and
resources to supplement in-person instruction and improve the overall educational quality in these fields (Xu et al., 2023).
In contrast, the UK has a more developed teacher training system and a more balanced distribution of teachers, making
the need for a platform like the NSEP to address teacher shortages less urgent.

As part of its broader efforts to promote education equity and modernize the nation's education system, the Chinese
government prioritizes the development and implementation of the NSEP (Ministry of Education of the People's Republic
of China, 2018). NSEP is a product of a variety of educational policies implemented by the Chinese Ministry of Education,
including the 14th Five-Year Policy and the Double Reduction Policy (Ministry of Education of the People's Republic of
China, 2020). This robust government support has been essential in facilitating the platform's widespread adoption and
incorporation into the national education system. In the UK, however, government policies and priorities regarding edu-
cation equity and digital learning may differ, and an equivalent platform may not align as closely with the country's
objectives for policy.
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4.1.5 Comparing ERT and NSEP

The primary similarity between Emergency Remote Teaching (ERT) and the National Smart Education Platform for
Primary and Secondary Schools (NSEP) is their shared goal of utilizing technology to increase access to education and
reduce disparities (Hodges et al., 2020; Huang et al., 2019). Both approaches use digital resources and tools to enable
students and teachers to engage in remote and interactive learning activities.

DiMaggio and Hargittai (2003) highlight the significance of equal access to education in terms of technology, connec-
tivity, and resources in order to ensure that all students benefit from online learning. By providing students in rural, remote,
or underserved areas with access to high-quality learning materials and opportunities, ERT and NSEP can both contribute
to the decrease of educational disparities (Hodges et al., 2020; Huang et al., 2019). These approaches contribute to the
narrowing of the achievement disparity between students from different socioeconomic backgrounds by eliminating ge-
ographical barriers.

Despite their shared objectives, ERT and NSEP have distinct objectives and implementation contexts, as reflected by
the perspectives of a variety of academicians and specialists. The main difference between ERT and NSEP is their re-
spective objectives and timeframes. ERT is an immediate response to crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, where
traditional in-person instruction is impossible and remote education must continue (Hodges et al., 2020). Hodges et al.
(2020) explain in their seminal article that ERT is characterized by its temporary nature, improvised implementation, and
emphasis on maintaining learning continuity under exceptional circumstances. NSEP, on the other hand, is a long-term,
strategic initiative designed to integrate digital technology into China's primary and secondary education system with the
goal of enhancing educational equity and overall educational quality (Ministry of Education of the People's Republic of
China, 2018; Xu et al., 2023).

Moore (2020) emphasizes the significance of planning and preparation in online learning, arguing that the level of
planning varies substantially between ERT and NSEP. As an emergency response approach, ERT frequently requires
rapid transitions to online learning with limited time for planning, training, and resource allocation. This can have varying
degrees of success based on the adaptability of schools, instructors, and students to remote learning (Hodges et al., 2020).
NSEP, on the other hand, is a rigorously planned and designed initiative with a long-term vision, and its implementation
is supported by extensive research, resource allocation, and training (Xu et al., 2023).

4.2 Limitations and Challenges

The potential for diminished social interaction and engagement can be regarded as a limitation of ERT. Social presence,
or the ability to establish and maintain interpersonal relationships with peers and instructors, is an essential element of
effective learning environments (Garrison et al., 2000), as discussed in 2.3 Theoretical Frameworks, which is in the Col
framework. Remote learning may reduce opportunities for social interaction and engagement, leading to feelings of iso-
lation and disengagement among students.

Students' potential for increased screen time and sedentary behavior is one of the limitations of the NSEP. The excessive
usage of digital resources and online learning environments may result in an increase in screen time, which has been
associated with negative health outcomes such as obesity, poor sleep quality, and ocular strain (Lissak, 2018). This may
negatively impact the physical and mental health and well-being of students.

Despite the fact that ERT and NSEP are only two examples of digital education initiatives, their limitations are repre-
sentative of the general limitations and difficulties of digital education. One of the major limitations of digital education
is that it is not equally accessible to everyone, particularly in regions with limited internet access or technological infra-
structure (Adnan & Anwar, 2020). Approximately 3.6 billion individuals, or nearly half of the world's population, do not
have access to the Internet, according to the United Nations (ITU, 2020). Many students are unable to access online
resources or engage in digital learning programs due to the digital divide, which has a significant impact on educational
equity.

Another challenge associated with the implementation of digital education is the requirement imposed on educators to
modify their pedagogical practices to be compatible with the setting of online learning. According to Muthuprasad et al.,
(2021), typical teaching tactics, instructional methods, and evaluation procedures may not be appropriate for online class-
rooms. It's possible that teachers will need to acquire new skills as well, such as how to use online learning management
systems or how to moderate online debates.

4.3 Recommendations for Future Research and Practice

To maximize the potential of digital technology in promoting educational equity in the UK and China, policymakers,
researchers, and practitioners should focus on addressing existing challenges, assuring access, and fostering digital
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literacy while taking into account each country's specific context.

The research literature suggests several recommendations for future research and practice in both two countries. First,
the digital divide should be filled by ensuring that all students have access to the necessary hardware, software, and high-
speed internet connectivity (Selwyn et al., 2016; Van Dijk, 2006). This can be accomplished through public-private part-
nerships, government subsidies, or community-based initiatives (Warschauer & Matuchniak, 2010; Wang et al., 2019).
Secondly, digital literacy development should be prioritized to equip students and educators with the necessary skills to
effectively and responsibly navigate, evaluate, and create digital content (Livingstone et al., 2017; Huang & Zhang, 2018).
Thirdly, online learning experiences should be designed with universal design for learning (UDL) principles in mind,
ensuring that digital content is accessible, engaging, and accommodating of the requirements of diverse learners (CAST,
2018). Lastly, digital technology should be integrated into broader strategies for achieving educational equity, including
professional development for educators, resource allocation, and systemic reform (Darling-Hammond, 2010; Gorski,
2019).

When implementing these recommendations, it is essential that researchers and practitioners recognize the unique con-
texts, challenges, and opportunities of the UK and China. Compared to China, the UK has a more established infrastruc-
ture for digital education and a population with a higher level of digital literacy (Selwyn et al., 2016; Zhang et al., 2020).
China may need to invest more significantly in infrastructure and digital literacy initiatives (Ministry of Education of the
People's Republic of China, 2020), whereas the UK could concentrate on refining existing systems and practices to better
serve diverse learners (Ofsted, 2021). In addition, future research should investigate context-specific factors that may
influence the efficacy of digital education in promoting equity, such as cultural attitudes towards technology, teacher
beliefs, and parental involvement. Digital education can contribute more effectively to achieving educational equity in
the UK and China if strategies are tailored to the specific requirements and contexts of each country.

5. Conclusion

In conclusion, promoting educational equity for students is a crucial issue requiring ongoing focus and action. The use
of digital education presents a unique opportunity to resolve disparities in access to high-quality education and to provide
students with flexible and individualized learning opportunities. As highlighted in this dissertation, however, the imple-
mentation of digital education can also create new challenges and exacerbate existing inequalities, particularly for disad-
vantaged students (Selwyn, 2016). Therefore, it is crucial that policymakers, educators, and other stakeholders collaborate
to ensure that digital education is utilized in a manner that promotes educational equity and meets the requirements of all
students. In addition, there is a need for increased international collaboration and knowledge sharing in order to identify
effective practices and solutions for promoting education equity through digital education. This could involve establishing
networks of educators, policymakers, and other stakeholders to collaborate on research and policy development and to
share best practices.

The ultimate goal should be to create a future in which all students, regardless of socioeconomic status or geographic
location, have equal access to high-quality education. Digital education is an effective instrument for achieving this ob-
jective, but it will require sustained effort and investment from all parties involved. By working alongside one another,
we can create a future in which digital education is utilized to promote education equity for all students.
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