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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

This study investigates the factors influencing Chinese higher education
institutions' use of online learning platforms to significantly increase educational
equity, as well as the importance of promoting educational equity in alignment
with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Quantitative methods are used in
this study. The study's findings demonstrate the immediate and indirect effects of
the digital divide on numerous elements of educational equity. The findings show
that the digital gap has a major impact on critical educational features such as
resource distribution and instructional process implementation equity. The large
indirect impacts reveal a complicated relationship between the digital gap and the
use of online learning platforms that is influenced by numerous factors of
educational equity. This study not only improves our theoretical understanding of
the role of digital education in promoting educational equity, but it also offers
policymakers, educators, and technology providers practical insights. Within the
larger scholarly discourse, the findings emphasize the importance of online
education in reducing educational inequality. This study emphasizes the need of
strategically using internet platforms in community higher education institutions.

Keywords: Sustainable development goal, educational equity, online learning
platform

1. Introduction

The Educational equality is a key worldwide undertaking that has a direct connection to Sustainable
Development Goal (SDG) 4, which calls for high-quality, equitable, and lifelong learning opportunities for
everyone (Burbules et al., 2020). This goal emphasizes the significance of equitable access to education at all
levels and forms, including vocational and adult learning, and is critical to achieving other SDGs such as poverty
reduction, health and well-being, and gender equality (Jiang & Pu, 2022; Lal et al., 2021). Educational equality,
defined in social justice, ensures that every individual, regardless of background, has equal access to excellent
education (Giimiis et al., 2021). Despite the rapid growth and global proliferation of online education platforms,
which hold the promise of democratizing education, the realization of educational equity remains elusive,
particularly in Chinese Higher Education Institutions (CHEIs) (Santamaria & Jean-Marie, 2014). The
advancement of technology and the emergence of online education platforms have transformed the educational
landscape, offering accessible, flexible, and diverse learning opportunities (Alam, 2022). However, in China,
the challenge of educational inequality is exacerbated by disparities in access to quality education, resources,
and opportunities, particularly between urban and rural areas and among different socio-economic groups (Ma
& Li, 2021; Mei & Symaco, 2021; Xiao & Zhang, 2022). While there is a significant body of research on online
education globally, there is a notable gap in comprehensive studies specifically addressing the Chinese context
(Lim et al., 2020; Tonegawa, 2022). Existing research often focuses on the effectiveness and adoption rates
of online platforms but lacks depth in exploring their impact on educational equity in CHEIs. Moreover, there
is limited empirical understanding of the factors influencing the adoption of commercial online education
platforms by students in China's top universities and how these platforms can be leveraged to enhance
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educational equity (Jiang & Pu, 2022; Pu & Jiang, 2021). The aim of this study is to investigate the factors
influencing the adoption of online education platforms for promoting educational equity in Chinese higher
education institutions in order to provide actionable insights and recommendations for stakeholders to
effectively utilize online education platforms for enhancing educational equity in Chinese higher education
institutions.

2. Literature review

Educational equity theory, created in the 1960s and founded on social justice concepts (Glimiis et al., 2021),
emphasizes fair resource allocation, equal educational opportunities, and equitable educational procedures and
outcomes (Zahra, 2021). The essential elements comprise of fair distribution of resources (Druege et al., 2019),
guaranteeing equal opportunities for pupils from different backgrounds to get high-quality education (Reimers,
2022; Toquero, 2020), and employing unbiased teaching and assessment techniques (Blossfeld & Von Maurice,
2019).

The term "digital divide theory," which first appeared in the 1990s, refers to the variations in how various
populations and geographical areas use and have access to information and communication technology (ICT)
(Szymkowiak et al., 2021). It emphasizes the potential for technological progress to exacerbate social
disparities, especially in the field of education, where its goal is to reduce technology disparities in order to
achieve educational fairness (Van Dijk, 2020). The essential elements are physical infrastructure, software
assets,network connectivity, disparities in expertise, and societal assistance (Caena & Redecker, 2019).

To sum up, the theories of educational equity and digital divide offer a thorough framework for comprehending
and resolving the issues in modern education. Educational Equity Theory, derived from the principles of social
justice, highlights the importance of equitable allocation of resources and equal access to educational
opportunities. It has been modified to incorporate online education in the aftermath of the pandemic
(Giimiis et al., 2021; Zahra, 2021). During the 1990s, the emergence of Digital Divide Theory helped to
explain the inequalities in access to and use of ICT (Information and Communication Technology). This theory
emphasizes the importance of fair and equal integration of technology in education. (Szymkowiak et al.,
2021; Van Dijk, 2020). Both theories emphasize the necessity of conducting research and developing policies to
tackle emerging technologies, with a particular focus on disadvantaged groups. Additionally, cross-cultural
studies are crucial to ensure educational fairness in a rapidly changing digital environment (Azubuike et al.,
2021; Papadopoulos& Cleveland, 2023; Reggi & Gil-Garcia, 2021; Zhang et al., 2022).

3. Research methodology

This study employs the methodology of quantitative research. A purposive sample strategy was employed to
select 609 persons who had previous experience using and consuming online education platforms for the online
questionnaire. Furthermore, the surveyed population predominantly consists of students enrolled at Tsinghua
University, Peking University, Fudan University, Nanjing University, and Southwest Jiaotong University.
Subsequently, we employ the 5-point Likert scale to assess the factors. The research employs a complete
technique for data analysis, which initiates with descriptive statistical analysis to investigate demographic
information and other relevant data of the surveyed sample (Sulistyawati et al., 2021). This multifaceted
methodological approach, which includes descriptive statistics, reliability and validity testing, CFA, model
fitting, and path analysis (Gates et al., 2020; Lospinoso & Snijders, 2019).

4. Results

Descriptive analysis: The demographics in this study demonstrated that the majority of participants were
female (57.5%), the largest age group was 22—25 years (43.5%), the majority had 2-3 years of experience
(44.3%), and a significant majority of the participants came from rural areas (67.7%). The family income data
shows the largest group earning between 100,000 and 200,000 yuan annually, and the education level was
holding a bachelor's degree (51.2%).

The reliability and validity analysis reveals that the Cronbach's alpha value of 0.938 is significantly high,
indicating very strong internal consistency among the items in the scale. The KMO measure of 0.956 is
exceptionally high, far exceeding the commonly accepted threshold of 0.6, which indicates that the sample size
is adequate and the data patterns are suitable for factor analysis. In addition, Bartlett's Test of Sphericity
further supports this by showing a significant chi-square value of 13079.921 with 903 degrees of freedom and
a significance level of 0.000. The confirmatory factor model fits metrics, which are essential for evaluating how
well the proposed theoretical model fits the observed data. The fit indices include Chi-square/df = 1.528,
RMSEA = 0.029, GFI = 0.930, AGFI = 0.919, NFI = 0.935, TLI = 0.974, and CFI = 0.977. The reference
standards for these indices suggest acceptable thresholds for a good model fit: Chi-square/df < 3, RMSEA <
0.08, and all others > 0.9.

The results indicate a good model fit, with all indices meeting or exceeding the reference standards, suggesting
that the theoretical model is a good representation of the observed data. For the convergence validity of the
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latent variables, Dd1-Ddy (CR=0.890, AVE=0.535), Fri-Fr4 (CR=0.829, AVE=0.548), Fi1-Fi7 (CR=0.905,
AVE=0.578), Eo1-Eo5 (CR=0.873, AVE=0.581), Ei1-Ei6 (CR=0.909, AVE=0.624), and Ao1-Ao6 (CR=0.890,
AVE=0.575). Therefore, all the reliability (CR) values are above the acceptable threshold of 0.7, and the average
variance extracted (AVE) values are above 0.5, suggesting good convergence validity. (Dd: Digital Divide; Fr:
Fair Resource Allocation; Fi: Fairness in the Education Process; Eo: Equality of Educational Opportunities; Ei:
Equity in Educational Outcomes; Ao: Adoption of an Online Education Platform for Education Equality.)
According to the model fit metrics for the structural equation model (SEM), the results indicate a Chi-square/df
ratio of 1.943, which is well below the recommended threshold of 3, suggesting a good fit. The RMSEA value of
0.039 is significantly lower than the standard of 0.08, further confirming the model's adequacy. Each of the
GFI, AGFI, NFI, TLI, and CFI indices is higher than its reference value (GFI = 0.907, NFI = 0.917, TLI = 0.954,
CFI = 0.958, and AGFI = 0.894). This means that the theoretical model and the observed data fit together well.
Along with each other, these metrics show that the SEM is strong and accurately describes the study's
relationships and concepts, giving us a solid base for further research and interpretations.

5. Conclusion

In conclusion, the study provides a thorough examination of the relationship between the digital divide and the
uptake of online education platforms, as viewed within the framework of educational justice. According to
the findings of a structural equation model, the digital divide has significant direct effects on several aspects
of educational equity, including fair resource distribution, fair teaching, equality in educational
opportunities, and fair education outcomes. Strong path coefficients and statistical significance support these
findings, emphasizing the severe influence of digital inequities on educational practices and outcomes.
Furthermore, the study extends beyond the direct effects to investigate the indirect effects mediated by these
factors. The mediation study reveals a complex interaction between the digital divide and the use of online
learning platforms. Fair resource allocation, equal educational opportunities, process fairness, and outcome
equity all have significant indirect effects. These findings emphasize the multiple nature of the digital divide,
suggesting that its impact on educational technology adoption is complex and mediated by a variety of
educational equity issues. Furthermore, the examination of the path data using structural equation modeling
(SEM) offers valuable insights into the relationship between the digital divide and the use of online education
platforms. The relationship between the Digital Divide and platform adoption is significantly influenced by
factors such as resource allocation, educational possibilities, and equity in outcomes. These factors play a
large role in mediating this relationship, as indicated by the significant effect sizes observed in these mediation
paths. These findings highlight the complex and diverse effects of the Digital Divide. It directly impacts
educational equity in numerous ways and also indirectly influences the uptake and efficacy of online
education platforms. To improve the efficacy and equality of online education, this thorough analysis
highlights the necessity of focused interventions that address the direct as well as indirect effects of the digital
divide. In terms of practical implications, the study's findings have significant managerial implications for
various stakeholders in the realm of education, particularly in the context of online learning and digital
equity. These stakeholders include educational policymakers, school administrators, technology providers,
and educators.
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