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Families’ social capital and school participation of 
children with developmental disabilities in China

Xinqian Jiang  and Ian Thompson

Department of Education, University of Oxford, Oxford, UK

ABSTRACT
Children with disabilities are often restricted from participat-
ing in wider society, making schools the primary arenas for 
meaningful interaction. This study examines how families’ 
social capital influences school participation of disabled chil-
dren. Twenty Chinese caregivers of disabled children in 
mainstream, special, or home education, were purposefully 
recruited and interviewed. The data were analysed using 
thematic analysis in NVivo. It revealed a complex interaction 
with school participation among the three dimensions of 
Nahapiet and Ghoshal’s social capital framework: structural, 
relational, and cognitive. The findings emphasise: the advan-
tage gained through structural connections, the increased 
participation resulting from strong social bonds, and the 
cognitive impact of social norms on educational choices. 
This study emphasises the crucial role of social capital in 
influencing school participation of disabled children. It offers 
promising strategies for enhancing inclusion by shifting from 
a student-focused approach to a family-network-focused 
approach, addressing it as a broader social issue.

Points of interest
•	 The study used semi-structured interviews with Chinese caregivers to understand how 

families use social capital to support their disabled children to access and participate 
in school.

•	 By applying Nahapiet and Ghoshal’s framework, the research illustrates a shift from 
viewing disabilities through a medical lens to understanding the broader societal 
influences, advocating for the social model of disability.

•	 The findings demonstrate that social capital can provide some families with distinct 
advantages, thereby contributing to ongoing educational inequalities among children 
with disabilities.

•	 Schools play a crucial role in creating inclusive environments by fostering connections 
between parents and educators, improving information exchange, and supporting 
diverse student needs.

•	 The research calls for inclusive policies that reduce access barriers and ensure equitable 
participation in educational services for all students, including those with disabilities.
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Introduction

The participation of disabled children in social services, as an indicator of 
social inclusion, requires properly guided social capital (Bates and Davis 
2004). The theoretical connection between social capital and inclusion has 
been suggested based on the International Classification of Functioning, 
Disability and Health (ICF) (Koutsogeorgou et  al. 2014; Bates and Davis 2004; 
Maxwell and Koutsogeorgou 2012). This article elaborates on the connection 
using empirical data from Chinese caregivers. The insights from this study 
may help improve inclusion towards children with developmental disabilities 
in educational services.

Social capital and educational equity

The interconnection between children’s education and their families’ capitals 
has been argued as ‘complex and warrant further exploration’ (Holt, Bowlby, 
and Lea 2019, p.3). According to Bourdieu’s (1986) social and cultural repro-
duction theory, parents use any available resources to improve their children’s 
chances of school success which leverage social gaps (Epstein 1987; Xie 2016; 
Molla and Pham 2019). Findings of previous studies demonstrated the advan-
tages of being raised by parents with extensive knowledge and substantial 
financial resources for a child’s education (Holt, Bowlby, and Lea 2019; Parcel 
and Dufur 2001). It was argued that parents’ social capital has a greater influ-
ence on child development than parents’ educational attainment or financial 
wealth (Coleman 1988). Dika and Singh (2002) meta-analysis found a signifi-
cant positive relationship between family-based social capital and students’ 
schooling. However, the reliance on family’s capitals may exacerbate the 
inequity in accessing educational opportunities for children from underprivi-
leged families (Fan 2014; McConkey and Mariga 2011).

Social capital is one of the most powerful explanatory notions to under-
stand educational inequality across social classes (Lareau and Horvat 1999; 
Bourdieu 1986; Dika and Singh 2002; Huang and Lin 2019). It is defined as 
‘the sum of the actual and potential resources embedded within, available 
through, and derived from the network of relationships’ (Nahapiet and 
Ghoshal 1998, p. 243). Nahapiet and Ghoshal’s (1998) theoretical framework 
considers the social capital as a multifaceted concept, namely structural, rela-
tional and cognitive dimensions. More specifically, structural embeddedness 
focuses on how social networks are organised and how relationships within 
these networks are interconnected, including who is connected to whom, 
how these connections are formed, and how they create a unified and func-
tioning network (Murray et  al. 2020). Whereas, relational social capital con-
cerns the ability to exchange resources the quality and depth of personal 
relationships cultivated through ongoing interaction (Claridge 2018). It could 
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explain the transformation of social capital into an opportunity (Trainor 2010). 
While, the structural and relational aspects of social capital are considered 
private property of individuals, the cognitive social capital is viewed as a 
moral resource based on social activities (Putnam 1994). The cognitive dimen-
sion of social capital relates to subjective interpretations of shared under-
standings, language, and goals, reflecting individuals’ thoughts and feelings 
(Nahapiet and Ghoshal 1998).

Previous studies have operationalised the concept of family social capital 
in child education in various ways, such as supporting children’s enrolment 
in specific schools (Trainor 2010), setting educational expectations (Coleman 
1988; Turley et  al. 2017), building cooperations and exchanging information 
with teachers (Anguiano, Thomas, and Proehl 2020; Fisher, FitzGerald, and 
Olson 2022; Murray et  al. 2020). Publicly, social capital is also argued to be 
the most important contributor for policy issues in education (OECD 2002; 
Burt 2009). It enables participants to act together to pursue shared objectives 
in a more effective way through the shared norms, values, and understand-
ings within or among groups (Putnam 1994; Posey-Maddox 2013; OECD 
2002). World Health Organization acknowledged the advantage of social cap-
ital and highlighted its potential linkage with inclusive policies (Rocco and 
Suhrcke 2012). It was argued that an inclusive approach can significantly 
benefit individuals with disabilities when it is constructed within a framework 
of social capital (Maxwell and Koutsogeorgou 2012). Although these studies 
justify the theoretical link between social capital and social inclusion, they do 
not clearly explain its real-world implications for participation in social ser-
vices. Few empirical studies have examined the use of families’ social capitals 
in the context of special education (Zhang and Arya 2024).

School participation of children with developmental disabilities

Participation in the local community, enhancing the positive feelings of 
togetherness within the network, is characterised both as a means and an 
outcome of social capital (Onyx and Bullen 2000; Dekker and Uslaner 2001). 
Individuals with disabilities in many countries have faced exclusion and dis-
crimination in community life, experiencing social injustice and deprivation of 
their human rights (Radermacher et  al. 2010). Disabled children benefited 
from their families’ input to better access and involve in school activities (Fan 
2014). Stronger social capital fosters higher participation for disabled children 
due to their intrinsic link (Maxwell and Koutsogeorgou 2012). Enhancing par-
ticipation in social and community activities contributes to their physical 
health, social skills, mental well-being, and overall quality of life (Yeung and 
Towers 2014).

Social inclusion refers to the processes and actions that ensure all individu-
als, regardless of their abilities, have equal opportunities to participate fully in 
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society (Maxwell et al. 2018). The school environment often serves as the pri-
mary arena for child participation and socialisation with the broader society. 
The measure of school participation includes two key dimensions: attendance 
and involvement, as outlined within the Family of Participation-Related 
Constructs (fPRC) framework (Imms et  al. 2017). While attendance reflects the 
frequency with which children engage in schooling activities, involvement 
refers to the subjective intensity of participation, concerning factors such as 
motivation, engagement, and social connection (Arvidsson et  al. 2020; Eriksson, 
Welander, and Granlund 2007). The theory of social capital provides a new per-
spective to further examine the connectedness among parents, educators, and 
children, and can facilitate the evaluation of the consequences of child’s school 
participation (Purola and Kuusisto 2021).

Children with developmental disabilities often face barriers to participating 
in school services (Coster et  al. 2013; Wang 2021). According to Diagnostic 
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5), developmental disabilities 
refer to neurodevelopmental disorders as a group of conditions that can 
cause impairments in learning, social and physical functioning, including 
intellectual disability, autism, specific learning disorder, and many more 
(American Psychiatric Association 2013). These conditions typically manifest 
during early childhood and persist throughout the person’s lifespan, may 
impact day-to-day functioning, affecting approximately 1 in 6 children 
(Zablotsky et  al. 2019). Globally, WHO and UNICEF (2018) estimated 317 mil-
lion children and young people were affected by health conditions contrib-
uting to a developmental disability.

Given the high prevalence and early onset, this child population tends to 
become marginalised due to a myriad of obstacles, including physical, social, 
and cultural barriers (Bynner 2001). The traditional view of disability attri-
butes these obstacles to individual impairments, suggesting that their impair-
ments prevent access to societal offerings (Shakespeare 2006). This perspective 
isolates individuals with disabilities from society and overlooks how cultural 
and environmental factors affect their experiences (Ingólfsdóttir, Jóhannsdóttir, 
and Traustadóttir 2018). Whereas, the social model of disability draws atten-
tion to the socially constructed barriers that limit the participation of dis-
abled individuals (Shakespeare 2013; Ingólfsdóttir, Jóhannsdóttir, and 
Traustadóttir 2018). This study aligns with the social model, which posits that 
disabilities are influenced by the quality of the arrangement between the 
individual and society rather than the severity of disability (Finnerty, Jackson, 
and Ostergren 2019). Therefore, it focuses on this social issue that overcom-
ing barriers to meaningful participation in schools requires a restructuring of 
social systems and norms. Greater social attention is needed to alleviate 
social barriers for full societal participation, as recommended by the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2010).
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Situating the study

To address social exclusion, it is important to understand the context in 
which social capital is situated (Lareau and Horvat 1999). China’s distinct 
social, political, and cultural fabric often leads to unique interpretations and 
applications of Western-based theories (Zhang et  al. 2021; Mak and Kwok 
2010; Zhang and Rosen 2018). In China, social capital, linked to ‘guanxi’ (social 
networks), plays a crucial role in everyday interactions and functions (Zhang 
and Arya 2024; Ross and Lin 2006). There has been an increasing prevalence 
and significance of social capital in Chinese society since the reform toward 
market economy in 1978 (Bian 2018). The institutionally uncertain environ-
ment has elevated the importance of interpersonal relations in creating bet-
ter life chances due to the gradually relaxed certain bureaucratic controls 
(Bian 2019). Bureaucrats at various levels of the party-state hierarchy had dis-
cretional powers to allocate social resources and opportunities one way or 
another (Bian 2019). Therefore, personal connections become necessary to 
gain access to new forms of scarce resources, in this case school placements 
and teachers’ supports for disabled children (Gu, Zhang, and Liu 2014; Shang, 
Fisher, and Xie 2011).

People with disabilities in China have historically faced discrimination, 
largely influenced by Buddhist beliefs (Wu 2020). According to the principles 
of reincarnation and karma, disability was often perceived as a punishment 
for misdeeds in a previous life, making the birth of a disabled child a source 
of shame for the entire family (Fu et  al. 2022; An, Hu, and Horn 2018). In 
contrast, Confucianism—the foundation of Chinese culture—emphasises 
compassion toward vulnerable individuals, including the disabled and elderly, 
encouraging people to care for them as they would their own family mem-
bers (Zhang and Rosen 2018). In recent years, advocacy for inclusion and 
human rights has contributed to improving conditions for people with dis-
abilities. The education in China is a state-managed enterprise educating dis-
abled children with a three-tiered system, comprising the Learning in Regular 
Classroom program, special education, and homeschooling (McCabe 2007; 
Correia, 2021).

Chinese families prioritise their children’s education, often exerting addi-
tional effort to mitigate their disadvantaged schooling situations due to dis-
ability (Fan 2014; Wu 2020). Parents actively engage with teachers, hoping for 
greater support in their children’s education (Wang 2008). This includes visit-
ing schools, sending gifts, and assisting teachers whenever possible (Wang 
2008). Among the approximately 93 million Chinese children aged 0–14, an 
estimated 5.1% have disabilities (4.74 million) (WHO 2011). As of 2022, China 
had 2,314 special schools serving 578,800 students with disabilities, which 
accounts for 62.9% of disabled students in formal education (Fu et  al. 2022). 
This indicates that the number of disabled children receiving formal 
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education is significantly below the estimated number of school-aged stu-
dents with disabilities in China. Despite the stated commitment to a Zero 
Rejection policy, school placements for every school-aged child with develop-
mental disabilities are not guaranteed (An, Hu, and Horn 2018). Educational 
resources for disabled children remain scarce and lack clear guideline in 
China (Cui 2016; McCabe 2007).

Each child with a disability follows a unique developmental trajectory that 
cannot be adequately captured through standardised questionnaires. Most 
studies exploring this area have methodologically used questionnaires to mea-
sure the correlation between families’ social capital and students’ academic or 
developmental outcomes (Li, Gan, and Jia 2017; Hrabéczy et  al. 2023). For 
example, Zhang et  al. (2021) conducted a systematic review in this area and 
discovered that most articles published between 1996 and 2018 (176 articles, 
73%) involved only quantitative analysis, with only 37 articles (15%) reporting 
qualitative studies including interviews. Similarly, Dika and Singh (2002) stated 
that majority of empirical works on parents’ social capital rely on quantitative 
analyses and mainly follow Coleman’s theoretical framework. These authors 
established a correlation between the amount of social capital possessed by 
the parent and the children’s school performance (Wang 2008). The current 
understanding in this area is limited by the lack of diversity in methodology 
and theoretical frameworks. To address this, our qualitative study incorporates 
interviews to explore caregivers’ experiences and perspectives on using social 
capital to support their children’s school participation.

This study aims to address these existing gaps by investigating the role of 
families’ social capital on the disabled’s school participation by employing 
Nahapiet and Ghoshal(1998)’s multidimensional framework of social capital. 
While the theoretical underpinnings of this association between social capital 
and educational inclusion are well-established, empirical evidence validating 
this link remains limited. This study guided by the social capital framework 
can significantly contribute to the inclusion of the disabled in educational 
services, supporting a research perspective that shifts from a student-focused 
to a family-network-focused approach (Trainor 2010; Hrabéczy et  al. 2023).

Methods

Study design

This study employed a qualitative exploratory design using semi-structured 
interviews with caregivers of children with developmental disabilities to 
address the research question of how families’ social capital influences their 
children’s school participation. The in-built flexibility of the semi-structured 
interviewing method allows for spontaneity to emerge by adjusting interview 
questions in real-time (Silverman and Patterson 2021). Given the multifaceted 
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nature of the subject, this research design enables participants to articulate 
their experiences, perspectives, and perceptions in their own authentic voices 
which is particularly valuable in exploring complex, under-researched issues 
in everyday contexts. The study is grounded in an interpretivist paradigm, 
which asserts that individuals construct knowledge by interpreting their 
experiences within multiple realities shaped by cultural, social, and historical 
contexts. This approach acknowledges the uniqueness of each individual’s 
context, allowing their situated interpretations to emerge and resonate mean-
ingfully (Hay, 2000); Denzin and Lincoln 2011).

Ethical considerations

This study involves interactions with human subjects. To ensure that all pro-
cesses and measures followed ethical guidelines, the study design has been 
reviewed and approved by the Central University Research Ethics Committee 
(CUREC) at the University of Oxford to lead the investigation as planned. The 
administrator of the partnered child centre also reviewed the research design 
for ethical purposes prior to data collection. All participants were informed of 
the research aims and their rights to skip questions or withdraw, and they 
provided written consents before the interviews took place. The participants’ 
identities were anonymised throughout the study. They were assigned pseud-
onyms (e.g. P1, P2… P19) based on the order of interviews. These pseud-
onyms were used alongside any quotations attributed to them.

Fieldwork context

This study is set in Henan province, characterised as a developing region of 
central China in terms of educational services and resources (Huang and 
Zhang 2019). Henan was ranked 15th among all 31 provinces and municipal-
ities in China based on quality indicators of special education, including the 
proportion of students, the student-teacher ratio, the average area occupied 
per student, and educational resources (Huang and Zhang 2019). It suggests 
that the educational system of Henan may represent the average situations 
encountered by Chinese disabled children in formal education.

Sampling

Caregivers, as key stakeholders in children’s education, are valuable sources 
of information for understanding the authentic experiences of disabled chil-
dren (Ryan and Quinlan 2018). Purposive sampling was used to recruit par-
ticipants for this study to broaden the data scope and uncover multiple 
perspectives and experiences. This study recruited various groups of caregiv-
ers in terms of relations, types of child schooling and child diagnoses.  
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In Chinese culture, grandparents are also considered close and valuable 
members of the household, often heavily involve or even replace parents as 
primary caregivers for children with developmental disabilities (Huang et  al. 
2020). Therefore, grandparents who identified themselves as the primary 
caregivers of children with developmental disabilities were included in this 
study. In terms of child’s schooling types, this study included caregivers with 
children enrolled in mainstream education, special education, or home edu-
cation. The sample size depends on its heterogeneity and the research objec-
tive. Therefore, this study recruited a sample of 20 caregivers including both 
parents and grandparents who (1) self-identified him/herself as the primary 
caregiver of a child diagnosed as developmental disabilities (except mobility 
and sensory impairments); (2) the child had be in schooling age from six to 
fourteen; (3) the child had to be registered at either mainstream, special or 
home education in the governmental record. The study participants were 
recruited through a local child rehabilitation centre in Henan, China. The 
recruitment information with the selection criteria was posted on the centre’s 
social media and shared with affiliated caregiver chat groups. Once qualified 
caregivers expressed interest in participating in the study, they were individ-
ually contacted to schedule interviews based on their availability. As a result, 
20 caregivers were recruited in the first place. The first participant’s interview 
was excluded from the study for the purpose of piloting.

Participants

In total, nineteen participants, aged between 32 and 73 years (fifteen 
mothers, three grandmothers and one grandfather) made up the final 
sample group, and they all self-identified as the primary caregiver of the 
focused child at home. All participants spoke Mandarin as their native lan-
guage. They all had one child with a developmental disability; seven of 
them had another typically-developing child. Nineteen children, aged 
between 6 and 14, were the focus of this study. They were diagnosed 
with a range of developmental disabilities, including six autism spectrum 
disorders, two Down syndrome, one cerebral palsy, two developmental 
delay, one cognitive and language disorders, and seven unspecified learn-
ing disabilities. All children in the study possessed government-issued dis-
ability licenses, to validate the nature and severity of their impairments. 
There was a higher representation of boys than girls (thirteen males; six 
females). These children were enrolled in diverse educational settings (six 
in mainstream schools; eight in special schools, and five in home educa-
tion). Other demographic information of participants (e.g. marital status, 
educational levels, and income) was not collected in this study as it was 
less relevant to addressing the focused matter.
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Procedures

A pilot study with a mother of a boy with intellectual disabilities studying in 
mainstream education was conducted before the official data collection. The pur-
pose of this pilot was to check for understanding of special terms, any use of 
offending terms, and wording and sequencing of questions. The following inter-
views benefitted from the changes in the structure and sequencing of the ques-
tions. The interview guide was iteratively adjusted based on insights gained from 
the pilot interview to enhance clarity and relevance. The pilot study participant 
was excluded from the data analysis because the child was enrolled in secondary 
education, whereas the other participants’ children were at the primary level.

Each interview lasted approximately 40 to 60 min and was conducted face-to-
face in one of the meeting rooms at the rehabilitation centre. Interviews were 
conducted in Mandarin to ensure participants’ understanding and fluency. At the 
start of each interview, participants were provided with a Mandarin-translated 
version of the ‘Participant Information Sheet’. Those who agreed to participate 
were then asked to sign a ‘Participant Consent Form’. The researcher employed 
the voice recorder on a password-protected iPhone and iPad to safely store the 
data. After collecting basic demographic information, the interview proceeded 
with proposed questions designed to guide the conversation, allowing for adap-
tation according to individual responses. Interviews were mainly guided with 
open-ended questions, including ‘What was your experience of enrolling your 
child to the primary school?’, ‘What concerns or difficulties of schooling did you 
encounter in the process?’, ‘What were additional supports provided to facilitate 
your child’s school participation?’ and ‘In what ways does your families’ social 
capital affect your child’s enrolment/involvement in schools?’. At the end of each 
interview, participants were asked if they had any feedbacks or questions for the 
researcher. They were reminded of their rights to withdrawal their data at any 
time before the end of data collection period.

Data analysis

Qualitative data from the interviews were transcribed verbatim and imported 
into NVivo for systematic coding in Chinese with thematic analysis. This study 
used an inductive approach of thematic analysis whereby codes were actively 
sought out through reviewing the dataset rather than fit into a pre-existing cod-
ing frame (Xu and Zammit 2020). The analysis process commenced with open 
coding, where transcripts were systematically reviewed to identify meaningful 
units of text related to the research question. It involved separating data to 
establish what it means before meaningfully grouping the data back together. 
The researcher re-evaluated the independence of each code and attempted to 
combine or group codes based on the established connections between said 
codes (Braun and Clarke 2006). Codes were then collated and organised into 
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themes through constant comparison within and across interviews. A theme rep-
resents certain levels of patterns within the dataset addressing the research 
question which is the conceptual abstraction of data (Braun and Clarke 2006; 
Elliot et al., 2018). Unlike codes, themes did not emerge independently but were 
shaped by theoretical frameworks, ontological and epistemological positions, and 
the researchers’ understandings of the field (Srivastava and Hopwood 2009).

Findings

This study addresses the research question of how families’ social capital 
influences the school participation of children with developmental disabili-
ties. This findings section is presented in themes organised according to 
Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) three dimensions of social capital: structural, 
relational, and cognitive aspects. The findings indicate that having a larger 
structural network and actively investing efforts to cultivate relationships 
with key stakeholders in the schooling process significantly enhanced the 
likelihood of meaningful school participation for disabled children. In the 
cognitive dimension, caregivers’ values, expectations, and understanding 
need proper guidance to prevent societal misconceptions and to guide their 
behaviours and decisions in the best interests of the child.

The structural dimension: utilising social links for accessing educational 
resources

The structural patterns of social networks enabled disabled children to access 
educational resources effectively, despite the limited availability of school 
placements. Interviews with caregivers revealed that schools often avoided 
the educational duties of disabled students. The absence of clear guidelines 
and laws for student distribution allowed educational institutions to shirk 
their responsibilities towards disabled students. Many caregivers described 
that school registration for their disabled children was a complicated and 
frustrating process (P2, P3, P4, P10, P14). They faced several selection exam-
inations to prove their children’s learning capability and adaptability. Once 
any child was deemed as ‘unadaptable’ to be educated on campus in selec-
tion exams, they were forced into homeschooling (P2). More specifically, P4 
accused that schools were intentionally ‘alleviating the difficulties of entrance 
exams and kicking [disabled children] back and forth between institutions 
like a ball’. The sarcasm in P4’s expression indicated the complaints towards 
the educational policy for the disabled. Moreover, P2 and P14 highlighted 
that ‘full coverage’ and ‘zero rejection’ exist only in student registrations with-
out adequate support to ensure their active participation in school activities. 
Their names were included in school registration and formal education enrol-
ment statistics, even though they did not physically participate on campus. 
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Caregivers were motivated to secure actual school placements that guarantee 
both the attendances and involvements for their disabled children.

Caregivers’ recognition of limited school placements for disabled students 
prompted them to utilise their social networks to secure these scarce oppor-
tunities. During interviews, some caregivers disclosed that their social con-
nections enabled privileged access to educational services for their children, 
even when they initially did not meet the enrolment criteria (P12, P15, P17). 
For example, P17 utilised her professional network, explaining, ‘My husband 
and I have worked at this company for many years. The company-affiliated 
school is located on the same premises. As part of our employee benefits, 
the company should provide educational opportunities for our children 
regardless his capabilities’. She viewed herself as an insider through her 
employment, believing it entitled her child to prioritised access to affiliated 
schools. Similarly, P15’s child was admitted to the current school during the 
term after being expelled from the previous one. P15 explained that the 
headmaster, who was an extended family relative, remarked, ‘Although I 
hadn’t seen him in over a decade, asking him to enrol one more student as 
family wasn’t a big favour’. Both P15 and P17’s children gained exceptional 
admission to schools through their families’ connections, showcasing how 
social networks can influence educational opportunities beyond standard 
enrolment criteria. Social connections within groups like companies or fami-
lies provide members with a shared identity, facilitating convenient access to 
each other’s resources. These examples underscore the significance of social 
capital in navigating educational systems for children with disabilities, empha-
sising the role of personal networks in overcoming bureaucratic barriers.

When certain children gained privileged access to education through 
social connections, it inevitably disadvantaged other students without such 
connections. For example, P14’s child was unable to enrol in any schools by 
the age of eight. P14 attributed this failure to their low socio-cultural status. 
She remarked, ‘Some students with lower abilities than my child were able to 
enrol in schools. However, my child was held back due to our family’s rural 
background as farmers and our lack of connections with school or govern-
ment authorities’. These findings suggest that social connections can effec-
tively secure additional opportunities for school participation within China’s 
competitive enrolment system. However, this privileged access exacerbates 
schooling difficulties for families in socio-economically disadvantaged posi-
tions, further entrenching inequalities within the competitive system.

The relational dimension: enhancing child school involvement through 
stronger social bonds

The closeness of relationships between caregivers and teachers significantly 
influenced children’s involvement in school activities. Teachers, who are 
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directly responsible for delivering education, play a crucial role in shaping 
the quality of a child’s schooling experience. P13, a kindergarten teacher, 
secured a placement for her child at the kindergarten where she had worked 
for over a decade. During the interviews, she expressed satisfaction with her 
child’s level of involvement under special supports, attributing it to the spe-
cial support provided through her close personal connections with her col-
leagues. Meanwhile, P13 voiced concerns about her child’s upcoming 
transition to primary school next year. She said, ‘I am worried about whether 
my child will be successfully enrolled and how primary school teachers will 
treat him without any personal connections’. The aforementioned case 
demonstrates that students are more likely to engage in meaningful partici-
pation within a supportive environment. Additionally, the strength of social 
ties with school teachers significantly influences the treatment children 
receive during their schooling.

Those without established networks described in interviews their inten-
tional efforts to build personal connections with teachers from the begin-
ning. P7 discussed her efforts to foster a positive relationship with their 
child’s teacher, stating: ‘To build a good rapport with the teacher and ensure 
my child receives more attention in class, I have sent greeting cards and gifts 
to the teacher in my child’s name during holidays and special occasions’. 
Furthermore, many caregivers actively participated in school events and class 
activities to show their dedication to collaborating with teachers in their 
child’s education (e.g. P7 and P19). Some caregivers took on the role of 
full-time parental helpers in classrooms without financial compensation (e.g. 
P8, P17). Additionally, certain caregivers went as far as ‘cleaning teachers’ 
offices and classrooms, hoping this effort would earn teachers’ patience and 
support for [their] children (P19)’ to participate more effectively in school 
activities. Based on caregivers’ interviews, caregivers perceive their efforts to 
cultivate relationships with teachers as crucial for improving their children’s 
school participation to some degree. However, the ethical considerations and 
the cost-effectiveness of their social contributions remains a topic of debate.

In interviews, some caregivers expressed disagreement with the attitude of 
‘bowing their heads to teachers (P19)’, a phrase vividly illustrating how other 
caregivers sought to ingratiate themselves with teachers. For example, P10 
believed that schooling is primarily the responsibility of teachers, stating, 
‘Schools fail to provide quality education, which exhausts parents and leaves 
them with no time to live or work’. P11 added, ‘Child-caring is very stressful 
without sufficient respect. I quit my job and had no personal time to hang 
out with friends but received no appreciation’. Additionally, P7 opposed with 
full-time caregiving and explained: ‘My child may not have any progression, 
even I give up my work and full-time support him at school. It will worsen 
the financial burden of the family and lead to no time for myself’. Although 
these caregivers disagreed on ingratiation towards teachers for various 
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reasons, the findings demonstrate that they actively considered the 
cost-effectiveness of such actions to improve their children’s involvement in 
schools.

As caregivers focused on childcare, they forged new social connections 
with teachers, professionals, and other caregivers they met through schools, 
rehabilitation centres, and parental support groups, despite losing previous 
connections (P2, P3, P4, P9, P11). These caregivers often acquired schooling 
information and parenting strategies through these new connections (P3, P9, 
P11). P11 shared an example during her interview: ‘After my child was 
rejected by the mainstream school, the registration deadline for special 
schools had already passed. If I hadn’t learned from another caregiver that 
her child’s school in the county was still accepting enrolments, my child 
would have had to stay home for a year’. The information and experiences 
shared within the network have reference values for other caregivers in sim-
ilar situations. This indicates the importance of maintaining social relation-
ships for navigating schooling processes.

The cognitive dimension: the influence of social norms on caregivers’ 
decision-making processes

Child-rearing decisions were significantly influenced by the shared under-
standing, norms and values within their community, indirectly affecting their 
children’s school participation. In Chinese society, social norms that prioritise 
reserved expression often led family members and friends to avoid discuss-
ing signs of developmental abnormalities in children. Their comforting words 
also reduced caregivers’ vigilance in seeking professional diagnosis and treat-
ment. P2 shared, ‘I was concerned that my child spoke late, as other children 
his age were already speaking. However, my mother-in-law reassured me, 
saying that the child’s father also spoke late and turned out fine. She even 
believed it was a good sign, citing a Chinese proverb: “A noble person speaks 
late”’. However, the true meaning of the proverb, which emphasises actions 
over words, was misunderstood as a justification for the child’s speech delay. 
Similar situations occurred with other caregivers, who missed early treatment 
due to the norm of not disclosing negative information unless necessary (P1, 
P5). Many did not seek a diagnosis until their children were rejected by 
schools (P8, P9, P10). Reflecting on this, P10 expressed regret: ‘I truly regret 
not seeking rehabilitation therapy earlier for my child. He would be in a 
much better position if I had’. These findings suggest that over relying on the 
good intentions and competence of family and friends can negatively impact 
child development and education. The delay of information within a closed 
network hindered caregivers from acting in the best interests of the child.

Caregivers were motivated to enrol their children not only for the child’s ben-
efit but also to uphold the family’s reputation and meet societal expectations. 
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The established consensus that children must be schooled by a certain age was 
deeply rooted in its long history of meritocracy and Confucian doctrines. As P3 
explained, ‘If I keep my child at home instead of sending him to school, my 
entire family will be criticised for being irresponsible’. Similarly, P2 highlighted the 
repercussions of homeschooling: ‘My neighbours already gossip about my child’s 
disability. If I cannot enrol my child in school, they will assume her abnormality 
is even more severe’. The societal emphasis on children attending school contrib-
uted to the stigma and shame associated with being expelled from formal edu-
cation including homeschooling. P3 elaborated on the pressure, saying, ‘If my 
grandson has to be homeschooling, I feel he’s been abandoned. I can’t muster 
the strength to keep advocating for his potential’. This deeply ingrained cultural 
expectation highlights how cognitive social capital significantly influences care-
givers’ perceptions and actions regarding their children’s education.

Caregivers were motivated to conform to social norms, especially since 
their children were already perceived as deviating from ‘normality’ (P2, P3). 
They felt that straying from the mainstream led to feelings of shame and 
inferiority within their social circles (P1, P10). Some believed their families 
would regain social acceptance only if their disabled children attended main-
stream schools (P7, P9, P13). Enrolling a child in special schools was seen as 
a sign of no future prospects due to the stigma associated with special edu-
cation in Chinese culture. P10 opted for her child to take a gap year instead 
of attending a special school, stating, ‘I see my child progressing now. I am 
confident he can transition to mainstream schools after another year of reha-
bilitation’. Similarly, P19 admitted choosing mainstream education for her 
grandchild to protect her own self-esteem, regardless of the child’s capability. 
The persistent focus on conforming to social norms led caregivers to make 
decisions that were not in their child’s best interests, even though they rec-
ognised that their children could not meaningfully participate in school activ-
ities. Caregivers’ decision-makings were influenced by prevalent social 
discriminations and stigmas in the community, which hindered disabled chil-
dren from accessing appropriate education.

The disabled-unfriendly social environment led many caregivers to have 
minimal expectations for the child’s school participation. Many caregivers 
even accepted the possibility of their children being discriminated against in 
schools (P7, P10, P12). P10 said: ‘It was understandable if teachers and stu-
dents treat my child differently at schools because of his impairments’. They 
blamed themselves for not giving their child a healthy body or enough sup-
port to live like other typically developing peers (P7, P10). Many even 
expressed guilts for adding burdens to teachers’ works due to their children’s 
disabilities (P7, P10, P15). P12 expressed in the interview, ‘I hesitate to expect 
additional attention or support from teachers as long as any school enrols 
my child’. While some caregivers expected their children to excel as they 
aged or progressed in school (P2, P15), others held particularly low 
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expectations, believing their disabled children were ‘uneducable’ (P3, P4, P6, 
P8, P17). P17 regarded school primarily as ‘a venue to occupy their children 
while caregivers attend to work or take personal time’. Similarly, P3 stated, ‘I 
don’t expect any progress for my child, as long as he is happy at school’. 
These findings suggest that social pressure compels caregivers to conform to 
societal norms and values. They focused solely on their children’s impair-
ments and differences from the majority, rather than examining systemic fail-
ures in implementing appropriate education and inclusive practices for all. 
Enhanced social awareness could help diminish stigmas associated with dis-
abilities and facilitate decisions that prioritise the child’s best interests.

Discussion

This study explored the complex interaction between families’ social capital 
and the school inclusion of their disabled children in China. The findings 
highlighted the critical role of social capital in shaping school participation 
amid limited educational resources. Using Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) 
framework, the study revealed how caregivers leveraged their connections, 
cultivated relationships with professionals, and fought against social stigmas 
and discrimination to enhance their children’s school participation. These 
insights help us understand the implications of family resources in navigating 
the educational landscape for children with developmental disabilities.

The structural dimension

This study uncovered distinct patterns in caregivers’ perceptions and experi-
ences in addressing their child’s schooling issues, even among those living in 
the same city. Some caregivers had connections with relevant authorities 
who could distribute limited educational resources in their favour. Therefore, 
they found the process of school registration and enrolment simple, while 
other caregivers faced significant challenges accessing formal education. 
Consistently, Correia et al. (2021) conducted a large-scale survey that revealed 
a majority of Chinese parents face significant challenges in accessing educa-
tional services for their children with developmental disabilities. However, the 
survey did not have the advantages exploring the underlying reasons for the 
difference in caregiver experiences. The current interview study demonstrated 
that caregivers’ ability in utilising social capital to connect with school author-
ities is critical for securing school placement and support. Similarly, previous 
studies have emphasised the role of social networks in gaining privileged 
access to formal education in Chinese society (e.g. Zhang and Arya 2024; 
Wang 2008; McCabe 2007).

One possible explanation for this might be that the educational system 
institutionally offers limited placements that enable meaningful participation 
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for every disabled child (Wang 2021). Several studies have confirmed the 
scarcity of school placements and unwelcoming school climate for the dis-
abled in China (Cui 2016). This study reemphasized the challenges in access-
ing formal education and highlighted the crucial role of social capital in 
enabling disabled children to participate in the competitive schooling envi-
ronment. However, this approach only benefits certain children from socially 
well-connected families, thereby entrenching educational inequity within 
society (McConkey and Mariga 2011; Fan 2014; Bourdieu 1986). 
Socioeconomically disadvantaged families face escalating challenges due to 
limited resources being occupied by those with social connections (Huang 
and Lin 2019; Gu, Zhang, and Liu 2014).

To further verify this hypothesis, studies on social capital from developed 
countries have provided valuable counter-evidence. They rarely reported the 
use of social connections to access formal education and support services for 
the disabled at primary education level (Holt, Bowlby, and Lea 2019; Trainor 
2010; Murray et  al. 2020). It might be that these countries often have 
long-established and universal education systems (Singh and Moody 2022). 
The schooling placements for disabled students were almost guaranteed 
without additional input from the families (McConkey and Mariga 2011). 
Although obtaining school placements were not challenging for caregivers in 
these countries, Holt, Bowlby, and Lea (2019) found that families with high 
socio-economic status often educated their disabled children in the locally 
considered the ‘best’ education. Consistent with the literature across the 
globe, this study further supports the hypothesis that social capital was seen 
as a currency used to purchase resources or opportunities, aligning with 
Bourdieu’s theory of social and cultural reproduction (Lareau and Horvat 
1999; Bourdieu 1986; Dika and Singh 2002).

The relational dimension

The results of this study showed that caregivers formed close relationships 
with teachers and other caregivers to secure schooling opportunities and 
information. Caregivers who invested more time and energy in establishing 
social relationships (e.g. with teachers) were able to create better academic 
environments for their children. The findings suggested that the structural 
network alone was insufficient to establish the trust, reciprocity and norms 
needed to sustain efforts at inclusion across diverse groups. Hence, it could 
conceivably be hypothesised that the stronger the social ties that bind peo-
ple together, the more social capital individual members will have to draw 
upon. This finding broadly supports the work of other studies in this area 
highlighting the importance of strategic participation of families in schools 
(Coleman 1988; Wang 2008; Zhang and Arya 2024). Social capital generated 
from closed social structures (Coleman 1988) was also observed by Purola 
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and Kuusisto (2021) through parental involvement and collaboration with 
professionals. The findings emphasised the need for inclusive practices that 
foster trust and collaboration among caregivers, teachers, and professionals.

The closed bond between parents and teachers forms a social structure 
that encourages the development of effective norms (Dika and Singh 2002). 
Extensive studies on parent-teacher collaboration in Catholic schools have 
demonstrated how dense, reciprocal, and intergenerational networks among 
parents, educators, and students, both within the schools and their associ-
ated church communities, enhance children’s education (Murray et  al. 2020; 
Anguiano, Thomas, and Proehl 2020). Parents and teachers in Catholic schools 
often have pre-existing relationships which supports the establishment and 
reinforcement of behavioural norms for children, along with the exchange of 
information about their development (Dika and Singh 2002). Moreover, closed 
connections and collaborations in Catholic schools promoted greater social 
capital (Anguiano, Thomas, and Proehl 2020). Other methods for developing 
close relationships between parents and teachers include after-school inter-
ventions, school parental committees, and similar initiatives which foster 
shared expectations, reciprocity, and trust (Turley et  al. 2017. Zhang and Arya 
2024). This study is consistent with previous research showing that social 
capital facilitates connections among diverse school stakeholders, promoting 
collaborative efforts and interactions to advance inclusion efforts.

Another finding that stands out from the results is that some caregivers 
ingratiated themselves with teachers to enhance the closeness of their rap-
port. In this process of collaboration, caregivers of children with developmen-
tal disabilities were inferior on the power hierarchy with teachers. In 
accordance with the present results, previous studies have demonstrated that 
parents are viewed as less-than-equal members in such collaborative efforts 
(McCabe 2007; Wu 2020; Chen, 2016). Chen (2016) pointed out that some 
parents were even concerned that their behaviours of visiting schools, ques-
tioning progression, and reporting any issues would indicate of distrust and 
disrespect for the teachers. It suggested that the phenomenon was prevalent 
among caregivers of the disabled students in China.

Although Chinese norms of respecting teachers and valuing education 
may contribute to this phenomenon, other social factors could also explain 
the unequal relationships. Firstly, caregivers being inferior often lacked robust 
structural networks with the school authority to benefit from privileges. To 
mitigate the socio-economic disadvantages they faced, they may have sought 
to establish compensatory relational closeness (Fisher, FitzGerald, and Olson 
2022; Purola and Kuusisto 2021). In order to access the formal education, 
caregivers actively seek and create opportunities to connect with teachers in 
China (Wang 2008; McCabe 2007). Immigrant Chinese parents in the United 
States adopt a more passive role in initiating contact with schools and teach-
ers comparing to caregivers in China (Wang 2008). Wang (2008) suggest 
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immigrant parents attribute less instrumental value to parent-teacher rela-
tionships for their children’s success than their counterparts in China. Another 
possible explanation for this is caregivers’ ignorance of their child’s inherent 
right to access education (Wang 2021; Zhang et  al. 2021; Correia et  al. 2021; 
An, Hu, and Horn 2018). Caregivers often believed that their children’s school-
ing opportunities depended on appealing to teachers’ sympathy and feared 
that making additional demands would jeopardise these placements (Wang 
2008; Bian 2018). Therefore, this study confirms that caregivers lacking social 
connections and awareness of educational rights often dedicated additional 
time and effort to support and please teachers to secure their child’s entitled 
quality education.

The cognitive dimension

The study’s findings demonstrate that misdirected social capital not only con-
strained information exchange but also shaped individuals’ perceptions and 
behaviours within a densely interconnected network characterised by shared 
values and norms. Having a child with disability may be viewed as an inaus-
picious sign, diverging from the mainstream majority in Chinese society (Fu 
et  al. 2022; An, Hu, and Horn 2018). Stigmas towards disability, as a form of 
cognitive social capital, significantly reduce caregivers’ expectations of their 
child’s potential. Lowering academic expectations may alleviate parental 
stress but diminishes caregivers’ motivation to advocate for their disabled 
children’s optimal development, thereby limiting their meaningful participa-
tion in schools (Su et  al. 2017). It demonstrated that social capital is multifac-
eted and requires proper guidance, rather than being universally beneficial. 
Stigmas toward disability may arise from insufficient understanding of these 
marginalised groups, who differ from the majority (Li et  al. 2023; Thornicroft 
et  al. 2007). Moreover, individuals in closed social networks often exclude 
and stigmatise outsiders driven by strong feelings of shared identity (Burt 
2009). On certain extent, cognitive social capital transforms the group into 
more than just a collection of individuals (Posey-Maddox 2013). However, it 
created invisible pressure to conform to socially defined norms, particularly 
in China, a society that emphasises uniformity and collective well-being (Mak 
and Kwok 2010; Huang et  al. 2020). Correcting the stigmatised social aware-
ness towards the disabled glue the society together with inclusive values for 
equal participation within the community (Mitter, Ali, and Scior 2019).

The current study detected evidence that social stigmas towards special 
education hinder caregivers making rational schooling decisions to maximise 
their child’s potential. Some caregivers refused to accept the permanent 
labelling of their children as atypical. Consequently, they tended to empha-
sise their child’s normality when discussing school options. These reactions 
were repetitively shown in other Chinese studies (Zhang and Rosen 2018; 
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Shang, Fisher, and Xie 2011). The caregivers’ reactions were guided by socially 
defined notions of what is right showing a consensus shared within the 
social system (Wong et  al. 2015). In this case, the consensus was that main-
stream schools represent normality and uniformity with the majority, leading 
to children in special or home education being discriminated against (Cole 
2008). Yang, Byrne, and Chiu (2016) confirmed that educating in mainstream 
schools brought caregivers of disabled children a temporary relief of public 
discrimination. They assumed it is the only way their disabled children and 
their families could be included by the society. However, caregivers often 
misunderstood that the basic rationale for inclusive schooling is not about 
giving children a particular education (or indeed any education) (McConkey 
and Mariga 2011; Haug 2017). Inclusion should be the inherent right of every 
individual, regardless of their capabilities or conformity to social norms. 
Whereas, education should be recognised as a force for social change and a 
means of creating a more equitable society in which people with disabilities 
can become full and active members (Haug 2017). This study broadly sup-
ports previous research showing that caregivers’ decision-making processes 
are shaped by the social norms and values of their community (Lui et  al. 
2015; McCabe 2007; Wu 2020). Therefore, properly directed social awareness 
leads to a more inclusive society.

Conclusion

This study examined the influence of families’ social capital on school partic-
ipation in China through semi-structured interviews with caregivers of dis-
abled children. The qualitative descriptive design provided nuanced insights 
that complemented previous survey-based studies in this field, enhancing 
our understanding of how families use social capital to support developmen-
tally disabled children in overcoming their disadvantaged positions. Applying 
Nahapiet and Ghoshal’s framework of social capital, this study marks one of 
the few empirical applications of this framework in special education. It high-
lights the shift from focusing on individual impairments to considering 
broader societal influences, reflecting a theoretical shift from the medical 
model of disability to the social model. Our findings contribute to the debate 
on educational equality by demonstrating how social capital can provide 
privileges to certain families. To address these disparities, we recommend 
implementing inclusive policies that enhance the educational experiences of 
disabled children by reducing access barriers and ensuring equitable partici-
pation in educational services. Schools play a crucial role in fostering inclu-
sive environments by facilitating networks between parents and educational 
professionals. These networks improve information exchange, build shared 
expectations, and foster reciprocity to collaboratively support the diverse 
needs of disabled students. However, the exploratory nature of this 
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qualitative study and its small sample size limit the generalizability of its find-
ings to broader populations and diverse contexts. Future studies could repli-
cate this design in different contexts to explore cultural differences in using 
social capital to facilitate child education.
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