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Abstract

Higher education institutions in China have increased in popularity over the last decades.
Attending average higher education institutions cannot satisfy the current job market anymore.
Students have to work harder to be able to graduate from elite universities to compete with
others. Nonetheless, elite universities have fewer spots and only admit a few students. Numerous
Chinese students are competing for limited spots, and competition is certainly not fair. Even
though the Chinese higher education system has been fair to most students by practicing the
unified college entrance exam, education inequalities still exist, and students from disadvantaged
backgrounds often have a more difficult time competing with their peers. In order to provide
equal access to higher education and to help students achieve their goals of attending elite
universities, this current study examines students from non-elite universities (also known as
non-project universities) in China and through study their past experiences and attitudes toward
education inequalities, it becomes possible to know the factors that can influence their academic
achievements. By Understanding the causes, it is possible to help students from similar
backgrounds in the future to reach their dreams.

This dissertation took the view from both education and sociology and incorporated two
social theories, social capital theory and family capital theory, as its theoretical frameworks to
examine the possible causes of education inequalities in China. This study integrated mixed
methods, a quantitative survey and qualitative semi-structured interviews, to form a more
comprehensive understanding of the current issue. All participants were current non-project
university students or had graduated from non-project universities. Most of them came from
disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds and struggled with equal access to educational
resources in their careers. This study primarily examined some possible factors, such as social
networks, family financial support, and socioeconomic status, that might affect students’
academic achievements and hinder them from getting into elite universities. This study aims to
investigate the effect of social capital and family capital on students and hopes to provide new

directions for future studies in the field.
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Key Terms

Academic achievement gap: This gap first refers to Chinese students' attendance at Project
985/211 and non-project universities. Then, this gap continues to look for any resources and
social networks these students end up having in non-project universities.

Educational outcome: This study refers to educational outcomes, such as the types of
universities the students graduate from (Project 985/211 versus non-project universities) and
their career outcomes.

Social Capital Theory: The theory is viewed as how people use their network of relationships to
benefit themselves in achieving their goals and creating a better outcome (Lin, 1999, p. 31).
Family Capital Theory: This supplementary theory emerged from social capital theory and is
viewed as how family members use their resources and capital to help their children achieve
better results.

Hukou: The household registration system in China.



Chapter 1: Introduction

Chinese higher education has been significantly expanding, and the higher education
enrollment rate has increased to more than 40 percent in recent years (Du, 2018). It is becoming
more accessible to attend higher education institutions in China. However, an increased
attendance rate does not indicate equal access to education, especially as it has become more
challenging for lower-class and rural area Chinese students to access top universities. According
to a recent news article, rural students face more difficulties in accessing top universities than
urban students, and such inequality is also shown between higher and lower-class students
(“Education in China”, 2021). Many Chinese empirical studies have also indicated such issues of
inequality. Particularly, empirical studies have examined the unequal access to elite universities
(mainly Project 985 and 211 universities) from various perspectives, such as family,
demographics, or labor markets (Shu, 2008; Peng & Chen, 2014; Qu & Lv, 2020). Many other
empirical studies also examined some common educational inequalities from a sociological
perspective and incorporated different social theories to explain the current issue of the Chinese
education system (Liu & Gao, 2015; Jin et al., 2017; Afridi et al., 2012). However, the research
gap is still wide open from the perspectives of equal access to elite universities from a
combination of social and educational backgrounds. The more urgent issue is to uncover the
possible causes of such inequalities and provide students with equal access to higher education in
the Chinese education system. In order to close such a research gap and give more insights, this
study takes on the views of non-project university students and adopts two theoretical
frameworks, social capital theory, and family capital theory, to examine the academic
achievement gap between Project 985/211 university and non-project university students in
China. Therefore, this study examines these educational issues under the current Chinese
education system and further discusses the effects of socioeconomic status and the rural-urban
gap on students’ academic achievements.
1.1 The Current Issue: Educational Inequality in the Chinese Higher Education System

The Chinese government has formulated many strategies to reduce educational inequality,
and one well-known procedure is gaokao. The unified college entrance exam, gaokao, is one of
the Chinese government's policies to reduce education inequalities. This exam allows a fair
chance for students to enter higher education institutions. All students in China are able to take

the exam in their final year of high school. The college entrance exam is known to provide the



only bridge for all urban and rural students to enter universities of different tiers (Liu et al., 2019;
Chen & Kesten, 2017). Nonetheless, there are still inequalities under this ‘fair’ policy. However,
inequalities still exist because of the students’ various social classes and their family
backgrounds (Luo et al., 2018). For instance, students from families with higher socioeconomic
classes are able to receive a better quality of education during their high school years, and more
help is given to them from outside resources. Scholar Luo indicates that some students from
higher socioeconomic classes are able to receive early admission by having bonus scores. This is
usually done by receiving awards or specialization in certain areas, such as arts and sports (Luo
et al., 2018). She also points out that “this opens room for the advantaged social groups to make
use of their social resources to help their children get training in such ‘talents’ and get prizes and
awards designated by institutional policies” (Luo et al., 2018, p. 1018). The use of resources for
a better outcome is the representation of social capital and family capital, which can further
cause achievement gaps between students from different backgrounds.
1.1.2 Background Context: The Rural-urban Gap and Migration in Major Chinese Cities

The rural-urban gap plays a significant role in explaining educational inequalities in the
Chinese education system, as many news articles and empirical studies have highlighted such a
connection. Scholar Zhao describes that the rural-urban gap exists in many aspects of life, such
as education resources, income differences, and healthcare quality (Zhao, 2020). Rural people
are aware of this gap. As an essential step toward upward social mobility, many families from
rural areas are migrating to major cities in China in hopes of accessing better education for their
children. Universities in urban areas are usually rich in resources and foster innovation. These
urban universities are more likely to be Project 985 and 211 institutions, while those universities
located in rural areas are usually vocational, associate, and Minban institutions'. To better
understand the importance of these universities’ effect on the rural-urban gap, it is necessary to
explain the ranking system between them, as the current study will look into participants who are
not from Project 985 and 211 universities.

In the 1990s, China aimed to " rejuvenate the country through science and education”

(Guo, 2020, p. 30). In order to achieve this goal, China set aside funds to establish universities

! Minban institutions usually rank at the bottom of the university ranking. There are three types of Minban HEISs:
“The ‘independent college’ affiliated with a public comprehensive university but financed and run by social powers;
the so-called transformed institutions which were once publicly owned but now privately run; and private HEIs”
(Luo et al., 2018, p. 1017).



that match the other elite universities around the world and to develop the quality of Chinese
higher education institutions (Li, 2020). Project 985 and 211 universities are known to be the top
institutions in China, along with the first-rate universities. Scholar Li gives a better explanation
of the differences between these top universities in China. Li states that Project 985 is in the top
tier as thirty-nine universities are qualified for this title, including Tsinghua University, Peking
University, Zhejiang University, and others. Project 211 institutions are the next tier, and around
one hundred universities are qualified for this title. There are first-rate universities after Project
985 and 211 schools (Li, 2020). These first-rate universities are considered sufficient but less
competitive than the Project 985 and 211 schools. First-rate universities, along with other
institutions such as vocational, associate, and independent institutions, are the target groups of
this study. By examining the past experiences of students from such backgrounds, this study will
be able to unpack the challenges that these students faced during the process and find ways to
provide suitable help and proper resources for students to get into Project 985 and 211
universities in the future.

To qualify for Project 985 and 211 universities, students usually have to be ranked at the
top and have high gaokao scores. The process of getting into these elite universities is
complicated and difficult as more and more students are competing for limited spots. For a
higher chance of entering Project 985 and 211 institutions, families from both urban and rural
areas are competing with each other for the education resources that are available in school and
outside of school. Families migrate from rural areas to major cities, such as Beijing, Shanghai,
and Shenzhen, for better quality of education. Many studies have shown that families from rural
areas usually have lower socioeconomic statuses, and they struggle to set foot in these cities,
especially if they have less advantaged backgrounds compared to urban hukou holders (Li, 2013;
Afridi et al., 2012; Xie, 2016). Moreover, migrant parents usually have fewer connections with
their children as they are busy earning more paychecks to support the family and cover
additional education expenses. Scholar Xiong gives an example of the difficulties migrant
families have to face when moving to cities. Xiong indicates that migrant households are not
qualified for free mandatory education in the cities due to Aukou status. They are obliged to pay
additional fees to send their children to private migrant schools (Xiong, 2015). This results in
migrant parents working overtime or holding multiple positions to provide for the family. Family

interactions and connections are a critical part of family social capital. Migrant households with
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less family social capital can result in less social mobility for their children and impact on
education development (Jin et al., 2017; Xiong, 2015). Students from migrant families have a
more significant achievement gap compared to students whose families have been in the city for
a long time. In considering all the hardships rural and lower socioeconomic students have to face
when accessing educational resources, this study takes the side to examine students from
non-project universities as most of them come from these disadvantaged backgrounds, which are
typically more vulnerable and less advantageous in competing for resources. This study is
conducted in the hope of raising awareness among educators and policymakers to pay more
attention to students who are less competitive and consider providing more resources to them
when needed.

1.2 Main Research Question

How do social capital and family capital affect students’ academic achievements??

1.2.1 Sub Research Questions

How does family financial capital affect their academic achievement in college?

What are the connections between family social capital and students’ educational outcomes?

Do social networks make a difference in students’ academic achievements?

What roles do social capital play in causing educational inequalities?

The current study aims to answer these research questions by first discussing previous literature
and empirical studies and then incorporating social capital theory and family capital theory into
its theoretical framework to demonstrate a deeper understanding of the current topic. In addition,
methodology and findings are presented to provide a more complete structure for the study.
Lastly, the study further discusses the significance of the findings and connects them with

previous empirical studies for more profound reflections.

2 Academic achievements in this case refers to students’ achievements before, during and after college.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

This chapter aims to analyze the literature on education inequalities and examine the
academic achievement gap in China while incorporating two main theoretical frameworks into
the present study. The following section will be presented in two parts. The first part of this
chapter will explore existing literature and empirical studies to discuss some of the common
causes of educational inequalities and the academic achievement gap among Chinese college
students. The second part of this chapter will discuss the main theoretical frameworks, social
capital theory, and family capital theory individually and follow them up with two sub-theories
and a unique example of the Chinese household registration system, Aukou. Insights are gained
through interpreting empirical studies while using theoretical frameworks to address educational
issues in the current Chinese society.
2.1 Academic Achievement Gaps

Academic achievement gaps have been a popular topic when talking about educational
inequalities. According to the National Assessment of Educational Progress, the academic
achievement gap is defined as one group exceeding the other group on academic performances,
and this study refers to the academic achievement gap between Project 985 and 211 universities
and non-project university students, and especially looking into those non-project university
students with different social statuses. Academic achievement gaps are still affecting Chinese
students even under the mandatory education policy, and they are especially common in low
socioeconomic families and migrant students as they lack advanced educational technologies and
resources (Wu & Wang, 2008). Even though the Chinese government is helping students from
low socioeconomic backgrounds by implementing policies to reduce tuition and school fees,
achievement gaps are still there (Chyi & Zhou, 2014). Scholars Liu, Ku, and Morgan talk about
the causes of these gaps. They indicate that students from low socioeconomic backgrounds
usually have a significant gap despite their grade levels. Scholar Liu gives an example of how
children from middle and upper households would hear 32 million more words before the age of
four compared to low-income families, who are less likely to spend time and provide a learning
environment for their children (Liu et al., 2019). This finding means that even during the
mandatory stage, students from low socioeconomic backgrounds start to fall behind compared to

their peers from middle and higher classes. The gap will only become tremendous during high



12

school and college. Students from low socioeconomic backgrounds usually have a lower chance
of getting into Project 985 and 211 universities even though they view the college entrance exam
as “the sole entrance ticket to college” (Wu & Tarc, 2021). It becomes problematic when these
students are trying to increase social mobility and have a better income when students from
higher classes have most of the resources.

Academic achievement gaps are also affected by social networks and family interactions.
When the family pays more attention to their students’ schooling, students are able to receive
help when needed (Jeynes, 2007). The same outcome for families with more social networks is
that they can use their connections for better education resources, such as private tutors, qualified
teachers, or even transferring their students to better schools (Wu & Tarc, 2021). Scholar Wu and
Tarc’s study (2021) shows that the English language proficiency achievement gap does exist
between students who are from rural (mostly low socioeconomic) and urban (middle and higher
classes) backgrounds. This gap continues to show up even when these students are in college
(Du, 2011). This gap is also affected by family capital when Wu and Tarc talk about some
parents being unable to give any English-related support because the parents did not graduate
from college. Furthermore, the rural-urban divide is also causing academic achievement gaps due
to the importance of household registrations. With an expansion of higher education participation
in China, both rural and urban students are able to gain access to universities. However,
expansion means competition. Rural students are less favorable to prestigious universities
because enrollment rates for these students dropped during the expansion (Yue, 2014; James,
2000). Quality of education is critical for students if they want to succeed in the college entrance
exam, which largely determines where they will end up in college. Academic achievement gaps
are affected by social capital and family capital. Factors such as demographics (urban and rural),
family education levels, socioeconomic statuses, and many more influence students’ education
outcomes and further enlarge the gaps.

2.1.1 Empirical Studies on Various Main Cities in China

The four major cities in China are Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen. Other
contemporary main cities are mostly the capital city of each province. Some empirical studies
have discussed education inequalities based on that specific area. It is valuable to look into these
areas as there are common trends. An empirical study by Scholar Wang is done in the context of

Shanghai. Shanghai is a significant city in China; with its modernization and outstanding
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resources, it has attracted many migrant families to come for the purpose of their children’s
education. When looking at academic achievements in college, one must first understand the
schooling experiences before college for fundamental reasons why some students end up in
non-Project 985 and 211 schools. In comparison to the Shanghai model, Wang also collected data
from Suzhou and small rural areas of Anhui Province (Wang et al., 2017). This empirical study
shows that the quality of teachers, administrators, and facilities contributes to poor academic
performances for migrant students. Wang shows that migrant schools in Shanghai and Suzhou
are delivering worse education quality compared to rural public schools in Anhui. This indicates
that migrant students have a more significant achievement gap than students who stay in rural
areas. This outcome of migrant students performing worse in large cities can be caused by
parents' inability to send their students to better public schools in Shanghai. In China, migrant
students who want to access better quality education usually choose to attend public schools that
are government-funded (Wang et al., 2017). However, in order to do so, they have to double,
sometimes triple, the fees, such as temporary student fees, because they have no local
registration (Jin et al., 2017).

A similar study was done in Shenzhen, which is another city highly occupied by rural
migrants. A study by Scholar Jin shows that migrant students in Shenzhen also experience
difficulties because the schools are divided into more types. Migrant families usually have low
socioeconomic backgrounds, and unequal education resources are more intense in Shenzhen as
the city has a higher proportion of migrants. The Shenzhen study proves that social statuses are
inheritable as Jin points out that “This unequal allocation of educational resources would reduce
the social upward mobility of rural migrants, the poverty would be passed from rural migrants to
the next generation, and the social hierarchical system would be increasingly consolidated” (Jin
etal., 2017, p. 179). The Shenzhen study reveals that education opportunities are still unequal
even when migrants come to major cities hoping for a better chance of getting into top
universities. The truth is that class levels and family support are still key to obtaining resources.
The same issue is also happening in Nanjing City, Jiangsu Province, where family capital has a
significant impact on higher education attainments (Liu &Yao, 2015). Family locations and
parents’ education level impact the students’ college levels. Scholars Liu and Yao show that
parents who have a bachelor's degree from Project 985 and 211 schools, their students are 1.081

times more likely to get into Project 985 and 211 schools (Liu &Yao, 2015). The significant
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difference is caused by family capital, and migrants/rural families usually lack the support of
their children.
2.2 Theoretical Frameworks

This section looks into the study's two main theoretical frameworks: social capital theory
and family capital theory. This study uses these two main theoretical frameworks and their
sub-concepts to guide the development of its hypothesis and explain research findings.
2.2.1 Social Capital Theory

Social capital theory has been a popular theory when talking about education inequalities.
Scholar Lin gives a simple definition for social capital, which is “individuals engage in
interactions and networking in order to produce profits”. The theory is viewed as how people use
their network of relationships to benefit themselves in achieving their goals and creating a better
outcome (Lin, 1999, p. 31). Humans constantly interact with others, and society cannot survive
in isolation. Social capital theory is built upon the idea that resources shared within the
relationships will have better returns. Different theorists have different approaches to the social
capital theory. The main theories include Pierre Bourdieu, James Coleman, and Robert Putnam,
who all contributed to the social capital debate. They view social capital from various
approaches. This section will focus on the former two theorists, Coleman and Bourdieu, who
mainly examine social inequalities and education achievements. Their views are critical to the
study as they value social capital in contractive ways while also sharing some similarities. This
section analyzes Coleman and Bourdieu’s approaches rather than Robert Putnam’s ideology
because Putnam developed his theory based on Coleman’s approach. Therefore, focusing on
Coleman and Bourdieu’s social capital theory approaches is enough in this case.
2.2.2 James Coleman’s Approach

Coleman’s view on social capital is from a collective angle. He believes people benefit from
social capital if shared within the groups. He acknowledges social networks through family
connections (Coleman, 1988). Coleman argues that social capital and family social capital (also
known as social capital within the family) correspond to each other (Field, 2008; Coleman,
1988). He genuinely thinks that collective networks bonded within the family and community
can increase the benefits of each person. Coleman presents this ideology by using an example of
the famous diamond market. He indicates that the diamond market is operated by a close

community of Jewish people, not by a single merchant. The market functions based on a free
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exchange for stone inspection, and if any of the merchants fail to be honest, the close tie will be
broken. Then, the broken tie will result in the market being unable to operate and obtain its
current efficiency. This example shows that “these close ties, through family, community, and
religious affiliation, provide the insurance that is necessary to facilitate the transactions in the
market” (Coleman, 1988). Coleman emphasizes social capital through family relations, and in
his own research, he preliminary examines underprivileged students and their family/community
structures. He believes that parents are responsible for the involvement of their children’s social
capital development and uses these social connections for their children’s advancement
(Coleman, 1992; Dika & Singh, 2002). Educational achievement is strongly associated with
Coleman’s theory on social capital. His research on high school achievement gaps between
public, private, and catholic schools shows that catholic schools have the lowest student dropout
rates not because of their religious backgrounds. Instead, it is correlated with a well-built
community of adults (parents and teachers) and students (Coleman & Hoffer, 1987; Rogosic &
Baranovic, 2016). Coleman believes that social capital should be well-embedded in the form of
communities. Therefore, this current study will incorporate his ideology as one of the theoretical
frameworks and look closely into students’ family relationships to understand the effect of social
capital on educational achievements.
2.2.3 Sub-theory: Social Networks

As a sub-component of social capital theory, social networks become essential in
understanding how people exchange resources and information to achieve their goals. As social
networks are a part of the social capital theory in Coleman’s ideology, he mentions that networks
are embedded in social capital as he focuses on “the relationships of individuals across the
network” (Stone, 2018). In addition to Coleman, Lin indicates that social capital and social
networks are planted within each other by saying that ... individuals access and use resources
embedded in social networks to gain returns in instrumental actions or preserve gains in
expressive actions” (Lin, 1999, p. 31). It is impossible to only talk about social capital without
mentioning social networks as they compromise each other. Social networks can be applied to
individuals and a community because individuals can yield returns for the group as information
moves around more effortlessly and generates greater profits (Lin, 1999). For example, Scholar
Lin talks about how information and resources are being “borrowed” from one person to another.

Such “borrowing” information can be shown through one person using his/her networks to help
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his/her friends to find a job. At the end of the day, this job information is still the property of that
person, and his/her friends are only “borrowing” their social networks for their benefit (Lin,
1999, p. 468). Such illustration indicates that information is the foundation of social networks
and social capital. Coleman presents a similar approach in his ideology called “information
channels” (Coleman, 1988; Coleman, 1990). Information Channels mean that people use
relationships and networks as a source to obtain information and also to keep them up-to-date
(Coleman, 1988). Information brings benefits to the receiver while also giving returns to the
senders. Coleman gives an example of how leaders/employers collect information for their own
benefit. They are more likely to maintain or uphold their position because their information
“receivers”, such as employees or co-workers, will most likely repay them with gratitude and
hard work (Coleman, 1990). Social networks create a tie in the community and create prosperity
for each individual. These examples indicate that the more social networks one has, the more
advantages he/she is able to obtain through these community connections. Social networks
consolidate the present study, and by accessing Chinese college students’ social network
connections, either with their peers or with adults, researchers are able to understand the
connections between social capital, educational inequalities, and achievement gaps.
2.2.4 Pierre Bourdieu’s Approach

Unlike Coleman’s approach to social capital from a collaborative point of view, Bourdieu
takes social capital from the individual perspective. Bourdieu focuses on individuals' networks
and reproductions of social inequalities as his main ideology of social capital (Grossman, 2013).
Bourdieu’s interpretation of social capital theory includes four forms of capital: social, economic,
cultural, and symbolic. Bourdieu refers to social capital as one’s social status, economic capital
as the financial status, cultural capital as cultural goods and education qualifications of
individuals as well as family members, and symbolic capital as one’s reputation productions
(Bourdieu, 1986; Thlen, 2018). All of these capitals significantly contribute to producing
educational inequalities in Bourdieu’s ideology; however, this section will continue to focus on
the social capital, economic capital, and cultural capital components as the current study looks
into students’ socioeconomic status, family income, and education resources. Bourdieu argues
that economic capital is the root of social capital by indicating how some people are able to
obtain goods and resources without additional costs through economic capital while, in contrast,

others have to access them through social agreements (Bourdieu, 1986). This means that people
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with more economic capital are more likely to obtain the other three capitals than others.
Bourdieu’s view on social capital is significantly more concentrated on individualism. He
believes that even though social capital is attached to class stratification, each individual’s effort
to create durable networks is worth noting (Claridge, 2018). However, Bourdieu also insists that
these social connections are only durable in middle and upper classes to ensure “their spheres
remain exclusive” (Gauntlett, 2011). His ideology on social capital gives insights into the current
study as the study looks into the unequal distribution of resources obtained by different classes.
Besides Coleman’s idea of how social capital is emphasized in family relationships, Bourdieu
separates this view into cultural capital (Rogosic & Baranovic, 2016). Therefore, this study also
integrates Bourdieu’s cultural capital ideology of long-term contribution to cultural goods while
understanding the overall effect of social capital on students.
2.2.5 Sub-theory: Social Mobility

Social mobility is a sub-theory generated from Bourdieu’s concept of social space. Social
mobility refers to the movements of people from different socioeconomic statuses, and it is often
more applicable to the low-socioeconomic group as they travel upwards through education,
skills, work opportunities, and many other factors (Galiani, 2008; Behrman, 2000). Bourdieu
indicates that social space is closely related to social hierarchies as “some people have more
privileges associated with mobility than others”. Bourdieu believes that inequalities are
associated with social spaces as more people will have the same habitus and stay in the same
social position (Reed-Danahay, 2020, p. 9). Therefore, increasing social mobility for people of
low socioeconomic class is much more challenging as they are at the bottom of the social
hierarchy. The most effective way for them to increase their social position is through education.
In fact, education is significantly associated with social mobility as “education has become an
increasingly important factor in determining which job people enter and in determining their
social class position (Iannelli & Paterson, 2005). Education is always known as “the entry ticket
to a better life” in Chinese society. Much research has shown the idea that people from upper or
more advanced social classes often have a better education background and more advantages in
the labor market due to their social statuses (Iannelli & Paterson, 2005; Shavit & Blossfeld,
1993). This claim can also be a possible factor that contributed to the increased rate of higher
education participation around the globe. Education inequalities are still happening even when

the higher education participation rate has increased in recent years. Social mobility is still
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affecting academic achievement among students from the low socioeconomic class. There is a
common trend of social mobility happening in many countries, which shows that socioeconomic
status is “inheritable” because “those who are born poor are more likely to stay poor and those
who inherit privilege are more likely to pass on privilege” (Lenon, 2020, p. 112; Hurst, 2012).
Social mobility is understood as part of the concepts of social capital because people from less
advantaged backgrounds are more likely to reproduce inequalities, according to Bourdieu, as
social statuses are “inheritable”. This present study will look at education inequalities in China
through the social mobility lens.
2.2.6 Family Capital Theory

Family capital is one of the most influential factors causing achievement gaps in China.
The concept of family capital emerged from both Bourdieu and Coleman and was adapted by
many other scholars to supplement the social capital theory. On the one hand, Bourdieu includes
individual and family contributions as cultural capital, and he discusses its connection with the
other two: economic and social capital (You et al., 2022). On the other hand, Coleman
generalizes family capital by including “human capital, financial capital, and social capital” (Jin
etal., 2017, p. 171). Both scholars have some overlapping points of view; therefore, this current
study will look into how family capital can affect students’ academic achievements from the
economic/financial, and social aspects. Family economic capital refers to “the family annual
income and inherent assets” and family financial capital indicates “the physical and material
resources available to the family, typically measured as the family’s total household income”
(Zhao et al., 2023, p. 2; Jin et al., 2017, p. 171; Coleman, 1988). In general, this study will
examine the family's economic and financial capital, the annual income levels of the family, and
the amount of wealth the parents are willing to spend on their children academically. The study
will also look at the family social capital, which means it will measure the family social status
and the connections between parents/family members and students both academically and
socially (Zhao et al., 2023). Family social capital is closely related to family social networks,
which means that the more social networks the family has, the more their students are likely to
have high achievements in school and the workplace. Family capital is critical in understanding
achievement gaps in China as China has consistently placed more weight on family relations

than individuals' relationships (Liu & Gao, 2015). It is generally understood that family capital
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plays an essential role in the quality of education in Chinese society, as it further explains the
causes of education achievement gaps in Chinese higher education.
2.2.7 Hukou: An Example to Demonstrate Social Capital and Family Capital in China

Hukou means household registration, which is critical when discussing the effects of social
and family capital on Chinese students. According to the Organization for Research on China
and Asia, Hukou represents family capital for students before and during the phase of higher
education. It is also an illustration of their social capital after that. Hukou is a system where
everyone must register for residency based on their family's location. Registering for a hukou
means that the person will become a resident of that area, which is usually inherited from the
parents. However, people can change their residency through education and jobs if they qualify
through the local hukou policy. Hukou demonstrates one’s social status because one can become
socially mobile and increase his or her social status by moving his or her hukou to major cities
(Sasianandkumar, 2023). Before and during college, Aukou is one of the factors of family capital
and can cause education inequalities due to its location. Chinese scholars, such as Scholars Zhu
and Luo, emphasize that family background factors, including the father’s occupation, family
socioeconomic status, and parents’ education levels, all contribute to education inequalities in
China (Zhu & Luo, 2022). Therefore, to better understand the causes of achievement gaps in
Chinese students, this section will further examine family capital in the Chinese context through
the lens of individual family differences and the unique Chinese education system. The Chinese
education system is a particular case when discussing education achievement gaps. The Chinese
education system is divided into two critical stages: elementary to middle school and high school
to college. The stage from elementary school to middle school is known as the mandatory stage,
as all students are required to attend the schools that are closest to their Aukou. One difference in
receiving quality education is between a rural hukou and an urban hukou. It is commonly known
to many Chinese people that hukou plays a significant role in determining where their children
will go to school during the mandatory stage. The closer the hukou is to the major cities, the
better the chances are for the students to end up in top universities. Hukou is one factor
contributing to family capital as more educational resources are usually given to students from
larger cities because hukou is closely associated with the family’s socioeconomic status. It is
obvious that children from rural areas are less likely to succeed compared to those who have an

urban Aukou. The hukou system benefits “urban (nonagricultural) residents and discriminates
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against rural (agricultural) residents in resource allocation” and causes education inequalities (Jin
et al., 2017, p. 170; Afridi et al., 2012). Scholars Afridi, Li, and Ren discuss that hukou is
inheritable, and many rural residents’ educational opportunities continue to be impacted by their
birthplace and family origins (Afridi et al., 2012). The hukou system is an exceptional and
critical example of Chinese society's socioeconomic system and family social capital, which
must be addressed when discussing the capital impacts.
2.3 Adoption from Both Theories

As both theorists have some similar ideas in their theories, this study will take Coleman’s
approach to social capital and its sub-theory of social networks through family and close
communities while also integrating Bourdieu’s social capital theory on class stratification and
social mobility to understand the social inequality that is happening in the Chinese society. The
study discusses the impacts of family interactions and their social networks on students’
academic achievements. Essentially, it discovers the role of family plays in students’ education
and how different capitals affect the outcome. In other words, this study further looks into the
influences of economic/financial capital on their families and if this form of capital will make a
difference academically. The study also examines students’ achievements from social
perspectives and investigates the effects of individual social networks with their friends and
peers. In addition, this study will examine the non-project university students’ attitudes and
opinions toward Project 985 and 211 universities and find out how to close the gap between the
students from these schools and the non-project institutions. Lastly, the study explores hukou and
whether the locations can play a role in contributing to education inequalities by connecting this
concept back to the family capital and social capital concepts. The two theories, social capital
theory and family capital theory, are significant steps in understanding the possible ways of
closing the achievement gaps in the Chinese higher education system.
2.4 Summary

This literature review section suggests that social capital and family capital all play an
influential role in determining the students’ higher education institution levels. Non-project
institutions will likely have more rural and migrant students because of the lack of education
resources and more significant achievement gaps. Empirical studies prove that Aukou locations
are essential for the students’ compulsory education. Larger cities mean more opportunities, yet

these opportunities and resources are labeled with a price. By investigating the possible causes of
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the current situation in the Chinese higher education system, educators are able to create possible

policies that can benefit students from less advantaged backgrounds.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

This research uses a unique method: mixed methods. Quantitative and qualitative data were
collected and analyzed to understand the study’s aims and related aspects. Quantitative data (a
survey) was used to analyze participants’ background information and positions, while
qualitative data (semi-structured interviews) was collected to hear people’s stories in more detail
(Brikci & Green, 2007, p. 3). This chapter first explains the paradigm involved in this mixed
methods study. Then, research designs are introduced and followed up with data collection
methods. Lastly, this chapter mentions the data analysis plan, acknowledges ethics and the
researcher’s positionality, and points out some limitations. Together, this chapter establishes a
rigorous and detailed methodological approach to this study.
3.1 Philosophical Stance

Mixed methods research is starting to gain popularity over the last few decades. Mixed
methods refer to combining both quantitative and qualitative data, and sometimes two or more
methods are used in a single research study (Hall, 2013; Greene, 2006). Identifying philosophical
stances in social study research is critical as paradigms are able to help researchers understand
the construction of the world through human experiences (Kuhn, 1962). By understanding and
applying different paradigms to the research, researchers can verify the legitimacy of their
chosen methods and frame how they interpret truths. Paradigms are viewed as a framework for
the study as its methodological approach is based on these philosophical stances. According to
Scholar Hall, there are three ways to adopt paradigms for mixed method research:
"a-paradigmatic stance, the multiple paradigm stance, and the single paradigm stance” (Hall,
2013, p. 5). Scholar Hall points out that it is difficult to identify specific paradigms for mixed
methods because they include both quantitative and qualitative methods, and sometimes
paradigms that are suitable for either method might contradict each other. For example,
positivism and postpositivism are more suitable with quantitative methodologies, while
constructivism is associated with qualitative research. Therefore, mixing positivism and
constructivism might cause contradictory issues as these paradigms have different ontologies and
epistemologies. Accordingly, Scholar Hall suggests that the more suitable paradigm for mixed
methods is the single paradigm stance (Hall, 2013). Pragmatism has become one of the popular
choices for mixed methods. To avoid contradictory assumptions, this current study uses the

single paradigm stance and adopts pragmatism as its parametric approach. Pragmatism is
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identified as “a compromise between empiricism (knowledge is derived from sensory
experience) and rationalism (knowledge is derived from logical and deductive reason)”, which
simply means that pragmatism is using “all necessary approaches to to understand research
problem” (Moon & Blackman, 2014). This unique characteristic makes pragmatism suitable for
mixed method research because it allows the researcher to establish a holistic evaluation and
include other possible factors in this study. Pragmatism has guided the research methodology. In
considering pragmatism as the methodological framework, the best way to understand reality and
the construction of knowledge is through examining real-world problems, which means in this
study, quantitative data is used to measure individual background differences, and qualitative
data is to analyze participant’s experiences and beliefs.
3.2 Research Methods

Taking pragmatism into account when choosing a suitable method to examine inequalities
among Chinese higher education students, mixed methods become a sufficient option. Mixed
methods include two parts. The first part was analyzed using descriptive statistics, while the rest
of the survey was analyzed using correlation. This current study chose to use the explanatory
sequential design. According to Scholars Merriam and Tisdell, the explanatory sequential design
means that “the quantitative data are collected first; the collection of the qualitative data follows,
generally with the purpose of explaining the results or a particular part of the findings in more
depth” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 47). This type of mixed method was frequently used in
social science studies and the field of education, and this study employed such a strategy. This
strategy means that this study analyzes the quantitative data first and then uses the results to
generate the follow-up interview questions. This research aims to examine the effects of social
networks and family influences on Chinese college students; therefore, it becomes essential to
first understand if different social statuses have impacted students’ academic achievements.
Since social statuses are usually demonstrated in relation to family incomes and demographics,
the quantitative method is a suitable choice for collecting numerical data. The survey questions
were designed to compromise such needs. Survey questions came mainly from the empirical
studies in Chapter 2. Some empirical studies examined the effects of family capital, and others
examined the influences of social capital on students. Therefore, this survey combined both
theories into one complete survey, with one section focused on social capital and another

concentrated on family capital. For example, questions regarding after-school classes came from
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the Shenzhen study (Jin et al., 2017). Questions examined social networks came from multiple
studies (Liu & Gao, 2015; Mamas, 2018). Surveys are also a typical example of choice when the
research requires to “gather numerical data and generalize it across groups of people” (Almalki,
2016). A survey became a convenient choice for collecting data across China from both northern
and southern, including remote areas. Since the diversity of participants in this study requires a
wide range, using a survey first to gather basic information becomes necessary. Quantitative
methods, such as online surveys, allowed data to be collected from a wide range of participants.
Digital methods were advantageous when it came to collecting information from a concentrated
group of people (Wright, 2017). The survey was administered online, and it collected fifty-four
survey responses from the northern, southern, and remote areas. Eight representatives were
selected from the pool to conduct interviews. Since this study also requires the participants to be
students who either are currently undergraduate students or have earned an undergraduate degree
from non-Project 985 and 211 universities in China, the online survey is an efficient tool when
reaching out to this population of students. Without the help of the internet, it would have been
difficult to examine a large number of students from this category because sample sizes might
have been smaller as the participants were located in various areas across China.

After collecting survey responses, the study followed up with semi-structured interviews.
The semi-structured interview was chosen because of the benefits it would bring to the study.
Semi-structured interviews offered detailed insights from participants’ experiences and their
stories through a set of open-ended questions. This type of interview was more of a conversation
between the researcher and the participants rather than a formal meeting (Ruslin et al., 2022).
This form of interaction allowed me to have a structured or preset of questions while still being
able to engage in the conversations. With these interviews, the study was able to investigate
participants’ individual values and beliefs, which were difficult to measure statistically (Almalki,
2016; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). The opinions and responses of these eight interview participants
were recorded for more in-depth thematic analysis. By combining quantitative and qualitative
methods, this research collected data from a well-rounded point of view and enhanced validity.

Mixed methods were chosen for this study because of the benefits this approach brought to
the study, and this method fulfilled the study’s unique aims. Some prominent benefits of using
mixed methods in this research included that both methods compromised each other, provided a

comprehensive understanding, and answered the research question when one method could not
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(Guest & Fleming, 2015, p. 582). With most of the workload on qualitative data, the quantitative
data sets were only analyzed using descriptives and correlation strategies. Moreover, the
qualitative data were analyzed in depth and coded with various themes. In this way, mixed
methods become doable with more emphasis on one method than both. The survey was sent out
a month before scheduling the interview sections to avoid any time conflicts between both
parties. The participants who participated in the interviews were informed and planned the dates
according to their schedules and flexibility. I was able to work around the participants’ schedules
to make sure that they were able to complete both phrases. Detailed explanations and analysis on
both phrases can be found in the 3.4 Data Analysis section.
3.2.1 Sampling Process

Since I did not fit into the category requirement of this study, all the participants were
recruited through social media platforms, such as WeChat and Instagram. The survey was sent
out beforehand as a social media post, and whoever was interested in the upcoming interview
was able to leave their social media IDs so I could reach out to them. All interview participants
were selected upon completing the survey, and all potential interviewees were required to be
either current undergraduate students or recent graduates from non-Project 985 and 211
universities in China. All participants were required to be above the age of eighteen and had no
apparent disabilities. All genders were welcomed in this study; however, the ratio of
male-to-female interview participants was one to seven because it was impossible to keep the
number equal as the number of participants who were willing to conduct the study remained
subjective.
3.3 Data Collection and Data Management

The data was collected through two phases: a survey and semi-structured interviews. The
survey was first sent out to the public through social media platforms. The survey was signed to
have thirty-eight questions and was divided into three parts. The first part examined participants’
background information. The second and third parts measured the effects of social networks and
family capital. The survey responses were collected online, and no personal identifications were
revealed, as the participants were not asked to write down their names.

Upon completion of the survey, participants were invited to participate in the

semi-structured interviews at a later stage. The interview participants were given the interview

guide ahead of time, and new questions were allowed to be brought up during the process from
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the participant’s individual responses. In this way, semi-structured interviews allowed the
researcher to have the freedom to tailor the questions based on the situations during the
interviews (Ruslin et al., 2022; Lindlof & Taylor, 2002). Furthermore, the interviews also took
place online since the study examines Chinese college students, and all of them were based in
various locations in China. Conducting these interviews online became the most convenient way
and allowed more flexibility for both the researcher and the participant. The researcher was able
to adjust the schedule based on the participants. All participants only consented to have their
voices recorded, and conducting the interview online best accommodated this request without
recording their faces. The data collection process of combining a survey and an interview served
the purpose of fulfilling the research aims and requirements.

For data management, the survey was administered through Microsoft Forms, and all the
responses were recorded in an Excel sheet in the University OneDrive for security and
confidentiality purposes. All the participants were guaranteed anonymity as no one questions on
the survey or during the interview would ask them to give their names or other identifications.
All participants had to consent or sign the consent form for the survey and interview. No
personal identifications were revealed, and all interview participants were identified using
numbers. All interview participants agreed to direct quotations as long as they were not
identifiable and their names were mentioned. All online interviews took place on University
Microsoft Teams, and I translated all recorded transcripts solely to ensure confidentiality. All
original and translated transcripts were uploaded to the University OneDrive. The original audio
recordings were deleted and destroyed completely right after finishing the transcripts. The 3.5
Ethical Considerations and Positionality section mentions additional information on ethical
consideration approaches.

3.3.1 Pilot Study

To ensure validity and smooth performance, a pilot study was done for both the survey
and the interview. Conducting a pilot study before the actual research study became essential to
ensure the study had all the necessary components and its design was practical (Malmgqvist et al.,
2019). The survey was tested with one initial participant before posting it to the public, and she
previewed all the questions. Minor changes to the wording of the statements were made, and the
order of the questions was adjusted. A pilot interview was conducted to ensure that the interview

questions were not too broad and that the participants were able to finish the interview within an
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hour. The participant did not offer any suggestions for the interview questions; she believed they
were reasonable to ask for the actual interview.
3.4 Data Analysis

Different types of mixed methods are interpreted differently in research studies. This
section discusses the specific strategies for analyzing data sets from both quantitative and
qualitative methods. A full list of the survey questions and interview questions is attached in
Appendix 1.
3.4.1 Specific Steps of Analyzation

This current study adopted this methodology and analyzed its data in this sequence. First and

foremost, the quantitative data was analyzed in two main sections and presented using
descriptive and correlation analysis. The first section of the survey included the background
information of the participants, such as demographics, genders, school types, household
registration locations, and family information. All background information was measured using
descriptive statistics to identify common patterns across the sample. The following section was
analyzed using correlation analysis, focusing on social networks and family capital influences on
students’ academic achievements. In this section, the participants were asked to respond to the
statements on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. These
statements examined the participants’ opinions on whether or not the situation applied to them.
For example, fifteen statements accessed social networks and family capital, and they were
demonstrated, such as “My family will help me find a job or an internship” and “I believe the
relationship with my class cohort will benefit me in the future.” I manually screened all answers
to ensure validity and avoid the participants quickly scanning the questions without carefully
thinking fully before answering them. Participants who finished the survey in less than a minute
were removed to ensure the accuracy of the results. After scanning their responses, these
responses to these statements were analyzed through statistical software in the form of
correlation. All the statements that show a significant positive or negative correlation were
further examined and asked again in the interviews as part of the explanatory sequential design.

The following qualitative interview data was analyzed by using the thematic approach.
Scholar Naeem states, “Thematic analysis is a research method used to identify and interpret
patterns or themes in a data set; it often leads to new insights and understanding (Naeem et al.,

2023, p. 2). This study used both inductive and deductive coding approaches. Deductive codes
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were predetermined before the research took place, while inductive codes were generated from
the data and were repeated terms used by the participants during the interviews (Linneberg &
Korsgaard, 2019). This study first used deductive coding, which was generated from the survey
results. The predetermined codes came from the significant correlation analysis and helped to
form the interview questions. Some examples of the deductive codes were “social interactions”,
“family supports”, “financial burdens” and many more. These codes formed some of the main
interview questions and allowed the researcher to explore more of the participant’s individual
experiences in more depth. I also looked for inductive codes from the transcripts. I looked for a
few repeated phrases that appeared in the transcripts, such as “discrimination”, “school ranking”,
and “interpersonal relationships”. Then, they were grouped as sub-themes or examples and
discussed as part of the findings. Border themes were generated and interpreted through
deductive and inductive codings to understand the research results better.
3.5 Ethical Considerations and Positionality of the Researcher

Ethical considerations are a critical step in the research process. To ensure the study follows
all ethical protocols, this study obtained ethics approval from the Central University Research
Ethics Committee (CUREC) and the Education Departmental Research Ethics Committee
(DREC). The approval letter is attached in Appendix 2. All participants remained unidentified
and anonymous in the survey and interview. The only exception was that interview participants’
names were signed on the consent forms; however, these forms were carefully kept in University
OneDrive. Access to these forms was only given to my supervisor and me. To ensure all
participants were well-informed before starting the study, a participant information sheet
(Appendix 3) was given to the participants, and questions were asked to ensure they understood
the process. Their privacy and confidentiality were well respected in this study. For the interview,
the participants were each assigned a number, and they were referred to in the write-up by their
numbers. No names or pseudonyms were used to protect their privacy. All interview participants
had potential interview questions in advance and they could notify the researcher if they were
uncomfortable answering any of the questions. Since the interview was semi-structured, more
questions might be generated once the interview is in progress. All participants understood that
they were able to stop the interview at any time without giving reasons. All questions, both the

survey and the interview, were submitted and approved by CUREC and DREC.
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Scholar Massound states, “Explaining one’s positionality allows a reader to understand how
data were gathered, who agreed to talk to the researcher, and why they did so” (Massoud, 2022,
p.s67). Positionality played a critical role in helping both the audience and me understand the
reason for conducting this research and the role that the researcher played in the study. This
current study was done in the context of Chinese higher education, in which I did not graduate
from a Chinese university. However, | was familiar with the context as I grew up immersed in
the culture. The study was conducted under such conditions because I had prior knowledge of
Chinese higher education institutions, as some of my friends from childhood went to these
schools. Since the survey was sent out through my private social media accounts, some of the
participants were from my friend groups. Nonetheless, all participants were invited to complete
the survey or the interview because they fit the requirements of the study. My position stood
differently from that of the participants compared to someone they were not familiar with. I
consider myself as “an insider” in the study. Being an “Insider” or an “outsider” meant whether
or not the research was done in the researcher's own culture (Holmes, 2020). In this case, the
study was conducted in Chinese with all Chinese participants, as I also speak Chinese. With such
familiarity, it was beneficial because the participants were able to speak Chinese in the interview.
They were able to express themselves in more depth than if they had to speak in English.
Speaking the same language allowed the participants and myself to engage in the conversations
in more depth without the worry of being unable to express themselves. However, the downside
of being an insider was that “data might become thinner as a result” (Mercer, 2007). The
participants might have skipped important information because they assumed I already knew this
information. It was worth noting the researcher’s positionality in this study. To avoid
presumptions, all survey and interview questions were pre-approved by my supervisor for a
second-hand opinion in order to minimize pre-preferences in choosing the questions.
3.6 Limitations

Even though this study was conducted to fulfill the research aims and to benefit the
community, we still had to consider its limitations. The first limitation is that since this research
is done in a short amount of time, around three to four months, mixed methods require more
work and take more effort to analyze results from both methods (Almalki, 2016). The second
limitation of conducting mixed methods in this study is that the participants are unwilling to

participate in both phases due to conflicting schedules (Almalki, 2016). Both of these limitations
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that were related to the study’s method selection were resolved by focusing more on the
interview data analysis and planning ahead of time with participants. The third limitation was
that online surveys could also cause sampling issues. Since the participants were taking the
survey online, self-selection bias might occur if participants repeatedly selected the same answer,
which altered the final analysis results (Nayak & Narayan, 2019). This could potentially affect
the results when calculating for significance. The fourth limitation was that the sample size was
too small for both the survey and the interview. The plan was to have around two hundred
responses for the survey and twenty participants for the interview; nonetheless, the study ended
up only having one-third of the participation rate, which caused the study to be less
representative of the whole Chinese college student population. The final limitation was that the
participants were mostly females, and interpreting male students' experiences became
insufficient. The male-to-female ratio of the survey was four to six, while for the interview, it
was only one to seven. This number was totally subjective as it fully depended on the willingness
of the participants. However, this unbalanced sample size could affect the study by increasing the
chance of false assumptions, and the sample size being too small could cause the results to be
less generalizable. Therefore, making connections with the whole Chinese population becomes

more challenging.
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Chapter 4: Findings and Results

This chapter is presented in two main sections: the quantitative and qualitative findings. Each
main section contains two sub-sections, which address social capital and family capital. Firstly,
the quantitative findings are introduced in two ways: descriptive statistics for basic individual
background information and correlations for examining the effects of these two capitals.
Secondly, the qualitative findings are organized and discussed in answering the four overarching
research questions. Collectively, by analyzing the findings, this study aims to answer the main
research question and discover the potential causes of the achievement gap for Chinese college
students.
4.1 Quantitative Findings

In this section, basic background information and correlation tests on family capital and
social capital were analyzed in preparation for making connections to the qualitative data sets in
the discussion section.
4.1.1 Descriptives Statistics: Background Information

Some basic background information was gathered from the survey. Fifty-four participants

took the survey, and twenty-one of them were males, while the rest were females. Only one
participant preferred not to say or identify the gender. The gender ratio of this study is roughly
around four to six. Out of the fifty-four participants, they all went to non-Project 985 and 211
universities. A majority of them (57%) went to public universities in China, and the rest of them
went to other different types of schools, such as vocational (9%), independent/Minban (11%),
private (11%), Adult HEIs (4%), and others (7%). The highest grade point average (GPA) was
4.0, and twenty-six (48%) participants were in the 3.0 to 3.5 range. Fifteen of them (28%) had
their GPA in the 3.5 to 4.0 range, while the rest (24%) were below 3.0. Out of these fifty-four
participants, only six of them had a household registration, hukou, in the four major cities:
Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen (See Chart 1). Thirty-one (57%) participants’
hukou were located in southern cities, and fourteen (26%) of them were located in northern
cities. Only a very small portion of participants (6%) were from remote areas. Thirty-four (63%)
participants in these cities and areas had an urban hukou, while the rest (37%) had a rural hukou.
This meant that the chance of participants who were holding an urban Aukou while that hukou
was also located in one of the four major cities was scattered. Most students chose to live in the

cities where their hukou were located, but a few of them had moved to the four major cities for
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various reasons. Eight participants were living in the four major cities, and ten of them lived in
northern cities. Most participants, thirty-four of them, lived in southern cities, and only two
participants lived in remote areas. The background information helps to understand a general
trend and makes connections to the interview analysis at a later stage.
4.1.2 Descriptives Statistics: Family Capital

The “family capital” section assesses family relations, financial situations, and support
offered by family members and their communities. In the survey, family capital first examines
parents’ hukou, education levels, and their employability. The result showed that all participants’
parents, both fathers and mothers, had the same Aukou locations (See Chart 2). For example,
fifteen (28%) participants indicated that their parents all had a northern city Aukou, and
twenty-nine (54%) participants stated that their parents held a southern city Aukou. Only six
(11%) participants selected the four major cities and indicated that their parents’ hukou were
located there. Four (6%) participants’ parents’ hukou were located in remote areas in China.

Parents’ education levels were critical in examining family capital (See Charts 3 & 4).

According to previous empirical studies, family socioeconomic status was measured by parents’
educational levels and household incomes (Chen et al., 2021; Matthew & Gallo, 2011). Thus, it
became critical for this study to examine parents’ education levels and household incomes as an
indicator of socioeconomic statuses, and examining the sibling factor also became critical as
previous studies showed that families who had more children tend to have a lower per capita
income (Chyi & Zhou, 2014; Jin et al., 2017). Half of the parents only had a secondary school
diploma, meaning that they had never graduated from a higher education institution. Nineteen
(35%) participants indicated that their fathers had graduated from a higher education institution
and fifteen (28%) of their mothers were also a higher education graduate. Nine (17%)
participants’ fathers and twelve (22%) mothers were elementary school graduates. The majority,
thrifty-five (65%) participants, came from households having one to three siblings. Seventeen
(31%) of them had no siblings, and only two (4%) had more than three siblings. For family
employability, most fathers (78%) and mothers (64%) were working, while the rest of them were
unemployed or retired. The average family annual income for most families (39%) was around

100,000 to 300,000 Chinese yuan®. Twenty (37%) families had an annual income of less than

? The currency exchange rate for Chinese yuan to British pound is around 0.11, meaning that for every one Chinese
yuan is worth 0.11 British pounds.
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100,000 Chinese yuan. Eight (15%) participants selected their households' annual income from
300,000 to 500,000 yuan, and only five (9%) participants’ annual incomes were above 500,000
yuan. Most participants’ families were earning less than 32,000 pounds per year. To visualize
these findings, according to the National Bureau of Statistics of China, “In 2023, ... the per
capita disposable income® of urban residents was 51,821 yuan...and the per capita disposable
income of rural residents was 21,691 yuan” (2024). The statistics showed that it is possible that
an urban family of three had an average household annual income of 150,000 yuan while a rural
family of three only earned around 60,000 yuan per year. Chong explained that the line for the
middle class and above is each person earning more than 100,000 yuan per year because below
this number people did not need to pay personal taxes (Chong, 2024). Therefore, the majority of
the households in this study could potentially be from the middle class and below.

Another indicator of family financial support was pocket money, which was a way to
demonstrate family’s financial abilities and attitudes toward education expenses (Jin et al., 2017,
p. 183; Shah et al., 2012). Forty-four (81%) participants had pocket money before college, and
most of them (43%) received an amount in the range of 100 to 500 yuan.

Spending extra money and taking after-school classes were also indicators of family
education and financial support as part of showing the family economic capital (Jin et al., 2017).
Thirty-seven (69%) participants selected ‘yes’ to taking after-school classes since elementary
school. The ratio of humanities and STEM subjects was fairly equal. As coursework got heavier
and more challenging, parents’ help with academics became less common. Therefore, allowing
students to spend extra money and take after-school classes showed the family's financial
strength, family social capital, and an alternative form of educational support. These descriptive
statistics findings can further help interpret qualitative data and together assist in understanding

some patterns across various areas in China.

4 Disposable income of Residents refers to the sum of final consumption expenditure and savings that residents can
use, that is, the income that residents can use for free disposal, including both cash income and physical income.
According to the source of income, disposable income includes income from wages and salaries, net business
income, net income from properties and net income from transfer (The National Bureau of Statistics of China,
2024).
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4.1.3 Correlation Findings: Family Capital, Social Capital and Social Networks

The “family capital” theme can also be understood through the correlation test. Since this
study uses the explanatory sequential design, the correlation tests only look for results that have
either a positive or negative linear relationship. Each variable was calculated with one another,
such as Variable 1: “family’s attitudes toward school-related purchases” was calculated with
Variable 2: “family higher education desires” using correlation, and so on. These significant
results were used to generate the interview questions and were asked again during the interview

process. Therefore, family capital was demonstrated by using the following measures (see Table
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1). All the measurements were selected from literature and empirical studies. For example,
family financial capital was measured by examining family attitudes on school-related spending
and support, while family social capital was measured by their attitudes toward academic
performances and school work assistance (Liu & Gao, 2015; Gao et al., 2015; Jin et al., 2017).
Measurements such as “family’s attitudes toward school-related purchases,” “family higher
education desires,” “family care for student’s academic performances,” and “family’s financial
support after graduation,” all showed positive correlations. “Family’s attitudes toward
school-related purchases” and “family higher education desires” had a strong positive
relationship. “Family care for student’s academic performances” and “family’s financial support
after graduation” had a moderate to weak positive relationship. These significant measurements
were revisited during the interview, and participants were asked to elaborate on their opinions
and past experiences.

The correlation test results also showed a significant relationship between social capital and
social networks (see Table 2). Five measurements had either positive or negative linear
relationships, which were “family helps on internships and jobs”, “help from relatives”,
“relationship with class cohort”, “working in groups on academic projects”, and “help from
alumni for internships and jobs”. “Family helps on internships and jobs”, “help from relatives”,
“relationship with class cohort”, and “help from alumni for internships and jobs” all had a weak
positive correlation, while “working in groups on academic projects” had a weak negative
correlation. These measurements were mainly used to calculate the effects of social networks on
students’ academic achievements and were later examined again during the interviews. These
measurements indicated the importances of family support and participants’ view on the effect of
social networks on themselves. These significant results indicated the effects of participants’
family capital, social capital, and social networks had on their education career journey and
whether or not these forms of capitals affected the type of college they attended or influenced

them academically.



Table 1. Correlation between family capital and family support
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Measure 1 2 3 4 5 6
(Pearson’s r/ p-value)

1. School related —

purchases -

2. Higher education 0.733 -

desires <.001 -

3. Care for academic 0.605 0.738 -

performances <.001 <.001 -

4. Pursue a higher 0.049 0.144 0.240 -

degree 0.692 0.246 0.051 -

5. Confidence in 0.049 0.119 -0.039 -0.016 -
findings a job 0.692 0.336 0.753 0.896 —

6. Financial support 0.289 0.264 0.238 0.201 -0.006 -
after graduation 0.018 0.031 0.052 0.103 0.959 -

4.2 Qualitative Findings

In this section, a deeper analysis is done using thematic analysis to answer the four
overarching research questions. Most interview questions came from the correlation tests and
were identified as predetermined codes for the deductive coding approach. For example, the
interview question “What were your parents' attitudes when spending money on school-related
expenses, such as after-school programs or extra worksheets? Have they ever complained about
the prices of these expenses?” was generated from the positive measurement “family’s attitudes
toward school-related purchases.” Inductive codes were generated from the repeated interview
responses, such as “discrimination”, “school ranking”, and “interpersonal relationships”, which
further served to support thematic findings. This section aims to provide a combination of

findings on how social capital and family capital affect the participants’ academic achievements

in college.
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4.2.1 Thematic Analysis: Effects of Family Financial Capital on Participants’ Education
Outcomes

To find out more about whether family financial capital played a role in determining the type
of higher education institutions (Project 985 and 211 universities or non-projected universities)
these participants ended up attending, participants were asked to share their experiences with
financial support from parents and family since growing up. The results showed that most
parents of non-project university students were strict about educational expenses since growing
up, and these parents followed the “norms” to send their students to take after-school classes on
school-related subjects, which resulted in their students having no other choices but only
attending non-project universities. The reasons behind such actions of still sending their students
to after-school classes but still not reaching their goals of getting into Project 985 and 211
universities could potentially be because students who got into Project 985 and 211 universities
did not rely solely on these after-school lessons. They had other ways of getting into these
universities, such as through special programs or their socioeconomic level, which provided
extensive education resources since growing up. Therefore, the after-school classes were not the
only way for them to obtain knowledge, as they could access resources differently.

In order to discover more if financial capital affects students academically, the participants
were asked to indicate if they received any pocket money before college, living expenses during
college, and any financial support after college. All eight participants shared that they had pocket
money growing up, and the amount varied from family to family. A few participants indicated
that they only had a few yuan, while the others shared that they had a range of a couple hundred
to a thousand yuan every month. The amount of pocket money was highly dependent on their
family income during that time. Five out of eight (63%) participants indicated spending their
pocket money mainly on food and snacks after school. Three (38%) participants mentioned
buying books or school-related supplies with their pocket money. All of them indicated that they
spent their money carefully, but three participants stated that their parents were strict and made
sure they did not spend their pocket money on miscellaneous items. The rest of them expressed
that their parents had them fully control their pocket money for educational purposes, such as
learning how to manage their money. All participants stated that their pocket money was turned
into living expenses during college. There was no longer a concept called pocket money, but

parents were giving them a few thousand yuan each month to live in colleges. The amount of
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their living expenses varied, and five participants took part-time jobs during college to cover
extra expenses. Their parents did not give them extra money besides their monthly allowances.
The rest of the participants indicated that they were able to ask their parents for more if they used
all of their living expenses. Three participants thought their family might still offer financial
support after graduating college, while the rest believed they were on their own once they started
receiving paychecks.

Furthermore, family financial support not only demonstrated the amount of money the
participants received from their parents. Parents’ attitudes toward taking after-school classes can
determine family financial support. A majority, six out of eight (75%) participants, took
after-school lessons prior to college. Many of the participants stated that they look after school
classes for extra help on school-related subjects. However, many participants shared that these
classes did not help them with their scores; they only did so upon their parents’ wishes, and they
still placed extra financial burdens on the family. Out of eight participants, only two participants
shared that they also took after-school classes for interest-related subjects, such as dance, arts,
and robotics. On the one hand, most of the parents were supportive even though these classes
were expensive to them. For example, according to Participant 1, since her major required extra
school classes for extra help that she could not receive from learning from her school teachers,
her family had to spend an extra amount of money to hire a private tutor. She expressed that in
order for her to achieve a high score in the class, she spent three to four days after school with
her private tutor. She shared that “even though they (after-school classes) were quite expensive,
my parents think this is a necessary expense because if everyone goes to take these classes, those
who do not will have no chance in the competition”. Incense competition forced most students to
take extra classes after school. Even though these classes might cost them a fortune, many
parents were more concerned about their students falling behind. Another participant, Participant
4, indicated the same idea. He shared “Although I think that they were useless because everyone
was taking these lessons, my parents also required me to attend it. I did not like it. It was not
cheap”. Parents were willing to spend money on education-related items, typically seen in
after-school classes for school-related subjects, to help their students with the college entrance
exam. On the other hand, one participant believed that these after-school classes helped to take
another route on the college entrance exam. Students were able to take extra classes for

non-school-related subjects, such as music, arts, and debate, to reduce the requirement of the
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scores when applying to colleges. Participant 5 shared, “I feel like after attending these

after-school lessons, I do think it influenced my career choice the most because I took these

Table 2. Correlation between social capital and social networks

Measure
(Pearson’s r/
p-value)

1. Family helps on
Internships/jobs

2. Help from
relatives throughout
education career

3. Relationship with
class cohort

4. Working in groups
on academic
projects

5. Project 985/211
universities have
more social
networks

6. Social
relationships are
beneficial in
workforces

7. Social
connections is
beneficial

8. Help from alumni
for internships/jobs

0.256
0.037

0.292
0.017
-0.251
0.041

-0.130
0.293

0.167
0.176

0.143
0.250

0.328
0.007

0.215
0.080

0.016
0.899

-0.106
0.394

0.224
0.068

0.058
0.642

0.168
0.175

0.027
0.829

0.081
0.515

0.386
0.001

0.266
0.029

0.027
0.828

0.412
<.001

0.122
0.326

0.181
0.142

0.093
0.455

0.128
0.303

0.025
0.844

-0.003
0.983

6 7 8
0.500 -
<.001 -
0.186 0.266  —
0.133 0.030 -

music and orchestra lessons, and it gave me directions to choose music-related majors during

college. Also, I earned bonus points during the college entrance exam. It helped me deduce many

points for the exam”. She went through the talent program and got into her school by playing in

the orchestra to win awards. She indicated that she would not be able to have these achievements

if her parents were not supportive and spent money on these classes; however, she also shared
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that her parents had complained about how expensive these classes were and expected her to
earn good grades in return.

Parents’ attitudes toward taking after-school classes are not only shown in their actions but
also their mindsets. All participants indicated that their parents were willing to spend money on
education, but three participants stated that their parents would complain about the expense of
this extra spending. Participant 4 shared, "As for other things, for entertainment purposes, such
as spending money on games, they will never allow their money to be used that way”. Due to the
competitiveness of the current education environment, parents were willing to support their
students for education-related expenses but not other activities.

4.2.2 Thematic Analysis: Effects of Family Social Capital on Participants’ Education
Outcomes
Family social capital plays a significant role in influencing students’ educational

outcomes. The results showed that the more family social capital one received, the better school
one could attend. Family social capital is demonstrated through family support, specifically when
parents and relatives offer help to their students with school-related tasks, such as homework and
class projects. Receiving quality help from parents and relatives might possibly helped students
get into a better university, yet many non-project university students did not receive such help
from home. All participants indicated that their parents and relatives helped them with their
schoolwork until middle school. The amount of help the parents could offer their children was
sometimes limited because the subjects were beyond their knowledge. In addition, five
participants shared that their parents, at least one of the parents, were not college graduates.
Therefore, it was hard for them to help their children once they reached high school and college.
Furthermore, when participants talked about help from home, they mentioned their mothers more
than fathers, possibly due to mothers being more concerned about their educational outcomes.
Participant 3 expressed that whenever she asked her mother for academic help and her mother
was not able to provide such help, she would hire a tutor or send her to after-school classes to get
help from teachers. Participant 3 further shared:

"What she could probably do was to accompany me and pay for it. However, she could

not provide any academic help because her knowledge level was insufficient. If you ask

her, she would only say, ‘How many years have I studied? How many years have |
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graduated?’. She does not understand my math questions because she was a liberal arts
Student”.

Another participant also shared a similar idea. Participant § talked about how her parents
only helped her during elementary school with some simple math homework, but when she
entered middle and high school, her parents were not able to help at all.

When parents were not able to offer any academic help, some of the participants’ close
relatives stepped up to do so. Three participants shared that because some of their family
members were teachers, they were able to help with them academically. For example, Participant
6 mentioned that her grandmother was able to help her when she worked on class projects
because her parents were at work most of the time. Another example was when Participant 2
shared that some of her relatives were high school teachers, so they were able to provide
academic help when she needed it. She indicated that “... all our relatives are math teachers,
some in primary school, some were principals. So when I was in junior high school, they helped
me a lot with math homework”. However, she said such help was only given until middle school.
When parents or other relatives were able to provide help, many parents chose to pay a private
tutor or send their students to after-school classes. As mentioned above, Participant 3 was not the
only one who shared this point. Six out of eight (75%) participants indicated that their parents
chose to pay the extra money for them to get help elsewhere. All six participants shared that they
believed that financial help was the most their parents could offer during that time.

4.2.3 Thematic Analysis: Effects of Social Networks during College and Beyond

Social networks benefit students to some extent. Most participants were from
low-middle-class families, and the number of their social networks and their opinions on this
subject were examined in this section. The results indicated that many of these families might
lack social networks. However, many students viewed having stable social networks as
beneficial, and they tried to maintain such connections to help them achieve their goals during
and after college. In evaluating the effect of social networks on students, four themes were
generated to examine the significance. This section's first theme discussed the benefits of family
social networks on students’ achievements. A few participants indicated that their parents were
able to help them find internships or possibly jobs after graduation through their family’s social
networks. The rest of the participants were unsure if their families would be able to offer such

help because they were unsure about their parents' social relationships. Nonetheless, having a
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wider social network could potentially bring a better outcome from an educational perspective.
For example, Participant 7 shared that her mother used her social connections to find a tutor who
taught a specific English program. She was only able to do so through her mother’s social
networks. She also shared that her mother would hire Project 985 university students to tutor her
in math and literature because her mother had obtained these connections through her personal
networks with other parents.

The second theme discussed participants’ individual social networks through their friends
and peers, which were also an influential factor potentially affecting their educational outcomes.
Five participants shared that their social connections with their class cohort and peers had
benefited them academically. Participants all talked about how their personal relationships with
their classmates and peers started in their dormitory. They built their social connections with
each other since college and lived with their roommates. Participant 1 shared that dormitories in
China were classmates from the same majors and class cohort. Therefore, it became a convenient
way to get to know their classmates and develop relationships with them. Almost all participants
indicated that they believed their relationships with their roommates were close compared to
others in the class. Six participants believed that a solid connection with their peers and
classmates would benefit them in the future. For example, Participant 3 stated that she would
purposely interact with students who were high achievers in the class to get help on homework.
She believed that interacting constantly with these high achievers could create a strong bond, and
it might become an advantage when she needed their help in the future. Participant 4 also shared
a similar opinion on his social networks. He said, “... if you are good friends with your
classmates or roommates, maybe in the future, when I go to work or do business, we may be able
to help each other”. Participant 5 obtained most of her internships through her own personal
connections and networks. She firmly believed in social networks and stated, “My parents did
not help me find any internships; I found all my internships by myself. They were all introduced
to me by my college classmates and friends”. She considered a rich social network circle to be
helpful and could potentially make a considerable difference in friendships and affect academic
achievements. Since she majored in music, her social networks were more about having
opportunities to perform and practice her instrumental skills. Therefore, in such cases, the more
opportunities she gets introduced, the more chances she would have to be able to practice her

skills at performances. She pointed out that her major was peculiar because her achievements
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were highly associated with her social networks. She expressed that “Not just you having a
strong social network, if your family and your parents also have a solid social network, people
will be willing to choose you as a friend because of your or your family’s social networks, which
I think is the reason why they pick me to be their friend is for the extra help they can get from
me”. Personal social connections with the participants’ class cohorts and peers were believed to
impact their current or future performances.

The third theme illustrated participants’ opinions on how they view social networks within
Project 985 and 211 universities. Seven participants believed that students who went to Project
985 and 211 schools had more and better quality of social networks. Take two participants as an
example. Participant 6 shared her opinion that “I think their social networks may be wider, or
their connections may be more useful. But even though their social networks are wide, everyone
will know some similar friends. In terms of quantity, there should be no difference between the
two. However, in terms of quality, if Project 985 and 211 school students have made some
outstanding contributions in a certain field, then it may be more convenient to do things in the
same field than those not 985 and 211 students. It is similar to alumni connections”. She believed
that Project 985 and 211 universities have more resources and social networks for their students.
Their students may be able to achieve more in their fields compared to her own school, which
was a non-project one. Similarly, Participant 3 indicated that Project 985 and 211 would have
better academic environments and more advanced lab equipment compared to her school, which
was a non-project college. She further expressed that “I think yes (they have more networks). For
example, if the school assigns a supervisor to students, the supervisor will definitely guide their
students. If the supervisor has any resources such as work or internships, they will prioritize
introducing these opportunities to their students”. She revealed that if she had the chance, she
would want to study in a Project 985 or 211 university for better educational resources and
networks.

The last theme in this section highlighted the career outcomes of individual and family
social networks. Academic achievements could also be shown through students’ career
outcomes; most participants believed that they went to college aiming for a better career outcome
and wishing they would be able to find a desirable job. However, most participants did not
choose to attend their school’s career fairs and other related activities because they believed that

internal referrals, such as social networks, played a more significant role in finding a suitable job.
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Participant 4 indicated that “In fact, good jobs are difficult to find in the competitive market, and
internal referrals and connections are actually a consensus. If I am a business owner, I also hope
that old employees will recommend familiar people to come in. They are able to guarantee the
quality, which is also part of the social networks”. Participant 6 also indicated that personal and
family internal referrals were more advantageous compared to her school’s career fairs. She said,
“T think if you do not have good social networks or strong working ability, it is unlikely to find a
good job in China. In fact, I talked to many people, and they are the same. Social networks are
vital in finding a job or navigating life in school”. Many participants also believed that besides
having a solid social network, school titles were also significant when finding a desirable job in
the current market. Participants 1 and 7 all agreed that many companies would set specific
requirements for the kinds of schools they were looking for in candidates. When looking for
potential candidates, especially fresh graduates, they only choose students from Project 985 and
211 schools to interview. By combining these factors, having a solid social connection and a
diploma could potentially increase the chances of achieving a better career outcome after
graduation.
4.2.4 Thematic Analysis: Effects of Social Capital on Reproducing Educational Inequalities
This theme examines the effects of social capital on educational inequalities. The results
showed that participants with lower social statuses and fewer financial resources were still
unable to increase their statuses through education. This theme examined participants' social
capital and socioeconomic statuses, but since the participants were not required to share their
household incomes or social classes, social capital could only be indicated through pocket money
and the amount of after-school classes taken, which was mentioned in Section 4.2.1. More social
capital findings have to be examined by combining them with survey findings, which will be
discussed in Chapter 5. However, there were a few critical findings generated from the interview
transcripts for overarching question #4. Two participants shared that they got into their colleges
through the special talent policy, which was, for example, to either have an award in arts or
music, or win in a STEM competition in order to qualify for reduction of scores in the college
entrance exam. In order to be qualified for the reduction, extra effects were required for them to
spend quite an amount of money to take extra classes outside of school. Participant 7 shared that
her parents spent more than 500,000 yuan for her to take extra classes every year, and her family

definitely earned more than this amount. We could possibly put her family into the middle or
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higher socioeconomic range. Nonetheless, she indicated that through the special policy, she was
able to reduce 50 points for the score cut-off line for the school, which meant that she was able to
score lower than her other classmates and still able to get into that school. She still got into a
non-project university, but she said she might not be able to attend a higher education institution
if she did not have that 50-point reduction. Most participants shared that non-project institutions
often lack student support and do not teach them the necessary skills and prepare them for future
work. Intense competition forced them to find help elsewhere, but their families were not
wealthy or had the necessary social networks to help them. The importance of having better
social capital could possibly be a game changer; however, many participants and their families
had suffered from education inequalities, and they were not able to change the current situation
as the resources were limited.
4.3 Summary

Quantitative and qualitative findings together explored the effects of social capital and
family capital on students’ academic achievements and beyond. Quantitative findings offered
participants background information, while qualitative findings looked for deep insights into
their experiences. The former quantitative findings helped to understand the participants’ beliefs
about higher education and their current situations within their social statuses, while the later
qualitative findings explored the potential causes of their situations. Together, we aim to find out

more about what educators could do to help improve their situations.
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Chapter 5: Discussion

This chapter aims to continue answering the research questions and summarize the previous
chapters in more depth. Quantitative results indicated participants' family and social capital,
while qualitative results illustrated their academic achievements in college and whether or not
their family and social capital influenced their achievements. This chapter first evaluates the
results, then followed by interpretations of relationships between various factors and variables.
These findings and interpretations are discussed by referring to the two main theoretical
frameworks. Finally, future directions are acknowledged at the end of this chapter.
5.1 Academic Achievements and Family Capital Relationships

This section examines the relationships between academic achievements and family capital
from two aspects: family financial capital and family social capital.
5.1.1 How does family financial capital impact academic achievements?

In order to find out about the effects of family capital on students’ academic achievements,
the study examined a combination of background information and various forms of family
capital to illustrate their relationship with each other. The study discovered that various family
financial capital factors, such as the number of siblings, the amount of household income, and
pocket money, may have influenced students’ academic achievements and their ability to attend
Project 985 and 211 universities. In answering the overarching research question #1 and the
effect of family financial capital on students’ academic achievements, examining their family
background information from quantitative data sets and personal experiences of family financial
distributions among close members from qualitative data sets is critical. The quantitative
findings suggested that most students and their families were not from the four major cities in
China, and many of them were located in the south. Fan and Du's (2024) report showed that
southern cities had higher fertility rates. The data from this study showed that the majority of
participants came from households that had more than one child. Previous empirical studies
suggested that families with multiple children could offer less support and resources compared to
families with only one child (Liu et al., 2019; Alfridi et al., 2012; Yamaguchi, 1989). It is
possible that having more siblings means having fewer resources within the family. However,
since the sample size of this study is so small and data indicates such a finding is only found in
the quantitative data sets, it is possible that this result is not generalizable enough to conclude it.

It is possible since the majority of participants who went to non-project universities mostly came
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from households with siblings, and such findings aligned with previous empirical studies that the
number of siblings could be a potential influencer when obtaining educational resources from
home. It can be one of the possible causes of inequality because the fewer siblings in one
household, the more resources the parents could offer to each of their children, but more data has
to be collected to support such a finding further.

Another similar finding was that students’ academic achievements were associated with
household income levels and parents’ employability. Scholars Wu and Wang showed in their
study that students from higher-income families tend to have a better chance of getting into better
schools (2008). The current study further looked into parents’ employment statuses, and the
majority of participants’ parents had a job during the time when the survey was taking place. A
few families only had fathers working, while mothers did not have a job. Scholars Wu and Wang
also supported the finding that parents' employability could affect students’ achievements and
influence the level of their schools (2008). Likewise, most participants were from
low-middle-class, as their household data showed in the survey. Their socioeconomic status
could influence the educational resources that were obtained by their students when they were
growing up. Families with higher socioeconomic statuses obtained more resources compared to
middle and lower classes. This quantitative finding is further supported by the qualitative results.
Some participants shared that their parents only gave them limited living allowances that were
enough for food every month during college (Participant 4 and Participant 8). Participants
believed that they did not have extra money to spend on other educational-related items unless
they asked their parents for more money. Many of them later found part-time jobs to support
themselves as they knew their parents did not have enough money to support them. The current
study’s results took Scholars Wu and Wang’s study to an extent and showed that students’
academic achievements and family financial capital were interconnected with each other.

Furthermore, household income was not the only indicator when talking about family
financial capital. The study also examined family financial capital from various perspectives,
such as pocket money, living expenses in college, after-school lessons, and parents’ attitudes.
Pocket money served as an alternative form of family income, and it could potentially be an
indicator of students’ academic achievements. Scholars Shah, Syeda, and Bhatti illustrated such
an idea in their study that “pocket money is positively correlated with family income, father’s

education, and mother’s education” (Shah et al., 2012, p. 691). In this current study, we looked



48

into the effect of pocket money on students’ achievements and their families’ attitudes toward
spending their pocket money on school-related items to indicate family financial capital. The
findings further supported Scholar Shah’s findings and showed that all eight participants spent
their pocket money carefully. Most of them spent their pocket money on school supplies only,
which showed that their families were strict about where they used this money, and these
families might have lower incomes. In addition, family financial capital was also measured by
participants’ experiences of taking after-school lessons and their parents’ attitudes toward
spending a significant portion of their household income on these lessons. Previous studies
indicated that after-school lessons positively affected students’ academic achievements and
promoted social skills (Durlak & Weissberg, 2007; Huang et al., 2011; Fashola, 2002). However,
this study offered the opposite findings. The current study discovered that even though many
families were willing to spend a considerable amount of income for their students to take
after-school lessons, the effect of these lessons on their achievements remained minimal.
Participants shared in the interviews that their lessons were “useless” when it came to helping
them get into a higher level of university (Participant 4 and Participant 7). Such a finding did not
support previous studies as it could be the results of the quality of their after-school lessons or
problems with their tutors. Various reasons could occur when taking after-school lessons did not
help these participants get into Project 985 and 211 universities. Pocket money and after-school
lessons are two indicators of family financial capital and showed that family financial support
influenced the educational resources non-project university students could obtain. If they had
been wealthier, it might have been possible that they would have been able to purchase more
school supplies and attend higher quality after-school classes, which could have resulted in them
getting into Project 985 and 211 universities.

5.1.2 How does family social capital connect to students’ educational outcomes?

In answering the overarching research question #2 and discussing the outcome of family
social capital, one must look into parents’ education levels. This study discovered that family
social capital, such as parents’ educational levels, family education support, and parent-children
interactions, might influence students’ educational outcomes. Parents’ education levels impacted
students’ academic achievements as parents with higher education levels often had more
financial resources, and these parents were more likely to help with school-related work

(Clearinghouse for Military Family Readiness at Penn State, 2020). The current study’s findings
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also indicated such a trend that parents who did not have a higher education level degree tend to
pay less attention to their students’ schoolings. For example, Participant 8 shared that her parents
were not college graduates. She talked about her schooling experiences: “They basically didn't
take care of my studies, and if [ asked them any academic questions, they didn't really have an
answer”. Such a finding revealed that most participants’ parents were not able to help them
academically as they lacked the necessary skills. Family social capital was demonstrated in
family support, and the lack of such support could potentially cause these students to attend only
non-project universities. Furthermore, the Clearinghouse study also indicated that mothers’
education level positively influenced students’ academic achievements, as it was mentioned that
“College-educated mothers spend more time providing child care and age-appropriate activities
with their children than mothers who have a high school education (Clearinghouse for Military
Family Readiness at Penn State, 2020, p. 4; Kalil et al., 2012). The current study’s quantitative
results also supported the finding that most of the participants’ mothers only obtained secondary
school-level diplomas. Only a small portion (28%) of mothers had a higher education degree.
This could influence their students’ academic achievements and become a factor for their
students only attending non-project universities.

5.2 Academic Achievements and Social Capital Relationships

This section focuses on the effects of social networks on students’ academic achievements
and further points out the roles that social capital and Aukou play in causing educational
inequalities among Chinese college students.

5.2.1 How do social networks affect academic achievements?

In discovering answers to the overarching research question #3, this study examined various
aspects of social networks, and it suggested that social networks influence academic
achievements by offering additional family and peer support to students’ schooling. This study
tied back to Coleman’s ideology on social networks from his social capital theory. Coleman
emphasized the effects of networks by examining catholic schools, in which catholic school
students had a better academic performance compared to public school students (Morgan &
Todd, 2009). According to a previous study, Scholars Morgan and Sorensen further indicated
such findings in their study and viewed Coleman’s ideology from the perspective of parental
networks. Scholars Morgan and Sorensen believed that social closure, networks between

students, parents, and teachers, could affect students’ academic performances (1999). In other
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words, if parents pay close attention to their students’ academic performances and stay connected
with teachers, it becomes possible that students could perform better academically. However, this
current study examined such aspects and found that most parents did not stay connected. They
only paid for their after-school lessons and did not bother to follow up. Coleman's ideology
suggested that a close community of parents and teachers was a key to academic success
(Coleman & Hoffer, 1987). Nevertheless, many participants shared that their parents did not
maintain such a bond.

Another way of viewing family social networks was through the lens of using social
networks from family and friends, for instance, for the benefit of extra academic help. Scholar
Mishra critically discussed how family and peer networks could have a positive effect on
students’ achievements (Mishra, 2019). Scholar Mishra mentioned that social networks between
family and friends formed close ties that could bring benefits, such as new information and
opportunities, otherwise could not be obtained through other channels. Scholar Mishra believed
that parents who were college graduates already formed a close network and mobilized
information that was important for success. Students whose parents did not graduate from
college often lacked such support (Mishra, 2019). Such a finding connected to the current study
as the qualitative results showed that a small portion of the participants’ families did not have
strong social networks to help their students further either academically or career-wise.
Participant 7 described that her family did not have a strong social network and was unable to
offer any additional help. She had to find help on her own. Other participants shared that they
believed family social networks were essential when finding a job or an internship after
graduation. They also admitted that internal referrals were more critical when getting a job in the
future as these referrals served as part of their family’s social networks. Participants knew that
richer social networks could result in a successful outcome and higher achievements, which such
an idea was also highlighted by Scholars Bond, Chykina, and Jones (2017).

Not only did family social networks play a significant role in determining students’
educational outcomes, but social networks of peers and friends also contributed to achievements.
Previous studies examined the effects of peer groups on academic achievements, as
high-achieving students tend to make friends from similar backgrounds and maintain the same
level of achievement (Bond et al., 2017; Lavy & Sand, 2012). Having more high-quality social

networks could be an indicator of a higher level of social skills; as Scholar Bond pointed out that
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“If more centrality is indeed indicative of higher levels of social skills, than higher achieving
students might have an additional job market advantage over lower achieving ones” (Bond et al.,
2017, p. 446). Many participants shared similar ideas, and they believed that making friends with
these high-achieving students could benefit them in the future, even outside of school.
Participants 3 and 4 all talked about how they purposely make friends with other high-achieving
students in hopes these students would bring them benefits in the future. A similar concept was
mentioned during the interview process. Participants were asked if they had any friends from
Project 985 and 211 universities and if they still had connections with these students. All
participants had friends from Project 985 and 211 universities, and seven out of eight participants
(88%) commented that they believed that students from Project 985 and 211 universities had
better social networks because more high-achieving students were in their groups. More
resources and more opportunities were associated with Project 985 and 211 schools. Hence,
family and peer social networks influence students’ academic achievements in many ways, as
high-quality social networks could bring more benefits than low-quality networks. Participants
were well-known for their situations and tried to fit into these network circles in hopes of better
returns.
5.2.2 The role of social capital and hukou played in causing educational inequalities
According to previous quantitative and qualitative findings, social capital did contribute to
educational inequalities among these non-project university students in many ways. This current
study supported both Coleman's and Bourdieu’s approaches to social capital theory. Since most
of the participants were from low-middle-socioeconomic backgrounds, it was clear that these
students had fewer educational resources compared to other groups. Coleman’s ideology took on
the collective angle and believed that social capital and social networks were more beneficial if
they were in a community (Coleman, 1988). However, participants from such a background did
not have a strong network relationship because this current study showed that their families also
struggle providing high-quality networks and financial resources for their students. Scholars Liu,
Ku, and Morgan further indicated such findings in their study and suggested that ... students in
rural areas, where the majority of students from low-SES homes reside, most often engage in
private tutoring from their teachers and it results in a deleterious effect on the NCEE (National
College Entrance Exam/ Gaokao) scores” (Liu et al., 2019, p. 4). Scholar Liu points out that

poorer families spending a significant portion of their income on after-school lessons could still
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have a negative effect on the students' scores and further hinder their social mobility (2019). This
current study also had similar findings, as most of the participants shared that they attended
after-school lessons but still attended non-project universities. This could be the result of
poor-quality tutoring and lack of support from home, which caused educational achievement
gaps among these students. Moreover, this current study also adopted Bourdieu’s approach to
individualism. Bourdieu believed social capital was inheritable as the rich would likely stay rich
and the poor would still be poor (Bourdieu, 1986). This current study again discovered that
social mobility became harder in these less advantaged groups. All participants shared in their
interviews that their parents believed that higher education was an essential step in one’s
education career. However, only attending non-project universities was not enough to change
their current situations. They faced various challenges and still remained in their social circles.
Most of them had to put much more effort into their studies than students from higher-status
families.

Both family and individual social capital caused educational inequalities, and the concept of
hukou perfectly explained the root causes of such inequalities. During the years of schooling,
hukou was part of the family capital; after college, hukou became part of one’s social capital.
Scholars Afridi, Li, and Ren discussed the importance of hukou since birth (2012). Hukou was
firstly associated with his or her family's socioeconomic status, and the latter became part of an
individual's social status. Having an urban hukou from the four major cities in China offered
many more educational opportunities compared to a rural hukou holder. More advanced and
higher quality schools were located in urban areas, which became more challenging for rural
hukou holders to access. Therefore, such reasons became part of the initial thought of this study
as we looked into participants’ hukou locations to see if it affected their educational outcomes. In
fact, the findings discovered that most participants were not sukou holders of the four major
cities or their families. Therefore, the findings showed that most of the participants did not
upwarding their social mobility as they remained in their birthplace. Hukou was a representation
of family capital and social capital in China, and it greatly affected students’ academic
achievements as it could determine what kinds of resources they were obtaining from home and
outside. Participants from non-projected universities still face inequalities as they encounter

more challenges from various places.
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5.3 Future Directions

By considering the limitations of the methodology chapter, future studies can take those
limitations into account and look at having a more comprehensive range of participants. This
study only looked at non-project university students and needed more participants from the
Projected 985 and 211 university students. The data is relatively thinner and needs more
generalization to the whole Chinese college student group. In addition, this study should include
more participants from all northern, southern, and remote areas with a greater gender
distribution, which would be more beneficial. More sample techniques can be used to collect
responses, such as snowball, quota, convenience, and so on. In this way, examining more
participants’ experiences can offer a better understanding. Future studies can also look into using
different research methods, such as case studies, focus groups, and in-depth quantitative analysis.
Exploring different methods may have unexpected findings and offer more insights when
answering the research questions. Moreover, this current study only examined the relationships
between social capital, family capital, and academic achievements, as there are many other
factors that can influence the students’ academic achievements in college. Future studies can
explore other factors and offer a more complete picture to help non-project university students
close the gaps.
5.4 Conclusion

Non-project university students often face more challenges when obtaining educational
resources. Many factors can influence educational inequalities among this group of students.
This current study takes on the view from a social perspective to examine those possible causes.
A better understanding is gained by incorporating the two theoretical frameworks, social capital
theory and family capital theory. The current study discovered the effects of family capital and
social capital on students’ academic achievements and offered insights into the current issues in
Chinese society. The study concluded that family backgrounds, financial support, socioeconomic
statuses, Aukou locations, and social networks all influenced students’ achievements and
potentially contributed to educational inequalities. However, this is only the case for a small
number of participants in this study. Essentially, educators should be aware that achievement
gaps can result from multiple factors. Examining from a well-rounded perspective is critical to

help these students close the gaps.



54

References

Afridi, F., Li, S. X., & Ren, Y. (2015). Social Identity and Inequality: The Impact of China’s
Hukou System. Journal of Public Economics, 123, 17-29.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2014.12.011

Almalki, S. (2016). Integrating Quantitative and q=Qualitative Data in Mixed Methods
Research—Challenges and Benefits. Journal of Education and Learning, 5(3), 288.
https://doi.org/10.5539/jel.v5n3p288

Behrman, J. (2000). Social Mobility: Concepts and Measurement." In New Markets, New
Opportunities? Economic and Social Mobility in a Changing World, (Vols. 69—-100).

Bricki, N., & Green, J. (2007). A Guide to Using Qualitative Research Methodology. Michael
Quinn Patton and Michael Cochran. https://fieldresearch.msf.org/handle/10144/84230

Bourdieu, P. (1986). The Forms of Capital. Handbook of Theory and Research for the Sociology
of Education, 241-258.

Bond, R. M., Chykina, V., & Jones, J. J. (2017). Social Network Effects on Academic
Achievement. The Social Science Journal, 54(4), 438-449.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.s0s¢ij.2017.06.001

Coleman, J. S. (1988). Social Capital in the Creation of Human Capital. American Journal of
Sociology, 94, S95—-S120. https://doi.org/10.1086/228943

Coleman, J. (1990). Foundations of Social Theory (Vols. 300-321). The Belknap Press of
Harvard University Press.

Coleman, J. S. (1992). Social Capital Theory. American Journal of Sociology, 94, S95-S120.
https://doi.org/10.1086/228943

Coleman, J. S., & Hoffer, T. (1987). Public and Private High Schools: the impact of
communities. http://ci.nii.ac.jp/ncid/BA00502385

Chen, Y., & Kesten, O. (2017). Chinese College Admissions and School Choice Reforms: A
Theoretical Analysis. Journal of Political Economy, 125(1), 99—139.
https://doi.org/10.1086/689773

Chen, J., Jiang, T., & Liu, M. (2021). Family Socioeconomic Status and Learning Engagement in
Chinese Adolescents: the Multiple Mediating Roles of Resilience and Future Orientation.

Frontiers in Psychology, 12. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.714346



55

Chyi, H., & Zhou, B. (2014). The Effects of Tuition Reforms on School Enrollment in Rural
China. Economics of Education Review, 38, 104—123.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2013.11.003

Claridge, T. (2018). Introduction to Social Capital Theory (1st ed.). Social Capital Research.

Chong, G. (2024). Is China’s Middle Class Slipping Back into Poverty? ThinkChina - Big Reads,
Opinion & Columns on China.
https://www.thinkchina.sg/economy/chinas-middle-class-slipping-back-poverty

Clearinghouse for Military Family Readiness at Penn State. (2020). Military-Connected
Students’ Educational Success Literature Review (By Department of Defense, Office of
the Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for Military Community and Family Policy,
USDA’s National Institute of Food and Agriculture, & Penn State University).
https://militaryfamilies.psu.edu/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/clearinghouse military-conn
ected-students-educational-success 20220721.pdf

Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (2005). The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research, 3rd ed.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2005. https://stars.library.ucf.edu/cirs/3204/

Dika, S. L., & Singh, K. (2002). Applications of Social Capital in Educational Literature: A
Critical Synthesis. Review of Educational Research, 72(1), 31-60.
https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543072001031

Du, Q. (2018). Whose Children Enter the “985” Colleges and Universities? A Longitudinal
Study on the Distribution of High-quality Higher Education Opportunities. Review of
Higher Education, 5(48). In Chinese.

Du, A. L. (2011). “Affecting Factors for Education in Rural Areas and Strategies.” Agricultural
Archaeology 3: 270-272. Retrieved from http://kns.cnki.net.

Durlak, J. A., Weissberg, R. P., & Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning
(CASEL). (2007). The impact of After-School programs that promote personal and social
skills. Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning.
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED505368.pdf

Fashola, O. S. (2002). Building Effective Afterschool Programs.
https://eric.ed.gov/?1d=ED459219



56

Fan, A., & Du, Q. (2024). Multiple Regions Across China Introduce Incentives to Encourage
Women to Have More Babies. Copyright 2021 by the Global Times.
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202405/1312184.shtml

Field, J. (2008). Social Capital. Psychology Press.

Galiani, S. (2008). Social Mobility: What is it and Why Does it Matter? SSRN Electronic
Journal. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2225960

Gauntlett, D. (2011). Making is Connecting: the Social Meaning of Creativity from DIY and
Knitting to YouTube and Web 2.0. In Polity Press eBooks.
http://ci.nii.ac.jp/ncid/BB11325325

Guo, C. (2020). China’s Elite Tertiary Education. International Higher Education.
https://www.internationalhighereducation.net/api-v1/article/!/action/getPdfOfArticle/artic
1eID/3039/productlD/29/filename/article-id-3039.pdf

Guest, G., & Fleming, P. (2015). Mixed Methods Research. In SAGE Publications, Inc. eBooks
(pp- 581-614). https://doi.org/10.4135/9781483398839.n19

Greene, J. C. (2006). Mixed methods in social inquiry. John Wiley & Sons.

Hall, R. F. (2013). Mixed Methods: In Search of A Paradigm. ResearchGate.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/259045135 Mixed Methods In search of a p
aradigm?enrichld=rgreq-e4afdc86a495t0fc4609eafd5f67ab28- XXX &enrichSource=Y29
27ZXIQYWdIOzI1TOTAONTEzZNTtBUzoxMDEyMDAwODcyMjQzMzd AMTQwMTEzO
TM40Tg5NA%3D%3D&el=1 x 3& esc=publicationCoverPdf

Holmes, A. G. D. (2020). Researcher Positionality - A consideration of its influence and place in
qualitative research - A new Researcher guide. Shanlax International Journal of
Education, 8(4), 1-10. https://doi.org/10.34293/education.v8i4.3232

Huang, D., Kim, K. S., Cho, J., Marshall, A., & Perez, P. (2011). Keeping Kids in School: A
Study Examining the Long-Term Impact of Afterschool Enrichment Programs on
Students’ High School Dropout Rates. Journal of Contemporary Issues in Education,
6(1). https://doi.org/10.20355/c58c77

Hurst, G. (2012). Domination by Private Schools is Indefensible, Declares Gove. The Times.
https://www.thetimes.com/article/domination-by-private-schools-is-indefensible-declares

-gove-2qcm5s3thpt



57

Iannelli, C and Paterson, L. (2004). Education and Social Mobility in Scotland, Working Paper 5,
Edinburgh: Centre for Educational Sociology, University of Edinburgh.

Ihlen, @. (2018). Symbolic capital. The International Encyclopedia of Strategic Communication,
1-4. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119010722.1esc0190

James, R. (2000). Non-traditional Students in Australian Higher Education: Persistent Inequities
and the New Ideology of ‘Student Choice.’ Tertiary Education and Management, 6(2),
105-118. https://doi.org/10.1080/13583883.2000.9967016

Jeynes, W. H. (2007). The Relationship Between Parental Involvement and Urban Secondary
School Student Academic Achievement. Urban Education, 42(1), 82—110.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085906293818

Jin, X., Liu, H., & Liu, L. (2017). Family Education Support to Rural Migrant Children in China:
Evidence From Shenzhen. Eurasian Geography and Economics, 58(2), 169-200.
https://doi.org/10.1080/15387216.2017.1339621

Kalil, A., Ryan, R., & Corey, M. (2012). Diverging Destinies: Maternal Education and the
Developmental Gradient in Time with Children. Demography, 49(4), 1361-1383.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-012-0129-5

Kuhn, T. S. (1970). The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Otto Neurath, Rudolf Carnap, &
Charles Morris, Eds.; No. 2; Second Edition, Enlarged, Vol. 2, pp. v—vi). The University
of Chicago Press. https://www.lri.fr/~mbl/Stanford/CS477/papers/Kuhn-SSR-2ndEd.pdf

Lavy, V., & Sand, E. (2012). The Friends Factor: How Students’ Social Networks Affect Their
Academic Achievement and Well-Being? NBER WORKING PAPER SERIES.
http://www.nber.org/papers/w18430

Li, H. (2013). Rural Students’ Experiences in a Chinese Elite University: Capital, Habitus and
Practices. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 34(5—6), 829-847.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2013.821940

Li, W. (2018). Changes in Higher Education Policies: A Case Study of Projects in China.
Cambridge Journal of China Studies, 15(1).

Liu, D., Ku, H., & Morgan, T. L. (2019). The Condition of Poverty: a Case Study of Low
Socioeconomic Status on Chinese Students’ National College Entrance Exam and
College Enrolment. Asia Pacific Journal of Education, 39(1), 113—-132.
https://doi.org/10.1080/02188791.2019.1575794



Lin, N. (1999). Building a Network Theory of Social Capital. The XIX International Sunbelt
Social Network Conference, 28—52.

Lin, N. (1999). Social Networks and Status Attainment on JSTOR. www.jstor.org.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/223513

Linneberg, M. S., & Korsgaard, S. (2019). Coding qualitative data: a synthesis guiding the
novice. Qualitative Research Journal, 19(3), 259-270.
https://doi.org/10.1108/qrj-12-2018-0012

Lindlof, T. R., & Taylor, B. C. (2002). Qualitative Communication Research Methods.

Lenon, B. (2020). SOCIAL MOBILITY. The Buckingham Journal of Education, 1(1).
https://doi.org/10.5750/tbje.v1i1.1836

58

Luo, Y., Guo, F., & Shi, J. (2018). Expansion and Inequality of Higher Education in China: How

Likely Would Chinese Poor Students Get to Success? Higher Education Research &
Development, 37(5), 1015-1034. https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2018.1474856
Matthews, K. A., & Gallo, L. C. (2011). Psychological perspectives on pathways linking

socioeconomic status and physical health. Annual Review of Psychology, 62(1), 501-530.

https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.031809.130711
Malmgqvist, J., Hellberg, K., Mo6llas, G., Rose, R., & Shevlin, M. (2019). Conducting the Pilot

Study: a Neglected Part of the Research Process? Methodological findings supporting the

importance of piloting in qualitative research studies. International Journal of Qualitative

Methods, 18, 160940691987834. https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406919878341

Massoud, M. F. (2022). The Price of Positionality: Assessing the Benefits and Burdens of
Self-Identification in Research Methods. Journal of Law and Society, 49(S1).
https://doi.org/10.1111/jols.12372

Mamas, C. (2017). Exploring Peer Relationships, Friendships and Group Work Dynamics in
Higher Education: Applying Social Network Analysis. Journal of Further and Higher
Education, 42(5), 662—677. https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877x.2017.1302568

Mercer, J. (2007). The Challenges of Insider Research in Educational Institutions: Wielding a
Double-edged Sword and Resolving Delicate Dilemmas. Oxford Review of Education,
33(1), 1-17. https://doi.org/10.1080/03054980601094651

Mishra, S. (2020). Social Networks, Social Capital, Social Support and Academic Success in

Higher Education: A Systematic Review with a Special Focus on ‘Underrepresented’



59

Students. Educational Research Review, 29, 100307.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2019.100307

Moon, K., & Blackman, D. (2014). A Guide to Understanding Social Science Research for
Natural Scientists. Conservation Biology, 28(5), 1167-1177.
https://doi.org/10.1111/cobi.12326

Morgan, S. L., & Serensen, A. B. (1999). Parental Networks, Social Closure, and Mathematics
Learning: A Test of Coleman's Social Capital Explanation of School Effects. American
Sociological Review, 64(5), 661-681. https://doi.org/10.2307/2657368

Morgan, S. L., & Todd, J. J. (2009). Intergenerational Closure and Academic Achievement in
High School: a new evaluation of Coleman’s conjecture. Sociology of Education, 82(3),
267-286. https://doi.org/10.1177/003804070908200304

Nayak, M. S. D. P., & Narayan, K. A. (2019). Strengths and Weaknesses of Online Surveys.
1OSR Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences, 24(5).

Naeem, M., Ozuem, W., Howell, K., & Ranfagni, S. (2023). A Step-by-Step process of thematic
analysis to develop a conceptual model in qualitative research. International Journal of
Qualitative Methods, 22. https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069231205789

National Bureau of Statistics of China. (2024). Households’ Income and Consumption
Expenditure in 2023.
https://www.stats.gov.cn/english/PressRelease/202402/t20240201 1947120.html

National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). (2024). National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) 2024 Facts for Teachers [Report].
https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/subject/participating/pdfs/2024 naep facts for tea
chers.pdf

Peng, X., & Chen, L. (2014). The Fairness of Higher Education in My Country as Seen From the
Regional Distribution of 985 and 211 Universities. MEITAN HIGHER EDUCATION,
32(3). https://doi.org/10.16126/j.cnki.32-1365/g4.2014.03.012. In Chinese.

Qu, X., & Lv, J. (2020). University Education Quality and Labor Market Performance: Analysis
Based on Wage Returns. Economic Dynamics, 2. In Chinese.

Reed-Danahay, D. (2020). Bourdieu and Social Space : Mobilities, Trajectories, Emplacements.
https://www.bookdepository.com/Bourdieu-Social-Space-Deborah-Reed-Danahay/97817
89203530



60

Rogosi¢, S., & Baranovi¢, B. (2016). Social Capital and Educational Achievements: Coleman vs.
Bourdieu. Center for Educational Policy Studies Journal, 6(2), 81-100.
https://doi.org/10.26529/cepsj.89

Ruslin, Saepudin, M., Muhammad, S. A., Firdiansyah, A., & Hijrah, S. (2022). Semi-structured
Interview: A Methodological Reflection on the Development of a Qualitative Research
Instrument in Educational Studies. In /OSR Journal of Research & Method in Education.
https://doi.org/10.9790/7388-1201052229

Sasianandkumar, T. (2023). Hukou System In China. https://orcasia.org/hukou-system-in-china

Shavit, Y. and Blossfeld H.-P .(eds.) 1993. Persistent Inequalities: a Comparative Study of
Educational Attainment in Thirteen Countries. Boulder Colorado: Westview Press.

Shah, A., Syeda, Z., & Bhatti, S. (2012). Pocket Money as a Proxy for Family Income.
International J. Soc. Sci. & Education, 2(4).

Shu, R. (2008). Stirner’s Thoughts on “The Wheel in the Brain” -Analysis of the Phenomenon of
Differentiation Between 211, 985 Colleges and Ordinary Colleges. MANAGEMENT. In
Chinese.

Tobias Stone @ Newsquare. (2019, April 24). Social Network Theory — a Literature Review for
Understanding Innovation Programs. Medium.
https://medium.com/swlh/social-network-theory-a-literature-review-for-understanding-in
novation-programs-7flc214e9a77

The Economist. (2021, May 27). Education in China is Becoming Increasingly Unfair to the
Poor. The Economist.
https://www.economist.com/china/2021/05/27/education-in-china-is-becoming-increasing
ly-unfair-to-the-poor?utm_ medium=cpc.adword.pd&utm_source=google&ppccampaignl
D=17210591673&ppcadlD=&utm_campaign=a.22brand pmax&utm content=conversio
n.direct-response.anonymous&gad_source=1&gclid=Cj0KCQjw8MG1BhCoARIsAHxSi
Qnswt98WK6GS5pHdHLIGWuEkUAzehsHqInJzZWwXAkDxkoWIZfuEujF8aAqAIEAL
w_wcB&gclsrc=aw.ds

Wang, X., Luo, R., Zhang, L., & Rozelle, S. (2017). The Education Gap of China’s Migrant
Children and Rural Counterparts. The Journal of Development Studies, 53(11),
1865—1881. https://doi.org/10.1080/00220388.2016.1274395



61

Wu, X., & Tarc, P. (2021). Challenges and Possibilities in English Language Learning of Rural
Lower-class Chinese College Students: the Effect of Capital, Habitus, and Fields. Journal
of Multilingual and Multicultural Development, 1-16.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2021.1931249

Wu, C., & Wang, S. (2008). A Study on Class Gap and Fairness in Compulsory Education:
Empirical data from Junior High Schools in Beijing. Education and Economy, 4. In
Chinese.

Wright, K. B. (2006). Researching Internet-Based Populations: Advantages and Disadvantages
of Online Survey Research, Online Questionnaire Authoring Software Packages, and
Web Survey Services. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 10(3), 00.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1.1083-6101.2005.tb00259.x

Xie, A. (2016). Rural students in China’s Elite Universities: Social Mobility and Habitus
Transformation. Educational Research, 11, 74-81. In Chinese..

Yanaguchi, K. (1989). A Formal Theory for Male-Preferring Stopping Rules of Childbearing:
Sex Differences in Birth Order and in the Number of Siblings on JSTOR. (n.d.).
www.jstor.org. https://www.jstor.org/stable/2061604

You, H., Su, B., Sun, F., & Zhang, Y. (2022). The Influence of Family Capital Theory on the
Students’ Choice of Normal Majors Based on Experimental survey. 2022 3rd
International Conference on Education, Knowledge and Information Management
(ICEKIM). https://doi.org/10.1109/icekim55072.2022.00238

Yue, C. (2014). Expansion and Equality in Chinese Higher Education. International Journal of
Educational Development, 40, 50-58. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijjedudev.2014.11.017

Zhao, K. (2020). Rural-urban Gap in Academic Performance at a Highly Selective Chinese
University: Variations and Determinants. Higher Education Research & Development,
41(1), 177-192. https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2020.1835836

Zhao, Y., Wang, Z., & Ren, Z. (2023). Research on the Influence of Family Capital on Academic
Achievement of First-generation College Students in China. Frontiers in Psychology, 14.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1174345

Zhimin, L., & Yao, G. (2015). Family Capital Social Stratification, and Higher Education
Attainment—An empirical study based on Jiangsu Province. Chinese Education &

Society, 48(3), 218-230. https://doi.org/10.1080/10611932.2015.1085773



Zhu, X., & Luo, Y. (2020). Family Capital and the Quality of High School Education
Opportunities. Journal Of Central China Normal University, 61(1). In Chinese.

62



63

Appendix 1

Dissertation survey
Basic information

1.

Gender

2. Age range (Below 18 or above 18)

3.

AN

Current School types attended (vocational, associate, independent, private, public,
985/211, adult HEIs, overseas, etc).

household registration (Hukou) locations (urban or rural, Beijing Shanghai Guangzhou
Shenzhen or other cities)

Where do you or your family live currently?

GPA or equal percentage

College placement tests (Gaokao) or not

Family capital: Likert scales 0-6, (O=strongly degree 6=strongly agree)

—_—— 0 00 1O\ W N~ WM =
—_ e o TS E

—_— —
W N

14.
15.
16.

Parents information: father hukou (household registration)

Mother hukou (household registration )

Father’s education level

Mother’s education level

How many siblings do you have?

Employment status for parents?

Family annual income / how many houses/cars do your family own?

Do you receive any pocket money from your parents? if so please selected a range
Taking after school classes since elementary school (sort by # subjects)

. The age when you started to learn English
. I believe my parents are supportive in action when I have to purchase materials for school

related projects?

. My family desires higher education as much as I do
. My family cares about my academic performance at school throughout my education

career

I want to pursue a higher degree after the current one

I am confident that I can find a job after graduation

My parents will continue to support me financially after graduation

Social network both family and friends: Likert scales

17.
18.
19.

20.
21.
22.

Do you have close relatives (grandparents, uncles/aunts, close friends) living nearby?
My family was able to help me find an internship/job

I received academic help from my parents or family members throughout my education
career.

I believe the relationship with my class cohort will benefit me in the future

When working on academic related projects or reports, I prefer to work in groups

I have assumed that elite universities (projected 985/211) would have a wider social
network compared to my school.
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23. I believe that the social relationships I have now will bring advantages when going into

the workforce.

24. I make connections with people because of the potential benefits they will bring me.
25. I have once or more received an internship offer/ job offer from connecting with alumni

from my school

Interview Questions:

Family Capital

1.

Would you please tell me how you spent your pocket money? Or if you didn’t have any
pocket money growing up, who is responsible for your living expenses during college?
How do you plan to use these money? A LAPFJHEIIAE R REIE 25 FALERS 2 JZ M/
BIREA L ? R A FAE, REFREGETERG? B E L SRLIX LR IE 2
What are your parents' attitudes when spending money on school related stuff like after
school programs or extra worksheets? Have they ever complained about how expensive
they are? 4 {EHVERALAE 5-FAR S SIAE RO 7R VG b, FRAnth > BEsl 5 > M 2 2R,
BRI R e RERAS HEE 2 12 AR M R 31 2

Why do they think higher education is important? Did they graduate from any higher
education institutions? A RE M2 5 AT RIRFAREEL 2 AT H O K5 FEkAY
i, 2

What do you think about the current graduate student crisis that many of the newly grads
can’t find a job? EANAIFRFAN AR 2 R A BEML T AR B AR A ] /1 2

How will your parents support you after graduation? Will they continue to pay for your
expenses? Or are you on your own now? Tell me about your thoughts on this. NV T
VUGB AR REIE & L RHEM TG S NG 2 3B R P ek T LUE AT T N RS A T 2 wf
LAVEH U 1 g ?

Social networks

I.

2.

How did your family help you when trying to find a job or an internship? #&7EH T/E5k
LI, IEFE B NG T I F B ?

Please tell me a time that your family members helped you academically? It can be
anything memorable. AT LAUE Ui A AAE PV EXHER B 2w LI AR 14800
AT e,

. Do you think social networks play an important role in friendships? &I\ NFEAS I M

TEACHE AR E A e 2 banFomid B AN IR T 75— DA, RN AHES:
b b/ B ga A B,

Do you think your class cohort’s guanxi is more complex than your personal friendships?
If so, why? {0 ASEIAEHE ERFEA SR EAERAN I ACIE BE B 4405 ? St 2 (b
WL LR R PR EL 5 ?)

Do you know anyone from the projected 985/211 schools? Did you regret not being able
to attend these schools? A 1H985/211 FY[RI 715 ? &4 e fiEid 1% A 25985/211 15?2 2
o 2
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4. Does your school have career services? Are you using these services? Or do you think
your family might be able to help you with finding a job later? #&HI A A wEML R %%
17 AT 5 RO IR IS 2 ol 5 SRS A L 2 B T 2

5. What do you think about the current job market? Do you think people with less social
networks are able to thrive? “"TXTIJH TERERNE T A A B 2 A5V A AR e L AL
R W LB A BN T LIEBLAE ARG DL T B4 TAREG 2
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SOCIAL SCIENCES & HUMANITIES
INTERDIVISIONAL RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE
DEPARTMENTAL RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE

Department of Education
15 Norham Gardens, Oxford OX2 6PY

student.curec@education.ox.ac.uk; staff. cure: education.ox.ac.uk

Rongwei Li
Department of Education, Social Sciences Division
University of Oxford
11 March 2024

Dear Rongwei,
Research ethics approval

Research title: Pathways to Equality: A Study on the Impact of Students’ Social Network
and Family Capital in Chinese Higher Education

Research ethics reference: EDUC Cl1A 24 042

The above application has been considered on behalf of the Education Departmental
Research Ethics Committee (DREC) in accordance with the University’s procedures for
ethical approval of all research involving human participants.

I am pleased to confirm that, on the basis of the information provided to the DREC, ethics
approval has now been granted for this study.

Please note the following:

Personal data: It is the responsibility of the PI to ensure that all personal data collected
during the project is managed in accordance with the University's guidance and legal
requirements.

In-person activities: Any data collection involving in-person interactions with participants
must have an up-to-date fieldwork risk assessment in place; further guidance is available
from the Safety Office’s website.

Amendments: Please notify the committee if you intend to make any amendments to the
information in your ethics application as submitted at date of this approval, as all changes
must receive ethical approval prior to implementation. The amendment form is available on

‘We welcome feedback on your experience of the ethical review process and suggestions for
improvement. Please email any comments to staff.curec(@education.ox.ac.uk /
student.curec@education.ox.ac.uk or ethics{@socsci.ox.ac.uk.

Yours sincerely
Lulu Shi é‘_ oy T
DREC member

cc:  Dr. Kelsey Inouye kelsey.inouye(@education.ox.ac.uk;

student.curec(@education.ox.ac.uk
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Contact Information:

Ms. Rongwei Li / Dr. Kelsey Inouye

Department of Education, the University of Oxford
15 Norham Gardens, OX2 6PY

University email: rongwei li@st-annes.ox.ac.uk / kelsey.inouye@education.ox.ac.uk

Pathways to Equality: A Study on the Impact of Students’ Social Network and Family
Capital in Chinese Higher Education

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET
Central University Research Ethics Committee Approval Reference: EDUC_C1A_24_042

1. Introductory paragraph

You are being invited to take part in a research project. Before you decide, it is important for you
to understand why the research is being done and what it will involve. Please take time to read
the following information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish. Ask us if there is
anything that is not clear or if you would like more information. Take time to decide whether you
wish to take part.

2. Why is this research being conducted?

Students are expected to collect information in their empirical studies as part of the degree
requirements at the University of Oxford. This research examines the potential educational
inequalities that might have hindered Chinese students from attending elite universities
(Projected 985/211). Much research has shown that rich family networks and family capital are
advantageous for students’ academic outcomes. This research study aims to discover ways to
close the educational achievement gap for students with less help from their family capital and
their parents’ social networks.

3. Why have | been invited to take part?

Anyone over 18 years old who earned or is currently working on their undergraduate degree
from a Chinese university other than Projected 985/211 will be eligible for participation. You
received this information sheet based upon your completion of the previous survey and
indicated that you would like to participate in the follow up interview.

4. Do | have to take part?

No. It is up to you to decide whether to take part. You can withdraw yourself from the research
without giving a reason and by advising me of this decision. The deadline by which you can
withdraw any information you have contributed to the research is April 30st, 2024. After this
date, all data will be analyzed, and | will be unable to take your answers out.

5. What will happen to me if | take part in the research?
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There will be no in-person visits; all information will be collected through online platforms,
Microsoft Teams. The interviews will last around 30 to 40 minutes. The interview will ask more
in-depth questions about social networks and family, which might require you to share more
details about your experience. If you feel uncomfortable sharing any details, you may let me
know during the interview.

With your consent, | would like to audio record you so | can accurately record our conversation
for future analysis.

You may ask to pause or stop the research activities at any time.

6. What are the possible disadvantages and risks in taking part?

Please be aware that all research can bring possible disadvantages and risks. This research will
never ask about your name or other identifiable information about who you are. However, there
is an extremely low chance that audiences or readers will recognize you based on your stories.

Please note that your privacy is my top priority, and all personal identity data will be anonymous
and used for this research only.

7. Are there any benefits in taking part?

While there are no immediate benefits for those people participating in the research (e.g., there
will be no payment for taking part in this research), it is hoped that this research will give
policymakers some potential suggestions and may lead to possible improvements in the future
because every opinion matters.

8. What information will be collected and why is the collection of this information
relevant for achieving the research objectives?

| am interested in your experience with the Chinese higher education system. The information
you provided will help me better understand the inequalities that can lead to the educational
achievement gap among Chinese students.

The researcher, Rongwei Li, and her supervisor, Dr. Kelsey Inouye, will have access to the
research data.

Identifiable data (including consent forms) will be stored in Rongwei Li's Oxford OneDrive for up
to three years after submission. No data will be transferred to or stored at a destination outside
of the UK and the European Economic Area. All data will also not be used for future studies.

9. Will the research be published? Could | be identified from any publications or
other research outputs?

The findings from the research will be written up in a dissertation and might be submitted for
academic publications. No identifiable information will be released, and you may wish to
withdraw before April 30st, 2024.

We would like your permission to use direct quotations but without identifying you in any
research outputs.

10. Data Protection
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The University of Oxford is the data controller with respect to your personal data, and as such
will determine how your personal data is used in the research. The University will process your
personal data for the purpose of the research outlined above. Research is a task that is
performed in the public interest. Further information about your rights with respect to your
personal data is available from the University’s Information Compliance web site at

https://compliance.admin.ox.ac.uk/individual-rights.

11. Who has reviewed this research?

This research has received ethics approval from a subcommittee of the University of Oxford
Central University Research Ethics Committee. (Ethics reference: EDUC_C1A_24_042).

12. Who do | contact if | have a concern about the research or | wish to complain?

If you have a concern about any aspect of this research, please contact Rongwei Li or her
Supervisor below, and we will do our best to answer your query. We will acknowledge your
concern within 10 working days and give you an indication of how it will be dealt with. If you
remain unhappy or wish to make a formal complaint, please contact the Chair of the Research
Ethics Committee at the University of Oxford who will seek to resolve the matter as soon as
possible:

The Chair, Education Department Research Ethics Committee Email:
staff.curec@education.ox.ac.uk; Address: Department of Education, the University of Oxford, 15
Norham Gardens, OX2 6PY

13. Further Information and Contact Details

If you would like to discuss the research with someone beforehand (or if you have questions
afterwards), please contact:

Ms. Rongwei Li

Department of Education, the University of Oxford
15 Norham Gardens, OX2 6PY

University Tel: 01865274024

University email: enquiries@education.ox.ac.uk
OR

Dr. Kelsey Inouye

Department of Education, the University of Oxford
15 Norham Gardens, OX2 6PY

Email: kelsey.inouye@education.ox.ac.uk
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Consent to take part in the research study [Pathways to Equality: A
Study on the Impact of Students’ Social Network and Family
Capital in Chinese Higher Education]

Central University Research Ethics Committee (CUREC) approval reference: EDUC_C1A_24_042
Purpose of Study: This study aims to discover ways to close the educational
achievement gap for students with less help from their family and their parents’
social networks.

Please initial each
box if you agree
with the statement

I confirm that | have read and understand the information sheet for the
above research. | have had the opportunity to consider the information,
ask questions and have had these answered satisfactorily.

| understand that my participation is voluntary and that | am free to
withdraw at any point until 30/04/2024, without giving any reason.

| understand who will have access to personal data provided, how the
data will be stored and what will happen to the data at the end of the
project.

| understand | will not be identifiable from any publications or any other
research outputs such as any organization reports, presentations, videos,
etc.

| consent to being audio recorded.

| understand my audio recordings will be used in research outputs.

Use of quotations: Please indicate your preference (please only select
one option):
a) | do not wish to be quoted. or
b) | agree to the use of quotations in research outputs if | am not
identifiable. or
c) | agree to the use of direct quotations, attributed to my name, in
research outputs.

Blei

| give permission for you to contact me again to clarify information.

| understand how to raise a concern or make a complaint.
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| agree to take part.’!

Name of participant Date Signature
Name of person taking Date? Signature
consent

" In certain projects researchers may want to add an additional statement: [I hereby assign to the
researcher all copyright in my contribution for use in all work stemming from this project and future
projects.]

2 To be signed and dated in the presence of the participant. Once this has been signed by both
parties the participant should receive a copy of the signed and dated participant consent form. The
original signed and dated consent form should be kept with the project’s main documents, which
must be kept in a secure location.

Template written consent form, version 4.2, November 2022

71



72

Appendix 5

toucinon fl OXFORD

Centact information:

Ms. Rongwei Li / Dr. Kelsey Inouye

Department of Education, the University of Oxford
15 Norham Gardens, OX2 6PY

University email: rongwei.li@st-annes.ox.ac.uk / kelseyvinouye@education.ox.ac.uk

Pathways to Equality: A Study on the Impact of Students’ Social Network and Family
Capital in Chinese Higher Education

CUREC Approval Reference: EDUC_C1A_24 042
General Information T2 it

This research study aims to discover ways to close the educational achievement gap for
students with less help from their family and their parents’ social networks. tHF 22 & 7538 & f04a]
AREBBEL RBUZMETEMNFERNAERMEE.

We appreciate your interest in participating in this questionnaire. You have been invited to
participate as you are over 18 years old and is currently an undergraduate student in China.
Please read through this information before agreeing to participate (if you wish to) by ticking the
two boxes below. BBHEN AR B AERINNE, E2FUERES S, ERAEEH18FE
E—APERFFRLE. FEREETRAES ST ARREER (MREEESS) ST
HEEAIE,

You may ask any gquestions before deciding to take part by contacting the researcher (details

below). TEfi AR E Z 8, 7 LLB R BRR AR A (F4ERMT) R R R,

The Principal Researcher is Rongwei Li, who is attached to the Department of Education at the
University of Oxford. This research is being completed under the supervision of Dr. Kelsey
Inouye. T EH I ARongwei Li, RBHZAEHE R, AL EKelsey Inouye SMHES TR
EEO

You are asked to complete this questionnaire based on your experience and your perspectives
on the sentences listed below each section. This should take about 10 minutes. No background
knowledge is required. Your answers will be used to write up for a course assignment. Only the
researcher and her supervisor will have access to them. The questionnaire does not require
your name, as it is anonymous. E{I#EERETINETEIIENGF, ETFENLBRAINS
TRARE, RKAFTEI0LDH. TREEFAFRMA. EHEERATREFLNEE, RF
MRARESMEBHEXLEER, ASFERIEREHEE BACEEESM,

Do I have to take part? 3 S NG ?

No. Please note that participation is voluntary. If you do decide to take part, you may withdraw at
any point for any reason before submitting your answers by pressing the ‘Exit’ button/ closing
the browser. 7, &3 &, 25 28BN, MRERESM, BT LARIEER2HEARE,
BT EAE TR R AREHEEEH,



How will my data be used? RN EA 2

The data we will collect that could identify you will be your contact information only if you wish to
participate in the following interviews. IR GBES 5 REMNH %, B FRENRERIESH
MBRNRFENBRRER.

Your IP address will not be stored. We will take all reasonable measures to ensure that data

remain confidential. #Ra0IPHhlt F&W7EME. RINBENRFESEBERBERRRBENESE.

The responses you provide will be stored in a password-protected electronic file on University of
Oxford secure servers and may be used to write up for a course assignment. The data,
according to the university requirements, will be stored up to 3 years after the public release of
the work of the research. R ERH#MNMEFHEFRETF EXFELZ2BRFF LHEBRPPHBFX
e, FAREATREFLHRE, BRAFHER, BEFEMRIFLTFATEREFME]
£,

Who will have access to my data? H8E A B3 B 8iE 7

The University of Oxford is the data controller with respect to your personal data and, as such,
will determine how your personal data is used in the research. The University will process your
personal data for the purpose of the research outlined above. Research is a task that we
perform in the public interest. Further information about your rights with respect to your personal
data is available from https://compliance . admin.ox.ac.uk/individual-rights. &:ZAKF2E™ A
ERMIFEHE, i, RRAEMFAEREPERENTABIE. XPFH T LRERE B LB
BT ABE. PRBHRNMNTH-—AXHAFEES. AXETARENANNE—FER, TN
https://compliance.admin.ox.ac.uk/individual-rights X%

The results will be written up for an MSc degree.
Who has reviewed this research? & & T Lh#FE 7

This research has been reviewed by, and received ethics clearance through, a subcommittee of
the University of Oxford Central University Research Ethics Committee [EDUC_C1A_24 042].
EMRELASFERFEIRREMRLEZTASHNTE,

Who do [ contact if I have a concern or | wish to complain? IR & H R R HEEERIFNEZ
BRAW?

If you have a concern about any aspect of this research, please contact Rongwei Li or her
supervisor on the top of the first page, and we will do our best to answer your query. We will
acknowledge your concern within 10 working days and give you an indication of how it will be
dealt with. If you remain unhappy or wish to make a formal complaint, please contact the Chair
of the Research Ethics Committee at the University of Oxford who will seek to resolve the matter
as soon as possible: M REX R EM S E F EEE, HERFERongwelSiipI S IH (FEF—H
FITRER), EMNF[BREHBEEHERE, ZMN/E10TTERRBINEMER, FENELE
AR MREMATHERAFLEERRET, FRRFEREARCEZRASTEBRARET
A), HIGRBRBARILE,
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The Chair, Education Department Research Ethics Committee Email:
staff.curec@education.ox.ac.uk; Address: Department of Education, the University of Oxford, 15
Norham Gardens, OX2 6PY

Please note that you may only participate in this survey if you are 18 years of age or over.
O | certify that | am 18 years of age or over HiFBAF BEEH18F % -

If you have read the information above and agree to participate with the understanding

that the data you submit will be processed accordingly, please tick the box below to start.

O Yes, | agree to take part KA BEESHE
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