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Abstract  Based on a nation-wide survey of higher education graduates, 
this paper analyzes the impact of family background, using paternal occupa-
tion and education as indicators, on their scores in the National College En-
trance Examination, the level and type of higher education institutions they 
attend, their employment after graduation, and the income they receive from 
their first job. It has been found that there are wide disparities among stu-
dents with different family backgrounds in both access to higher education 
and their potential employment in China nowadays. This paper also studies 
how those influences happen. 
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Problem and method 

There have been many empirical researches into the impact of family back-
ground on the educational opportunity and personal development of gradu-
ates around the world. Among those studies, the most influential (also the 
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most disputed) is the Coleman Report, which was released in the U.S. in 
1966. The report analyzed data from more than 3,000 schools, 650,000 stu-
dents and 70,000 teachers. It concluded that a student’s family background 
has a greater impact upon the student’s achievement than schools and teach-
ers (Coleman et al. 1966). A survey conducted in Japan of national social 
stratification and social mobility analyzed the relationship between students’ 
academic degree, their first and current jobs, and their fathers’ occupation 
and academic degree. The author found that the fathers’ occupation and de-
gree had huge impact on the students’ educational achievement and current 
job, and concluded that although educational opportunities should be fair, it 
actually varied with the family social status (ERCUT 2003). Pierre Bourdieu, 
a French scholar who studied access to higher education in France, Poland 
and Hungary, also found that there were great gaps in higher education op-
portunities among different social classes in those countries. “The opportu-
nity of a senior staff’s son to go to university is 80 times more than that of an 
agricultural worker’s son, 40 times more than that of an industrial worker’s 
son, and twice that of a middle-level staff’s son.” (Bourdieu 2002) Some 
scholars referred to this phenomenon as “Social Reproduction”. They con-
sidered education as an important tool to duplicate and reproduce unequal 
social structure and then legalize it (Bowles and Cintis 1976). In China, em-
pirical research on family background and distribution of educational op-
portunities is scarce. A few existing studies show that family background 
also has significant impact on the access to education. The educational op-
portunities among children of different social classes are also unequal, and 
this inequality tended to get worse after the 1980s (Li 2004). 

This paper highlights the disparities of higher education by: 
(1) Presenting a more detailed description of the current distribution of 

higher education opportunity among children of different social classes and 
providing evidence to discern the “equal opportunity” of higher education in 
China. 

(2) Offering further discussion on the “equal result” of higher education in 
China by analyzing the impact of family background on the graduates’ ef-
forts to find a job. 

(3) Probing the approach and mechanism of how family background in-
fluences graduates’ personal achievement and job seeking based on empiri-
cal survey. 

The data analyzed came mainly from the questionnaire on the employment 
status of graduates of higher education institutions in 2003. This survey was 
conducted by the project team from Peking University on “the higher educa-
tion expansion and graduates employment”. The valid sample of 15,222 
baccalaureate holders and 3-year college graduates were from 34 higher 
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education institutions in 7 provinces — Beijing, Shandong, Guangdong, 
Hunan, Shanxi, Yunnan and Guangxi. The number of 3-year college gradu-
ates was 5,345, accounting for 35.1%, and the number of baccalaureate de-
gree holders was 9,877, accounting for 64.9%. The survey was conducted in 
early June 2003, therefore the graduates’ employment status was the result in 
early June. Those who had already found a job at that time also estimated 
their starting salary. In addition, their parents’ occupation and degree, as well 
as other information were provided by the graduates. 

Descriptive statistics on family background in higher education institutions 

Family background is a vague concept with a broad sense. It is composed 
not only of parents’ occupation, social status, income and education, but also 
of the number of family members, the structure of the family, home location, 
ethnicity and nationality. What is more, residence and family origin also 
used to be important indicators of family background in some particular his-
torical periods in China. And since our country has a long tradition of highly 
regarding social relationship and familial bondage, the social status of 
grandparents, other relatives as well as friends are also treated as compo-
nents of family background. In 2002, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences 
published a report entitled “Report of research on the contemporary China’s 
social classes,” in which Chinese social classes were generally classified as: 
state and society administrators, managers, private entrepreneurs, profes-
sionals, clerks, individual businessmen, business service workers, industria- 
lists, peasants, and the unemployed or semi-employed (Lu 2004). This report 
believed that this classification comprehensively looked at the possession of 
organizational, economic and cultural resources by different groups, and that 
this classification, based on occupation dispersion, was strongly feasible. 
Therefore, our research takes parental occupation as the main index of family 
background according to this classification. Meanwhile, because education 
level stands for or influences individual human capital, cultural resources 
and economic income to a large extent, we also take the education level of 
graduates’ parents as another index of family background. 

The family background of students who graduated in 2003 is described in 
Table 1. In this table, we find that the proportion of those whose parents are 
peasants or clerks ranks first. However, the proportion of graduates whose 
parents are state and society administrators, professionals, managers and in-
dividual entrepreneurs does not rank high. But given the structure of the rate 
among social classes, we would, nevertheless, come to an utterly different 
conclusion. According to the estimation made by the Institute of Sociology 
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at Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, state and society administrators ac-
count for 2.1% of the whole population. However, though peasants account 
for the surveyed graduates’ parents who are state and society administrators 
(division and section leaders or above in a county) account for 10.9% and 
2.8%, with a mean of 6.85%. In contrast, graduates whose parents are pea-  
sants only take up 36.15%, which is much lower than the national average of 
55.5%. By the same comparison, we also find that graduates’ parents who 
are managers, individual entrepreneurs, and clerks are of a higher rate than 
the national average, and those who are industrial workers and service staff 
are of a lower rate. Generally speaking, we can see that children from 
high-status families have more opportunities for receiving higher education. 

Table1  Profession and education distribution of graduates’ parents in 2003 (%) 
Profession Education 

 Father Mother National*  Father Mother

Administrators 10.9 2.8 2.1 Post-graduates 1.8 0.6 

Managers 2.7 2.2 1.6 Undergraduates 12.5 5.1 

Individual 
entrepreneurs 

4.1 2.6 1.0 3-year college 
graduates 

12.2 7.8 

Professionals 5.8 4.6 4.6 Senior high school 
or technical school 
graduates 

30.6 25.0 

Clerks 17.9 12.6 7.2 Junior high school 
graduates 

25.4 25.7 

Individual busi-
nessmen 

7.0 4.9 7.1 Primary school 
graduates 

14.8 24.9 

Business service 
workers 

1.0 2.8 11.2 Illiterate or 
semi-illiterate 

2.7 10.9 

Industrialists 5.9 4.9 17.5    

Peasants 31.7 40.6 42.9    

Dismissed, Retired, 
Jobless, and 
Semi-employed 

13.0 22.0 4.8    

* Data resource: Lu Xueyi (2004, 13)  
 
It can be argued that state and society administrators’ children, who ac-

count for 2.1% of the whole surveyed population, take 6.85% of the higher 
education opportunities, while peasants’ children, who account for 42.9%, 
only possess 36.1% of the opportunities. In other words, the former group 
has almost four times higher education opportunities than the latter group. 
However, this judgment needs further study in terms of accuracy, because 
data in this table also reveal that graduates’ parents who are retired, unem-
ployed or semi-employed also have a large proportion of 17.5%, compared 
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with the national percentage of 4.8%. There are several explanations as to 
this result. First, surveyed parents are mainly within the 45–55 age bracket. 
People in this age bracket are not of the same social class structure as the 
whole population. On one hand, suffering from “Cultural Revolution”, most 
of them are disadvantaged in the Public Sector Personnel Reform and market 
competition, and thus retirement (including early retirement), unemployment, 
and semi-unemployment are universal among them. On the other hand, they 
stand a very good chance of becoming state and society administrators and 
enterprise officials (especially those who received higher education after 
“the Cultural Revolution”) because of their rich experience and good health. 
Second, there are some differences between my research and the estimates 
made by the Sociology Institution mentioned above in statistic caliber. For 
example, in my research, I classify “resignation and retirement” and “job-
lessness, out-of-work and semi-out-of-work” into one category, which leads 
to a higher proportion. This proportion of “joblessness, out-of-work and 
semi-out-of-work” in the report of the Sociology Institution (4.8%) is obvi-
ously lower. A large gap exists between the two proportions. I believe that 
more supportive data are needed here to make an accurate calculation. 
However, data in Table 1 is still helpful to indicate the general trend of 
higher education opportunities among children from different social status, 
as well as provide reference for similar research. 

In contrast, the index of education parents received in this research has 
less ramified meaning and a much clearer result. According to this survey, 
graduates’ fathers and mothers who receive college education account for 
26.5% and 13.4%, respectively. That is, fathers and mothers who have higher 
education take up one quarter and one sixth of the total. Supposedly, the 
education available to post-graduate students, undergraduates, college stu-
dents, senior-high-school students, junior-high-school students and pri-
mary-school students were thought to be 19, 16, 14, 12, 9, 6 years and 1 year, 
respectively. Graduates’ fathers and mothers in this research have 10.92 and 
8.94 years of education, respectively. Judging from corresponding data in the 
census of 2000, people in the 25–64 age bracket only have 7.97 years of 
education on the average, and only 5.0% of them received higher education 

(RTCEHRI 2003). Obviously, parents of higher institution graduates have a 
higher level of education than the national average. In addition, in terms of 
the family origin of these surveyed graduates, those who are from cities and 
towns together account for two-thirds of all the families. It is much higher 
than the national township proportion (30%). Families that are from rural 
areas only take up 33.4%. Therefore as a whole, students of higher education 
institutions have a better family background than the national level. 
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Impact of family background on higher education opportunities 

Since admission to college is based on scores in the College Entrance Ex-
amination (CEE), it is rather difficult for students who fail to reach the ma-
triculation score to get access to higher education, although it is not absolute. 
So I wonder why, under such a situation, students from families with high 
social status or high educational level take up a relatively higher percentage 
among all university students. A hypothesis may account for this question: 
the higher the parents’ social status or education level is, the higher their 
children’s scores in the CEE are, and consequently, the more opportunities 
for higher education these children will obtain. 

In order to test this hypothesis, I took 1999 CEE candidates (prospective 
graduates of the year 2003) as my research subjects to analyze the impact of 
family background on entry opportunity. (Most college graduates in this re-
search took their CEE in 2001. Considering that CEE scores in different 
years are not equivalent to each other, I selected a sample of CEE scores 
from the year 1999 which had a large number of samples. Strictly speaking, 
even in the same year, due to the different criteria of scoring, scores are not 
equivalent to each other either. Therefore, I only took into account that dif-
ferent provinces adopt original or standard scores in a year, but did not go 
further in considering the equivalence of scores in the same scoring method 
system.) As seen from the institutional descriptive statistical data, although 
all of them are graduates, they have different family backgrounds and ECC 
scores; their scores decrease as their fathers’ education level goes down. In 
the sample group where original CEE scores are used, the average scores of 
students whose fathers have graduate, undergraduate or junior college edu-
cation are 557, 545 and 535, respectively, and those whose fathers have 
secondary, primary education, illiterate or semi-literate were 528, 517 and 
501, respectively. A similar result is found in the sample group that uses 
standard CEE scores: students whose fathers have undergraduate education 
share an average score of 666 and those whose fathers have primary education 
only have an average score of 647. 

Table 2 shows the linear regression relation between the periods of fathers’ 
education available and those undergraduates’ 1999 CEE scores when gender, 
ethnic group, and region of origin are controlled. This table also describes 
how fathers’ educational attainment significantly influences graduates’ CEE 
scores. Graduates’ CEE scores go up by 1.9 and 2.227 points respectively in 
the sample group with the original scores and with the standard scores when 
fathers’ educational attainment increases by one year. On the average, those 
whose fathers have undergraduate education (or sixteen years of education) 
are 20-points higher in scores compared with graduates whose fathers have 
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only primary education (or six years of education). 

Table 2  Regression result of the influence of fathers’ education attainment on graduates’  
CEE scores 

 Original score sample Standard score sample 

 B t B t 

Constant 514.309 101.540** 586.531 77.861**

Fathers’ education attainment 1.900 7.035** 2.227 6.206**

Origin from Central China −0.176 −0.074 33.110 6.355**

Origin from Western China −71.087 −28.727** −22.293 −6.348**

Gender (Male) 12.813 6.404** 10.635 4.129**

Ethnic group (Han) 14.985 4.482** 33.952 5.653**

R2 0.317 0.043   

Note: * Refers to significance at 0.05 level; ** refers to significance at 0.01 level 

 
As with the different scores of examinees with different family back-

grounds, the chance of admission to different levels and types of higher 
education institutions also varies. Similarly, the family background of stu-
dents admitted to different levels and types of higher education institutions 
varies too. As we can see, among the surveyed graduates, fathers who re-
ceived college education or above in the “211 Program” key Universities 
(211 universities), undergraduate colleges, public junior colleges and private 
junior colleges occupy 32.8%, 27.7% and 14.5%, and 25.4% of the total, re-
spectively. However, fathers with primary education or below take up 15.3%, 
15.6%, 25.2% and 13.6%, respectively. In these four types of universities 
and colleges, fathers have an average educational attainment of 11.37, 11.11, 
9.87 and 11.10 years. In terms of occupation, fathers who are ranked as di-
rectors or higher than the section chief rank account for 13.8%, 11.3%, 5.4% 
and 10.8%, respectively. From the perspective of family origin, graduates 
who come from rural families in these four types of universities and colleges 
occupy 27.0%, 36.7%, 40.6% and 25.3%, respectively. Furthermore, gradu-
ates who come from rural families in public colleges surpass those in 211 
universities and private colleges by 12 and 15 points. So it can be concluded 
that in the public higher institution system, generally speaking, graduates in 
211 universities have better family background than those in ordinary col-
leges; and those in ordinary colleges have better family background than 
those in public colleges. We can also reach the conclusion that graduates in 
private higher colleges have better family backgrounds than those in public 
institutions. In a word, family background not only exerts impact on chil-
dren’s CEE scores, which in turn influences their opportunities to obtain 
higher education, but also on the possibility that their children, when getting 
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low scores in CEE, will choose to study in private higher education institu-
tions, which have a lower score threshold of admission but a higher tuition 
fee. 

The impact of family background on graduate employment 

This survey lists 9 categories to describe the graduates’ situation after col-
lege: (1) to have signed an employment contract, (2) to have decided on their 
employment institutions and be waiting to sign the contract, (3) to be ready 
to take up a freelance profession or to be self-employed, (4) to be waiting for 
an employment decision from employers, (5) not to have found their em-
ployment institutions, (6) to have job offers from employers but unwilling to 
accept them, (7) to be ready to pursue advanced education at home or study 
abroad, (8) to have applied not to get employed, and (9)others. If the propor-
tion of the 7th category in the whole graduate body is considered as “the 
proportion of further study”, while the sum of categories (1), (2), (3), (7) and 
(8) stands for having a planned future upon graduation are considered as “the 
proportion of settlement”, then the relation of fathers’ occupation, the pro-
portion of further study and the proportion of settlement is presented in Fig. 
3. It shows that when the fathers’ occupations differ, so do the proportion of 
further study and the proportion of settlement. When fathers’ occupations are 
administrators, managers and professionals, both the proportion of further 
study and the proportion of settlement are higher than the average level. 
However, both proportions are lower than the average level when fathers are 
peasants, individual businessmen, business service staff, retired, jobless, 
unemployed and semi-employed. The proportion of further study and the 
proportion of settlement of administrators’ children are also higher than the 
proportions of peasants’ children by 14% and 10%, respectively. Figure 3 
also shows the relationship between the estimated initial salary of those who 
have decided on their employment institutions and their fathers’ occupations. 
From this we can see that the higher the fathers’ social class is, the higher the 
graduates’ average initial salary is. The average monthly salary of those 
whose fathers are peasants is respectively lower than that of those whose 
fathers are administrators and managers by 400 and 300 RMB. Using their 
fathers’ records of formal schooling as the indicators of students’ family back-
ground, we can also find similar results: those whose fathers received higher 
education had the proportion of further study and the proportion of settlement 
at 22.6% and 74.2%, respectively, with an initial monthly salary of 1657 RMB. 
However, those whose fathers only received elementary school education or 
less, these three items are at 12.2%, 60.8% and 1400 RMB, respectively. 
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Table 3  Fathers’ occupation and graduate employment 

Fathers’ occupation Proportion of 
settlement（％）

Proportion of further 
study（％） 

Starting salary 
(RMB/month) 

Administrators 78.0 23.1 1765.3 

Managers 73.9 25.3 1642.9 

Private entrepreneurs 65.8 15.7 1630.6 

Technical professionals 73.8 19.6 1597.9 

Clerks 69.4 19.4 1516.1 

Individual businessman 65.5 13.2 1551.1 

Business service worker 62.6 12.8 1511.9 

Industrialists 68.9 17.5 1479.8 

Peasants 64.0 13.2 1339.3 

The retired, the jobless, the unem-
ployed and the semi-employed 

65.2 14.1 1495.3 

Average 68.0 16.6 1493.5 

Table 4  The linear regression results of the impact of father’s education on graduates’ initial
 salary 

 Original score group Standard score group 

 B t B t 

Constant 248.675 0.985 204.429 1.097 

Fathers’ educational attainment 14.876 2.557* 19.681 3.968**

Score in the National CEE 2.673 6.085** 1.863 7.638**

Employment area (comparative with East 
Province) 

    

Employed in Middle Provinces −385.758 −6.477** −123.340 −1.386 

Employed in Western Provinces −382.502 −6.704** −134.699 −2.558*

Employment Area (compared with big 
and middle-size cities) 

    

County −203.813 −3.437** −261.027 −6.034**

Villages and towns −147.469 −1.258 120.945 1.515 

Rural area −289.900 −0.875 271.197 1.296 

Gender: female −16.943 −0.379 −75.368 −2.116*

Ethnic group: Han −4.572 −0.061 −20.061 −0.226 

R2 0.177 0.079 

Note: * Refers to significance at the level of 0.05; ** refers to the significance at the level of 0.01. 
 
On further analysis, we find that, when factors are controlled, such as the 

diploma, undergraduate, the National CEE years (1999), the score in the 
CEE and gender, nationality, employment area, the employment allocation 
between the city and the country and so on, the impact of fathers’ educa-
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tional attainment on graduates’ initial salary is still positive. In the original 
score group and standard score group, linear regression coefficients were 
14.876 and 19.681, respectively and their T-values were 2.557 and 3.968, 
both of them were significant at a level of 0.05. It means that when the fa-
thers’ educational attainment is increased by one year, the graduates’ average 
initial salary would increase by 15–20RMB, provided that other conditions 
are the same. This result indicates that the family social economic status has 
a distinct impact on graduates’ employment, and the results of receiving 
higher education by children from different backgrounds are not equivalent. 

Conclusion and discussion 

Judging from the research findings, we can come to the following conclu-
sions: 

First, although college students from different family backgrounds take up 
a certain proportion of China’s college student body, those whose families 
belong to the higher social stratum take a relatively higher proportion, which 
means that opportunities to receive higher education for children from dif-
ferent family backgrounds are not equal. 

Second, family background influences not only children’s opportunities of 
receiving different levels of public higher education by affecting their scores 
in the National CEE, but also the probability of choosing the private higher 
education institution, which is more expensive when their score is a constant. 
Therefore, the family background of students from key universities is supe-
rior to that of those from ordinary universities, while the family background 
of students from private higher education institutions are better than those 
from public higher education institutions of the same levels. We can also con-
clude that the allocation of educational opportunities provided by different 
levels or types of higher education institutions is not equal, either. 

Third, graduates with different family backgrounds have different kinds of 
employment. The higher the status is, the higher the proportion of settlement, 
the more advanced their education and the higher their initial salary are, 
which means children from different social classes do not have an equal fu-
ture after receiving higher education. 

I think these findings can be explained in figure 1, which shows that parents’ 
occupation and education will determine the economic resources, cultural 
resources, social resources and organizational resources that families can 
possess, and these resources will influence students’ academic performance 
in their basic education and higher education stages through various ways, 
and the family social economic status would then influence children’s final 



436 Front. Educ. China (2006) 3: 426−438

employment situation directly or indirectly. 

 

Figure 1.  The relationship among family background, education and graduate employment 

All resources that families hold are based on economic resources. In the 
basic education stage, the higher the family income, the more input there is 
into the children’s education, the better the basic education that children are 
able to receive, and the greater the probability of achieving a better score in 
the National CEE. After entering higher education institutions, students 
whose families are of better economic conditions can obtain more money 
from their families for learning, social activities and job-seeking. Therefore, 
they are in better condition to learn and find a job. It is also less necessary 
for them to take part-time jobs to overcome economic hardships. In this sur-
vey, we find that the fathers’ educational background has positive correlation 
with students’ financial subsidies, expenses on meals and the total expense of 
job-seeking and so on. For those whose fathers received college education or 
above, these three items of expenses were 31,200RMB, 12,200RMB and 
1,010 RMB, respectively. But for those whose fathers have only received 
elementary school education and below, these three items were just 24,500 
RMB, 9,400 RMB and 870 RMB, respectively. The economic conditions of 
families cannot only influence the probability of children choosing private 
higher education institutions, but also influence the probability of the chil-
dren’s choice of repeating another year when they fail in the National CEE, 
and can even influence the children’s chances of receiving a high school 
education. Those whose families’ economic conditions are worse may give 
up the National CEE competition after graduating from junior high school, 
because they cannot afford the expensive tuition fees. Even when they are 
graduating from universities, whether their families can provide necessary 
financial support or not is an important factor as to their choice of going on 
with advanced studies to gain a higher diploma or not. Cultural resources are 
mainly decided by the educational background of parents. If their educa-
tional background is better, parents will have better ability to teach their 
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children at home, to participate in school activities and to inspire children’s 
learning motivation. They will also have higher abilities to capture and judge 
any information about schools, teachers, educational activities, and employ-
ment opportunities and then to indirectly influence their children’s academic 
performance and employment. Bourdieu even concludes that higher educa-
tion is, in fact, spreading a kind of bourgeois culture, and if parents have re-
ceived higher education, their subtle influences will be the important reason 
to acculturate their children to succeed in the current educational systems 
(Bourdieu 2002). 

Organizational resources refer to the power to gain and dominate man-
power, material resources and information in social organizations, and social 
resources refer to the quantity and quality of social relations and social net-
works. The higher the parents’ social status, the greater the parental power; 
the more social relations are, the stronger the mobility and use of these re-
sources to serve their children’s education and employment. As a result, 
parents are able to choose not only better schools and classes for their chil-
dren in the basic education stage but also the better universities and majors 
for their children. The students can also get more and better job information 
when they are finding jobs and is even more likely to determine their 
employment through their parents’ social relations and personal power. 

Therefore, it is hard to be equal in deciding educational opportunities and 
educational outcomes as long as there are gaps in family social economic 
status and society is stratified. There is no exception in China, and we have 
to accept it. Meanwhile, education is often considered to be an important 
tool to balance the social interest distribution and to advance social mobility 
among classes. So understanding the allocation of China’s higher education 
opportunities accurately becomes the firm basis of making appropriate poli-
cies for intervention to promote educational equality. 
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