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10. Climbing the 
Intergenerational Ladder 
of Education in Urban, 
Migrant and Rural China
Jane Golley and Sherry Tao Kong

Introduction
During the six decades of the People’s Republic, China has made great 

achievements in raising national average standards of educational quality and 
attainment. These achievements have, however, been distributed unevenly 
across the country. According to one recent study, by the late 2000s, while more 
than 90 per cent of primary school students in rural China went on to junior high, 
less than 20 per cent made it through to high school, with a mere 1.3 per cent 
entering tertiary-level education. As a result, children born in Beijing, Shanghai 
or Tianjin were 35 times more likely to attend college than children born in rural 
areas.1 While labour market reforms have raised the returns to education across 
China,2 the incompleteness of these reforms—in particular, ongoing constraints 
to permanent rural-to-urban migration3 and segmentation in urban labour 
markets4—means that the incentives for pursuing higher educational outcomes 
in pursuit of higher wage returns are uneven across urban, rural and migrant 
populations. The combination of uneven development in education and urban-
biased labour market reforms has undoubtedly contributed to the gap between 
urban and rural incomes in China, which is not only large but rising over time 
(Sicular et al. 2005).

For a country that claims to be intent on reducing rural–urban income 
inequality, as a core element of its quest for a more harmonious and balanced 
society, understanding the link between each individual’s educational 
opportunities, achievements and returns is critical. This link in turn hinges on 
intergenerational dynamics, in which the educational achievements and earning 

1  See Barriers for the rural poor on the road to college: new evidence from REAP, REAP Brief No. 107, Stanford 
University, Stanford, Calif., <http://iis-db.stanford.edu/pubs/22773/REAP_brief_107_EN_web.pdf>

2  See De Brauw and Giles (2006); Liu et al. (2010); Yang (2005); Zhang et al. (2002, 2004, 2005).
3  See Cai and Wang (2010); Golley and Meng (2011); Knight et al. (2010); Kong et al. (2010); Lee and Meng 

(2009); Zhao (1999).
4  See Appleton et al. (2004); Chen et al. (2007); Démurger et al. (2007, 2009); Meng and Zhang (2001).
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capacities of one generation—themselves the result of a complex interaction of 
ability and opportunity—impact on those of the next generation in complex 
ways. 

Most of the literature relating to intergenerational patterns of educational 
attainment in China has been confined to one or other of the rural or urban 
populations, and much of it has focused on the impact of the Cultural Revolution 
(1966–76) on different members of society at the time, or on subsequent 
generations.5 For urban China, there is some debate over whether the policies 
of the Cultural Revolution even succeeded in making educational attainment 
more egalitarian with respect to social origins at the time, let alone in the future, 
with Meng and Gregory (2002) reaching the somewhat unexpected conclusion 
that the largest negative impacts of the Cultural Revolution were in fact on 
children with parents of lower educational achievement and lower occupational 
status. There is, however, little dispute over the claim that urban educational 
inequality has increased in China since 1978, favouring ‘the most advantaged 
groups in the population: the children of high-rank cadres and professionals, 
residents of large cities, and men more than women’ (Zhou et al. 1998:217). 

Sato and Li’s (2008) analysis of the impact of family origin on educational 
attainment in rural China essentially echoes those of Meng and Gregory (2002) 
and Zhou et al. (1998), by showing that class-based discrimination during the 
Cultural Revolution did not last long enough to have a permanent effect on 
educational attainment across generations; instead, those higher up the social 
strata have continued to ‘out-educate’ those below them. A recent string of 
papers indicates that shortcomings in China’s rural education system from 
early childhood onwards seriously impinge on the educational opportunities 
for rural and migrant children, which in turn impacts on their ultimate levels 
of educational attainment (Luo et al. 2011; Teng 2005; Wang et al. 2010). 
These papers emphasise the low incomes of poor rural households relative to 
rising educational costs and the poor quality of rural education as the major 
impediments to upward mobility of the poorest members of Chinese society. 

These findings combine to depict a possible future of rising intra-rural, 
rural–urban and intra-urban inequalities in educational opportunities and 
outcomes, in which a positive and possibly strengthening relationship between 
the educational achievements of parents and their children will be a prominent 
feature.

5  During the Cultural Revolution, the Chinese Government implemented a range of policies to promote the 
educational opportunities and outcomes of children from peasant and worker families at the expense of 
those from higher status backgrounds. Notable measures included the closure of most schools in urban 
China for six years beginning in 1966, with senior high schools reopening in 1972; the ‘sending down’ 
of urban youths to live and work in rural villages; and various forms of discrimination against landlords 
and rich peasants in rural areas, and intelligentsia and cadre families in urban areas. For details of these 
policies, see Deng and Treiman (1997); and Meng and Gregory (2002).
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This chapter investigates intergenerational patterns of educational attainment 
over time and space in China. Drawing on the Rural–Urban Migration in China 
and Indonesia (RUMiCI) Survey for 2008, which provides unique access to data 
on the educational attainments of up to three generations of people within the 
same household across China’s rural, urban and migrant populations, we find 
that intergenerational ‘mobility’, as reflected by low regression and correlation 
coefficients between a child’s and parents’ education levels, is higher in rural 
and migrant populations than in urban ones. A closer look at the sources of this 
correlation reveals, however, that the low values observed in rural and migrant 
China stem from the fact that the majority of these children complete only 
junior high, with some children in the youngest cohorts actually moving down 
the educational ladder relative to their parents. In contrast, for urban children, 
the only way is up. This combination of results has clear and undesirable 
implications for China’s rural–urban divide.

Should College-Educated Parents Have 
College-Educated Children?

There are many reasons to expect a positive relationship between the education 
levels of parents and those of their children, as measured by the regression 
coefficient in a bi-variate regression of a child’s years of schooling on parents’ 
years of schooling, or by the simple correlation coefficient between these two 
variables.6 The strength of this correlation—often referred to as ‘persistence’—
depends not only on the degree of inheritability, but will also be greater if, 
for example, more educated parents invest more time (in a productive way) 
in supporting their children’s educational achievements (Black and Devereux 
2010). Credit constraints and the higher average income of parents with higher 
levels of education provide two other reasons for the positive relationship 
between parent and child education, although these income advantages could 
be offset by government investment in education that is progressive to parental 
income (Solon 2004). 

The fundamental question of interest is whether the persistence in educational 
achievements across generations reflects genuine differences in genetic ability, 
or if they are instead the result of uneven opportunities for the pursuit of higher 
educational outcomes, or uneven returns to pursuing those higher outcomes. 
This question is critical as it determines the extent to which educational policies 
might be able to reduce part of the intergenerational transmission of inequality. 
Measures of intergenerational persistence—or its converse, mobility—provide 

6  See the seminal work of Becker and Tomes (1979, 1986); and Solon (1999, 2004); and also Black and 
Devereux (2010) for an excellent survey.
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the first critical step in seeking to establish any kind of causal effect. It is this 
measurement, and how it has differed across China’s rural, migrant and urban 
populations during the People’s Republic of China (PRC) era, that is the focus 
of this chapter.

The positive relationship between the socioeconomic status of parents and 
their children is hardly unique to China, but has instead been observed almost 
universally across societies, and using a variety of measures of social status, 
of which education is just one. Hertz et al. (2007) provide estimates of 50-
year trends in the intergenerational persistence of educational attainment for 
42 nations, including (rural) China. Dividing a cross-sectional survey for each 
country into 10 age cohorts of people aged twenty to sixty-nine, they show 
that the regression coefficient of a child’s education on parents’ education has 
fallen substantially over time, while there is no such trend for the correlation 
coefficient, which fell in about as many countries as it rose. Checchi et al. (2008) 
show a reduction in the correlation coefficient between the levels of schooling 
of fathers and children over time in Italy. Despite this overall decline, however, 
their decomposition of the correlation coefficient (explained further below) 
reveals a rise in persistence at the upper end of the education tail, evidenced by 
the large and non-decreasing proportion of the correlation that is explained by 
college-educated children and fathers with either college or high school degrees. 

Following Hertz et al. (2007), we begin with a simple bi-variate regression 
(Equation 10.1).

Equation 10.1

In Equation 10.1, y is the number of years of schooling; j = c, s, d for child, 
son or daughter; k = p, f, m for parent, father or mother; and subscript i refers 
to the birth cohort of the child. The regression coefficient β is our first measure 
of the degree of intergenerational transmission of educational attainment, with 
low values suggesting low persistence, or high mobility. Another measure of 
interest is the intergenerational correlation coefficient, ρ, which is bounded 
between –1 and 1,7 and which is related to β as follows (Equation 10.2). 

7  While the expectation is that the intergenerational correlation coefficient will be positive (that is, lying 
between 0 and 1), it is theoretically possible for it to be negative—that is, the case in which policy 
measures were strong enough to eliminate any non-observable links between children and parents’ 
educational outcomes, although in practice this outcome is extremely unlikely.
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Equation 10.2

The main difference between β and ρ is that the former provides a relative 
measure, while the latter is absolute, abstracting away from possible changes in 
the dispersion of education within each cohort (Checci et al. 2008). That is, β could 
fall over time because the variance of education in the child’s generation is lower 
than that in the parents’ generation (for example, following the introduction 
of compulsory primary school education), or because the correlation itself has 
fallen (for example, because of policies to promote mobility). For both β and ρ, 
higher values indicate that a child’s level of schooling is more strongly related 
to his/her parents’ level. As Hertz et al. (2007) show, these two coefficients can 
move in opposite directions, and for this reason Black and Devereux (2010) 
recommend reporting both, which we do below. 

Our data come from the RUMiCI Survey for 2008, which covers three 
groups of Chinese households: 5000 urban migrant households who worked in 
15 designated cities (Urban Migrant Survey, UMS); 5000 urban local incumbent 
households in the same cities (Urban Household Survey, UHS); and 8000 rural 
households with and without migrant members from the nine provinces where 
the 15 cities are located (Rural Household Survey, RHS). The nine provinces 
or metropolitan areas are Shanghai, Guangdong, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Anhui, 
Hubei, Sichuan, Chongqing and Henan. The first four of these are the largest 
migrant destinations; the remaining five are the largest migration sending 
areas. The RUMiCI survey of migrant workers in urban cities, to the best of our 
knowledge, is the only random sample of migrant workers for China so far.8

Each of the households in the UHS, UMS and RHS provides information at 
the individual level for up to three generations of members: the household head 
and his/her spouse (generation two), their parents (generation one) and their 
children (generation three). For generations two and three, we have years of 
schooling, while generation one provides only the completed level of education, 
which we convert into years of schooling. We use this set of information to 
construct a dataset that comprises 10 five-year birth cohorts of ‘children’, from 
1941–45 through to 1986–90, with total sample sizes of 11 831, 6247 and 25 126 
in the urban, migrant and rural surveys respectively. All of the tables and 
figures presented below are based on results calculated by the authors using 
these survey data, unless otherwise noted.

8  The detailed sampling procedure can be found at <http://rumici.anu.edu.au>
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Results: Take one
Table 10.1 presents some preliminary statistics for the urban, migrant and 

rural surveys, which include the percentage of people in each (child) cohort 
to obtain no education, primary school, junior high, high school and college 
education, along with the average years of schooling for each cohort and their 
parents.9 The table confirms the general trend of rising educational attainments 
across the country, with the percentage of people receiving only primary 
education or less plummeting from 15 per cent to 2 per cent, 50 per cent to 
4 per cent and 65 per cent to 8 per cent between the first and ninth cohorts in 
the urban, rural and migrant surveys respectively. These trends are reflected 
in the average number of years of schooling, which rises over time for each 
population subgroup with the exception of a slight drop between the 1941–45 
and 1946–50 (that is, first and second) cohorts in the urban and migrant surveys, 
which presumably relates to the disruption caused by the Cultural Revolution,10 
and a slight fall between the 1961–65 and 1966–70 (that is, the fifth and sixth) 
cohorts in the migrant survey, which is likely to be connected to the changing 
opportunities for migration from 1978 onwards.11 

As expected, education levels are highest in the urban survey, at 14.1 years 
on average for the ninth cohort, compared with 10.2 years for rural China and 
10.4 years for migrants. The significant drop to 12.4 years for the tenth urban 
cohort is driven by the fact that 22 per cent of this cohort had in fact not yet 
finished their tertiary education at the time of the survey, and so could not 
be counted as having completed college. This issue is less important for the 
migrant and rural surveys given their lower levels of education, with 7 per cent 
of the same cohort in the RHS and just 1.7 per cent of the migrant survey. 
For this reason, the results for this final urban cohort are excluded in what 
follows, while those for the other two surveys are presented as a reasonable 
approximation. 

9  In cases where only the father’s or the mother’s level is provided, we use this level alone in order to 
maximise the number of observations.

10  According to Meng and Gregory (2002), the Cultural Revolution (1966–77) had the greatest impact on 
educational attainment for those whose high school education was interrupted—that is, those in the 
latter half of the 1946–50 cohort and the first half of the 1951–55 cohort.

11  In particular, Zhao (1999) shows that between 1979 and 1988 there were strong incentives for rural 
residents to obtain high school education as the primary means of obtaining urban hukou, while de 
Brauw and Giles (2006) show that the increased ability to migrate and the consequent dramatic rise 
in migration volumes during the 1990s created disincentives for increases in educational attainment 
among rural youth. This combination of findings is consistent with a fall in educational attainment 
between these two cohorts, who fell into the prime migration age in the mid to late 1980s and early 
1990s respectively. In the UMS 2008, migration rates peak at age twenty-four for men and age twenty-
one for women, with rates of 60 and 64 per cent respectively. Rates decline with age, in part due to the 
institutional barriers to migration, as explained in Golley and Meng (2011).
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Table 10.1 Preliminary Statistics for the Urban, Migrant and Rural Surveys, 2008

Highest degree (percentage of child cohort) Average 
years of 
school

Average 
years of 
school 

(parents)

No. 
obsNone Primary Junior 

high
High 

school
College

Birth cohort Urban survey

No. Years

1 1941–45 2 13 32 31 22 10.8 3.5 454

2 1946–50 2 14 40 28 16 10.3 4.1 749

3 1951–55 1 9 43 32 15 10.6 4.7 1236

4 1956–60 1 4 24 53 17 11.5 5.5 1425

5 1961–65 0 2 23 45 30 12.3 6.6 1705

6 1966–70 1 4 24 34 37 12.3 8.0 1685

7 1971–75 1 2 16 33 48 31.1 8.7 1602

8 1976–80 0 1 9 30 60 13.8 9.1 1272

9 1981–85 1 1 5 26 67 14.1 10.3 1021

10 1986–90 2 0 11 54 32 12.4 10.4 231

Migrant survey

1 1941–45 0 50 50 0 0 7.5 3.0 2

2 1946–50 22 44 22 11 0 6.0 1.0 18

3 1951–55 13 35 39 13 0 7.2 1.8 46

4 1956–60 8 23 56 12 1 8.1 2.7 145

5 1961–65 5 19 53 22 2 8.8 2.8 352

6 1966–70 3 25 58 13 1 8.4 3.9 743

7 1971–75 2 20 59 16 3 8.9 4.3 889

8 1976–80 1 9 57 27 7 9.9 5.3 996

9 1981–85 0 4 56 30 10 10.4 6.9 1439

10 1986–90 0 3 53 39 5 10.4 7.5 1616

Rural survey

1 1941–45 16 49 30 5 0 6.3 2.4 764

2 1946–50 14 53 27 6 0 6.4 2.6 1589

3 1951–55 12 47 31 9 1 6.8 2.8 2464

4 1956–60 7 33 39 19 1 8.0 3.1 2140

5 1961–65 3 25 52 18 2 8.6 3.7 3125

6 1966–70 2 26 57 12 2 8.6 4.6 3462

7 1971–75 1 19 60 15 5 9.1 5.7 3018

8 1976–80 1 12 59 21 8 9.8 6.4 2676

9 1981–85 0 8 58 20 13 10.2 7.4 2923

10 1986–90 0 8 60 25 7 9.9 7.9 2584

Source: Authors’ calculations based on RUMiCI Survey 2008.
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The most striking differences are at the higher end of the education spectrum. 
In the ninth cohort, 93 per cent of urban children attained either high school 
or college degrees, compared with 40 per cent of migrants and 43 per cent of 
rural children. As expected, the greatest divergence is at the college level, with 
urban children in this cohort more than six and five times more likely to attend 
college than their migrant and rural counterparts. Another point worth noting 
is that a higher proportion of rural children in the three youngest cohorts attains 
college degrees than their migrant counterparts, and yet a higher proportion is 
also more likely to complete only primary education. Migrants, on the other 
hand, are more likely to have high school degrees—a point that is true across 
all cohorts apart from the fourth one. While there are clear differences in the 
educational attainments of China’s migrant and rural populations, these are 
dwarfed by the urban–non-urban divide. 

Table 10.2 turns to the results of the child–parent regression and correlation 
coefficients based on Equations 10.1 and 10.2 for i = 1, …, 10, j = c and k = p. 
There are five key points. 

The first point regards the standard deviations of years of education 
for children and parents, and the ratio of the two. While these differ across 
the three samples and over time, the ratio of the child’s to parents’ standard 
deviations, σc/σp, varies only slightly over the cohort range in each survey, and 
these variations are not enough to create any substantive differences in the 
trends for the regression or correlation coefficients; as seen in Figure 10.1, these 
are rising or falling simultaneously within each survey. It is also worth noting 
that for every cohort, the standard deviations of children and parents are both 
higher in the urban than the rural populations, but their ratio is lower. Thus, 
it is not the case that a high ratio of standard deviations is the driving force for 
the relatively high regression coefficients in the urban sample; something other 
than dispersion is going on.
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Table 10.2 Regression and Correlation Coefficients for Child–Parents

Birth cohort b r sc sp sc/sp

Urban

1 1941–45 0.20 0.22 3.5 3.9 0.89

2 1946–50 0.23 0.30 3.2 4.2 0.76

3 1951–55 0.16 0.23 2.8 4.2 0.67

4 1956–60 0.20 0.30 2.8 4.3 0.65

5 1961–65 0.17 0.26 2.7 4.2 0.64

6 1966–70 0.23 0.31 3.1 4.1 0.75

7 1971–75 0.23 0.30 3.0 3.9 0.75

8 1976–80 0.22 0.28 2.6 3.4 0.77

9 1981–85 0.30 0.31 2.5 2.6 0.97

10 1986–90 0.27 0.24 2.7 2.4 1.15

Migrant

1 1941–45 .. .. .. .. ..

2 1946–50 .. .. .. .. ..

3 1951–55 .. .. .. .. ..

4 1956–60 0.09 0.10 3.0 3.2 0.93

5 1961–65 0.12 0.24 2.8 3.2 0.09

6 1966–70 0.13 0.17 2.4 3.3 0.72

7 1971–75 0.17 0.23 2.5 3.3 0.76

8 1976–80 0.19 0.26 2.4 3.3 0.72

9 1981–85 0.17 0.23 2.3 3.1 0.73

10 1986–90 0.15 0.21 2.0 2.7 0.74

Rural

1 1941–45 0.20 0.18 3.2 3.0 1.10

2 1946–50 0.13 0.12 3.1 2.9 1.05

3 1951–55 0.13 0.12 3.2 3.0 1.07

4 1956–60 0.13 0.13 3.1 3.0 1.04

5 1961–65 0.17 0.19 2.7 3.0 0.87

6 1966–70 0.19 0.23 2.4 2.9 0.83

7 1971–75 0.21 0.23 2.4 2.6 0.91

8 1976–80 0.21 0.21 2.5 2.5 1.01

9 1981–85 0.24 0.23 2.7 2.5 1.07

10 1986–90 0.24 0.24 2.3 2.3 0.99

.. = not available

Source: Authors’ own calculation based on RUMiCI survey (2008). 
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Figure 10.1a Regression Coefficients by Cohort Across Surveys

Figure 10.1b Correlations by Cohort Across Surveys

Figure 10.1c Children’s Standard Deviations by Cohort Across Surveys
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The second point to make is that the regression coefficients and correlations 
are low in all three samples and lowest in the rural survey. The average regression 
coefficients and correlations across all cohorts are 0.21 and 0.28 for the urban 
survey, 0.16 and 0.20 for the migrant survey and 0.18 and 0.19 for the rural 
survey. In contrast, Hertz et al. (2007) find average regression coefficients and 
correlations taken across all cohorts for each of 42 countries ranging from 0.88 
and 0.66 in Peru to 0.20 in Kyrgyzstan and 0.10 in (rural) Ethiopia, with rural 
China having the second-lowest values of both at 0.34 and 0.20 respectively. 

Third, for all three surveys, both the regression coefficients and the 
correlations display a general trend of rising persistence over time, albeit with 
fluctuations. This contrasts with the key finding of Hertz et al. (2007) that the 
regression coefficient had fallen substantially for most countries over half a 
century, including for rural China. Our finding is not, however, inconsistent 
with Hertz et al.’s finding for rural China, as the period they cover is 1928–73, 
and much of the fall in their regression coefficient happens between 1928 and 
1943 (see Hertz et al. 2007:Appendix 1).

Fourth, the relationship between child and parent education is clearly 
different across the three populations—in both levels and trends. If it were 
simply the case that rural China was behind urban China in levels, but along the 
same path of educational development, we would expect these trends to be in 
the same direction over time. Instead, these results suggest that the determinants 
of the child–parent educational relationship differ across China’s rural, migrant 
and urban populations in more substantial ways than pure developmental 
differences would suggest.

The final point is that there are striking differences in the intergenerational 
patterns of different gender combinations of child–parent pairs, as illustrated 
in Figure 10.2 for the regression coefficients through to the ninth cohort in 
each survey. In particular, across all subgroups, the daughter–parent coefficient 
is the highest in virtually all age cohorts, driven mainly by the daughter–
father relationship, while the son–mother relationship is the weakest. In all 
comparisons, the educational attainments of daughters are more, and often 
much more, highly associated with the parent–father–mother than that of 
sons. In other words, the socioeconomic status of women as reflected in their 
educational achievements is more tightly bound to their family’s social status 
than that of men.12 

12  This is consistent with the findings of Gong et al. (2010), who find coefficients on years of schooling for 
urban China of 0.26 for father–son, 0.22 for mother–son, 0.37 for father–daughter and 0.38 for mother–
daughter, using the Urban Household Education and Employment Survey 2004 for people aged sixteen 
to seventy-four.
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Figure 10.2a Urban Regression Coefficients for Different Gender Pairs

Figure 10.2b Migrant Regression Coefficients for Different Gender Pairs

Figure 10.2c Rural Regression Coefficients for Different Gender Pairs
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‘Persistence’ and ‘Mobility’: A closer look at ρ
Given the rise in average educational levels nationwide, not only the levels 

but also the sources of persistence within the educational distribution are likely 
to change over time. To examine these changes, following Checci et al. (2008), 
we decompose the correlation coefficient as follows (Equation 10.3).

Equation 10.3

In Equation 10.3, μ denotes the mean and the set of possible values for 
education is set at {0, 6, 9, 12, 16}, corresponding with no education (NE), 
primary school (PS), junior high school (JH), high school (HS) and college (C), 
and σcf is the covariance between the child’s and father’s levels of educational 
attainment, yc and yf. This implies that the correlation coefficient depends on the 
combined deviations of the child’s and the father’s education from the mean, the 
conditional probability of a child achieving a certain education level given the 
father’s level of education and the probability of the father achieving that level 
of education.13

As long as both generations of a given child–father pair (for example, college-
educated children and college-educated father) achieve levels of education above 
(or below) the mean for their own cohort, this child–father pair will contribute 
positively to ρ, while if one is above (below) and the other below (above) the 
pair will make a negative contribution. Checci et al. (2008) use this approach in 
their Italian study to show that about one-third of the correlation coefficient in 
older cohorts results from the correlation between the most uneducated fathers 
and sons, with this contribution falling over time, while a large and growing 
proportion of the correlation coefficient is due to the top end of college-educated 
fathers and sons. 

Figures 10.3 to 10.5 present the results of a decomposition of the correlation 
coefficient by cohort in the urban, migrant and rural samples respectively. 
This decomposition aims to shed light on the source of the correlation within the 
educational spectrum. Based on Equation 10.3, each figure is divided into five 
stacks, each of which isolates the contribution made by fathers with education 

13  The focus here on levels of schooling rather than years is necessary to ensure there are enough 
observations in each level and for ease of exposition; otherwise, we would be looking at a decomposition 
of 20 by 20 years of education in which many components would be zero and which would be nearly 
impossible to depict. The reduction to levels also necessitates the focus on just one parent (to avoid the 
problem of averages lying in between the adopted levels); and following the bulk of the literature, we 
begin here with the father.
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levels beginning with no education (NE) through to college education (C). 
The vertical sum of all 25 components across the five stacks gives the correlation 
coefficient ρ for each child cohort.14 

Figure 10.3 Urban Correlation Decomposition Across Education Levels and Cohorts

14  These will not exactly match the figures in Table 10.2, because here they are calculated using five levels 
of education, rather than years.
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Figure 10.4 Migrant Correlation Decomposition Across Education Levels 
and Cohorts
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Figure 10.5 Rural Correlation Decomposition Across Education Levels and Cohorts



Climbing the Intergenerational Ladder of Education in Urban, Migrant and Rural China

241

Focusing first on the urban decomposition in Figure 10.3, and to see how 
the decomposition works, note the positive contributions of the components for 
fathers with high school and college qualifications whose children obtain college 
education (the black solid lines in the fourth and fifth stacks respectively); with 
both parents and children above their mean levels of education, this contributes 
positively to ρ, or to ‘persistence’. Contrast this with the negative contribution of 
fathers who completed junior high and children who completed college (beyond 
the sixth cohort, black solid line in the third stack); in this case, fathers below 
the mean for their cohort have children who achieve above the mean for their 
cohort, which increases ‘mobility’ (or reduces persistence). The most obvious 
point from the urban decomposition is that the correlations between high school 
and college-educated fathers and their college-educated children dominate the 
overall correlation for all cohorts, and more so in the younger cohorts than 
the older ones. By the ninth cohort, of 157 fathers with college education, 
90 per cent had children who also completed college with another 9 per cent 
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finishing high school. Of 327 fathers with high school qualifications, 69 per cent 
of their children went on to complete college and 29 per cent completed high 
school, leaving just seven children with sub–high school qualifications. And of 
the 350 fathers who finished junior high, 64 per cent of their children also made 
it to college and 26 per cent completed high school. In urban China, it seems the 
only way is up, and once you are up, you stay there. 

Turning to the migrant decomposition in Figure 10.4, the first point to note 
is that the number of migrants with college-educated fathers is small, at less 
than five for the fourth to eighth cohorts and just 13 and 12 for the ninth and 
tenth cohorts respectively. For the ninth cohort, six of those children made it 
to college as well and five completed high school, with both these sets of child–
father pairs making positive contributions to the overall correlation. Like their 
urban counterparts, no migrant children with college-educated fathers in the 
ninth or tenth cohorts achieved less than junior high qualifications. Given that 
these college-educated migrants will most likely go on to obtain urban hukou 
status, and that college-educated urban fathers are very likely have college-
educated children, these migrants ultimately become part of urban China’s 
intergenerational persistence story.

At the other end of the education spectrum, the declining positive 
contribution of fathers with no education and children with either no education 
or primary schooling (the dark blue and red lines in stack one) is a good sign—
that of decreasing ‘persistence’ at the low end. But note also the rising positive 
contribution of fathers with no education and children who finish junior high. 
That is, a jump of two education levels between generations, but with both 
parents and children below the mean levels of schooling for their own cohorts, 
contributes to what is interpreted as rising persistence. 

Note that the same issue arises for fathers with primary schooling and 
children with junior high education in stack two, for fathers with junior high 
and children with high school or college education in stack three, and for 
fathers with high school and college-educated children in stack four. While 
these intuitively signal upward mobility across generations in the sense that 
children out-educate their parents, their positive and rising contribution to 
ρ results in an interpretation of rising persistence. This is easy to understand 
mechanically: ρ is rising because children of parents with higher levels of 
education are increasingly likely to out-educate children of parents with lower 
levels of education—that is, rising averages with absolute divergence. It is still 
worth noting here, however, that some kinds of persistence (and mobility) are 
better than others.
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One final point of interest is that the majority of migrants have fathers with 
either junior high or high school qualifications, and the outcomes of these 
children are quite different from those of their urban counterparts. In the 
ninth cohort, for example, of the 508 migrant children with fathers educated to 
junior high level, 286 (56 per cent) also completed junior high, 257 (31 per cent) 
completed high school and 53 (10 per cent) completed college degrees. Compare 
these with the equivalent numbers for the urban survey above and the message 
is clear: upward mobility is harder for migrants than it is for urban residents. 
And yet in level terms, observing that the overall correlation in the migrant 
survey is below the urban one (as shown Figure 10.1b) leads to the suggestion 
that intergenerational mobility is greater for migrants than for urban residents. 
Again, this use of language can be somewhat misleading.

The results for the rural survey in Figure 10.5 echo many of the migrant 
survey results. The number of college-educated fathers is very small, ranging 
between 15 and 28 for the fifth to tenth cohorts. Despite these small numbers, 
the message from stack five is clear: college-educated rural fathers are highly 
likely to have high school or college-educated children, with 13 and six of the 
21 in the ninth cohort achieving these levels respectively. At the other end of 
the spectrum, major contributions to the positive correlation come from child–
father pairs with primary school only and from fathers with primary school 
and children with junior high education—a kind of persistence we would 
probably rather not observe. For fathers with junior high qualifications—
close to 60 per cent of the rural survey from the seventh to tenth cohorts—
the majority of their children also reached junior high. For example, of the 
1329 fathers with junior high qualifications in the ninth cohort, 61 per cent 
of children also obtained junior high qualifications, 18 per cent reached high 
school and 13 per cent completed college. Of the 586 rural fathers with high 
school qualifications, 45 per cent of their children obtained only junior high 
qualifications, while 29 per cent and 20 per cent reached high school and college 
respectively. These percentages are dramatically different from the equivalent 
urban results reported above. In particular, they indicate that intergenerational 
mobility in rural China can involve moves both up and down the education 
ladder.

To illustrate this key point further, Figure 10.6 presents a five-by-five 
‘mobility’ matrix of father–child pairs in the ninth cohort for each of the urban, 
migrant and rural samples. Each cell, aij, indicates the conditional probability 
of a child achieving level of education i given education level j of their father. 
Thus, for example, the urban matrix reveals that 90 per cent of children with 
college-educated fathers also made it to college (C-C, bottom right cell), with 
the remaining 10 per cent moving down the education ladder relative to their 
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fathers. As shown by the figures highlighted in grey, there was a miniscule 
movement in this direction in the urban survey, particularly in contrast with 
the migrant and rural surveys.

Figure 10.6 ‘Mobility’ Matrices for Child–Father Pairs in the Ninth Cohort

In sum, the higher overall correlation between the educational attainments 
of urban children and their fathers stems largely from the positive contribution 
of college and high school-educated fathers and their college-educated children, 
while the lower correlations for the migrant and rural children–father pairs 
stem from the fact that college-educated fathers hardly exist in the sample, and 
that the majority of children go on to complete junior high regardless of their 
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fathers’ educational achievements. Thus, what looks like greater ‘mobility’ of 
children in rural China might instead be a case of limited opportunities for the 
majority. 

Conclusions
Our interest in the issue of the transmission of educational attainment across 

generations in China commenced with the observation that urban Chinese 
appear to be investing vast amounts of time, resources and energy to ensure that 
their children obtain the highest possible educational qualifications—and in the 
majority of cases they seem to be succeeding: college entry rates among urban 
Chinese are high by any standards. In contrast, there is plenty of evidence to 
suggest that rural Chinese are struggling to move beyond junior high. Wang 
et al.’s (2009) paper on What is keeping the poor out of college shows that the 
college participation rates of the rural poor are low because of barriers to entry 
that exist throughout the rural education system—a point that is supported 
by the findings of Luo et al. (2011), whose aptly titled paper ‘Behind before 
they begin: the challenge of early childhood education in rural China’, shows 
that the disadvantages of China’s rural children begin at the early childhood 
education level and are likely to ‘hamper their learning experience throughout 
life’. The implications of this divide for the future trend of rural–urban income 
inequality in China are both clear and undesirable. 

The persistence or mobility of educational attainment across generations, and 
how this changes over time, is determined by a multitude of factors that interact 
with each other in complex ways. To the extent that persistence at the top end 
of the education spectrum reflects high ability, which is transmitted genetically 
from parents to their children, one might accept the consequential income 
disparities as being unavoidable, even desirable. The evidence demonstrating 
the ‘rebound’ of educational achievements of China’s urban and rural ‘elites’ 
following their persecution during the Cultural Revolution, and their children 
(Meng and Gregory 2002; Sato and Li 2008), provides some support for this 
view; even the policies of the Cultural Revolution could not undermine the 
educational successes of those who are somehow bound to achieve. To the 
extent that this persistence reflects anything else, however, there is cause for 
further thought. 

The results presented in this chapter add to a growing literature that suggests 
that there is more going on in China than the simple line that high-ability parents 
have high-ability children who achieve high educational outcomes. As Black 
and Devereux (2010) point out, given that the inheritability of education-
related endowments (that is, brains) is unlikely to differ significantly across 
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(or within) countries or over time,15 the hunt for explanations of cross-country 
differences tends to focus on differences in returns to education or in government 
investments, the latter being one of the key determinants of the equality of 
opportunity. For example, they suggest that the relatively low regression 
coefficients found in Nordic countries could be explained by compressed 
earnings distributions (low return to skills) or by social and educational policies 
that tend to equalise opportunities for children. Similarly, Ichino et al. (2009) 
find that countries with better public education systems tend to have higher 
intergenerational mobility, or lower regression coefficients, particularly when 
focused on primary education. 

Applying this logic to our findings here, the relatively low regression and 
correlation coefficients in rural China are likely to have something to do with 
relatively compressed earnings there, resulting from ongoing constraints 
to permanent rural-to-urban migration16 and segmentation in urban labour 
markets.17 Meanwhile, an apparent lack of investment in the rural education 
system constrains most rural children to a relatively uneducated life, giving 
the appearance of mobility or of equal opportunity because, regardless of their 
parents’ education, they are most likely to reach only junior high themselves. 
Only the very brightest rural and migrant students have the opportunity to 
make it through to college and to ultimately join the majority of urban children 
who will make up the subsequent generation of educated urban elite. Based on 
ability alone, and in a country of equal opportunity for all, surely the proportion 
of this elite originating in rural China would be higher. While our results do not 
prove any of these claims definitively, they pave the way for ongoing research 
to deepen our understanding of the factors constraining and facilitating rural 
and urban children respectively in their climbs up China’s educational ladder. 
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