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Mothers’ Educational Expectations for Sons and Daughters in Rural China 

 

 

Abstract 

 

We investigate maternal attitudes about gender equity and their relationship to 

educational expectations for sons and daughters in rural China using a survey of 2000 

mothers and children in Gansu Province.  Our findings suggest that most mothers hold 

egalitarian attitudes in terms of gender equity, but most expect future support from sons.  

Mothers’ own attitudes about gender equity, their expectations of future support, and their 

children’s past educational achievements predict their educational aspirations for their 

children.  Interestingly, gender biases in aspirations appear more pronounced among 

mothers of mediocre students – mothers seem to be more forgiving of the mediocre academic 

performance of sons relative to daughters.   
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Mothers’ Educational Expectations for Sons and Daughters in Rural China 

 

Introduction 

Despite rapid economic growth and poverty reduction in recent years, many parts of 

rural China remain plagued by problems of poverty.  Children in these areas face 

considerable barriers to education, and many scholars have argued that the confluence of 

poverty with traditions of dependence on sons for old-age support and rising educational 

costs gives parents strong incentives to aspire to higher educational attainments for sons than 

for daughters.  This paper investigates the question of son preference in mother’s 

educational aspirations for children.   Using data from the Gansu Survey of Children and 

Families (hereafter GSCF), a survey of rural 9-12 year old children, their families and 

schools in a poor western province, we examine the complex interaction between 1) mother’s 

attitudes towards gender equity as an abstract concept, 2) children’s actual educational 

performance and promise, and 3) mother’s educational aspirations for children.     

Our paper proceeds as follows.  First, we place our study in the context of earlier 

work about educational aspirations and about gender and education.  We then provide an 

overview of our data source.  Next, we proceed with analyses.  We present descriptive 

tabulations of mothers’ beliefs about abstract concepts related to gender equity and specific 

expectations about returns on girls’ or boys’ schooling.  Finally, we estimate multivariate 

models that examine how mothers’ attitudes, together with children’s academic promise, 

relate to the educational aspirations of mothers for their children net of other background 

factors.   

Our findings suggest that most mothers hold egalitarian attitudes in terms of gender 

equity, but most expect future support from sons.  Mothers’ own attitudes about gender 

equity, their expectations of future support, and their children’s past educational 
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achievements predict their educational aspirations for their children.  Interestingly, gender 

biases in aspirations appear more pronounced among mothers of mediocre students – mothers 

seem to be more forgiving of the mediocre academic performance of sons relative to 

daughters.   

Previous Research 

Many early studies of educational expectations are rooted in the status attainment 

literature and focus on the effect of social classes on expectations of both the parents and the 

students (Sewell, Haller and Portes 1969; Sewell and Shah 1968a, b).  In the status 

attainment framework, families are an important social institution through which social 

stratification occurs. Socioeconomic status of the family translates into different levels of 

support from significant others to children. Parents are key actors in this process of 

socialization. They have strong influences on children’s schooling, and key mechanism 

through which their socioeconomic status is transmitted is educational aspirations.  Parents 

act as role models, and by providing economic, social, cultural and intellectual resources to 

children, their children might expect to attain comparable socioeconomic positions as adults 

(Kao 1998).1   
                                                 
1 While status attainment theory emphasizes the role of parental aspirations in motivating youth, others have 

argued that aspirations are simply a rational assessment of the costs and benefits of future actions.  People in 

different social strata tend to have different expectations of their chances of educational success as the 

aspirations are evaluated according to costs and opportunity structures (Alexander and Cook, 1979).  

Alexander and Cook (1979) argue that reports of educational plans simply reflect the likely educational 

attainment of youth.  People in different social strata tend to have different expectations of their chances of 

educational success as the aspirations are evaluated according to costs and opportunity structures.  However, in 

a more recently study using the National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988, Kao and Tienda (1998) found 

that youth had much higher educational aspirations than would be expected given the educational attainments of 

recent cohorts of U.S. youth.  This result suggests that aspirations are something more than a simple report of 

likely outcomes.  While aspirations may be overly optimistic and should not be viewed as a proxy for 
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While few studies of aspirations have been conducted in developing countries, 

existing research suggests the influence of institutional and cultural contexts in shaping 

parents and students’ educational expectations (Buchmann, 2003).  It is important to note 

that in the context of many developing societies, institutional and cultural contexts may 

differently impact the cost-benefit analysis for sons’ and daughters’ schooling.  For example, 

in traditional rural settings where girls are defined primarily as future mothers and wives, 

cultural norms, prevailing gender attitudes, and the division of labor within family may deter 

investments in girls’ education.  Similarly, traditions of of patrilocal marriage, in which 

parents coreside with married sons, may have the same effect by detracting from the long-

term return on investments in girls to their natal families.  

China Context 

Chinese culture, as influenced by Confucian ideology, has long supported the lower 

status of women relative to men (Li, 2003).  With the establishment of the socialist “New 

China” in 1949 came legal guarantees of the equality of women in all spheres of life. During 

the socialist period of China, especially during the Cultural Revolution, the Chinese 

government made efforts to raise women’s social status by changing their economic roles 

from wives and mothers to members of the People’s commune as men, when the collective 

economic weakened the importance of traditional family by providing certain old age support 

for the elderly. At the same time, the official discourse guiding gender relations emphasized 

the equality between women and men, signaled by the well-known slogan that “women hold 

up half of the sky”(Lin 1993; Wong 2000; Li 2003).  Gender disparities in enrollment and 

attainment have dramatically declined in the years since the establishment of the PRC, 

though this process slowed during the early years of market transition before resuming in 

                                                                                                                                                        
educational attainment, they are correlated with more standard measures of educational outcomes, such as 

current educational achievement (Kao and Tienda, 1988; Tsai 2000). 
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recent years (Hannum and Xie 1994; Zhou, More and Tuma,1998; Tsui and Rich 2002).  In 

many parts of China, especially in urban China, gender differences in educational attainment 

are now modest (Hannum and Liu 2003).  This reality is reflected in aspirations.  For 

example, in a study of one city in China, Tsui and Rich (2002) found no gender difference in 

parents’ educational expectations for sons and daughters.   

However, in poor rural areas, questions about gender equity remain a concern.  

Educational costs have risen in the wake of reform era education policy changes.  

Specifically, the decentralization of financing of education has shifted the burden of 

schooling from the government to local communities.  This trend has increased the direct 

costs of schooling, which fall most heavily on poor families in poor communities.  Girls may 

be at elevated risk of school leaving when costs rise and resources are constrained.  

Traditional practices of coresidence with the husband’s family after marriage persist in rural 

settings.  Thus, parents rely on sons for old age support.  This leads to gendered calculations 

about the future returns from educating children and in weighing the direct and indirect cost 

of schooling (Hannum 2002).  Yet, earlier research using the GSCF data suggests that most 

mothers express egalitarian attitudes towards abilities of boys and girls (Hannum and Kong 

2002).  Further, girls compare well to boys in elementary school engagement, family 

investment and their own achievement.  Thus, there is a mixed picture of egalitarian attitude 

among most mothers and at the same time, persistence of traditions that may eventually 

detract from girls’ schooling  

Other research suggests that decisions about girls’ schooling may be highly 

contingent on progress.  Research suggests that girls have to show more promise in order to 

remain in school: academically weak girls are more likely to drop out in primary school, 

while most boys continue on to junior high schools (Brown and Park 2003; Zheng, Niu and 

Xing 2002).  
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Hypotheses 

Previous studies on gender disparities in rural China have mostly focused on poverty 

and its consequences for the enrollment and attainment of girls and boys.  This study 

complements earlier work by examining how and to what extent cultural values and norms 

could influence mothers’ educational expectation for their sons and daughters.   

We test three hypotheses.  First, we investigate whether mothers’ equitable attitudes 

about gender in the abstract can be linked to egalitarian expectations for their daughters and 

sons.  Second, we test whether expectations of future support from sons and expectations 

about returns to education affect mother’s educational expectations for daughters.  Finally, 

we test that children’s school performance could also be a factor that influences mothers’ 

expectations, and consider whether academic promise may work differently for girls and boys.  

Testing these hypotheses illuminates the central concern of this paper: how cultural norms 

and values influence mothers’ educational expectation for their sons and daughters within the 

constraint of their economic situation. 

 Data and Measures 

Data 

The GSCF data come from Gansu, one of China’s poorest inland provinces with a 

large rural population.  The GSCF employed multi-stage cluster sampling with random 

selection procedures at each stage, the GSCF drew a representative sample of 2000 rural 

children aged 9-12 from 100 villages in March 2000. At the last stage, children were sampled 

from all 9 to 12 year old children in the selected villages.  There are also linkable secondary 

samples of target children’s mothers and teachers, school administrators and village leaders, 

which provide rich information on social, material and cultural resource that are available for 

children at both home, school and community levels (for detailed description of the data, see 

Hannum and Park, 2002b).   
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Measurement 

Our analyses focus primarily on data collected from mothers. The mothers completed 

questionnaires about their educational expectations and aspirations for children, their attitude 

toward gender, education, and their expectation for children in future, as well as  their 

evaluation of children’s well being and school performance, parenting practice at home, and 

their opinion about children’s teachers and school.  While early status attainment research 

focused primarily on educational and occupational status of fathers, it is primarily mothers 

who are childcare providers. Simpson (2003) found in the American setting, mothers have 

considerable influence in the educational experiences of students, and that mothers influence 

students’ choice of academic major most readily through emotional and normative channels.   

This is especially true in rural Gansu, where many of the fathers are full-time or part-

time labor migrants and many spend at least some time away from the villages in which their 

wives and children live (Brown 2002).  It is the mothers who remain at home, taking care of 

the family and working on the land.  They are in many cases the real head of the household 

and have more decision power in the family, including children’s education (Matthews and 

Nee 2000).  They are the ones who play an important role in socializing the children into 

gender roles and have much influence on the children’s schooling through their daily 

emotional support and normative discipline.  Table 1 presents descriptions of our measures 

used in subsequent analyses.   

[Table 1 about here.] 

Mothers’ Expectations  

Our primary outcome measures are mother’s educational expectations for their child. 

Mothers were asked about both aspirations and expectations:  specifically, mothers were 

asked what the highest level of education she thinks her child can complete, and the highest 

level she wishes the child could complete.  The mothers have very high educational 
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expectations for their children, and their aspirations are even higher. For example, about 27 

percent of mothers expect their children to graduate from college, while 68 percent of 

mothers wish their children could obtain college education. For subsequent analyses, we use 

mother’s expectations which, while still extremely optimistic, represent a more realistic 

report of mother’s goals for their children.   

Mother’s Gender Attitudes 

We consider mothers’ beliefs regarding gender equality and capabilities of boys and 

girls in general.  Then, we consider mother’s attitudes toward old-age support. Since the 

beginning of economic reforms in the late 1970s, responsibility for taking care of the elderly 

shifted back from communities to households as the locale of economic support.  This shift 

reinforced the value of male children as potential providers of old-age support for their 

parents (Summerfield, 1994).  Parents may see their investment in sons’ education as long-

term insurance.  Economic incentives that value sons over daughters may affect the 

educational decision-making of mothers, especially when financial resources are scarce 

(Greenhalgh 1994; Hannum, 2002, 2003;Li, 2003).  

Finally, we look at whether mothers perceive different returns to schooling for their 

daughters and sons due to anticipated gender discrimination in the labor market. New 

opportunities for non-farm work which brings higher return to education favor men more 

than women. The concentration of women in agricultural work could influence mother’s 

perception of different returns to educating their sons and daughters, which in turn influence 

their educational expectation for their children (Summerfield 1994, Michelson and Parish 

2000). Here, we look at mother’s reports about the importance of education in general and 

specific questions on how much they think higher level of education could influence their 

sons’ or daughters’ future income.  
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Children’s School Performance 

Children’s academic achievements are measured by their math and language grades 

from the previous semester on a 100-point scale.  In analyses, we used the average of the 

two grades and recoded them into five categories from A to F, which allows for a non-linear 

effect on mother’s expectation.  Previous studies on the relationship between family 

resources and children’s educational attainment and performance find that mother’s 

expectation is considered as a form of social capital that influence children’s performance. 

We consider that children’s performance may also be an important element in mother’s 

decision about their children’s education.  Given that grades come from a time prior to 

mother’s report of educational expectations, we suspect that mothers may respond to their 

children’s past educational achievement as a sign of academic promise.   

Family Background Measures 

As measures of socio-economic status, we consider mother’s years of schooling and 

family wealth.  Regarding wealth, in settings where many people do not have access to cash 

income, family wealth is a more reliable measures of the socioeconomic status of the 

household than income.  In addition, income from farming varies greatly from year to year.  

From the household questionnaire, we have detailed information about family property and 

assets, which include house, farming and other productive equipments, and household 

durable goods. Family wealth is calculated by a sum of the value of these possessions.  For 

the analyses, we divide these values into quintiles, in order to capture the non-linearity of this 

measure and its effects on educational expectations.   

Sibship Structure 

Previous research finds that the sex structure and birth order of siblings have 

significant effects on the gender disparity in education in many different cultures and settings.  

Siblings are thought to compete for household resources, and in societies where that value 
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sons over daughters, the sex and sibship order may differentially dilute household resources 

(Hannum and Kong 2002).  Yu and Su (2002) examine the influence of both sibling sex 

structure and birth order on educational attainment in Taiwan.  By bringing into 

consideration of cultural meaning of birth order and hierarchical relations among siblings and 

gender in Chinese families, he concludes that a firstborn male child’s entitlement to 

educational investments is unlikely to be affected by subsequent siblings, whereas a female 

firstborn child will be more susceptible to resource dilution by younger siblings, because she 

can easily be put into the maternal role.  In this study, we look at both sex and birth order of 

children in the family and its possible impact on mother’s expectation for the child.  

Village Environment  

We use two variables to measure community-level educational characteristics: the 

number of children in senior high school, and the number of college students in a village. 

Zheng, Niu and Xing (2002) found that living in a village where a higher proportion of youth 

attended school had a large impact on educational outcomes.  It creates a cultural 

environment in the village that is more conducive to higher expectations, which should 

increase the average mother’s educational expectation for her own child.  The authors also 

infer that this could partly reflect school quality and condition.  

 

Analysis 

Descriptive Results 

Table 2 presents descriptive tabulations of family characteristics and children’s school 

performance.  On average, mothers in rural Gansu have very limited formal schooling: the 

average is only about 4 years.  Mother’s education is highly correlated with their 

educational expectations for their children: mothers who have more education themselves 

tend to have higher expectations for their children (our calculations, not shown). For example, 
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those mothers who expect their children to have only primary school education themselves 

had only about 2 years of schooling.  In contrast, seventy-one percent of the mothers who 

hold college expectation for their children had at least graduated from junior high school 

themselves.  There are no significant gender differences in the wealth of families. 

[Table 2 about here.] 

The sibship sex structure and birth order show significant differences between boys 

and girls. On average, boys have significantly fewer siblings than girls, with 2.2 for boys and 

2.4 for girls on average. More children in the family certainly intensify the competition for 

limited resources.  Boys are more likely than girls to have elder sisters.  There are on 

average 0.50 elder sisters for boys as compared to 0.31 for girls; while girls are more likely to 

have younger brothers, with average 0.27 younger brothers for boys compared to 0.50 for 

girls.  These patterns suggest that parents often have more children if their lower-order 

children are girls in order to have at least one son.  This difference reflects the son 

preference in childbearing that is prevalent in rural Gansu.  As Hannum and Kong (2002, 

p.19) point out, the sex ratio at birth in Gansu is 124.17 in 1997, which dramatically 

increased from 110.38 for the 1990 census.  

Girls enjoy higher grades in both math and language.  Girls’ language grades are 2.6 

points higher than boys, and the average grade is 1.59 points higher than boys.  If mothers 

form their educational expectation based on rational evaluation of promises of success 

showed by the children, higher academic achievement of girls should raise mothers’ 

educational expectation for them.  
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We also examine the how village-level norms regarding education might affect 

individual educational expectations.  Specifically, we examine the number of children in 

senior high school and the number of college students in the village as an indicator of 

community level orientation towards higher education.  

Mother’s Attitudes 

Table 3 presents mother’s expectations and attitudes towards the utility of education 

for boys and girls by gender.  There is a significant gender difference in mothers' 

educational expectations.  Their expectations for boys are higher than for girls.  About 25 

percent of the girls’ mothers expect their daughters to obtain a college education, while about 

29 percent of the boys’ mothers hold similar expectations. Approximately 37 percent of the 

mothers expect their daughters to graduate from senior high school, compared to 46 percent 

of boys’ mothers.  Thirty-two percent of the girls’ mothers will be satisfied if their 

daughters can graduate from junior high school, while only 22 percent of boys’ mothers 

express the same expectation.   

[Table 3 about here.] 

To consider the factors that cause this striking gender difference in mothers' 

educational expectations, we first look at mothers’ attitudes on gender equality in general.  

Most mothers agree with the egalitarian statements on ability of women in society and 

capability of girls in school.  Only about 10 percent of the mothers who said that they did 

not agree or have no opinion on the statement that women could have same achievements as 

men, and that girls can do as well as boys. These results suggest that at least in principle, 

rural Chinese women hold egalitarian ideals about gender and education.  However, about 

10 percent of mothers do not believe that girls should enjoy the same educational 

opportunities as boys.  
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The main gender difference in mothers’ attitudes towards sons and daughters in their 

expectation of who will be most likely to provide for them during old-age.  Ninety-three 

percent of mothers of sons in the GSCF say they will rely on their sons, while 67 percent of 

mothers of daughters say that they can rely primarily on sons.  Here, the message is quite 

clear: most mothers expect sons to provide financial support in old age.  Thus, while 

mothers in general profess extremely egalitarian beliefs about gender equity, most mothers, 

and especially those with sons, expect to rely on sons for financial support in their old-age.2  

How might these attitudes affect educational expectations for sons versus daughters?  

While mothers profess gender equity, they also expect to rely on sons rather than daughters.   

These attitudes are clearly linked to mother’s own expectations for their children, as seen in 

Figure 1.  Among mothers who said that they have no opinion regarding gender equity in 

educational opportunities, only 11 percent of them have high expectations for their daughters 

to have college education.  However, among mothers who agree with the statement, 27 

percent expect their daughters to go to college.  Mothers who agreed with this statement 

exhibit no gender difference in their expectations for their children. In the group that does not 

actively agree with the statement, there is a clear gender gap in mothers’ expectation.  (Less 

than 2  percent of all mothers actively disagreed with the statement.) 

[Figure 1 about here.] 

The same result can be found when we link mothers’ reaction to the statement that 

given the same opportunities women can achieve as much as men can. Among mothers who 

agree with the statement, there is no gender difference in their college expectation for their 
                                                 
2 In auxiliary analyses, we examine mothers’ views on this statement by their family wealth, we see that it is 

clearly connected with family economic situations. 53 percent of girls’ mothers who agree with the statement 

are from the poorest families (the bottom two quintiles of family wealth), while only about 12 percent of those 

who agree with this statement are from the top quintile in family wealth.  Patrilineal marriage structure 

influences mothers' educational expectations for their daughters most among the poor. 
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children. Among mothers who do not actively agree, the gender gap is as much as 16 percent. 

28 percent of boys’ mothers in this group expect their sons go to college, while only 12 

percent of girls’ mothers have the same expectation.  Mothers’ egalitarian gender attitude 

benefits both sons and daughters, with daughters benefit more. This support our first 

hypothesis that mothers attitude on gender in general influence their educational expectations 

for children. The egalitarian attitude leads to equal expectations for their daughters and sons.  

Figure 2 examines mother’s expectations for college attendance by their responses to 

whether they should rely on sons for old-age support.   This figure shows that mothers who 

think they should rely on their sons for old age support have comparatively lower 

expectations for both their sons and daughters – these ideals may also be related to lower 

educational status of mothers.   It is among these mothers where we find the most gender 

difference in mothers' educational expectations.  Twenty-six percent of the boys’ mothers 

who expect to rely on their sons in old-age expect their children to go to college; this is 

somewhat lower than then 33 percent of mothers who have no opinion and the 31 percent of 

mothers who disagree who profess comparable expectations.  These opinions have an even 

greater effect on the expectations mothers have for their daughters – 32 percent of mothers 

with no opinion, 29 percent of mothers who disagree, and 21 percent of  mothers who agree 

have college expectations for their daughters.   

[Figure 2 about here.] 

Figure 3 displays mothers’ college expectations for their sons and daughters by their 

response to the question “there is no use to educate daughters since they will marry out.”  

Although a majority of mothers express disagreement with this rather extreme statement, 

there are still about one out of five mothers who agree with it. It is among this group that we 

see a striking gender difference. Girlsmothers who think that educating daughters is a waste 

of household resources since they are going to marry and leave home have much lower 
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educational expectation for their daughters. Only 16 percent of those who agree with the 

statement expect their daughters to go to college, compared to about 27 percent of mothers 

who do not agree or have no opinion.  This is the only group that exhibits a gender gap in 

their educational expectations for their children.  

[Figure 3 about here] 

Figure 4 examines the relationship between mothers’ educational expectations and 

their expectation for future economic.  T-tests show that for boys, their mothers' educational 

expectations are not associated with how much financial aid they expect from them in future; 

while for girls, the association is highly significant. Figure 4 illustrates that about 33 percent 

of mothers who expect a lot of financial support from children in future have college 

education expectation for both their sons and daughters. Among mothers who expect little aid 

from children, their educational expectation for their children drops. For boys, their mothers 

college expectation drop to 28 percent, while for girls only 21 percent of mothers still have 

college education expectation for their daughters. It shows that mothers' educational 

expectations for their children are directly connected with their expectation for children’s 

financial support in their old age, and it influence girls more than boys.  

[Figure 4 about here] 

Figure 5 examines mothers’ expectations for sons and daughters with their beliefs 

about the relative importance of education for sons versus daughters.  Among mothers who 

think education will have similar impact on the future of boys and girls, there is no gender 

difference in their educational expectations for sons versus daughters. But among mothers 

who agree that education may not bring same labor market outcome for boys and girls, there 

is about an 8 percent difference.  

[Figure 5 about here] 
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Figure 6 shows mothers’ college expectation for boys and girls in different wealth 

quintiles. In almost every quintile of family wealth, mothers have higher educational 

expectations for their sons than for their daughters; except those families who are in the 

middle of economic continuum.  It is interesting to see that among the poorest mothers, their 

educational expectations for their children are higher than those in the middle quintiles of 

wealth.  This may be a desperate optimism for poor mothers; it can also reflect a lack of 

information about higher education.  Among the top four quintiles of family wealth, 

mothers' educational expectations for their sons increase.  About 27 percent of boys’ 

mothers in the 3rd quintile of family wealth expect their sons to have college education, it 

rises to 29 percent for mothers in the 4th quintile, and the percentage goes up to 34 percent for 

mothers in the most better off families. In the same economic situations, mothers’ 

expectations for their daughters do not change much, with 28, 27 and 29 percent respectively. 

It shows that boys benefit much from better economic situation at home, while it does not 

change much of mothers' educational expectations for their daughters.  

[Figure 6 about here] 

Figure 7 links mother’s educational expectations with children’s school achievements.  

Mothers’ college expectations are closely tied to children’s school achievement.  However, 

in all achievement groups, there is a gender difference that favor boys.  Most strikingly, 

when boys school achievement goes up from C to B, mothers’ college education expectation 

for their sons goes up 11 points, from 29 percent to 40 percent; while for girls, this change is 

only 4 points, from 26 percent to 30 percent.  Also, mothers whose children earned a “B” 

average exhibit the largest gender gap in their educational expectations. For boys if their 

school achievement is good, their mothers hold very high educational expectations for them, 

while for girls they have to be at the very top of school achievement to have their mothers 

hold the same educational expectation. All together, there are only 6 percent of boys and girls 
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are in this achievement group. Among the middle three achievement groups, which makes up 

81 percent of all children in the sample, there is significant gender difference in mothers' 

educational expectations for every group.  

[Figure 7 about here] 

Our findings suggest that while mothers are fairly egalitarian and rational, they 

exhibit slightly higher expectations for boys.  Mothers whose attitudes are least egalitarian 

have the lowest educational expectations for boys and girls, but exhibit the largest gender gap.  

Multivariate Analyses 

To disentangle the relationship between mother’s educational background, household 

resources, mothers’ attitudes toward education and their actual expectations for their children, 

we use ordered logistic regression to examine how these factors  influence mothers’ 

educational expectations.  The dependent variable is mothers’ expectations as measured by 

four categories – graduation from primary school, junior high school, high school, and 

college. We first estimate models for the pooled sample and then estimate separate models 

for boys and girls.   We finally test the effect of family socioeconomic situation, sibship 

structure, mothers’ attitudes, and children’s school performance in multivariate models. Table 

4 presents the results of ordered logistic regression on mothers’ educational expectations for 

their children.  

[Table 4 about here] 

Column 1 of the table is the baseline model, with only child’s gender.  There is a 

highly significant gender effect on mother’s educational expectations.  In Model 2, we take 

into consideration mothers’ education and family wealth.  Model 3 adds sibship structure.  

The next three models add mothers’ attitudes toward gender equality in general, mothers’ 

attitudes toward old age support, and then their view on future return to their children’s 

education.  In the full model, Model 8, we add village environment measurements.  Finally, 
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we analyze the full model for boys and girls separately.  All models include controls for 

children’s age.  

First, we look at the models that include both boys and girls.  Mothers’ education has 

a highly significant positive effect on their expectation for their children.  However, when 

we add in the control for village environment in full, it is no longer significant at the .05 level.  

In villages where there is a larger number of children in senior high school or above, even 

mothers with little education themselves will carry same expectation as those mothers who 

have more schooling.  

Wealth is positively related to expectations. Compared with the poorest families, 

being in the third quintile increase the odds of having higher lever of expectation by 30 

percent, in the fourth quintile, by 62 percent, and if the family is in the top quintile, the odds 

of mother having a higher level of expectation increases by 71 percent compared with the 

bottom quintile.  On the top two quintiles remain significant across all models, though the 

magnitude of the effect decreases.  

The effect of number of children in the family is in consistent with the hypothesis that 

more children in the family will dilute the resources.  Here, we see that both birth order and 

the sex of children matters.  Have an elder brother and an elder sister decrease the odds for 

mother to have higher expectation.  This effect remains constant across all models.   

However, what we did not expect is the different effect of having younger brothers 

and sisters. The negative effect of having a younger brother on mothers’ expectation 

disappears once we start to control for mothers’ attitudes. In contrast, the negative effect of 

having a younger sister remains highly significant across all models.  Mothers’ egalitarian 

gender attitudes are also positively linked to mothers’ expectations. Mothers with more 

egalitarian attitudes about girls’ right to an education and women’s abilities increase their 

odds of having higher expectations for their children by about 50 percent.  This finding 
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persists after controlling for other factors. Mothers who hold the traditional beliefs that they 

should rely on sons for old age support have significantly lower expectations.   

It is interesting to note that the attitude, it is useless to educate daughters since they 

will marry out, has no significant effect on expectations, controlling for other factors.  

However, mothers’ expectations for future economic aid from children is highly significant.  

As parents expect more economic aid from children in future, the odds of having higher 

expectations increases by about 34 percent compared with those mothers who expect less, 

which remains about the same across all models.  The only measurement of mothers’ 

attitudes on returns to education that has significant effect on expectation is their view on 

how much senior high school education could influence their daughters’ income compared 

with junior high. As mothers anticipate more influence, their odds of having higher 

educational expectations go up by 38 percent. 

As we have seen in the descriptive analysis, mother’s educational expectations for 

their children are highly associated with children’s school achievement.  Here, we see a very 

strong positive effect of children’s grades on mothers’ expectation.  As children’s grades 

improve, the odds for mothers to have higher expectation go up about 50 percent for each 

higher grade group.  This effect increases a little more when we take into consideration the 

village environment in the last full model.  The numbers of students in the village who have 

entered college have a strong positive effect on mothers’ expectation.  

Finally, by comparing the model for boys and girls separately, we see many of the 

factors we discussed above function differently for boys and girls.  Mothers’ education has 

no significant effect for girls. Wealth is no longer significant in both models.  The surprising 

results is the influence of siblings. For boys, only younger sister have negative effect that is 

significant at .05 level. Having a younger sister in the family will decrease mothers’ odds of 

having higher level expectation for their sons by about 30 percent. For girls, it seems that 
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daughters compete for family resource among girls, for only having elder or younger sisters 

have significant negative effect. That having brothers does not influence mothers’ 

expectation for their daughters contradicts our expectation that girls would be especially 

disadvantaged in families with boys.   

Also interesting is that mothers’ egalitarian gender attitude about women’s abilities 

can increase the odds of higher expectation for girls by 90 percent, controlling for all the 

other factors; while it has no effect for boys.  The only measurement of mothers’ attitude on 

old age support that has significant effect is the amount of economic aid mothers expect from 

their children in future. Actually, for boys it is no longer significant at .05 level. But for girls, 

when mothers expect more aid, it significantly increases the odds of higher expectation by 45 

percent. Mothers expect their sons to have high education anyway, but for girls, mothers have 

to take into account the future return from daughters in forming their expectations. The same 

holds for mothers’ consideration of the importance of senior high education for their 

daughters, compared with junior high schooling. As mothers anticipate more returns from 

senior high school education, the odds for them to have higher expectations go up by 50 

percent.  

In the full model for the whole sample, we saw very strong positive effects of 

children’s grades on mothers’ expectation.  However, when we look at boys and girls 

separately, we find that better school achievement benefited boys more than girls in each 

grade level, except among A students. Comparing B group with C students, boys enjoy a 120 

percent increase in the odds of higher expectation for mothers, while for girls, this increase is 

only 40 percent. It is only when the girls make it into the A group that their mothers 

expectation will go up dramatically. This is in consistent with our descriptive findings.  

Norms may also matter more for girls: when there are more college students in the village, it 

has more influence on girls’ mothers.  
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For boys, factors that influence mothers’ expectation are mothers’ education, number 

of younger sisters in the family, mothers’ egalitarian attitude on daughters right to schooling, 

their higher anticipation of return to schooling for daughters, children’s own school 

achievements, and village environment.  

For girls, mothers’ education no longer matters.  Also, girls have to compete with 

elder or younger sisters for better education opportunity, but not younger brothers. They 

benefit much from mothers who believe that women are as capable as men, as well as from 

mothers who expect more economic aid from them and believe that higher education matters 

for their daughters’ future. Better school achievement certainly works in their favor, but they 

have to be in the top group to really benefit from it. The number of college students in village 

certainly helps mothers to form higher expectations for their daughter. We find these factors 

are important in understanding mothers’ expectation for their daughters and sons. However, 

they still cannot explain away the gender effect on mothers’ expectation.  

 

Conclusion 

 

This paper has gone beyond standard investigations of gender inequality in education 

in China, which typically investigate the impact of socio-economic resources on enrollment 

or attainment outcomes, to investigated links between cultural values and mothers’ 

educational expectations for children.  Results show that mothers’ attitudes about gender 

equality in general, their ideas about old age support, and their anticipation of future return to 

children’s schooling all relate to their educational expectations for their children.  Further, 

mothers are rational in expecting children with higher educational performance to go further 

in school.  Finally, mothers exhibit more favoritism towards sons versus daughters when we 

examine average but not exceptional students.   
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These results suggest a number of useful insights for further work.  First, the 

consistency of mothers’ gender attitudes and their expectations for their children suggests 

these attitudes can indeed play an important role in any observed gender gaps in eventual 

educational attainment, and are worthy of further understanding.  Second, the notion that 

gender and poverty work together to condition children’s status attainment opportunities is 

relatively well-established, but the idea that school performance also plays into the equation 

is relatively new.  Our results suggest that understanding the interplay of gender, 

performance and poverty is an important new direction for research on gender and education 

in rural China and in certain other developing societies.  Finally, certain of the sibship 

structure results in these analyses run counter to common wisdom about competition for 

resources, and will be probed further in subsequent analyses. 

Subsequent analyses for this paper will also undertake the following tasks: We will 

attempt to more carefully acknowledge potential endogeneity problems between mothers’ 

aspirations and school performance.  We will work to include more contextual variables at 

the village level, or to employ village fixed effects models.  We will more carefully consider 

whether and how attitude variables explain socio-economic disparities in aspirations, and we 

will consider combining or streamlining the number of attitude variables considered in 

multivariate analysis. 



 24

References 

Alexander, Karl L. and Martha A. Cook.  1979.  “The Motivational Relevance of 

Educational Plans: Questioning the Conventional Wisdom.”  Social Psychology 

Quarterly.  42:202-213. 

Bian, Yanjie. 2003. “Sociological Research on Reform-Era China.” Issues and Studies 38-

39:139-174. 

Brown, Phil. 2002. “Parental Investment in Children’s Human Capital in Rural China.” 

Manuscript. 

Brown, Phil. 2003. “Poverty, Education, and Intrahousehold Bargaining: Evidence from  

 China.” University of Michigan Doctoral Dissertation, Economics. 

Brown, Phil and Albert Park. 2003. “Education and Poverty in Rural China.”  

 (forthcoming: Economics of Education Review) 

Buchmann, Claudia. 2000. “Family structure, Parental Perceptions, and Child Labor in 

Kenya: What Factors Determine Who Is Enrolled in School?” Social Forces 78(4): 

1349-1379. 

Evans, Harriet. 1997. Women and Sexuality in China: Dominant Discourses of Female 

Sexuality and Gender Since 1949.  Cambridge: Polity Press. 

Filmer, Deon. 2000. “The Structure of Social Disparities in Education: Gender and Wealth.”  

World Bank Policy Research Working Paper No. 2268. 

Forsythe, Nancy and Valerie Durrant. 2000. “Gender Inequalities and Economic Growth:  A 

Longitudinal Evaluation.” Economic Development and Cultural Change 48(3): 573-

618  

Hannum, Emily. 2002. “Market Transition, Educational Disparities and Family Strategies in 

Rural China: New Evidence on Gender Stratification and Development.” Paper 

prepared for the annual meeting of ASA (Chicago, August 2002) 



 25

Hannum, Emily. 2003. “Poverty and Basic Education in Rural China: Villages, Households, 

and Girls’ and Boys’ Enrollment.” (Forthcoming: Comparative Education Review). 

Hannum, Emily and Peggy Kong. “Family Sources of Educational Gender Inequality in 

Rural China: A Critical Assessment.”  Paper presented at the National Academy of 

Education Fall Fellows Forum, Toronto (October 2002). 

Hannum, Emily and Jihong Liu.  2003.  “Adolescent Transitions to Adulthood in China.” 

(Forthcoming in a volume published by the National Academy of Science Press, 

commissioned and sent for external review by the Panel on Transitions to Adulthood 

in Developing Countries). 

Hannum, Emily and Albert Park. 2002b. “Children’s Educational Engagement in Rural 

China.”  Manuscript. 

Hannum, Emily and Yu Xie. 1994. “Trends in Educational Gender Inequality in China: 1949-

1985.” Research in Social Stratification and Mobility 13: 73-98. 

Hao, Lingxin and Melissa Bonstead-Bruns. 1998. “Parent-Child Differences in Educational 

Expectations and the Academic Achievement of Immigrant and Native Students.” 

Sociology of Eduaction 71:175-198. 

Hsieh, Hsiao-chin. 1987. “Gender and Educational Expectation.” (Xing Bie yu Jiao Yu Qi 

Wang)  Journal of Women and Gender Studies 9: 205-231. (in Chinese)  

Johnson, Kay Ann. 1983. Women, the Family and Peasant Revolution in China. Chicago: 

The University of Chicago Press.  

Kao, Grace and Marta Tienda. 1998. “Educational Aspiration of Minority Youth.” American 

Journal of Education 106:349-384. 

Kao, Grace, Marta Tienda, and Barbara Schneider. 1996. “Racial and Ethnic Variation in 

Academic Performance.” Research in Sociology of Education and Socialization 

11:263-297. 



 26

Li, D. and M. C. Tsang. 2002. “Household Education Decisions and Implications for Gender 

Inequality in Education in Rural China.” (forthcoming China: An International 

Journal) 

Li, Jianghong and Lavely William. 2003. “Village Context, Women’s Status, and Son 

Preference among Rural Chinese Women.” Rural Sociology 68(1): 87-106. 

Lin, Jing. 1993. Education in Post-Mao China. Westport, Connecticut: Praeger. 

Matthews, Rebecca and Victor Nee. 2000. “Gender Inequality and Economic Growth in 

Rural China.” Social Science Research 29:606-632. 

Michelson, Ethan and William Parish. “Gender Differentials in Economic Success: Rural 

China in 1991.” In Ebtwisle, Barbara and Gail Henderson, ed. Re-drawing 

boundaries: work, households, and gender in China. Berkeley: University of 

California Press.   

Niu, Xiaodong. 1997. “Gender Inequality in Chinese Education.” Canadian and 

International Education 26:54-75. 

Simpson, Jacqueline. “Mom Matters: Maternal Influence on the Choice of Academic Major” 

Sex Roles 48(9/10): 447-460. 

Stromquist, Nelly. 1989. “Determinants of Educational Participation and Achievement of 

Women in the Third World: A Review of the Evidence and a Theoretical Critique.” 

Review of Educational Research 59(2): 143-183. 

Tsai, Shu-ling. 2000. “Gendered Expectations: Family Norms of Higher Education for Boys 

and Girls in Taiwan.” (From Tsai webpage) (Taiwan) 

Tsui, Ming and Lynne Rich. 2002. “The Only Child and Educational Opportunity For  

 Girls in Urban China.” Gender and Society 16(1): 74-92. 

Wong Mary. 2000.”Gender Inequality in Education in China: Half a Decade pf ‘Half the 

Sky’ or Have a Chance?” Education and Society 18: 67-83. 



 27

Yu, Weihsin and Kuo-Hsien Su. 2002. “ ‘Eldest Brother is like Father:’ The Influences of 

Sibship structures in Educational Attainment in Taiwan.” Manuscript. 

Zheng, Zhenzhen, Ruiqin Niu and Liqiang Xing. 2002. “Determinants of Primary and Middle 

School Enrollment of 10-18 Year Olds in China.” Population and Economics 131: 28-

37. (in Chinese)  

Zhou, Xueguang, Phyllis Moen, and Nancy Brandon Tuma. 1998. “Educational Stratification 

in Urban China: 1949-94.” Sociology of Education 71: 200-222. 

 

 



 28

 

Table 1. Definitions of Measures Used in the Analysis 

 

 

Mother’s expectation “What is the highest level of education you think your child can 

achieve?” 4 categories:  

Graduate from primary school 

Graduate from junior high school 

Graduate from senior high school 

Graduate from college or above 

Mother’s education 

 

Years of formal schooling 

Family wealth Sum of the monetary value of family’s house, farming and other 

productive equipments, and household durable goods  

Sibling structure Number of siblings ever had, including non-resident sibs 

Mother’s gender attitudes Three items: (Agree, Disagree, No Opinion) 

“Girls can do as well as boys if they study hard.” 

“Women can achieve as much as men can.” 

“Daughters should enjoy the same education opportunities as 

sons.” 
Mother’s attitude on old-age support Three items: 

      “Parents should rely on sons for old age support.” 

“There is no use educating daughters since they will marry out.”

      “How much financial aid you expect from your children?” 

Mother’s attitude on return to education Four items: 

      “A good education is important for a happy life.” 

“Education influence boys’ future more than girls.” 
      “How much senior high school education will influence son’s 

future income compared with junior high school?” 

      “How much senior high school education will influence girls’ 

future income compared with junior high?” 

Child academic achievement Average Math and Chinese grades from the previous year (0-100). In 

the analysis, we recode these to a 5-category scale. 

A    100-90 

B    89-80 

C    79-70 

D    69-60 

F    below 60 

 

   

 



 
29

  
 

 
 

 
 

 
T

ab
le

 2
. D

es
cr

ip
tiv

e 
of

 F
am

ily
 B

ac
kg

ro
un

d 
C

ha
ra

ct
er

is
tic

s, 
C

hi
ld

re
n'

s A
ch

ie
ve

m
en

t, 
an

d 
V

ill
ag

e 
C

ha
ra

ct
er

is
tic

s:
 M

ea
ns

 a
nd

 S
ta

nd
ar

d 
D

ev
ia

tio
ns

 (i
n 

pa
re

nt
he

se
s)

 
  

 
 

M
al

e 
Fe

m
al

e 
 

 
Fa

m
ily

 S
oc

io
ec

on
om

ic
 S

ta
tu

s 
 

 
 

 
M

ot
he

r's
 E

du
ca

tio
n 

( i
n 

ye
ar

s)
**

 
4.

30
  

3.
97

  
 

 
 

 
 

(3
.5

0)
 

(3
.5

0)
 

 
 

 
Fa

m
ily

 W
ea

lth
 ( 

in
 R

M
B

 y
ua

n)
 

15
15

6 
 

14
18

4 
 

 
 

 
 

 
(1

71
05

) 
(1

66
23

) 
 

 
Si

bl
in

g 
St

ru
ct

ur
e 

 
 

 
 

 
 

N
um

be
r o

f c
hi

ld
re

n*
**

 
2.

20
  

2.
44

  
 

 
 

 
 

(0
.6

7)
 

(0
.7

6)
 

 
 

 
N

um
be

r o
f E

ld
er

 B
ro

th
er

s*
**

 
0.

26
  

0.
34

  
 

 
 

 
 

(0
.4

6)
 

(0
.5

3)
 

 
 

 
N

um
be

r o
f Y

ou
ng

er
 B

ro
th

er
s*

**
 

0.
27

  
0.

50
  

 
 

 
 

 
(0

.5
0)

 
(0

.4
4)

 
 

 
 

N
um

be
r o

f E
ld

er
 S

is
te

rs
**

* 
0.

50
  

0.
31

  
 

 
 

 
 

(0
.7

4)
 

(0
.5

9)
 

 
 

 
N

um
be

r o
f Y

ou
ng

er
 S

is
te

rs
**

* 
0.

21
  

0.
29

  
 

 
 

 
 

(0
.4

3)
 

(0
.5

5)
 

 
 

C
hi

ld
's

 A
ca

de
m

ic
 A

ch
ie

ve
m

en
t  

 
 

 
 

 
M

at
h 

 
73

.6
9 

 
74

.2
9 

 
 

 
 

 
 

(1
4.

91
) 

(1
4.

22
) 

 
 

 
La

ng
ua

ge
**

* 
71

.3
2 

 
73

.9
0 

 
 

 
 

 
 

(1
3.

63
) 

(1
2.

51
) 

 
 

 
A

ve
ra

ge
 

72
.5

0 
 

74
.1

0 
 

 
 

 
 

 
(1

3.
63

) 
(1

2.
70

) 
 

 
V

ill
ag

e 
C

ha
ra

ct
er

is
tic

s  
 

 
 

 
 

N
um

be
r o

f j
un

io
r h

ig
h 

st
ud

en
ts

 in
 v

ill
ag

e 
 

42
.9

0 
 

41
.6

0 
 

 
 

 
 

 
(7

0.
10

) 
(6

9.
40

) 
 

 
 

N
um

be
r o

f s
en

io
r h

ig
h 

st
ud

en
ts

 in
 v

ill
ag

e 
20

.0
0 

 
19

.3
0 

 
 

 
 

 
 

(2
5.

15
) 

(2
5.

75
) 

 
 

N
 

98
0 

 
90

7 
 

 
 

 T-
te

st
s o

f g
en

de
r d

iff
er

en
ce

s i
n 

m
ea

ns
: *

p<
0.

10
  

 *
* 

p 
<0

.0
5 

  
**

* 
p<

 0
. 0

1 
 

 
 



 30

Table 3          Descriptive Tabulations of Mothers' Attitudes 
  
   Males Females  
Educational Expectation (%) (%)  
 Mother's expectation    
  Graduate from elementary school 3.3 6  
  Graduate from junior high 21.9 31.5  
  Graduage from senior high 46.1 37.4  
  Graduate from college and above 28.8 25.2  
Atttudes Toward Ability    
 Girls can do as well as boys at school    
  Disagree 1.1 0.4  
  No opinion  8.9 9.0  
  Agree 90.0 90.5  
 Women can achieve as much as men do    
  Disagree 1.9 2.9  
  No opinion  8.4 8.8  
  Agree 89.7 88.3  
 Daughters should enjoy same educ opportunity    
  Disagree 2.0 1.6  
  No opinion  7.4 7.4  
  Agree 90.5 91.0  
Attitudes Toward Old-Age Support    
 Parents should rely on son for old age support    
  Disagree 22.2 23.8  
  No opinion  18.9 21.0  
  Agree 58.9 55.2  
 No use to educ daughters since they will marry out    
  Disagree 70.0 66.5  
  No opinion  12.6 14.9  
  Agree 17.4 18.6  
 Amount of financial aid expected from children    
  Very little 13.7 17.4  
  Some 67.0 65.4  
  A lot 19.3 17.1  
 which child give most financial support in future    
  son 93.3 67.2  
 which child give most emotional support in future    
  son 66.1 29.6  
Attitude Toward Return to Education     
 Educ influence boys' future more than girls    
  Yes 47.6 43.3  
 Influence of senior high educ for boys' future income    
  No influence 12.20 12.10  
  Some influence 34.70 34.80  
  A great deal 53.10 53.00  
 Influence of senior high educ for girls' future income    
  No influence 13.70 13.10  
  Some influence 38.70 38.80  
  A great deal 48.00 48.10  
N  980 907  
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Figure 1. Mother’s college expectation by their answer to
“girls should have same educ opportunity as boys”
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Figure 2. Mother’s expectation for children to go to college 
by their answers to “should rely on son for old age support”
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Figure 3. Mother’s expectation for children to go to college by their answers to 
“no use to educate daughters since they will marry out”
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Figure 4. Mother’s expectation for children to go to college by their answers to
“how much financial aid expected from children”
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Figure 5. mother’s college expectation and if agree educ influence sons’ more than 
daughters’ future
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Figure 6. Mother’s expectation for children to graduate 
from college and family wealth
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Figure 7. Mother's expectation for children to graduate from 
college and children's grade
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