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This study examines the differential patterns of access to higher education of students form 

rural areas as a result of the transition from a planned to a market economy. With respect to 

college access, this research argues that the market reforms have reproduced the advantages 

of students from the cadre families while creating new opportunities for  the children of the 

new arising economic elites. Yet, it has done less for traditional peasant families whose 

children still fail to gain access to college in proportions higher than their size of the 

population.  

Based on the literature, this research placed a special emphasis on how economic and cultural 

resources become the main influences on rural students’ college access. The process 

dimension -- how families from different social backgrounds within rural society  involve 

themselves in the schooling of their children and how this contributes to the inequality of 

college access within rural society, is investigated through field research in a poor rural 

county. This research unpacks this process by examining the school involvement experience 

of  parents in Zongyang, a county located in the province of Anhui. Parental involvement is 

conceptualized in terms of how economic and cultural resources become converted to social 

capital as part of families’ strategies within the increasingly stratified social context of rural 

China.The research identifies the consequences of activating different types of social 

networks within family and community, and also between family and school to facilitate this 

process of gaining advantages in access to college during the secondary school segment of 

rural education. Household interviews and field notes were used as the main methods of data 

collection and which involved a range of parents and teachers.  

The data analysis suggests that state, schools and teachers provide few formal and routine 

channels for rural parents to get involved in schooling, despite of their overall willingness to 

to  help their children to achieve school success. This elevates the importance of families’ 

strategic initiatives to employ interpersonal social networks (guanxi) within family, 

community and between school and family. Parents from cadres backgrounds are capable of 

maintaining these interpersonal social networks that are useful to their children’s chances of 

entering higher education after attending rural secondary school. Their counterparts from the 

new economic elites’ backgrounds, have developed the means to capitalize upon their 

families economic and cultural resources by converting them into into social capital that 

creates advantages in college access for their children. Peasants, however, rely heavily on 

teachers and relatives in education and are substantially marginalized from those important 

interpersonal social networks of capital conversion.  

Although this research found the structure constrains  interpersonal social network of 

peasant families, it also highlights the agency of parents from different families. For example, 

it found, in some cases, that peasants actively uses their kinships to create chances for school 

involvement that can potentially  improve the chances of their children’s college access. 



This research brings to the forefront for the first time  the need to understand social 

stratification within rural society as it determines the chances of attaining college access by 

secondary school students. It is also one of the first empirical studies to investigate the  

mechanism of capital conversion in affecting higher education opportunities in post-socialist 

era, which helps to reevaluate the influence of market reforms over rural education systems. 
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