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Cultural capital in migration: Academic achievements of Chinese migrant 

children in urban public schools 

Abstract 

The educational inequality faced by migrant children is a great social problem in China. The 

government has gradually reformed the hukou system, allowing migrant children to attend urban 

public schools. However, their academic achievements continue to lag behind those of urban 

non-migrant children. The classic explanation would point to a lack of social capital; this article 

argues for the importance of cultural capital in children’s migration. Drawing upon 10417 middle 

school children (14-16 years old), this article examines cultural and social capital as mechanisms 

through which migration affects education. Results show that the lower academic achievements 

of Chinese migrant children is mainly due to the mediating effect of objectified cultural capital. 

Family social capital is also a significant mediator, but the indirect effect is relatively small. 

Most surprising is the contradictory effects of embodied and objectified cultural capital on 

academic achievements. Theoretical contributions and policy implications are discussed. 
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1. Introduction 

The educational inequality faced by Chinese migrant children in urban areas is an important 

social issue in contemporary China. It is usually regarded as a consequence of the hukou policy, 

which institutionally restricts migrant children’s access to public schools in urban areas (Guo & 

Zhao, 2019). Because of the institutional exclusion, they are found to have less psychosocial 

happiness, lower resilience and  higher behavioral risks (Cui & To, 2019; Li & Jiang, 2018; Li, 

Lu, Ni, & Peng, 2019).  One may assume that their educational problems will be solved when 

they are admitted by urban public schools. Scholars, however, have shown that their academic 

achievements are still lower than that of urban peers (Ma et al., 2018). This paper aims to explore 

why migrant children still lag behind in urban public schools. 

  A classic theory, based on Coleman’s (1988) seminal work, argues that migrant children’s 

educational problems may be due to the loss of social capital in the process of migration. Current 

literature partially supports this theory but indicates that social capital can explain only a minor 

percentage of the total effect (Ma & Wu, 2019). Additionally, this paper proposes a new 

explanation based on Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital. Cultural capital has long been an 

essential perspective for understanding educational and social reproduction, but it has not been 

paid much attention in the migrant children’s research. We argue that migrant children’s 

academic problems may be caused by having less cultural capital than their urban peers. 

Specifically, we examine the following questions: (a) Are the academic achievements of migrant 

children in public schools lower than their urban peers? (b) Does cultural capital mediate the 

effect of children’s migration on their education? and (c) Is the mediating effect of cultural 

capital larger than that of social capital?  
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2. Literature Review 

2.1 Migration and education 

Social scientists have long studied the association between children’s migration and academic 

achievements. Early in the 1970s, some scholars had already documented a pattern in the United 

States: children’s interstate moves would negatively affect their educational outcomes, especially 

for those living in lower-class families (Brawner, 1973; Long, 1975; Whalen & Fried, 1973). 

Subsequent studies found that children who moved into new places of residence and new schools 

were likely to have lower test scores, lower educational attainment, higher risk of dropping out 

of school, and more problems of psychosocial function (Astone & McLanahan, 1994; Coleman, 

1988; Engec, 2006; Langenkamp, 2014; Pribesh & Downey, 1999; South, Haynie, & Bose, 

2007; Swanson & Schneider, 1999).  

International studies further indicate that the negative relationships between migration and 

education are not confined to the United States. Children in developing countries such as China, 

Indonesia, Mexico, and Turkey also experienced similar academic disadvantages when they 

moved (Berker, 2009; Halpern-Manners, 2011; Liang & Chen, 2007; McKenzie & Rapoport, 

2011; Resosudarmo & Suryadarma, 2014; Wu & Zhang, 2015). China, for instance, has 34.26 

migrant children in 2015, and most of them are facing various educational problems in urban 

areas (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2017). Even when 80% of migrant children are 

admitted by urban public schools, their academic achievements are still lower than their urban 

peers (Ma, 2019). Therefore, scholars are eager to find out why migrant children lag behind. 

2.2 Social capital: a classic explanation 

Social capital is an important mechanism through which children’s migration affect their 

academic achievements. It is defined as the values and resources that people can access, which 
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are the results of collective ties and social relationships (Barn, 2010). “For families that have 

moved often,” argued by Coleman (1988, p. 113), “the social relations that constitute social 

capital are broken at each move”. The broken of social capital can be worse if children’s parents 

are not involved and supported (Hagan et al., 1996). And the closeness of peer relations can also 

be adversely influenced by children’s migration (Ream, 2005; Ream & Rumberger, 2008). 

The broken of social capital in the migration is an educational turmoil for migrant children, 

because social capital is assumed to be important for academic achievements. According to 

Coleman (1988), social capital within and outside the family could significantly improve 

children’s academic performance. For example, family social capital, referring to the strength of 

child–parent relations, can positively affect academic achievements, improve educational 

attainments, and resolve behavioral problems (Israel, Beaulieu, & Hartless, 2001; Sandefur, 

Meier, & Campbell, 2006; von Otter & Stenberg, 2015). Moreover, studies also shows that extra-

familial aspects of social capital are crucial for children and youth development (Behtoui & 

Neergaard, 2016; Cemalcilar & Gökşen, 2014). Based on an ecological framework of social 

capital, Wu and colleagues find that almost all domains of social capital have positive effects on 

the pychosocial wellbeing of migrant children (Wu, Tsang, & Ming, 2014).  

Although social capital mediates the effects of children’s migration on their education, the 

explanatory power of social capital is not particularly promising. Pribesh and Downey (1999) 

calculated the adverse effects of children’s mobility on education, and found that less than ten 

percent were attributed to social capital. Ma and Wu (2019) also found a relatively small effect 

in their study of social capital on migrant children’s education in the Chinese context. The small 

effect of social capital lead us to a new puzzle: are there other factors influencing the academic 
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achievements of migrant children? Enlightened by French sociologist Bourdieu, we argue for the 

cultural capital perspective. 

2.3 Cultural capital: a novel explanation 

Cultural capital is an important concept in Bourdieu’s theories of social and educational 

reproduction (Goldthrope, 2007). In their classical book, Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) argued 

that children from better family background were advantaged in their academic achievements 

because they had higher cultural capital. Although the concept is loosely used in Bourdieu’s own 

study, it is well defined by Lamont & Lareau (1988, p. 156) as “institutionalized, i.e., widely 

shared, high status cultural signals used for social and cultural exclusion”. Cultural capital, 

according to Bourdieu (1986), can be further divided into three forms: embodied, objectified, and 

institutional  cultural capital. Embodied cultural capital refers to “long-lasting dispositions of the 

mind and body”; objectified cultural capital means “cultural goods (pictures, books, dictionaries, 

instruments, machines, etc)”; and institutionalized cultural capital is usually represented by 

educational qualifications (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 84). In our study, because migrant children still 

continue their educational qualifications, so we focus on the embodied and objectified forms of 

cultural capital. 

Numerous empirical studies have been used to test the effects of cultural capital on children’s 

education. DiMaggio and colleagues (1982) were the first to use highbrow cultural activities as 

the operationalization of cultural capital, and they showed that cultural capital was significantly 

related to educational outcomes. According to Bourdieu’s theory, such a measurement of cultural 

capital focuses on the embodied form. Other scholars extend the measurement to include 

objectified forms like cultural resources, reading behaviors and others (Sullivan, 2001). Recent 
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studies, using the comprehensive measurements, have found that the more children’s cultural 

capital, the higher academic achievements (Jaeger, 2011). 

Although cultural capital has been intensively studied in literature, it has not been paid 

much attention in the studies of migrant children. Cultural capital should not be isolated in the 

studies of educational and social reproduction, argued Krarup and Munk (2016); instead, it 

should be used to study other relational and structural aspects. Migration is a right context for the 

generation of cultural capital: when migrant children move from rural areas to the cities, their 

cultural capital cannot be quickly adapted into urban educational system, resulting in their 

academic problems. Although they may deliberately absorb urban cultural capital and adapt to 

new life, the process seems to be a long-term struggle (Reay, Crozier, & Clayton, 2009, 2010).  

The rural-urban divide in China, which results in the different cultural capital, is caused by 

the hukou system. Established in 1958, the Chinese hukou system is well-known for its 

restrictions on internal migration. People, predominantly living in rural areas, are registered with 

agricultural status; people who are living in urban areas are classified with non-agricultural status 

(Cheng & Selden, 1994).  Both groups are not allowed to transfer their hukou status or move to 

other places in the socialist era (Chan & Zhang, 1999). Since the economic reforms, fortunately, 

rural people have been permitted to move to urban areas, but the hukou restrictions have not been 

fully changed (Chan & Buckingham, 2008). Therefore, after the decades of hukou system, it 

seems that there are two worlds in contemporary China (Wang, 2012).  

The cultural capital accumulated by rural children may be very different from that of their 

urban peers when they migrate to the cities. For example, Mu and Jia (2016), based on the 

interviews in two elite high schools and two ordinary primary schools, found that migrant 

children were excluded or even punished because of their different accents and undisciplined 
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behavioral patterns. Even when rural-to-urban migrant children are fortunate enough to be 

admitted to the tertiary education, their deficits of cultural capital still remained. Li (2013), 

studying rural students’ experiences in an elite university, found that rural students lack the 

legitimate culture and relations to fully join in urban activities, resulting in social exclusions.  

Because of the importance of cultural capital in the studies of migrant children, this article 

develops a novel conceptual framework. As shown in Figure 1, the framework contributes to the 

literature in three aspects. First, previous research has studied the mechanism of social capital, 

but few scholars have taken a further step to study why social capital accounts for only a minor 

effect. We provide the additional explanation of cultural capital. Second, although some studies 

have showed that the educational inequality faced by Chinese migrant children may be due to 

their lack of cultural capital, these observations have not been tested in a national context. Our 

article, based on a national representative survey, may be the first quantitative study to analyze 

the mechanism of cultural capital in Chinese migration. Finally, previous research has not 

integrated both mechanisms of social capital and cultural capital into a full picture. This study 

takes a holistic perspective and compares their effects in the same framework. 

(Figure 1 near here) 

 

3. Method 

3.1 Data and sampling 

Our study used data from the China Education Panel Survey (CEPS), a nationally representative 

survey of 19,487 middle-school students from academic year 2013–2014 (National Survey 

Research Center, 2015). Employing a stratified and multistage strategy, CEPS recruited a sample 

of 19,487 respondents across 438 classes, 112 schools, and 28 counties or districts for its 
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baseline wave (the only publicly accessible wave). More details about the sampling, data, ethical 

clearance, and other issues can be found in the CEPS manual on their website (National Survey 

Research Center, 2015). 

According to our hypotheses, we selected our analytical sample based on three steps: First, 

we merged student and school information and created a new dataset. Second, we pooled out an 

urban sample (including both migrant and non-migrant children) based on hukou status. Rural 

non-migrant children were not the focus of this study. Third, we further restricted our sample to 

urban public schools in order to minimize the effect of educational segregation between public 

and migrant schools. A decade ago, migrant children could not go to urban public schools, but 

only to low-quality migrant schools. Thanks to more recent hukou reforms, most migrant 

children have been allowed to attend urban public schools. Although public schools do exhibit 

some variations, their basic educational qualities are usually guaranteed because of the 

Compulsory Education Law. Therefore, selecting children from public schools minimizes the 

hukou segregation to a large extent and focuses on the mediating effect of cultural capital. 

Overall, the study selected 10417 children from urban public schools, of which 3082 were 

migrant children and 7335 were urban non-migrants. Missing data were directly deleted because 

the percent is relatively small. The CEPS conformed to the ethical regulations of Renmin 

University of China (National Survey Research Center, 2015). 

3.2 Measurement 

The independent variable, migrant status, was measured by children’s hukou status. The 7,335 

non-migrant children had an urban hukou, while the 3,082 migrant children did not. We used 

urban non-migrant children as the reference group. 
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Academic achievement was assessed using school exam scores for Chinese, mathematics, 

and English from academic year 2013–2014. The annual exams are of great importance for every 

middle-school student in China because they evaluate who will qualify for high-quality senior 

schools. Although using different scores from different schools might reduce the comparability 

of educational outcomes, school scores are nevertheless reliable, compared with other measures. 

Moreover, exam scores can be directly obtained from school records (i.e., not from students), so 

they have a higher degree of objectivity. The scores for Chinese, mathematics, and English 

ranged from 0 to 150, and they were standardized in the analysis. 

Family social capital was measured by asking how frequently a student and his/her mother 

discussed issues at school; how frequently they discussed friends; how frequently they discussed 

teachers; how frequently they shared personal ideas and how frequently they expressed anxieties. 

The answers ranged from 1 (never) to 3 (regularly). Social capital outside the family was 

measured in terms of student–school relationships because resources embedded in student–

school relations are of great importance for child development. Specifically, school social capital 

was measured using six questions answered by every student on a scale of 1 (totally disagree) to 

4 (absolutely agree): my headmaster often praises me; other classmates are friendly to me; I find 

it easy to get along with others; my class has a good atmosphere of solidarity; I often participate 

in activities held by my school or class; and I feel close to people at school. 

Embodied cultural capital was usually measured by highbrow cultural activities. In our 

analysis, four questions were used to reflect the frequency of student participation in cultural 

activities: how often he/she visited museums, zoos, and science centers with classmates; how 

often he/she went to movies, concerts, and sports events with classmates; how often he/she 

visited museums, zoos, and science museums with parents; and how often his/her family went to 
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movies, concerts, and sports events. Answers were 1 (never), 2 (once a year), 3 (twice a year), 

4 (once a month), 5 (once a week), or 6 (more than once a week). Objectified cultural capital was 

measured by two indicators: one was the number of culturally-important books at home, ranging 

from 1 (few) to 5 (many); the other was whether the student had an independent desk for reading 

and writing (no desk = 0). 

Five control variables were included. The first was gender, and we coded girls as the 

reference group. Second, age was treated as a continuous variable, with the average of 14 years 

old. Third, family structure was treated as a dichotomous variable, with “both parents present” as 

the reference group. Fourth, family economy was assessed by the question, “How are your 

family finances?”. The student was required to answer very difficult (1), a little difficult (2), 

middle (3), somewhat rich (4) or very rich (5). Finally, shadow education was measured by 

whether he/she took part in after-school classes,  no extra classes as the reference. 

3.3 Analytical Strategy 

We adopted two-step mediation models as our analytical strategy. Mediation analysis is 

important in social science research, because it can show how and why the treatment affects the 

outcome (MacKinnon, Fairchild, & Fritz 2007; VanderWeele 2016). We first conducted a 

complicated measurement of latent variables and estimate multiple mediators by using Structural 

Equation Modeling (SEM) in Mplus. 

The second step was to rigorously test the result in Causal Mediation Modeling (CMM). 

CMM has several advantages: First, it combines classic mediation analysis within a 

counterfactual framework (Imai, Keele, & Tingley, 2010). Second, CMM narrows the 

assumption of sequential ignorability. Third, a research team  had developed an R (mediation) 
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package to accommodate the causal mediation model (Tingley et al., 2014). Following are the 

mathematical formulas: 

𝛿𝛿𝑖𝑖(𝑡𝑡) ≡ 𝑌𝑌𝑖𝑖�𝑡𝑡,𝑀𝑀𝑖𝑖(1)� − 𝑌𝑌𝑖𝑖�𝑡𝑡,𝑀𝑀𝑖𝑖(0)�                                        (1) 

𝜍𝜍𝑖𝑖(𝑡𝑡) ≡ 𝑌𝑌𝑖𝑖�1,𝑀𝑀𝑖𝑖(𝑡𝑡)� − 𝑌𝑌𝑖𝑖�0,𝑀𝑀𝑖𝑖(𝑡𝑡)�                                        (2) 

𝜏𝜏𝑖𝑖 ≡ 𝑌𝑌𝑖𝑖�1,𝑀𝑀𝑖𝑖(1)� − 𝑌𝑌𝑖𝑖�0,𝑀𝑀𝑖𝑖(0)�                                            (3) 

𝛿𝛿𝑖𝑖(𝑡𝑡) in Formula (1) refers to the causal mediation effect. 𝜍𝜍𝑖𝑖(𝑡𝑡) in Formula (2) represents the direct effect of the treatment. 𝜏𝜏𝑖𝑖 

in Formula (3) denotes the total unit treatment effect.  𝑌𝑌𝑖𝑖() represents the potential effect. 𝑀𝑀𝑖𝑖(𝑡𝑡) is the mediating value  of unit i 

under the condition t. More information about the formulas can be found in the work of  Imai, Keele, and Tingley (2010) and 

Tingley et al. (2014). 

 

4. Results 

Table 1 summarizes the descriptive statistics of the main variables. According to the t-test 

analysis, academic scores, social capital and cultural capital for migrant children were lower than 

those of non-migrant children, except the indicators of participating in school activities and 

visiting museums with students. More rigorous analysis follows. 

(Table 1 near here) 

4.1 Structural equation modeling 

Because mediators and outcome were latent variables, we first conducted a confirmatory factor 

analysis in SEM. After four pairs of indicators were constrained, the measurement model showed 

a good fit to the data. Although Chi-square was significant due to the large sample size 

(χ2 = 1671.126, p < .001, DF = 154), other indices of fit were quite good, like RMSEA at 0.030. 

All the observed indicators were significantly loaded on the latent constructs, and all the 

coefficients were greater than 0.5, indicating that all the items of latent variables were reliable. 
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Based on the measurement model above, we then conducted the structural model. Because 

there were four mediating indicators of social and cultural capital, we made them interrelate. As 

shown in Figure 2, the structural model fit the data well (RMSEA = 0.039; CFI = 0.958; 

SRMR = 0.027). The coefficients of migrant status on family social capital (β = −0.067) and 

objectified cultural capital (β = −0.099) were significantly negative, indicating that migrant 

children had lower social capital compared to urban non-migrant children. But children’s 

migrant status did not significantly affect school social capital (β = −0.019) or embodied 

cultural capital (β = −0.018). In addition, the effects of the mediators on academic achievement 

were significant and positive, except for embodied cultural capital (β = −0.203). 

(Figure 2 near here) 

The total effect of migrant status on academic achievement, shown in Table 2, was −0.064. 

The direct effect was no longer significant. This result showed that the negative effect of 

migration on education was fully explained by the mediation of social capital and cultural 

capital. The indirect effect of family social capital was −0.003, but that of school social capital 

was not significant. The indirect effect of embodied cultural capital was also not significant. 

Objectified cultural capital had the largest mediating effect, about eight times greater than that of 

family social capital. Therefore, SEM showed that objectified cultural capital was the main 

mechanism through which children’s migration affected their academic achievements. 

(Table 2 near here) 

4.2 Causal mediation modeling 

After the analysis in SEM, we were still cautious about whether the indirect effect of objectified 

cultural capital was causal. To rigorously test our finding above, we took a further step to utilize 

CMM. As shown in Table 3, the average causal mediating effect of objectified cultural capital on 
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the outcome of Chinese exam scores was significant but negative (β = −0.027). The indirect 

effect accounted for 35% of the total effect in the model. Meanwhile, the average causal 

mediating effects of objectified cultural capital on mathematics and English exam scores were 

−0.026 and −0.025, respectively. Finally, unlike the non-significant direct effect in SEM, CMM 

showed that the average direct effect was still significant and larger than the indirect effect. 

Therefore, there might be other unknown variables affecting migrant children’s education.  

(Table 3 near here) 

After the analysis in CMM, we took a further step to test the robustness of the results. For 

the Chinese score, the sensitivity parameter 𝜌𝜌 was 0.2, as the confidence intervals for the average 

mediation effect of objectified cultural capital contained zero when 𝜌𝜌 equals 0.2. Because it is 

usually difficult to interpret the result of Rho, a better method involves changing 𝜌𝜌 into R2, 

which can be interpreted as a magnitude of an effect of the unobserved variable. For example, R2 

in our sensitivity model was 0.04, indicating that 4% of the original variance was due to 

unobserved confounders. As a result, we can conclude that the mediating effect of objectified 

cultural capital was quite robust.  

 

5. Discussion 

Although Chinese migrant children are permitted to attend urban public schools, their academic 

achievements continue to be worse than those of urban peers. Drawing upon CEPS and 

mediation models, this article argues that cultural capital can be used to explain why migrant 

children still lag behind. 

First, the results show that the mediating effects of cultural capital are larger than that of 

social capital. Coleman’s social capital mainly focuses on the loss of social relations and 
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resources in the migration process. Bourdieu’s cultural capital, on the other hand, pays attention 

to preexisting differences both before and after migration. This possibly reflects two perspectives 

in the studies of young migrants: origin-destination differences and intervening obstacles in the 

process. Although both perspectives are valuable, we suspect that cultural capital has more 

lasting effects than social capital in children’s migration. Bourdieu (1986) defines cultural capital 

as a long-lasting disposition of mind, body, resources, and institutions, so it is not easy for 

migrant children to change quickly. Social capital, however, is closely related to parental 

involvement and peer interaction (Coleman, 1988). Migrant children may recover quickly from 

the loss of social capital in new places. For example, Hagan et al. (1996) have found that parental 

support could buffer the problems of losing social capital because of migration. Therefore, the 

mediating effect of cultural capital may be more durable than that of social capital. 

Second, we are surprised by the contradictory effects of embodied and objectified cultural 

capital in the analysis. Unlike our hypothesis, the result show that embodied cultural capital has a 

positive but nonsignificant mediating effect. Such a finding seems to be different from that of 

some prior studies. For example, DiMaggio and colleagues (1982; 1985), using highbrow 

activities as the measurement, find that cultural capital was significantly related with academic 

attainment in America. The reason for the findings in our study, we suspect, is that embodied 

cultural capital may be sensitive to social class contexts. Bourdieu argues that the more vague the 

demands of university entrance criteria, the less chance students from vulnerable backgrounds 

have to succeed. Therefore, when Bourdieu develops the concept of cultural capital from the 

study of elite higher education in France, his original definition and assessment are also vague 

(Barone, 2006; Sullivan, 2001). Lamont (1992), in her famous study of the culture of French and 
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American upper-middle classes, showed that patterns of symbolic boundaries are completely 

different between France and America. 

China is possibly a different social context for cultural capital. National universities, though 

they have been given some discretion recently, are required to recruit new students in ranked 

order, from the highest scores to the lowest on the annual university entrance examination. 

Because of this intense competition, it is hard for students to find time to participate in highbrow 

cultural activities. One recent study, analyzing the association between cultural capital and 

college major choices in China, shows that the effect of embodied cultural capital is usually not 

significant (p<0.05). Cultural resources, as Wu (2008) argued, may, therefore, be more suitable 

as an indicator of cultural capital in China. Wang, Davis, and Bian (2006)  also argue for the 

existence of a reading dimension in cultural capital, suggesting that it is a means of “crystallizing 

class boundaries” in urban China (p. 315). Therefore, cultural capital may be firmly embedded in 

the social class of modern societies (Goldthrope, 2007). More comparative research is needed in 

the future. 

Third, the mediating effect of objectified cultural capital in Causal Mediation Modeling 

(CMM) is smaller than that in Structural Equation Modeling (SEM). The direct effect is 

significant in CMM while it is nonsignificant in SEM. The different estimate may be due to two 

reasons. On the one hand, it may reflect the famous phrase: “correlation is not causation.” SEM 

is good at analyzing latent variables and structural paths, but it fails to exclude the effects of 

emitted factors (MacKinnon et al., 2007). On the other hand, the difference between SEM and 

CMM may also reflect some measurement problems of objectified cultural capital. Cultural 

capital is practiced daily, so it includes children’s knowledge, attitude, behavior, etc (Zimdars, 

Sullivan, & Heath, 2009). But in CMM Objectified Cultural capital is only represented by 
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cultural books. Therefore, the omitted variables and the measurement limitations may lead to the 

smaller effect in CMM than in SEM. 

Fourth, our results above provide important theoretical contributions and policy 

implications for children services. Previous research has shown that hukou exclusion and social 

capital are important mechanisms for migrant children’s educational problems(Guo & Zhao, 

2019; Ma & Wu, 2019). This study, however, finds a new explanation for the educational 

inequality of migrant children in urban public schools. Cultural capital, to our knowledge, is the 

first to be studied in quantitative research of Chinese migrant children’ education. Migrant 

children in urban public schools have less objectified cultural capital than their urban peers, 

resulting in academic problems. Such a finding indicates that more cultural resources and 

services, rather than participation in fine arts, should be delivered to migrant children. Maybe a 

tailored list of cultural services, representing urban culture, can be freely distributed to migrant 

children once they enter public schools. Reading resources and groups are encouraged at school 

to help migrant children practice urban culture. Lastly, family is another field through which help 

can be offered: parental social capital is of great importance in the adaptation of migrant children 

to new environments. 

Finally, our results should be interpreted with caution. The dataset CEPS is a cross-sectional 

survey, so the result may be influenced by contextual variables. As cultural capital is very 

sensitive to the social context, it is unknown whether our explanation can be generalized to other 

societies. Moreover, the measurements of social and cultural capital are not comprehensive, due 

to the limitations of questions in the survey. For example, student’s responses about their own 

economic background may not reflect their real socio-economic status. Finally, causal mediation 

modeling still needs a strong hypothesis in which all mediators are randomized. This hypothesis 
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may not be held because we cannot randomize independent and mediating variables at one time. 

Despite the limitations, our study highlights the importance of cultural capital in migration. 

When migrant children are familiar with cultural knowledge required to thrive in urban public 

schools, they will be able to stand with their peers at the same starting line of educational 

competition. 
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Figure 1 

The conceptual framework 
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Figure 2 

SEM of the migrant status, social capital, cultural capital, and academic achievements of 

Chinese migrant children in urban public schools: CEPS 2013–2014 (N = 11,417). 

 

 

* Alpha = 0.05, ** Alpha = 0.01, *** Alpha = 0.001 
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Table 1 

Descriptive statistics for main variables between migrant and non-migrant children in urban 

public schools: CEPS 2013–2014 (N = 11,417). 

Variable 
Number Migrant 

children 
Non-migrant 

children 

Total N Mean SD Mean SD 
Educational outcome      
 Standardized Chinese score 10,170 –0.07 0.02 0.04 0.01 
 Standardized mathematics score 10,169 –0.07 0.02 0.07 0.01 
 Standardized English score 10,165 –0.13 0.02 0.08 0.01 
Family social capital      
 Frequency of discussing school issues 10,275 2.25 0.01 2.37 0.01 
 Frequency of discussing peer relations  10,257 2.15 0.01 2.23 0.01 
 Frequency of discussing student–teacher 

relations 
10,222 2.13 0.01 2.20 0.01 

 Frequency of discussing student’s mood 10,248 2.03 0.01 2.15 0.01 
 Frequency of discussing student’s anxiety 10,255 1.95 0.01 2.07 0.01 
School social capital      
 Headmaster always praises me 10,286 2.33 0.02 2.40 0.01 
 Classmates were friendly to me 10,298 3.27 0.01 3.32 0.01 
 I was easy to get along with 10,304 3.19 0.02 3.22 0.01 
 My class had a good atmosphere of 

solidarity 
10,287 3.14 0.02 3.20 0.01 

 I always participated in school activities 10,302 2.84 0.02 2.84 0.01 
 I felt close to the people in the school 10,240 2.95 0.02 3.03 0.01 
Embodied cultural capital      
 Frequency of visiting museums with 

students 
10,059 2.20 0.02 2.14 0.01 

 Frequency of going to concerts with 
students 

10,037 2.46 0.02 2.67 0.02 

 Frequency of visiting museums with parents 10,262 2.46 0.03 2.52 0.02 
 Frequency of going to concerts with parents 10,283 2.44 0.03 2.67 0.02 
Objectified cultural capital      
 The number of books at home 10,386 3.34 0.02 3.58 0.01 
 An independent desk for reading and 

writing 
10,223 0.86 0.01 0.91 0.00 

Control variables      
    Gender (girl as reference)  10,417 0.51 0.01 0.50 0.01 
    Age  10,211 14.37 0.02 14.37 0.01 
    Family structure (both parents as reference) 10,417 0.15 0.01 0.19 0.00 
    Family economy 10,376 2.90 0.01 2.93 0.01 
    Shadow education 10,361 0.50 0.01 0.37 0.01 
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Table 2  

Standardized total, indirect, and direct effects of the mediators and controls in urban public 

schools: CEPS 2013–2014 (N = 11,417). 

Predictor Total Indirect Direct 
Migrant status −0.064*** −0.057*** −0.007 
 Mediation of family social capital  −0.003**  
 Mediation of school social capital  −0.002  
 Mediation of embodied cultural capital    0.004  
 Mediation of objectified cultural capital  −0.055***  

* Alpha = 0.05, ** Alpha = 0.01, *** Alpha = 0.001 
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Table 3  

The causal mediation of objectified cultural capital in urban public schools: CEPS 2013–

2014 (N = 11,417). 

Outcome variable Chinese scores Math scores English scores 
Average causal mediation effect −0.027*** −0.026*** −0.025*** 
Average direct effect         −0.052* −0.066*** −0.143*** 
Total effect −0.079*** −0.093*** −0.169*** 
Proportion of mediation effect 35% 28% 15% 

* Alpha=0.05, ** Alpha=0.01, *** Alpha=0.001 
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