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Abstract: The Chinese government has emphasised the role of vocational education and training
(VET) in promoting the rural economy. Since 2018, the government has invested heavily in setting up
secondary vocational schools, training centres, specialised programmes, and courses in rural areas.
This paper aimed to explore whether VET at the upper-secondary level leads to better labour market
outcomes than academic education in Chinese rural areas. We also aimed to quantitively investigate
the social prestige of vocational and academic education among rural residents by comparing the
subjective social status level of those who graduated from upper-secondary vocational schools and
general academic schools. We drew data from the China Labour-force Dynamic Survey (CLDS). A
binary logit model and multinomial logit model were used in this research. The results showed that
rural upper-secondary vocational graduates had an advantage over general graduates in terms of
their income and employment stability. However, VET led to lower subjective social status when
compared with general education. This study demonstrated that although promoting VET in rural
areas could potentially benefit rural residents financially, cultural change is needed to ensure the
elevation of the standing of vocational education and promote the worthiness, effectiveness, and
capabilities that vocational graduates possess.

Keywords: vocational education and training; rural China; labour market outcome; employment
stability

1. Introduction

Since the start of the reform era in 1978, the disparity between rural and urban
incomes in China has increased markedly [1]. Rural residents have been recognised as
a particularly disadvantaged group [2]. Although the achievements in the education of
urbanised provinces in China have been widely studied and celebrated, the situation of
rural youth remains under-researched [2,3].

Similarly to policymakers throughout the world [4], the Chinese government believes
that vocational education and training (VET) is crucial to economic development [5]. VET
provides enhanced access to education and an alternative pathway to increased earnings
for individuals who are unable or unwilling to participate in academic education [6,7]. The
National Strategic Plan for Rural Revitalisation reiterated that “vocational education in rural
areas is in need of vigorous development’ [8]. Therefore, a number of strategies, such as
improving rural residents” access to VET and setting up VET schools, have been initiated.

Numerous studies have revealed that upper-secondary VET can help generate eco-
nomic returns and improve intergenerational mobility, especially in less-privileged ar-
eas [7,9,10]. However, qualitative studies on the Chinese VET sector have suggested that
vocational education has lower social prestige than academic education [11,12], and rural
parents are not willing to send their children to vocational schools [12]. Previous studies
on VET in rural China have focused on its drop-out rates [2,13], quality [14], school per-
formance [15], and the participation of rural women [16]. Few have addressed the effects
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of upper-secondary VET on the labour market outcomes of rural residents, especially in
comparison to academic pathways. This paper was intended to fill the gap in the literature
by exploring whether VET leads to better labour market outcomes than academic education
in Chinese rural areas and whether VET is economically worth pursuing for rural residents.
We also aimed to quantitively investigate the social prestige of vocational and academic
education among rural residents by comparing the level of subjective social status of those
who graduated from upper-secondary vocational schools and general academic schools.

Following the introduction, we proceed with discussions on the upper-secondary
education system in China, the Chinese VET sector, and its role in ‘rural revitalisation’.
The next section presents the theoretical foundation and hypotheses that underpin this
study. Following the discussion of data, measures, and methodology, the major findings,
discussion, and conclusion are presented.

1.1. The Chinese Upper-Secondary System

Since 1986, the Compulsory Education Law in China has required every student to
complete nine years of education, including six years of primary education and three
years of lower-secondary education [17]. At the end of the ninth grade, students have the
option to take the High School Entrance Exam (HSEE or zhongkao), which places them into
either an upper-secondary vocational school or a general /academic high school for another
three years. After completing secondary education, students have the choice of continuing
their education at a four-year university or a three-year vocational college [18]. While a
number of studies have focused on the effect of higher (vocational) education on Chinese
youth [19,20], this study aimed to fill the gap by exploring the upper-secondary sector,
which includes the vocational route (e.g., specialised schools, skilled-worker schools, and
vocational secondary schools) and the general /academic route (e.g., general high schools).

The upper-secondary sector in China has expanded steadily over the past three
decades. The Chinese government considered the expansion of upper-secondary edu-
cation as a necessary approach to meet the need for upskilling the workforce as well as to
potentially increase residents’ incomes, thus further eradicating social inequalities [21,22].
By 2019, 39 million students were enrolled in upper-secondary education, with 39.5% in
the vocational route and 60.4% in the academic route [23].

1.2. The VET Sector and Social Status

The lower standing of the VET sector in China has been damaging the development of
the skilled workforce [12]. In 2019, the Chinese government published the Implementation
Plan on National Vocational Education Reform, which emphasised the equal standing of
vocational education and general education [5]. The attractiveness of the VET sector is
largely determined by whether it could bring equal economic return and social status
when compared with general education. In terms of economic return, scholars of various
countries have found that, compared with the graduates of general upper-secondary
education, VET graduates could benefit from an increased level of economic returns [24,25].
However, in terms of social status, the advantage of VET in China is not particularly
prominent. Vocational graduates are more likely to find themselves with a lower socio-
economic status and receive limited upward social mobility [12]. Although vocational and
academic secondary education are set at the same level, the vocational route is treated as
‘an inferior option’ [26]. Students are expected to experience their childhood and youth as
dedicated and industrious labourers, producing the best possible test scores [12]. With the
nationwide expansion of higher education as well as rapid urbanisation, Chinese parents,
in rural and urban household alike, expect their children to proceed to the academic route
and attend university, which may not have been possible when they were young [27].
Vocational students are considered as ‘low-value’ and ‘low-quality” youth by the general
public [11,12], and they tend to internalise this form of social stereotyping and accept their
inferior status as vocational students [12].
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When making an educational choice, one considers both the economic and non-
economic returns of a certain type of education [28]. The decision to invest in education
is closely related to the level of perceived upward social mobility that education could
bring. Vocational education was highly regarded throughout the socialist era and was
delivered by work units [29]. Vocational graduates were assigned to ‘iron rice bowl” jobs,
which guaranteed their livelihoods over the course of their lifetime [30]. Thus, the VET
sector enjoyed great prestige and popularity, as young people would benefit by having
the opportunity of upward social mobility [31]. However, since the start of the reform era,
this training arrangement from the socialist era has become obsolete. Investing oneself
in vocational education to become a worker or technician no longer brings lifetime job
security and social respect in the market economy [31]. Based on the China Family Panel
Survey, Wei and Bai found that the advantage of upper-secondary vocational education
only existed among those who were born before 1980, and it gradually disappeared among
those who were born after 1980 [32].

Despite the initiatives to reform the vocational education sector, the dilemma over the
inferior status of vocational learning in Confucian tradition versus the need to develop ‘a
highly skilled workforce” remains [33]. The Confucian philosophy determined a hierarchy
of work and the academic/vocational divide in Chinese society following the imperial
era [34]. In the reform era, the perceived low status of vocational education and the
subjective association between academic education and upward mobility were evident [35].
Confucian values advocate that ‘the student should apply himself to be an officer’; thus,

‘scholar-officials’, who gained exam success through academic learning, enjoyed the highest

positions in Imperial China, above the skilled workers and farmers [35] (p. 23). Similar
to the social prestige given to the ‘scholar-officials’, by applying oneself to the academic
route and achieving higher tests scores, one is considered a student of ‘merit’, representing
high social value among young people [11,12]. One of the aims of this research was to
quantitively explore the subjective social status of graduates of upper-secondary vocational
education compared with those in the academic route.

1.3. ‘Rural Revitalisation” through Developing VET

Although China may be one of the fastest-growing economies, the benefits of this
economic growth ‘have been bestowed mainly on urban residents’ [1]. Since the start of
the reform era, rural residents have been the least advantaged, kept separate from urban
dwellers by a household registration system that denied them many welfare benefits and
rights [1]. Aiming to eradicate the urban-rural disparity, the Chinese government has taken
a number of measures to boost the rural economy [36]; for example, the National Strategic
Plan for Rural Revitalisation was put forward in 2018.

Despite the recent success in the economy, the vocational education sector in China is
not meeting the country’s needs for upskilling [36-38], particularly in the context of the
Fourth Industrial Revolution. In recent years, a series of reforms have been initiated by
the Chinese government for the vocational education sector. At the end of 2017, Plans on
Deepening the Integration of Industry and Vocational Education was published by the State
Council [39]. In 2018, The Guidelines on Promoting the Cooperation of Vocational School and
Enterprise was enacted, in order to provide students with improved industrial skills and
knowledge [21]. As for the disadvantaged rural areas, developing a quality vocational
education pathway for rural residents has been vital in the process of promoting rural
revitalisation strategies [23]. Since 2018, the Chinese government has invested heavily in
setting up secondary vocational schools, training centres, specialised programmes, and
courses in rural areas. Approximately 55% of the total secondary enrolment was within the
vocational pathway [39].

This paper aimed to investigate whether rural residents could benefit more financially
from upper-secondary vocational schools than general academic high schools, as well as
compare the subjective social status of those who graduated from these two pathways.
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1.4. Theoretical Background and Hypotheses

One possible explanation for the connection between one’s education and outcomes
in the labour market is provided by the human capital theory. One’s decision to invest in
education is highly similar to a company’s decision to invest in capital, which will increase
productivity and generate higher earning. Becker distinguishes general human capital from
specific human capital [28]. General human capital is not directly associated with a specific
job, but it can be applied in various contexts and thus increase the expected returns in
employment opportunities [40]. Specific human capital is directly applicable to a certain job
and immediately increases productivity [41]. General human capital is normally obtained
through general or formal education, while specific human capital is obtained through
on-the-job training or vocational education. Therefore, the distinction between general and
vocational education lies in their educational goals: vocational graduates would gain more
practical and directly applicable skills and knowledge, while academic graduates would
gain more analytical and abstract skills [42].

An individual’s choice of investing in vocational education is based on the rel-
evance of the skills acquired and the social position they may bring. According to
E. O. Wright, the access to certain skills and certificates would set a distinctive place in class
relations [43]. Those who obtain essential skills through vocational training may have the
potential to achieve upward social mobility. Parkin also argued that the certification of skills
through vocational training was associated with the level of social stratification in modern
society [44].

Research on general/specific human capital at the secondary educational level demon-
strates that in the domain of a small-scale business, vocational graduates require less
practical training and have more expertise in work tasks than academic graduates [45].
Therefore, vocational graduates could apply their skills more rapidly than their academic
counterparts while lowering the training costs for a potential employer. Vocational grad-
uates may gain higher labour market returns due to their increased productivity than
academic graduates, who may face lower returns but greater learning opportunities [46,47].
Vocational graduates, with their practical skills that are immediately applicable to the firm,
may enjoy more employment stability than academic graduates, whose skills are highly
transferable [48,49]. Therefore, we hypothesised:

H1: Upper-secondary vocational graduates receive a higher level of income compared to graduates
of general high schools in rural China.

H2: Upper-secondary vocational graduates are more likely to be in stable employment compared to
graduates of general high schools in rural China.

One of the aims of this paper was to investigate the social prestige of upper-secondary
vocational and academic education among rural residents in China. Qualitative research
on the Chinese VET sector has shown that the vocational route is often chosen by default or
as a poor second choice by students and their parents [11,26]. The reform era witnessed the
massive expansion of the Chinese higher education sector and the increased demand for
university credentials, which is viewed as a mechanism for class closure. The proliferation
of higher education credentials decreased the demand for VET, hence the lack of desire to
become skilled workers [27].

Education credentials, especially academic ones, play a significant role in the distribu-
tion of job opportunities through the ‘signalling effect’ [19]. Based on evidence in urban
China from 2003 to 2008, Hu found that academic graduates have been treated favourably
in the labour market in terms of their starting salary and likelihood of finding a job when
compared with vocational graduates [19,20]. This economic position of different types of
graduates may reinforce Chinese young people’s commitment to the academic pathway.

Moreover, under the influence of Confucian values, people have conferred social
prestige and recognition on the ‘scholar-officials” and academic graduates [34]. Developing
VET may help to increase rural residents’ incomes, therefore achieving ‘rural revitalisation’.
However, participation in VET does not necessarily lead to an increase in perceived social
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status compared with those who graduated from general high schools. Therefore, we
hypothesised:

H3: Upper-secondary vocational graduates have a lower level of subjective social status compared to
graduates of general high schools in rural China.

2. Methodology
2.1. Data

In this research, we drew data from the China Labour-force Dynamic Survey (CLDS).
Launched by the Centre for Social Survey at Sun Yat-sen University, the CLDS is a na-
tionally representative, biennial survey of Chinese communities and individual work-
ers. It adopts a multi-stage stratified sampling strategy to interview households from
29 provinces/autonomous regions (Tibet, Hainan, Macau, Taiwan, and Hong Kong SAR
were not included). The CLDS provides information on respondents’ demographic char-
acteristics, type of education, income, and nature of work that has been used in various
studies [50]. This study employed the 2018 wave of the CLDS and included 1302 respon-
dents in rural areas. We only included those who completed their secondary education
before 2018 and further restricted the sample to include only respondents with a valid input
of gender, education, income, urbanicity, occupation, and socioeconomic status. Table 1
describes the variables used in this research.

Table 1. Variable description.

Variable Type Description
Education Binary =1" for VET; ='0’ for general/academic education
Ln(income) Numerical Natural log of individual’s annual income
Occupation Categorical An individual’s occupation
Employment stability Binary =1’ for stable work; ='0" for unstable work
Subjective social status Categorical An individual’s perceived social status
Age Numerical Age as of 2018
Years of education Numerical Individual years of schooling
Gender Binary =1’ for male; =’0’ for female
Experience Numerical The working life of the individual
Party membership Binary ="1" for member of party; =’0" for not a member of party
Marriage Binary =1" for married; =’0" for unmarried
Employment type Binary =1" for formal employment; =’0” for informal employment
Father’s years of education Numerical The father’s years of schooling

2.2. Measures

The labour market outcomes and the perceived social prestige of graduates from
upper-secondary education were captured in this study through the analysis of three
dependent variables. The log-transformed value of the total annual income in 2017 served
as the first dependent variable. We also measured the skill levels and collar type possessed
by workers, following Hessels et al. [51]. Four major occupational groups were formed
based on this taxonomy: highly skilled and white-collar, highly skilled and blue-collar,
low-skilled and white-collar, low-skilled and blue-collar (see Table 2).

Table 2. Classification of four occupational groups.

Collar type White collar Legislators, senior officials, and
managers; professionals, technicians, and
associate professionals;
clerks and service workers;
shop and market sales workers.

Blue collar Skilled agricultural and fishery workers
and craft and related trades workers;
plant and machine operators, assemblers,
and elementary occupations.
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Table 2. Cont.

Skill level Highly skilled Legislators, senior officials, and
managers; professionals,
technicians, and associate professionals;
skilled agricultural and fishery workers;
craft and related trades workers.

Low skilled Clerks, service workers, and shop and
market sales workers; plant and machine
operators, assemblers, and elementary
occupations.

The second dependent variable, employment stability, refers to the level of stability
of a worker’s job. By referring to studies on precarious employment [52,53], this study
measured the level of employment stability using an indicator to separate those who
had signed a formal employment contract from those who had not. Following previous
research [54,55], subjective social status was measured by an individual’s perception of his
or her own position in the social hierarchy on a 10-step ladder. This study converted this
continuous variable into a categorical one, with a score of 1-3 representing low-level social
status; 4-7 average-level social status; and 8-10 high-level social status.

Along with the primary variables of interest, our study also included a number of
control variables representing various demographic characteristics that could potentially
obscure the connection between the type of education and employment outcomes. As
shown in Table 1, these included age, years of education, gender, experience, party mem-
bership, marriage, employment type, and father’s years of education.

2.3. Research Methodology

A Mincerian earnings equation was used to evaluate the graduates’ economic returns
from these two types of education [56]. The Mincerian income equation model is illustrated
by Equation (1) below:

Ln(income) = B + Predu; + BrA; + ¢, 1

where income is the individual’s annual total income in 2017; edu; is the core explanatory
variable, representing graduates’ type of education; A; denotes a set of control variables;
and ¢ is the residual.

A binary logit model was used to examine the effect of the two types of education on
graduates” employment stability. Equation (2) below represents this model:

Stﬂbilityi =In (Pl/l—Pl) = [30 + Bledul- + BzXz +..0 Ban + €, (2)

where Stability; is the dependent variable, P; represents the probability of achieving a stable
job, g is the constant term, edu; stands for a graduate’s type of education, and ¢ represents
the residual.

A multinomial logit model was employed to analyse the relationship between the
types of education and the degree of subjective social status. The maximum likelihood
estimation (MLE) was utilised to calculate the coefficient in the multinomial logit model.
The model is represented by Equation (3) below:

Status; = Bo + P1edu; + ... + PnXn + ¢, 3)

where Status; is the dependent variable, edu; stands for a graduate’s type of education, 3o
is the constant term, X,, denotes a set of control variables, and ¢ is the residual. The base
value of the independent variable in Equations (2) and (3) was set to 0.
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3. Results
3.1. Descriptive Findings

The study’s descriptive findings are presented in Tables 3 and 4. The average annual in-
come of those with an upper-secondary education degree was RMB 45,211.44 (USD 6639.56),
which was 1.24 times of the average annual income (RMB 36,416.29/USD 3547.94) of the ru-
ral residents in the sample. In 2017, the annual income of rural upper-secondary vocational
graduates was slightly higher than that of their general/academic counterparts. In terms
of employment stability, the proportion of rural vocational graduates with stable jobs was
17.5% greater than that of rural general graduates at the upper-secondary educational level.
In terms of subjective social status, seven in ten rural graduates with upper-secondary
education believed that their social status was at the average level.

Table 3. Descriptive statistics.

Variable Mean (SD)/Percentage
Dependent Variable
Income 45,211.44 (116,807)
Ln(income) 10.18 (1.08)
Occupation
Low-skilled and blue-collar worker 23.8%
Highly skilled and blue-collar worker 13.4%
Low-skilled and white-collar worker 27.3%
Highly skilled and white-collar worker 9.3%
Employment stability
Stable work 47.7%
Unstable work 52.3%
Subjective social status
Low 25.6%
Average 70%
High 4.4%
Key Independent Variable
Upper-secondary education (vocational) 0.27 (0.44)
Control Variable
Age 42.60 (0.49)
Years of education 11.90 (0.39)
Gender (male) 0.61 (0.49)
Experience 14.07 (14.56)
Party membership (CPC) 0.11 (0.31)
Marriage (married) 0.81 (0.39)
Employment type (formal employment) 1.18 (0.52)
Father’s years of education 3.66 (4.35)
Training (received) 0.12 (0.32)

Table 4. Comparison of upper-secondary general and vocational graduates.

General Vocational
N (%) 954 (73.3) 348 (26.7)
Income (RMB) 44,857.67 46,188.79
Employment stability (%)
Stable work 41.8 59.3
Unstable work 58.2 40.7
Subjective social status (%)
Low 27.0 21.7
Average 68.1 75.1
High 4.8 3.2

Total 100.00 100.00
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3.2. Income

The ordinary least-squares (OLS) results regarding the relationship between the differ-
ent types of upper-secondary education (general/vocational) and income are presented
in Table 5. The first column shows the regression results of rural vocational education in
comparison to general education in terms of income; columns 2-5 display the regression
results of graduates from four occupational groups and their incomes. The regression
results demonstrated that rural upper-secondary vocational graduates earned more than
general graduates, which supported Hypothesis 1. The findings were still valid when so-
cioeconomic, location, and family factors were taken into account. As can be seen in Table 5,
in the blue-collar and highly skilled occupational group, the income of rural vocational
graduates was significantly higher than that of their general counterparts by 32.1%.

Table 5. Results of the OLS model.

Ln (Income)

Blue-Collar

Blue-Collar White-Collar White-Collar

Overall Low-Skilled Highly Skilled Low-Skilled Highly Skilled
Education 0.147(0.066) *** ~0.198(0.368) 0.321(0.082) *** 0.205(0.121) 0.180(0.194)
Years of education —0.006(0.080) 0.026(0.247) 0.231(0.126) * 0.022(0.091) —0.094(0.167)
Gender 0.342(0.072) *** 0.319(0.161) * 0.413(0.129) *** 0.335(0.104) *** 0.476(0.162) ***
Experience —0.005(0.003) —0.009(0.009) 0.002(0.005) 0.003(0.005) —0.006(0.007)
Party membership 0.033(0.067) 0.175(0.106) —0.024(0.302) —0.001(0.106) —0.194(0.163)
Marriage 0.272(0.137) * 0.754(0.359) ** 0.189(0.173) 0.187(0.147) 0.407(0.233) *

Employment type —0.526(0.067) *** —0.407(0.362) —0.534(0.130) *** —0.172(0.110) —0.392(0.131) **+*
Fat};gﬁ;ﬁ;‘f of 0.025(0.008) *** 0.014(0.015) 0.036(0.012) *** 0.027(0.014) * 0.021(0.014)

Social status 0.017(0.021) 0.007(0.046) 0.010(0.030) 0.067(0.020) *** 0.003(0.057)
Training 0.392(0.075) *** 0.383(0.306) 0.111(0.243) 0.390(0.142) ** 0.270(0.141) *
Constant 10.226(0.978) *** 9.226(2.907) *** 7.334(1.443) *** 9.414(1.169) *** 11.164(2.026) ***

N 925 287 166 348 121
Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
3.3. Employment Stability
Table 6 shows the effect of the different types of upper-secondary education on the
graduates’ employment stability. The results indicated that rural vocational graduates had
an advantage over general high school graduates in terms of employment stability, and
that their chances of landing a stable job were 1.82 times higher than those of their general
counterparts, which supported Hypothesis 2.
Table 6. Results of the binary logit model.
Employment Stability
. 95% CI
Odds Ratio Lower Bound Upper Bound
Education 0.599(0.295) ** 1.82(0.537) *** 0.02 1.178
Years of education —0.295(0.313) 0.745(0.233) —0.909 0.319
Ln(income) 0.667(0.208) *** 1.949(0.404) *** 0.26 1.074
Age —0.021(0.014) 0.979(0.014) —0.049 0.006
Gender —0.071(0.313) 0.931(0.291) —0.684 0.541
Experience —0.056(0.017) *** 0.946(0.016) *** —0.089 —0.023
Party membership —0.747(0.456) 0.474(0.216) —1.64 0.147
Marriage 0.221(0.366) 1.247(0.457) —0.498 0.939
Employment type —3.534(0.529) *** 0.029(0.015) *** —4.57 —2.498
Father’s years of education 0.061(0.031) ** 1.063(0.033) ** 0.001 0.122
Social status —0.11(0.081) 0.895(0.073) —0.27 0.049
Training —0.074(0.339) 0.928(0.315) —0.739 0.591
Constant 3.557(4.414) 35.062(154.747) —5.093 12.208
N 417

Standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05.
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3.4. Subjective Social Status

The relationship between the different types of upper-secondary education and the
subjective social status level is presented in Tables 7 and 8. The results indicated that
upper-secondary vocational education lowered graduates’ chances of obtaining high-level
subjective social status. In other words, upper-secondary vocational education graduates
in rural areas were found to be less likely to perceive themselves as having high-level social
status than general education graduates. Thus, Hypothesis 3 was supported.

Table 7. Results of the multinomial logistic model (low-level social status compared to average-level

social status).

Subjective Social Status

. 95% CI
Coef. Odds Ratio Lower Bound Upper Bound
Education —0.172 (0.187) 0.835(0.167) —0.540 0.196
Years of education —0.059(0.182) 0.942(0.172) —0.415 0.298
Ln(income) —0.251(0.081) *** 0.780(0.063) *** —0.404 —0.097
Age —0.00001(0.00001) 0.998(0.009) —0.0003 8.94 x 107°
Gender 0.281(0.177) 1.328(0.241) —0.066 0.628
Experience —0.00001(0.007) 1.002(0.007) —0.00003 0.00001
Party membership —0.453(0.257) * 0.636(0.167) * —0.960 0.053
Marriage 0.184(0.240) 1.230(0.323) —0.287 0.655
Employment type 0.102 (0.150) 1.078(0.995) —0.193 0.396
Father’s years of education —0.006(0.018) 0.995(0.018) —0.042 0.029
Constant 1.842(2.302) 6.704(15.607) —2.670 6.356
N 926
Standard errors in parentheses. *** p <0.01, * p <0.1.
Table 8. Results of the multinomial logistic model (high-level social status compared to average-level
social status).
Subjective Social Status
) 95% CI
Coef. Odds Ratio Lower Bound Upper Bound
Education —0.966(0.506) ** 0.357(0.185) ** —1.958 0.026
Years of education —0.088(0.392) 0.925(0.364) —0.856 0.680
Ln(income) —0.083(0.166) 0.894(0.155) —0.409 0.243
Age —0.0002(0.00001) 0.984(0.021) —0.0004 3.99 x 107°
Gender —0.045(0.372) 0.898(0.335) —0.774 0.684
Experience 0.037(0.124) *** 1.049(0.018) *** 0.013 0.062
Party membership —1.012(0.628) 0.377(0.238) —2.244 0.220
Marriage 0.058(0.572) 1.222(0.753) —1.62 1.178
Employment type —0.587(0.314) ** 0.532(0.170) ** —1.203 0.029
Father’s years of education 0.003(0.038) 1.013(0.038) —0.006 0.078
Constant —0.579(4.943) 1.090(5.482) —10.269 9.110
N 926

Standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05.

3.5. Robustness Checks

The above logistic regression models partially disregarded the endogenous issue
brought on by the interaction between the sample selection and variables, which may
have led to biased estimate results. Therefore, we conducted an additional robustness
check using trimmed samples (trimmed by 1%). Tables 9-12 presents the results from the
trimmed samples. The estimates were largely consistent with the above estimates presented
in Tables 5-8, demonstrating that the research results were robust.
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Table 9. Results of the OLS model.

Ln (Income)

Blue-Collar

Blue-Collar

White-Collar

White-Collar

Overall Low-Skilled Highly Skilled Low-Skilled Highly Skilled
Education 0.154(0.062) *** —0.172(0.276) 0.320(0.155) *** 0.217(0.097) ** 0.154(0.169)
Years of education —0.011(0.074) 0.005(0.169) 0.244(0.191) * 0.001(0.108) —0.034(0.183)
Gender 0.343(0.069) *** 0.312(0.13) * 0.333(0.185) *** 0.342(0.093) *** 0.607(0.179) ***
Experience —0.005(0.003) * —0.009(0.005) 0.002(0.006) 0.004(0.006) —0.01(0.006)
Party membership 0.032(0.07) 0.172(0.201) —0.004(0.263) 0.002(0.164) —0.235(0.206)
Marriage 0.26(0.138) * 0.754(0.357) ** 0.173(0.206) 0.164(0.111) 0.379(0.29) *
Employment type —0.519(0.064) *** —0.406(0.368) —0.523(0.176) *** —0.168(0.142) —0.435(0.196) ***
Father’s years of 0.026(0.008) *** 0.014(0.017) 0.039(0.018) *** 0.031(0.011) *** 0.018(0.019)
education
Social status 0.017(0.021) 0.003(0.037) 0.013(0.040) 0.067(0.027) *** —0.022(0.051)
Training 0.37(0.07) *** 0.383(0.261) 0.095(0.235) 0.385(0.131) ** 0.197(0.155)
Constant 10.282(0.9) *** 9.489(2.131) *** 7.235(2.312) *** 9.646(1.292) *** 10.658(2.151) ***
N 922 286 165 348 120
R-squared 0.157 0.059 0.146 0.104 0.145
Number of 27 25 22 25 24
province
Province FE YES YES YES YES YES
Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
Table 10. Results of the binary logit model.
Employment Stability
. 95% CI
Coef. Odds Ratio Lower Bound Upper Bound
Education 0.541(0.292) * 1.718(0.502) ** —0.032 1.114
Years of education —0.266(0.313) 0.745(0.233) —0.879 0.347
Ln(income) 0.663(0.207) *** 1.949(0.404) *** 0.258 1.067
Age —0.022(0.014) 0.979(0.014) —0.049 0.005
Gender —0.035(0.311) 0.931(0.291) —0.645 0.574
Experience —0.056(0.017) *** 0.946(0.016) *** —0.089 —0.022
Party membership —0.718(0.455) 0.474(0.216) —1.609 0.174
Marriage 0.25(0.363) 1.247(0.457) —0.461 0.961
Employment type —3.519(0.523) *** 0.029(0.015) *** —4.544 —2.494
Father’s years of education 0.06(0.033) ** 1.063(0.033) ** —0.003 0.124
Social status —0.11(0.081) 0.896(0.073) —0.269 0.049
Training —0.076(0.339) 0.926(0.314) —0.741 0.588
Constant 3.557(4.414) 35.062(154.747) —5.383 11.887
N 413
Standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
Table 11. Results of the multinomial logistic model (low-level social status compared to average-level
social status).
Subjective Social Status
) 95% CI
Coef. Odds Ratio Lower Bound Upper Bound
Education —0.195 (0.198) —0.195(0.199) —0.584 0.195
Years of education —0.051(0.183) —0.051(0.183) —0.409 0.308
Ln(income) —0.254(0.082) *** —0.254(0.082) *** —0.415 —0.094
Age —0.003(0.009) —0.003(0.009) —0.019 0.014
Gender 0.276(0.180) 0.276(0.18) —0.078 0.629
Experience —0.002(0.007) 0.002(0.007) —0.013 0.016
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Table 11. Cont.

Subjective Social Status

. 95% CI
Coef. Odds Ratio Lower Bound Upper Bound
Party membership —0.457(0.263) * —0.457(0.263) * —0.972 0.059
Marriage 0.213(0.262) 0.213(0.262) —0.300 0.725
Employment type 0.098 (0.164) 0.098(0.164) —0.224 0.420
Father’s years of education —0.004(0.019) —0.004(0.019) —0.041 0.033
Constant 1.870(2.331) 1.87(2.331) —2.700 6.439
N 918
Standard errors in parentheses. *** p <0.01, *p <0.1.
Table 12. Results of the multinomial logistic model (high-level social status compared to average-level
social status).
Subjective Social Status
. 95% CI
Coef. Odds Ratio Lower Bound Upper Bound
Education —1.088(0.515) ** —1.088(0.515) ** —2.097 —0.080
Years of education —0.060(0.394) —0.06(0.394) —0.832 0.711
Ln(income) —0.123(0.176) —0.123(0.176) —0.467 0.221
Age —0.022(0.021) —0.022(0.021) —0.063 0.019
Gender —0.026(0.373) —0.026(0.373) —0.758 0.706
Experience 0.049(0.017) *** 0.049(0.017) *** 0.016 0.082
Party membership —0.986(0.631) —0.986(0.631) —2.223 0.251
Marriage 0.295(0.612) 0.295(0.612) —0.905 1.496
Employment type —0.611(0.315) ** —0.611(0.315) * —1.223 0.006
Father’s years of education 0.010(0.039) 0.01(0.039) —0.066 0.087
Constant 0.120(5.055) 0.12(5.055) —9.787 10.027
N 918

Standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.

4. Discussion

Based on CLDS data, we compared the labour market results of two types of upper-
secondary education (the vocational and general pathways) in rural China in terms of the
graduates” income and employment stability. We also compared their subjective social
status. This produced a number of noteworthy findings.

Firstly, the different types of upper-secondary education led to discrepancies in grad-
uates’ incomes in rural China, with graduates of the vocational route benefiting from an
economic advantage. This was similar to the results generated by a study in Switzerland,
indicating higher wages for vocational graduates compared with academic ones [42]. How-
ever, this contradicted the empirical results concerning graduates at the post-secondary
level in urban China, which showed that post-secondary academic graduates enjoyed
more advanced labour market positions than their vocational counterparts [57,58]. It was
evident that in rural China, compared with the general/academic pathway, the upper-
secondary vocational pathway improved students’ future incomes, especially as blue-collar
highly skilled workers. Secondly, the results of this research also demonstrated that, in
comparison to the jobs of academic graduates, the jobs held by upper-secondary voca-
tional graduates involved a higher level of security. The specific human capital acquired
by vocational graduates could enable them to immediately apply their practical skills to
the workplace and benefit from a higher level of employment stability [41]. Finally, this
research showed that even though graduating from upper-secondary vocational education
could increase one’s income and employment stability, it still led to a lower subjective
social status compared with experiencing a general education. This concurred with the
findings of qualitative studies showing that vocational education is considered inferior or a
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poor second choice [11,12]. It was apparent that these societal sentiments about the low
standing of vocational education and its associated occupations were still pervasive. Those
graduating from the vocational route perceived themselves to be at a lower level of the
social hierarchy compared with those in the general route.

Apart from the education factor, it is evident that gender relations also have a signifi-
cantly impact on the income disparity in rural China. Since the beginning of the reform
era, marketisation has increased gender income inequality in China’s labour market [59].
Based on China Household Income Project (CHIP) data, Kim argued that female workers
were in a disadvantage position in terms of human capital accumulation when compared
with male workers [60]. The gender gap in earnings and employment remains alarmingly
apparent and requires that policymakers take gender factors into account.

This paper showed that upper-secondary vocational education is a pathway with
significant potential and value in rural China, yet those who benefited from it did not
perceive their social position as favourable. The perceived undesirable social status among
vocational graduates could potentially lead to the even lower attractiveness of vocational
education [61]. The Chinese government is urged to highlight the goal of promoting the
parity of esteem between the vocational and academic routes, positioning vocational learn-
ing as a beneficial alternative that is crucial to all students. Rather than being marginalised
as an ‘inferior option’ [26], vocational education should be collaboratively promoted by
multiple actors, including policymakers, industry advisors, employers, educators, and
community workers.

5. Conclusions

The aim of this research was to explore whether VET at the upper-secondary level
leads to better labour market outcomes than academic education in Chinese rural areas.
Drawing data from the China Labour-force Dynamic Survey (CLDS), we also quantitively
investigated the social prestige of vocational and academic education among rural residents
by comparing the level of subjective social status of those who graduated from upper-
secondary vocational schools and general academic schools. Admittedly, for this paper,
we used a rather small sample of rural graduates with upper-secondary education from
the CLDS 2018, which introduced a number of limitations. It prevented our study from
investigating other factors influencing rural graduates’ labour market results. It is possible
that unobserved variables existed that may have led to biases in our casual inferences.
Nonetheless, this paper represents a contribution to the literature on the labour market
outcomes of upper-secondary graduates in rural China, as well as their subjective social
status. In recent years, the Chinese government has put increased emphasis on vocational
education, which could produce the ‘skill-oriented talents” that the Chinese economy
desperately requires [36]. In particular, this study demonstrated that the National Strategic
Plan for Rural Revitalisation, which promotes vocational education in rural areas, could
potentially benefit rural residents financially and possibly bring more job security for
rural youth. However, cultural change is needed to ensure the elevation of the standing
of vocational education and promote the worthiness, effectiveness, and capabilities that
vocational graduates possess.
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