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With the late twentieth-century reform of the labour 

market in China, jobs ceased to be guaranteed by the 

government, and higher education became more and 

more a requirement for even low-level positions. A 

surplus of academics and a lack of skilled workers are 

consequences of these developments – yet vocational 

education, a clear solution to this problem, has had 

a persistently negative reputation as a second-class 

education, suitable only for weak students whose 

results are too low for an academic middle school.

Against this background, Entering Society analyses 

the social environments, personalities, values and 

perceptions of vocational education students over 

three years in Shanghai. The results show how ado-

lescents stigmatized by society view themselves, their 

education, their identities and their futures.
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Preface 

Against the rapid development of China’s economy, its educational system is 
also increasingly attracting international attention – it has inspired both awe 
and criticism. For instance, the country has seen a tremendous increase in the 
number of students engaged in higher education since around the start of this 
century. Enrolment in undergraduate and graduate programs of regular higher 
education institutions stands at 29 million in 2016, compared to just 3.2 million 
in 1999 – a nine-fold rise. When China first participated in the Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA) organized by the OECD (Organisa-
tion for Economic Co-operation and Development) its top scores in science, 
mathematics and reading abilities of 15-year-olds generated headlines. Part of 
that surprise was unjustified since only students from China’s most advanced 
metropolis, Shanghai, participated who are hardly representative for the whole 
country. As the scope was widened to also include Beijing, Jiangsu and Guang-
dong, China’s PISA ranking dropped accordingly. But in 2015 it still outper-
formed Germany in science and mathematics (the latter by a large margin) and 
was only slightly behind in reading. This makes it hard to dismiss China’s edu-
cational achievements. 

However, at the same time reports on these developments are also quick to 
point out that they are gained at great personal and social costs: The higher 
education expansion has devalued college degrees so that these are no longer 
seen as an entry ticket into the expanding middle classes anymore. They are a 
necessary but far from sufficient condition to climb the social ladder. Students 
at Chinese schools scramble even harder to score high on the national college 
entrance exams (gaokao) in order to get into elite universities that still offer the 
best chances of social advancement. Yet those who fail to get into higher educa-
tion, or even worse, are sorted out already at the level of senior middle school 
entrance exams (zhongkao) are seen as losers in the intensified educational 
arms race. For them, the only option for further educational advancement in an 
increasingly knowledge-based economy is vocational education. In fact, this 
need not be a bad choice, since many experts argue that China’s economy will 
need better-trained workers if the country is to succeed in shifting its develop-
ment model from low-cost manufacturing to higher value-added business activ-
ities. Therefore, Chinese local governments have opened more vocational 
schools and enrolment in secondary vocational schools rose from five million in 
1999 to 16 million in 2016. But despite all efforts to raise the standing of this 
 



form of education, mainstream public opinion still accords it a low prestige. So, 
students entering this form of schooling generally face a sort of social stigma. 

Isabelle Harbrecht’s study is devoted to this particular group of Chinese 
students. In a growing field of research on China’s educational system, this is 
the first study to use an innovative mixed-methods approach and panel design 
to follow cohorts of students throughout their educational career at vocational 
schools. Through her unique data Harbrecht produces some surprising insights 
into the social worlds of vocational schools, in particular from the perspective 
of the students themselves. For example, we learn that the label of “losers” in 
the educational rat race is oversimplified and does not adequately express their 
own sense of self-worth. Moreover, she traces the trajectories of student atti-
tudes throughout the process of vocational education and demonstrates how 
these change over time – a key contribution going beyond earlier works on the 
subject. 

The author not only uses cutting-edge methodologies, but also relevant so-
ciological theories to analyze her findings, while also contextualizing them by 
drawing on empirical studies on China and beyond conducted by other scholars. 
This makes the book a rewarding read not only for those interested in Chinese 
education or even the China specialist. It provides a lens to study Chinese socie-
ty more broadly through the specific prism of vocational education. This should 
be of interest for sociologists as well as education specialists who want to see 
whether their own models of explanation hold in a quite different society such 
as the Chinese one.  

 
 

Björn Alpermann 
Würzburg, November 2018
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1 Introduction 

Rapid economic development, the abolition of the ‘iron rice bowl’ and a transi-
tion towards a competition based market economy are three of the factors 
which have caused profound changes not only in the Chinese economy but also 
in Chinese society. Before labour market reforms in the 1990s, the individual in 
urban China was assigned a work unit (danwei 单位) in which accommodation 
and food was provided along with guaranteed income. Today, Chinese citizens 
can no longer rely on the state and instead have become responsible for their 
own livelihood. Work, housing and retirement, which used to be a given for the 
older generations, need to be attained through the individuals’ own efforts. This 
has led to heightened rivalry for jobs, and academic credentials have become an 
important asset in the labour market (Hanser 2002a, 2002b). The birth-control 
policy which drastically reduced the number of children born since the early 
1980s has also increased the pressure many young Chinese feel to succeed. 
Parents rely on their children for old-age support and therefore invest all their 
resources in their children’s education to make sure they enter the competitive 
Chinese labour market in a good position. In urban areas, where the birth-
control policy was effectively a one-child policy, all hopes and expectations are 
placed on the one offspring (Fong 2004). 

With the end of the danwei era, the Chinese individual has been disembed-
ded from traditional institutions. Young Chinese still face several constraints 
which are beyond their control, but they also seem to have more freedom than 
their parents or grandparents had, and the choices to shape their futures. Their 
situation has come to resemble what Ulrich Beck (1986) describes in his theory 
of individualization in second modernity – a theory which he himself suggested 
could be adapted from its original basis in liberal democracies to appropriately 
explain social phenomena in modern China (Beck, Grande 2010). Through 
analyzing the empirical data on which the present study is based, it can be seen 
that the general assumptions of Beck’s individualization thesis are indeed an 
adequate framework for explaining vocational education students’ realities in 
21st century Shanghai. 

The rising importance and popularity of university degrees have led to so-
called ‘diploma inflation’, meaning that university degrees have become in-
creasingly common and can no longer guarantee a stable, well-paid job with 
good working conditions. Instead, even poorly paid jobs with simple tasks 
might require a tertiary education. Higher education is therefore not just a 
sufficient but also a necessary condition for good employment (Liu 2008a). The 
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flipside of this rapid expansion of academic education in recent years is a short-
age of skilled workers. Despite the government’s efforts to strengthen vocation-
al education, it is still considered a bad choice and its students are stigmatized 
as ‘dumb’ and ‘difficult’ (Hansen, Woronov 2013). Via an exam and a quota 
system, the government channels just fewer than 50% of all students entering 
upper secondary education into vocational schools. This measure enforces the 
general opinion that only poor performing students enter vocational education. 
On top of that, this is a one-way street. Once students have left academic educa-
tion, they cannot return. If they want a tertiary education degree, they need to 
pass another exam and then can only enroll in vocational courses. Due to these 
policies, a considerable proportion of each generation is thus forced to ‘fail’ in 
the academic school system and has to learn to live with the consequences. 

Therefore, vocational education needs to satisfy the educational desires of 
millions of young Chinese and their parents. It needs to provide young people 
with skills which enable them to make a living for themselves and their families 
because for them, vocational education has become the only educational path 
left open. Hence, the significance of this education in regard to poverty preven-
tion and the promotion of social stability cannot be overestimated.  

In addition, vocational education is an important factor when it comes to 
China’s economic development and international competitiveness. Skilled 
workers are needed to modernize industrial production and to improve the 
quality of products ‘Made in China’ (Zhang 2013a; Ministry of Education, Min-
istry of Development and Reform, Ministry of Finance, Ministry of Human 
Resources and Social Securities, Ministry of Agriculture, State Council Depart-
ment for Aid-the-poor 2014). 

When it comes to social research in China, common subjects explored are 
migrants, members of a new urban middle class, singletons, university students, 
and similar subjects. Although they are by no means a negligible minority, 
vocational education students have very rarely been the focus of sociological 
studies and, if they are, scholars have usually turned to rural schools or sub-
standard schools in urban areas. Contrary to this, the present study focuses on 
very good vocational schools in Shanghai, where the question arises whether 
the belief that vocational education equals failure is as uncontested as it seems. 
Migrant workers’ children in Shanghai might consider it as a success as it would 
raise their education level above their parents’, let them experience better edu-
cation quality compared to their peers in the provinces, and lead to easy em-
ployment. Similarly, Shanghainese parents with nine years of schooling or fewer 
might be content if their children graduate from upper secondary level with a 
technical degree which immediately makes their children more qualified than 
the parents have ever been. 
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As a result, the present study focuses on students’ attitudes towards their 
education and how these attitudes change throughout their years in vocational 
education. Drawing on Morrissey (2016: 8–9), attitudes are understood as a 
construct consisting of feelings, beliefs and behaviors. Consequently, the study 
at hand presents a comprehensive analysis of students’ lives, personalities, be-
liefs, values and feelings in relation to vocational education. It specifically high-
lights how students manage their stigma after entering their new, undesirable 
schools. Central questions are: What kinds of identities do they develop? What 
motivates them? What are the values they internalize? The study follows stu-
dents when they enter society and asks how they see themselves as vocational 
education students in Chinese society. Do they see themselves as winners – 
sought after in the labour market – or losers – who dropped out of the academic 
education system? Finally, the present study draws attention to how individual-
ization creates an environment in which students feel responsible for their own 
future, and perceive chances and opportunities while navigating risks. It shows 
if and how vocational education enables them to survive in society. 

This study is based on quantitative and qualitative data collected over three 
years in two of Shanghai’s key vocational schools. A panel design and mixed 
method approach allow an in-depth insight into students’ worlds. Semi-
structured interviews have been conducted with 21 electrical engineering stu-
dents from different cohorts. Each student has been interviewed up to three 
times. In addition, all first and third year students in both schools filled in ques-
tionnaires and first year students filled in a follow-up questionnaire after they 
had entered their second year in vocational school. 

1.1 Outline of the Thesis 

Chapters Two to Four belong to the first part of the thesis, which provides im-
portant background information, while the second part, Chapter Five to Nine, 
is based on the empirical data and contributes to the existing body of research. 
Chapter Ten provides a final discussion and summary of the research results. 

Chapter Two gives an overview of existing related studies and literature, and 
subsequently introduces the three most important theoretical frameworks of 
this thesis. Namely, these are the above mentioned theory of individualization 
and, closely connected, the theory of risk society, both of which have been put 
forward by Ulrich Beck, as well as Anthony Giddens, Zygmunt Bauman and 
others. The analysis of students’ identities and their stigma management is 
based on Erwin Goffman’s ideas about the stigmatized individual. Chapter Two 
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Section Two introduces Goffman’s theory and gives a brief overview of how 
definitions of identity have changed, while pointing out underlying similarities 
and putting Goffman’s oeuvre into perspective. The last part of the chapter 
summarizes Edward Deci and Richard Ryan’s conclusions on motivation for-
mation which are based on numerous empirical studies in different settings. 

Chapter Three introduces the Chinese education system and explains cul-
turally specific characteristics such as high competition and the link of a per-
son’s worth to their academic performance. The second part of this chapter 
introduces the vocational system and its deficits, which are mutually dependent 
and lead to a vicious cycle causing and reinforcing the deeply rooted bad repu-
tation of vocational education in Chinese society. Finally, attention is drawn to 
Shanghai as the research setting because it is important to acknowledge that 
Shanghai is a special case in China, which has significant implications for the 
research results. Looking at key vocational schools in Shanghai means looking 
at best practice models which might be transferred to other provinces in the 
future. It also means that deficits existing in these schools would also exist and 
probably be more severe in other places. 

Chapter Four describes the research process and the empirical data which 
consists of questionnaires, interviews with students, teachers and tutors, as well 
as classroom observations and factory visits. 

The main part of the study is divided into five chapters all based on the em-
pirical data and each concerning a different aspect of students’ lives. The chap-
ters proceed from the environment, i.e. family background and social circles, 
through students’ opinions on vocational education and their experiences with 
work and finishes with students’ inner perspectives, highlighting their value 
systems and providing insights into their identities and self-perceptions. 

Chapter Five, the first empirical chapter, portrays students’ families point-
ing out differences and similarities between Shanghainese and migrant parents. 
While parents’ education level is generally low, migrants have fewer years of 
schooling compared to Shanghainese. Some students have siblings and the 
overwhelming majority lives in nuclear families. In school, most students are 
able to make friends with their peers and also have what they characterize as 
‘good relationships’ with their teachers. 

Some of the central research questions, such as students’ opinions on voca-
tional education and their changes over time, will be discussed in Chapter Six. 
Combining the results of questionnaires and interviews, common attitudes as 
well as exceptions to these are elaborated. It becomes clear that vocational edu-
cation was not a free choice for the majority of students but their experiences 
are nonetheless positive once they enter their new schools. Subsequently, stu- 
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dents form more critical and differentiated opinions throughout their educa-
tion. 

Chapter Seven follows students into the labour market. During their intern-
ships, which are part of vocational education, students have their first experi-
ences with work. Often these lead to more negative attitudes towards vocational 
education and an adjustment of future plans. The second part of the chapter 
focusses on graduated students and their employment situation. It becomes 
clear that finding a job is not difficult but finding what students consider a 
‘good’ job is a much bigger challenge. Also, working in a training-related field is 
not a priority for the students. Hence, vocational education cannot, or only to a 
limited degree, satisfy the economy’s need for skilled workers. 

In Chapter Eight the thesis turns to students’ value systems which are char-
acterized by a mix of collective/family-related and individualistic/independ-
ence-focused values. The argument of the present study is that these are not 
antagonistic but functionally dependent: individualistic values support over-
arching collective ones. This chapter subsequently elaborates how students have 
a strong sense of responsibility which relates directly to Beck’s individualization 
thesis. 

Chapter Nine gives a detailed insight into students’ self-assessments and 
thereby answers several of the core research questions. The chapter describes 
their personal development and analyzes their motivation. A brief subsection 
highlights the differences between genders and portrays the difficulties female 
students face in a technical training course. Later, students voice their opinions 
on their generation and their ideas of growing up. Finally, their social identities 
and ways of dealing with their stigma are evaluated. The last part of this chapter 
lets students themselves answer the question of whether they are winners or 
losers in Chinese society. 

Last, Chapter Ten discusses and summarizes the results of the empirical 
chapters and thereby answers the question of whether vocational education 
succeeds in providing its students with the skills necessary to compete in the 
Chinese labour market and to make a living in an individualized Chinese socie-
ty. 



 

 



 

 

2 State of Research and Theoretical Framework 

2.1 Related Studies and Literature 

Several empirical studies in Germany proved the long-lasting effect of schools, 
and failure in school, on a person’s biography (Kramer 2014: 428). Since 1954, 
attitudes, expectations and the values of youth are collected through the Shell 
Youth Studies. Roughly every four years a representative sample of German 
youth aged between 12 and 25 provide the data. Social scientist Klaus Hurrel-
mann has been part of the organizing team since 2002. His focus is the influ-
ence of school on the socialization of youth (Hurrelmann, Neubauer 1986). As 
early as the 1980s he succeeded in proving with a longitudinal study the influ-
ence of failure in school on students’ lives and attitudes. Students project poor 
performance in school on themselves and lose their self-esteem (Kramer 2014: 
425–426). 

In the 1990s, Dieter Nittel (1992) employed qualitative interviews in order 
to gain insights into how schools influence students’ identities. He pointed out 
that the first teacher has an important role, but also that schools already influ-
ence students before enrolment by creating certain expectations. Nittel devel-
oped his theories with the concept of an adaptation trajectory (Anpassungsver-
laufskurve) and a failure trajectory (Schulversagensverlaufskurve), and he, as 
well as Hurrelmann, pointed out that failure in school has a long-lasting nega-
tive effect on students’ self-concepts, interests and feelings of belonging. 

Nittel focused on the Gymnasium, the high school level which ends with the 
Abitur exam which allows students to enter a university in Germany. Ulrike 
Schaupp (2014), on the other hand, looked at students who had already 
dropped out of this preferred school form and had to attend a high school level 
which does not qualify for university. She pointed out that after what she 
termed ‘negative selection’ students underwent a positive development as their 
grades improved and so did their self-esteem. This raises the question of whe-
ther Schaupp’s findings are valid in China as well, and if students who had to 
enter a vocational school due to poor results in the lower middle school experi-
ence a similar positive development and gain self-esteem despite being looked 
down on by society. 

Carsten Rohlfs (2011) used a longitudinal study design to research schools 
in disadvantaged areas in the city of Bremen, along with their students’ atti-
tudes towards education. He concluded that students’ performances in school 
not only influenced their self-esteem but also their attitudes towards education 
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– which in return influenced their later performances in school. He proved that 
positive attitudes towards education can be fostered by giving students some 
autonomy and a feeling of self-effectiveness, as well as by supporting their feel-
ing of belonging in their social environment. Additionally, teachers can support 
students’ positive attitudes by taking care of their needs and interests (Rohlfs 
2011: 342–348). 

Since the influence of school and failure in school are undisputed, these 
kinds of studies are common also in other countries. Differently from Germany, 
where sociologists and education experts focus on this matter, in China we 
mainly find scholars in the field of Chinese Studies doing education and society 
related research. With its bad reputation, vocational education is the most suit-
able educational form when analyzing students’ handling of failure in school 
and the resulting long-lasting effects. 

In Germany, the most common methods employed in this field of study are 
quantitative. Studies are designed to be representative of all of Germany. In 
China, on the other hand, it is much more complicated to administer broad 
quantitative studies due to political restrictions. At the same time, huge regional 
differences make it difficult, if not impossible, to design a quantitative study 
which is able to capture all of China. As a result, qualitative studies which rely 
mainly on interviews with students, teachers and parents are the most common 
method. The qualitative datasets are sometimes complemented with question-
naires. These studies commonly provide a portrait of the situation for a certain 
region in China. 

T.E. Woronov is an urban anthropologist who conducted several studies in 
vocational education in an urban environment in China. Most notably are two 
related studies she published in 2011 and 2015 drawing on data she gathered 
during a year-long field study in Nanjing between 2007 and 2008. Woronov 
argues that vocational education graduates form a new class in urban China’s 
society between the new middle-class and uneducated migrant workers. Woro-
nov is one of the few scientists who researches how vocational education stu-
dents deal with their label as ‘failures’. Comparing her work with the results of 
the present study allows us to see the similarities and the differences between 
vocational education students in poor schools in a second-tier city and top 
schools in a first-tier city. Since Woronov did not compare different age groups 
in her study and was not able to do a quantitative survey or analyze real panel 
data, the development and changes of attitudes among the students, which the 
present study was able to bring to the fore, will add further valuable insights to 
Woronov’s findings. 

Mette Halskov Hansen has done numerous anthropological studies in rural 
China, including provinces of Zhejiang, Fujian, and Yunnan. One of her focus-
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es is the growing individualization in China and its consequences for the indi-
vidual and society as a whole. Hansen found that many of her subjects share a 
strong sense of responsibility concerning their lives and interpreted this with 
reference to Ulrich Beck as a proof of individualization within Chinese society 
(Hansen, Svarverud 2010; Hansen 2015). Taking rural middle schools as an 
example, Hansen elaborated how socialist values are taught and how, at the 
same time, individualism develops within China’s younger generation (Hansen 
2013a: 15, 2012b: 135). Hansen and Woronov (2013) conducted a study on 
vocational education in urban and rural areas in Nanjing. After several weeks in 
the field, they concluded that despite the expansion of vocational education, the 
bad reputation persists and influences teachers, students and parents. In a sepa-
rate publication, Hansen (2013) also observed that qualified teachers and good 
students are drawn to good schools, leaving poor students in substandard 
schools and thereby cementing a status quo of student performance and school 
quality. 

Between 2008 and 2011, Ling Minhua (2015) conducted several months of 
empirical research with a focus on migrant students in vocational schools in 
Shanghai. She described the consequences students are facing when they have 
to leave the academic education system and how the bad reputation of voca-
tional education stigmatizes the students. Like the present study, Ling found 
that the differences between migrants and local students in these schools are 
minimal because they have similar financial backgrounds and living environ-
ments. She also found that the state policies which channel certain students into 
vocational schools result in a reproduction of society – a conclusion which is 
again affirmed by the results of the present study. 

Amy Hanser (2002) and Lisa Hoffman (2008) focus on the Chinese labour 
market and how young job seekers are coping with the recent changes. Both 
scientists analyze techniques which are commonly used by young people to 
secure jobs, and both found that young people are becoming increasingly en-
terprising, meaning that they seek self-development through their work. Hoff-
man introduced the idea of ‘patriotic professionals’ to describe how young 
people seek jobs which help them improve while also being concerned with the 
development of the nation. With this notion she argued against Stanley Rosen 
(2004) who proclaimed the “victory of materialism” and wrote that money has 
become the most important factor of success in every aspect of life, including 
employment. Hanser maintained that guanxi (关系), personal relationships, are 
still relevant, especially for people with a low education level, when competing 
for jobs. Several other authors have discussed the relevance of guanxi in mod-
ern China, most of them relying on their own qualitative fieldwork. These are 
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Bian Yanjie (2002), Scott Wilson (2002), Reza Hasmath (2011), and Millissa F.Y. 
Cheung, et al. (2009), to name a few. 

Yunxiang Yan (2009, 2010b, 2011) conducts anthropological studies in 
North-Eastern China. In several of his publications he focuses on the rise of the 
individual especially within the younger generation in China. Yan argues that 
the individualization processes in China are substantially different from the 
same in the west because of Party control. Chinese individualization is limited 
to economic and private lives but does not include political rights or a liberal 
democracy. As Yan regularly concludes: China demonstrates pre-modern, 
modern and post-modern conditions at the same time. This leads to a moral 
crisis which includes diminishing social trust, cynicism and the changing of 
collective to individual values. 

Andrew Kipnis (2001, 2011a, 2011b, 2012) is another anthropologist worth 
mentioning. He gathers his data in Shandong province. Several of his publica-
tions focus on education in China and the new so-called education for quality 
(suzhi jiaoyu 素质教育). Kipnis (1997, 2002) also researched the use of guanxi 
– personal relationships – in modern China and, its related customs, such as 
gift giving. 

Vanessa Fong (2004, 2007) focusses on the generation of children born 
without siblings during the 1980s. Since 1992, based on a longitudinal design, 
she followed a group of only-children and their families, and discussed their 
value systems, their goals, their consumption patterns, their attitudes towards 
filial piety, and other relevant topics. 

Lin Yi (2005, 2007) is concerned with education opportunities for ethnic 
minorities. He shows in his work how the political discourses on minorities and 
suzhi influence minority children’s identities and ultimately lead to a reproduc-
tion of society. 

Scott Rozelle and Shi Yaojiang have done several studies with bigger re-
search teams focusing on education in rural areas, unequal education opportu-
nities for poor rural students and the effects of nutrition on educational attain-
ment (Wang et al. 2011; Yue et al. 2016). Noteworthy in relation to the present 
study is the mixed-methods analysis on reasons for the high drop-out rates in 
rural secondary schools. Using statistical data as well as data from interviews, 
the authors found that drop-out rates in rural vocational schools were especially 
high because the education quality was deemed so inferior that it was not con-
sidered worth the time. There were also considerable short-term benefits of 
dropping out: an unskilled worker can earn in one month more than the annual 
per capita income in poor rural areas according to a third-party study quoted in 
the publication (Shi et al. 2015). 
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Most of the above-mentioned authors conduct their research in the field of 
anthropology and mainly or exclusively employ qualitative methods. Few of 
them use real panel data for their research and, apart from Scott and Rozelle, 
none has combined a real panel with qualitative and quantitative data. Also, 
unless they focus on migrants, most scholars choose to conduct their research 
not in first-tier cities but in urban or rural environments of other more ‘average’ 
or poor places. Therefore, the present study on vocational education students 
not only focuses on a less-seen subject but it is also unique due to its location 
and its study design. By providing an in-depth view of the process of growing-
up for vocational education students in Shanghai, the present study adds to the 
existing body of studies on Chinese society and youth in particular, as well as to 
the studies concerning the question of school influence on students’ lives and 
identities. 

When it comes to studies published in the Chinese language, only very few 
turned out to be relevant as resources. Most studies are based on quantitative 
research. Tan Lilian et al. (2007) conducted a study on students’ personalities in 
a vocational school in Guangxi, and concluded that close to half (48.12%) of the 
929 participating students had ‘difficult personalities’ – meaning they lacked 
self-esteem, the ability to learn and understand, or communication skills. Zhang 
Qingxia et al. (2007) did another survey on the psychological wellbeing of 362 
students in a vocational school in Qingdao. The results showed that male stu-
dents experience more pressure compared to female students, and students in 
the countryside are disadvantaged compared to urban students because they 
have fewer material resources and less family support, which results in poor 
psychological wellbeing and poor communication skills. Tang Tuhong et al. 
(2013) wrote about the values and characteristics of the so-called 1990s Genera-
tion which is supposed to be increasingly materialistic and influenced by media. 
Yang Weili (2013) gave an overview of youth research in China and pointed out 
that research has been overly focused on theory and guided by politics instead 
of problems. Current youth research neglects migrants, peasants and working 
youth, according to Yang. The Ministry of Education and the Shanghai Educa-
tion Commission regularly publish articles about employment rates, income, 
field of employment and mutual satisfaction of employers and employees, 
which contain official statistics (Ministry of Education 2016; Shanghai Educa-
tion Commission 2015). Overall, Chinese studies often focus on representative-
ness and quantitative information. 

Filial piety is an important concept which is also a common topic for Chi-
nese social scientists. Jiang Xia and Tang Peng (2007) discussed what they expe-
rience as a decline of filial piety in Chinese youth, and Kong Runnian (2012) 
gave a brief overview of the history of filial piety. English language publications 
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are by the above-mentioned Vanessa Fong, Yunxiang Yan, and Andrew Kipnis, 
as well as by Liu Fengshu (2008b), Cheung Chau-Kiu et al. (2009), H.J. Zhan et 
al. (2008), and Hu Yang and Jacqueline Scott (2016). In Chapter Eight the on-
going debate about the continuing or diminishing importance of filial values 
among the younger generations will be outlined in further detail, and the pre-
sent study proposes a new framework of values with filial piety at the core. 

Aris Chan (2009) wrote about children of migrant workers in the country-
side as well as in cities, and the education-related difficulties they encounter. 
The All-China Women’s Federation (2013) has done research on the same issue, 
and numerous authors have conducted empirical studies on migrant’s lives in 
Chinese cities, e.g. Zhang (2002), Lan (2014), Goodburn (2015), Griffiths (2010) 
and Sun (2008). Since roughly half of the students in the sample are not local 
Shanghainese, the present study adds new insights to this body of publications 
as well. 

Finally, for more information on the vocational education system, see the 
Chinese publication by Xu Xiaozhou (2009); and Schulte (2012, 2013), Wang 
(2010) and UNESCO-UNEVOC (2013) for English language publications. 

2.2 Risk Society and Individualization 

In reaction to substantial changes in modern German society triggered by tech-
nological development, globalization and new threats such as environmental 
pollution and terror, Ulrich Beck (1986, 1994) developed his theories of risk 
society and individualization as parts of his theory of second modernity in or-
der to explain and understand the new developments. People in second moder-
nity – which has also been labeled late or reflexive – face different risks which 
are unevenly spread and perceived differently. Some risks occur globally such as 
climate change or contagious diseases, while others are restricted to certain 
nations or locations and often caused by politics and/or unbalanced develop-
ment such as corruption, pollution or infrastructure-related accidents (Han, 
Shim 2010: 471). In consequence, some locations face higher risks than others. 
Although occurring risks harm all people in the same way, the means to escape 
these risks depend on available resources, like access to education, financial 
assets, or mobility. Therefore, social differences are still relevant in second mo-
dernity but the social classes cease to be the defining feature of a society (Beck 
1986: 31–35). Biographies are no longer pre-defined and standardized. Children 
do not necessarily pick up their parents’ occupation but choose one by them-
selves. People often have to change occupation during their lives and, in conse-
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quence, professions lose their identity-creating feature. This is what Beck calls 
individualization: the breaking down of existing social structures, loss of stabil-
ity and traditional securities, and new control over the course of life (Beck 1986: 
206–207). Success and failure are attributed to the individual and individuals 
need to make their own life choices. Whereas in the past, unemployment, for 
example, was usually experienced by whole groups of workers together, nowa-
days it has become a risk which threatens individuals throughout their working 
lives. Everybody can become unemployed at any time during their career and it 
is up to the skilled individual to avoid it (Beck 1986: 143–151). This leads to a 
heightened sense of responsibility and with that, new risks of psychological 
distress, low self-esteem, or sense of failure occur. Individualization does not 
mean that each life is becoming individual and unique, but it means that the 
individual constantly needs to make choices and actively create their own biog-
raphy. Ronald Hitzler described this new way of living as ‘do-it-yourself biog-
raphy’ (Bastelbiographie) (Beck-Gernsheim 1994: 120; Hitzler, Honer 1994: 
311). Yet throughout his works, Beck stressed the fact that individualization 
and choice cannot be misunderstood as freedom. Not every choice is a desired 
one, the individual is exposed to unavoidable risks and lives with institutional, 
economic and personal restrictions (Beck 1986: 211; Beck, Beck-Gernsheim 
1993: 181–182). 

Beck also elaborated the consequences for the education system. Due to 
technological advancement, more time is spent in school – which heightens the 
relevance of school as an influential factor in the individual’s life – and with the 
loss of set biographies and class stratification, competition arises and education 
becomes the most relevant factor for career advancement (Beck 1994: 47–48). 
Higher education degrees are sought after and become more widely spread until 
they lose the power to guarantee good employment and instead become a ne-
cessity for many positions which used to be open to lower qualified people 
(Beck 1986: 242–246). 

Anthony Giddens expressed in his own holistic theory on modern society, 
some similar views with Beck. He agreed that people are living in a risk society 
where nothing is predestined (Giddens 1991: 28) and where the individual is 
constantly forced to make choices (Giddens 1991: 80–81). Crises appear fre-
quently in second modernity, whenever life-goal-related activities suddenly 
become inadequate. This adds to existing uncertainties (Giddens 1991: 184–
185). Old authorities such as family, community, etc. have disappeared. The 
individual is disembedded (Giddens 1991: 194–196). While people used to live 
in small communities, they nowadays have to deal with the outside world from 
an early age when children are handed over to institutional care (Giddens 1991: 
30, 33). In order to be able to live surrounded by risk, the individual needs to 
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have set routines and basic trust, which is developed during childhood (Gid-
dens 1991: 38–40). Choosing a traditional lifestyle and/or relying on religion 
can help making decisions or finding answers to uncertainties (Giddens 1991: 
142). Although Beck does not mention the option of returning to tradition, 
Giddens and Beck agree in principle: the individuals are forced to work on their 
own biographies (Furlong, Cartmel 1997: 8). 

Nicolas Rose is another sociologist who is concerned with how people or-
ganize and live their lives in post-modern societies. Following Michel Foucault’s 
approach on governmentality – the conduct of conduct – he described the ap-
pearance of an enterprising self. In modern liberal democracies, the state re-
treats from private lives and individuals are urged to become responsible and 
make a living by themselves (Rose 1992: 149). Every aspect of life – such as 
work, relationships or living situation – becomes a project which needs to be 
drafted, worked on and completed successfully. The enterprising self is a striv-
ing individual who seeks to actively shape their future (Rose 1992: 146). 

The similarities between individualization in second modernity and the en-
terprising self under neoliberal governmentality are that human beings are 
forced to become active and work on themselves in order to reach their own 
self-defined goals in life, and both theories have been developed for Western, 
democratic societies. However, there is also a substantial difference as Rose 
(1996: 130, 134) pointed out. According to him, the emergence of an enterpris-
ing self is caused by a specific mode of government, in which free individuals 
are governed in a way which will make them act and live in the way desired and 
defined by the authorities. In contrast, the development of risk society and 
individualization as described by Beck and Giddens is caused by historical 
events such as development of new technologies, demographic changes, etc. 
Rose, however considered it unlikely that these changes could have such a pro-
found influence on how human beings live their lives. Yet, Beck suggested that 
individualization in the Chinese case is simultaneously forced and restricted by 
the state, who pushes economic growth by requiring people to become active, 
striving individuals while at the same time curbing individual rights (Beck, 
Beck-Gernsheim 2010a: 203–205). With this adjustment of the original individ-
ualization theory a bridge towards Rose’s postulate has been created: while 
individualization in China still depends on technological, demographical and 
other developments, it is ultimately controlled by the state – which employs 
neoliberal and socialist modes of government, which themselves fall under the 
catch-all phrase ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’ (Liu 2008a: 196). 
Therefore, the present study will analyze the emergence of an ‘enterprising self’ 
as a result of government induced individualization in China. 
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As has just been pointed out: Beck, Rose and other authors have developed 
the idea of a second modernity and all the related consequences for Western 
societies, meaning liberal democracies, and the issue about the transferability of 
these concepts to other, non-Western societies, is widely debated. Jack Barbalet 
(2016) and Yunxiang Yan (2010b) warned against transferring Beck’s theories 
directly to China because sociohistorical and political backgrounds are too 
different and the party state is still the dominating authority regulating all as-
pects of life in China. What appears to be individualistic might in fact be collec-
tivistic, wrote Barbalet, drawing on the example of migrant workers in cities 
who face many risks of an individualized society and appear to be free of tradi-
tional social structures while in fact being deeply rooted in their families for 
whom they also care financially (Barbalet 2016: 16, 19–20). Nonetheless, these 
authors still agree with other authors such as Hansen (2010) and Alpermann 
(2011) that the theories of risk society and individualization can be, when ap-
plied in a differentiated way, very valuable approaches to gain deeper insights 
into certain aspects of Chinese society. 

Beck himself suggested that his theory is not only applicable for Western so-
cieties. Instead, the development of second modernity in Europe is just one 
specific example of how individualization can appear (Beck, Beck-Gernsheim 
2010b: xiii; Beck, Grande 2010: 415–416). According to him, China is taking its 
own path to individualization (Beck, Beck-Gernsheim 2002: 1). With the ongo-
ing opening reforms which have led to rapid development since the end of the 
1970s and changes towards a market economy, the argument that currently in 
China modernity and second modernity overlap has been brought forward 
(Yan 2010b: 510; Han, Shim 2010: 467). With the de-collectivization and the 
privatization of economy, housing and medical care, people are no longer as-
signed jobs and apartments. Instead they have to compete in an unregulated 
labour market and make their own living. University degrees can no longer 
guarantee good employment but are often required even for simple jobs, and 
the Chinese state does no longer shoulder the responsibility for its people. In-
stead young Chinese people are told that they have to be self-responsible. Rural-
urban and inter-city migration has become possible and therefore mobility is 
more and more required of job-seekers. Also, with the liberalization of the mar-
riage law and new living arrangements apart from the traditional family, social 
norms are more diverse in modern China (Yan 2010b: 495–505). Yet, there are 
no welfare state, no democracy and no basic individual rights. The Chinese 
state limits political participation and keeps a tight control over the individuals. 
Therefore, individualization is allowed and forced by the state in limited 
spheres of lives (Beck, Grande 2010: 421). 
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Also, the rise of a Chinese enterprising self has been detected by different re-
searchers. The individual is still under the direct control of the state, yet this 
state is urging people to become more self-reliant and competitive, thereby 
fostering the development of enterprising individuals. Young Chinese are found 
to accept a high level of personal responsibility and self-development is becom-
ing more and more important (Kleinman et al. 2011: 4; Yan 2011: 69–70). 

The situation of vocational education students in Shanghai can indeed be 
explained in light of the above described theories. With relatively low education 
degrees in a highly competitive labour market, often far away from their 
hometowns and sometimes away from their parents, the students face all the 
uncertainties of the risk society and they are forced to make choices and learn 
how to make a living by themselves while at the same time having very limited 
opportunities – especially compared to graduates from academic higher middle 
schools who continue on to university. The aim of the present study is to find 
out if these theories can also explain students’ own perceptions. This is done by 
asking the following questions: Which kind of risks do students sense in their 
lives? Do they experience freedom and necessity of choice? What kind of op-
portunities and restrictions are they identifying in their own lives? With which 
strategies are they preparing for the competition in the labour market? 

2.3 Identity Formation and Stigma 

Identity is a common topic in psychology and sociology and different under-
standings have been developed over time. The most prominent identity theory 
has been formulated by Erik Erikson (Keupp 2014: 169), who described identity 
as the sameness with one’s self and continuity, and the perceived acknowl-
edgement of this sameness and continuity by others (Erikson 1998: 47). Identity 
develops during childhood and adolescence and is not static (Erikson 1998: 19–
20). Erikson described several development phases with each phase (ideally) 
resulting in the development of certain strengths such as hope, willpower, love, 
etc. (Noack 2008: 44–45).  

George Herbert Mead (2013), a psychologist and a philosopher, was, at the 
beginning of the 20th century, concerned with the question of how human iden-
tity develops. Differently from Erikson, who understood identity as a unity, 
Mead distinguishes an ‘I’ as the acting part of the self from a ‘me’ which is the 
reacting and reflecting part (Jörissen 2008: 99–100; Rohlfs 2011: 95). The self 
develops during childhood when the child takes over different roles while play-
ing alone, and later when the young person learns to put themselve in different 
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roles while interacting with peers (Garz 2006: 45–46). Mead and Erikson agree 
that the social environment has a decisive influence and that childhood and 
adolescence are important stages during the development of identity and the 
self respectively. 

Sociologist Erwin Goffman (2003) advanced certain aspects of Erikson’s and 
Mead’s theories (Engelhardt 2008: 124, 126). Goffman also recognized the dual-
ity of a person’s identity, which he described as incorporating a social and a 
personal part. Social identity is made up of all the roles a person has in their 
work place, their family, among their friends, and so on. Personal identity is the 
individuality, the unique experiences of a person. Following Erikson’s defini-
tion, Goffman describes an ego identity which reflects social situations and 
regulates personal and social identity (Goffman 2003: 74–76, 2003: 132–133; 
Engelhardt 2008: 126–128). 

In the 1960s, Lothar Krappmann (1982) continued to analyze identity in the 
context of social interactions. Identity was understood as the condition and the 
product of social interactions. In every social interaction the role- and situa-
tion-related expectations are interpreted in the light of one’s own background 
and experiences. This enables the involved individual to participate in the inter-
action and to develop an identity. In consequence, identity depends on the 
social situation and can change accordingly (Veith 2008: 179–180). Following 
Goffmann and Mead, Krappmann distinguished two parts of identity: personal 
and social identity. The social identity is conditioned by the role expectations 
encountered by the individual; the personal identity is what makes the individ-
ual and its biography unique. Both parts need to be balanced (Veith 2008: 188–
191). Krappmann’s theory was taken up, among others, by pedagogics and 
resulted in the request for a better incorporation of social expectations and 
opportunities to train social interaction in schools (Veith 2008: 198–199). 

Social psychologist Heiner Keupp (2014) also acknowledged the ambiguous 
requirements placed on identities which need to be unique and socially ac-
ceptable to place a person within society. Modern society requires individuals to 
construct and reconstruct their own identities. The influence of society makes 
identity culturally dependent. Former existing identities, such as worker or 
housewife, lose their relevance in second modernity. Since identity is no longer 
a given at birth, individuals have to create a coherent identity by themselves. 
Trust and acceptance are necessary for identity formation (Keupp et al. 2004: 
237). Within the identity, the self-perception has to be harmonized with socie-
ty’s perception, meaning that inner and outer dimensions of identity need to be 
aligned – a task which requires the ability to reflect. In addition, Keupp stresses 
the relevance of material resources for this task. They enable the individual to 
participate in society, and prevent exclusion. Also, individuals need to create 
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their own value systems and social circles. Without the pre-formed identities, 
values and social circles are, as well, no longer a given. 

In summary, there are two dimensions to one’s identity: the inner dimen-
sion that is the self-perception and the unique definition of one’s self, and the 
outer dimension involving the roles the individual has in its social surroundings 
and the views of these surroundings on the self. A successful identity construc-
tion needs to align these two dimensions and solve contradictions that might 
exist between the self-perception and the roles and views the individual is con-
fronted with in society. Under the circumstances of second modernity, identity 
formation becomes an even bigger challenge. Whereas, in traditional societies 
the individual was able to take on an identity which was linked to class and 
profession, identity formation in second modernity comes down to individual 
efforts. The necessity to create one’s own identity, to set and reach one’s own 
goals, emphasizes individualization in modern society as Ulrich Beck, Anthony 
Giddens and others argue (Renn 2008: 206–207). 

When entering a new school, students’ identity formation is at a critical 
stage. They need to harmonize their identity, which has been defined by their 
own personality and their role in the family so far, with the roles and expecta-
tions school challenges them with (Kramer 2014: 424). Their identity as a stu-
dent comes to the fore, while other identities such as son or daughter are still 
relevant but not dominant. Student identity can be a positive or negative expe-
rience for the students (Engelhardt 2014: 99–103), and failing in school has a 
long lasting effect on students’ identities (Ecarius et al. 2011: 94). Erikson high-
lights the fact that adolescents can switch to negative identities if their social 
surroundings expect negative identities (Erikson 1998: 88–89) and that, gener-
ally, negative images are accepted by the affected individuals, which is a way to 
bring self-perceptions into accordance with external views (Erikson 1998: 57). 
Adolescence is described by Erikson as the final stage of identity development 
and a state of confusion of role and identity (Noack 2008: 44–45). The present 
study poses the question: What kind of identities do students form and how do 
they incorporate the negative reputation vocational education students have in 
Chinese society? 

In order to analyze how the students deal with their image, we need to re-
turn to Erwin Goffman and take a look at his stigma theory. A stigma is a dis-
crepancy between virtual and actual social identity, meaning that social norms 
are not met. Whether a certain trait is considered to be a stigma depends on the 
social surroundings and the situation of the individual and it can also change 
over time. A person of color, for example, might be stigmatized in one country 
but not in another (Goffman 2003: 11). Goffman lists different kinds of stigma 
such as physical (e.g. a disability), in character (e.g. being a criminal) or phylo-
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genetic (e.g. race or religion) and he describes different ways of dealing with a 
stigma – stigma management (Goffman 2003: 12–13). This includes trying to 
hide the stigma, to get rid of the stigma (e.g. through an operation), to counter-
balance the stigma with other positive traits, to fight for normalization of the 
stigma or to stay among the stigmatized (Goffman 2003: 18–19, 140-152). Fol-
lowing Goffman’s approach and building on the insight that vocational educa-
tion is stigmatized in China (Ling 2015), this study will analyze what kind of 
stigma management students employ. 

2.4 Motivation and Self-Determination Theory 

Edward Deci and Richard Ryan have done numerous empirical studies on fac-
tors increasing and decreasing motivation. They distinguish between intrinsic 
motivation, which refers to doing an activity simply because it gives pleasure or 
satisfaction, versus extrinsic motivation when an activity is done in order to 
gain or get something else, e.g. rewards of some sort, or achieve something else 
indirectly related to the activity (Ryan, Deci 2000: 71). While intrinsic motiva-
tion is the most stable one, which does not depend on external factors, Deci and 
Ryan further describe four different kinds of extrinsic motivation which differ 
in stability, ranging from integrated regulation, when the activity has become 
part of the self; identified regulation, when the activity is considered of personal 
importance; introjected regulation, when the activity is done with self-control 
or because of internal rewards; and external regulation, when the activity is 
done because of external rewards and punishments. For example: When a per-
son is aware that studying in school ultimately leads to the ability to find a good 
and satisfying job, the person is extrinsically motivated because they do not 
enjoy the process of studying, yet this kind of motivation is stable and unlikely 
to change over time. A person who studies well in order to get a reward from 
teachers or parents has a much more unreliable extrinsic motivation. When 
teachers or parents stop giving rewards for good grades, it is likely that this 
person will stop studying (Ryan, Deci 2000: 72). Obviously, many tasks in 
school are not very enjoyable in day to day life and most students have no in-
trinsic motivations to do these tasks. The goal for educators thus needs to be the 
development of stable extrinsic motivations. 

Through several quantitative studies, Deci and Ryan developed a self-
determination theory which says that competence, autonomy and relatedness 
are three universal psychological needs which support a stable motivation. In 
relation to students this means that they need to be able to succeed at tasks 
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(competence), they need to be able to make a choice (autonomy), and they need 
a sense of reliance and respect in their environment (relatedness) (Deci et al. 
2001b: 931). Students who have a strong feeling of belonging, who believe in 
their own competence and in their ability to make a choice are better equipped 
to understand and internalize educational values (Ryan, Deci 2000: 74). This 
self-determination theory has been developed in the US and tested in other 
countries, for example with workers in a state-owned company in Bulgaria 
(Deci et al. 2001b: 930–931). One of Deci and Ryan’s most debated conclusions 
is that tangible rewards will diminish intrinsic motivation. Students who study 
in a controlling environment will lose their initiative (Ryan, Deci 2000: 70–71). 
Yet, Deci and Ryan do not forget to admit that tangible rewards are not harmful 
if the task itself is boring and if there was no motivation to begin with (Deci et 
al. 2001a: 14). In this context, the present study analyzes what kinds of motiva-
tions students display. 



 

 

3 The Chinese Education System 

3.1 Education in China 

The modern Chinese education system with six years of primary school and 
three years each on the lower and higher secondary level was created in 1922 by 
a group of American-influenced education reformers (Schulte 2014: 502). To-
day, it is divided into five stages. Pre-school, the first stage, can be attended 
voluntarily for one to three years. At the age of six, children enter primary 
school and after six years, they proceed to the lower secondary level, lower 
middle school, which lasts three years. These two stages are compulsory for all 
children in China. After lower middle school, students can either enter the 
upper secondary level, higher middle schools and vocational schools, or start 
working. An exam at the end of lower middle school (zhongkao 中考) deter-
mines which options are available for each student. Higher middle school ends 
with another exam (gaokao 高考) which is also known as the University en-
trance exam. The fifth stage is the tertiary education level, with vocational col-
leges offering a two year higher education degree called dazhuan (大专). Uni-
versities offer four year Bachelor and two to three year Master degrees, as well 
as Doctorates of at least three years duration. Schools charge for all non-
compulsory stages of education. In 2014, gross enrollment for primary school 
and lower middle school reached 103%1 and 94% respectively. 95% of lower 
middle school graduates enrolled in a higher middle school or a vocational 
school and the gross enrollment in tertiary education reached 39% according to 
the National Bureau of Statistics (OECD 2016b: 10–11). 

Several laws and regulations which have been passed during the last 30 years 
control rights and responsibilities in the education system. These are most no-
tably the Law on Compulsory Education (Yiwu Jiaoyu Fa 义务教育法) (1986), 
the Teachers Law (Jiaoshi Fa 教师法) (1994), the Regulation on Qualifications 
of Teachers (Jiaoshi Zige Tiaoli 教师资格条例) (1995), the Education Law 
(Jiaoyu Fa 教育法) (1995), the Vocational Education Law (Zhiye Jiaoyu Fa 职
业教育法) (1996), and the Higher Education Law (Gaodeng Jiaoyu Fa 高等教
育法) (1998) (UNESCO-UNEVOC 2011). 

 
                                                            
1  The gross enrollment rate is defined as the number of children enrolled in a school level, re-

gardless of age, divided by the population of the age group that officially corresponds to the 
same level. 103% indicates that 3% of children enrolled in primary school do not belong to the 
primary school age group (UNICEF). 
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According to the Education Law, State Council and local governments are 
responsible for the management and supervision of educational work. Primary 
and middle school education is managed by the local governments “under the 
leadership of the State Council”, whereas higher education is under the supervi-
sion of the State Council and administered by the Provincial (Autonomous 
Regions, Municipalities) governments under the central government (Ministry 
of Education 1995 §14). As the highest educational administrative institution, 
the Ministry of Education (MOE) is responsible for defining policies, imple-
menting laws, regulations and policies, as well as overall coordination 
(UNESCO-UNEVOC 2011). 

 

 
Other institutions include the National Education Examinations Authority 

which coordinates and supervises national examinations; the Basic Education 
Curriculum Research Center; the China Scholarship Council, which is a public 
non-profit organization supporting Chinese students financially; the China 
Academic Degrees and Graduate Education Development Center; the China 

Table 3.1: The Chinese Education System. 

Age 18+, min. 2 years 
University 

(Bachelor 4 years, Master 2 years, 
Doctorate 3+ years) 

Vocational college  

(2 years) 

University entrance exam (gaokao) 

Age 15–18, 3 years Higher middle school Vocational school 

Higher middle school entrance exam (zhongkao) 

Age 12–15, 3 years 
Lower middle school 

(compulsory education) 

Vocational school 

(largely abolished) 

Age 6–12, 6 years 
Primary school 

(compulsory education) 

Age 3–6, 1–3 years Kindergarten 

Source: Author’s own illustration 
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National Institute for Educational Research; the National Center for School 
Curriculum and Textbook Development, which is affiliated to the MOE and 
does research on the evaluation of education, defines standards for assessment 
of learning results and teaching material, and assesses textbooks and curricula, 
and so forth; and the State Education Inspectorate which monitors, and exam-
ines, educational activities and schools and the implementation of laws 
(UNESCO-UNEVOC 2011). 

Curricula in Chinese schools consist of three levels: a national curriculum, a 
regional curriculum and a school-specific curriculum. Consequently, the cen-
tral government, local authorities and schools all develop curricula. Recent 
reforms stress the importance of students’ overall development (instead of 
cramming knowledge) and a focus on basic skills (OECD 2016b: 23). With the 
definition of key competencies, output control started to replace input control 
in curriculum development. Also, different disciplines are placed in relation to 
each other so that the ability to judge and discuss has become more important 
for students. Under the heading of ‘education for quality’ (suzhi jiaoyu 素质教
育) the new curricula aim to train students’ creativity and innovative skills. Yet, 
as shall be explained below, China’s assessment system is still exam-oriented 
(yingshi jiaoyu 应试教育) since exams ultimately decide which students are 
allowed to enter the next education level and which education institutions will 
be open to them (Schulte 2014: 525). 

The employment of adequately qualified teachers is one of the current pri-
orities for the MOE (OECD 2016b: 16). Although teaching is historically a very 
respected profession which still offers stable working conditions, becoming a 
teacher lost its attraction to many young people because of the relatively high 
qualification requirements and the comparably low income (OECD 2016b: 17). 
Rights, responsibilities and qualification requirements are regulated by the 
Teachers Law and the Regulation on Qualifications of Teachers. After the recent 
reform of the qualification system, teachers in public schools on primary and 
middle school level are examined nationally and they need to renew their quali-
fications every five years. They also have to complete at least 360 further train-
ing classes in five years (OECD 2016b: 18–19). 

One of the biggest challenges is recruiting qualified teachers in rural areas 
where salaries and standards of living are considerably lower than in the cities. 
Through different measures the government tries to attract teachers to less 
developed places. The Special Teaching Post Plan of 2006 recruits new graduates 
for rural schools in central and western China for three years and teachers in 
large and medium cities are required to work shorter periods in rural schools 
(OECD 2016b: 28–29). Since 2007, six universities under the MOE offer tui-
tion-free teaching degrees to attract more students. Once they graduate, stu-
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dents are obliged to spend at least two years in rural schools before being al-
lowed to work in a city, and the government pledges students to work at least 
ten years as teachers after their graduation (Ministry of Education 2007). Yet, as 
Barbara Schulte (2014) pointed out, it is questionable if newly graduated teach-
ers are able to improve the quality of education in the countryside during their 
two year postings. Other tested measures to keep teachers in rural schools and 
less attractive areas have included charging Shanghainese schools transfer fees 
when hiring a rural teacher or rotating teachers between different districts in 
Beijing in order to even out the quality (Schulte 2014: 523). 

Education in China is financed by the central government, as well as by lo-
cal governments. Donations from individuals or other non-state organizations 
are encouraged (Ministry of Education 1995 §60). Government appropriations 
are the main source of funding, providing 80.5% of the education budget. They 
are supplemented by taxes and fees, business funds, money raised from private 
schools, and donations. The education law requires the government to increase 
investment in education at all levels proportional to the growth of the national 
economy, and in the last ten years, education investment increased at an aver-
age rate of 19%. In 2011, China’s average spending per student from primary to 
tertiary level was still the lowest among the countries surveyed by the Organisa-
tion for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), although the an-
nual spending per student represented 27% of the GDP per capita – equal to the 
OECD average (OECD 2011). In 2012, the Chinese government finally reached 
its goal of investing 4% of the country’s GDP in education – a goal which was 
first mentioned in 1993. By 2015, investment in education had risen to 3.6 tril-
lion RMB, which was 4.3% of China’s GDP according to official sources. Com-
pared to the OECD average of 5.2% in 2013 however, China’s 4% goal looks 
unambitious (China Daily 2012; Zhou 2016; OECD 2016a: 205; OECD 2016b: 
14–16). China is still lagging behind Korea and Japan, who in 2014 invested  
5.9% and 4.5% of their GDP respectively in education, and it is also well behind 
the USA and the UK who invested 6.2% and 6.7% (OECD 2016a: 205). 

However, the Chinese government does put a lot of effort into guaranteeing 
a free compulsory education for all students and providing subsidies for stu-
dents from poor families. Starting in 2017 not only tuition fees but also text-
book fees for students shall be waived (Xinhua News Agency 2015). At the 
upper secondary level vocational education in rural areas and agriculture-
related vocational courses in urban areas are tuition free and students from 
rural areas as well as students from poor families receive an annual subsidy 
(Wang 2010b: 13–14). National grants are also available for higher middle 
school students (OECD 2016b: 23). The empirical study conducted in 2011 by 
Yi et al., which was based on empirical research in 105 schools in the provinces 
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of Zhejiang and Shaanxi, would suggest though, that a considerable percentage 
of poor students do not receive any money from the government. 

Since the enforcement of nine years’ compulsory education, China has 
managed to eliminate illiteracy among the younger generation with literacy 
rates of 99.7% for the male and female population aged 15 to 24 (Ministry of 
Education of Taiwan 2016: 19–20). School-life expectancy for students at the 
age six or older was 13.78 years in 2014, which already exceeds the compulsory 
education period but is still lower than in developed Asian and Western coun-
tries. The enrollment rate at tertiary level was with 2.5% of the overall popula-
tion in 2013, also comparatively low (Ministry of Education of Taiwan 2016: 46, 
92). 

All of these comparisons show that China’s education system has not yet 
reached the level of other developed Asian and Western countries but it is 
catching up and can already compete in certain aspects. Yet these international 
comparisons do not account for the huge regional differences within China, 
where Shanghai, with the highest regional per capita GDP, comes closest to 
Saudi Arabia, and Guizhou, the province with the lowest regional per capita 
GDP, resembles India (The Economist).2 There are also huge income gaps be-
tween provinces, and between rural and urban households. In Shanghai the 
annual per capita disposable income of urban households reached 43,851 RMB 
in 2013, and the per capita net income of rural households reached 19,595 RMB. 
In Gansu, the province with the lowest annual per capita income, urban house-
holds had 18,964 RMB on average and rural households 5,108 RMB. The ur-
ban-rural income ratio was as high as 3.8 in Guizhou. Tianjin and Heilongjiang 
had the lowest ratio with 2.0.3 Also, life expectancies range from 68.2 years in 
Tibet to 80.3 years in Shanghai (National Bureau of Statistics of China 2014). 

It is clear that resources are not evenly spread across China, and with the 
decentralization reform in the 1990s, local governments have become responsi-
ble for financing education in their jurisdictions. Between 1979 and 2008, edu-
cation expenditure rose from 50% to almost 80% of local governments’ overall 
expenditures. Schools’ finances and general conditions depend on the financial 
situation and priorities of their local governments, and education investments 
per students can be up to 60 times higher in cities compared to certain areas in 
the countryside (Schulte 2014: 513–514). Consequently, there are not only huge 
qualitative differences between different regions but also between schools, since 

                                                            
2  The PPP conversation rate as for whole China was used. Since in poorer provinces the cost of 

things will be lower than in richer provinces the differences are somewhat reduced. 
3  Ratio of urban residents per capita disposable income to rural residents net income, rural 

income as 1. 
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the central government concentrates resources only in certain educational insti-
tutions. 

The government grants special financial support to selected schools on the 
upper secondary level, and to universities. These key schools need to fulfill 
certain criteria concerning student-teacher ratios, teacher qualifications, school 
facilities, etc. In return they receive special funds from the government and can 
charge higher fees from their students (Kuczera, Field 2010: 31). This system is 
controversial since the government selects schools which are already doing well 
and, since enrollment is based on exams and conditioned by fees, the best stu-
dents enroll in these schools. Students who performed poorly in lower middle 
school or who come from poor families usually do not have the chance to enroll 
in a key school or key university. Therefore, the system not only cements the 
quality of a school by leaving poor schools underfinanced while sponsoring 
good schools, it also enforces the disadvantages students with learning difficul-
ties or students who come from poor families have (Li 2016). The system is 
additionally rigid because the best teachers choose to work for the best schools 
(Hansen 2013b: 175). Teachers’ performance is usually assessed by the exam 
results of their students which is one of the reasons why teachers prefer to teach 
good students. This tendency also strengthens the exam orientation of the edu-
cation (Fong 2004: 119; Murphy 1999: 12–14). 

To build equity during compulsory education, the Chinese government de-
cided that students must enroll in primary and lower secondary schools close to 
their place of residence, but many well-off families in cities like Shanghai and 
Beijing get around this rule by purchasing apartments close to prestigious 
schools or by paying illegal fees (Schulte 2014: 515–516; OECD 2016b: 22). 

To facilitate enrollment in lower middle schools, Beijing matched some of 
these schools with primary schools and encouraged the establishment of 
schools which offer both primary and lower middle school education (OECD 
2016b: 38). 

3.1.1 Exams and Discrimination 

Exams play a vital role in the Chinese education system. As mentioned earlier, 
compulsory education ends with a final exam in lower middle school, the 
zhongkao. The exam results decide if students are allowed to enroll in an aca-
demic higher middle school which requires a higher result, or in a vocational 
school. Although this exam receives far less public attention than the gaokao – 
the University entrance exam at the end of higher middle school – it is arguably 
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more important since a good higher middle school raises students’ chances of 
being admitted to one of the key universities (Hansen, Woronov 2013: 244; 
Ling 2015: 119). Therefore, students’ academic future is not only decided at the 
end of higher middle school by the gaokao but actually three years earlier by the 
zhongkao. 

Despite the fact that educational resources are allocated according to 
zhongkao results, government, media, educators and society focus solely on the 
gaokao. Since the exam was reinstated in 1977 after the Cultural Revolution, it 
has been reformed numerous times. Generally, students can choose between a 
focus on humanities or on natural sciences, and all students need to complete 
tests in Chinese, Mathematics and a foreign language (usually English). 

In the early years, the exam was the same nationwide. In 1985, Shanghai was 
granted the right to draft its own exam followed by Beijing, Tianjin, Chongqing, 
Guangdong and others. Today, about half of the provinces and municipalities 
have the right to administer their own gaokao. Admission rates for universities 
have been rising since the first gaokao in 1977, when only 5% of the candidates 
were admitted to tertiary education. Since 2010 roughly three quarters of all 
candidates have been admitted each year (Yuan 2015). 

In Chinese society, a university degree has become one of the most im-
portant measures of a person’s worth, and it is portrayed as the ideal education-
al career, something to which everyone needs to aspire (Kipnis 2012: 198; Chen 
2016: 175–176; Xu 2017b: 114). The gaokao results decide in which kind of 
university a student is allowed to enroll. Differences in quality and prestige 
among the higher education institutions are vast and range from internationally 
recognized top-tier universities to vocational colleges offering two to three year 
courses and a tertiary degree below a Bachelor – a dazhuan. All students would 
like to go to a good university, teachers are evaluated by their students’ exam 
results and schools are judged by their graduating students’ higher education 
admissions. This creates a highly competitive education system in which the 
focus is solely on exams (yingshi jiaoyu 应试教育). 

In order to provide a more holistic education, which not only imparts 
knowledge but also develops students’ potential and creativity, the government 
has started to reform the gaokao, with Zhejiang and Shanghai as test regions 
implementing a 3+3 system. Students write exams in Chinese, a foreign lan-
guage (usually English) and mathematics and then choose three subjects from 
among physics, chemistry, biology, politics, history, geography and technology.4 
In Zhejiang, the elective subject exams can be taken twice. For each subject, 
students can receive up to 150 points and the final results are given in A, B, C, 
                                                            
4  Technology is only an option in Zhejiang. 
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and D levels. In Shanghai, students can be admitted to two universities (OECD 
2016b: 32). Additionally, since 2003 some MOE approved universities can con-
duct their own entrance exam and recruit 5% of their new Bachelor students 
through this direct channel. By 2014, over 90 universities had been granted this 
right (Yuan 2015). This direct enrollment option was supposed to reduce the 
exam pressure students are facing in their last year of higher middle school but 
instead it increased stress levels because students prepare for interviews and 
tests with universities while still cramming gaokao content. It is also controver-
sial because of the risk of corruption and discrimination (OECD 2016b: 43). 

The gaokao is not only criticized because it leads to high stress for students 
and a teacher-centered cramming education style, but also because it favors 
students from big cities – especially Shanghai and Beijing, where most of the 
top-universities are located. Western media especially point out that top-tier 
universities in Beijing and Shanghai admit local students with lower exam 
scores, while the inclusion of English in the exam further disadvantages rural 
students because they often do not have qualified English teachers in their mid-
dle schools (Bradsher 2013). 

In order to secure admission to one of the key universities, students need to 
take tutorial classes throughout all levels of schooling, and some start as early as 
kindergarten, with private English and mathematics tutoring. This so-called 
shadow education has become a large profit-oriented business in China and it 
shows that although the national exams are open to everybody, not everybody 
has the same chance to succeed since poorer families and families in remote 
regions have far fewer opportunities to provide tutoring for their offspring 
(Kipnis 2012: 190–193; Schulte 2014: 515–516). A clear proof of the discrimina-
tion in the Chinese education system is the fact that the majority of students in 
China’s key universities are locals from big first tier cities (Schulte 2014: 519–
520). 

Additionally, migrant students are not allowed to take the gaokao in their 
place of current residence but must return to their home province, the location 
of their household registration (hukou 户口). Although these regulations are 
currently being reformed and are changing in some regions (OECD 2016b: 11), 
the overwhelming majority of migrant students have to enroll in vocational 
education on the higher secondary education level and thus will not have the 
opportunity to enter a university (OECD 2016b: 29–30). In compulsory educa-
tion, there has been some progress in including migrant students in the educa-
tion system in the place of residence. The Notice of Improving Education of 
Children of Rural Migrant Workers issued in 2003 bars state schools from 
charging fees for migrant students. Also, entrance exams and fees for choosing 
a school during compulsory education are illegal (OECD 2016b: 22). Yet, the 
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implementation of the notice was proceeding at a different pace in different 
regions. Migrant students still had to pay extra fees to get into state schools, or 
they had to enroll in substandard private schools. According to a survey in the 
Pearl River Delta, quoted by Aris Chan (2009: 34–37), the attendance rate of 
migrant children in primary school was 91.7% compared to 99.8% among local 
children and in lower middle school it dropped to 75% compared to 99.9% 
among local children. Once enrolled, discrimination does not end, as Lan Pei-
Chia (2014: 250–253) pointed out. Schools are not keen on educating migrant 
children because they are afraid that they will perform worse than locals and 
thereby lower average exam scores. Local parents do not want their children to 
have contact with migrant children because they are afraid of them having a 
bad influence on their own children’s school performance, and therefore, some 
schools separate locals and migrants so that the latter are often assigned to a 
part of the school which is less well equipped. All of these obstacles result in 
migrant students being underrepresented in top education institutions in China 
(OECD 2016b: 29–30). 

3.1.2 Diploma Inflation 

As mentioned previously, a university degree is becoming more and more im-
portant in China. Gross enrollment in tertiary education has increased from  
21% in 2006 to 39% in 2014 (OECD 2016b: 10–11), which is an increase of 1.75 
million students (National Bureau of Statistics of China 2016).5 Under Mao, 
simple workers were more respected than academics, but this has changed 
dramatically and urban middle class citizens with a high education and the 
means to consume become the new role models to which people aspire 
(Alpermann 2013: 294–295). Instead of recognizing that academic education 
might be suitable only for some people who are particularly interested in study-
ing a certain subject, university education has become the goal for everybody 
(Kipnis 2012: 198). One of the consequences of the birth planning policy was 
that parents were able to concentrate their resources on one child, and they had 
to rely on this one child in old age. For parents, tertiary education became the 
key which would enable their child to find a well-paid job (Xu 2017b: 114–117). 
With Bachelor degrees becoming more and more common however, they can 
no longer guarantee good employment. With this so-called ‘diploma inflation’ 
tertiary education degrees become a requirement even for simple jobs. While 
children in today’s China often achieve a higher level of education than their 
                                                            
5  Bachelor and vocational dazhuan. 
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parents, they cannot improve their social status; the higher degree merely pre-
vents social descent. In order to compete successfully, candidates need to set 
themselves apart with an international or a Master’s degree (Liu 2008a: 201; 
Hansen, Woronov 2013: 245–246). Thus, the Chinese education system is high-
ly competitive and the competition does not only evolve around the university 
entrance exam, but also infiltrates every stage of education. Even after graduat-
ing from university the competition does not end – it continues in the labour 
market. Fresh graduates’ unemployment rate six months after graduation is 
estimated to be anywhere between 15% and 30%, which means over one or two 
million young Chinese who followed the education ideal to higher education 
have difficulties finding a job. The unemployment rate for students without 
university degree is far lower since they are more willing to take blue-collar jobs 
(Sharma 2014). Clearly, university education is by no means a guarantee for 
professional success and social advancement in China. 

3.2 Vocational Education in China 

3.2.1 The Vocational Education System 

There are four types of vocational schools on the upper secondary level: senior 
vocational schools (zhiye gaozhong 职业高中), secondary technical schools 
(zhongdeng zhuanke xuexiao 中等专科学校), skilled workers schools (jixiao 技
校) and adult technical secondary schools (chengren zhuanke xuexiao 成人专科
学校). Differences between the first three school types are being abolished and 
by now, enrollment criteria, the training courses offered and length of the edu-
cation are the same (Li 2010: 168; Wang 2007: 168). Since most students attend 
a secondary technical school (close to 70% in Shanghai) this school type is the 
focus of the present study (Shanghai Bureau of Statistics 2015: 20.3). 

There are also vocational schools on the lower secondary level. These junior 
vocational schools (zhiye chuzhong 职业初中) exist in central and Western 
China, and in rural and underdeveloped parts of the country (Jiang 2011: 6). 
Numbers are decreasing, with only 22 schools listed for 2015 (National Bureau 
of Statistics of China 2016: 21.1), yet, these schools shall be kept in underdevel-
oped regions where the government considers it necessary (Ministry of Educa-
tion, Ministry of Development and Reform, Ministry of Finance, Ministry of 
Human Resources and Social Securities, Ministry of Agriculture, State Council 
Department for Aid-the-poor 2014). On the tertiary level, there are higher vo-
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cational colleges and senior skilled workers schools, which offer two to three 
year courses which end with a vocational tertiary education degree (dazhuan 大
专) (Wang 2010b: 3). 

The most common system in upper secondary vocational schools is the so-
called ‘2+1 system’. Students spend two years in school and then do an intern-
ship in a company during the last year. Structures exist in which students alter-
nate between school and company, or are educated on demand for one specific 
company, but these structures are not widespread (Cai 2008: 48–56). 

The curriculum of vocational schools has three parts: general academic 
skills defined by the MOE, vocational skills also nationally defined and a third, 
locally determined part which teaches vocational skills relevant for the local 
industry (Kuczera, Field 2010: 14). 

After finishing their education, students receive a graduation certificate 
(xueli zhengshu 学历证书) and, in addition, can obtain a vocational qualifica-
tion certificate from the Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security 
(MOHRSS) by passing the verification for professional suitability, which then 
decides in which wage bracket students will be classified (zhiye zige zhengshu 职
业资格证书) (Ministry of Human Resources and Social Securities 2005; Xu 
2003: 58). The tests for the verification of professional suitability are the same 
nationwide (Schnarr et al. 2008: 30) and involve knowledge examination and 
operational skills assessment. Government approved agencies conduct these 
tests (UNESCO-UNEVOC 2013: 16). 

Vocational education is financed by the state and society (Standing Com-
mittee of the National People´s Congress 1996 §§ 26–35). School revenues 
come from school fees, the state and sometimes business activities (Franke 2003: 
72). In 2006, 40.4% of schools´ budgets came from the central government. 
Students´ tuition constituted 32.0% and only 1.0% were company investments 
(Wang 2010b: 12) According to the law, enterprises need to finance the training 
of their employees, yet the central government has the leading role in financing 
vocational education (UNESCO-UNEVOC 2013: 12–13). 

Schools recruit teachers themselves. Teachers need to have at least a Bache-
lor degree or a degree from a vocational college. They are required to train in a 
company for one month per year or two months every other year (UNESCO-
UNEVOC 2013: 15). The aim is to have a certain percentage of dual-certified 
teachers – that is, teachers who have a vocational skill and are also qualified as 
teachers (State Council 2014), or to employ company employees as part-time 
teachers. In Shanghai, about one third of vocational education teachers also 
work for a company (Kuczera, Field 2010: 14). 

Similar to the academic education system, there are a number of key nation-
al schools. They are required to meet certain standards concerning the number 
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of teachers and students, teachers´ qualifications, and so on. Key schools re-
ceive government grants and charge higher school fees. In Shanghai, more than 
half of the vocational schools on the upper secondary level are key national 
schools. They charge roughly double the school fees charged by average voca-
tional schools.6 

3.2.2 Reforms and Development 

The history of vocational education in China goes back to the early 20th century 
when in 1903 various industrial schools were founded in Shanghai under a new 
school charter published by the Qing dynasty. Most of these schools were on 
the secondary level, specializing in commerce, telecommunications, manufac-
turing, agriculture and other subjects. (The Encyclopedia of Shanghai Editorial 
Committee 2010: 395–396). The expression ‘vocational education’ (zhiye jiaoyu 
职业教育) was introduced in China after the fall of the Qing dynasty with the 
founding of the Chinese Association of Vocational Education under Huang 
Yanpei in 1917 (Schulte 2003: 221). During this warlord era, education was 
considered important to build a modern nation and to spread the knowledge 
and technical skills necessary for national survival. Vocational education had an 
additionally crucial role since it could educate social classes which had not had 
access to education before. Huang Yanpei wanted to replace social mobility, 
which the exam system provided, with social tranquility (Schulte 2013: 233). 
Vocational education was supposed to civilize people and provide them with a 
way to earn a living (Schulte 2013: 236). ‘Vocational education to save the coun-
try’ (zhijiao jiuguo 职教救国) was a popular slogan at the time (Schulte 2012: 
9–11). In 1922, Huang Yanpei and the Chinese Association for Vocational Edu-
cation, which had over 7000 influential members by the end of the decade, 
succeeded in integrating vocational education in the new education system, 
which included six years primary, plus three years lower and higher secondary 
education respectively (Schulte 2012: 19; The Encyclopedia of Shanghai Edito-
rial Committee 2010: 395–396). 
 

                                                            
6  While average vocational middle schools charged between 1100 RMB and 1300 RMB depend-

ing on the training course (excluding art training courses) in 2016 in Shanghai, the schools of 
the present study (both key vocational schools) charged 2600 RMB and 1980 RMB respectively 
per semester for electrical engineering courses. However, one school stated that the govern-
ment paid the fees for electrical engineering courses for all students, and both schools con-
firmed that students with rural hukou were not required to pay fees (Shanghai Fabu 2016). 
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After the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, vocational  
education again played an important role in the economic development of the 
new country. The implementation of the first five-year plan in the 1950s created 
a need for technical workers (Xu 2009: 46; The Encyclopedia of Shanghai Edito-
rial Committee 2010: 395–396). With only a few university graduates, the eco-
nomy depended on vocational education to satisfy labour demands, and the 
system underwent a positive development which included the formulation of 
education goals, standardization of education structures, improvement of 
school management, and development of curricula (Xu 2009: 49–52). 

Despite its importance for the development of the country, vocational edu-
cation was always considered inferior. Before 1949, primarily Confucian studies 
and a career as an official were highly respected, and after the founding of the 
People’s Republic of China, only Marxism studies and a career as a party official 
earned people’s respect. Manual labour was always looked down on by society 
(Schulte 2003: 222–223). In addition, during the Cultural Revolution, which 
started in 1966, many schools stopped working and were turned into factories. 
Due to the ongoing political power struggle, development of education did not 
pick up until the opening reforms at the end of the following decade when vo-
cational education was back in focus to mitigate the lack of skilled workers and 
the bottleneck which the reinstated gaokao created in 1977 (Xu 2009: 73–76, 
102–103). 

Since then, vocational education has undergone different stages of reform 
and development. These stages can be grouped into three phases. In the first, 
between 1978 and 1998, the economy developed rapidly and China was in need 
of skilled labour. In order to develop the vocational education system, China 
started to cooperate with other countries, such as Germany, to try to first trans-
fer and then learn from successful systems abroad (Xu 2009: 166–167). Roughly 
half the students at higher secondary level went to vocational schools (58% in 
1996). The founding of the first higher vocational education colleges also falls in 
this stage. In 1995, the vocational education law was passed in order to regulate 
school systems, responsibilities and funding. Then between 1999 and 2002, 
development stagnated. Many schools were offering similar courses but lacked 
education quality. The system in which different entities, such as government 
departments, industry branches and local institutions ran their own schools, 
was not efficient enough. Student recruitment became a problem. The govern-
ment started to merge schools and shift responsibilities to local governments 
but the shift of supervision was not well organized and some schools’ quality 
descended further so that they lost student resources and industry support (Xu 
2009: 149–152). In 2001, the government reacted to the diminishing attractive-
ness of vocational education and the desire for a higher education level by re-
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forming the curriculum and including academic subjects, as well as introducing 
two graduation certificates: the graduation certificate from the school and the 
vocational qualification certificate from MOHRSS (Xu 2009: 154–155). None-
theless, by 2002 only 38% of students at higher secondary level studied in a 
vocational school (Jiang 2011: 6). 

The third phase started in 2003 and has lasted until today. During this last 
decade and a half, the central government has focused once again on the devel-
opment and quality improvement of vocational education. The fourth National 
Conference on Vocational Education was held in 2002, and in the same year the 
Decision of the State Council to Rapidly Expand Vocational Schooling, Reform 
and Development was released. In 2005, the State Council released the Decision 
to Vigorously Develop Vocational Education, and during the fifth National Con-
ference on Vocational Education held in the same year, the central government 
decided to invest ten billion RMB in vocational education (Liu 2008c: 2). Im-
portant goals included the improvement of school operations and management, 
the establishment of new training systems such as education on demand and 
intensified school-company cooperation in order to meet industry needs, the 
improvement of equipment, and school to school cooperation to improve the 
quality of rural and western schools by partnering them with urban and eastern 
schools (Xu 2009: 181–182). Another important element was the improvement 
of teachers’ qualifications. Since 2006, every vocational teacher is required to do 
at least two months practice training in a company every other year (Xu 2009: 
193–194), and during a national conference on teaching reform in vocational 
education in 2008 further improvements in education quality, teaching, school-
company cooperation, teacher training, etc. were discussed (Liu 2008c: 7). Also 
in 2008, the MOE published its Suggestions on Deepening the Reform of Teach-
ing in Vocational Education. Different from the top down approach met during 
previous curriculum reforms, the reform this time started from the bottom. The 
new curricula were developed in accordance with the work processes and fo-
cused on vocational skills (Xu 2009: 186–187). After 2010, three major docu-
ments regarding the strengthening of vocational education were released, 
namely the National Outline for Medium and Long Term Education Reform and 
Development Plan (2010-2020), the Decision of the State Council to Accelerate 
the Development of Modern Vocational Education, and the Plan of Modern 
Vocational Education System Construction (2014-2020). In order to further 
spread vocational education over the country, the government started an initia-
tive to abolish school fees, and poor students started to receive subsidies of 
1,500 RMB per year during the first two years of vocational education (Kuczera, 
Field 2010: 5). There are also other subsidy options but these are locally deter-
mined and, therefore, dependent on regional finances (Kuczera, Field 2010: 13). 
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In 2015, there were about 16.6 million students studying in vocational mid-
dle schools and about 24 million students attending higher academic middle 
schools on the upper secondary level. In the same year, 6 million students (43% 
of students entering upper secondary education) were newly enrolled in voca-
tional schools while 8 million (57% of students entering upper secondary edu-
cation) were newly enrolled in academic higher middle schools, which is just 
short of the government’s goal of channeling equal numbers of students into 
vocational and academic education on the upper secondary level (National 
Bureau of Statistics of China 2016: 21.2). 

3.2.3 Challenges for Vocational Education 

Despite the improvement of vocational education during the last decade, cru-
cial deficits persist which re-enforce each other and hinder the overall devel-
opment of vocational education. 

With the ongoing modernization of the economy and industrial production, 
it is impossible to predict which skills will be needed in the future. In addition, 
people do not work for one company in the same position for their whole work-
ing life anymore. Frequent job changes have become the norm. This trend ex-
ists in the West, as well as in China. Therefore, it is more and more important 
to impart so-called ‘key competencies’ instead of narrow, job-specific skills. 
Students have to learn how to learn. Graduates have to be able to teach them-
selves new skills and solve unseen problems in their later working lives (Jiang 
2011: 9). This requires qualified teachers and the training of skills in production 
processes – still two big challenges for vocational education in China. 

The lack of qualified teachers is considered one of the main obstacles for the 
development of vocational education. The central government is investing 
substantial amounts in the education and training of vocational teachers 
(Xinhua News Agency 2007), as the goal is to train dual-certified teachers (Sun, 
Zhang 2015) who have professional skills and are qualified teachers. So far, 
these teachers are too few in numbers (Zhang 2013b: 1). Too few adequately 
trained teachers compromise education quality, and compromised education 
quality leads to a poor reputation for vocational education in general (Sun, 
Zhang 2015). For technically skilled teachers, working in the industry is more 
attractive, not only because of the better reputation but also because of the 
higher income (Kuczera, Field 2010: 33). 

Another factor leading to poor education quality is the insufficient engage-
ment of companies in vocational education in China. A survey cited by the 
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Education Commission of Shanghai showed that companies were generally 
satisfied with vocational education, and observed that vocationally trained stu-
dents are able to adapt to tasks in the company (Shanghai Education Commis-
sion 2015), but neither these generally positive opinions nor the demands for 
improvement voiced by some companies in the survey has led to further en-
gagement and support of vocational education (UNESCO-UNEVOC 2013: 18; 
Zhang 2013b: 1; Sun, Zhang 2015). The state appeals to companies to invest in 
vocational education by financing workshops in schools, by training teachers 
and by sending technicians as part-time teachers to schools, and companies 
offering internships for students receive tax benefits (Jiang 2011: 8; State Coun-
cil 2014). Still, companies do not contribute enough, often refusing to cooperate 
with schools at all or teaching their interns very specific skills which are not 
transferable across the industry (Kuczera, Field 2010: 5–7). Ultimately, the state 
has no control over companies and industry sectors, and schools depend on 
government finances, which differ regionally (Jiang 2011: 7). Therefore, schools 
in less developed regions are underfinanced and do not live up to national 
standards (UNESCO-UNEVOC 2013: 18). Companies’ lack of engagement 
makes planning difficult and contributes to the fact that vocational education 
does not cater to the demands of the labour market as it should (UNESCO-
UNEVOC 2013: 18). Another survey, though, showed that companies do criti-
cize several aspects of vocational education: 79% of employers wish for better 
vocational accomplishment (zhiye suyang 职业素养) among the graduates,  
75% want better curricula and 61% hope for better cooperation with the schools 
(Shanghai Education 2014: 1). When vocationally trained students still need on-
the-job training after their graduation because their skills are out of date, com-
panies continue to lose their motivation for engagement in vocational educa-
tion. Ideally, schools and companies should share the responsibility of educat-
ing students to ensure that vocational education is closely connected and up to 
date with modern production. In China though, companies see themselves as 
being on the receiving end. They employ students after graduation, rather than 
training them during their education. As a result the lack of company engage-
ment is one of the biggest obstacles for the modernization and quality im-
provement of vocational education in China. 

Challenges for vocational education lie not only within the school system 
but also within society. The flipside of the aforementioned ideal of higher edu-
cation is the low status of vocational education graduates and the low respect 
society has for manual workers (Renmin Ribao 2013: 1). Vocational education 
is considered a second class education, inferior to general education (Shieh et al. 
2008: 1; Zhang 2013b: 1). Although reforms during the last few years have 
gradually opened the way from vocational education to the tertiary education 
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sector, the options are still limited and vocational education is often a ‘dead end 
education’ (Zhou, Mao 2013: 1). Poor education quality, due to inadequately 
qualified teachers and the lack of company engagement, further contributes to 
the poor reputation of vocational education. 

Only students who have no other options take vocational education into 
consideration, as will be confirmed in the study at hand. As a result, vocational 
students are considered poor students (Shieh et al. 2008: 1) and problematic 
(Renmin Ribao 2013: 1). Many teachers consider their own students lazy and/or 
stupid (Hansen, Woronov 2013: 249). In China, exam results are not only sig-
nificant for judging performance in school, but also because they describe the 
value of a person (Woronov 2011: 83). Failing students are not only weak in 
mathematics or not good in written examinations; they are considered worth-
less as a person. Students apply this negative view to themselves and often suffer 
from a lack of self-esteem (Shieh et al. 2008: 1; Hansen, Woronov 2013: 249). 
Additionally, students are looked down on because of their family background. 
In 2012, 82% of vocational students had a rural hukou7, 70% came from central 
or western China. According to a survey from 2008, the majority of parents 
were manual workers, farmers or independent traders and 45.7% of the families 
had an annual per capita income of 3,000 RMB (Da 2013: 1). After entering a 
vocational school, students face the challenge of bringing the societal opinions 
of vocational students in line with their own self-perception. They have to deal 
with the stigmas of having failed in school, being a vocational student and com-
ing from a poor background. 

Combined, all of these factors form a vicious cycle for vocational education 
in China. Vocational education has long been overlooked and has had the repu-
tation of being a second class education. While universities and general educa-
tion received government support early on, vocational schools were left with 
poor equipment and inadequately qualified teachers. This led to a bad reputa-
tion for vocational education and, consequently, only poor students who did 
not have a choice entered vocational schools. Their lack of success then leaves 
people with the impression that vocational education is the dead end of educa-
tion. Companies thus prefer to hire university graduates for blue collar jobs 
(Shieh et al. 2008: 1) and have too few incentives to contribute to vocational 
education, which then suffers from inadequate school equipment and teachers 
lacking company experience. Additionally, the bad reputation of vocational 
education and vocational students makes teaching in this field an unattractive 
profession. In particular, dual-certified teachers prefer to work for companies 
where they also have higher salaries (Kuczera, Field 2010: 33). This, again, 
                                                            
7  Houshold registration (see below). 
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compromises education quality and leaves vocational education as an unattrac-
tive last resort for students who have no other options left (Shieh et al. 2008: 1; 
Hansen, Woronov 2013: 243). This vicious cycle hinders the development of 
vocational education and has a deep impact on students’ identities. 

3.3 Shanghai as a Special Case 

Taking into consideration the vast differences between different regions in 
China, no education-related study can claim to capture the whole of the coun-
try. Economic development and education resources are unevenly spread across 
the country and some studies choose a variety of locations to include developed 
and backward regions and thereby try to create a picture which resembles the 
country’s situation. The present study followed a different approach by choos-
ing good schools in Shanghai, China’s most developed city, where the govern-
ment regularly tries out education reforms. The Shanghainese education system 
is China’s flagship, particularly since the successful participation of the city in 
the PISA test8 in 2009 (OECD 2010: 5). By choosing good vocational schools in 
Shanghai, we can see how persistent the problems of vocational education are 
or if they perhaps only exist in other provinces. We can also get an idea about 
future development in other provinces since the government tries to copy suc-
cessful education models in other regions. 

With a population of just over 24 million, Shanghai, one of the four directly 
administered municipalities, is China’s most populous city and the 5th most 
populated city in the world. Its population density reaches 3,854 people per 
square kilometer in urban areas while the average density is 2,059 people per 
square kilometer overall, and it is still expected to grow further with some esti-
mates expecting 50 million people in Shanghai by 2050 (Shanghai Population 
2017 - World Population Review 2017). 

Shanghai, which came into existence as a fishing village in the 10th century, 
is the financial and economic center of China, with double-digit economic 
growth almost every year for the last 20 years (Wu 1999: 207–208; Shanghai 
Population 2017 - World Population Review 2017). Its per capita GDP is con-
siderably higher than the nationwide average and the service sector produces  
65% of the city’s economic output. Disposable income and consumption ex-
penditure are higher than anywhere else in the country (National Bureau of 
Statistics of China 2015; OECD 2016b: 42). A special economic zone, a free 
trade zone, the world’s busiest container port and the connection to China’s 
                                                            
8  OECD Programme for International Student Assessment. 
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high-speed railway system make Shanghai the most important economic hub in 
China, and the city is leading in all kinds of reforms, including education (In-
ternational Maritime Information Website 2017; OECD 2016b: 42). Career 
options, income, the health system and the quality of education are better than 
anywhere else in the country. The life expectancy is also over 80 years, not only 
the highest in mainland China but one of the highest life expectancies world-
wide (Shanghai Population 2017 - World Population Review 2017). Therefore, 
it is not surprising that Shanghai is an attractive destination for China’s domes-
tic migrants as well as foreign expats. 

According to official figures there are about 150,000 foreigners living in 
Shanghai with a majority coming from Japan, the US and Korea (Shanghai 
Population 2017 - World Population Review 2017). Apart from these expats, 
the population is separated into Shanghainese locals and non-Shanghainese 
migrants from other provinces. Everyone’s origin is noted in the so-called hu-
kou (户口), the household registration. The government employs the hukou 
system to control internal migration and to secure resources for local popula-
tions. This is particularly relevant in Shanghai where the best schools, universi-
ties and hospitals of the country are located and where land and water resources 
are limited (Wang 2010a: 335–337). Long-term migrants without Shanghai 
hukou constitute 39% of the population in Shanghai and while the Shang-
hainese population has a negative growth-rate, the number of migrants is grow-
ing, leading to an overall positive growth-rate in Shanghai’s population (Shang-
hai Population 2017 - World Population Review 2017). Since 2007, employers 
need to purchase insurance for their migrant employees, but these migrants are 
still disadvantaged compared to local Shanghainese (Lan 2014: 248). While the 
city government tries to attract highly qualified personnel by offering special 
perks such as a ‘naturalization’ via a point based system, the migrant population 
is a very diverse group which not only includes highly qualified personnel with 
tertiary education degrees but also a huge number of uneducated labourers 
(Lan 2014: 248). Most migrants live in the suburbs and work in manufacturing, 
construction, real estate and commerce. Fengxian and Qingpu, the two districts 
where the schools of the present study are located, are among the districts with 
the highest number of migrant children (Minjin Shanghai Shiwei 2011). 

A recent trend is the tendency of migrants to move to the city with their 
whole family and, as a result, numerous migrant children need to be enrolled in 
the local school system (Lin 2011: 315). In 2012, 46.2% of all children in Shang-
hai came from migrant families, which was a far higher proportion compared to 
26.2% nationwide. The sex ratio among migrant children showed that parents 
were more likely to bring sons to the cities for compulsory education, and 
daughters only after they finished school (All-China Women's Federation 2013). 
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Each first-tier city in China enforces different rules concerning the educa-
tion of migrant children in their jurisdiction. Shanghai is commonly seen as a 
model example for a successful integration of migrants into local schools. Not 
only was the city among the first to achieve universal compulsory education 
with an enrollment rate of 99.9%, and almost universal secondary education 
with an enrollment rate of 97% of the age cohorts according to official statistics 
from 2014, Shanghai was also a “national leader in dealing with the educational 
problem of migrant children” according to the OECD (OECD 2016b: 43). 
Shanghai was the first city to admit migrant children in public schools for com-
pulsory education (Lan 2014: 247). Today, migrant children are eligible to re-
ceive their nine year compulsory education in Shanghai for free and the gov-
ernment controls the schools so that teachers’ qualifications and equipment 
standards are met (Chen, Feng 2013: 77). Nonetheless, migrant children are still 
disadvantaged. In order to enroll in a school, their parents need to provide 
several documents to prove that they live in Shanghai legally. Some children are 
not registered in the city and, therefore, cannot be enrolled (Chan 2009: 48–56; 
Lan 2014: 250). Probably the most obvious discrimination is the fact that mi-
grant children in Shanghai are not allowed to enroll in an academic higher 
middle school and they are not allowed to sit the gaokao exam in Shanghai. 
Instead, they are forced into vocational education if they want to continue their 
education in Shanghai (Ling 2015: 112). In the vocational education sector, not 
all courses are open to migrant students because the government tries to fill up 
less attractive courses by admitting non-locals (Lan 2014: 260–261). In the end, 
most vocational schools in Shanghai have a mix of migrant students and 
Shanghainese students who did not pass the zhongkao exam (Ling 2015: 128–
130). 

3.3.1 Vocational Education in Shanghai 

In 2015, there were 98 vocational middle schools in Shanghai with 13,100 
teachers and staff. In the same year, 32,400 students (37.8% of students en-
rolling in upper secondary education) were newly enrolled in vocational middle 
schools compared to 53,400 (62.2% of students enrolling in upper secondary 
education) in academic higher middle schools. In the same year, there were 
104,400 students attending a vocational middle school, compared with 158,200 
students enrolled in academic higher middle schools (Shanghai Bureau of Sta-
tistics 2016: 20.1). The ratio of students studying in vocational and academic 
higher middle schools in Shanghai and the country as a whole is roughly 4:6 
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which is, as mentioned before, still below the government goal of enrolling an 
equal number of students in both areas.9 

In order to make vocational education more attractive, and to train the 
technical workers and midlevel management Shanghai’s economy needs, the 
government started to introduce vocational training courses in 2010, in which 
students enroll in upper secondary level and after three years enter the tertiary 
level, from which they graduate with a vocational dazhuan degree. In 2014, 
additional programs finishing with an applied Bachelor degree (yingyong benke 
应用本科) were established. This reform gives students the chance to get a 
higher education degree with vocational education. 

By 2015, 72 training courses which last five to six years and end with a 
dazhuan degree, and 14 training courses which last seven years and end with an 
applied Bachelor degree, were offered in Shanghai. All courses have a consistent, 
newly designed curriculum in order to avoid repetition of content between the 
secondary and tertiary education level, and local media proudly reported that in 
2015 over 4000 students whose zhongkao results would have allowed them to 
enroll in an academic higher middle school instead chose one of these so-called 
‘run-through’ vocational education courses (guantong zhiye jiaoyu 贯通职业教
育) (21 Shiji Jiaoyu Yanjiuyuan 2016). 

Activity rates (including employment and further education) for students 
who graduated from upper secondary vocational schools in Shanghai are con-
sistently high. In 2014, the activity rate reached 97.9%. Of these students, 44.0% 
pursued further studies. Among migrant students the activity rate was even 
higher, at 98.8%, but only 23.4% pursued further studies. These numbers have 
been consistent for some years. The activity rate for all students who graduated 
between 2010 and 2014 is 97.8%; 59.9% started to work after finishing vocation-
al education, 37.9% pursued further studies. The activity rate among non-
Shanghainese students who graduated between 2010 and 2014 is 98.5% (Shang-
hai Education Commission 2015). 

In 2014, 13.4% of students in Shanghai who started to work received a start-
ing salary under 2000 RMB per month; 23.1% received a starting salary between 
2000–2500 RMB per month; the majority, 56.1%, received between 2500–3000 
RMB and 7.5% received more than 3000 RMB per month. The highest salaries 
at the beginning of their career are for flight attendants (3263 RMB/month), 
mechatronics (2989 RMB/month) and chemical engineers (2929 RMB/month).  
 

                                                            
9  In 2015, there were 16,6 million students enrolled in secondary vocational schools (incl. adult 

vocational schools) and 24 million students were enrolled in academic middle schools on the 
upper secondary level (National Bureau of Statistics of China 2016: 21.2). 
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After three years most students (56.5%) earn between 3000–5000 RMB per 
month (Shanghai Education Commission 2015). 

A majority of working students, 87.3%, has jobs that completely or basically 
match their education (Shanghai Education Commission 2015), but, as pointed 
out by teacher Zheng Lina during the interview, there is no definition for what a 
matching job is. Among the students who graduated between 2010 and 2012, 
42.9% had changed jobs at least once by 2014 (Shanghai Education 2014: 1). 

If students choose to pursue further studies and then look for a job, their 
employment rate is apparently higher than the employment rate of university 
graduates who had attended an academic higher middle school (Shanghai Edu-
cation Commission 2015). The number of tertiary education graduates with 
vocational education at secondary level is far smaller than the number of gradu-
ates with academic middle school education, however, and it is unclear what the 
income differences are. One therefore has to be careful with drawing quick 
conclusions. Still, China is suffering from a lack of skilled workers and this 
deficit will continue in the future (Da 2013: 1). Many workers are close to re-
tirement; their skill set is no longer up to date (Shieh et al. 2008: 1). Therefore, 
vocational education will continue to be a fairly secure route to employment, 
but the government also has to work on making vocational education more 
attractive, and it needs to further strengthen development opportunities for 
vocational education graduates. 
 



 

 

4 Methodology 

4.1 Mixed Methods Design 

The present study is based on a mixed methods design which uses a panel to 
combine qualitative and quantitative data. Over three years students have been 
interviewed up to three times, and student cohorts filled in questionnaires up to 
two times. With the triangulation of questionnaires and interviews, it was pos-
sible to check how common certain opinions voiced during interviews were in 
the whole cohort, while agreement or disagreement with certain questionnaire 
statements could be explained with the background information in the inter-
views. The panel design allowed a repeated, targeted adjustment of interview 
manuals and questionnaires to get further insights. Applying mixed methods is 
becoming more and more popular with researchers in the field of social scienc-
es because it can compensate for weak points in quantitative and qualitative 
methods, and matching interview and questionnaire results are an additional 
validation of the conclusions. 
 

   

Table 4.1: Data Collection - Overview. 

Data Collection - Overview 

Autumn 2013 Interviews 

Spring 2014 Questionnaire: first and third year 

Autumn 2014 Interviews 

Spring 2015 Questionnaire: second year 

Autumn 2015 Interviews 

Source: Author’s own illustration 
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4.2 Two Vocational Schools 

Two key vocational schools on the outskirts of Shanghai were chosen for the 
present study, one was located in Fengxian district, hereafter called Fengxian 
School, and the other one was located in Qingpu district – Qingpu School.10  

Qingpu district became a part of Shanghai in 1999. It is known for its big 
parks and greenery, as well as for having Shanghai’s only fresh water reservoir. 
With the recent development of an airport, train station and the exposition 
center in nearby Hongqiao district, and the few international schools located in 
Qingpu, the district is becoming more and more urbanized. A subway connec-
tion to the city center was in the planning at the time of research. 

Fengxian district is located 58 km from the city center and People’s Square. 
The district only became a part of Shanghai in 2001. It is still a rural area where 
cotton, grains, rice and fruits are grown. In summer 2014 Fengxian School 
moved to a new, smaller campus in the more centrally located Minhang district. 
A subway line connects this district to central Shanghai and many factories are 
located in the area. Yet, all students in the sample spent at least two years in the 
more remote Fengxian campus and, therefore, this surrounding was formative 
for their experiences in school. 

Qingpu and Fengxian Schools are both key vocational schools and, as a re-
sult, their equipment is modern, and school personnel were adequately trained, 
including overseas training for principals and about 50% of the teachers. In 
comparison to other studies on vocational education in China, these two 
schools were privileged because of their status as well as their location in 
Shanghai, which is an attractive destination for migrant workers and promises a 
higher income than anywhere else in the country. Admission to both schools 
was based on points derived from lower middle school exams – with a cut-off 
line close to the upper limit of secondary vocational schools’ admission range – 
and, in some cases, interviews. With the present study’s focus on better voca-
tional schools, it became possible to find out if the frustration of students and 
the bad reputation of vocational education also persist under relatively good 
circumstances. 

To ensure comparability, the focuses of the present study were the electrical 
engineering and mechatronics courses. The first major differences between the 
two schools was the size: in Qingpu School the electrical engineering cohort 
consisted of four classes with 40 students in each, on average, while the 
Fengxian School cohort had only one class with about 30 students. The organi-
zation of the courses also differed: Qingpu School’s course used to take four 
                                                            
10  All names of people, schools and companies are anonymized throughout the thesis. 
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years. In the first year students focused on general subjects, the second and 
third years introduced technical skills, and in the fourth year, they did an in-
ternship with a company. Due to the standardization of vocational education, 
Qingpu School had switched to the most common education structure, called 
the 2+1 system, where students spend two years learning technical skills in 
school and then do their internship in the last year. Most of the Qingpu School 
students in the sample were enrolled in a 2+1 course. Fengxian School, though, 
had a long history of cooperation with Germany, which resulted in a different 
education system. With the German dual system as an inspiration, students 
were enrolled in an alternating system. Starting from the second year, they 
alternated on a bi-monthly basis between school and factory. Fengxian students 
also sit an additional exam, organized by the German Chamber of Commerce, 
which is recognized by German companies, and they have the chance to partici-
pate in a student exchange in Germany. Additionally, Fengxian School occa-
sionally trains classes of students specifically for one company. After successful 
graduation, all students have the opportunity to start working for that company. 
One of these classes was trained for Mechatronic Company at the time of the 
research and these students have been included in the interviews and surveys. 

Access to the schools was gained through my former employer, a German 
foundation which had cooperated with both Fengxian School and a tertiary 
vocational school located on the same campus for close to 30 years. The princi-
pal of the school, whom I knew personally for a few years, agreed to support me 
and through her connections, I came in contact with Qingpu School where the 
Dean of the electrical engineering department had some genuine interest in my 
research and made sure I had all the access I needed for the following years. In 
both schools I had my gate keepers whom I contacted whenever I needed to 
gather some data, and after the first year, the teachers knew me as well which 
further facilitated my access. None of the school personnel seemed to be wor-
ried that my results might shed a negative light on the schools; on the contrary, 
they always expressed the hope that my findings might help them understand 
their students better and improve their education. This awareness of existing 
strength and willingness to face potential deficits suggests that the schools were 
indeed among the top schools in Shanghai. 
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4.3 The Research Process 

4.3.1 The Interview Data 

Several students in different stages of their education were interviewed up to 
three times between spring 2013 and winter 2015/16. The manuals for the semi-
structured interviews started with an easy open question such as ‘Please de-
scribe an average day in school’ to get the students talking. The different ques-
tions were discussed beforehand with a native Chinese speaker to make sure 
they were phrased correctly and were as easy to understand as possible. The 
first manual was geared towards getting a broad picture of students’ back-
grounds and their everyday lives. The following manuals became more refined 
and differed for each student, since they included an individual follow-up and 
additional questions concerning new topics that came up during other inter-
views or which appeared to be relevant in the questionnaires. After each inter-
view the students filled in a short form concerning their demographical data, 
and the interview situation including students’ non-verbal behavior was docu-
mented in a detailed field diary. All interviews were conducted in Mandarin 
and audio recorded with a mobile phone. A native Chinese speaker and profes-
sional transcript writer transcribed each interview. The transcripts were addi-
tionally proof-read by me and were then analyzed without further translation. 

Following is an overview of the main topics in each round of interviews. 
Aside from the general, easy, opening question, the order of the topics was not 
set in advance but depended on students’ accounts. 

 
First round of interviews – Focus: students’ backgrounds 

– School and training course 
– Family background 
– Friendships and interests 
– Generational differences 
– Future and ideal life 

 
Second round of interviews – Focus: School and internship 

– Individual follow up 
– Opinions on vocational education 
– Relationships with teachers 
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– Internship and future work 
– Personality self-assessment 

 

Third round of interviews – Focus: Future and retrospect 

– Individual follow up 
– Vocational education in comparison to general education 
– Internship and work 
– Goals and future plans 

 
Interviews with graduated students11 - Focus: Development 

– Review vocational education 
– Current situation: work, private life 
– Regrets and success 
– Personality self-assessment 

 
Students were either randomly chosen by the teacher or myself, or they vol-

unteered, or they were selected according to a theoretical sampling to include 
both migrant and Shanghainese students, both girls and boys. Some students 
were proud to be part of my research and others were very nervous and inse-
cure. Only one female student refused to speak to me. After the interview, they 
received some German chocolate as a thank-you and during the follow up in-
terviews most students were able to relax more than they had done during the 
first interview. In spring 2013, I noted down mobile numbers of the graduating 
cohorts in both schools and with this information I was able to contact gradu-
ated students in autumn 2015 and include them in the survey. 

Most students were interviewed in the schools, either in an empty classroom 
or in a conference room. Except for one occasion, where there were other 
teachers in an office, all interviews were conducted with only the interviewed 
student present. I met graduated students wherever it was convenient for them, 
either at their workplace, in a park, or in a café where we sometimes encoun-
tered very noisy backgrounds. Students’ willingness and ability to reflect and 
elaborate differed vastly, and consequently interviews lasted between eight and 
45 minutes despite being based on similar interview manuals. 

 

                                                            
11  Topics were included in second- and third-round interview if students had already graduated 

by then. 
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My interview analysis was based on Philipp Mayring’s (2003) approach to 
qualitative interview analysis. In a first step, I grouped central statements and 
important passages together according to their general topics, such as life in 
school, family background, or work experiences, which resulted in a clearly 
arranged interview summary. The main part of my analysis focused on the 
development of categories. I had several deductive categories prior to my data 
interpretation, based on my research questions as well as on my previous stud-
ies. These categories included among others ‘family’, ‘work’ and ‘vocational 
education’. After the first rounds of data interpretation several of these catego-
ries became more refined, for example ‘work’ was split into ‘internship’ and 
‘work’ and ‘vocational education’ was split into ‘life in school’ and ‘vocational 
education’. During this process, I also added several inductive categories which 
were developed from the interview material itself, e.g. ‘motivation’, ‘communi-
cation’ and ‘independence’. I defined each category and added one or more 
anchor examples, for example: category: ‘motivation’, definition: reasons for 
doing something, anchor example: ‘In future, I cannot rely on my parents any-
more. This always motivates me’; or category: ‘belief’, definition: opinion, dog-
ma, anchor example: ‘My generation has big financial pressure’. The categories 
were then structured into broader main categories and sub-categories with, for 
example ‘internship’ being a main category and ‘entering society’ being an in-
ductive sub-category. Additionally, I wrote short memos about ideas, insights 
and questions that came to my mind during the analysis, e.g. ‘Frequent use of 
proverbs’ and ‘Contradicts himself concerning future plans: staying with in-
ternship company and finding employment himself’. Using a Microsoft Excel 
spread sheet, I grouped all statements together according to their category. In 
subsequent interviews, I could then see what each student had said about each 
category over the years, and I could compare the development of a single stu-
dent, as well as the differences between the students. In a final step, I wrote a 
summary for each category. 

All the names of interviewed students were anonymized and further infor-
mation is displayed as follows: (No. of interview_sex/school initial year of study 
or G for graduated). (1_F/F2) would be information derived during a first in-
terview with a female student in Fengxian School in her second year of study. 
(3_M/QG) would be information derived during a third interview with a male 
Qingpu student who already graduated. After a direct quotation the initial of 
the student’s anonymized name and the interview location are provided. Thus, 
(LQ1_75) would be a quote from a student whose pseudonym starts with L and 
Q, e.g. Lei Qiang, who provided the cited information in the 75th statement in 
his first interview. 
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In 2013, 17 students in total were interviewed, about half of them being first 
year students. The average age of students was 17 years with the youngest one 
being 15 and the oldest being 21. In 2014, 15 of these 17 students were inter-
viewed for a second time. The average age of the students was 18 years with the 
youngest one being 16 and the oldest one 22. In 2015, 11 students were inter-
viewed for a third time. Their average age was 19 years with the youngest one 
being 17 and the oldest one 22. Additionally two graduated students from each 
school were interviewed. Three of them were 20 or 21 years and one of them 
was 38 years. 

 

   

Table 4.2: Interviews 2013 – Overview. 

2013 Interviews 
Fengxian School Qingpu School 

Male Female Male Female 

First year 
Shanghai  1 2 

Migrant 2 1 2 

Second Year 
Shanghai  1 

Migrant 1 1 1 

Third Year 
Shanghai  1 

Migrant 1 

Fourth Year 
Shanghai  1 

Migrant 1 1 

Graduated 
Shanghai  

Migrant 

Source: Author’s own illustration 
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Table 4.3: Interviews 2014 – Overview. 

2014 Interviews 
Fengxian School Qingpu School 

Male Female Male Female 

First Year 
Shanghai  

Migrant 

Second Year 
Shanghai  1 2 

Migrant 2 1 2 

Third Year 
Shanghai  1 

Migrant 1 1 

Graduated 
Shanghai  1 

Migrant 1 2 

Source: Author’s own illustration 

 

Table 4.4: Interviews 2015 – Overview. 

2015 Interviews 
Fengxian School Qingpu School 

Male Female Male Female 

First Year 
Shanghai  

Migrant 

Second Year 
Shanghai  

Migrant 

Third Year 
Shanghai  1 1 1 

Migrant 2 2 

Graduated 
Shanghai  2 1 1 1 

Migrant 1 1 1 

Source: Author’s own illustration 
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4.3.2 The Questionnaire Data 

The first 17 interviews in 2013 were followed by a survey in 2014. Concepts 
appearing during the interviews were included in the questionnaire in order to 
find out how relevant they are in general (e.g. ‘If you don’t go forwards, you go 
backwards’). In addition to this inductive method, several concepts prevalent in 
other related studies were included as well (e.g. ‘Higher middle school students 
hardly ever have the chance to get in touch with society’). Altogether, there 
were six main topics closely linked to the categories which were developed from 
the interviews: vocational education (choosing school, opinions on vocational 
education, expectations on education), family background, self-assessment, 
expectations and wishes concerning the future, opinions on society, plus demo-
graphical information. During the interviews, most students were comfortable 
answering questions about school and daily life. Therefore, the questionnaire 
started with this topic. Questions about self-perception and society which re-
quired more reflection and were generally more difficult to answer were placed 
at the end of the questionnaire. The questionnaire contained three different 
question types: 

– Multiple choice questions with one possible answer 
– Multiple choice questions where more than one answer could be cho-

sen 
– Questions requiring a rating of agreement from ‘not at all’ to ‘very 

much’ on a 1 to 5 Likert scale 

Some questions included the option to give an open answer (‘Other, please 
explain: …’). The last section of the questionnaire concerned demographical 
data (age, hometown, former school, brothers or sisters, etc.) and gave the op-
tion to write a comment or volunteer additional information. 

The questionnaire was proofread by a native speaker. A professional inter-
preter and native Chinese speaker made a translation back to German. Then, 
the questionnaire was tested with two students, one second year student from 
Fengxian School and one third year student from Qingpu School. Both students 
were able to understand the instructions given and filled the questionnaire in 
just under 20 minutes. 

The survey was conducted in classrooms and teachers explained the im-
portance of filling in the questionnaire according to one’s own opinion without 
thinking about right or wrong. It turned out to be difficult to get the third year 
students since in both schools they only came back for the graduation ceremo-
ny. In Qingpu School the students had no interest in sitting down and focusing 
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on a questionnaire after they had just been handed their graduation certificates. 
Teachers did their best to get them to concentrate one last time and after few 
minutes the atmosphere became quieter. Yet, some students did not fill in the 
questionnaire. Fengxian School had their graduation ceremony at a time when I 
was not in China and, therefore, the students filled the questionnaires in my 
absence. 

In 2015, a second survey was conducted. The new questionnaire partly in-
cluded the same items as the 2014 questionnaire as well as some new additions. 
Topics were students’ motivation, sense of belonging, opinions on school and 
classes, self-assessment, family relationships, and plans and wishes concerning 
students’ future. The first part, on sense of belonging, motivation and opinions 
on school and education, consisted of new items. The family-related items were 
items from the first questionnaire complemented by new items. Self-assessment 
items were repeated from the first questionnaire, values were mainly repeated 
with a few new items added. Future plans were repeated while items concerning 
leisure activities were new. The demographical data stayed the same. With the 
mix of old and new items, changes in the opinions of students could be identi-
fied and, at the same, time a broader, more complex picture of the research 
sample evolved. The questionnaire was proofread by, and discussed with, a 
native Chinese speaker. Except for the question on leisure activities, all items 
required the same Likert scale rating from 1 to 5 as it had already been used in 
the first questionnaire. The survey was again administered in the classroom 
with the support of the classroom teachers. 

4.3.2.1 Sample Composition and Analysis 

With the two questionnaires two different sets of data were created. The first 
one is a large sample including all students who filled in the first questionnaire, 
hereafter called questionnaire A. 

These are Qingpu School first, third and fourth year electrical engineering 
students12, as well as Fengxian first and third year students and Mechatronic 
Company class students in their second year. Since the cohorts in Fengxian 
School were considerably smaller than in Qingpu School, the questionnaire had 
been administered for a second time in 2015 with the new first year electrical 
engineering cohort in Fengxian School. The questionaire is able to give a broad 
overview of the student population enrolled in electrical engineering in both 
schools. 

                                                            
12  Both, third and fourth year electrical engineering students were graduating in 2014. 
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The second questionnaire, hereafter referred to as questionnaire B or ‘Panel 

Data – Second Year’, was administered in 2015 in the second year electrical 
engineering cohort in both schools. To analyze changes between the first and 

Table 4.5: Questionnaire A – Overview I. 

Questionnaire A No. of students in 
the cohort 

Valid question-
naires 

Qingpu School – Electrical engineering first 
year 2014 145 128 

Qingpu School – Electrical engineering third 
and fourth year 2014 167 101 

Fengxian School – Electrical engineering first 
year 2014 32 32 

Fengxian School – Electrical engineering first 
year 2015 31 30 

Fengxian School – Mechantronic Company 
class second year 2014 32 32 

Fengxian School – Electrical engineering third 
year 2014 31 30 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 

 

Table 4.6: Questionnaire A – Overview II. 

Questionnaire A Percentage (N) 

Students’ school 
Fengxian School Qingpu School n/a 

35.8% (128) 64% (229) 0.3% (1) 

Students’ sex 
Male students Female students n/a 

78.5% (281) 17.3% (62) 4.2% (15) 

Students’ hukou 

Shanghainese stu-
dents Migrant students n/a 

45% (161) 42.2% (151) 12.8% (46) 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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the second year, a panel data set was created by using all first year electrical 
engineering data sets from 2014, and all second year electrical engineering data 
sets from 2015. For a few specific analyzes a real panel data set was created by 
only selecting students who could be clearly identified as having participated in 
both surveys. These students were identified by their birthdates and other de-
mographic data such as school, year of study and hukou. In the end, there were 
91 students who participated in both surveys and provided sufficient demo-
graphical data to unambiguously identify them. 

 

 
SPSS was used to analyze the data sets. For the five point Likert scale items, 

means and standard deviations were computed, and in a second step, differ- 
ences between school, sex, hukou and year of study were checked for each item. 
Correlations between two items were identified with Pearson’s Chi Square. 

Table 4.7: Questionnaire B – Overview I. 

Questionnaire B No. of students in 
the cohort 

Valid question-
naires 

Qingpu School – Electrical engineering second 
year 2015 145 105 

Fengxian School – Electrical engineering second 
year 2015 31 31 

Source: Author’s own survey 2015 

 

Table 4.8: Questionnaire B – Overview II. 

Questionnaire B Percentage (N) 

Students’ school 
Fengxian School Qingpu School n/a 

22.8% (31) 77.2% (105) 0.0% (0) 

Students’ sex 
Male students Female students n/a 

79.4% (108) 17.6% (24) 2.9% (4) 

Students’ hukou 

Shanghainese 
students Migrant students n/a 

44.1% (60) 39.0% (53) 16.9% (23) 

Source: Author’s own survey 2015 
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After this descriptive assessment, a principal axis factor analysis with 
oblique rotation (direct oblimin) was conducted on some items to create factors. 
A factor analysis can measure so-called latent variables which cannot be meas-
ured directly such as attitudes or positive and negative experiences in school. It 
is also a useful way to reduce a data set with many items. Sampling adequacy 
was verified with the Kaiser-Meyer Olkin measure. Scree plot and eigenvalues 
helped to define the appropriate number of factors. The reliability of each factor 
was assessed with Cronbach’s Alpha. Factor scores for each individual case were 
attained by computing the mean of sum scores of all item loading >0.4 on a 
factor. 

Finally, in order to identify opinion groups within the sample, clusters were 
computed. In a first step, Ward method and squared Euclidian distance created 
hierarchical clusters which indicated the ideal number of clusters. These were 
then produced using K-Means analysis (Voß et al. 2012; Field 2013). 

4.3.3 Additional Data 

4.3.3.1 Teacher Interviews 

In 2015, two teachers from each school were interviewed. In Fengxian School 
the classroom teachers of the electrical engineering and the mechatronics com-
pany classes were chosen as interview partners. In Qingpu School the classroom 
teachers were not willing to participate in the interview and instead two senior 
teachers who had worked for the school for many years volunteered. The inter-
views were used to validate the results from student interviews and question-
naires. Interestingly, all four teachers from both schools had very similar opin-
ions which also matched my own findings. Therefore, no additional teachers 
were interviewed. 

4.3.3.2 Tutor Interviews 

In 2013, two of the students’ tutors in companies were interviewed. These tu-
tors are experienced workers who introduce the students to their tasks during 
the internship. In my case both workers were low-skilled, female workers who 
took care of female students. Unfortunately, companies were reluctant to allow 
tutors to participate in interviews, and therefore, only two interviews were con-
ducted. 
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4.3.3.3 Classroom Observations 

Between 2013 and 2015, I observed several theory and practice lessons in both 
schools. This gave me a feeling for classroom dynamics and for the different 
teaching styles employed by the teachers during different kinds of lessons. I 
documented my impressions in a detailed field diary. 

4.3.3.4 Factory Visits 

Unfortunately, only a couple of factory visits were possible during my research 
and only during one visit was I allowed to see the actual workshop and a stu-
dents’ work station. Visits to the dormitory or observations of the work were 
not possible and most companies refused a visit altogether. 



 

 

5 Students’ Lives 

This first empirical data-based chapter will approach students from their envi-
ronment. In order to understand how they feel and see the world, we first must 
understand which surroundings they live in and how their daily lives are struc-
tured. Focusing on students’ living circumstances, this chapter shows what 
vocational education students have in common, what sets them apart from 
other youth in Shanghai, and it highlights differences within the group. Since 
family relations, gender, native place and relationships with peers and teachers 
all turned out to have important influences on students’ opinions on vocational 
education and their assessments of their own situations, this chapter provides 
important background information. 

The first part focuses on students’ families. Differences in parents’ education 
levels and origins, as well as the resulting implications for students, are analyzed. 
While the majority of students lived in nuclear families and enjoyed positive 
relationships with their parents, some students grew up in divorced families or 
were ‘left-behind children’ during lower middle school in their hometown be-
cause their parents had moved to Shanghai for work. Here it becomes clear that 
vocational education is not necessarily a bad choice because it actually raises 
children’s education level above their parents’ and in some cases makes a family 
reunion possible. 

The second part of this chapter turns to students’ lives in school. Students 
talk about their daily routines, their relationships with each other and with 
teachers and they describe how they spend their leisure time. The positive over-
tones with which most students speak about their regular school days are sur-
prising at first, and they emphasize the fact that most students did not have an 
easy time in their lower middle schools. It turns out that at least to some degree 
vocational education does provide more happiness and freedom. 

5.1 Family Life 

Almost all the students grew up in nuclear families who usually lived close to 
school – no matter if they were Shanghainese or migrants. Some students lived 
on campus during the week and returned home during weekends but even if 
students were boarding, they still referred to themselves as living with their 
parents. 
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According to the questionnaire, 46.6% of the students had siblings but dur-
ing the interviews, it became clear that some students referred to cousins as 
brothers or sisters. Therefore, the questionnaire results on this question must be 
interpreted with caution. Significantly more migrant students than Shang-
hainese had siblings, which is plausible because the one-child policy had been 
strictly enforced in Shanghai whereas in other parts of China a second child was 
permitted under specific circumstances. Among the interview sample, 50% of 
migrant students had siblings but all Shanghainese students were only-children. 
A few students also mentioned grandparents whom they visit or to whom they 
were close. 

 

 
Students’ parents were simple workers or self-employed in Shanghai’s sub-

urbs. In the questionnaires, the majority of students either did not answer the 
open question on parents’ profession or simply wrote ‘worker’ (gongren 工人). 
During the interviews it was confirmed that almost all of the parents either 
worked in factories or were small traders. Among the fathers’ jobs were breed-
ing fish, working in a post office, being a driver, selling ping-pong tables, being 
a wood worker and working in a car repair shop. Among the mothers’ jobs were 
doing laundry for the elderly, working in a restaurant, in a weaving factory, in a 
glass factory and in a printing company. All of these jobs are relatively lowly 
paid and parents were probably trained on the job. 
  

Table 5.1: Questionnaire A – Siblings. 

Questionnaire A 

(First, third, fourth year electrical engineering, second year 
Mechatronic Company Class) 

Valid percent 

(cases) 

Having siblings - Yes 46.6% (158) 

Having siblings - Yes 
Shanghainese students 28.6%* (46) 

Migrant students 64.7%* (97) 

Notes: * = sign .05 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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5.1.1 Parents’ Educational Background 

The majority of parents, Shanghainese as well as migrants, had low education 
levels. 70% attended school for nine years or fewer, and as we have seen, they 
were unqualified workers and, therefore, had a relatively low income.13 The 
studies by Chen and Ling confirm that there usually is no big income difference 
between Shanghainese and migrant families living in Shanghai’s suburbs (Chen, 
Feng 2013: 79; Ling 2015: 128–130). 
 

 
While parents’ overall education levels were low, they nonetheless correlat-

ed with hukou and Shanghainese parents had more years of schooling. Addi-
tionally, there was a strong link between fathers’ and mothers’ education; most 
fathers and mothers shared the same education level. 

                                                            
13  Questions on income were not included in the questionnaire. During interviews, some students 

found it difficult to describe their parents’ profession and it seemed unlikely that they would be 
able to make a reliable statement on their parents’ income. 

Table 5.2: Questionnaire A – Parents’ Education Level I. 

Highest education level 

Questionnaire A  

(First, third and fourth year electrical engi-
neering, second year Mechatronic Company 
Class) 

Father 

Valid percent (cases) 

Mother 

Valid percent (cases) 

Primary school 12.3% (41) 21.2% (68) 

Lower middle school 56.9% (189) 50.2% (161) 

Higher middle school 20.5% (68) 17.4% (56) 

Vocational school 4.2% (14) 4.4% (14) 

Tertiary education 6.0% (20) 6.9% (22) 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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Differentiating by school, it became apparent that parents whose children 

went to the German-influenced Fengxian School had a higher education level 
than parents who sent their children to the more traditional Qingpu School. A 
significantly higher percentage of Fengxian School students’ fathers had voca-
tional education or a higher education degree, compared to Qingpu School 
students’ fathers. They were also less likely to have only primary school educa-
tion, although this difference was not significant. Fengxian School students’ 
mothers were also significantly more likely to have a vocational education or 
higher education degree, and they were less likely to have only primary school 
education compared to Qingpu School students’ mothers, but schools and hu-
kou correlate. There were more Shanghainese students in Fengxian School, and 
therefore the differences between schools and parents’ education level might be 
down to hukou. A partial correlation proved that hukou and having a father 
who attended school nine years or fewer significantly correlated while control-
ling for students’ school (sign .01). The same was true for mothers with an edu-
cation level of nine years or fewer. The correlation was not significant, however, 
 

Table 5.3: Questionnaire A – Parents’ Education Level II. 

Highest education level 

Questionnaire A  

(First, third and fourth year 
electrical engineering, second 
year Mechatronic Company 
Class) 

Father 

Valid percent (cases) 

Mother 

Valid percent (cases) 

Shanghai Other Shanghai Other 

Primary school 8.8%*  
(14) 

16.4%*  
(24) 

8.9%*  
(14) 

37.3%*  
(53) 

Lower middle school 51.9%*  
(83) 

63.0%*  
(92) 

45.9%  
(72) 

52.8%  
(75) 

Higher middle school 21.9%  
(35) 

18.5%  
(27) 

23.6%*  
(37) 

9.9%*  
(14) 

Vocational school 8.1%*  
(13) 

0.7%*  
(1) 

8.9%*  
(14) 

0%*  
(0) 

Tertiary education 9.4%*  
(15) 

1.4%*  
(2) 

12.7%*  
(20) 

0%*  
(0) 

Notes: * = sign .05 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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when correlating students’ school and one parent’s education level of nine years 
or fewer while controlling for hukou. 

 

 
Previous studies have pointed out that socio-economic factors, such as par-

ents’ education level and occupation, impact on students’ chances to attend 
university (Chen 2016: 158–159). The low level of parents’ education in the 
present sample is likely to have influenced students’ performance in lower mid-
dle school and contributed to their failure in the final lower middle school ex-
am.14 According to Bourdieu, education claims to be objective while in reality 
fortifying existing differences in society (Hepp 2009: 24–25). Students only 
perform well in schools when they have acquired the right habitus, the habit of 
thinking and acting that fits the school, beforehand. Students learn their habitus 
through parental education and conditioning (Kupfer 2014: 145). 

                                                            
14  Chapter 6.1 will show that having failed the lower middle school exam was one of the main 

reasons students entered vocational education. 

Table 5.4: Questionnaire A – Parents’ Education Level III. 

Highest education level 

Questionnaire A 

(First, third and fourth year 
electrical engineering, 
second year Mechatronic 
Company Class) 

Father 

Valid percent (cases) 

Mother 

Valid percent (cases) 

Fengxian 
School 

Qingpu 
School 

Fengxian 
School 

Qingpu 
School 

Primary school 7.9% 
(10) 

15.0% 
(31) 

15.4%* 
(19) 

24.7%* 
(49) 

Lower middle school 55.6% 
(70) 

57.8% 
(119) 

44.7% 
(55) 

53.5% 
(106) 

Higher middle school 19.0% 
(24) 

21.4% 
(44) 

20.3% 
(25) 

15.7% 
(31) 

Vocational school 7.9%* 
(10) 

1.9%* 
(4) 

8.1%* 
(10) 

2.0%* 
(4) 

Higher education 9.5%* 
(12) 

3.9%* 
(8) 

11.4%* 
(14) 

4.0%* 

(8) 

Notes: * = sign .05 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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Studies in China revealed that students struggle when they enter social envi-
ronments in educational institutions which differ from their family environ-
ment. During his research at a key university in Beijing, Li He (2013) found that 
rural students had considerable difficulties adjusting to their new environment 
and becoming accustomed to the urban lifestyle. Chen Yu (2016) confirmed 
that the examination-based school system with key schools on the upper sec-
ondary and tertiary education level favors students with good financial, political 
(party membership) and academic family backgrounds and it leads to an un-
equal distribution of social, economic and academic resources for certain 
groups of people. Lin Yi (2005) showed how Muslim children’s reputation as 
poor students turns into a self-fulfilling prophecy, thereby leading to a vicious 
cycle in which Muslim minorities have lower education levels and are consid-
ered more backwards than the Han Chinese majority (hanzu 汉族) or other 
ethnic minorities. 

Parents’ education level in the present study suggests that the majority of 
students would not have had the right habitus for an academic higher middle 
school. Even in a vocational school, it is questionable whether students whose 
parents only have primary or lower middle school education would be able to 
adapt. Following Bourdieu, one would have to assume that students without the 
right habitus will struggle with vocational education. However, as will be shown 
later in this chapter, students’ habitus did fit their education, but at the same 
time more years of schooling did not raise their relative status in society.  

In fact, students’ educational aspirations were linked to parents’ education 
level. In the sample 69.2% of students’ fathers had an education of nine years or 
fewer (230 cases). On a five point Likert scale ranging from 1 (= ‘no agreement 
at all’) to 5 (= ‘completely agree’), these students had a significantly lower 
agreement rate with the statement that ‘After vocational education, I want to 
get a higher education degree’ than students whose fathers had more than nine 
years of schooling. The same is true on the mother’s side: 71.4% of students’ 
mothers had an education of nine years or fewer (292 cases) and their children 
agreed significantly less with this statement. The agreement rate with the state-
ment that ‘Not being able to go to a higher middle school gave me a feeling of 
frustration’ rose with a rising education level on the fathers’ side. The same was 
true for mothers’ education level except for mothers with tertiary education, 
where the agreement rate dropped. Equally relevant was hukou. For both state-
ments – ‘After vocational education, I want to get a higher education degree’ 
and ‘Not being able to go to a higher middle school gave me a feeling of frustra-
tion’ – the agreement rate among Shanghainese students was significantly high-
er than among migrant students – but as mentioned above, hukou and parents’ 
education level correlated as well. 
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A partial correlation analysis revealed that the correlation between ‘hukou’ 
and ‘After vocational education, I want to get a higher education degree’ was 
significant while controlling fathers’ education level as well as while controlling 
mothers’ education level (sign .01).15 It was not significant when ‘hukou’ was 
used as the controlling variable. Therefore, the conclusion must be that while 
parents’ education level certainly does have an influence, the broader environ-
ment is an even more important factor determining students’ educational aspi-
rations and tertiary education is still more common and more important in 
Shanghai than in other less developed parts of the country. In summary, mi-
grant students are more likely to come from families with relatively low educa-
tion levels and they are also more likely to be content with their secondary vo-
cational education degree. 

This result confirms what has been put forward by other studies on social 
mobility in China as well: Parents’ education levels, occupation and income, as 
well as, socio-economic status and home background, are among the factors 
which influence the likelihood of students attaining tertiary education levels 
(Chen 2016: 158–159). 

My sample supports the theory that school reproduces society (Kramer 2014: 
432; Furlong, Cartmel 1997: 19). The students came from families with a low 
educational background and, due to diploma inflation, they will be considered 
people with low educational background themselves once they finish school. 
The ‘elevator effect’ which Beck formulated in order to describe the social de-
velopment in Germany after the Second World War also applies in China (Beck 
1986: 122). The parents’ generation worked hard and their children will have a 
better education and a higher income but, at the same time, education level and 
income will be relatively low in their children’s generation. This may not be the 
case when compared to the average of all of China since there is a massive de-
velopmental difference between eastern, central and western parts, but it will 
certainly be low when compared to the rest of society in eastern China, where 
the students lived. 

                                                            
15  The dichotomous variables ‘father attended school for nine years or fewer’ and ‘mother attend-

ed school for nine years or fewer’ were controlled. 
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It is important to recognize that, as Ling pointed out, for migrant families 

this reproduction of society in Shanghai happens with no exception due to 
government regulations which do not allow migrant students to enter an aca-
demic higher middle school (Ling 2015: 131). The fact that less well-off Shang-

Table 5.5: Questionnaire A – Fathers’ Education / ‘After vocational education, I want to get a 
higher education degree’. 

‘After vocational education, I want to get a higher education degree’ 

Questionnaire A  

(First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second year Mecha-
tronic Company Class) 

Mean 

Father <= 9 years education 3.5** 

Father > 9 years education 4.0** 

Mother <= 9 years education 3.6** 

Mother > 9 years education 4.1** 

Shanghainese Students 4.0** 

Migrant Students  3.3** 

Notes: ** = sign .01; Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 

Table 5.6: Questionnaire A – Parents’ Education / ‘Not being able to go to higher middle school 
gave me a feeling of frustration’. 

‘Not being able to go to higher middle school gave me a feeling of frustration’ 

Questionnaire A  

(First, third and fourth year 
electrical engineering, second 
year Mechatronic Company 
Class) 

Primary 
school 

Lower 
middle 
school 

Higher 
middle 
school 

Higher 
education 

Fathers’ highest education 2.2 2.7 3.1 3.2 

Mothers’ highest education 2.6 2.7 3.2 2.3 

Notes: Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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hainese families also do not manage to climb up the social ladder suggests that 
these regulations only cement a social reproduction that would have been likely 
anyway. 

5.1.2 Family Relationships 

Most students had a good relationship with their parents and felt that their 
parents supported and cared for them. Many students considered their parents 
the biggest influence in their lives. The Chinese word ‘family’/‘home’ (jia 家) 
had solely positive associations such as harmony, happiness, warmth, and good 
food. Students recognized that their parents work for the family. Xue Mei 
(1_F/Q4): “I know how hard my parents work…how they brought us up.” 
(XM1_10). They recognized that their parents’ lives were bitter (ku 苦) and they 
showed a lot of empathy for them. Students strongly agreed with the statement 
that ‘My parents’ generation had a hard life’ and ‘My parents’ generation lived 
for the children and the family’. The agreement rate with the latter statement 
was significantly higher among older students. This suggests a growing under-
standing which students also mentioned during the interviews. They also 
strongly agreed with the statement that ‘I respect my parents’, ‘My parents love 
me’, ‘I have a good relationship with my parents’ and ‘Family is my harbor’. 
Family was valued importantly by the students and as such will be further dis-
cussed in Chapter 8.1.1. 

Students did mention fights with their parents but usually described them as 
either negligible or as a thing of the past which does not happen anymore be-
cause they gained a better understanding of their parents. Nineteen year old 
Xue Mei (1_F/Q4), for example, used to fight with her parents but she claimed 
to have stopped because she started to understand their hard life. Fifteen year 
old De Hua (1_M/Q1) had not reached this point in 2013. Although he knew 
his parents meant well, he did not listen to them. Analyzing the causes for his 
own behavior, he said that it was age-related. Overall, the agreement rate with ‘I 
often fight with my parents’ was low but Shanghainese students agreed more 
with this statement than migrant students. Interestingly though, Fengxian 
School students (who were mainly Shanghainese) agreed more with ‘I respect 
my parents’ and ‘I have a good relationship with my parents’ in the second year 
of their education. 

The relationship between students and their parents was generally harmo-
nious but parents’ education, family hukou, and the students’ schools were 
influential factors. The relationship between migrant students and their lesser-
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educated parents appeared to be better than between Shanghainese students 
and their better-educated parents. In the second year, Shanghainese students 
also agreed more with the statement that ‘I disappoint my parents’, whereas 
migrant students agreed more with ‘My parents are proud of me’. If the mother 
has had more than twelve years of schooling – which was true only in a few 
cases – students were less likely to agree with ‘My parents are proud of me’. 
This is in line with what has been discussed previously: parents’ education 
shapes children’s aspirations and influences how students experience their 
parents’ feelings towards them. Including the hukou-related correlations, it 
became clear that being Shanghainese and having better-educated parents led to 
students feeling different expectations, and the greater likelihood that they 
would feel that they were not living up to these, which in turn stressed the rela-
tionship between parents and children. 

Besides parents with better education having higher expectations, the paren-
tal pressure to succeed in school and find a good job has also been linked to the 
fact that the majority of the younger generation in China grows up without 
siblings (Fong 2004: 28–29), and media has been blaming this pressure as a 
cause for suicides and mental illness (Fong 2004: 87). Only-children carry the 
sole responsibility when it comes to taking care of parents in old-age and living 
up to their expectations. In fact, agreement rates with the statement that ‘My 
parents put big pressure on me’ was higher for students without siblings irre-
spective of hukou. 

Being an only child not only increases pressure but also the likelihood of be-
ing spoiled (Fong 2004: 29). This phenomenon of the spoiled only-child genera-
tion has been frequently discussed in the media as ‘Little Emperor Syndrome’. 
Student Li An (1_F/F1) described the phenomenon: 

I think my generation is quite precocious and quite spoiled […]. Preco-
cious because their fathers and mothers did not look after them because 
they [parents] were working a lot [...]. Some turned from being pure to 
being spoiled. I think some people think they are amazing, they just are 
too spoiled. Then parents are not with them, they [children] are with 
their grandparents. The grandparents love them dearly and do not have 
them do anything. They are like flowers in a greenhouse. My generation, 
if they are not spoiled they are precocious. (LA1_84) 
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Zhang Hua (1_F/F3) linked the spoiled 1990s Generation not to parental 

education but to the economic development: 

The older generation says they [1990s Generation] are spoiled and 
pampered. Actually, being pampered and spoiled is also what this dec-
ade gave us because before it was enough to have enough to eat. Now 
after being full, there are more material needs. There is continuous de-
velopment in this decade and people have more and more needs. 
(ZH1_62) 

   

Table 5.7a: Questionnaire A + B – Family Relationships. 

Questionnaire A 

(First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second year Mecha-
tronic Company Class) 

Mean 

My parents’ generation had a hard life. 4.4 

My parents’ generation lived for the children and the family. 4.2 

My parents’ generation lived for the children and the 
family. 

First year 4.0** 

Third year 4.3** 

I have a good relationship with my parents. 4.2 

Family is my harbor. 4.3 

I often fight with my parents. 2.3 

I often fight with my parents. 
Shanghainese students 2.4* 

Migrant students 2.1* 

The 1990s Generation is spoiled. 3.0 

The 1990s Generation is spoiled. 
Male students 3.2** 

Female students 2.5** 

Notes: * = sign .05, ** = sign .01; Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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Interestingly, Zhang Hua assessed her generation similar to Yunxiang Yan’s 

description of the 1980s’ generation. Yan pointed out that the ‘frail pragmatists’ 
born in the 1980s were commonly considered spoiled because of their circum-
stances: their parents were able to provide for them materially and they never 
missed out on anything. In return, the younger generation had to give up their 
carefree childhood and study hard in order to satisfy parents’ expectations. Yan 
concluded that young people do not feel that they are spoiled because they had 
to make this tradeoff (Yan 2006: 261–262). His argument has limited explanato-
ry power in the case of vocational education students because they dropped out 
of the arduous study regime in academic middle schools and therefore do not 
trade their childhood for material benefits anymore. Also, Li An’s frank de-
scription of her own generation would indicate that other students might admit 
as well to being part of a spoiled generation. Nevertheless, this was not the case. 

Table 5.7b: Questionnaire A + B – Family Relationships. 

Questionnaire B 

(Panel Data – Second Year) 
Mean 

My parents love me. 4.3 

I respect my parents. 4.3 

I respect my parents. 
Fengxian School students 4.7* 

Qingpu School students 4.2* 

I have a good relationship with my 
parents. 

Fengxian School students 4.5* 

Qingpu School students 4.0* 

I disappoint my parents. 
Shanghainese students 2.8* 

Migrant students 2.2* 

My parents are proud of me. 
Shanghainese students 3.3* 

Migrant students 3.8* 

My parents are proud of me. 
Mother’s education > 12 years 2.8* 

Mother’s education <= 12 years 3.6* 

My parents spoil me. 2.3 

Notes: * = sign .05, ** = sign .01; Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

 Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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Participants overall had a very low agreement rate with the statement that ‘My 
parents spoil me’, and they were neutral towards the general statement that 
‘The 1990s Generation is spoiled’. Male students agreed slightly with this state-
ment while female students disagreed, which suggests that male students were 
more often pampered. However, as Yan pointed out, there is no definition or 
agreement on what ‘being spoiled’ involves and every assessment depends on 
what is considered normal standard. Parents’ limited financial assets compared 
to the Shanghainese middle class could therefore explain why students in the 
sample did not feel spoiled. 

 

5.1.3 Divorce and Separation 

The divorce rate in China has been rising for the last 30 years (Xu 2017c: 153) 
and several students in the sample had divorced parents. According to one 
Qingpu School teacher, about 20% of the students live with only one parent. In 
the interview sample four of the initial 17 students’ parents were divorced. In 
the questionnaire, 12.5% of the students said that their parents were divorced 
and 14.6% of the students said that they come from a one-parent family. These 
numbers are significantly higher than China’s nationwide refined crude divorce 
rate of 7% in 2010 as quoted by Xu (2017: 154) referring to the national cen- 
 

Table 5.8: Questionnaire B – Pressure from Parents. 

‘My parents put big pressure on me’ 

Questionnaire B 

(Panel Data – 
Second Year) 

All stu-
dents 

Shanghai-
nese stu-
dents 

Migrant 
students 

Male 
students 

Female 
students 

Having siblings - 
yes 2.5 2.7 2.4 2.4 2.9 

Having siblings - 
no 3.0 3.0 3.2 2.9 3.0 

Notes: Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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sus.16 This strongly suggests that students coming from broken families are 
more likely to leave the academic education system and to enter vocational 
education. 

A divorce ultimately changes family structures and the relationship between 
students and parents. There were a few students who shared their experiences 
during the interviews. Zhao Jing (1_M/F1), a tall, slightly cross-eyed Fengxian 
School student, was struggling with his parents both having new partners. In 
2013, he said that his mother, who lived in Shenzhen, never cared about him 
and never got in touch. 

My former mom, in one sentence, is a slave to money (cainu 财奴); my 
current mother [fathers’ new wife], how to say…is… a bit mischievous 
(tiaopi 调皮), really mischievous, just like her daughter, the same per-
sonality. (ZJ1_56). 

He applied two metaphors to describe his family. He compared his first 
family, his biological parents, with a broken vase that cannot be fixed anymore. 
His new family, his father and his new stepmother, he compared with a plant 
that yields limitless harvest. Considering that Zhao Jing did not speak at all 
fondly of his stepmother, the reality did not seem to be as nice as this metaphor 
suggests. In 2015, Zhao Jing had visited his mother and her new partner in 
Shenzhen and, subsequently, decided not to visit her again. His parents’ influ-
ence in his life was showing him the frustrations of life, said Zhao Jing in that 
year. He prided himself as one of the best students in class but he had gotten in 
trouble with his superior during his internship and was sent back to school 
early where he kept himself busy with founding a Lego group. Clearly, a trou-
bled home can add to the difficulties of coping with the challenges of vocational 
education.  

Two female students lived with their divorced fathers. Both said that they 
have to take care of the household for their fathers. Li Miao (1_F/Q2): “If I did 
not take care of my father, then he would have nobody who would take care of 
him” (LM1_96) and Wen Qing (3_F/F3):  

Because he is a man, some chores he does not like to do. When I’m at 
home during the weekend, then I do it. Every week, I clean up, I do the 
kitchen, my room, his room, cleaning, doing chores, cooking. This is 
only a little time. (WQ3_90) 

   
                                                            
16  The refined crude divorce rate is the number of divorces per 1000 women married to men in a 

given year. A refined crude divorce rate of 7% means that there is one divorce per 143 married 
couples (Xu 2017c: 154). 
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Wen Qing, the latter student cited, spoke very openly about her broken  
family during her three interviews. Wen Qing’s father was from Anhui province 
and her mother from Sichuan. Her mother wanted to go to university but 
lacked funding. She came to Shanghai to work where she met Wen Qing’s fa-
ther. They married. When Wen Qing was four, her mother went to her home in 
Anhui and never returned. Wen Qing did not know where her mother was and 
her father got angry when she asked about her. He told her that her mother 
does not miss her. Wen Qing missed her mother, however, and wanted to look 
for her once she had the financial resources to do so on her own. Her father 
worked for a relative in Shanghai but Wen Qing did not know his position or 
what exactly he did. She said that she and her dad were middle class (zhong 
deng 中等) but rather poor compared to Shanghainese families. The relation-
ship between Wen Qing and her father was difficult and defined by conflict. In 
2013, during the first interview, she said that she had a good relationship with 
her father; that her father treasured her and that she loved him, but the rest of 
the interview revealed that the father-daughter relationship was more compli-
cated. Her father preferred boys and, at the same time, scolded her for her boy-
ish behavior. He was annoyed by Wen Qing. As a result, she chose not to talk to 
him. In 2014, Wen Qing said that her relationship with her dad was getting 
better and that they were sometimes able to talk with each other. She dared to 
voice her opinion and they had a discussion. In 2015, it almost sounded like a 
breakthrough: Wen Qing recounted a big fight with her father and afterwards 
they talked things out. Since then, the relationship was very good according to 
her. She explained that her father had a bad temper and he took it out on her. 
She told him that she cannot take it anymore and since then they listened to 
each other and communicated on an equal level. Wen Qing still had no contact 
with her mother. It looked as if Wen Qing’s growing up and being able to rea-
son with her father led to the relationship improving and the biggest fights 
being avoided. It also seemed as if Wen Qing’s mother was occupying a less 
prominent space in her mind. When asked about her during the last interview, 
Wen Qing did not go into details anymore and did not mention earlier plans of 
earning enough money to go after her and find her. Wen Qing had learned to 
accept her family situation the way it was and was also learning how to deal 
with her father. 

Even if parents were not divorced, any separation was hard to handle for the 
students. With more than 200 million migrants living in Chinese cities, the 
problems their left-behind children encounter in the home provinces have 
attracted the attention of the government (Chan 2009: 5). Drawing on a popula-
tion survey from 2010, the All-China Women’s Federation claims that 21.9% of 
all children in China are left-behind. When both parents are gone, most chil-
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dren live with their grandparents (32.7% of left-behind children) or with other 
people (10.7%) (All-China Women’s Federation 2013). Most of these children 
see their parents only once or twice a year. They often lack supervision and are 
more likely to be involved in accidents or become victims of crime compared to 
children living with their parents. Also, their caretakers often care about physi-
cal safety only and neglect children’s psychological needs, which leads to de-
pression, anxiety, and low-self-esteem (Chan 2009: 7–18). 

For parents who were working in Shanghai while their children were in 
their home provinces, the vocational education policies in Shanghai made fami-
ly reunions possible. Especially when students did not pass the lower middle 
school exam, enrolling in a vocational school in Shanghai and living with their 
parents became the preferred choice for many families, and thus the number of 
migrant children in cities is growing quickly. In Shanghai, four out of ten chil-
dren are migrants. The statistics published by the All-China Women’s Federa-
tion showed that the sex ratio among younger children aged between three and 
14 is higher than among the left-behind children, meaning that parents are 
more likely to take their sons to the cities for schooling. Daughters on the other 
hand are more likely to be brought to the cities after compulsory education so 
that they can find work. As we know, however, once they settle in the cities, 
migrants and their children still face different social, cultural and economic 
discrimination due to the hukou system, such as not being allowed to enter an 
academic higher middle school in Shanghai. Yet, research has shown that chil-
dren want to be united with their parents (All-China Women’s Federation 2013) 
and the biographies of some of the students in the present study demonstrate 
the difficulties left-behind children face and how coming to Shanghai to reunite 
with their parents can be a positive turning point in their lives. 

Migrant student De Hua (1_M/Q1) moved to Shanghai with his parents in 
the first grade of primary school. During lower middle school, he was sent back 
to his hometown in Jiangsu where he lived with his uncle. During these years he 
saw his parents only during summer and winter holidays when he visited them. 
They hardly ever came to see him which was very difficult for De Hua. In 2015, 
he still mentioned his aunt and uncle as being the biggest influence in his life 
because they taught him how to behave. During lower middle school, his uncle, 
who himself only had nine years of schooling, tutored him. De Hua failed the 
lower middle school exam and, subsequently, came to Shanghai to live with his 
parents again and go to a vocational school. His parents worked long hours and 
came home late. His father was a wood worker and his mother worked for a 
relative in a restaurant. By 2015, however, De Hua did not have a lot of contact 
with his parents anymore. He still returned home during the weekends but 
sometimes his parents were out working. 
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Wang Ming (1_M/F2) had a similar biography. He was originally from Si-
chuan. During lower middle school, he lived there with his grandparents; his 
parents, his little sister and two cousins lived in Shanghai. His mother was born 
in Anhui, where he also spent two years of his life with his uncle, while his 
mother was sick. Although he had lived only a couple of years in Sichuan, 
Wang Ming refered to himself as being Sichuanese. He said that his grandpar-
ents in Sichuan, as well as his uncle in Anhui, were all good to him, but the 
majority of his friends are in Shanghai. His homeroom teacher spoke very fond-
ly of Wang Ming. She explained that Wang Ming used to get into fights when 
he was living with his grandparents, and one time his father had to return to 
Sichuan to sort things out. Once enrolled in the vocational school, Wang Ming 
underwent a very positive development and turned out to be one of the best 
students in the class, according to his teacher. In 2015, he only rarely visited his 
parents who were still living in Shanghai but were likely to return home soon to 
take care of Wang Ming’s grandparents. Wang Ming himself was planning to 
stay in Shanghai. He was enrolled in a work and study program, where he was 
doing a tertiary vocational education degree while working part-time. 

Although commonly seen as a second class education, vocational education 
in Shanghai is not necessarily a worst case scenario when the alternative is 
growing up with relatives and going to an academic middle school or a voca-
tional school in the provinces. Migrant children in cities still face many difficul-
ties such as unaffordable health care, discrimination in education, social segre-
gation and a higher risk of becoming involved in crime (Chan 2009: 27–44) but 
the stories of De Hua and Wang Ming show the difficulties left-behind children 
face in the countryside and how coming to Shanghai and living with their par-
ents was a positive development. Studies on vocational education often ap-
proach the subject from the perspective of urban families aspiring upward so-
cial mobility. In their case, vocational education is undesirable and a setback. 
For left-behind children in the provinces, on the other hand, coming to Shang-
hai and attending a vocational school might be a great opportunity for family 
reunion and further education. 

5.2 Life in School 

The influence of family on students’ lives cannot be overestimated, but in their 
day to day lives students on the secondary level spend more time in school than 
with their families. Therefore, school must be considered an equally important 
environment. 
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Students’ school days start with exercises in the school yard followed by 
classes until around 3pm. In Fengxian School, which cooperates with German 
companies, there were 30 to 32 students in one class. In Qingpu School there 
were 40 students in one class, but classes were split for practical lessons. In both 
schools the majority of students were male and there were boarding as well as 
day-students. Some students knew each other from lower middle school and 
some were completely new. 

Entering a new school is usually a challenge. Students have to get to know 
new teachers, new peers, adjust to new teaching methods and a new surround-
ing (Schaupp 2014: 747). They need to recognize what is expected from them in 
the new school and develop their new role in accordance with their own history 
(Kramer 2014: 424). A successful school change, however, enables students to 
manage other changes in their future lives successfully as well (Schaupp 2014: 
753–754). 

In reality, though, students mastered the school change well. When they en-
tered the vocational school, they did not know what their electrical engineering 
training would be like. The agreement rate with the statement that ‘I did not 
understand anything about electrical engineering when I came to this school’ 
was high.  Yet, they found themselves with classmates who performed equally 
poorly in their former school and they had different subjects that focused on 
manual skills instead of theoretical knowledge. Additionally, in these subjects 
no previous knowledge was required. Students effectively got a second chance. 
The adjective used most often to describe vocational education was ‘relaxed’ 
(qingsong 轻松). Students had a good time, at least, compared to their experi-
ences in lower middle school. This is in line with the findings of youth studies 
conducted in Germany. Students who failed to enter their desired school un-
derwent a positive development. Their grades improved and so did their self-
worth (Schaupp 2014: 748–750). This positive experience strengthens students 
and they regain motivation. 

In both schools, students depicted their environments in positive ways. 
Fengxian School was described as a familiar environment with a good and har-
monious atmosphere; Qingpu School’s environment was described as good, 
nice and green. Initially, students liked the big campuses of both schools but 
after moving, Fengxian School students were less satisfied because the new 
campus was closed off and students were not allowed to leave anymore. Addi-
tionally, the dormitories lacked hot water and had no heating facilities which 
made the winter very hard. Nonetheless, students generally liked their schools, 
their peers and their teachers, and only a few criticized the food in the canteen 
or the dormitories. Life in school was characterized as fun, happy, quiet, har-
monious and relaxed. Students enjoyed the community with their peers. The 
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daily routine was shaped by learning, with breaks during which they played 
sports in the courtyard or chatted with their friends. Students in the second year 
of their education agreed more with the statement that ‘My life in vocational 
education is happier than in lower middle school’ than with the statement that 
‘My life in lower middle school was happier than in vocational school’. 
Fengxian School students were happier in their school than Qingpu School 
students. They agreed significantly more with the statement that ‘My life in 
vocational education is happier than in lower middle school’ and with the 
statement that ‘I’m always happy when I get to the classroom in the morning’. 
Whereas in the first year of their education male students agreed more than 
female students of the same cohort with the statement that ‘During vocational 
education, life is happy’, one year later the differences had disappeared, with 
both female and male students agreeing that ‘My life in vocational education is 
happier than in lower middle school’. 

In the second year of their education most students described a positive de-
velopment. They got to know their classmates, improved their social contacts 
and in class they understood more and studied better. De Hua (2_M/Q2): 

When I just entered the school, I was not used to the atmosphere and I 
studied a bit sluggishly. In class, I was a bit absent minded. Now in the 
second year, I know the technique of my training course. I have a new 
understanding. Now, I listen diligently every day in class and I do my 
tasks with all my capability. This is the biggest change concerning my 
studies. (DH2_2) 

Many students mentioned that they did not need tutoring during the week-
ends and they also did not have a lot of homework. Vocational education stu-
dents have a lot of spare time during the first two years of their education. 

In the last year with their graduation approaching, students felt pressure in 
school. Fengxian School students criticized the alternating system, which left 
them not enough time to study for the exams in the third year. Many students 
also took gaofu (高复) classes, which prepare them for an exam that allows 
vocational students to enter tertiary vocational education colleges. These classes 
were held either in the evening or during the weekends and students needed to 
pay for them. In Qingpu School, some students took gaofu classes instead of 
doing an internship. 

When it comes to performance in school, migrant students are often con-
sidered weak and less well equipped to adapt to schools in Shanghai. The lower 
education background of migrant parents would suggest that there is indeed a 
connection. Chen and Feng (2013) compared the test results of migrant stu-
dents in public and private schools with Shanghainese students and found that 
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Shanghainese students had the best results, followed by migrant students in 
public schools. Migrant students in private schools performed worst of all. 
 

 
Additionally, the longer migrant students had been living in Shanghai, the bet-
ter their results, and students whose families had a higher income also had 
better results (Chen, Feng 2013: 79). Yet, what Chen and Feng did not compare 
were migrants and people who had been granted an urban hukou following the 
expansion of the city area. Lin Yi (2011) studied a primary school in a suburban 
village of Xiamen and concluded that teachers generally considered migrants to 
be striving and hardworking while children from newly urban hukou holders 
were seen as having similar disadvantages while additionally lacking motivation 
(Lin 2011: 320–321). This would explain teachers’ different opinions on their 
Shanghainese and migrant students in the present sample. 

The Fengxian School teachers I interviewed agreed with migrant students 
being weaker, whereas Qingpu School teachers had a more positive opinion on 
migrant students’ skills. Fengxian School teacher Lin Keping said that Shang-

Table 5.9: Questionnaire A + B – Life in Vocational School. 

Questionnaire B (Panel Data – Second Year) Mean 

My life in vocational education is happier than in lower middle school. 3.4 

My life in vocational education is happier 
than in lower middle school. 

Male students 3.5 

Female students 3.4 

My life in lower middle school was happier than in vocational education. 3.0 

My life in vocational education is happier 
than in lower middle school. 

Fengxian School students 4.0* 

Qingpu School students 3.3* 

I’m always happy when I get to the 
classroom in the morning. 

Fengxian School students 3.4* 

Qingpu School students 2.8* 

Questionnaire A (Panel Data – First Year) Mean 

During vocational education, life is 
happy. 

Male students 4.2* 

Female students 3.6* 

Notes: * = sign .05; Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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hainese students have better basics and adapt better; there is a bigger difference 
between weak students and strong students. Fengxian School teacher Zheng 
Lina agreed that migrant students tend to be poor in mathematics and English. 
They tend to give up and need extra motivation. On the other hand, Qingpu 
School teacher Zhao Shaofan said that migrant students adapt well and are 
more simple and plain (zhipu 质朴), as well as closer to the teacher than 
Shanghainese students. Qingpu School teacher Zhang Yuzhou agreed with his 
colleague: migrant students adjust well since most of them have been living in 
Shanghai for many years already. Since I did not collect any school results or 
rural-urban hukou information, it is not possible to find out if Shanghainese 
students or students with urban hukous performed better than migrants or 
students with rural hukous. Teachers’ different opinions suggest that there is no 
evident trend though. With only very few exceptions, all interviewed students 
said that they were satisfied with their personal grades and that they were im-
proving. Migrant students agreed only slightly more with the statement that 
‘Chances and difficulties in life depend on hukou’. 

Perhaps differences in performance were not necessarily linked to hukou 
but without a question students had different levels and were either more or less 
interested. Some students complained that unmotivated students disturbed the 
class. Zhang Hua (2_F/FA) complained that students with a poor attitude to-
wards studying had a negative influence on the overall atmosphere of the class. 
According to her, the school should be stricter and put more pressure on those 
students. Also Zhao Jing (2_M/F2) mentioned that both good and poor stu-
dents were in one class, which was not ideal. Wen Qing (3_F/F3) added that 
teachers were young and often couldn’t control the students who disturbed the 
class. The atmosphere was loud and teachers had to use a microphone. 

 
Table 5.10: Questionnaire A – ‘Chances and difficulties depend on hukou’. 

Questionnaire A  

(First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second year Mecha-
tronic Company Class) 

Mean 

Chances and difficulties in life depend 
on hukou. 

Shanghainese students 3.3 

Migrant students 3.5 

Notes: Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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5.2.1 Relationships with Teachers 

The atmosphere in school depends to a high degree on the teachers. Most stu-
dents had a close and positive relationship with their teachers, especially the 
homeroom teacher with whom they spent many hours a day together. These 
teachers played an important role. They were like a family member and some 
students considered them the biggest influence in their lives. Students described 
their teachers as good, humorous, happy, responsible and friendly. The state-
ment ‘Teachers are role models for students’ had an agreement rate of 4.0.17 
During the interviews, some migrant students also compared their teachers in 
Shanghai with teachers in their home town who were rude and punished stu-
dents physically, so a positive relationship with teachers is not a given but a 
characteristic of the student-teacher relationship in the two vocational schools 
studied here. 

Students preferred strict but humorous teachers. They recognized that they 
would use any freedom they had in class to do other things, but they also recog-
nized that the consequences would be bad. Therefore, students wanted to have 
teachers with authority; a few students criticized teachers as not strict enough. 
Another important characteristic was the sense of humor. Students wanted to 
be able to laugh with their teachers, and they enjoyed having their attention 
drawn back to the subject with some jokes. After class, students enjoyed com-
municating with teachers the same way they communicated with friends. In 
essence, popular teachers needed to be able to maintain their authority, not 
allowing the students to disturb the class or miss their homework while at the 
same time, being able to entertain the students with jokes and make it easier for 
them to follow the class by presenting study content in a humorous way. 

Overall, teachers were hardly ever criticized by the students. Two exceptions 
were Wen Qing and Li An, both female students in German-influenced 
Fengxian School but not from the same class. Wen Qing (3_F/F3) complained 
that teachers did not prepare the classes properly and did not care about the 
weaker students. They lacked responsibility, according to her. Li An (3_F/FA) 
made a similar point, saying that teachers did not explain clearly enough and 
did not check whether students understood. 

Despite these two examples, Fengxian School students had a more positive 
relationship in general with their teachers. The agreement rate with the state-
ment that ‘Teachers often scold us students’ was significantly lower than for 
Qingpu School students. Fengxian School students also agreed more with the 
                                                            
17  Questionnaire A (First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second year Mechatronic 

Company Class), Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’. 
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statement that ‘Teachers let us actively participate in class’, and ‘Teachers often 
praise us students’. Although the majority of Fengxian School students had a 
Shanghai hukou, the differences are not linked to hukou. Migrant students 
agreed more with ‘Teachers consider students interests’ and there were no dif-
ferences in agreement towards the other mentioned statements. Smaller class 
size in Fengxian School is likely to be one of the factors contributing to a more 
positive evaluation of their teachers. Teachers can keep a smaller class better 
under control and students have more opportunities to be active. 

Students liked classes in which they did well. For most students these were 
vocational and practical classes, as well as, sports. When asked about the differ-
ences between teaching and learning in lower middle school and vocational 
school, Li An (1_F/F1) replied:  

There is a big difference. In lower middle school […] the teachers for 
example gave us more to learn; we had a lot of homework at home. Now, 
there is basically no homework and if there is, it is done very quickly. 
Most of the content is taught by the teacher in class and during our 
spare time he has us understanding it by ourselves. In lower middle 
school, this was different. (LA1_34) 

Lei Qiang (1_M/F1) described the teaching methods in Fengxian School, 
where teachers first introduced the theory and later linked it with work-related 
processes. Theory was applied in practice and the whole training course started 
from scratch with the very basics. 

Teacher-centered teaching, which has students memorizing large amounts 
of theory and neglects creativity, is often criticized and, generally, considered to 
be too prominent in Chinese classrooms (Halpin 2014: 2), but when Fengxian 
and Qingpu School teachers described their teaching methods, a different pic-
ture appeared. It became clear that they cared about students’ interests. They 
were aware that students struggled with the memorizing-oriented teaching style 
in Chinese academic schools. To prevent students from falling behind, teachers 
had the following approaches: Fengxian School teacher Lin Keping said that he 
started with the interests of the students and then led over to the actual subject. 
Fengxian School teacher Zheng Lina focused on lively and flexible teaching and 
let the students be active. Qingpu School teacher Zhou Shaofan said that she 
put herself into the position of the students and thought about what they would 
like. She focused on encouragement instead of scolding and fostered their inde-
pendence by giving them time to read or discuss on their own. Qingpu School 
teacher Zhang Yuzhou designed his lessons to be task-oriented. Teachers’ own 
accounts do not necessarily mean that they did not use lecture-style teaching 
but it certainly shows that they knew which other, more learner-oriented teach-
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ing methods exist. Practical lessons held in workshops also contributed to the 
fact that the oft-criticized teacher-centered teaching was less prominent or at 
least seemed to be complemented with other teaching methods in the two 
schools of the present study. 

 

 
In summary, there were three reasons why students had a good relationship 

with their teachers: First, teachers in both schools were well-trained and had the 
skills to plan their lessons according to students’ needs. Second, vocational 
education includes practical and manual activities, and the vocational lessons 
did not require any prior knowledge. Therefore, students had the opportunity 
to discover new strengths and a feeling of success in class. Third, some students 
had had negative experiences with former teachers and were glad that their 
current teachers were more agreeable and understanding. Contrary to this, 
Hansen and Woronov (2013: 249) found that teacher-student relationships 
were neither friendly nor respectful in the vocational schools they observed in 
Nanjing. The good relationships in the present sample are a clear indication for 
these schools’ quality. 

Table 5.11: Questionnaire B – Relationship with Teachers. 

Questionnaire B 

(Panel Data – Second Year) 
Mean 

Teachers often scold us students. 
Fengxian School students 1.8** 

Qingpu School students 2.9** 

Teachers often praise us students. 
Fengxian School students 3.2 

Qingpu School students 3.0 

Teachers let us actively participate in class. 
Fengxian School students 4.2** 

Qingpu School students 3.4** 

Teachers consider students’ interests. 
Fengxian School students 3.0 

Qingpu School students 2.9 

Teachers consider students’ interests. 
Shanghainese students 2.8 

Migrant students 3.2 

Notes: ** = sign .01; Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2015 
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5.2.2 Circles of Friends 

In their schools, students not only interacted with their teachers but also with 
friends, and peers are indeed one of the most important influences on youth 
during adolescence (Ecarius et al. 2011: 113). Students described the atmos-
phere in their classes as harmonious. They were neutral towards the statement 
‘My class is a close unit’, and they tended to agree with the statement that ‘I 
have many friends in school’ but standard deviations for both questions were 
rather high. During the interviews most students said that they liked peers with 
open and optimistic personalities as their friends (kailang 开朗); other valued 
traits were loyalty, team spirit, humor, generosity and honesty. 

 

 
Friendships were considered important – not least as a resource for one’s fu-

ture career. Li An (2_F/F3) quoted a Chinese saying to illustrate this im-
portance: “There is a sentence that says it well: what your friends are like de-
termines what your future life will be like.” (LA2_84). A few students consid-
ered their friends the biggest influence in their lives and some studies have 
shown that peers can be as important as family since adolescence as a phase of 
life is becoming longer and youth are spending more free time with their peers 
(Ecarius et al. 2011: 113, 121). Contact with peers allows students to train their 
social and professional competencies (Hurrelmann et al. 2014: 67). Friends 
were also important for the students when they encountered difficulties and 
they usually stayed in touch at least for some time after changing from lower 
middle school to vocational school, after moving and also after their graduation. 

In Qingpu School, Shanghainese and migrant students were not put in the 
same class. In Fengxian School, where there is only one electrical engineering 
class per year, students learn together. Shanghainese student Lei Qiang 
(3_M/FA) said that despite different family backgrounds and different financial 
situations, all classmates got along well but, nonetheless, migrant students stuck 

Table 5.12: Questionnaire B – Friends. 

Questionnaire B 

(Panel data – Second year) 
Mean Standard deviation 

My class is a close unit. 3.2 1.3 

I have many friends in school. 3.8 1.1 

Notes: Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2015 
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together and Shanghainese students stuck together. Sometimes they worked 
together, and sometimes they had different opinions. Lei Qiang also mentioned 
the different Chinese dialects migrants had, which made it hard to understand 
each other, and the general prejudice that Chinese people have towards migrant 
students. “I always feel these are two levels”, summarized Lei Qiang (LQ3_22). 
Shanghainese and migrant students were neither close friends, nor did they 
fight with each other. The spatial and social segregation as described by Lan 
Pei-Chia (2014: 255–256), in which migrant students are separated from 
Shanghainese students and discriminated against by locals, was hardly a topic 
during the interviews for the present study. This suggests that students do not 
experience any discrimination, even though locals and migrants are separated 
in different classes in Qingpu School, or it means that hukou-based segregation 
and discrimination is taken for granted to such an extent that it becomes negli-
gible in students’ perceptions. 

Fights or bullying in general were never mentioned and teachers confirmed 
that there were no serious fights because students were educated appropriately. 
Qingpu School teacher Zhou Shaofan recounted:  

Since we had our first class together, when we went into the workshop, I 
asked them to be quiet and not to disturb. If something is the matter 
you have to talk to the teacher. Therefore they developed good manners. 
After class when I’m not in the classroom for example, they will not 
make noise. Everybody is very peaceful. (ZSF1_24) 

Students were not all friends with each other but there were no open con-
flicts either. Woronov (2016) who studied students in vocational schools in 
Nanjing came to a similar conclusion. According to her, friendships were 
formed without taking hukou, gender or family background into consideration 
(Woronov 2016: 47). The long hours spent in the same classroom, studying the 
same vocational training course, reduces the differences students perceive be-
tween themselves and their classmates. 

Students could be divided into two categories depending on how they de-
fined friendship and made friends. Either they had many friends and were 
friends with all their classmates, or they divided their peers into acquaintances 
and close friends. Most students belonged to the first group. Students belonging 
to the latter group had certain criteria that defined a close friendship, and usu-
ally had one close, long-lasting friendship with a classmate or neighbour. 

Han Feng (1_M/F3), for example, had one very close friend: “All my life we 
were close… this kind of thing, maybe you never have this in your life, therefore, 
it is very treasured.” (HF1_90). De Hua (1_M/Q1) made a distinction between 
regular friends and close friends. In his first year in the vocational school, he 
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analyzed the relationships with his peers more thoroughly and, therefore, need-
ed more time to figure out who in Shanghai would become his friend. His close 
friends were in his hometown. One year later, De Hua was very happy to have 
made two or three friends in school. Li Qing (1_M/Q3) also had specific as-
sumptions that defined friendship: the relations had to be empathetic (jiangxin 
bixin 将心比心 = to put oneself in somebody else’s shoes), there had to be mu-
tuality and support among friends (xueli song tan, er bu shi xueshang jia shuang 
雪里送炭，而不是雪上加霜 = to send charcoal when there is snow and not to 
put frost on top of snow) and he was not interested in superficial friendships 
(jiurou pengyou 酒肉朋友 = wine and meat friends). When it came to friends 
he aimed for quality not quantity. He mentioned one very close friend whom he 
had known for four years by 2013. One year later, Li Qing’s friend was married 
and had a child. Li Qing considered his number of friends average but felt alone 
because he did not have a relationship. In 2015, Li Qing was in a relationship 
and said that he finds friends fairly easily despite being stubborn. His new rela-
tionship might have substituted his need for a very close friend. 

Most students had their first relationship at a younger age than Li Qing who 
was already 22 when he talked about his girlfriend in 2015. Close to the gradua-
tion from their vocational school, most students had had a relationship and a 
few students had been together with their girl-/boyfriend for several years, but 
none of them was planning to get married before finding a stable job. 

5.2.3 Interests and Hobbies 

Compared to students attending academic higher middle school, vocational 
education students have a lot of free time. School finishes around 3pm and 
students, at least for the first two years of their education, usually do not have 
homework and no tutorial classes. Therefore, the question arises of how they fill 
their free time. 

Different kinds of sports were the most popular pasttime for students when 
they were together with friends, basketball being the most common one. Other 
sports mentioned included badminton, ping-pong, running, soccer, pool, tennis 
and swimming. When students were alone, they spent their time playing com-
puter or online games, browsing the internet, or playing with their mobile 
phones. The overall agreement rate with the statement that ‘The 1990s Genera-
tion spends too much time online and playing games’ was 3.6. which is relative-
ly high for a statement with a negative connotation. The standard deviation was 
quite high because there were different opinions among different groups of the 
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sample. Students from Fengxian School, plus Shanghainese and male students, 
all had a significantly higher agreement rate, which suggests that male Shang-
hainese students spent more time playing games than female migrant students 
(see Table 5.13). Students were usually slightly embarrassed when they admitted 
that they like playing games. In her study on internet usage among the younger 
generation, Liu Fengshu (2011: 11) confirmed that vocational students tend to 
spend more time in internet cafes compared to students from general higher 
middle schools who have to study for longer hours. Li Qing (1_M/Q3) ex-
plained his motivation: “I like to play these two games [computer games] when 
I’m feeling very tired. This makes me feel better and it is a way to give vent 
(faxie 发泄).” (LQ1_74). Similar explanations for recreational internet usage 
were given by Liu’s interviewees. 

 

 
Other leisure activities mentioned were music/singing, movies/TV, reading, 

shopping, talking or going out with friends, Chinese chess, etc. Students en-
joyed spending time with their friends and some preferred weekdays over 
weekends because they felt useless or got bored in their parents’ homes. A few 
students had part-time jobs, for example at fast food joints, but most of these 
jobs were limited to the holidays. 

 

Table 5.13: Questionnaire A – ‘The 1990s Generation spends too much time online and playing 
games’. 

‘The 1990s Generation spends too much time online and playing games’ 

Questionnaire A (First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, 
second year Mechatronic Company Class) Mean 

All Students 3.5 

Students’ school 
Fengxian School students 3.8* 

Qingpu School students 3.5* 

Students’ hukou 
Shanghainese students 3.8* 

Migrant students 3.4* 

Students’ sex 
Male students 3.7** 

Female students 3.2** 

Notes: * = sign .05, ** = sign .01; Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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Students liked a broad variety of celebrities from movies and the music  
scene such as the singers Zhou Jielun, Huang Jiaju, Chen Yixun, and Ma Tianyu; 
or the actors Liu Yifei, Jackie Chan and Zhou Xingchi. The only non-Asian 
celebrity mentioned was Michael Jackson. The majority of these celebrities are 
from Hong Kong. Japanese Mangas were also popular among the students, and 
when it came to reading, fantasy was one of the preferred genres. 

Despite not having a lot of money to spend, consumer-oriented activities 
were still part of students’ leisure activities. The top three leisure activities 
which students enjoyed at least twice a month were: going to friends’ homes 
(52.2%), going shopping (50.0%) and going to restaurants (44.1%). One has to 
keep in mind, though, that neither Fengxian nor Qingpu had high-end shop-
ping malls or fancy restaurants at the time of research. Students frequented 
simple Chinese establishments and, according to the interviews, hardly ever 
went to the city center. Surprisingly however, a relatively high percentage of 
students went outdoors in natural areas on a regular basis. This gives an idea of 
how rural the locations of Fengxian and Qingpu School in Shanghai were. A 
higher percentage of Qingpu School students and migrant students went rou-
tinely to a natural environment, which is related to the fact that Qingpu is well-
known as a very green district of Shanghai, and there were more migrant stu-
dents among Qingpu School students. A higher percentage of Fengxian School 
students went regularly to a cinema which is likely to be related to having a 
cinema close by. Internet cafés were frequented on a regular basis by more 
migrant students than Shanghainese students. The logical conclusion would be 
that fewer migrant families have internet access at home. Additionally, there 
was a distinct difference between male and female students with more female 
students going to restaurants, going shopping or going to sing karaoke as part 
of their usual leisure activities. 

A consumer-oriented lifestyle creates peer pressure (Fong 2004: 82, 85) and 
students do experience pressure to consume. Migrant student De Hua 
(2_M/Q2): “Difficulties? Not enough money. That is my money is not enough 
for me. Every time I clearly have a lot of money on me, I spend it without even 
realizing…” (DH2_66). Another example was migrant student Wen Qing 
(2_F/F2): 

I think money is one of my difficulties… For example, when I broke my 
phone and I did not dare to tell my father… I have no pocket money, 
only the money for lunch, so I had to take the money from my lunch 
money. That is very difficult… or for example when I want to have new 
shoes or some cloths; I do not have any money and my father does not 
give me any… and if I take it from my lunch money, I have nothing to 
eat. (WQ2_125) 
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Wen Qing’s account illustrates not only the pressure experienced by the 
students but also on which level consumption happens. Importance of clothing 
brands or (among the older students) entertainment at expensive restaurants or 
bars and dance clubs were never mentioned during the interviews and, in con-
clusion, not part of students’ lives. Students came from families not affluent 
enough to finance such a lifestyle and consumption happened on a much lower 
level by going out to eat at local restaurant or going shopping at the local mall. 

Another indicator that students did not belong to Shanghai’s relatively well-
off middle-class was the fact that parents did not require them to pursue specif-
ic hobbies, such as learning an instrument, and none of the interviewed stu-
dents participated in any structured leisure activities like playing sports in an 
official team. Generally, middle-class youth are more culturally active than 
working-class families (Furlong, Cartmel 1997: 58) and Andrew Kipnis (2012: 
187) observed the popularity of extra-curricular courses among families in a 
rapidly urbanizing county in Shandong province. Students there were enrolled 
either in prep courses for the gaokao, or in art-, music- or sport-related courses 
which are supposed to enhance students’ quality (suzhi 素质). Different from 
Kipnis’ findings, parents in the present sample did not have the means or the 
interest in investing in organized extra-curricular activities. As such, the voca-
tional education students were left to decide on their own how to fill their time. 
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Table 5.14a: Questionnaire B – ‘Which of these activities do you do at least twice a month? To 
which of these places do you go at least twice a month?’. 

‘Which of these activities do you do at least twice a month? To which of these places do you 
go at least twice a month?’ 

Questionnaire B 

(Panel data – Second year) 

Valid percent 

(cases) 

Friends’ homes 52.2% (71) 

Shopping 50.0% (68) 

Shopping 
Male students 44.4%* (48) 

Female students 79.2%* (19) 

Restaurant 4.1% (60) 

Restaurant 
Male students 38.9%* (42) 

Female students 75%* (18) 

Nature 35.3% (48) 

Nature 
Shanghainese students 21.7%* (13) 

Migrant students 43.4%* (23) 

Nature 
Fengxian School students 16.1%*(5) 

Qingpu School students 41.0%* (43) 

Cinema 30.1% (41) 

Cinema 
Fengxian School students 48.4%* (15) 

Qingpu School students 24.8%* (26) 

Notes: * = sign .05 

Source: Author’s own survey 2015 
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5.3 Conclusion 

After entering secondary education, most students had already spent more 
years in school than their parents and will have an education degree higher than 
their parents once they graduate from the vocational school. Yet, due to diplo-
ma inflation in China and the spread of university education, this achievement 
loses its relevance in society. 

Shanghainese parents had a higher education level than migrant parents, 
and their children had a higher motivation to pursue further studies. Parents’ 
expectations regarding students’ education influenced their attitude towards 
education, but even more relevant was the broader environment. Shanghainese 

Table 5.14b: Questionnaire B – ‘Which of these activities do you do at least twice a month? To 
which of these places do you go at least twice a month?’. 

‘Which of these activities do you do at least twice a month? To which of these places do you 
go at least twice a month?’ 

Questionnaire B 

(Panel data – Second year) 

Valid percent 

(cases) 

Sports event (participating) 30.1% (41) 

Sports event (watching) 27.2% (37) 

Shanghai sights 27.2% (37) 

KTV 26.5% (36) 

KTV 
Male students 23.1%* (25) 

Female students 45.8%* (11) 

Library  25.7% (35) 

Internet café 25.0% (34) 

Internet café 
Shanghainese students 15.0%* (9) 

Migrant students 35.8%* (19) 

Concert/ Dancing 7.4% (10) 

Notes: * = sign .05 

Source: Author’s own survey 2015 
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students had higher educational aspirations compared to migrants and, addi-
tionally, felt more pressure. They were more likely to agree that they were not 
living up to their parents’ expectations. 

Apart from this, social differences between local and migrant students were 
of minor relevance. Data on income level was not collected in the present study, 
but other studies have found that Shanghainese and migrant vocational educa-
tion students come from similar economic backgrounds and have the same 
chances and experiences in a vocational school since the majority of parents are 
unskilled workers and live in the suburbs of Shanghai (Ling 2015: 128–130). 
This is also the case in the present study. The interviews with students and 
teachers suggested that social differences between Shanghainese and migrant 
students exist but are not prominent in students’ daily lives in school. Differ-
ences were only mentioned in response to an explicit question. This came as a 
surprise since Shanghainese and migrants do have different opportunities 
linked to their hukou, namely the exclusion of migrants from academic higher 
middle schools in the city, which would have suggested a more obvious separa-
tion between the two groups. In the more conventional Qingpu School, where 
migrant and Shanghainese students were split into different classes, there was 
naturally very little interaction. In German-influenced Fengxian School, stu-
dents as well did not seem to mix despite being in one class, but neither did they 
fight with one another. Overall, in regard to family backgrounds, Shanghainese 
vocational education students shared more similarities with their migrant peers 
than with Shanghainese students in academic education. This might be ex-
plained by the fact that the Shanghainese parents’ hukou were in Shanghai’s 
new suburban districts which could be linked to an even lower quality (suzhi 素
质) than a migrant’s hukou, as Lin (2011) has observed in Xiamen’s suburbs. 
Segregation and discrimination, as it has been described by Lan (2014) in aca-
demic schools in Shanghai were not an influential element in the vocational 
schools and the following chapters will check to which extent hukou still corre-
lates with different attitudes and opinions. 

With divorce becoming more common in China, several students in the 
sample lived with only one parent or in a patch-work family which rendered 
family relationships more difficult. Nonetheless, the majority of students had a 
good relationship with their parents which then would contribute to a positive 
attitude towards themselves and their school, as according to Rohlfs (2011), and 
students indeed managed the change to vocational education well and devel-
oped positive attitudes. They enjoyed the new classes and the new teaching style, 
and they made new friends. Additionally, they were satisfied with their perfor-
mances in school. Many students had a feeling of success – maybe for the first 
time. This was facilitated by the teachers. Both schools in this study were key 
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schools and teachers were educated well. They not only showed a high level of 
understanding of students’ family backgrounds and living circumstances during 
the interviews, but students themselves also spoke very fondly of their teachers. 
This is in stark contrast to Hansen and Woronov (2013) who discovered that 
teachers in two Nanjing schools had very negative opinions of their students 
and did not display any affection at all. The fact that many vocational teachers 
have very low opinions of their students has even been discussed in the news 
(Renmin Ribao 2013: 1). Teachers in the two schools of the present study, on 
the other hand, speak in a very different tone, which is a clear indication of the 
qualitative differences between the sample schools and other vocational schools 
in China. 

During the first year of their vocational education, students experienced a 
big and positive contrast to what lower middle school had been like for them. 
The focus lay on practical lessons instead of cramming theory which benefitted 
the students, and having more spare time also contributed to them liking the 
new school. In their second year, they got used to their new surroundings, their 
subjects, and their teachers, and they made new friends. Besides playing com-
puter games – their favorite pastime – students spent most of their free time 
with their peers playing sports. Restaurants and shopping malls were visited on 
a regular basis by most students, and particularly by female students. Some 
students had part-time jobs. They did experience consumption-related pressure 
but, coming from low-income families, their aspirations as consumers were 
basic and did not involve high-end luxuries. Somewhat unexpectedly, several 
students said during the interviews that they did not have a preference for 
weekdays or weekends since they can do whatever they want during weekends 
but weekdays are used more productively. Ling (2015), who found that with all 
of their spare time vocational education students actually like to be controlled, 
linked this desire to socialization in an exam-oriented school system. 

In essence, this chapter has shown that the life of a vocational education 
student differs from the stereotype of a Chinese student as it is frequently por-
trayed by Chinese and foreign media (China Daily 2007; Kaiman 2014). These 
‘typical’ students spend around nine hours a day in classrooms and attend 
cramming schools and music or sports lessons during the weekends. Every day 
is structured and planned from early morning until late evening and parents 
expect educational success. The students in the present sample, however, come 
from families with low education levels where parents work long hours, usually 
as unskilled workers, in order to feed the family. After school and during week-
ends students might help their parents in the household but otherwise are left to 
their own devices. What defines the stereotypical students’ lives – studying to 
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make parents proud and become a top student – is not relevant for vocational 
students anymore. The pressure seems to have disappeared. 

Considering all of this, it is less surprising that students’ descriptions of 
their daily lives in school was overwhelmingly positive, and the next chapter 
will examine if their opinions on vocational education were in fact as positive as 
initially suggested. 



 

 



 

 

6 Vocational Education through Students’ Eyes 

The previous chapter described students’ environment, i.e. their social back-
ground and their schools. It became clear that they, as a group, differed from 
the stereotypical student in an academic middle school because their parents 
were less well-off, had fewer years of schooling and students themselves had 
more free time. Everyday life in the vocational schools was described in a very 
positive way. Students pointed out their relaxed schedule and their good rela-
tionships with teachers and peers. The present chapter will proceed with a more 
in-depth analysis of students’ experiences with and opinions on vocational 
education. It will be discussed how these opinions changed throughout the 
training and what students thought they gained from their education. 

Both questionnaires designed for the present study included several ques-
tions requiring students to assess vocational education. Some of these items 
have been clustered which resulted in a more complex picture of different types 
of experiences and the interviews allowed an even more differentiated insight 
into students’ attitudes. 

This chapter starts with raising the question of why the students entered a 
vocational school and how they chose their training course. In the second part, 
students’ attitudes towards vocational education and their experiences with 
their education are explored through their answers in interviews and question-
naires. It was confirmed that students overall had a positive attitude and made 
positive experiences but they were also aware of the bad reputation society 
ascribes to vocational education students. This led to conflicting feelings in 
which academic education was ultimately preferred despite understanding the 
value of skilled work. The final part of this chapter looks at the skills students 
acquired and it finds that vocational education trained social skills which stu-
dents used in their working life, whereas technical skills appeared to be of less 
importance to them. A last subchapter takes the Chinese human quality (suzhi 
素质) discourse into account and examins if students did improve their quality 
through their education. 

6.1 Entering Vocational Education 

The majority of the students in this study did not choose vocational education 
freely but were forced out of the academic education system. Migrant students 
living in Shanghai were not allowed to enter an academic higher middle school 
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at the time of research; for them the only options were to start working after 
lower middle school, return to their home province or enter a vocational school. 
Students agreed that they were too young and inexperienced after lower middle 
school to enter the labour market. Returning to their home province was not 
attractive either and in some cases not even possible, since most of the parents 
of migrant students in the sample were working in Shanghai. Also, schools in 
the home provinces were not considered good and some students recounted 
bad experiences with provincial teachers. Shanghainese students, meanwhile, 
are not admitted in academic higher middle schools if they failed the lower 
middle school exam, as did the majority of Shanghainese students in the sample: 
59.6% agreed that they failed the lower middle school exam. Out of 312 stu-
dents in the sample who provided information on their hukou, 65 (20.8%) were 
Shanghainese students who did not agree that they entered vocational educa-
tion because they failed the lower middle school exam. The actual number was 
probably even smaller since students were likely to be embarrassed about their 
failure and therefore might have concealed this fact in the questionnaires. To 
put it another way, almost 80% of students enrolled in one of the two schools 
did not have the opportunity to choose general education in Shanghai. Conse-
quently, the question “Why did you choose vocational education?” was inap-
propriate since most of the students did not have a choice and it could not be 
expected that they would show any bias for vocational education. It was more 
likely that their attitudes would be defined by aversion. 

Overall, including migrant students, close to 50% ‘chose’ vocational educa-
tion because they failed the lower middle school exam. When asked during the 
interviews, students admitted that they did not study well or that they were 
weak in general subjects. The second major reason given was being interested in 
technical subjects. Also relevant were both a high employment rate for voca-
tional education graduates, and recommendations by others. Looking at stu-
dents’ origins again, migrant students were more interested in technical sub-
jects and it was more likely for them that vocational education had been rec-
ommended by others. Strikingly, during the interviews, no migrant student 
challenged the policy that they were not allowed to take the university entrance 
exam in Shanghai and therefore, had to enter a vocational school. Instead, 
many migrant students admitted that their grades were not good enough for 
university anyway. 

Looking at the differences between schools and students’ sex, more male 
students chose vocational education out of interest, and a high employment rate 
mattered significantly more to students in German-influenced Fengxian School. 
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6.1.1 Choosing the School and Training Course 

The vocational school was usually chosen together with parents while focusing 
on schools close to home and relying on what others had to say. In 33.3% of the 
families, parents or relatives chose the school, while 24.9% of the students said 
 

Table 6.1: Questionnaire A – ‘Why did you choose vocational education?’. 

Why did you choose vocational education? (You can choose multiple answers) 

Questionnaire A  

(First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second year 
Mechatronic Company Class) 

Valid percent (cases) 

Did not pass lower middle school exam 46.6% (164) 

Did not pass lower middle school 
exam 

Shanghainese students 59.6%* (96) 

Migrant students 31.3%* (47) 

Interested in technical subjects 38.0% (135) 

Interested in technical subjects 
Shanghainese students 33.5%* (54) 

Migrant students 44.7%* (67) 

Interested in technical subjects 
Male students 41.9%* (112) 

Female students 22.6%* (14) 

High employment rate 39.6% (105) 

High employment rate 
Fengxian School 40.6%* (52) 

Qingpu School 23.5%*(53) 

Recommended by others 35.6% (91) 

Recommended by others 
Shanghainese students 34.7%* (52) 

Migrant students 18.0%* (29) 

Notes: * = sign .05 

Source: Authors’ own survey 2014, 2015 
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they followed personal intuition. Having friends in the same school also influ-
enced the decision.  

During the interviews, some students said that their lower middle school 
teacher took them to visit the vocational school, and this had a decisive influ-
ence. When choosing a school, location close to where parents lived was more 
important for migrant students, probably because they were faced with the 
option of returning to their home province for schooling. Shanghainese stu-
dents, though, were more likely to look at the school profile, and for 50% of the 
female students, parents decided in which school to enroll, a significantly high-
er number compared to male students. 

Although 34.2% of the students said they chose electrical engineering out of 
interest, their overall influence on in which course to enroll was limited. For 
26.8% of students it was their parents’ decision. Li Miao (1_F/F2) described 
how little she had to do with the decision: “I also never thought I would enroll 
in electrical engineering. This was my dad’s decision. My dad said that electrical 
engineering is pretty good [sigh].” (LM1_75). Usefulness and high employment 
rates were important arguments for enrolling in a certain training course, and 
in some cases the course of choice was already full. During the interviews, sev-
eral students said that teachers recommended a course – and again the em-
ployment rate of graduates was being stressed; a particular interest in electrical 
engineering was only expressed by a few students during the interviews. It 
might come as a surprise that salary expectations were not mentioned in this 
context and were also not relevant according to the questionnaire results, which 
suggests that students did not have a concept of how their income level would 
influence their lives – or they simply might not have had any information on 
the average income of vocational graduates – although this kind of data is avail-
able. Overall, despite some students’ research of institutions, they did not seem 
to be well informed about their school’s profile or the different training courses 
on offer. This phenomenon has also been described by Ling Minhua in 2015, 
who wrote that as a result students entered schools nearby or followed their 
classmates (Ling 2015: 118). 

When it came to choosing a training course, migrant students were more 
likely to listen to others’ recommendations and to be interested in courses 
which were already full. Shanghainese students, on the other hand, were more 
likely to follow their interests. Also, male students were more likely to choose 
their training course out of interest, because of the good employment rate or 
because they considered it a useful course. Female students were interested in 
booked-out courses more often than their male peers. 
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Looking at differences between the two schools, it became clear that parents 

were the dominant decision makers in both schools but Qingpu School students 
had to deal with fully booked courses more often. In 38% of Fengxian School 
families, parents decided on the training course. In Qingpu School, 21% of the 
parents made the decision, and 23% of Qingpu School students could not enroll 
in their first choice of training course because it was full. This basically did not 
happen in Fengxian School. 

Students’ narratives on how they ended up in their current school and train-
ing course reflected the results from the questionnaires. Migrant student De 
Hua (1_M/Q1), for example, had failed the lower middle school exam in his 
home province. When he discussed the issue with his parents, the family came 
to the conclusion that a vocational school in Shanghai would be better than one 
in his home town. Finally, Qingpu School was chosen because De Hua had a 

Table 6.2: Questionnaire A – ‘Why did you choose your current school?’. 

Why did you choose your current school? (Can choose multiple answers) 

Questionnaire A (First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, 
second year Mechatronic Company Class) Valid percent (cases) 

Parents / Relatives decision 33,3% (118) 

Parents / Relatives decision 
Male students 30.1%* (84) 

Female students 50.0%* (31) 

Personal intuition 24,9% (88) 

Friends are in the same school 21,2% (75) 

Other people’s recommendation 20,3% (72) 

Location close to where parents live 19,8% (70) 

Location close to where parents live 
Shanghainese students 14.3%* (23) 

Migrant students 28.0%* (42) 

School’s profile 16.4% (58) 

School’s profile 
Shanghainese students 23.0%* (37) 

Migrant students 11.3%* (17) 

Notes: * = sign .05 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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cousin who had graduated from that school already.18 He first wanted to enroll 
in computer technique but he was too late and ended up choosing between two 
training courses; he picked the more useful one: electrical engineering. Migrant 
student Huang Gui (1_M/F1) came with a teacher to visit Fengxian School and 
liked what he saw. He enrolled in electrical engineering since his uncle had a 
factory where he could potentially start working after his graduation. After 
doing online research, migrant student Zhang Hua (1_F/F3) chose Fengxian 
School because of its good reputation. She enrolled in electrical engineering 
because it was a popular subject. Plus, the technical modernization created a 
need for skilled workers and Zhang Hua saw an opportunity for professional 
development. Shanghainese student Lei Qiang (1_M/F2) failed the lower mid-
dle school exam; he and his mother decided that he should enter a vocational 
school and they chose one close to home. Lei Qiang had always been interested 
in physics and chemistry, and therefore chose electrical engineering. 

 

                                                            
18  De Hua talked about an ‘older brother’ but he mentioned only one older sister when asked 

about siblings, therefore, he probably referred to a cousin. 
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Table 6.3: Questionnaire A – ‘Why did you choose your training course?’. 

Why did you choose your training course? (Can choose multiple answers) 

Questionnaire A  

(First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second year 
Mechatronic Company Class) 

Valid percent (cases) 

Interested in electrical engineering 34.2% (121) 

Interested in electrical engineering 
Male students 39.8%* (111) 

Female students 12.9%* (8) 

Interested in electrical engineering 
Shanghainese students 41.6%* (67) 

Migrant students 30.7%* (46) 

Parents‘ decision 26.8% (95) 

Useful course 25.1% (89) 

Useful course 
Male students 27.2%* (76) 

Female students 14.5%* (9) 

High employment rate 21.8% (77) 

High employment rate 
Male students 23.7%* (66) 

Female students 9.7%* (6) 

Other courses already fully booked 16.9% (60) 

Other courses already fully booked 
Male students 14.7%* (41) 

Female students 27.4%* (17) 

Other courses already fully booked 
Shanghainese students 11.8%* (19) 

Migrant students 23.3%* (35) 

Recommended by others 13.6% (48) 

Recommended by others 
Shanghainese students 9.3%* (15) 

Migrant students 20.0%* (30) 

Notes: * = sign .05 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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6.1.2 Summary 

Vocational education was not a matter of choice. More than three-quarters of 
the students in the sample did not have the opportunity to enter an academic 
higher middle school in Shanghai. Also when it came to choosing a school and 
a training course, students’ influences were limited. As a result, students had 
neither a particular interest in their training course nor an aspiration to a career 
as a blue collar worker. 

Shanghainese students were more likely to be forced into vocational educa-
tion but then appeared to make a more conscious decision – selecting their 
school according to school profile, and choosing their course according to their 
interests. Migrant students, generally, were more likely to choose vocational 
education because they were interested in technical subjects, but subsequent 
decisions were determined by other circumstances, such as location of resi-
dence, availability of courses and the recommendations of others. Male students 
were more likely to choose vocational education and their training course out of 
interest. They also considered the usefulness of the course and the employment 
rate. For female students, the parents often chose in which school to enroll – 
and then the desired courses were already fully booked. 

Woronov (2016) asked students in Nanjing why they entered a vocational 
school and how they chose their courses. Like the students in the present study, 
many of these Nanjing students were equally open to admitting that they were 
not good enough in lower middle school to go to an academic higher middle 
school. Others provided explanations such as wanting to save their parents 
expensive tuition fees, or being too busy helping with their parents’ business 
and therefore lacking the time to study well (Woronov 2016: 50–52). None of 
the students in the present sample cited similar family-related considerations as 
the reason for entering vocational education, even though their families played 
an important role in their lives. Also, when it came to choosing a training 
course, processes were similar and often the decision was made by parents and 
with very little information. In some cases friends had an influential role as well. 
Generally, neither in my nor in Woronov’s sample was it common to make 
decisions based on interests (Woronov 2016: 52–53). Instead, students’ agency 
was restricted and their way into an electrical engineering course in a vocational 
school was largely determined by others. Decisions were based on limited or no 
information about what the specific training course would involve and which 
future prospects it might have. 

This would suggest that students’ attitudes towards vocational education 
would be in line with the negative attitude towards vocational education held by 
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the population in general and it would predict that migrant students and male 
students have a more positive attitude towards vocational education – and con-
sequently they might have better experiences and development during their 
vocational education. Yet, in the previous chapter we have already seen that 
students are generally quite content with everyday life in vocational education. 
In the following, students attitudes and experiences will be evaluated to greater 
depth and also placed in relation to how they entered vocational education in 
the first place. 

6.2 Opinions and Experiences 

Although the majority of students did not select vocational education voluntari-
ly, their attitudes were nevertheless not all negative. They described vocational 
education as a second chance after failing lower middle school. In questionnaire 
A, the statement ‘Vocational education is a new starting point for me’ had the 
highest agreement rate (4.1) with the lowest standard deviation (1.2) among all 
the statements related to vocational education.19 During the interviews, students 
gave two reasons why vocational education, for them, might not be a bad alter-
native to an academic education after all: good employment rate due to the lack 
of skilled workers, and the opportunity to get a higher vocational education 
degree. 

Several students pointed out that China is lacking skilled workers and there-
fore, they will themselves be sought after once they enter the labour market. 
High activity rates among vocational education graduates supported this idea. 
In 2014, 98% of graduates from vocational schools in Shanghai either found a 
job or proceeded with further studies (Shanghai Education Commission 2015). 
Once they entered their vocational school, students realized that higher middle 
school followed by an university degree is not the only path leading to profes-
sional development and employment. With a rather pragmatic attitude, Han 
Feng (2_M/FG) recognized that not all students study well enough for universi-
ty. For them, vocational education and learning in practice would be suitable. 
Former poor students would start to focus again, and with the lack of techni-
cians in today’s China, they might even have better future prospects than white 
collar workers, he explained. 

The debate about the difficulties university graduates encounter when look-
ing for jobs supports the argument of good employment opportunities for voca-
                                                            
19  Questionnaire A (First, third, fourth year electrical engineering, second year Mechatronic 

Company class), Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’. 
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tional education. While arguing that China needs to strengthen its vocational 
education system, Chinese scholar Wang Qiang (2003) cites some interesting 
numbers: seven out of ten graduating university students were without an em-
ployment contract in April during their last semester, and in Harbin just under 
3,000 graduates – including 29 with a higher degree – applied for 457 jobs as 
street cleaners, whereas in Guangdong there was a shortage of one million 
skilled workers (Wang 2013: 381). He does not cite the source of his numbers 
but the general difficulties of university graduates finding a job are indisputable. 
According to official sources such as the Shanghai Education Commission, 
graduates with a higher education degree who went to a vocational middle 
school have better chances finding a job than university graduates (Shanghai 
Education Commission 2015). Also, when directly comparing graduates from a 
vocational middle school with Bachelor and Master graduates, vocational edu-
cation graduates still have the higher activity rate (Zhang 2013a: 1). This cer-
tainly says nothing about the working conditions or the income but it gives the 
students a sense of security and some future prospects. In the beginning of their 
education, students were confident that they could hold their ground in the 
labour market competition. Additionally, vocational schools refer jobs to their 
graduating students – something which was considered another perk of voca-
tional education. Students stressed the value of vocational education in com-
parison to university education. Lei Qiang (2_M/F3) explained just after he 
entered his third year of education: 

In China, everybody wants to go to university. They think working in 
an office is most relaxed but too many people take this road. Therefore, 
there are few skilled workers like us. […] Teachers told us, […] society 
really needs these kinds of people [skilled workers]. (LQ2_68) 

While students pointed out the good employment prospects for vocational 
education graduates compared to university graduates, the new opportunity to 
get a higher education degree after finishing vocational middle school was 
probably the most important argument for students as to why vocational educa-
tion is not so bad after all. With the ongoing reform of the education system, it 
is becoming more common for graduates of vocational middle schools to sit an 
alternative gaokao exam which allows them to enter a vocational college on 
tertiary level if their result is good enough (Ministry of Education 2014; Shang-
hai Education Commission 2016). According to the Shanghai Education Com-
mission, among the 98% of vocational middle school graduates in 2014 who 
either found a job or proceeded with further studies, 44% did the latter. This 
number has increased during the last few years (Shanghai Education Commis-
sion 2015). During the interviews, students emphasized that they had not yet 
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lost the opportunity to get a higher education degree, and therefore they had 
not lost anything at all for the time being. Li Tao (3_F/F3) was a typical example 
of how students adjust their outlook. Her parents wanted her to go to university 
but after entering vocational education, she was convinced that she still could 
achieve development and get a higher education degree if she wanted to. In the 
last year of her education, Li Tao described China’s lack of blue collar workers 
and surplus of university graduates. Consequently, vocational education stu-
dents would have an advantage when looking for employment. Vocational 
education was never her first choice but having no alternatives she concentrated 
on the positive aspects. 

With his longitudinal study in Germany in the 1980s, Klaus Hurrelmann 
evaluated the influence of failure in school on students. He showed that a poor 
performance in school has a long-term effect on students’ lives and they lose 
their self-esteem as one of the consequences (Kramer 2014: 425–426). Yet, once 
the failure in school has forced students to enter an undesired school form, such 
as Hauptschule20 in Germany, then these students often experience a positive 
development. Grades improve, they are no longer at the bottom of the class and 
they regain (some of) their self-esteem. Several youth studies conducted in 
Germany focused on this phenomenon21 (Schaupp 2014: 748–750). 

Here we can explain once again students’ positive descriptions of their 
everyday lives as recounted in Chapter five. Like their peers in Hauptschule in 
Germany, the Chinese vocational education students experienced a similar 
positive development after having been forced out of the academic education 
system. They were no longer the weakest students in the cohort and with new 
technical subjects students who struggled with mathematics and Chinese could 
have a new start. Written exams were no longer the one and only assessment 
method. Now, manual precision mattered more than academic subjects and 
students regained their motivation. The positive experiences with vocational 
education during the first and second year also influenced students’ general 
opinions on vocational education. Despite their different family backgrounds, 
different places of origin and different experiences in their past lives, students’ 
outlooks on vocational education were surprisingly similar and consistently 
positive during the first two years of their education. Negative attitudes in so-
ciety towards vocational education lost relevance in students’ everyday lives. To 
                                                            
20  A secondary school form to which all primary school graduates can be admitted and where 

students study five to six years before they graduate. Realschule and Gymnasium, the other 
school forms on the secondary education level, require better grades and students spend six 
and eight to nine years in these schools. Only graduates from the Gymnasium can enter univer-
sity. 

21  For example: Buff (1991), Valtin and Wagner (2004). 
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quote Lei Qiang (1_M/F2) again: “We are skilled workers and therefore later, 
we will be a big help for the development of the country” (LQ1_14). 

Although several students stress the lack of skilled workers and how they, as 
vocational education graduates, will be sought after in the labour market, Lei 
Qiang was the only one to speak with a clearly patriotic overtone, stressing their 
contribution to the nation as skilled workers. He fits in with the concept of 
‘patriotic professionals’, a term coined by Hoffman (2006) after interviewing 
graduates from Dalian University of Technology where she found that her 
interviewees’ personalities combined neoliberal goals such as career, develop-
ment and obtaining opportunities, with socialist goals such as serving the coun-
try and society. Hoffmann argued that the co-existence of neoliberal and social-
ist regimes in China creates ‘patriotic professionals’. Similar to Hoffman’s uni-
versity graduates, Lei Qiang, in his second year of vocational education at the 
time of the interview, expressed a high motivation and the ability to lay out his 
future including measures for self-improvement: “I want to study well and then 
change my destiny with my future work” (LQ1_8) and then, as shown above, he 
put his own improved self in the bigger picture and explained how he and his 
peers will aid the nation. Yet, his narrative is quite unique among my interview-
ees, the majority of whom recited what they had been told by others, namely 
that there is a lack of skilled workers, but they neither concluded how this will 
shape themselves and their future, nor did they outline in which ways they, by 
easing the lack of skilled workers, might contribute to society, the economy or 
the nation as a whole. Nelson et al. (2007: 88) explain this focus on themselves 
among young Chinese with social changes and the development of a market 
economy, and they also suggest that schools support this self-centeredness. 
Hansen (2015) interviewed several middle school teachers and, just like the 
vocational education students, they wanted success for themselves and their 
families, and not for the nation. Putting these results into perspective it seems 
that for the most part young Chinese do not take over the patriotic ideals of the 
party state and they are not politically interested. Yet, there are also some ex-
ceptions who are motivated by the idea of contributing to the development of 
the nation. 

Getting back to students’ opinions on vocational education, the vast majori-
ty shared a positive outlook during the beginning of their education. However, 
these lofty ideals clashed with the realities soon enough. For most students, 
their attitudes started changing when they got in touch with a regular work life 
during their internships. They encountered long work hours filled with mono-
tonous, dull tasks in factories and realized that the jobs they would be qualified 
for are physically tiring, lowly paid and unattractive. Negative experiences dur-
ing the internship provoked some students’ changes in attitude towards voca-
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tional education in general. When Qian Qin (2_M/Q2) was in his second year 
of study, he was convinced that vocational education would be helpful for find-
ing a job. One year later though, he had changed his opinion and considered 
vocational education a waste of time. Li Qing (2_M/QG) also changed his opin-
ion. After his graduation, he said that vocational education furthers students’ 
development and leads to stable employment. One year later, he was more criti-
cal and argued that graduates of both vocational education and university were 
competing for the same jobs, and therefore a vocational middle school degree 
would not be sufficient anymore. While students at the beginning of their edu-
cation were likely to stress the value of vocational education and the chances 
they will have after graduation, they tended to be disillusioned towards the end 
and wanted to avoid working in their field of training. These results show the 
limitations of non-longitudinal studies, such as the one done by Woronov 
(2016). The trajectory, where students express a very positive and sometimes 
almost euphoric attitude at the beginning of their vocational education after 
having experienced a negative school selection, followed by a downward trend 
which for most students hits a low during the internships and/or close to their 
graduation, can only be brought to the fore with a panel design. Further experi-
ences during the internship will be discussed in detail in Chapter 7.1. 

6.2.1 Opinions on the Alternating System 

It has been pointed out that the schooling system in Qingpu and Fengxian 
School was different. In Qingpu School students studied two years and finished 
their education with a yearlong internship. This so-called 2+1 system is the 
most common one in China. Fengxian School, on the other hand, employed a 
German-style alternating system which is rare. After the first year of school, 
students alternated every other month between school and the company for two 
years.  

Among Chinese education experts, the German vocational education sys-
tem is often considered the key to that country’s strong economy (Jiang 2011: 6; 
Wang 2013: 381). China has cooperated with Germany since the early 1990s, 
first with the goal to copy the dual system and later just with the intention to 
learn from Germany’s experiences. Fengxian School is one of the projects that 
developed through this cooperation. The school had connections to several 
German companies who accepted students as interns, teachers were trained by 
German experts, and some students had the chance to go to Germany on a 
student exchange. There were also groups of German students visiting Fengxian 
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School for a couple of weeks each year. The goal of this project was to train 
skilled workers with strong practical skills especially for, but not limited to, 
German companies in and around Shanghai. 

The hallways of Fengxian School were lined with pictures of German stu-
dents and teachers working with the Chinese students and staff of Fengxian 
School. Therefore, it came as a surprise that, although they were speaking to a 
German interviewer, the vast majority of Fengxian students did not mention 
this connection to Germany. When asked about the alternating system, many 
third year students criticized it. Two female students suggested that it would be 
better to finish the exams and then do an internship. With the alternating sys-
tem, they felt pressured because they did not have enough time to prepare for 
exams. An exception was Lei Qiang (2_M/F3) who described the alternating 
system as a combination of learning and working, knowledge and experience, 
which helps to understand the theory. He did not see any disadvantage in the 
system itself but suggested that the school should have more company connec-
tions to place students as interns and that these companies should be more 
closely related to the students’ study courses. Lei Qiang was the only student 
who spoke about his admiration for German products and German engineering. 
Overall, students were not identifying with the German aspects of their school; 
they were not even very aware of them in their everyday lives, and in their opin-
ion the alternating system was more a burden than a benefit. This of course 
does not consider learning benefits which the students might have had but were 
not aware of. 

6.2.2 Opinions during the First Year of Vocational Education 

The analysis above, which was based on repeated interviews over three years, 
discovered a general trend for students to see vocational education in a positive 
light at the beginning and then develop more negative attitudes at a later stage. 
This had been explained by the effects of negative school selection and the disil-
lusionment which follows, in many cases, during the internships. The two ques-
tionnaires which students completed in their first and second year of vocational 
education can now shed a light on additional factors, such as hukou, sex, rea-
sons for choosing electrical engineering, and so forth, which influenced opin-
ions and experiences and therefore were important elements which added to 
more stability in students’ outlooks. 

In 2014, first year electrical engineering students of both schools answered 
several questionnaire items concerning vocational education. The analysis of 
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their answers showed which attitudes were dominant in the cohort just after 
entering the new school (see Table 6.4). 

In order to identify latent variables, a principal axis factor analysis was con-
ducted on these nine items with oblique rotation (direct oblimin). The Kaiser-
Meyer-Olkin measure verified the sampling adequacy for the analysis, KMO 
= .69, which is considered an acceptable value (Field 2013: 706). The KMO 
values for individual items were all over .57, which again is an acceptable value. 
During an initial analysis three factors came out with an eigenvalue of >1, but 
retaining only two factors was found to be more meaningful especially since the 
eigenvalue of the third factor was barely over 1.0. These two factors together 
explained 33.2% of the variation. Factor 1 had a good reliability, Cronbach’s α 
= .740. Factor 2 had a relatively low but still acceptable reliability, Cronbach’s α 
= .529. Factor scores were obtained by computing the mean of all items loading 
with ≥ 0.4 on one factor. 

Items loading on factor 1, ‘Likes Vocational Education’, suggest that stu-
dents with a high factor score had a positive attitude towards vocational educa-
tion. They liked technical subjects and were interested in vocational study. For 
them, vocational education was a new starting point and they were happy. Fac-
tor 2, ‘Prefers General Education’, has two items loading with ≥ 0.4. These items 
suggest that students with high factor scores would have preferred to continue 
academic education. They agreed that they planned to go to a higher middle 
school and were frustrated when they had to enter a vocational school (see 
Table 6.5). 

Overall, students were neutral towards factor 2 and slightly agreed with fac-
tor 1. Looking at the schools, Fengxian School students who were going to 
study in the alternating system had a higher agreement rate with factor 1 and a 
lower agreement rate with factor 2 compared to Qingpu School students. This 
suggests that Qingpu School is faced with a less motivated group of students. 
Male students had a significantly higher agreement rate with factor 1 than fe-
male students who agreed more with factor 2 compared to their male peers, 
which is in line with the gender stereotype that men have more technical inter-
ests and pursuits while women prefer humanities. Chapter 9.4 will take a closer 
look at how gender expectations influence students’ outlooks. There were no 
differences between Shanghainese and migrant students (see Table 6.6). 
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Table 6.4: Questionnaire A – Opinions during the First Year of Vocational Education. 

Questionnaire A (Panel Data - First Year) Mean Standard 
deviation 

During lower middle school, I planned to go to higher 
middle school. 3.3 1.5 

During vocational education, life is happy. 4.1 1.2 

I always liked technique. 3.6 1.3 

I am interested in vocational subjects. 3.3 1.5 

I am interested in general subjects. 3.5 1.3 

Vocational education is a new starting point for me. 4.3 1.2 

Not being able to go to higher middle school gave me a 
feeling of frustration. 2.6 1.6 

During lower middle school, I was satisfied with my 
grades. 2.7 1.4 

I am satisfied with my current grades. 3.1 1.3 

Notes: Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014 
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An additional test revealed that the factors do not correlate negatively. Stu-
dents scoring high on factor 1 did not have a low score for factor 2 but scored 
similarly to the overall average. The same was true for students scoring low on 
factor 1. Also students scoring high or low on factor 2 had average scores for 
factor 1. Providing socially desirable answers might explain why students who 

Table 6.5: Questionnaire A – Opinions on Vocational Education Factor Analysis I. 

Questionnaire A  

(Panel Data – First Year) 

Pattern Matrix 

Factor 1 ‘Likes 
vocational educa-

tion‘ 

Factor 2 ‘Prefers 
general education‘ 

I always liked technique. .876 
 

I am interested in vocational subjects. .662 
 

During vocational education, life is happy. .605 
 

Vocational education is a new starting point for 
me. .511 

 

I am interested in general subjects. .302 
 

I am satisfied with my current grades. 
  

During lower middle school, I planned to go to 
higher middle school.  

.774 

Not being able to go to higher middle school 
gave me a feeling of frustration.  

.460 

During lower middle school, I was satisfied with 
my grades.   

Notes: Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring; Rotation Method: Oblimin with Kaiser Nor-
malization 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014 
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admitted that they would have preferred a general middle school had high 
scores for positive vocational education related items similar to their peers, but 
there is also another reason: the interviews provided a more detailed insight 
into students’ attitudes and it turned out that the majority of the interviewed 
students would have, at least to some extent, preferred to go to an academic 
higher middle school – while still seeing the value of vocational education and 
generally being happy in their schools (see Chapter 6.2.4). Similarly to the in-
terviews, the questionnaires did not convey an either-or attitude. Since both 
quantitative and qualitative research approaches demonstrated considerable 
ambivalence on the part of the students, the computation of clusters would only 
have obscured this phenomenon. 

 
Table 6.6: Questionnaire A – Opinions on Vocational Education Factor Analysis II. 

Factor 1 ‘Likes Vocational Education’ Mean Standard  
deviation 

All students 3.8 1.0 

Students’ school 
Fengxian School 4.0 0.9 

Qingpu School 3.8 1.0 

Students’ sex 
Male students 3.9** 0.9 

Female students 3.3** 1.2 

Factor 2 ‘Prefers General Education’ Mean Standard 
deviation 

All students 3.0 1.3 

Students’ school 
Fengxian School 2.6 1.2 

Qingpu School 3.1 1.3 

Students’ sex 
Male students 2.9 1.2 

Female students 3.1 0.8 

Notes:  ** = sign .01; Factor scores 1 = very low – 5 = very high 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014 
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6.2.3 Experiences during the Second Year of Vocational Educa-
tion 

In 2015, while former first year students were in their second year of vocational 
education, they were asked again to answer several questions, this time con-
cerning their experiences with vocational education. 
 

   

Table 6.7a: Questionnaire B – Experiences during the Second Year of Vocational Education. 

Questionnaire B 

(Panel Data – Second Year) 
Mean Standard 

deviation 

My school is better than others. 3.0 1.3 

My life in vocational school is happier than in lower middle 
school. 3.4 1.5 

My life in lower middle school was happier than in vocation-
al school. 3.0 1.4 

I am always happy when I get to the classroom in the morn-
ing. 2.9 1.3 

Class is easy. 3.2 1.3 

Class is boring. 3.3 1.4 

I am afraid of exams. 2.9 1.5 

In school, pressure is big. 2.5 1.3 

Vocational education is an education degree too low. 3.6 1.3 

Teachers consider students’ interests. 2.9 1.3 

Teachers often praise us students. 3.1 1.2 

Teachers often scold us students. 2.6 1.4 

Notes: Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2015 
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As before, a principal axis factor analysis was conducted on these 18 items, 

with oblique rotation (direct oblimin). The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure veri-
fied the sampling adequacy for the analysis, KMO = .74, which is considered an 
acceptable value (Field 2013: 706). The KMO values for individual items were 
all over .56 which again is an acceptable value. During an initial analysis, six 
factors with an eigenvalue of >1 were retained but the scree plot suggested re-
taining only four factors. These four factors together explained 40.1% of the 
variation. Here, the structure matrix was used for interpretation. Although 
usually the pattern matrix is interpreted, in this case the structure matrix was 
found to represent the empirical data best since it retains the information that 
factor 1 and 4 are closely related. Factor 1 had a good reliability, Cronbach’s α 
= .793. Factor 2, 3 and 4 had relatively low but still acceptable reliabilities, 
Cronbach’s α = .591, α = .602 and α = 598 respectively. Factor scores were ob-
tained by computing the mean of all items loading on one factor ≥ 0.4. 
   

Table 6.7b: Questionnaire B – Experiences during the Second Year of Vocational Education. 

Questionnaire B 

(Panel Data – Second Year) 
Mean Standard 

deviation 

Teachers let us actively participate in class. 3.6 1.2 

I have many friends in school. 3.8 1.1 

Teachers all like me. 3.2 1.2 

My class is closely unified. 3.2 1.3 

The classroom teacher is like family. 3.2 1.4 

Technical skills are more useful than higher middle school 
knowledge. 3.4 1.4 

Notes: Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2015 
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Table 6.8a: Questionnaire B – Experiences with Vocational Education Factor Analysis I. 

Questionnaire B 

(Panel Data -Second year) 

Structure Matrix 

Factor 1 

‘Good Ex-
perience’ 

Factor 2 

‘Pressure’ 

Factor 3 

‘Preferred 
Lower 

Middle S.’ 

Factor 4 

‘Good 
Social 

Relations’ 

I’m always happy when I get to the 
classroom in the morning. .693 

 
-.328 

 

Teachers often praise us students. .683 
   

The classroom teacher is like 
family. .661 

  
.402 

My school is better than others. .587 
   

Teachers let us actively participate 
in class. .574 

 
-.324 .456 

Teachers consider students‘ inte-
rests. .573 

   

Class is easy. .399 -.397 
  

Technical skills are more useful 
than higher middle school 
knowledge. 

.311 
   

Teachers often scold us students. 
    

I’m afraid of exams. 
 

.792 
  

In school, pressure is high. 
 

.619 .323 
 

Notes: Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring; Rotation Method: Oblimin with Kaiser Nor-
malization 

Source: Author’s own survey 2015 
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Items loading on factor 1, ‘Good Experience’, suggest that students with a 

high factor score were content overall with their education. They had positive 
opinions of their teachers and their school and were happy to be there. The 
average of students’ factor loading was 3.1 which means that they were neutral. 
Splitting the sample according to schools showed that Fengxian School students 
had more positive experiences with their teachers and their school. 

Factor 2, ‘Pressure’, has only two items loading on it. Students with high fac-
tor scores were afraid of exams and felt a lot of pressure in school. The average 
factor loading was 2.7 – relatively low, meaning that students did not generally 
feel pressure, but this was higher for Shanghainese students than for migrant 
students. The high educational aspirations prevalent in Shanghai influenced 
local students more than migrant students who might come from regions where 
people are still impressed by someone with a vocational education degree from 
Shanghai. This is in accordance with the fact that Shanghainese parents have 

Table 6.8b: Questionnaire B – Experiences with Vocational Education Factor Analysis I. 

Questionnaire B 

(Panel Data -Second year) 

Structure Matrix 

Factor 1 

‘Good Ex-
perience’ 

Factor 2 

‘Pressure’ 

Factor 3 

‘Preferred 
Lower 

Middle S.’ 

Factor 4 

‘Good 
Social 

Relations’ 

My life in lower middle school was 
happier than in vocational school.   

.718 
 

My life in vocational school is 
happier than in lower middle 
school. 

.379 
 

-.707 .302 

Class is boring. -.348 .399 .412 
 

Vocational education is an educa-
tion degree too low.     

I have many friends in school. 
   

.703 

My class is a closely unified. .310 
  

.334 

Notes: Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring; Rotation Method: Oblimin with Kaiser Nor-
malization 

Source: Author’s own survey 2015 
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higher education degrees on average, and it shows the different realities which 
exist in today’s China. What is a failure for one group of people might be a 
success for a different group of people. 

Factor 3, ‘Preferred Lower Middle School’, consists of three items, two stat-
ing that lower middle school was better than vocational school and the third 
one stating that class is boring. Students, again, were neutral overall but there 
was a slightly higher average factor score among Qingpu School students, which 
was in line with them also having lower factor scores than Fengxian School 
students for factor 1, ‘Good Experience’, and higher factor scores in 2014 for 
factor 2, ‘Prefers General Education’. Qingpu School students’ attitudes towards 
vocational education were less positive than Fengxian School students’ attitudes. 

Items loading on factor 4, ‘Good Social Relationships’, suggest that students 
with high factor scores had many friends, were active in class and had good 
relationships with their teachers. The overall average factor score was compara-
bly high (3.5) which confirmed what teachers said during their interviews: stu-
dents generally get along well and fights are the exception. Factor loadings for 
Fengxian School students were significantly higher than for Qingpu School 
students. This is connected to the higher loading for factor 1, ‘Good Experience’ 
(see Table 6.9). 

These four factors were clustered hierarchically using Ward method and 
squared Euclidian distance. The results indicated that three clusters would be 
an adequate option. In a second step, the clusters were produced with K-Means 
analysis. By creating these attitude-based groups, comparisons which go beyond 
the usual sociodemographic variables such as sex and hukou became possible, 
and in a second step, by creating a real panel, changes in attitudes between the 
first and the second year could be traced. 

Cluster 1 ‘Preferred Lower Middle School’ was, with only 26 students 
(19.7%), the smallest cluster. These students had a higher-than-average factor 
score for factor 3, ‘Preferred Lower Middle School’. Cluster 2, ‘Happy in School’, 
was, with 54 students (40.9%), the biggest cluster, where students had higher-
than-average factor scores for factor 1, ‘Good Experiences’, and factor 4, ‘Good 
Social Relationships’. Cluster 3, ‘Pressure’, was almost equally big. The 52 stu-
dents (39.4%) belonging here had higher-than-average factor scores for factor 2, 
‘Pressure’, and slightly higher scores for factor 3, ‘Preferred Lower Middle 
School’ (see Table 6.10). 



116  6  Vocational Education through Students’ Eyes 

 
A further analysis of the differences between the clusters concerning profes-

sional plans, family and personality brought more insights forward and proved 
the content validity of the clustering. 

Students who were happy in school also strongly agreed that technical skills 
were the foundation for their future development, whereas students who pre-
ferred life in lower middle school were neutral towards this statement – but 
strongly disagreed with the statement that ‘Later, I want to work in a factory’. 

Table 6.9: Questionnaire B – Experiences with Vocational Education Factor Analysis II. 

Factor 1 ‘Good Experience’ Mean Standard 
deviation 

All students 3.1 0.9 

Students’ school 
Fengxian School 3.4 0.8 

Qingpu School 3.0 0.9 

Factor 2 ‘Pressure’ Mean Standard 
deviation 

All students 2.7 1.2 

Students’ hukou 
Shanghainese students 2.9 1.1 

Migrant students 2.5 1.2 

Factor 3 ‘Preferred Lower Middle School’ Mean Standard 
deviation 

All students 2.9 1.1 

Students’ school 
Fengxian School 2.7 0.8 

Qingpu School 3.0 1.1 

Factor 4 ‘Good Social Relationships’ Mean Standard 
deviation 

All students 3.5 0.9 

Students’ school 
Fengxian School 3.9** 0.8 

Qingpu School 3.4** 09 

Notes: ** = sign .01; Factor scores 1 = very low – 5 = very high 

Source: Author’s own survey 2015 
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For this statement, students happy in vocational school had the highest agree-
ment rate. Students feeling pressure in school, and also happy students, agreed 
with the statement that ‘The purpose of work is to realize one’s value’; however 
students preferring lower middle school stayed neutral (see Table 6.11a). 

 

 
Students’ attitudes towards their education and their relationships with their 

parents were closely related. Students who were happy in their school agreed 
strongly that their parents loved them, and the standard deviation was especial-
ly small here. These students also agreed strongly with the statements that 
‘Family is the foundation of happiness’ and ‘Family is my harbor’. For students 
who were happy in school the family is a supporting institution. Cluster 3, 
‘Pressure’, students considered their parents their role models and they agreed 
more than the other two student groups that they study to fulfill their parents’ 
expectations. Happy students, on the other hand, agreed more than their peers 
that they study because they like to learn. They also had the highest agreement 
rate with the statement ‘My parents are proud of me’. Students who preferred 
their life in lower middle school had the lowest agreement rate with this state-
ment. Therefore, students’ preference when it comes to school was likely to be 
influenced by their parents. Pressured students and students preferring lower 
middle school life both agreed more than happy students that they disappoint 
their parents. Overall, students did not agree that they are being spoiled by their 
parents. Students who had the highest agreement rate here also felt pressured in 

Table 6.10: Questionnaire B – Experiences with Vocational Education Cluster Analysis I. 

 

Cluster 1 ‘Pre-
ferred Lower 

Middle school’ 

Cluster 2 ‘Happy 
in School’ 

Cluster 3 ‘Pres-
sure’ 

Factor 1 ‘Good Experiences’ 2.20 3.67 3.04 

Factor 2 ‘Pressure’ 1.87 1.96 3.83 

Factor 3 ‘Preferred Lower 
Middle School’ 3.87 2.13 3.30 

Factor 4 ‚Good Social Relati-
onships‘ 2.74 4.08 3.33 

Notes: Factor scores 1 = very low – 5 = very high 

Source: Author’s own survey 2015 
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school as if they felt obliged to repay their parents with good results. Appealing 
to students’ filial piety to motivate and pressure them to study harder for their 
parents is not uncommon in Chinese classrooms (Hansen 2015: 140–141). 

Looking at prevalent personality traits in the different groups, there were 
similarities between happy and pressured students. Both liked interaction with 
other people and considered a harmonious living environment to be important. 
Additionally, pressured students agreed more than students in the other two 
clusters that they were shy, quiet, lazy and underestimated. These students 
generally had low self-esteem, which can be both a result and a cause of their 
exam nerves and pressure. 

The only noteworthy differences between school, sex, hukou and cluster be-
longing, were the higher percentage of Fengxian School students who belonged 
to cluster 2, ‘Happy in School’, and the higher percentage of Qingpu School 
students who belonged to cluster 3, ‘Pressure’. There were only minor, insignifi-
cant differences between male and female students, and Shanghainese and mi-
grant students. It is clear that conventional analyzes along sociodemographic 
lines cannot bring the attitude-based divisions among the students to the fore. 
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Table 6.11a: Questionnaire B – Experiences with Vocational Education Cluster Analysis II. 

 

Cluster 1 ‘Preferred 
Lower Middle 

School’ 

Cluster 2 ‘Happy in 
School’ Cluster 3 ‘Pressure’ 

Mean 
Standard 
deviation 

Mean 
Standard 
deviation 

Mean 
Standard 
deviation 

Technical skills are the 
foundation of my future 
development. 

3.1* 1.5 4.2* 0.9 3.9* 1.2 

Later, I want to work in 
a factory. 1.8** 1.0 3.2** 1.3 2.9** 1.4 

The purpose of work is 
to realize one’s value. 3.1* 1.6 3.9* 1.1 3.9* 1.2 

My parents love me. 3.7 1.5 4.6 0.8 4.4 1.0 

My parents spoil me. 1.7** 1.0 2.1** 1.3 2.6** 1.4 

My parents are my role 
models. 3.0** 1.5 3.8** 1.1 4.0** 1.2 

Family is the foundation 
of happiness. 3.3 1.5 4.2 1.2 4.2 1.2 

Family is my harbor. 3.4* 1.9 4.3* 1.0 4.2* 1.1 

My parents are proud of 
me. 2.7 1.4 3.9 1.2 3.4 1.2 

I disappoint my parents. 2.8 1.5 2.2 1.3 2.9 1.3 

I study to fulfill my 
parents’ expectations. 2.8 1.5 2.3 1.0 3.0 1.3 

Notes: * = sign .05, ** = sign .01; Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2015 
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Table 6.11b: Questionnaire B – Experiences with Vocational Education Cluster Analysis II. 

 

Cluster 1 ‘Preferred 
Lower Middle 

School’ 

Cluster 2 ‘Happy in 
School’ Cluster 3 ‘Pressure’ 

Mean 
Standard 
deviation 

Mean 
Standard 
deviation 

Mean 
Standard 
deviation 

I study because I like 
to learn. 2.3 1.4 3.2 1.1 2.8 1.3 

I like interaction with 
other people. 3.3* 1.5 4.0* 1.2 4.0* 1.2 

I often feel that I’m 
inferior to other 
people. 

2.3** 1.5 3.3** 1.3 3.5** 1.3 

I am quiet. 3.0* 1.4 3.6* 1.3 3.8* 1.2 

I am shy. 2.9* 1.3 3.4* 1.4 3.7* 1.4 

I am lazy. 2.2** 1.4 2.6** 1.3 3.0** 1.4 

I am underestimated. 2.2* 1.4 2.6* 1.4 3.0* 1.2 

Important for me – 
Harmonious living 
environment 

3.8* 1.5 4.6* 0.8 4.5* 0.9 

Notes: * = sign .05, ** = sign .01; Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2015 
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In order to check changes between opinions on vocational education at the 

beginning and experiences with vocational education after one year in school, a 
real panel was used. The birthdates made it possible to identify all students who 
participated in the first and second questionnaire survey. Other demographical 
data such as school, year of study and hukou was used to filter students who 
shared the same birthdates but were not identical. In the end the data set in-
cluded 91 students (see Table 6.13). 

Comparing factor scores for students’ opinions on vocational education in 
2014, differentiated by their experiences they had in 2015, proved that, although 
not statistically significant, students who were happy in school in 2015 scored 
highest for the factor ‘Likes Vocational Education’, whereas students who pre-
ferred lower middle school in 2015 scored highest for ‘Prefers General Educa-
tion’ in 2014 (see Table 6.14). Despite the finding that students’ attitudes re-
semble a trajectory, with an initial surge of positive development followed by 
disillusion later on, there is also some consistency in students’ attitudes. This 
means that the trajectory can have different shapes, steeper and flatter, and also 
that it can start at different levels, more positive or negative. It also hints at a 
bigger ambivalence within students’ attitudes towards vocational education, 
which will be analyzed in detail in chapter 9.7.2. 

Table 6.12: Questionnaire B – Experiences with Vocational Education Cluster Analysis III. 

 Cluster 1 ‘Pre-
ferred Lower 

Middle School’ 

Valid percent 
(cases) 

Cluster 2 ‘Hap-
py in School’ 

Valid percent 
(cases) 

Cluster 3 ‘Pres-
sure’ 

Valid percent 
(cases) 

Students’ 
School 

% in school 
(cases) 

Fengxian School 16.1% (5) 54.8% (17) 29.0% (9) 

Qingpu School 20.8% (21) 36.6% (37) 42.6% (43) 

Sex 

% in sex 
(cases) 

Male students 20.2% (21) 40.4% (42) 39.4% (41) 

Female students 16.7% (4) 37.5% (9) 45.8% (11) 

Hukou 

% in hukou 
(cases) 

Shanghainese 
students 18.6% (11) 40.7% (24) 40.7% (24) 

Migrant students 17.3% (9) 46.2% (24) 36.5% (19) 

Source: Author’s own survey 2015 
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It turned out that the reasons for choosing vocational education, school and 

training course correlated with the experiences students had had in their second 
year and, consequently, these reasons are important factors explaining the more 
consistent attitudes students display until their second year. 

When looking at the most common reasons for choosing vocational educa-
tion, the first striking fact was that the majority of the students who experience 
pressure and exam nerves in their second year in vocational school left the 
academic education system because they failed the lower middle school exam. 
Also, half of the students who preferred lower middle school in comparison to 
vocational school did not pass this exam either. A high employment rate was 
the most common reason for choosing vocational education among the stu-
dents who turned out happy in school. It was also important for pressured stu-
dents, but it was significantly less important for students who preferred lower 
middle school. Being interested in technical subjects was one of the most com-
mon reasons for all students, except the pressured ones. 

Many students who preferred lower middle school claimed one year earlier 
that they followed their personal intuition when choosing their vocational 

Table 6.13: Real Panel Data – Overview. 

Real Panel Data 

(First and second year electrical engineering) 

First year electrical 
engineering 

Valid percent 
(cases) 

Second year electri-
cal engineering 

Valid percent 
(cases) 

All students 100% (91) 100% (91) 

Students’ school Fengxian School 27.5% (25) 27.5% (25) 

Qingpu School 72.5% (66) 72.4% (66) 

Students’ hukou Shanghainese students 52.7% (48) 51.6% (47) 

Migrant students 44.0% (40) 39.6% (36) 

Missing value 3.3% (3) 8.8% (8) 

Students’ sex Male students 83.5% (76) 79.1% (72)* 

Female students 16.5% (15) 19.8% (18)* 

Missing values 0 1.1% (1) 

Notes: * Misrepresentation of sex 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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school, and as many of them said they chose a school close to home. Half of the 
pressured students relied on their parents to make a decision, which was also 
the most common way happy students decided, and both student groups had 
friends in the same school. Additionally, a significantly higher proportion of 
happy students chose their school because of its reputation. Thus in all three 
groups, often the parents made the decision for their children and chose schools 
close to their homes (see Table 6.15). 

 

 
How students felt about their education was again closely connected to the 

reasons why they had ended up in a specific training course, and whether they 
were able to carry out their agency. Many students who preferred lower middle 
school were interested in electrical engineering, but many also had faced the 
fact that their course of choice was already fully booked. A relatively high num-
ber of students who experienced pressure and exam nerves later on had no 
choice because courses were already full and their parents made the decision. 
The most common reasons for choosing their training course among students 
who turned out happy in school were very different from the other two groups. 
Many of them were interested in their course and considered it a useful subject. 
Also, a significantly higher proportion of students chose it because of the salary 
expectations, and a significantly lower proportion had to choose their course 
because other courses were already fully booked. Here it becomes very clear 
that being able to act as an active agent in making strategic decisions leads to 

Table 6.14: Real Panel Data – Opinion Changes. 

Real Panel Data  

(First and second year electrical 
engineering) 

Factor ‘Likes Vocational 
Education’ – first year 

Mean  
(Standard deviation) 

Factor ‘ Prefers General 
Education’ – first year 

Mean  
(Standard deviation) 

All students (N=91) 3.8 (0.9) 2.9 (1.2) 

Cluster ‘Preferred Lower Middle 
School’ – second year (N=18) 3.7 (1.1) 3.2 (1.2) 

Cluster ‘Happy in School’ – 
second year (N=37) 4.1 (0.6) 2.8 (1.1) 

Cluster ‘Pressure’ – second year 
(N=34) 3.7 (0.9) 3.0 (1.4) 

Notes: ** = sign .01, * = sign .05; Factor scores 1 = very low – 5 = very high 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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more positive experiences later on, whereas students who are condemned to 
passively follow whatever others or the circumstances dictate are far more likely 
to face difficulties or be unhappy. This, of course, is a strong argument for giv-
ing students more freedom and more information in order to let them make 
their own, informed choice when it comes to choosing a training course. 

 
Table 6.15: Real Panel Data – Opinions on and Reasons for Choosing Vocational Education. 

Most com-
mon reasons 
for: 

Choosing vocational 
education 

Valid percent 

Choosing the voca-
tional school 

Valid percent 

Choosing the training 
course 

Valid percent 

Cluster 
‘Preferred 
Lower Mid-
dle School’ 
N=18 

50% ‘Did not pass the 
lower middle school 
exam’ 

33.3% ‘Recommended by 
others’ 

33.3% ‘Interested in 
technical subjects 

 

 

11.1% ‘High employment 
rate’* 

38.9% ‘Personal intuition’ 

38.9% ‘Close to where 
parents live’ 

27.8% ‘Parents decided’ 

38.9% ‘Interested in 
electrical engineering’ 

38.9% ‘Other courses 
already full’ 

 

Cluster 
‘Happy in 
School’ N=37 

45.9% ‘High employment 
rate’ 

43.3% ‘Interested in 
technical subjects 

43.3% ‘Did not pass the 
lower middle school 
exam’ 

37.8% ‘Parents decided’ 

27% ‘Close to where 
parents live’ 

27% ‘Friends are in the 
same school’ 

 

 

 

24.3% ‘Good reputation’ 

43.2% ‘Interested in 
electrical engineering’ 

43.2% ‘Useful course’* 

 

 

 

16.2% ‘Good salary 
expectations’* 

13.5% ‘Other courses 
already full’* 

Cluster 
‘Pressure’ 
N=34 

64.7% ‘Did not pass the 
lower middle school 
exam’ 

38.2% ‘High employment 
rate’ 

50% ‘Parents decided’ 

26.5% ‘Friends are in the 
same school’ 

38.2% ‘Parents decided’ 

38.2% ‘Other courses 
already full’ 

Notes: *= sign .05 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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6.2.4 Vocational Education vs. General Education 

Once they had entered their vocational schools, students emphasized how 
much more relaxed their lives had all of a sudden become. They recounted the 
bitter daily routine in lower middle school, which involved the pressure of 
studying for long hours, strict rules enforced by rude teachers and the setback 
of failing exams. As a result, they entered vocational school with a feeling of 
greater ease and were open to listen to their new teachers telling them about the 
advantages of vocational education, which they repeated during the interviews. 
Da Ming (2_M/Q2): 

Two years they make you learn, one year they make you do an intern-
ship. You have experiences with society and can directly adjust to it. Be-
sides, in this vocational school you can learn how to behave... You do 
not need to be disadvantaged. If you are going to a general higher mid-
dle school, […] you need to get to university and when you graduate 
you do not have any experience, […] and only having knowledge simp-
ly does not work, right. (DM2_53) 

In vocational schools, students still learn general subjects in addition to 
technical knowledge and practical skills, and there is enough time for sport 
lessons or extra-curricular activities. Therefore, students found the curriculum 
in their new school more varied. Some students, such as Wen Qing (2_F/F2), 
advocated at the beginning of her second vocational education year that techni-
cians were more useful for society than university graduates. Lei Qiang 
(3_M/FG), who had continued to a vocational school on the tertiary level, saw 
vocational and general education as equal: 

Knowledge and manual work complement each other. You cannot do 
anything only with knowledge. Therefore, I think that China needs 
more technically skilled people… Only then can China advance. 
(LQ3_43) 

Apart from educational content, the most important difference between a 
vocational and an academic middle school is the fact that students in a voca-
tional school do not participate in the gaokao, the university entrance exam 
which determines if and into which university students will be allowed to enroll. 
Academic higher middle school students in their final year spend twelve hours 
and more per day preparing for this important exam. Diligence and ambition 
bind them together and are widely admired in society. Newspapers report ex-
tensively about the exam and thereby contribute to creating a heroic aura which 
surrounds the preparation marathon and the gaokao itself. In her article pub-
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lished in 2015, Ling Minhua explained that since vocational education students 
are excluded from the gaokao, they have no means to earn this kind of respect 
in society or form a feeling of belonging and a shared identity similar to their 
peers in academic middle schools (Cockain 2011: 116; Ling 2015: 119). In reac-
tion to this lack of exam experience, vocational education students pointed out 
that their peers in academic education lack experience with society. They tried 
to regain their self-worth by portraying themselves as savvy when dealing with 
social relations and knowledgeable when it comes to technical matters. In the 
manner Zhang Hua (2_F/FG) described how she and her classmates assembled 
their first products in the school workshop, she copied the typical gaokao story 
of hardship which is endured together and followed by success as a reward: 

Although I was very tired that time, I was also very happy because you 
can successfully make something so that it fits the standards. [...] I had 
blisters all over my hands but not only me, many students were the 
same. This was the first time we did something like that, so there was a 
lot of pressure too […]. (ZH2_17) 

Knowingly or unknowingly, students took the notions of academic educa-
tion prevalent in society and positioned themselves towards them. Their views 
on vocational education were different from the common discourse, yet they 
were formed in direct relation to or depended on it. The students were not 
ready to take on the label ‘education loser’; instead they tried to find their self-
worth by using academic education as a contrast. Zhang Hua was successful 
with this endeavor: she created her own success story and was able to draw self-
worth and a feeling of belonging from it (Harbrecht 2018). 

Although the students did have positive experiences with vocational educa-
tion, which led to a generally positive attitude towards this type of education, 
they nonetheless preferred general education. When answering the question of 
why they would have preferred general education, students did not consider or 
were not aware of better career chances with a university degree; their prefer-
ences were influenced by other people’s opinions and reactions. Qian Qin 
(3_M/Q3) and Wen Qing (3_F/F3) for example both argued that university 
education sounded better or was more impressive. 

In Chinese society, vocational education students are considered difficult, 
lazy and stupid, and, poor performance in school is ascribed to a poor personal-
ity. Therefore, vocational education students not only are considered poor 
learners but their whole personality is considered to be problematic. They have 
a lower value than students in academic education (Shieh et al. 2008: 1; Renmin 
Ribao 2013: 1; Ling 2015: 120). Consequently, students feel inferior. De Hua 
(3_M/Q3) spoke about his feelings: “If you want to go to university, you have to 
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fulfill some harsh requirements. I do not fulfill them, so I can only feel power-
less and incompetent (wang yang xing tan 望洋兴叹).” (DH3_120). Wen Qing 
(3_F/F3) said that students with a good brain would choose an academic higher 
middle school. Vocational education was a good choice for weak learners and 
manually talented students. As a migrant in Shanghai, she regretted not return-
ing to her hometown to go to an academic higher middle school and university. 
Wen Qing felt embarrassed when she admitted to other people that she was a 
vocational education student. 

Vocational school is lower than general education. People think that 
vocational education students were bad students in lower middle school. 
Otherwise, why would they go to a vocational school? (WQ3_18) 

When asked where she got this idea, Wen Qing answered that this was her 
own opinion, as well as what she heard from other people. Students were sus-
ceptible to what was said by other people, which could lead to a contradictory 
narrative: many students were happy in their vocational schools, they recog-
nized the value of what they learned, they made progress and they were aware 
that their skills were needed in the labour market, they knew their peers in 
general education might have more difficulties finding a job after they graduat-
ed from university. Yet still, they thought they were worth less than these coun-
terparts and wished they would have the chance to return to general education 
– which had all the pressure they were actually happy to have escaped. The bad 
reputation of vocational education in society stigmatized the students, and 
neither school quality, nor a happy everyday life in school, nor future prospects, 
nor a new found sense of success enabled the students to distance themselves 
from society enough to defeat the stigma. 

Students were also asked in the survey to value vocational education in 
comparison to general education. This allowed analyzing students’ attitudes 
divided by school, sex and hukou. During their first year in vocational school, 
students strongly agreed with the statement that ‘During lower middle school, 
my life was happy’, and that ‘In vocational education, life is happy’. After one 
year, students agreed more with the statement that ‘My life in vocational educa-
tion is happier than in lower middle school’ and less with the statement that 
‘My life in lower middle school was happier than in vocational education’. 

In 2014, during their first year, Qingpu School students studying in the 2+1 
system had higher factor scores than Fengxian School students for factor 2, 
‘Prefers General Education’, whereas Fengxian School students scored higher 
for factor 1, ‘Likes Vocational Education’. Qingpu School students also agreed 
less than Fengxian School students with the statement that ‘Graduates from 
higher middle school and vocational school have the same development oppor-
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tunities’. Although in their second year, Fengxian School students agreed more 
with secondary vocational education being a degree too low, they also agreed 
significantly more than Qingpu School students with the statement that ‘Tech-
nical skills are the foundation of my future development’ and with ‘My life in 
vocational education is happier than in lower middle school’. Comparing the 
two schools, it turned out that Fengxian School students had a more positive 
attitude towards vocational education when juxtaposed with general education. 

Male students scored significantly higher than their female peers for factor 1 
‘Likes Vocational Education’ in 2014. Female students on the other hand scored 
higher for factor 2 ‘Prefers General Education’. In 2015, more male students 
planned to rely on their acquired skills. They agreed more with the statements 
that ‘Technical skills are the foundation for my future development’ and ‘Tech-
nical skills are more useful than higher middle school knowledge’. Many female 
students did not choose their major in the beginning and the present statements 
continued to show their preference for general education compared to technical 
education. 

In 2014, migrant students and Shanghainese students had similar factor 
scores. Also in their second year, differences were minimal and not statistically 
significant. Altogether, male Fengxian School students were most likely to ac-
cept vocational education, have positive attitudes towards it and rely on their 
skills to further their careers. 
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Table 6.16: Questionnaire A – Opinions on Vocational Education. 

Questionnaire A (Panel Data – First Year) Mean Standard 
deviation 

During lower middle school, life was happy. 4.1 1.2 

During lower middle school, life was happy. 
Male students 4.0 1.3 

Female students 4.3 1.1 

During vocational education, life is happy. 4.1 1.2 

During vocational education, life is happy. 
Male students 4.2* 1.1 

Female students 3.6* 1.6 

Graduates from higher middle school and vocational school 
have the same development opportunities. 4.1 1.2 

Graduates from higher middle school and 
vocational school have the same develop-
ment opportunities. 

Fengxian School 4.3 0.9 

Qingpu School 4.0 1.3 

Notes: * = sign .05; Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014 
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6.2.5 Summary 

Although the majority of students did not choose vocational education out of 
interest, the hypothesis that they would therefore have a generally negative 
attitude towards it was proved wrong. On the contrary, their overall attitudes 
were positive to begin with. According to the questionnaires, they were inter-
ested in technical subjects and they were not frustrated to enter vocational edu-

Table 6.17: Questionnaire B – Opinions on Vocational Education. 

Questionnaire B 

(Panel Data – Second Year) 
Mean Standard 

deviation 

My life in lower middle school was happier than in vocational 
school. 3.0 1.4 

My life in vocational school is happier than in lower middle school. 3.4 1.5 

My life in vocational school is happier than 
in lower middle school. 

Fengxian School 4.0* 1.0 

Qingpu School 3.3* 1.5 

Technical skills are the foundation of my future development. 3.9 1.2 

Technical skills are the foundation of my 
future development. 

Fengxian School 4.4** 1.0 

Qingpu School 3.7** 1.3 

Technical skills are the foundation of my 
future development. 

Male students 4.0** 1.2 

Female students 3.1** 1.3 

Vocational education is an education degree too low. 3.6 1.3 

Vocational education is an education 
degree too low. 

Fengxian School 4.1* 1.1 

Qingpu School 3.4* 1.3 

Technical skills are more useful than higher middle school 
knowledge. 3.4 1.4 

Technical skills are more useful than higher 
middle school knowledge. 

Male students 3.4 1.3 

Female students 3.0 1.3 

Notes: * = sign .05, ** = sign .01; Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2015 
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cation. They also believed that vocational and general education graduates 
would have the same development opportunities. What they agreed with in the 
questionnaires differed substantially from general opinions on vocational edu-
cation in society. Giving ‘positive’ answers or repeating what teachers had said 
certainly had a distorting influence on questionnaire results but students also 
showed positive attitudes during the interviews. 

The interviews confirmed what other research projects on entering unde-
sired school forms, undertaken in different social and cultural contexts, already 
discovered: being together with peers who share a similar performance level led 
to positive experiences for the majority of students in their vocational schools, 
and this again triggered a positive view of vocational education. Students ex-
perienced a new sense of achievement and focused on chances they still had 
with vocational education. 

Students’ opinions on vocational education in comparison to general educa-
tion brought another aspect forward which gave a more differentiated picture 
of how they felt about vocational education. Although their lives had improved 
since they entered a vocational school, students were nonetheless deeply affect-
ed by the bad reputation vocational education and vocational education stu-
dents have in Chinese society. As a result, they wished they could re-enter the 
academic education system despite being happy in vocational education. This 
contradictory attitude was also found in the questionnaire where first year stu-
dents might score highly for the factor ‘Prefers General Education’ while still 
scoring on the average for the factor ‘Likes Vocational Education’, and vice 
versa. Chapter 9.7 will take a closer look at how students dealt with this com-
plex sentiment. 

Attitudes towards their education correlated with students’ feelings about 
their families. Students with a positive opinion on vocational education were 
more likely to feel loved and supported by their parents, whereas students who 
preferred their lives in lower middle school were more likely to feel that they 
had disappointed their parents. Therefore, family background is an important 
influence on how students feel about their education. It also turned out that 
male students and students in the German-influenced Fengxian School were 
more likely to share positive attitudes towards vocational education than female 
and Qingpu School students. Hukou, on the other hand, did not have a signifi-
cant correlation with attitudes, which is a surprising result considering that it 
was their non-Shanghai hukou which had forced the migrant students into 
vocational education. Despite the fact that hukou still determines life chances in 
China and effectively divides Chinese society (migrants-locals, rural-urban) it 
does not shape students’ outlook. Additionally, experiences students had had by 
their second year were related to their initial reasons for choosing vocational 
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education and their training course in particular. Students who chose their 
training course out of interest and/or because they considered it useful were 
more likely to be happy in school. Students who failed their lower middle 
school exam and subsequently had their parents making decisions for them 
were more likely to feel pressured or to prefer life in lower middle school. 

Once students entered the labour market, which happened for the first time 
during their internships, their experiences stopped being mainly positive and, 
as a result, their outlooks became more critical. Students were disappointed by 
the type of jobs which would be available to them. How things changed for the 
students once they were confronted with day-to-day work will be discussed in 
Chapter 7.1. 

6.3 Skills and Knowledge Acquired 

How students judge vocational education is also significantly influenced by how 
they perceive their progress and how they think about skills and knowledge 
they acquired during their training. In vocational education, curricula include 
general academic subjects, in which the content is defined by the MOE, and 
vocational subjects, in which the content is partly defined by the MOE for the 
whole country and partly defined on a local level according to a region’s par-
ticular economic situation (Kuczera, Field 2010: 14). The focus however is on 
vocational theory and practice. When graduating, students receive the gradua-
tion certificate from their school and they can obtain a technical skills certificate 
issued by the MOHRSS. Fengxian School students additionally sit an exam 
organized by the German Chamber of Commerce and receive the correspond-
ing certificate recognized by German companies. The basic knowledge in gen-
eral subjects and technical skills imparted by the schools enable students to 
work in a related field without further training on the job. 

In the context of vocational education, different kinds of competencies are 
distinguished. Professional competence includes vocational knowledge and the 
understanding of operational structures in a company. Social competence in-
cludes the acceptance of others and acting cooperatively. Self-competence is the 
third competence, including self-awareness and the ability to judge (Grabowski 
2007: 175). These three competencies were first introduced by Heinrich Roth in 
1971 with the realization that vocational skills alone are not sufficient in profes-
sional life (Boer 2014: 24). As a consequence of technological development and 
organizational changes in industrial production, skill requirements are rising. 
Workers not only need professional knowledge and technical skills but also 
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social skills and the ability to learn how to handle newly developed technologies 
(Lappe 2006: 80). Therefore, in Germany the goal is to provide a ‘holistic’ voca-
tional education which confers all of these competencies, summarized as Hand-
lungskompetenzen: the ability to use knowledge and technical skills, as well as 
personal, social and methodical skills, in a work or learning environment in 
order to achieve professional or personal development (Grabowski 2007: 12; 
Deutscher Bundestag 7/5/2013 3). The situation in China is similar to Germany: 
the ongoing development of technology changes the organization of production 
and makes it impossible to predict which technical skills will be needed in the 
future. Social competence, self-competence and the ability to learn have become 
as important as professional competence (Jiang 2011: 9–10). Therefore, voca-
tional education must impart a range of competencies. 

Measuring the acquired technical and social competencies of the students 
would go beyond the scope of the present study. Instead, the perceived acquired 
skills and competencies will be analyzed. Students can only gain self-worth and 
a sense of success if they are aware of a certain newly acquired skill; or to put it 
another way: If students do not realize that their education in school taught 
them a certain skill, then they will not be aware of their improvement and con-
sequently they will not credit their education for the improvement. Analyzing 
which acquired skills the students consider most important does not answer 
questions about the overall qualification of students or the quality of their edu-
cation, but it allows another insight into what students think is the value of 
vocational education, and into whether they are able to find self-worth, devel-
opment and success through their education, which will then once more influ-
ence their opinions on vocational education in general. 

It turned out that the development of their social and self-competencies 
played a bigger role for the students than the technical skills they acquired. 
Knowledge from general subjects such as Chinese or English was never men-
tioned. Following are some examples: Shuang Shuang (1_F/QG) said that she 
gained vocational knowledge, as well as soft skills during her education. She 
learned how to behave well in school and described this good behavior as 
knowing how to deal with life and setbacks, how to make choices and follow 
one’s own ideas without parents’ help. Wang Yuan (1_M/QG) was a student 
cadre during his education. He organized events and united his peers. Conse-
quently, communication with fellow students was the most important thing he 
learned. Ai Wu (1_M/FG) also learned and started to enjoy communication 
during his vocational education, which – according to him – was the most im-
portant thing he learned. Vocational education made him more extroverted. 
Wen Qing (2_F/F2) became more mature and less naïve during her education. 
She learned a lot, improved her technical skills and bettered her behavior. She 
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learned how to deal with people. Zhang Hua (2_F/FG) mentioned the progress 
she made in refined manufacturing during her education. Additionally, she 
learned how to learn and how to avoid mistakes by being diligent. In summary, 
students identified two improvements as a result of their education: better 
communication skills and better behavior. 

Communication and communication skills were, in fact, focal points when 
students spoke about their improvements during their education. Several stu-
dents worked in sales after their graduation, and according to them, success 
depended solely on their communication skills. Ai Wu (1_M/FG) explained 
that companies not only looked at professional skills but actually concentrated 
on personal skills, such as in communication, when hiring someone. Students 
often said that they were good communicators. They contrasted this skill with 
their poor performance in academic subjects as if to make up for this shortcom-
ing. Communication skills were a source of pride and self-worth for the stu-
dents. 

As mentioned above, the second positive change students noticed in them-
selves was an improvement in their behavior. Again, the internship triggered 
this development. Life in the company was much stricter than in school and 
students had no choice but to adhere to the rules. In the hierarchy of the com-
pany they, as interns, were at the bottom and needed to listen not only to their 
superiors but also to senior workers. Only with discipline were the students able 
to maintain the quality standards and assemble the products within the given 
time. Zhang Hua (1_F/F3) explained: “This is what I have to work on every day: 
Increasing my speed while keeping the quality [of the product].” (ZH1_2). 
While they experienced the hardship of work life, students also started to have a 
better understanding and more empathy for their parents. Li Tao (3_F/F3): “I 
think my mother is very tired every day. I understand things better now and I’m 
more forgiving. I feel sorry for her and want to be better for her.” (LT3_102). 

The abilities to communicate with others, to form positive relationships, to 
control one’s emotions and be cooperative are crucial for students when they 
are growing up and facing the challenge of becoming independent from their 
parents (Hurrelmann et al. 2014: 76), and these social competencies can only be 
acquired in practice (Boer 2014: 24–26). Students had this practice during their 
internships, when they had to deal with different kinds of social relationships. 
The months spent in a company were an essential part of their education and 
the importance of social skills for professional development should not be  
underated. In their empirical study with university students in Germany, An-
ders et al. (2014) have shown that these soft competencies positively influence 
technical performance as well. With the ongoing automation of factories, tradi-
tional work stations are being integrated, hierarchies become flatter and work-
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ers are required to communicate more with each other (Lappe 2006: 80). Tech-
nical skills needed for a specific job are changing with the technical develop-
ment and the ability to learn and develop with it has become a key for every-
body. In their working lives, the students will have to rely on their ability to 
communicate, ask questions and engage with their environments. According to 
their self-assessment, students are prepared for this challenge. 

6.3.1 Improvement of Suzhi? 

The Chinese term suzhi (素质) refers to ‘human quality’ but there exists no 
clear definition of the term. It includes physical and cultural aspects, as well as 
IQ and education level. People can develop or have suzhi in five aspects: moral 
(de 德), intellectual (zhi 智), physical (ti 体), aesthetics (mei 美), and manual 
dexterity (lao 劳). Some suzhi qualities are inherited while other aspects can be 
improved during life. Generally, Han Chinese and people born in economically 
developed cities are considered to have higher suzhi than minorities or people 
from the countryside (Yan 2003: 496–497, 505, 507; Lin 2011: 322). Since the 
Communist Party cannot provide welfare, nor can it guarantee employment 
and health care for all people, it started using this concept to legitimize itself 
and to motivate the people to take care of themselves. Individuals are encour-
aged, for example, to improve their suzhi through further education, and there-
by, become competitive in the labour market. Likewise, the birth control policy 
was promoted with the argument that parents are responsible for improving 
their offspring’s suzhi and should therefore concentrate their resources on only 
one child. While on the one hand the concept of human quality allows the party 
to retreat from people’s lives, it also, on the other hand, enables the party to 
intervene in and influence their lives (Murphy 1999: 4–5, 19) and the most 
important measure is probably ‘education for quality’ (suzhi jiaoyu 素质教育). 

Since the 1980s, education in China has had the goal of enhancing the quali-
ty of its subjects (Kipnis 2011b: 291). The term suzhi jiaoyu is the answer to the 
oft-criticized exam orientation (yingshi jiaoyu 应试教育) and has been a politi-
cal priority for many years. It aims to develop social responsibility, good morals, 
soft skills and physical abilities. It tries to introduce more creativity and activity 
into the classroom while easing the study pressure. Therefore, it is relevant for 
educational content as well as for teaching methods (Fong 2004: 122; Murphy 
1999: 4). 

Schools develop different measures to implement suzhi jiaoyu. Lin (2011: 
325–328) took a primary school in Xiamen as an example, where children are 
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encouraged to read 60 chosen books during their six years of primary school 
education. Additionally, they track their own improvements in a diary where 
they also set their own goals, and former prime minister Zhou Enlai has been 
established as a role model to teach desired behaviors such as social responsibil-
ity. Kipnis (2001: 12–13) analyzed measures taken in Zouping County, Shan-
dong Province, where new teaching materials and broader curricula have been 
introduced to answer the call for suzhi jiaoyu. Students have less homework, 
fewer class hours and teachers are urged to use more interactive teaching meth-
ods. Additionally, regulations for entering lower and higher middle school have 
been adjusted to minimize the importance of exams. The effectiveness of the 
implemented suzhi jiaoyu measures has been criticized. Kipnis and Hansen 
both pointed out that teachers are not qualified to employ the required teaching 
methods and parents are afraid that fewer hours spent in classrooms, less 
homework and more creative, art-related lessons will interfere with students’ 
chances to succeed in the gaokao. (Kipnis 2001: 15–18; Hansen 2013b: 173). 
The concept itself has also been criticized as being too vague (Kipnis 2011b: 294; 
Hansen 2012a: 4). 

For vocational education, suzhi jiaoyu has long been less relevant, but in 
2015 the Shanghai government published two documents on the evaluation of 
vocational education students and their human quality. The goal is to broaden 
the general knowledge of vocational education students and to train their com-
prehensive abilities and enable them to deal with new, complicated technical 
tasks. Social competences are also becoming more important (Dong 2015: C2). 
In the future, schools will have to assess students’ development by creating a 
dossier for every student with yearly reports. Later this dossier will be available 
for tertiary education institutions and companies in order to facilitate their 
enrolment and hiring decisions (Shanghai Education Commission 2015). 

The students in this study finished their vocational education before these 
new measures were implemented and they did not mention suzhi jiaoyu. The 
discourse was not relevant for the recipients of education. The answer to the 
question of whether vocational education raises students’ suzhi has to be yes 
and no. Students learn to adjust to social rules, they gain empathy, a sense of 
responsibility and self-control – all of these traits represent good suzhi. At the 
same time, in Chinese society their suzhi will be considered low because they 
will be manual workers with a relatively low education level, at least by Shang-
hai standards; their suzhi will therefore be inferior compared with white collar 
workers and university graduates no matter how noble their personalities. It is 
clear that, with this inherent belief in play, even if the schools manage to im-
plement ideal suzhi jiaoyu – and it is not even clear what this would look like – 
they could increase their students’ suzhi only to a limited extent. 
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This exemplifies the dilemma of suzhi jiaoyu in China. Besides urban hukou, 
the most recognized indicator for suzhi is university education, but this can 
only be attained by passing the important exams. Vocational schools are com-
pletely excluded from this and their students both arrive and leave with low 
suzhi. For other schools too, the concept cannot work. By emphasizing creative 
content, reducing homework and trying out new teaching methods while re-
ducing the importance of exams, suzhi jiaoyu, the education for quality, actually 
reduces students’ chances to succeed in the university entrance exam and 
thereby attain higher quality. As long as the understanding of suzhi within soci-
ety is not adjusted, suzhi jiaoyu is destined to be a failure. Either it fails to de-
crease the focus on exams and increase creativity, or it interferes with students’ 
suzhi prospects. Under these circumstances, the students in the sample did 
improve their suzhi within the possible range: they improved their behavior and 
started to become self-reliant. 

6.4 Conclusion 

Vocational education in China is usually analyzed either from a technical per-
spective, focusing on vocational skills in which students train, or it is analyzed 
from a social perspective, exploring opinions in society. Hardly ever, though, 
are the voices of the students themselves in focus as they were in the present 
chapter. 

It is evident that vocational education was not a preferred choice for the 
students. According to the questionnaires, 80% were forced to leave general 
education because they were either migrants in Shanghai and therefore not 
allowed to enter an academic middle school, or they had failed the lower middle 
school exam which left them with vocational education as the only option for 
further education. This finding is of great significance. While it seems logical 
that only poorly performing students entered the very ordinary Nanjing schools 
where Woronov (2016) did her research, with their inadequately qualified 
teachers and the poor equipment, it is distressing that key schools in Shanghai 
cannot attract students who are genuinely interested in technical subjects either. 
It shows how deeply rooted the assumption that vocational education is of 
lesser value than academic education actually is when not even these kind of 
schools are attractive enough to be considered a good choice. 

Parents and teachers played an important role when it came to choosing a 
school and a training course. The location of the school and the usefulness of 
the course were the major considerations when making a decision. The person-
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al interests of the students were rarely considered and only a few of them had 
the chance to be an active agent. The panel design which sets this study apart 
from other research in this field proves undoubtedly how important it is to 
allow students to have a say when it comes to educational choices. The more 
influence students had, the more likely they were to have positive experiences 
later on. This certainly has implications for tertiary education as well, where 
study courses are chosen according to gaokao results rather than interests. Stu-
dents in academic higher middle schools do not even bother to think about 
what they would want to study since they will not be able to make a free choice 
anyway, according to Hansen (2015: 81–82). Giving students the chance to 
follow their interests would likely lead to a big positive change in students’ 
motivation and success. 

Nonetheless, this chapter also confirmed the results of the fifth chapter: stu-
dents overall had positive experiences once they entered their vocational school. 
This supports the theory that students who are forced to enter a less desirable 
school form due to poor grades develop a positive outlook and regain self-
esteem once they are among students with similar school performances. The 
vocational education students enjoyed the fact that they had less homework and 
new courses which focused on practical skills; their grades improved. Students 
were very receptive to teachers and other people telling them about the high 
employment rate among vocational education graduates and the lack of techni-
cians in China. Vocational education was accepted as a new start. Male and 
Fengxian School students, who alternate between school and company in par-
ticular shared positive attitudes in the questionnaires. 

The interviews showed that all these mostly positive attitudes were accom-
panied by a contradictory feeling of inferiority and preference for general edu-
cation. Although it was not evident on the surface, students were influenced by 
negative opinions of vocational education in society. They were aware that they 
were considered bad students of low quality. As a result, students were happier 
in vocational education than they were in lower middle school while they at the 
same time wished they would have been able to enter an academic higher mid-
dle school. 

According to the students themselves, social and self-competencies were the 
most important skills imparted to them during their education. They learned 
how to communicate with strangers and with older and higher ranking people; 
they learned to adhere to rules set by others and how to behave, and they gained 
empathy. Technical skills seemed to be of lesser importance for the students, 
and further research should clarify if these competencies were secondary be-
cause social skills mattered more to the students, or because they did not learn 
profound technical skills. Either way, it cannot be forgotten that social and self-
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competencies are of great value because they are the basis for acquiring new 
professional skills and adapting to a changing work environment. 

Within the framework of suzhi jiaoyu, it had to be noted that the fundamen-
tal dilemma of the concept is that it tries to enhance suzhi through a departure 
from exam-oriented education while at the same time university education – 
which requires an entrance exam – is the most important, acquired suzhi indi-
cator. Since suzhi jiaoyu does not focus on preparing students for the university 
entrance exam, it is to some extent counterproductive. Vocational education, 
which does not prepare for university at all, can improve students’ suzhi only in 
personality and behavioral aspects. Although the concept of suzhi jiaoyu was 
not relevant for students’ self-perceptions, their description of their changes in 
behavior and their better understanding of their social environment indicate 
that their suzhi did indeed increase, but due to their low education degree and 
their manual qualifications, it will always be considered low by wider society. 

This chapter has established that the internship which students did as part 
of their training had a profound influence on their attitudes and led to a change 
in how students’ viewed their education and also in their plans for their profes-
sional future. The following chapter will take a closer look at how students 
experienced work during and after their training. 



 

 



 

 

7 Experiencing Work 

Previous analyzes indicated that students’ experiences during their internships 
were less positive than in school and that this leads to a change in students’ 
attitudes. The present chapter will take a closer look at why and how these 
changes occur. During the internship, students leave school for the first time 
and enter a work environment. The first part of this chapter focuses on the 
challenges students were facing during this time, while dealing with social rela-
tions outside of school. It lists benefits as well as deficits of the internships. 
Most students spent their days doing monotonous tasks. Not being able to 
improve their technical skills was a common complaint which left students 
frustrated. Yet, student experiences were not all negative. Many interviewees 
reported that they trained their communication skills and subsequently became 
proud of their ability to handle social interactions. 

The second part concerns students’ jobs after graduation and the beginning 
of their lives as professionals. Difficulties and opportunities students encounter 
in the labour market influence how they evaluate vocational education in hind-
sight. After looking at students’ expectations and career plans during their edu-
cation, their methods of finding a job and their experiences with work will be 
analyzed. This chapter is concerned with the question of whether vocational 
education was able to prepare students for the unregulated labour market, and 
which resources were available to the students. It turned out that interviewees 
found jobs relatively easily after graduation but certainly not all of them were 
satisfied with their employment situation. Also, many students came to realize 
that getting a tertiary education degree was a far less realistic option than they 
had thought. 

7.1 Being an Intern 

Internship placements in companies, where students get to apply their 
knowledge in a real-life environment, are an integral part of vocational educa-
tion in China. In Qingpu School, students spent the last year of their education 
in a company doing their internships. In Fengxian School, students alternated 
in eight-week blocks between school and a company, starting in the second year. 
Both schools had agreements with companies who employed interns. Fengxian 
School had several German-Chinese joint ventures as partners; otherwise the 
companies were domestic. Schools and companies selected students while, in 
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theory, students were also allowed to choose their company. As a result, better 
students got to go to companies with better reputations. During their intern-
ships, many students stayed in the company dormitories with regular workers. 

A frequent criticism was that the work during the internship was not related 
to electrical engineering. One student, for example, was sent to a hotel for his 
internship, and another one was working in a company’s office supply depart-
ment. In Qingpu School, several students did not do an internship but found a 
job themselves. This practice was tolerated by the school. 

For most students, this was the first time that they entered a paid work envi-
ronment. They had a smaller work load than regular workers but were often 
given monotonous, simple and tiring tasks with little benefit to their education. 
These kinds of inadequate internship placements and the lack of training, is a 
well-known deficit in Chinese vocational education (Woronov 2016: 118–123; 
Dettmer 2017: 204). Many students spent their whole internship assembling the 
same product on the conveyor belt, and their original expectations – that they 
would be applying their theoretical knowledge in practice and learning new 
techniques – were only partly met, or were not met at all. The long hours and 
the tiring work left students disillusioned about their own career prospects. 
Many focused on getting a higher education degree, starting their own small 
business or trying to get an office job to avoid being stuck at a conveyor belt for 
the rest of their working lives. At the same time, they gained a better under-
standing for their parents, many of whom were working in similar environ-
ments. In general, students preferred going to school over doing their intern-
ships since school was more relaxed, they were together with their peers and 
they felt that they learned more. 

7.1.1 Social Relations during the Internship 

Before students entered the companies, teachers had prepared them for their 
new environments. Students learned that rules in companies were much stricter 
than in school. Behaviors they could get away with in school, such as being late, 
playing with their mobile phones or taking sick days, were not tolerated in 
companies. The majority of the students were able to cope but during an infor-
mal talk with a Fengxian School internship management teacher, it became 
clear that complaints about the students engaging in bad behavior or staying 
away unexcused were nothing unusual. 

Relationships and behavioral rules in the companies were very different 
from what students were used to in school. Their teachers were an authority but 



7.1  Being an Intern 143 

 

at the same time they were very forgiving when students made mistakes, and it 
was their duty to teach and repeat content until everybody understood. During 
their internships, students came to realize that mistakes led to actual costs in 
production and superiors did not forgive them easily. Students learned that 
they needed to ask if they did not understand something, because not asking 
could lead to serious consequences. The ability to communicate was crucial 
while students tried to adjust to the working environment. Wen Qing (1_F/F3) 
described: 

While maintaining the speed, one also has to guarantee the quality. 
Here, they do not say that you cannot make mistakes but you have to 
minimize them. […] When you encounter difficulties, you have to use 
the brakes and communicate with the tutor. In this way, you can avoid 
repeating mistakes. (WQ1_2) 

Li An (2_F/F2) agreed: 

What I learned during the internship is […] you have to communicate. 
If you are not well you have to say it. If you just stay quiet people will 
not know and nobody will ask you. We have a saying in Chinese which 
expresses this well: a child who cannot scream will have no milk (buhui 
jiao de haizi mei nai chi 不会叫的孩子没奶吃). (LA2_56) 

Zhao Jing (3_M/F3) is an example for how the failure to communicate ap-
propriately can lead to an overall failure. He made his superior angry because, 
according to his own account, he talked too much. In the end, Zhao Jing was 
sent back to school. He summed it up in a short but enlightening statement: 
“With my boss, it [the relationship] was not good, because I did not know how 
to talk with him.” (ZJ3_62). 

Although students worked, ate and often slept in the same quarters with the 
other workers, they were aware of their different status in the company. They 
did not have the work load of a regular worker, and their relationships with 
other workers were mixed. Some students got along well with their older col-
leagues; others spoke about having to do tasks for them in the evening, or about 
having a basic lack of understanding. Li An (3_F/FG) explained that interns 
were like passing guests who were treated politely but without any deeper con-
nection. Han Feng (1_M/F3) felt childish and not trained enough because the 
other workers saw a student in him. Wen Qing (3_F/F3) realized that people in 
society were selfish. She did not have a very good relationship with the other 
workers. Thus, the majority of the students were able to handle social relation-
ships during their internship well, but they did not become an equal part of the 
workforce. 
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For further guidance, students were assigned a tutor who introduced them 
to their tasks. The tutor was often an older worker who had been in the compa-
ny for many years. Both tutors I spoke to during my research had grown very 
fond of their interns and treated them as friends and equals. “She [the intern] is 
about as old as my daughter. Sometimes I treat her as a child and sometimes as 
a friend, on one level. I do not need to give her a senior or superior attitude.” 
(ZWN1_24). “Besides work, we also talk about life. We have common interests 
and hobbies. This brought us very close together.” (XYK1_51). The fact that 
both of these tutors were female workers taking care of female students prob-
ably facilitated their communication and the development of a positive rela-
tionship. Zeng Weina stressed the similarities to her own daughter who also 
went to a vocational school, and Xu Yingke stressed the common interests and 
joint after-work activities such as having dinner. These positive tutor-student 
relationships are probably not the norm. The aforementioned Fengxian School 
teacher explained that tutors themselves often lack communication skills and 
behave in an authoritarian manner. During our informal conversation, he re-
counted that he even had to get one tutor dismissed after violent behavior to-
wards students. 

7.1.2 Benefits of the Internship 

According to the students, communication was the most important skill they 
learned during their internship. First, they had to learn how to deal with supe-
riors and older people who were neither family nor teachers, and who were 
generally less forgiving than either. Second, since students had to do simple 
tasks and did not learn a lot of new technical skills, communication and social 
skills became more important. Wen Qing (3_F/F3) summed it up: 

Actually, I do not think you can learn anything during the internship 
because you are a student and the company will not let you do difficult 
tasks. You will only do simple, simple work. […] I feel that dealing with 
the people here [in the company] is different from dealing with my 
classmates in school; I feel that it is very difficult. […] In school, you 
can learn basic knowledge but in the company you just do the same 
work and do not learn anything. You just learn how to deal with people. 
(WQ3_58) 

If the internship was completely unrelated to the vocational training course, 
social skills became even more relevant. When Lei Qiang (2_M/F3) complained 
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about a non-matching internship placement, his teacher told him to learn how 
to deal with society and how to obey rules and complete tasks. 

Students also started to understand what hard work felt like and how diffi-
cult it was to earn money. They admired their parents for having worked all 
their lives. They became eager to relieve their parents’ burden and sole respon-
sibility for the family, and students became more empathetic, trying to avoid 
conflicts. Qingpu School student Xue Mei (1_F/Q4) recounted her experiences: 

Benefit, how to say… Knowing how hard our parents worked; this was a 
big realization. How they raised us. Before, I did not understand and 
fought with my parents. I did not know how hard they worked - now I 
know it. Then what else: well, working is much, much harder than  
studying, and there’s this pressure. (XM1_10) 

Very similar is Fengxian School student Li An’s (1_F/F2) statement: 

Advantage: I think letting [vocational education interns] experience the 
hardships of life is not bad; and letting them understand how hard their 
parents worked. Look, parents leave early and come back late, how hard. 
Like myself, I want to help my parents at home. I want to let them have 
a rest because they do not have much time off. So hard! If we are naugh-
ty then they have it very hard, very tiring. (LA1_8) 

The internship certainly contributed to students growing up, becoming 
more understanding, and learning important social skills which will have been 
valuable after their graduation – and which also set them apart from their peers 
in an academic higher middle school. 

Therefore, the main benefit of the internship was less the improvement of 
technical skills but the training of social skills. Herein lies an advantage of voca-
tional education over academic education: students are brought closer to the 
working environment via their internships. By the time they graduate, they 
have a much more precise idea about what their work life will be like than a 
graduate from an academic higher middle school, or even some university 
graduates. Fengxian School teacher Zheng Lina summed up the benefits of the 
internship: 

When they get to the factory, some children do not know what society is 
like, society is an unrealistic idea (konglong louge 空中楼阁) to them. 
After they get to the company, they know what it is like there. […] It is 
very important, that they know how hard their parents work for their 
money. The experience in society makes them cherish the study oppor-
tunity in school; this is also very important. They can also use the things 
they learned in school – although in school there is also the chance to 
practice, but it is limited. In the company, students broaden their hori-



146  7  Experiencing Work 

zon, see more things, learn things they cannot learn in school and one 
other important thing: they change their environment. How to com-
municate with the company, how to communicate with the superiors 
and the colleagues and also with their classmates, there is a new com-
munication environment. The social communication is very important. 
(ZLN1_52) 

The internship is without doubt an important part of vocational education, 
setting it apart from general education. 

7.1.3 The Concept of ‘Entering Society’ 

Students described their school as a closed, safe space and contrasted it with 
society. De Hua (3_M/Q3): “If you make a mistake in school, the teacher will 
forgive you, excuse you, because school and society are not the same.” 
(DH3_28). Society is the world beyond school and during their internships 
students entered society for the first time. They had to deal with the ‘outside’, 
where not everybody is as understanding, well-disposed or supportive as their 
teachers and parents. Wen Qing (3_F/F3) complained: “I think in society peo-
ple are all selfish. The classmates in school all help each other but everybody in 
the company is very selfish.” (WQ3_62). The words ‘society’ and ‘company’ 
were used interchangeably. The internship was a way to get in touch with and 
to train for society. Lei Qiang (3_M/FA) described vocational education as a 
process of becoming a part of society and the above-mentioned student De Hua 
explained: “School is one place and the internship in the company, in society, is 
a road. From the place, school, one is assigned a road which one always keeps 
following.” (DH3_8). 

The early contact with society was one of the advantages students saw in vo-
cational education. They were confident that this would help them find work 
after their graduation and that it was an asset students in academic higher mid-
dle schools did not have. Relating to his upcoming internship, De Hua 
(1_M/Q1) in his first year of study explained: 

For example social relations… they are different from school. Simply 
said, if a higher middle school student studies, I think they are imma-
ture. They do not have much time to enter society. If you do an intern-
ship you gain individual experience. (DH1_14) 

The schools took measures to facilitate the transition between school and 
society. Both schools had lessons on society, which included behavior advice 
and drafting career plans. There were job fairs in both schools close to gradua-
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tion, and the internship itself was seen as training for society, where students 
learned to obey rules and to complete their tasks independently. 

There are, as the philosopher Michel Foucault pointed out, striking similari-
ties between schools and prisons. Schools are disciplinary institutions which 
prepare students for society just like prisons prepare inmates for their release. 
In school and in prison the days are structured. There are clothing rules, hierar-
chies and individual development is influenced and controlled (Eigenmann, 
Rieger-Ladich 2008: 228). This parallel is emphasized by the fact that students 
see their school as a closed place. After Fengxian School moved to Minhang 
district, the campus was indeed closed off and Wen Qing (2_F/F2) described 
the atmosphere: “[…] there are cameras everywhere […] although I feel moni-
tored by someone, I also feel very safe.” (WQ2_35). This description of surveil-
lance has a striking resemblance to the supervision in a panopticon prison, 
where cells are situated in a way that the inmates can be seen from outside 
without allowing them to see anybody else (Eigenmann, Rieger-Ladich 2008: 
230). However, even without moving to such a campus, Qingpu school students 
still saw themselves ‘inside’ despite being able to leave and go home.  

Schools and prisons aim to form individuals in the desired way, for example 
making them disciplined, diligent and so forth, through means like reward and 
punishment (Rose 1992: 144). Students are subject to disciplinary education, 
and, just like a prisoner after their term, they are released into society after their 
graduation and from then on have to function according to social rules without 
having further guidance. Certainly, none of the students themselves would have 
drawn a parallel between prison and school but they were very aware that they 
were in a special institution where the goal was to train and prepare them for 
society. 

Foucault’s parallel prison-school is especially relevant for vocational schools 
despite the fact that academic middle schools have even longer days following 
an even stricter timetable. Vocational schools specifically aim to train social 
skills. They send their students to companies to guarantee a smooth transition 
from school to the labour market. Vocational education students are often 
considered difficult, problematic and less disciplined. Besides learning and 
applying technical skills, vocational education students are taught the rules in 
companies and in society, and how to become more diligent, well-behaved and 
disciplined. Whereas academic middle school students stay in their safe place – 
the classroom – and prepare for university, vocational education students are 
sent out earlier and prepared for their ‘release’ into society. 
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7.1.4 Encountering Reality 

Apart from all of the positive effects of the internships, there was also a negative 
effect: several students became disillusioned and lost the desire to work in their 
field of study. Students realized that their education was only qualifying them 
for tiring and monotonous tasks on the conveyor belt. Li An (3_F/FG) spoke 
about how she experienced this kind of work: 

It is a big challenge. I felt as if I was breaking apart because I was so 
tired… My hands were so tired, everything was tired. We were standing 
the whole day. … I felt as if I could not go on, but I had to. The biggest 
challenge is to keep going. (LA2_62) 

Whereas Li An struggled with the physical challenges, Li Qing (1_M/Q3) 
was disappointed by the simplicity of his tasks: 

In the beginning, I thought that I could learn many technical things in 
the factory but then I realized that things are pretty simple and do not 
involve a lot of technique. Then every day was very dull […]. (LQ1_76) 

At this point Li Qing still said that he would look for a job which matches 
his training but none of the jobs he had in the two years after his graduation 
were related to electrical engineering and he was not the only one who did not 
work in his field of training. For example, two years after his graduation, Wang 
Yuan (1_M/QG) remembers: 

My first employer [his internship company] was a mechanical engineer-
ing company where I worked as a sales assistant. It was an internship 
for one year and then I graduated. This work was too dull and the man-
agement was problematic, so I left. (WY1_16) 

Wang Yuan started to work for a Taiwanese coating company and hasn’t 
changed jobs since. His internship placement was in an electrical engineering 
related company but his tasks as an assistant in the sales department were nei-
ther related to his training nor enjoyable enough to stay – another example for 
an internship which did not contribute to education and instead drove the 
student away from electrical-engineering related jobs. 

Essentially, interviewees had no interest in poorly paid factory jobs and 
therefore began to focus on other options, such as getting a tertiary education 
degree in order to be qualified for an office job, or starting their own business to 
enjoy the freedom of being one’s own boss, or entering the service industry 
because it promised lighter and better paid work. Finding a job in the field of 
their training was not important anymore. Three out of four interviewed teach-
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ers confirmed that at least some students undergo this kind of development and 
Isabel Dettmer (2017) reached a similar conclusion after interviewing students, 
workers and employers in the hotel industry: repetitive, simple and physically 
challenging tasks during the internship are one of the main reasons why hotel 
business students will often avoid this industry after their graduation (Dettmer 
2017: 204). The fact that vocational education graduates choose not to work in 
their field of study further aggravates the problem of training enough skilled 
workers to meet the demand of the economy – and if vocational education fails 
to provide skilled workers for the industry it fails to fulfill its purpose. 

7.2 Entering the Labour Market 

Vocational education students enter the labour market at an early age. In addi-
tion to the internship, some students in the sample had part-time jobs or 
worked occasionally to earn some money. After graduation, they found jobs 
through internet websites or by word of mouth. Other students stayed with 
their internship companies, took up jobs allocated by the school, entered family 
businesses or worked for their parents’ friends and acquaintances. Students 
changed jobs frequently, jumped from one opportunity to the next and most 
migrant students returned to their hometown after some time or, at least, were 
planning to return one day. 

During their education, very few students had regular part-time jobs to fi-
nance their studies; others worked occasionally. Li Qing (1_M/Q3), for example, 
worked for a fast food chain and financed his education himself. Some students 
worked during their holidays in factories, and others worked for people who 
needed a job done whenever they had the opportunity. Distribution of flyers or 
other advertising material was a common job for students. Usually the work 
was not very attractive and not beneficial for students’ education. Wen Qing 
(3_F/F3), for example, was a migrant student in Fengxian School who lived 
alone with her father and described her family’s financial assets as moderate but 
poor compared to Shanghainese families. During her vocational education, she 
spent both of her summer holidays working in a factory which produced toy 
balls. Each day, Wen Qing worked between 10–13 hours at the conveyor belt. In 
the second year, the factory ran out of orders after 20 days and she had to leave, 
which she regretted. Earning her school fees and relieving her father’s burden 
was her motivation. During long shifts, she realized how difficult it can be to 
earn money. 
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Having a part-time job was so attractive for students that they put up with 
hard, unregulated and unreliable work situations. They were proud to have 
their own income. Having funds let them contribute to the family income and 
also gave them more independence when it came to going out or buying goods 
for themselves. At the same time, they knew that their part-time job was only a 
temporary employment situation and they believed that they would have a 
better, easier job after graduation. Parents, on the other hand, seemed to be 
more reluctant to let students work. Two students said that they wanted to have 
a part-time job but their parents wanted them to focus on their studies. 

At the same time, in the third year of their education, some Qingpu School 
students did not go to their assigned internship companies and looked for jobs 
instead. They argued that they would not learn anything during the internship 
and would have a higher income if they went to a company as a worker and not 
as an intern. 

7.2.1 The Concept of ‘Good Work’ 

When it came to their future jobs, two factors mattered the most for the stu-
dents: income, and matching their interests. Most students would have liked to 
become rich quickly but they were aware that their income would be low in the 
beginning of their working lives. The goal therefore was to have an income high 
enough to live on their own or with a spouse, and to provide for their parents. 
Lei Qiang (3_M/FG), for example, described good work as an employment 
situation in which he would be able to save some money and the employer 
would pay for insurance and old age security. During the interviews, students 
said that they were willing to start on a low salary if they had the prospect of 
getting a higher income later. Concerning their interests, Wang Ming (1_M/F2) 
argued: “Good work: you have to look at what you like, […]. If it does not fit 
and you’re not happy […], I guess it will not work out then.” (WM1_54). 

Additionally, students mentioned several other factors which would be im-
portant to them when looking for a job. At the start was that work should not 
be too tiring and it should match their skill set so that they could be good at 
what they would be doing and fulfill the company’s requirements. Since most 
students considered themselves good communicators, the preferred jobs were 
also not necessarily in the field of electrical engineering. Matching their educa-
tion was sometimes mentioned as an important aspect but it seemed to rank 
below the two other factors mentioned above. Additionally, further develop-
ment and the opportunity to learn were important aspects for some students, as 
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were a harmonious working atmosphere, a safe and friendly environment and a 
location close to home. The ideal form of work for many students was white 
collar work and some planned to study and develop until they could work as a 
low-level manager in a company. Often, foreign companies were preferred 
because they were considered cleaner, safer and were supposed to have more 
efficient management. Being one’s own boss and owning a small business was 
even more attractive than office work. Many students aspired to become profes-
sionally independent but did not have concrete ideas of how to fulfill their plan 
or what kind of business might be a success. More realistic and still attractive 
were commission-based sales jobs. They suited students’ communication skills 
and promised the opportunity to earn money quickly. Also, commission-based 
jobs usually allowed workers to decide themselves when and for how many 
hours they worked. Agency was important for the students and they changed 
jobs quickly if they thought something else would be more interesting or lucra-
tive. 

To check how similar job-seeking preferences were, the questionnaire asked 
students to agree or disagree with the importance of different factors. There was 
a high agreement rate for all items with ‘Matching one’s interest’, ‘Matching 
one’s abilities’ and ‘Social networking resources’ being top priorities. ‘Financial 
income’ and ‘Company reputation’ mattered significantly more to female stu-
dents, which is in line with the fact that female students appeared to be more 
career oriented whereas male students were more family oriented (also see 
Chapter 8.1.1). Despite 4.1 still being a high agreement rate, ‘Matching one’s 
education’ was of lesser importance than the rest of the factors. The prediction 
that students would in consequence be open to take jobs that do not match 
their education could be confirmed with the graduated students in the inter-
view sample, of whom the majority were not working in a training-related field 
(see Table 7.1). 

In order to identify latent variables, a principal axis factor analysis was con-
ducted on these ten items with oblique rotation (direct oblimin). The Kaiser-
Meyer-Olkin measure verified the sampling adequacy (KMO = 0.89), and all 
KMO values for individual items were greater than 0.83, which is considered a 
good value (Field 2013: 706). An initial analysis was run to obtain eigenvalues 
for each factor in the data. Two factors had eigenvalues over Kaiser’s criterion 
of 1, and in combination explained 51% of the variance. Therefore, two factors 
were retained. Both factors had high reliabilities, with factors 1 and 2 having 
Cronbach’s α of 0.9 and 0.8 respectively. The items ‘Matching one’s education’ 
and ‘Stable profession’ were not represented in any factor. Factor scores were 
obtained by computing the means of all items loading ≥ 0.4 on one factor (see 
Table 7.2). 
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Table 7.1: Questionnaire A – What Matters When Looking for a Job. 

Questionnaire A 

(First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second year Mechatronic Company Class) 

Important when looking for a job Mean Standard 
deviation 

Matching one’s interest 4.5 0.8 

Matching one’s abilities 4.6 0.7 

Matching one’s education 4.1 1.2 

Stable profession 4.4 0.9 

Promotion opportunities 4.4 0.9 

Financial income 4.4 0.9 

Financial income 
Male students 4.4* 0.9 

Female students 4.7* 0.6 

Further training 4.2 1.0 

Company reputation 4.3 1.0 

Company reputation 
Male students 4.2* 1.0 

Female students 4.5* 0.8 

Social status 4.1 1.0 

Networking resources 4.5 0.8 

Notes: * = sign .05; Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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The items that cluster on factor 1 suggest that students were looking for ca-

reer and development opportunities. Further training, promotion opportunities, 
social status, company reputation, networking resources, and income, are all 
part of this factor. These items concern the company and the employment situ-
ation; none of them say anything about the job itself or the daily tasks. Conse-
quently, factor 1 describes the general conditions of employment. Factor 2, on 
the other hand, relates to the work itself: a job should match the interests and 
abilities of the employee. Students with a high factor loading on factor 1 cared 
about their development and their status, whereas students with a high factor 
loading on factor 2 sought satisfaction through their work. They wanted to find 
a job which would be enjoyable, suiting their skills and where they would do 
well. 

Factor 1 and 2 are not mutually exclusive and it is not surprising that stu-
dents in the sample generally had a high factor loading for both of them, mean-

Table 7.2: Questionnaire A – What Matters When Looking for a Job Factor Analysis I. 

Questionnaire A  

(First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second year Mechatronic Company Class) 

Important when looking for a 
job 

Pattern Matrix 

Factor 1 ‘Career’ Factor 2 ‘Suitability’ 

Further training .808 

Social status .758 

Company reputation .695 

Promotion opportunities .625 

Financial income .518 

Social networking resources .477 

Matching one’s abilities .947 

Matching one’s interest .661 

Stable profession .332 .398 

Matching one’s education .345 

Notes: Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring; Rotation Method: Oblimin with Kaiser Nor-
malization 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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ing that students cared about their employment situation and career prospects 
as well as their tasks and how much they enjoyed doing them. The average 
agreement rate stayed very much the same for different years of study and there 
was no difference between hukou either. The only differences were between 
male and female students, where the latter cared slightly more about their ca-
reer as well as the suitability of the job, and between Fengxian and Qingpu 
School students where the latter cared slightly more about career. In summary, 
students were seeking jobs which matched their interests and abilities while also 
offering career prospects. The least important aspect was finding a job which 
also matched their education. As long as students had the skill set to do a job 
well they did not care if it was related to their vocational education or not (see 
Table 7.3). 

Students’ preferences, as they came to the fore during the interviews and in 
the questionnaires, match the results of other empirical research in China. Amy 
Hanser’s young urban interviewees in northern and north-eastern Chinese 
cities also looked for jobs which would match their skill set, and they also cared 
about work environment, career options, income and work hours. (Hanser 
2002b: 152). For Lisa Hoffman’s sample of interviewees in north-eastern Dalian, 
matching one’s education and being able to develop one’s skills were important 
factors. Her participants liked the idea of being self-employed as well, and they 
felt pressured to find a good job (Hoffman 2008: 174–175). Both studies were 
based on qualitative methods. 

Hanser’s interviewees were between 19 and 29 years old by the time they 
were interviewed in 1998, and their education level varied between high school 
and three years of graduate study (Hanser 2002a: 191). Hoffman’s interviewees, 
meanwhile, were holding a university degree when they were interviewed in 
2003 (Hoffman 2008: 168). The interviewees in this present sample, however, 
were considerably younger and had a lower education level; they were addition-
ally living in Shanghai, which is considered more developed and more competi-
tive than the northern and north-eastern parts of China, and the interviews 
were conducted more than ten years after Hoffman’s and more than 15 years 
after Hanser’s. Yet, despite these differences – and particularly the time span – 
all of the interviewees generally agreed about which factors would be important 
when looking for a job. The only difference seems to be that Hoffman’s univer-
sity graduates were looking for jobs matching their education, whereas, this 
criteria was not relevant, neither in the present sample nor in Hanser’s sample 
which also included youth with a relatively low education level. Having a degree 
which only qualifies for (rather simple) manual work, reduces the desire to find 
a job related to the education. Consequently, lower qualified interviewees care 
more about career options and work environment. In China, there is a popular 
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expression for this phenomenon: ‘High eyes and low hand’ (yan gao shou di 眼
高手低)22, meaning that expectations are higher than actual skills. 
 

7.2.2 Professional Plans and Work after Graduation 

In the past, jobs were assigned by the government and after entering the labour 
market the individual became part of a work unit, a danwei (单位), where they 
stayed for the rest of their working life. Food and housing were provided as well. 
The individual had no choice but at the same time there was nothing to worry 
about. After labour market reforms in the 1990s, employment became a case of 
mutual choice. Today, employer and applicant both make a decision. The indi-
vidual faces the risk of unemployment but at the same time has the opportunity 
to choose where, in which industry, and for which employer to work. Instead of 
staying at one level for the rest of their lives, people in China can now become 
rich or poor and influence their future with their own actions. This can be a big 
motivation – but it can also lead to a lot of pressure for the individual. Chang-
ing jobs has become a way to push development and career (Hanser 2002a: 
 

                                                            
22  This expression was used by a Fengxian School teacher during an informal talk, referring to 

students’ expectations concerning their internships. 

Table 7.3: Questionnaire A – What Matters When Looking for a Job Factor Analysis II. 

Questionnaire A 

(First, third and fourth year 
electrical engineering, 
second year Mechatronic 
Company Class) 

Important when looking for 
a job – Career 

(Standard deviation) 

Important when looking for 
a job – Suitability 

(Standard deviation) 

All students 4.3 (0.7) 4.6 (0.7) 

Fengxian School students 4.2 (0.7) 4.6 (0.7) 

Qingpu School students 4.4 (0.7) 4.6 (0.7) 

Male students 4.3 (0.7) 4.5 (0.7) 

Female students 4.5 (0.7) 4.7 (0.7) 

Notes: Factor scores 1 = very low – 5 = very high  

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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191–195). Additionally, forms of employment have changed. There is higher 
mobility and short term contracts have become common (Yang 1998: 290). 

As Ulrich Beck pointed out in 2002, and as we have noticed earlier, the 
modern Chinese labour market shares several similarities with the employment 
conditions in the Western second modernity – one of Beck’s focuses of research. 
With the end of the ‘iron rice bowl’ system, people, for the first time, face the 
risk of unemployment and in order to avoid this, they have to take their lives in 
their own hands (Beck, Beck-Gernsheim 2002: 1). With each job change indi-
viduals have to re-enter the labour market. Increased competition forces indi-
viduals to be very flexible when it comes to location and type of job and also to 
work on their qualifications – higher education degrees are often expected even 
for simple positions in China (Shieh et al. 2008). 

This kind of labour market furthers individualization in society (Beck 1994: 
47–48). The profession is no longer the basis on which individuals form their 
identity. A predetermined career and job security have been replaced with the 
chance to choose a job and quit an undesirable employment situation. The 
individual in China eventually lost stability in life and gained control. These are 
characteristics of individualization as Beck described it (Beck 1986: 206–207). 
With the reform of the labour market and the introduction of mutual choice 
between employer and employee, choice not only became an option but also a 
necessity – which is another parallel to individualization in Western European 
societies. The individual always has to choose whether they want to take a job 
or not. It is important to remember that not every choice is a desired one. If 
vocational education students have the choice either to finish their education 
after lower middle school or to enter a vocational school, they chose vocational 
education – but this by no means says that it was a desired choice (Beck, Beck-
Gernsheim 1993: 181–182). After their graduation, students need to choose a 
strategy for how to find employment. They need to decide what kind of job they 
want to look for. They need to get information on open positions. They need to 
compete against other applicants and once they are employed they need to 
decide how long they’ll stay with one employer. This requires a level of activity 
and decision making that none of the students had faced before in their lives. 

When asked in the interviews about future plans, students saw three options: 
working for a company, starting their own business or continuing with further 
education. The questionnaires made clear that further education was the most 
popular option, closely followed by doing business. Working in a factory, which 
is the kind of work environment students will be trained for, was by far the least 
popular choice. Further education was significantly more attractive for Shang-
hainese students, which has already been explained in Chapter 5.1.1. Doing 
business was significantly more attractive for migrant students, which could be 
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a hint that these students are more entrepreneurial, but could also be the result 
of migrant students’ limited further education opportunities due to financial 
and other constraints (see also Chapter 7.2.2.3). 

After graduation, students have the option to get a job through their school 
because the school is the intermediary between students and employer (Hanser 
2002b: 146). The fact that schools arrange employment was a relevant factor for 
many students and their parents when choosing the school. Presumably, par-
ents thought about their own parents, who were still working in the old labour 
system with assigned jobs, and saw the advantages of avoiding the competition 
in the labour market they themselves had to face. In fact, Cliff (2015: 157) found, 
during his research in a state-owned oil company in Xinjiang, that danwei style 
employment, i.e. secure and stable jobs, are an employment form people still 
value and aspire to. During the first and second year of this present study, many 
students planned to take up such a school-referred job. They did not have clear 
ideas about the kinds of jobs to which their education could lead, and they also 
did not know how they would look for a job themselves. Therefore, relying on 
their school was a convenient and secure alternative. 

 

 
 

Table 7.4: Questionnaire A – Professional Plans After Graduation. 

Questionnaire A (First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, 
second year Mechatronic Company Class) Mean Standard 

deviation 

After vocational education, I want to get a higher education degree. 3.7 1.4 

After vocational education, I want to 
get a higher education degree. 

Shanghainese students 4.1** 1.3 

Migrant students 3.2** 1.4 

Later, I want to work in a factory. 2.9 1.4 

Later, I want to work in a factory. 
Male students 2.9** 1.4 

Female students 2.4** 1.4 

Later, I want to do business. 3.5 1.3 

Later, I want to do business. 
Shanghainese students 3.3* 1.4 

Migrant students 3.7* 1.2 

Notes: * = sign .05, ** = sign .01; Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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In the third year and after graduation, however, more and more students 
decided to go looking for a job themselves. This development was certainly 
related to students’ experiences during their internships, and the realization 
that the jobs their school had to offer might not be very attractive. At the same 
time, students had a broader knowledge of how to find jobs and were better 
prepared for both the job market and society in general. Students still attended 
the job fairs which both schools organized; these events were generally consid-
ered helpful because students got an idea of which companies were hiring and 
what the job conditions were like. In the end, though, most students found a job 
through online portals or through friends, relatives and acquaintances. A de-
tailed analysis of the different job hunt methods follows below. 

7.2.2.1 Job Hunt and Guanxi 

Following socioeconomic changes in China in general and in the labour market 
in particular, there is an ongoing debate about the importance of guanxi, per-
sonal relationships. Hanser (2002b: 137–161) argues that with the recent chang-
es in the labour market, where jobs are no longer allocated and a high mobility 
is required from employees, guanxi, defined as social ties including trust, reci-
procity and obligation, lose their importance. During her empirical research in 
northern China in 1998, she realized that higher mobility reduced available 
guanxi because employees moved without their network. Also, specific skill sets 
which come with a higher education level would require a guanxi network in a 
specific field. Most of Hanser’s interviewees did not have this kind of connec-
tions and therefore had to rely on their merits to get a suitable job. Hanser addi-
tionally argued that companies nowadays have more freedom in the hiring 
process while being under bigger pressure to perform well economically, result-
ing in more merit based hiring procedures. She admits though, that for lesser 
skilled people such as middle school or vocational middle school graduates who 
do not have marketable skills, guanxi is still important to avoid exploitable or 
very poorly paid jobs. The difficulty, of course, is that newly graduated voca-
tional middle school students without work experience cannot compete in the 
labour market, but they also do not have a personal guanxi network and there-
fore need to rely on their parents, who might not be locals either, or on friends 
when looking for a job. This means that the people who are still the most likely 
to depend on guanxi are also the ones least likely to have it. Overall, Hanser 
concluded that guanxi is still used but that other methods are becoming more 
important and popular. 
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Bian (2002: 117–133) on the other hand, rejected the idea that guanxi was 
losing its significance in China’s labour market. After conducting 100 inter-
views in six Chinese cities between 1997 and 1998, Bian confirmed the persist-
ing relevance of guanxi. A significant number of his interviewees relied on 
guanxi, defined in this case as strong ties including mutual trust, frequent inter-
action and intimacy, to get a job. Bian argues that China did not undergo a 
smooth transition from planned to market economy, which would have been 
accompanied by the diminishing importance of strong ties, and an increasing 
importance in information networks in the hiring process. Instead there are 
institutional holes in the system which lead to the persistence of strong ties. 
Jobs are no longer allocated; employer and future employee need to find each 
other, but at the same time there is a lack of market institutions which would 
regulate the job finding and hiring process. Job seekers and employers rely on 
guanxi to obtain information, to build trust and strengthen mutual obligations. 
With an additional survey in five Chinese cities23, Bian, together with Huang 
(2015: 326), strengthens his argument. The use of ties to gain information and 
influence, and especially the use of strong ties, has been increasing since the 
opening reforms. Bian and Huang once again disprove the idea that the labour 
market reforms have led to a decline of guanxi use. 

Hasmath (2011: 189–201) focused on the experiences of migrant workers in 
the labour market in Beijing. He drew on the 2000 census and complemented 
this data set with his own interviews with employees and employers, as well as 
observations of hiring practices in six companies between 2006 and 2008. Has-
math did not provide a definition for guanxi except for it being a social connec-
tion but he agreed with Bian that it is still very important when looking for a job. 
He also pointed out that this is the case because job agencies and job advertise-
ments are not popular, and therefore companies and job seekers prefer informal 
channels when it comes to getting information and applying for jobs. Guanxi 
fills the institutional holes. It turned out that Hasmath’s subjects, ethnic minori-
ty workers in Beijing, were disadvantaged in the labour market because they 
lacked the important connections, guanxi, which Han Chinese have. This is 
certainly a problem since minority workers who come from other provinces 
often will not be able to compete with the education levels of the average Beijing 
population, and are therefore more dependent on social capital. 

Whereas Bian and Hasmath argue that guanxi are important to fill institu-
tional holes, Hanser argues the opposite: formal application and job distribu-
tion procedures are becoming more important because of the holes in the 
guanxi network, as Hanser had pointed out herself (Hanser 2002b: 160–161). 
                                                            
23  Changchun, Tianjin, Shanghai, Xiamen, Guangzhou. 
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Additionally though, these authors differ on the definition of guanxi. For 
Hanser, guanxi means strong ties including, among others, a strong obligation 
which would mean that if someone uses his uncle as a guanxi connection to get 
a job, the uncle would have to be the hiring manager or somehow have an influ-
ence big enough to guarantee a successful hiring. Bian defines guanxi ‘just’ as 
strong ties. With this definition, an introduction through an uncle to the hiring 
manager – while the latter still chooses whom to hire by himself – would be 
considered using guanxi in Bian’s understanding. Hasmath, who has not pro-
vided a definition in his article, seems to have the broadest understanding of 
guanxi, where the mere passing of information already qualifies as a use of 
guanxi. The different understanding of guanxi makes the debate imprecise since 
empirical proof for the use of guanxi by one author might be used as empirical 
prove for the lacking use of guanxi by another. Additionally, there is a continu-
um between weak and strong ties and guanxi; the quality of a relationship can 
change over time. Empirically, the differences are not always unambiguous 
even if a common definition would be used. 

In summary, the research done by all three authors suggests that if there is 
the opportunity, strong ties, understood as guanxi or not, are being used to 
secure a job. The current labour market situation is defined by an unsatisfactory 
information distribution system, where only low paid jobs with poor work 
conditions are publicly advertised and information on attractive jobs is distri-
buted through informal channels. At the same time, high mobility especially in 
the big cities – and a lack of experience, reduces the likelihood of young job 
seekers having useful guanxi or strong ties available. In reality, people have to, 
and also do, rely on a mix of methods when looking for a job but, as the above 
mentioned authors pointed out, the lower the education level, the more im-
portant guanxi become. It follows that the students of the present study find 
themselves in a difficult situation: their education level is low and they are un-
likely to have guanxi or useful connections of their own since they are too 
young to have established them. They might be able to use their parents’ net-
works but otherwise all they have is the school referring jobs or friends pointing 
out opportunities. 

During the interviews, two students explicitly mentioned that they might or 
did use their families’ guanxi network. One student chose electrical engineering 
because his uncle could then employ him in his company, and another student 
secured a job in a company through his fathers’ network. This student, Qian 
Qin (3_M/Q3), confirmed what had been pointed out before: “Work is easy to 
find, but finding good work is hard.” (QQ3_140). Asked how he would look for 
work, he said: “I rely on my parents; what kind of work would I be able to find?!” 
(QQ3_142). Li Qing (2_M/QG) said that in the beginning work was not easy to 
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find because vocational education graduates do not have any experiences. He 
found his first job with the help of a friend. Ming Ming (1_F/FG) agreed that 
companies look for experiences which vocational education students do not yet 
have. Lei Qiang (3_M/FG), who was getting a higher vocational education de-
gree at the time of the interview, explained the situation: 

In China, there is a problem: social relations (renji guanxi 人际关系). 
Social relations are being paid a lot of attention. If somebody in your 
family knows someone or has good guanxi then you can enter a compa-
ny very easily, but when you do not know anybody then the require-
ments are very strict. There is this problem in China. (LQ3_28) 

As did several interviewees in Hanser’s study, Lei Qiang described guanxi in 
a negative way (Hanser 2002b: 156–157), but looking at the questionnaires, 
‘Social networking resources’ were considered one of the most important fac-
tors when looking for a job.24 It is safe to say that when entering the labour 
market the students in the sample would use guanxi if they were able to, be-
cause they do not have anything else to offer which would set them positively 
apart from the millions of job seekers with higher education degrees. Yet, most 
of the students did not have guanxi and therefore relied on their luck or on ties, 
weak and strong, which helped them by passing on information or securing an 
interview for a desired job. 

It turned out that in the case of low qualified individuals who enter the la-
bour market for the first time, the present study confirmed both theories: the 
persisting and the diminishing relevance of guanxi. The lower the qualification 
level of a job seeker, the more important guanxi/strong ties become to compete 
with higher qualified individuals and job seekers will actively try to use them in 
order to secure a good job. In practice, though, most graduates with twelve 
years of schooling have no useful connections available and have to fall back on 
weak ties passing on information or job advertisements. Therefore, guanxi is of 
great importance for the students and at the same time are used only by a very 
small percentage of them. 

Interestingly, Dettmer (2017) came to a different conclusion. She analyzed 
quantitative and qualitative data gathered from employers and employees in the 
hotel business and concluded that guanxi are not used for filling low or entry-
level positions, and are also considered less important by employees with lower 
education levels.25 Yet, Dettmer did not make a distinction between employees 
                                                            
24  Mean 4.5, standard deviation 0.8; Questionnaire A (First, third and fourth year electrical engi-

neering, second year Mechatronic Company Class), Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = 
‘Totally agree’. 

25  In her study guanxi were found to be relevant for higher positions and higher education levels. 
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in different age cohorts and only included informants who were already in one 
specific industry. In comparison, all graduated interviewees in the present study 
were in their early twenties and not determined to work in one specific sector 
or industry. Therefore, further research needs to clarify if at all and if yes, to 
what extent, the length of work experience of employees with low education 
levels correlates with the importance ascribed to guanxi. 

7.2.2.2 Employment after Graduation 

After their graduation, most students did not work in fields matching their 
education and they changed jobs frequently. This was contrary to statistics for 
2014 published by the Shanghai Education Commission, in which 87.31% of the 
2014 vocational education graduate cohort worked in the field matching – or 
basically matching – their training (Shanghai Education Commission 2015). 
The dean of Qingpu School electrical engineering department confirmed dur-
ing an informal talk that most students do not work in a field related to their 
training after they graduate and a Fengxian School teacher pointed out that 
there was no definition for which job would match which training course. 
Many jobs used electrical appliances so they could all qualify as matching an 
electrical engineering education. 

Following are some examples which highlight graduates’ experiences with 
the labour market and the development of their careers in the first years after 
graduation. Han Feng (2_M/FG) was a common example of a student changing 
jobs frequently, pursuing his own freedom while trying to maximize his income. 
Wang Yuan (1_M/QG) had the same goals but he found a position in a compa-
ny that allowed him to get close to or reach these goals without changing jobs. 
Ming Ming (1_F/FG) went to a higher vocational school and, just as many of 
her peers, she took a part-time job. Ai Wu (1_M/FG) was an unusual example. 
He is included here to illustrate that secondary vocational education graduates 
can be loyal to one company and make their career if they receive company 
support. 

Han Feng did his internship with Electronics Minhang, a German company 
with a good reputation. After graduation, he stayed with the company because 
the work there was comfortable and included better working hours than other 
companies. After one year, though, he left and took up a job with a call center, 
but it turned out that the center was not licensed and in order to avoid trouble, 
Han Feng quit after his first day. At the time of the interview, one year after his 
graduation, he worked for a real estate agent where he liked the flexible hours. 
Han Feng was confident that real estate was a good business since most people 
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in China buy an apartment before they get married. When looking for work, he 
looked for development opportunities and a good salary, and made sure that 
the work was suitable for him. In 2015, Han Feng said that in general he does 
not have high goals or the urge to become very rich, but one year earlier he had 
spoken about the fact that people are never satisfied and that he will proceed 
step by step. 

After his graduation, Wang Yuan began to work for a Taiwanese varnishing 
company – a job which was unrelated to his education. By 2015, he had been 
with the company for two years and was very satisfied. Work allowed him to 
travel freely around the city and Wang Yuan liked his independence as well as 
the contact with customers. The only downside was that since his graduation, 
he experienced more pressure than in school, but he admitted that that pressure 
not only came from work but also from himself and his desire to improve. Also, 
rising prices and financial dependence on his parents created pressure for him. 
Development opportunities were important for Wang Yuan, especially since 
salaries were not high for young people after their graduation. In his current job, 
development opportunities depended on diligence and luck, which made him 
confident that he could reach his goals there. 

Ming Ming continued on to get a higher vocational education degree after 
she finished vocational middle school. She was studying to become a kindergar-
ten teacher – something completely unrelated to electrical engineering and a 
choice which, in hindsight, she regretted. Ming Ming also had a part-time job. 
After her graduation, she had looked at online job postings and went to inter-
views but finding a job was not easy. As discussed above, companies were look-
ing for people with work experience which was even more important for them 
than a degree. Ming Ming complained that vocational education students did 
not have work experience, because their internships were not related to their 
training courses. At the time of the interview, she had been doing various jobs 
in a restaurant for two years. She was, for example, helping out in the kitchen, 
collecting money or taking care of deliveries. Ming Ming did not like this job 
because her income was low and the work environment was difficult for her; 
she needed a lot of patience and sometimes had problems communicating with 
customers. A good job, in her opinion, would not be too tiring and would be in 
an air-conditioned office. Ming Ming’s ideals and her actual life choices did not 
match up. She enrolled in a kindergarten teaching course while liking office 
work, and realized later it would have been better to get a stable job first and 
then continue her electrical engineering education. At the time of the interview, 
these were merely ‘pipe dreams’ and her actual goal was to finish her higher 
vocational education degree and to start working in a kindergarten. 
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Whereas the three aforementioned students were 20 or had just turned 21, 
the fourth graduate, Ai Wu, was already 38 and had been working as a promo-
tion manager with Electronics Minhang ever since his graduation 18 years ago. 
Due to his career, he was a ‘model’ former student for the German-influenced 
Fengxian School and was occasionally invited to talk to current students about 
their future prospects. After he graduated, Ai Wu joined Electronics Minhang, 
where he had done his internship. The company saw his potential and financed 
him to do a part-time German course for two years. In 2015, he thought about 
changes in life; he would have liked to change his position, learn more, face new 
challenges and own his own company. A good job for Ai Wu would be chal-
lenging and allowing for personal development and the improvement of self-
value. His current restlessness, despite having already climbed the career ladder, 
proved that for some people a good job needed to offer constant development 
opportunities of all levels. This is contrary to Cliff (2015: 157) who concluded 
that stability was valued more than upward mobility but he conducted his re-
search in the western province of Xinjiang which is a completely different set-
ting from Shanghai, where the pressure to succeed and not to be left behind is 
felt more acutely by individuals. In this context migrant student Zhang Hua 
(2_F/FG) described her feelings: “If you don’t have progress and just stay where 
you are, then other people will get ahead of you and you will be eliminated 
(taotai 淘汰).” (ZH2_35) 

This brief look at four graduated students illustrates that the school is the 
most important and often the only guanxi students have when they graduate. 
Staying with their internship company is an option available to most students, 
and the school is also able to refer students a job in a different company, which 
facilitates the transition from school to employment. 

The example of these students also shows that although statistics confirm 
that job hopping is a common practice among young employees, they were 
willing to stay with one employer if the work lived up to their expectations 
concerning income, everyday tasks, work environment, development opportu-
nities, and so forth. Yet, students did not feel obliged to be loyal to one employ-
er; instead they felt obliged to further their development. As soon as they got a 
better offer, they would change jobs. Vocational education graduates were not 
threatened by unemployment, since there were plenty of jobs available for tech-
nical workers or in the service industry. When it came to attractive jobs though, 
they had to face high competition from their peers and job seekers with a higher 
education degree. Offering a concrete plan for development while paying a fair 
salary might be a good start for companies who want to keep their employees. 
Ai Wu is, without a doubt, the best example – his education did not stop once 
he began working; in a way it only just started then. 
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7.2.2.3 Further Education 

As we have seen, not all students started to work after their graduation – further 
education was a popular alternative frequently mentioned throughout the in-
terviews. In the questionnaires it turned out to be more popular than doing 
business or working in a factory. Enrolling in a tertiary vocational education 
institution became an option after a recent reform in Shanghai which was wide-
ly advertised to make vocational middle school education more attractive. In 
the third year of their education, many students enrolled in extra-curricular 
classes which prepared them for the gaofu (高复) exam, which – when passed 
successfully – would then allow them to enter tertiary vocational education. 
According to statistics published by the Shanghai Education Commission, 
97.9% of the students who graduated from a vocational middle school in 
Shanghai in 2014 either started to work or continued to study, with 44.0% of 
them doing the latter (Shanghai Education Commission 2015).26 

Although all students can participate in the gaofu exam in order to continue 
their studies, chances to do so are not spread equally. Migrant students graduat-
ing from vocational middle schools in Shanghai in 2014 had an activity rate of 
98.8%, which was even higher than the overall activity rate, but only 23.4% of 
them continued to study (Shanghai Education Commission 2015). This was 
confirmed in the questionnaires, in which Shanghainese students had a signifi-
cantly higher agreement rate than migrant students with the statement ‘After 
vocational education, I want to pursue further studies’. 

Compared to Shanghainese students, migrant students were without doubt 
less likely to continue their education beyond vocational middle school. The 
underlying reason was the financial constraint migrant families face in Shang-
hai. Gaofu preparation classes are private and cost money, and once graduated 
from vocational middle school the family is often not able to support their chil-
dren any longer. Li An (3_F/FG), a migrant student who studied in the Mecha-
tronics Company class and then decided to continue with further education, felt 
that she was a burden for her family because she was not working yet. Her for-
mer classmate migrant student Wang Ming (3_M/FG) also continued to study 
but he enrolled in a part-time program that allowed him to get his degree while 
working. Wen Qing (3_F/F3) did not have the opportunity to continue to study. 
She explained the situation: 

Most students take gaofu classes, local students. Migrant students are 
getting ready to start working, […] because their financial situation at 

                                                            
26  The article does not say what the 2.1% of graduates who neither start to work nor continue to 

study do but it can be assumed that they are unemployed. 
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home is much worse compared to Shanghainese families. The gaofu 
classes are expensive and, of course, some students do not want to con-
tinue studying. […] In my case, my family’s finances aren’t good 
enough. I would like to study but my family’s situation does not allow it. 
I can only start working and quickly help relieving the financial pres-
sure. (WQ3_46, 48, 50) 

Here we also find the explanation for the slightly higher activity rate among 
migrant students. As pointed out before, finding a job is not difficult for the 
students, the challenge is finding a good job. Whereas Shanghainese students 
might be able to live on their parents’ money for some months and wait for a 
good offer, most migrant students cannot afford to be unemployed and without 
an income. 

 

7.3 Conclusion 

School is an institution which prepares students for their adult lives. They are 
being trained for society and shaped in a desired way. In China, students are 
trained to be self-reliant and self-responsible, while contributing to the nation 
(Hansen 2015: 176–179). 

Michel Foucault pointed out the similarities between prison and school, and 
indeed, students considered themselves as being ‘inside’ when being in school 
and ‘outside’ after graduation or during their internships. School was a safe 
place where mistakes were easily forgiven and where communication happened 

Table 7.5: Questionnaire A – ‘After vocational education, I want to get a higher education de-
gree’. 

Questionnaire A 

(First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second year Mechatronic Company Class) 

After vocational education, I want to get a higher education 
degree. Mean Standard 

deviation 

All students 3.7 1.4 

Shanghainese students 4.1** 1.3 

Migrant students 3.2** 1.4 

Notes: ** = sign .01; Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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in an uncomplicated fashion since peers were friends and teachers were friendly. 
During their education, students left school for their internship and ‘entered 
society’. In the beginning, this was an exciting and new experience and students 
were proud to earn their first money. Later, students became disillusioned be-
cause they realized that their future work was likely to be dull and poorly paid. 
At the same time, students gained a better understanding of the hardship their 
parents surmounted in order to feed their family. 

The internship was often unrelated to students’ training courses and the 
tasks were simple. As a result, the training of relevant technical skills was lim-
ited. The biggest benefit for the students was the training of communication 
and social skills. Among their co-workers, students were for the first time facing 
people who were neither related nor responsible for them. Students learned that 
they needed to ask questions in order to avoid costly mistakes; they learned how 
to speak with older and/or superior people, and how to deal with criticism. 
Additionally, students realized that behavior they could get away with in school 
would have serious consequences on the job. They learned to stick to rules and 
not to give up. Students took responsibility, did what was expected of them and 
became more pro-active. They gained empathy and began to feel more grown-
up. A disadvantage was that students realized that their education would lead to 
undesirable jobs in factories. Some of the students not only lost their interest in 
finding a job related to their education, they also lost their positive attitude 
towards vocational education, with extreme cases considering vocational educa-
tion a waste of time. 

Students wanted to have interesting, well-paid work which also offered de-
velopment opportunities. Factories were unattractive employers since the work 
was likely to be monotonous and, therefore, neither interesting nor well-paid, 
nor development enhancing. Students hoped to work in a healthy, friendly 
environment ideally as white collar workers, or they aspired to own businesses, 
although these ideas were not very specific. Further education was also an at-
tractive option for students who were hoping to qualify themselves for better-
paid office jobs. In reality though, most migrant students had difficulties fi-
nancing the gaofu classes which prepared students for the entrance exam. In the 
end, most students started to work in a field unrelated to their education, and 
changed jobs as soon as another job offered better conditions, in order to fur-
ther their development and better their circumstances. Commission-based sales 
jobs were popular since they promised more money and more personal free-
dom than factory positions. The interviewees used their agency to switch jobs 
whenever there was a better employment opportunity. However, the example of 
Wang Yuan and Ai Wu revealed that students would be willing to stay with one 
employer if they were given agency and development opportunities. 
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Among the graduated students interviewed for the present study, only one 
student did not start working or proceed to higher education. Instead he stayed 
with his parents for a few months until his mother told him to find a job which 
he subsequently did. The ken lao (啃老 = to chew the old) phenomenon which 
describes young adults who are depending on their parents, either financially or 
for labour assistance, and which has become an important topic in China, was 
not present among the students of my study. Liu (2017a) described four differ-
ent cases of ken lao adults and their parents in Shanghai which can explain why 
this phenomenon was not found in my sample. In two cases the parents-child 
arrangement was endorsed by both generations. These were families who were 
financially well-off and could afford to have members staying at home. In the 
other two cases, the situation caused conflict among the family members. Par-
ents had financial worries and also did not approve of their child’s life style.27 
As became clear during the interviews, none of the families in my sample would 
have the financial background allowing a ken lao life without compromising 
parents’ retirement options and the strong filial obligations felt by students (see 
next chapter) prevented them from aspiring to a ken lao life when this would 
create difficulties for their parents. Therefore, none of them stayed at home for 
long. 

Finding a job was not difficult for the students but it was difficult to find at-
tractive jobs. Students were lacking experience and most of them did not have 
guanxi of their own or in their families, which would have helped them find a 
better paid job or a better working environment. Therefore, they had to rely on 
online advertisements despite advertised jobs being considered to be the kind of 
jobs nobody wants. Additionally, students tried to employ their own network 
which consisted of ties of varying strengths. As Amy Hanser pointed out, there 
are currently holes in labour market institutions as well as in the guanxi system. 
The vocational education graduates in the sample were facing both holes: they 
had no guanxi network of their own and no qualifications to compete for good 
jobs. Further research is needed to find out if former students who have already 
gained experiences and established a work related social network rely on ties or 
merits when looking for a job. 

Remembering the two responsibilities of vocational education in China – 
contributing to building a harmonious, stable society by enabling Chinese peo-
ple to make a living, and contributing to the country’s economic development 
by providing skilled workers – we can draw the following conclusions. Voca-
tional education successfully prepared students for the job market, and the high 

                                                            
27  A daughter was divorced with two children, a son was a bachelor concentrating on his career as 

an artist. 
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activity rate proves that students were well-equipped to find employment if they 
chose not to proceed with further studies. Vocational education enabled the 
students to integrate in society and to make a living and, therefore, contributed 
to social stability in China. Yet, vocational education did not provide the skilled 
workers needed in the Chinese economy because a considerable number of 
students did not enter the vocational field they had been qualified for and their 
technical skills did not benefit the industry. 

While the previous three chapters introduced students’ environment and 
their experiences with vocational education and work, the next two chapters 
will turn to students’ inner lives, i.e. their values, personalities and identities. It 
will be explored how individualization in society and the experience of being a 
vocational education student shape the individuals and further examination 
will illustrate into what kinds of members of society they develop. 



 

 



 

 

8 Values and Responsibility 

The previous chapters have provided an in-depth analysis of students’ educa-
tion related attitudes, their experiences and their environment. The present 
chapter now turns to students’ inner lives, exploring their value systems and 
discussing their ideas of personal responsibility. Students adhere to collective as 
well as individual values and it will become clear that what appears to be a con-
tradiction at first is a system where individual values are functionally dependent 
on collective values. A similar phenomenon was found in relation to money. 
Financial assets mattered to the students but they were not, as I will argue, a 
value by itself. 

During the interviews and the questionnaires, it became clear that students 
had strong feelings of personal responsibility. This kind of attitude is one of the 
defining features of individualization. This chapter will discuss the consequenc-
es and implications of students’ perceived responsibility and thereby reveal how 
individualization manifests itself among the young Chinese in the sample. Ex-
amples will show that some students were very similar to the ‘enterprising self’ 
as Nicolas Rose has described it. Finally, it will be seen that students saw only 
one way to influence their fate and live up to their responsibility, and that was 
by learning. 

8.1 Values 

In order to find out with which values students agree, they were asked to rate 
the importance of several value-related items in the questionnaire. A principal 
axis factor analysis was conducted on ten items which might be important to 
them with oblique rotation (direct oblimin). The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure 
verified the sampling adequacy (KMO = .854). 

An initial analysis was run to obtain the eigenvalues for each factor in the 
data. Three factors had eigenvalues over Kaiser´s criterion of 1 and in combina-
tion explained 54.3% of the variance. These three factors were retained. The 
table shows the factor loadings after rotation with a loading >= 0.4. The items 
which cluster on the same factor suggest that factor 1 represents ‘Good Life is 
Important’, factor 2 represents ‘I am Important’ and factor 3 represents ‘Other 
People’s Opinions are Important’. Concerning liabilities, factor 1 has a Cron-
bach’s Alpha = 0.799, factor 2 = 0.866 and factor 3 = 0.585. The last factor has a 
relatively low liability which can be explained by the fact that it is created by 
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only two items. Nonetheless, this factor is unambiguous and allows further 
insights into students’ value systems. To get factor scores for each case, the 
mean of sum scores of all items loading >= 0.4 on factors were computed. 

 

   

Table 8.1: Questionnaire A – ‘Important for me’ Factor Analysis I. 

Questionnaire A  

(First, third and fourth year 
electrical engineering, second 
year Mechatronic Company 
Class) 

Pattern Matrix 

Factor 1 ‘Good 
Life is Im-
portant’ 

Factor 2 ‘I am 
Important’ 

Factor 3 ‘Other 
People’s Opin-

ions are Im-
portant’ 

Important for me_Harmonious 
living environment .790   

Important for me_Personal 
development .665   

Important for me_Sense of 
security .639   

Important for me_Sense of 
success .594   

Important for me_Independent 
life    

Important for me_Contributing 
to society  -.911  

Important for me_Contributing 
to the state  -.849  

Important for me_Helping 
others  -.601  

Important for me_Consumer 
goods   .640 

Important for me_Face   .578 

Notes: Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring; Rotation Method: Oblimin with Kaiser 
Normalization 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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Overall, students agreed highly with ‘Good Life is Important’. There was an 
agreement with ‘Other People’s Opinions are Important’ but it was far less 
strong than the agreement with factor 1. Finally, students disagreed with ‘I am 
Important’. It became clear that students cared about their own life and things 
that concern themselves directly most. Caring for society and impressing others 
came second and third. When looking at school, hukou and sex, the only signi-
ficant difference was between the schools. Students studying in the alternating 
system in Fengxian School agreed more with ‘I am Important’ than Qingpu 
School students who studied in the 2+1 system. This would suggest that 
Fengxian School students were more egoistic but there is also another aspect 
that should not be overlooked. Contributing to state and society are ideals 
propagated and demanded by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). Students 
in Fengxian School get, at least to some extent, in touch with German culture. 
Some of them have the opportunity to participate in a students exchange with 
Germany and many of their teachers participated in training run by German 
experts. Further research would be necessary to prove that these influences 
resulted in a certain neglect of the mentioned party ideals. 

 

 
When directly asked about values, most students struggled with an answer 

because the concept was too abstract. Nationalism only came up in one inter-
view, when a student said that she would support Chinese Mangas despite pre-
ferring Japanese ones. Moral campaigns such as Lei Feng were not mentioned 
by the students. Agreement rates with ‘Contributing to society’ and ‘Contri-
buting to the state’ were with 4.0 on a five point Likert scale, lower than the 
agreement rates with all the items constituting factor 1, ‘Good Life is Important’ 
(harmonious living environment, personal development, sense of security and 

Table 8.2: Questionnaire A – ‘Important for me’ Factor Analysis II. 

Questionnaire A 

(First, third and fourth year electrical 
engineering, second year Mechatronic 
Company Class) 

Factor 1 
‘Good Life is 
Important’ 

Factor 2  
‘I am Im-
portant’ 

Factor 3 
‘Other Peo-

ple’s Opinions 
are Important’ 

All students 4.5 1.9 3.5 

Students’ school 
Fengxian School 4.4 2.1** 3.4 

Qingpu School 4.5 1.8** 3.5 

Notes: ** = sign .01; Factor scores 1 = very low – 5 = very high 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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sense of success). Therefore, students overall did not prioritize values which can 
be directly linked to government campaigns. 

As explained above: students cared about things which concerned them di-
rectly and were part of their own lives. Within this broad sphere were common 
ideals which students valued and pursued. These were family and independence. 
Family was the most prominent value, with students sharing a sense of obliga-
tion and respect towards their parents, and wanting to have their own families. 
This traditional piety and family life ideal was complemented by an almost 
contradictory value: independence. Independence, however, was mostly under-
stood in a financial sense. This, along with the fact that income and property 
were seen as necessary preconditions to making a family, led to money being 
something that students valued and aspired to having as well. Additionally, 
students tried to internalize what they considered good behavior. However, 
ideas on good behavior were vague and highly influenced by what students 
were taught, and they were in the process of becoming able to listen to their 
inner feelings when judging how to act properly. 

8.1.1 Collectivism 

Historically, China is a group-oriented culture with collectivistic values. Indi-
viduals are tied to their groups and define their identities in relation to their 
group (Chen et al. 2004: 129). Consequently, the family was the most important 
institution in Chinese society and used to be at the center of an individuals’ life 
(Hu, Scott 2016: 1268). Yet, social changes since the opening reforms also led to 
changes in the family structure. Today, families are smaller, and co-residence 
with multiple generations is less common. At the same time, divorce rates are 
increasing and other non-traditional family forms – such as single motherhood 
or couples without children – have started to appear. Some researchers took 
this as an indication of the disappearance of traditional family values (Hu, Scott 
2016: 1268). Yunxiang Yan (2010) for example argues that the individual is put 
above the family and Hansen and Pang (2008) found that family and freedom 
both matter to young people. Hu and Scott (2016) on the other hand supported 
the view that traditional family values and filial piety in particular are still  
dominant in society, and so did Fuligni and Zhang (2004), who found among 
708 high school students in Shandong a strong sense of obligation to support, 
assist and respect their family. Also worth mentioning is Liu (2017b) who ana-
lysed several large-scale surveys and concluded that young people are still filial 
and that more and more children are supporting their parents financially. The 
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present study supports these latter views: family turned out to be central in 
students’ lives. 

Family was a support, an obligation and an overall goal for the students. 
They were being supported by their parents financially and emotionally, and 
students felt obliged to repay their parents and wanted to have their own family 
in the future, which pushed them to work harder in order to ensure an income 
high enough to meet those obligations and goals. 

Students connected family with positive feelings. Zhang Hua (1_F/F3) de-
scribed family as a ‘harbor’, and in the questionnaires students strongly agreed 
with the statement ‘Family is my harbor’. With 4.3 this statement had the high-
est agreement rate of the five family related items in questionnaire A.28 Family 
gives a sense of security, so Lei Qiang (1_M/F1) said during an interview, and 
the questionnaires confirmed that ‘Sense of security’ was important for the 
students as a group. When asked about the word ‘jia’ (家), students thought 
about ‘happiness’, ‘warmth’ and ‘harmony’; some students relied on their par-
ents to find a job or a partner or to get an apartment. Students agreed with the 
statement that ‘My parents love me’ (4.3)29; there was also a high agreement rate 
with ‘I have a good relationship with my parents.’ (4.2) and a low agreement 
rate with ‘I often fight with my parents.’ (2.3).30 Also, parents were considered 
the biggest influence on students’ lives. Students felt they were going on their 
way because their parents enabled them to do so. 

Yet, students did not want to stay on the receiving end forever; they wanted 
to ‘repay’ their parents by providing for them after retirement. Explaining why 
they felt the need to take care of their parents, students recounted how they 
realized, while working during their internship, that their parents had had a 
‘bitter’ (ku 苦) life which involved working long hours and doing tiring work. 
They wanted to ease parents’ pressure by providing financial support. This was 
something they worried about since it would not be easy for them to make 
enough money. 

Hearing how convinced students were about taking care of their parents one 
has to keep in mind that the Chinese constitution requires children to take care 
of their parents in old age (Fong 2004: 129), and parents rely on their offspring 
to support them after retirement. Since the One-Child Policy, daughters are 
also required to provide for their parents (Hansen, Pang 2008: 85) and since 
                                                            
28  First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second year Mechatronic Company Class, 

Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’. 
29  Questionnaire B (Second year electrical engineering), Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = 

‘Totally agree’. 
30  Questionnaire A (First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second year Mechatronic 

Company Class), Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’. 
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2013, a revision of the Law of the People’s Republic of China on Protection of the 
Rights and Interests of the Elderly (Zhonghua Renmin Gonghe Guo Laoren 
Quanyi Baozhang Fa 中华人民共和国老人权益保障法) further specifies this 
obligation: children are obliged to care for their parents financially and to visit 
them regularly (Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress 2012). 
Therefore, students were not only following some moral ideas. Although the 
fact that law requires them to provide for their parents was never mentioned, it 
is likely to have influenced how students felt since the revision was accompa-
nied by a broad popular debate. The statement ‘Later, I will care for my parents’ 
had a high agreement rate of 4.6 overall,31 and there were no significant differ-
ences between male and female, Shanghainese and migrant students, or be-
tween the schools or the year of study. The agreement rate with this statement 
was constant. 

The question about filial piety among the younger generations in modern 
China is heavily debated with some authors arguing that changes in society 
such as decreasing family size, new forms of cohabitation and higher geograph-
ical mobility lead to less filial piety while others have found evidence for the 
persistence of it (Jiang, Tang 2007: 25–26; Yan 2010a: 21; Hu, Scott 2016: 1286–
1288). The traditional concept consists of two different parts: xiao (孝) and 
shun (顺).32 The first part refers to children’s duty to take care of their parents 
materially and the second part refers to the respect and obedience with which 
children are expected to treat their parents (Hu, Scott 2016: 1270). 

Hu and Scott (2016: 1279, 1286–1288) analyzed the 3050 cases in the China 
General Social Survey from 2006 and found that traditional attitudes towards 
family values generally prevail especially when it comes to filial piety. There 
were no gender differences and the younger generations supported traditional 
attitudes towards the xiao part of filial piety even more than older cohorts. Also, 
better educated individuals and employed women showed strong support. The 
same argument appeared in Liu Fengshu (2008b: 425–426): the young genera-
tion supports filial values. While there is little difference between gender or 
socio-economic background, only-children feel that they are under bigger pres-
sure to fulfill their filial duties because they do not have any siblings who could 
take over the responsibility which suggests that the generation who grew up 
under the One-Child Policy would be more filial than older cohorts. 

After conducting several interviews with Chinese youth, Yunxiang Yan 
(2011) developed a different idea. He found that children were still filial but that 

                                                            
31  Questionnaire A (First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second year Mechatronic 

Company Class), Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’. 
32  Xiaoshun (孝顺) means filial piety. 
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the term itself was understood in a different way in modern China: children 
considered it their obligation to live happily because their parents wanted them 
to be happy. 

Students’ concern with their parents’ well-being in the present study proved 
that they supported filial piety in the traditional sense and not in Yan’s new 
understanding. According to students’ statements the xiao part of filial piety 
was what concerned them most, whereas shun – obedience – was mentioned 
only occasionally. Students felt that their parents suffered for them and, in con-
sequence, they felt guilty when not living up to parents’ expectations and felt 
obliged to provide for their parents later. Lei Qiang (1_M/F1), as an example, 
said in 2013: “They [his parents] work only for me, very hard.” (LQ1_61). Da 
Ming (2_M/Q2) was another example: “My parents worked so hard to let me go 
to school and become a good person. I certainly have to repay them, repay them 
with some results.” (DM2_87). The same ideas were found by Vanessa Fong 
(2004: 143–144) during her study on only-children in northern Dalian in the 
1990s, and by Hansen and Pang (2010: 53–55) during their study on young 
Chinese in Fujian and Shaanxi province in the 2000s. 

Questionnaire B further proved students’ filial attitudes. They agreed 
strongly with the statement that ‘I respect my parents’ (4.4) and ‘I am a dutiful 
child of my parents’ (4.2).33 If they felt and acted according to what they said, 
students were filial in a traditional sense. This insight strengthens Hu and 
Yang’s conclusion that filial piety is still strong with the younger generations 
and the urban population. The fact that the xiao part of filial piety is a must for 
young people with a low education level as well adds to their finding that better 
educated people strongly support filial piety. 

Thinking about their own future, most students described a family life that 
involved having a spouse and a child while caring for their parents. They agreed 
in questionnaire B with the statement that ‘Family is the foundation of happi-
ness’ (4.0). Most students in the third year of their education have had some 
relationship experiences. Towards the end of the third year and after graduation, 
male students became worried if they had not found a girlfriend yet. They saw a 
difficulty acquiring the financial assets required to establish a family. Even if 
they were already in a relationship, the problem persisted. Lei Qiang (3_M/FA) 
who by 2016 had been with his girlfriend for six years, wanted to wait until his 
life was more stable. His parents were going to provide an apartment but Lei 
Qiang was not happy with having to accept this and would have preferred to be 
 

                                                            
33  Fengxian School students agreed more with ‘I respect my parents’ (Fengxian School: 4.7, Qing-

pu School: 4.2, sign .05). 
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able to provide for himself. Family life, understood as husband and wife living 
together in their own apartment, is the lifestyle to which students aspired. 

Having their own family is a wish mentioned throughout the interviews, but 
the questionnaires revealed an interesting insight: fewer than half of the female 
students wanted to have children, while a higher proportion of male students 
wanted have traditional families. When comparing the answers of the first and 
third year students, it can be seen that the difference was more pronounced in 
the first year, while in the third year both groups became more similar. Consid-
ering the importance of family and offspring in China, the answers of the fe-
male students come as a surprise. Fong (2007: 93) who also found in her survey 
among Chinese youth in Shandong province that a higher proportion of girls 
wanted to stay unmarried, concluded that they might have realized that family-
related responsibilities are especially heavy for women. 

 

 
In China, owning an apartment is often considered a necessary precondi-

tion for marriage. According to a survey conducted by the Committee of 
Match-Making Service Industries of China Association of Social Workers and 
Baihe website in 2011, 70% of women agreed that men should own an apart-
ment before getting married (Wu 2012). Students’ agreement with the state-
ment that ‘Without an apartment one cannot find a wife’ in questionnaire B 
was relatively low, however, with an average of 3.0, meaning they neither agreed 

Table 8.3: Questionnaire A – Getting Married and Having Children. 

Questionnaire A 

(First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second year Mechatronic Company Class) 

‘Later, I want to get 
married’ 

All students 

Valid percent (cases) 

First year 

Valid percent (cases) 

Third year 

Valid percent (cases) 

Female students 54.8% (34) 51.6% (16) 56.3% (9) 

Male students 67.7% (189) 69.5% (107) 65.2% (58) 

‘Later, I want to 
have children’ 

All students 

Valid percent (cases) 

First year 

Valid percent (cases) 

Third year 

Valid percent (cases) 

Female students 41.9%* (26) 41.9% (13) 43.8% (7) 

Male students 58.1%* (162) 59.1% (91) 57.3% (51) 

Notes: * = sign .05 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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nor disagreed. Shanghainese students and male students agreed significantly 
more with this statement, which proved that they felt the need to buy an apart-
ment in order to get married more than female and migrant students. In the 
first year of their education, 66% of these students wanted to buy an apartment, 
with a significantly higher proportion of Fengxian School students wanting to 
buy property (see Table 8.4). In the first year, there was no significant difference 
between Shanghainese and migrant students concerning this question. During 
the interviews, most male students confirmed that they will buy an apartment 
but migrant students usually planned to invest in their home provinces. Stu-
dents also mentioned that they will have to wait until they have a stable job and 
a regular income which is in line with the survey cited above where 92% of the 
women considered a stable income necessary in order to get married (Wu 2012). 

Students’ focus on nuclear families – their parents and themselves in the 
present, and themselves with a married partner and one child in the future – 
reveals which aspects of Chinese society have changed with the individualiza-
tion and which aspects stayed the same. Individuals are still rooted in their 
families, the group-orientation is still at the core but the group itself has become 
smaller and precarious. Meeting the conditions to get married, such as having a 
stable income, maybe owning an apartment and then finding a suitable partner, 
has become more difficult. Additionally, since family has been reduced to par-
ents and one child, adolescents in modern China face the risk of being separat-
ed from their parents because of their work situation, or a divorce which would 
leave them without their most important social group. 

Students who did not live with intact families described a more negative pic-
ture of family life. They had the ideal of a harmonious family but were much 
less confident of being able to live this ideal themselves. Wen Qing (1_F/F1) 
said that a family is harmony and happiness in theory, but in reality parents 
often fight. Zhao Jing (1_M/F1) also said that there is no love in a marriage and 
that men destroy women’s lives. Han Feng (1_M/F3) said that feelings are not 
relevant for a marriage and that women only marry men who own an apart-
ment, yet he still considered family the most important thing in life. All of these 
students’ parents were divorced. Growing up with divorced parents did not 
impact the idea that family is very important and valuable, but students were 
more likely to question the actual existence of a truly harmonious family. 
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8.1.2 Individualism 

The emergence of a Chinese variety of second modernity raises the question of 
whether individualization is a consequence and, if so, wether collective values 
will become secondary or disappear altogether? The analysis above already 
made clear that the family is still the central unit in Chinese society and the 
importance of filial piety is not diminishing at all. At the same time, several 
scholars discussed the rise of the individual and a new focus on the self and 
individualistic values in China (Hansen, Svarverud 2010; Yan 2010a; Griffiths 

Table 8.4: Questionnaire A + B – Marriage and Apartment. 

‘Without an apartment one cannot find a wife’ 

Questionnaire B (Panel Data – Second Year) Mean 

All students 3.1 

Students’ sex 
Male students 3.2* 

Female students 2.5* 

Students’ hukou 
Shanghainese students 3.6* 

Migrant students 2.8* 

Students’ school 
Fengxian School 3.6 

Qingpu School 2.9 

‘Wish for the future – buying an apartment’ 

Questionnaire A (Panel Data – Second Year) Valid percent 
(cases) 

All students 66% (105) 

Students’ school 
Fengxian School 87.1%* (27) 

Qingpu School 60,9%* (78) 

Notes: * = sign .05; Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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2013). Independence as a value was also found by Larry Nelson and Chen Xin-
yin (2004) during their survey among university students. For these students, 
independence meant not only financial independence from parents but also the 
ability to make independent decisions and develop their own value systems. 
This, Nelson and Chen concluded, was evidence for a new focus on self among 
young adults in China. 

The debate on collectivistic versus individualistic values has already devel-
oped to a point where both concepts are not seen as mutually exclusive any-
more (Tamis-LeMonda et al. 2007: 184; Huang et al. 2013: 1–2). The findings of 
the present study not only confirm this view but actually suggest a hierarchy 
where individualistic values are pursued in order to support overarching collec-
tivistic values. 

During the interviews in the present study, it became clear that independ-
ence was also something to which vocational education students aspire. For the 
most part the term was used in the context of being financially independent 
from parents, not having to rely on them and not being a burden anymore. 
Related to the concept of independence (duli 独立) was the term freedom 
(ziyou 自由) which was used to describe a work situation many students pre-
ferred – being self-employed and not having to listen to others. The same idea 
also appears in Hansen (2015), where students in an academic middle school in 
Zhejiang expressed perceptions of choice and behavior options with the notion 
of freedom (Hansen 2015: 84). Interviewees in Hansen’s and the present sample 
shared a similar understanding of freedom meaning to act the way they wanted 
to act without other people’s interference. Students in the present study also 
used the term self-reliance (kao ziji 靠自己), but this was not something they 
aspired to out of their own will but rather something they had to achieve. Both 
concepts were closely related: independence was an ideal because self-reliance 
was a necessity. The latter will be discussed in Chapter 8.2. 

Vocational education enabled the students to become independent from 
their parents. During the internship, students, often for the first time in their 
lives, had their own income, and after their graduation they had a skill that 
enabled them to find work. Bai Wei (1_M/Q3) explained: 

The advantage [of vocational education] is that everybody learns work-
ing manually, relying on oneself, and when one does not have to rely on 
the family, one does not rely on them but helps them relieve the burden. 
(BW1_86) 

The prospect of learning a skill which would enable them to make a living 
on their own was one of the big advantages seen in vocational education. 
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Already during their education and especially after graduation, students be-
came more and more independent from their parents. In the beginning, some 
students lived in the schools’ dormitories but still returned home during the 
weekends. A minority, four out of 17 students interviewed in 2013, had parents 
living in other provinces and, therefore, only returned home during holidays. 
The rest of the students lived with their parents. In the second year, at 17 or 18 
years old, several students took up part-time jobs. During the internship, many 
students had to live in company dormitories due to the distance between school, 
home and company. After graduation, when most students were between 18 
and 19 years old, they moved out of the dormitories and their parents’ homes. 
Only students who found a job close to their parents stayed with their families; 
otherwise, renting an apartment with friends was common. Being able to earn 
their own money, and with that move out of their parents’ homes, reduce par-
ents’ financial burden and leave them more space was an accomplishment 
which made students proud. 

These developments are certainly new in China, where the individual used 
to exist only in relation to the collective (Mühlhahn 2010: 229), but students’ 
reasons why they wanted to live independently were still group-related. This 
finding contradicts Yunxiang Yan, who suggested that personal happiness and 
individual fulfilment have become the primary goals for young Chinese, and 
that in consequence individual-oriented values have become dominant in Chi-
nese society (Yan 2010a: 2). While most scholars agree that individualistic val-
ues are on the rise in China, few would support Yan’s opinion that they are 
paramount. In his ethnographic study conducted in Liaoning province, Grif-
fiths (2013) also detected a new “selfishness” among his participants some of 
whom felt morally obliged to fulfill their own needs and desires. At the same 
time, Griffiths found that some people had developed what he called an “altru-
istic deferent” where they did not only focus on their own network of family 
and friends but also wanted to contribute to society in general. Finally, he found 
that the “proximity law”, meaning that individuals were morally obliged to their 
own network, was still valid for his participants as well. 

Griffiths does not specify if his sample included individuals who represented 
two or all three of these orientations. However, it is important to remember that 
collectivistic and individualistic values are not mutually exclusive. A large-scale 
study on collectivistic and individualistic values among different cultures in-
cluding a sample of Chinese households in Nanjing concluded that value sys-
tems in China are changing with the transition from a planned towards a mar-
ket economy, and that parents in Nanjing supported collectivistic as well as 
individualistic values when it came to educating their children. The two value 
systems were seen as additive and parents strengthened their children’s feelings 
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of relatedness and autonomy at the same time (Tamis-LeMonda et al. 2007: 
195–201). Encountering the same phenomena among young people aged be-
tween 16 and 28 years, Hansen and Pang concluded: “The individualism they 
exhibited was to a large extent indistinguishable from their concern with collec-
tive family interests.” (Hansen, Pang 2010: 61). Taking this into consideration, 
it is not surprising that students’ aspiration to independence does not contra-
dict their family values. They wanted to gain independence and move out in 
order to do something good for their parents and reduce parents’ financial 
pressure. Independence did not equal independent thinking, or a focus on the 
self at the expense of the collective – the family. On the contrary, independence 
would support and strengthen the family. This means that students’ value sys-
tems were not additive, as suggested by the large-scale Nanjing study and Han-
sen and Pang, but functionally dependent: being able to live an independent life 
benefits the family because it relieves financial pressure (Tamis-LeMonda et al. 
2007: 189–194). Differing from the above mentioned authors, I argue that stu-
dents display what can be labeled as ‘collectivism with individual characteris-
tics’, suggesting a hierarchy in which individual values support the overarching 
collective values. 

The interviews with Li An (3_F/FG) exemplified how dependence on par-
ents can be a strain for students. In 2013, Li An described the tiring working life 
her parents had and how she tried to help them with the household chores 
during the weekends when she returned home from school. One year later, she 
said that she was the only one in the family who was not working yet and, there-
fore, tried to help at home as much as she could. In 2015, Li An had graduated 
from Fengxian School and was studying at a higher vocational school. Her 
parents had returned to their home province and she was living in her school’s 
dormitory. Her next goal was to find a part time job, so that she finally could 
become financially independent from her parents and stop being a financial 
burden. Independence was not something she aspired to for herself; instead she 
aspired to independence for her parents. Also, Wen Qing (3_F/F3) took pride 
in being able to contribute to her school fees by working during the holidays 
and, hereby, relieving her father’s financial burden a little bit. She would have 
liked to have a weekend job but her father, same as Lei Qiang’s (3_M/FA) par-
ents, stopped her by telling her to focus on her grades instead. 

Very few students focused on independence as a personal accomplishment, 
a goal they needed to reach in order to be considered grown-up. In his first 
interview, Li Qing (1_M/Q3), for example, asserted immediately that he was 
already a grown-up and independent. He had his own income thanks to a part 
time job with KFC, and his older sister, with whom he was living in Shanghai at 
that time, had educated him to be independent. His urge to make his own deci-
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sions and do things in his way did not disappear in the following years. Li Qing 
was one of the students who decided to work and earn more money instead of 
doing an internship in the third year of his education, and one year later he had 
his own small business. Also Zhang Hua (2_F/FA) saw independence as a per-
sonal accomplishment. After her graduation, she explained that her goal was to 
become independent and stop relying on other people. While she was talking, 
she realized that she had already reached this goal since she was paying for her 
own apartment, and paying her own bills and food. Both students were very 
self-aware and able to reflect on themselves more than others, proving that 
among vocational education students there might be a few exceptions who 
strive for independence in a more self-focused way than the majority of their 
collective-driven peers. Both students’ attitudes will be further discussed in 
Chapter 8.2.1. 

There was a high level of agreement in questionnaire A throughout the clas-
ses that an independent life is important. Looking at the schools, having an 
independent life was more important for Qingpu School students. Migrant 
students felt a little bit more strongly about it than Shanghainese students, yet 
the difference was not significant. Therefore, the preference for an independent 
life among Qingpu school students appeared to be related to the school’s educa-
tion. 

 
Table 8.5: Questionnaire A – ‘Important for me – Independent life’. 

‘Important for me – Independent life’ 

Questionnaire A  

(First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second 
year Mechatronic Company Class) 

Mean Standard 
deviation 

All students 4.2 1.1 

Students’ school 
Fengxian School 4.0* 1.0 

Qingpu School 4.3* 1.0 

Students’ hukou 

Shanghainese 
students 4.1 1.1 

Migrant students 4.3 0.9 

Notes: * = sign .05; Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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8.1.2.1 Workplace Independence 

Apart from independence from their parents, some students also sought inde-
pendence at work. This independence was understood as not having to listen to 
anybody else and was considered very attractive. The easiest way to be inde-
pendent at work was being self-employed, an employment form which some 
students knew because their parents sold goods. Also, the labour market in 
Shanghai offers plenty of commission based work where employees basically 
decide themselves how many hours and how many days per week they want to 
work. Independence provides agency, which is an important value for the stu-
dents. Hansen and Pang (2010: 51–53) who interviewed young people – mostly 
with nine years of schooling or fewer – also discovered that independence at 
work was important. Their interviewees stressed the option of being able to quit 
a job and move between cities without constraints such as labour contracts. 

The agreement rate with the statement that ‘Later, I want to do business.’ 
was considerably higher than with the statement that ‘Later, I want to work in a 
factory.’ When looking at the Panel Data, differences between the first and 
second year only become obvious once the data is divided by schools. Although, 
there was no significant correlation between students’ school and their attitude 
towards these statements, Fengxian School students were more willing to work 
in a factory or to do business in the second year than they were in the first year, 
whereas, for Qingpu School students agreement rates with both statements 
were lower in the second year. This is conforming to Fengxian School students 
generally showing a higher motivation (see Chapter 9.3). It is also important to 
keep in mind that Fengxian School students already started their internships in 
the second year and, consequently, had a more precise idea of what working in 
a factory meant. Ultimately though, doing business is more popular with all 
students in every stage of their education. It became even more obvious when 
looking at the students in their last year of education, where the preference for 
doing business is most pronounced. This was in line with the Report on Devel-
opment and Employment of Secondary Vocational Education Students in China 
published by the Chinese Society of Vocational and Technical Education in 
2012. According to the report, 81% of secondary vocational education students 
think about starting a business after their graduation (Da 2013: 1). 

According to my questionnaires, female students were less willing to work 
in a factory than male students and migrant students were keener to do busi-
ness than Shanghainese students. One third of the graduated students whom I 
interviewed and who had started to work were working in sales. Their work was 
mainly commission-based and they were able to schedule their work time 
themselves. Pressure was mentioned in that context, but also the opportunity to 
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earn money quickly and the freedom that comes with such an employment 
situation. 

 

 
   

Table 8.6: Questionnaire A + B – Factory vs. Doing Business. 

Questionnaire A + B  
‘Later, I want to 

work in a  
factory’ 

‘Later, I want to 
do business’ 

Questionnaire A (First, third and fourth year electri-
cal engineering, second year Mechatronic Company 
Class) 

2.9 3.5 

Panel Data 
First year 2.9 3.5 

Second year 2.8 3.3 

Panel Data – Fengxian School  
First year 2.7 3.2 

Second year 3.2 3.4 

Panel Data – Qingpu School  
First year 3.0 3.6 

Second year 2.6 3.3 

Questionnaire A – Qingpu 
School  

Third and 
fourth year 2.9 3.6 

Questionnaire A – Fengxian 
School Third year 2.6 3.7 

Questionnaire A (First, third and 
fourth year electrical engineer-
ing, second year Mechatronic 
Company Class) – Students’ sex 

Male students 2.9** 3.5 

Female  
students 2.4** 3.4 

Questionnaire A (First, third and 
fourth year electrical engineer-
ing, second year Mechatronic 
Company Class) – Students’ 
hukou 

Shanghainese 
students 2.9 3.3* 

Migrant  
students 2.8 3.7* 

Notes: * = sign .05, ** = sign .01; Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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Independence at work was also an antidote to working at the conveyor belt. 
Students’ feedback on their tasks during their internship was often negative and, 
in consequence, these students decided that they did not want this kind of work. 
Wang Ming (3_M/FA), for example, who was a student in the Mechatronic 
Company class, decided after his internship that he would not want to start 
working for Mechatronic Company after his graduation. Also Li An (3_F/FA) 
did not have positive things to say about the work during the internship with 
Mechatronic Company and decided just like Wang Ming to pursue further 
education. My request to visit the class during their internship was declined by 
Mechatronic Company but Li An described students assembling microwave 
doors on the conveyor belt while standing the whole day. Deciding themselves 
when and how long to work, and earning their own (and potentially a lot of) 
money seemed to be far more attractive than working within the strict 
timeframes and rules of a factory. Therefore, students sought independence at 
work. 

The authors in Kleinman’s anthology on Chinese people adjusting to mod-
ern China encountered similar phenomena. The current generation in China 
pursues freedom, prosperity and happiness. This is a departure from the collec-
tive and state-oriented life goals of the past (Kleinman et al. 2011: 16). The 
students did not want to live the way they saw their parents’ lives: boring, old-
fashioned and hard. The younger generation is striving for development, said Li 
Qing (1_M/Q3). Students strove for independence in order to be able to cater to 
their desires and follow their own goals without having to rely on their parents’ 
support or having to follow other people’s orders. Nevertheless, behind these 
individualistic desires was still the very traditional wish to relieve the parents of 
their burden of child-rearing. Individualism and collectivism, the desire for 
independence along with close family ties, are by no means mutually exclusive. 

8.1.3 Materialism 

Several surveys detected strong materialistic attitudes in Chinese society. The 
Ipsos Global Trends Survey published in 2017 found that among the 23 partici-
pating countries the Chinese sample had the strongest agreement rate with the 
statement that ‘I measure my success by the things I own’. 70% of the approxi-
mately 1000 Chinese people surveyed agreed with this (Ipsos 2017: 2). A survey 
conducted by the Communist Youth League and National Students Federation 
in Guangdong showed that becoming a billionaire was the first choice among 
1780 participating students, followed by becoming the boss of a multinational 
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corporation. During another survey on university students in Shandong, 71% of 
the participants agreed that the ability to make money was at least one standard 
for determining a person’s value; 6% said that it was the only determining fac-
tor (Rosen 2004: 7–12). 

These kinds of quantitative surveys which draw wide ranging conclusions 
from one or two statements have been rightly criticized (Morrissey 2016: 1–2). 
Nonetheless, as Stanley Rosen (2004) pointed out: money has become very 
important for success in many aspects of life, including education, career and 
marriage (Rosen 2004: 7–12). The CCP who, after the opening reforms, pro-
moted the rise of materialism among the people, is now trying to strengthen 
traditional morals, such as contributions to the collective, but, according to 
Rosen, the success of these campaigns is very limited (Rosen 2004: 46–47). 

The students of the present study did care about money and their financial 
situation but, as I will argue below, this cannot automatically lead to the conclu-
sion that they were materialistic. The development of society, explained Zhang 
Hua (1_F/F3), has created more needs and desires. The younger generation is 
spending a lot, said Bai Wei (1_M/Q3), and Xue Mei (1_F/Q4) explained that 
her generation likes to go out eating and shopping. Li Qing (1_M/Q3) com-
plained that things were becoming more expensive and Han Feng (1_M/F3) 
mentioned the big financial pressure he felt. Providing for parents, which as I 
explained earlier is a must, was always understood as providing financial sup-
port. Students also helped with household chores in order to relieve parents’ 
burden, but ultimately only financial support will enable parents to retire. Not 
surprisingly, the most cited factor students consider when looking for a job was 
the salary. Income was not the only criteria that mattered; learning and devel-
opment opportunities were also mentioned regularly, but income was some-
thing every student considered at least to some extent before taking up a job. 
This is in line with a survey conducted in 2001 among urban and rural youth in 
Shanxi: all of the young people wanted higher salaries and the opportunity to 
develop their skills in order to better their social status (Rosen 2004: 13–14). 

In questionnaire A, financial income turned out to be less important for 
students when they were looking for a job than ‘Matching one’s interests’, 
‘Matching one’s abilities’ and ‘Social networking resources’. When looking at 
the Panel Data, the importance of financial income had risen in the second year, 
but only with Fengxian School students. Although there was a rise for Shang-
hainese students as well within the panel, there was almost no rise (0.1) for 
Shanghainese students in Qingpu School. The rise occurred solely in Fengxian 
School where the students started to alternate between school and company in 
their second year of training. There were no differences in the Panel Data be-
tween male and female students. In conclusion, financial income, together with 
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networking resources, had developed into the most important factors for 
Fengxian School students thinking about looking for a job. 

According to the Panel Data, 80.5% of the first year students wanted to im-
prove their financial situation in the future; the only item rated higher in the 
‘Wish for the future’ section was the wish for health (81.1%). There was a signi-
ficant difference between the schools within the first year Panel Data, with  
96.8% of Fengxian School students, basically the whole electrical engineering 
cohort, wanting to improve their financial situation and 74% of Qingpu School 
students. Although this difference is less obvious when comparing the answers 
of students in their last year of education, there is nonetheless a significant 
difference between the schools. There was also a difference between male and 
female students with more of the latter wanting to improve their financial situa-
tion. This difference is significant for the first year of the Panel Data and also 
exists within the students who were about to graduate. This fits in with the fact 
that a higher percentage of male students in my sample wanted to get married 
and have children, whereas female students were more ambitious. They wanted 
to buy an apartment, go abroad and experience social approval. One possible 
explanation for this difference is the fact that women in Shanghai are expected 
to contribute to the family income and support their parents. There were no 
relevant differences between hukou for this item. 

Students appeared to have a materialistic outlook because financial assets 
mattered to them. When asked what kind of person he would want to be, De 
Hua said: “I want to be a rich person.” (DH2_54). He described the lack of 
money as one of the difficulties in his life. Consequently, salary was an im-
portant factor when looking for work but his aspirations were not high. Ac-
cording to De Hua, the income should be high enough to make a living, to have 
enough to eat. When asked about what motivated him, he talked about his 
dream of buying two apartments in his hometown, one for his parents and one 
for himself so that he could get married. Money was important for De Hua, 
something he aspired to but money was a means to be able to make a living and 
take care of his family. Han Feng (1_M/F1) also explained that an income is 
necessary if one wants to start a family which was something very important for 
him. Students did not want money itself or money to buy luxury goods. Stu-
dents wanted money for survival and their families. Again, collectivism – family 
as a value – lies beneath the materialistic surface of students’ value systems. 
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Table 8.7: Questionnaire A + B – Materialism. 

‘Important when looking for a job – Financial income’ 
Mean 

(Standard 
deviation) 

Panel Data – Qingpu School 
First year 4.5 (0.8) 

Second year 4.4 (1.0) 

Panel Data – Fengxian School 
First year 4.3* (0.9) 

Second year 4.7* (0.6) 

‘Wish for the future – Improving financial situation’ Valid percent (cases) 

Panel Data first year 80.5% (128) 

Panel Data first year – Students’ school 
Fengxian School 96.8%* (30) 

Qingpu School 76.6%* (98) 

Panel Data first year – Students’ sex 
Male students 81.6% (102) 

Female students 85.2% (23) 

Questionnaire A (Third and fourth year) 71.5% (93) 

Questionnaire A (Third and fourth year) – 
Students’ school 

Fengxian School 73.5% (25) 

Qingpu School 70.8% (68) 

Questionnaire A (Third and fourth year) – 
Students’ sex 

Male students 68.6% (70) 

Female students 86.4% (19) 

Questionnaire A (First, third and fourth year 
electrical engineering, second year Mecha-
tronic Company Class) – Students’ school 

Fengxian School 86.6%* (110) 

Qingpu School 73.9%* (167) 

Notes: * = sign .05; Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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Li Qing (2_M/QA), who was already 21 years old when I interviewed him in 
2014, most drastically represented the phenomenon of students who were 
forced to adopt a materialistic outlook without sharing materialistic values. Li 
Qing said that he has his own value: “salary” (LQ2_48). In 2015, he reaffirmed 
his opinion saying that his goal is “money” (using the English word). “It’s not 
about [which industry] I like or not like. It’s all about existence, earning money 
and not about liking or not liking.” (LQ3_18). Then, Li Qing’s explanation 
highlighted the interesting aspect: He admitted that he would not choose mon-
ey as his goal but without money he could not buy anything to eat, drink and 
live (LQ3_126). Despite Li Qing saying so, money was not a value in itself but a 
means to acquire other things in life which are not materialistic. 

Therefore, I argue that the students in my sample were not materialistic. 
They wished to have a high income in order to be able to make a living, start a 
family and provide for their parents. Money was not the goal itself but the 
means to an end. It is important to keep in mind that these students came from 
relatively poor families compared to the Shanghai average. Their parents 
worked hard and long hours in order to feed the family and cope with the rising 
costs of living. Students therefore wished for an easier job with more money, 
and to have an easier life, but they did not aspire to having high-end luxury 
goods. In the section ‘What is important for me’, the item ‘Consumer goods’ 
had, with 3.2, the lowest score, with the highest scores going to ‘Harmonious 
living environment’, ‘Personal development’ and ‘Sense of security’ (scores of 
4.5). There were no significant differences between school, hukou, sex and year 
of study. Also, students agreed more with the statement that ‘The purpose of 
work is to realize one’s value.’ than with ‘The purpose of work is to earn money.’ 
(4.1 compared to 3.8).34 

These findings match Isabel Dettmer’s study on workers in the hotel indus-
try across 18 Chinese cities. Workers were seeking well-paying jobs not so 
much because they wanted to become wealthier, but simply because the average 
wage of a frontline hotel position in a first or second tier city in China is too low 
to make a family. Dettmer came to the same conclusion: what looks like materi-
alistic aspirations are actually profound family values (Dettmer 2017: 166). At 
the same time, Rosen (2004) proclaiming the “victory of materialism” in China 
must be questioned and when interpreting quantitative data it is important to 
keep in mind that questionnaires cannot capture the underlying values and 
desires such as education, family life or filial piety that young people have in 
mind when they agree that a high income is their most important goal. 

                                                            
34  Questionnaire A (First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second year Mechatronic 

Company Class), Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’. 
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8.1.4 Good Behavior 

After the examination of students’ value systems, we turn to the question of 
what kinds’ of behaviors they learn and perform. Students recognized the im-
portance of good behavior and tried to act accordingly. As per their feedback, 
they learned good or proper behavior in school. The terms used were ‘how to 
behave’ or the ‘morality of behavior’ (zenmeyang zuoren 怎么样做人 / zuoren 
de daode 做人的道德). They struggled when asked what this concept actually 
means besides not doing anything wrong and not making people angry. Traits 
mentioned were being honest, helping others, respecting private space, being 
considerate when correcting other people, trying very hard, matching actions 
and words, and good conduct. Few students said that good behavior was more 
important than educational achievement and skills. 

In the questionnaires, students described themselves in positive ways: being 
polite and being a dutiful child to their parents had the highest agreement rates, 
both 4.3.35 These, of course, are socially desired answers and might not say a lot 
about students’ actual behavior. 

Students were in the process of learning what good behavior is. They started 
out from being told how to behave and then developed an inner feeling for 
what is right and what is wrong. Lei Qiang (2_M/F3) and Han Feng (1_M/F3) 
shared the point of view that what is good is defined by others. Good behavior, 
according to Lei Qiang, is not doing things that are considered bad and, accord-
ing to Han Feng, doing what the collective has defined as good. For Lei Qiang, 
good behavior was additionally already connected to his inner feeling, which is 
doing what the heart says is right. A year later, Han Feng shared a similar opin-
ion concerning professional ethics: as long as one is at ease at heart, it is OK. 
Wang Ming (2_M/F2) agreed, saying that one needs to know, according to their 
heart, what to do and what not to do. Yet, for most students this feeling was still 
rudimentary, and the main goal of behaving in a certain way towards others 
was not to provoke conflicts or negative judgement from them. As a result sev-
eral students spoke about their attempts to be less impulsive. Migrant student 
Wen Qing (2_F/F2) described her behavior-related problem: “I am quite 
straightforward. If I have something to say, I just say it. However, I think that 
people like me have it difficult in society because some people do not want to 
hear the truth…” (WQ2_51). One year later she had developed: “Before, I said 
out loud what came to my mind, I had told you this last year… now, I will con-
sider if I will hurt the other person or if I will create a disadvantage for myself…” 
                                                            
35  Questionnaire A (First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second year Mechatronic 

Company Class), Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’. 
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(WQ3_94). Li An (3_F/FA), another migrant student, underwent a similar 
process. According to her, she did not understand things in lower middle 
school and only during her vocational education did she stop making other 
people angry and communicated better with her parents. Students learned that 
good behavior is what is accepted in their environment – which is in school, at 
home and, later, in their place of work. 

In professional life, responsibility and a diligent working attitude were the 
values acquired by the students throughout their education. Students were told 
to adhere to the rules, to care about quality and to fulfill their tasks. During 
their internships, students learned that many things they could get away with in 
school were not possible in a company: e.g. being late, taking days off, or play-
ing with their mobile phones. Zhao Jing (3_M/F3) was a student who failed at 
appropriate conduct during his internship. He made his superior angry and, in 
the end, was sent back to school. Other students were challenged by the rules in 
a company and the code of conduct when dealing with superiors but they were 
able to adjust. They learned that in a company the accepted behavior was being 
diligent, following the rules and doing one’s best. 

When asked about their idols, many students said that they did not have any. 
Some of the reasons they gave were that they would not know who would be 
suitable, or that famous people were only human beings as well. Other students 
did mention singers or actors as their idols, usually because of their songs or 
movies and also because of their happy, funny, determined or good personali-
ties. Few students named one of their parents as idols, for example Wen Qing 
(2_F/F2), mentioned above, or Lei Qiang (2_M/F2) who admired his dad’s 
meticulous way of doing things. Students generally agreed that teachers were 
role models (4.0).36 They did not mention any political idols or role models 
such as Lei Feng.  

In summary: Teachers and families were the biggest influences in students’ 
lives and, therefore, the ideas of good behavior could be traced back to parental 
and school education. Media and political campaigns did not seem to be a rele-
vant influence on student behavior, or at least were not perceived as influential 
by the students. They had a shallow understanding of good behavior and pro-
fessional ethics in particular. It basically came down to doing everything the 
way it was expected, sticking to the rules, being diligent and meticulous and not 
doing anything that was considered bad or would make other people angry. 
Additionally, some students were able to use their intuition to decide what was 
good and what was bad. 

                                                            
36  Questionnaire A (First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second year Mechatronic 

Company Class), Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’. 
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8.2 Personal Responsibility 

Looking at students’ value systems, it became clear that they did not set out to 
find values by themselves; instead they absorbed what surrounded them. Family, 
being the environment in which students had lived in the longest, had turned 
out to be the most important value and also, at least partly, the value beneath 
the quest for money and independence. School, as the second immediate envi-
ronment, was the major influence when it came to shaping ideas and behavior. 
It would be wrong though to conclude that students attribute their destiny and 
future to their family and school thereby handing responsibility over to their 
environment. On the contrary, students felt personally responsible for their fate. 

In the questionnaires, they agreed that success and failure depended on their 
own efforts (4.4) and affirmed this position during interviews: “If [I am] dili-
gent, [I am] leaning more towards being a winner” (DW3_120).37 The feeling of 
being responsible arose when students answered the question of why they went 
to a vocational school. They considered it their own fault because they did not 
learn well enough in lower middle school. Even some of the migrant students 
who were not allowed to go to a general higher middle school in Shanghai men-
tioned that they were not good students. There was a relatively high agreement 
rate with the statement that ‘With diligence one can reach all goals.’ (3.8).38 In 
comparison, the agreement rate with ‘I don’t have a big influence on my life’ in 
the same questionnaire was relatively low (2.8).39 Only Wen Qing (1_F/F1) 
explained in the interview that she had been in a migrant children’s class in 
lower middle school in Shanghai, and teachers neglected the class since they 
knew that none of the students would be allowed to enter an academic higher 
middle school in Shanghai. Wen Qing also admitted that she was not interested 
in studying. 

This feeling of personal responsibility has been detected by other authors as 
well (Hanser 2002a: 190; Hansen, Pang 2008: 97–98, 2010: 60–61; Hansen 2015: 
150). Hansen (2015) in particular suggested that the curriculum teaches stu-
dents to take over responsibility. Moreover, Craig (1999) pointed out the risks 
that come with feeling responsible for failures. In his study on the relations 
                                                            
37  Questionnaire A (First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second year Mechatronic 

Company Class), Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’. 
38  This is especially true for Fengxian School (Fengxian School: 4.2, Qingpu School: 3.6, sign .05). 

There is also a significant difference between the schools for the statement that ‘If I’m diligent 
my grades will be good’ (Fengxian School: 4.2, Qingpu School: 3.5, sign .01). Questionnaire B 
Panel Data – Second Year, Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’. 

39  Questionnaire B Panel Data – Second Year, Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally 
agree’. 
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between attributional styles and depression and loneliness among Chinese and 
American university students, Craig found that maladaptive attributional style 
– attributing bad outcomes to internal causes (self-blame) and good outcomes 
to external, uncontrollable causes – contributed to depression and loneliness in 
both cultures. He also brought to the fore that his Chinese participants made 
more ability attributions to failure than to success compared to the American 
participants, and they showed higher levels of loneliness and depression, which 
were at least partially caused by their attributional styles. While the students in 
the present sample believed in their ability to become successful, and therefore 
did not have maladaptive attributional styles in general, their self-blame for 
failing in school must have put them at risk of developing depression, loneliness 
and feelings of guilt. 

Interestingly, students found themselves in a situation Beck has described in 
relation to risk society: They felt responsible for their lives but lacked influence. 
They did not recognize that the reasons for failing the lower middle school 
exam might not be solely connected with their own learning ability and dili-
gence but also with their circumstances of growing up and their family situa-
tions. Beck as well pointed out the psychological risks these attitudes can cause 
(Beck 1986: 216–218). 

Giddens described how the individual in times of high modernity might 
stop assessing every risk encountered and might trust in fate instead. Thus, 
Giddens sees Machiavelli’s Fortuna becoming relevant again (Giddens 1991: 
182–183). Fortuna leaves 50% up to the people and 50% depending on fate. If 
one makes an effort, one can influence the future but sometimes even the big-
gest effort is not enough (Giddens 1991: 110). The students in my sample did 
not even hand parts of the responsibility for their lives over to fate. Furlong and 
Cartmel developed a metaphor which is quite fitting: in modern society fate is 
no longer determined by given factors such as class, sex, and so forth. Now, 
everybody has to master their own individual fate just like a driver in a car. 
Each turn has to be decided by the driver. What cannot be forgotten though, is 
the fact that the car itself has a crucial influence whether the driver will reach 
his/her destination and how fast he or she will get there (Furlong, Cartmel 1997: 
6–7). In our case, the students failed to recognize that on the highway of life 
they are driving a Santana and not a Ferrari. One example was the oft-
mentioned opportunity to get a higher education degree after vocational educa-
tion. The schools did not tell the students that being able to take the preparation 
classes was highly dependent on their families’ financial situation. Students 
were made to believe that they alone controlled Fortuna. Only in the third year 
were students confronted with the reality that they might not be able to get a 
higher education degree and still, some tried to make themselves and others 
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believe that it was down to their own decision. During the last interview with 
Wen Qing (3_F/F3), she said that she was not taking the higher education en-
trance exam classes because she preferred to go to work sooner. Later, she men-
tioned that most Shanghainese students took gaofu classes, whereas migrant 
students prepared to enter the job market because of financial constraints in 
their families. When asked directly, she admitted that she would have prefered 
to study more but was unable to do so because of the financial situation in her 
family. 

8.2.1 The ‘Enterprising Self’ 

The perceived responsibility for their lives forces students to become active 
agents so that they can achieve success and avoid failure. Individuals who take 
their lives in their hands and shape their biographies in order to become suc-
cessful have been described by Nicolas Rose as ‘enterprising selves’: “The enter-
prising self will make a venture of its life, project itself a future and seek to 
shape itself in order to become that which it wishes to be. The enterprising self 
is thus a calculating self, a self that calculates about itself and that works upon 
itself in order to better itself.” (Rose 1992: 146). 

The ‘enterprising self’ is understood to be the result of a neoliberal govern-
ment which retreats from society and leaves it up to the individuals to provide 
for themselves. The individuals need to be self-reliant, self-responsible and 
striving. Since the state gives up its responsibilities, success and failure depend 
on individual efforts and individuals need to be proactive in order to reach 
personal satisfaction. The state does not interfere directly anymore but governs 
from afar while the individuals govern themselves within the goals of the state 
(Hanser 2002a: 190–191; Ong, Zhang 2008: 3). 

The fact that a neoliberal government produces enterprising, self-reliant in-
dividuals striving for personal satisfaction does not make the concept look rele-
vant for Chinese society, in which the CCP still influences and governs many 
aspects of private life including place of living and number of children. None-
theless, current Chinese politics aim to produce enterprising individuals. With 
the closing of state-owned companies and big lay-offs in the 1990s, the state 
found itself unable to provide for its people the way it used to. As a result, un-
employed and laid-off workers were pushed to become more proactive (Won 
2004: 72). Individuals who found work on their own initiative were portrayed 
as ‘model’ workers. Usually, they found their way back to reemployment after a 
difficult phase and through their own effort while being self-reliant. Today, the 
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Chinese government is pushing all people to become more competitive and 
entrepreneurial, more self-driven and self-reliant (Won 2004: 82; Yan 2011: 69–
70). This new reality does not leave the ‘disembedded’ individuals any choice 
but to take care of themselves, become self-responsible and develop into enter-
prising selves (Yan 2010b: 495–505). Despite using neoliberal technologies, the 
government did not change the nature of its state (Ong, Zhang 2008: 9–10). 
Modern China is characterized by a “highly liberal economic system based 
upon a neoliberal logic of the free market and a highly authoritarian political 
system under a one-Party leadership” (Liu 2008a: 196). This is why there seem 
to be neoliberal circumstances in China without liberal democracy. 

Studies on Chinese society found characteristics of an enterprising self with-
in Chinese youth, in that they consider themselves autonomous and they strive 
for development. Hoffman called the young people she interviewed during her 
field work “patriotic professionals”, and argued that neoliberal governing tech-
niques had been connected with nationalistic rules and values of pre-reform 
China. This mix had created young, professional people who were enterprising 
and patriotic at the same time (Hoffman 2008: 170–171). Also, several authors 
found that young people from disadvantaged families felt self-responsible and 
blamed failure or lack of professional success on themselves (Kleinman et al. 
2011: 4). These traits were present as well within the student sample. 

The feeling of being personally responsible led students to the conclusion 
that self-reliance was a must. “I reckon being grown-up, one cannot rely on 
parents, one has to rely on oneself, and only relying on oneself will work” 
(LQ1_73), said Lei Qiang (1_M/F1) and Xue Mei (1_F/Q4) emphasized: 
“Whatever aspect, one always needs to rely on oneself…in the end it has to be 
oneself” (XM1_168). Students learned a skill in order to be able to find a job, 
have their own income and build their lives. Wen Qing (2_F/F2): “If one has a 
skill, one does not have to starve” (WQ2_103). Students agreed more with the 
statement that ‘The 1990s Generation has more chances than the 1970s and 
1980s generations’ than they agreed with ‘The 1990s Generation has more diffi-
culties than the 1970s and 1980s generations’ and Shanghainese students agreed 
more with both statements than migrants. Overall, students shared a positive 
outlook, recognizing more that their chances are better than an increase in 
difficulties. 

 



198  8  Values and Responsibility 

 
In order to be self-reliant, several students wanted to develop. Female stu-

dent Zhang Hua (1_F/F3): “My ideal life is… when I can develop and better 
myself.” (ZH1_54). Personal development was, together with ‘Harmonious 
living environment’, the item with the highest agreement rates in the ‘What is 
important for me’ item-battery (both 4.5).40 There were no differences between 
school, sex and hukou. 

Professional development did not rank very highly, with only 50.6% of the 
students claiming this as a wish for the future. It was more important for 
Fengxian School students. Migrant students agreed more with the statement 
that ‘I always set strict demands on myself’, whereas Shanghainese students 
agreed significantly more with ‘I have no special aspirations; living a quiet life is 
good enough’. As noted earlier, female students were more career-oriented than 
male students. They were not only more likely to want to better their financial 
situation, to buy an apartment, go abroad and experience social approval than 
their male peers, but also, when looking for a job, income and company reputa-
tion were more important for female students (see Table 8.9). This contrasts 
with Hanser’s findings. Based on her fieldwork in China’s northeast in the late 
1990s, she wrote that women were less enterprising than men because it was 
expected that they would have children and because of the challenges of com-
bining family and work (Hanser 2002a: 200–201). Two decades later in Shang-
hai, young women were more ambitious than their male peers. Further research 
 

                                                            
40  Questionnaire A (First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second year Mechatronic 

Company Class), Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’. 

Table 8.8: Questionnaire A – Generations. 

Questionnaire A 

(First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second year 
Mechatronic Company Class) 

Mean Standard 
deviation 

The 1990s Generation has more 
chances than the 1970s and 1980s 
generations. 

Shanghainese students 4.0* 1.2 

Migrant students 3.7* 1.3 

The 1990s Generation has more 
difficulties than the 1970s and 1980s 
generations. 

Shanghainese students 3.7 1.4 

Migrant students 3.5 1.4 

Notes: * = sign .05; Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

 Source: Author’s own survey 2014 
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would have to see if these attitudes change once they reach their mid-twenties: 
the common age for Chinese women to have children. 

When I met migrant student Zhang Hua (1_F/F3) in 2013, she was 21 years 
old and in the third year of her education. I met her at Electronics Minhang, a 
well-known German company with a factory in Minhang district, where she 
was doing her internship. Zhang Hua described the pressure she felt working at 
the conveyor belt: everything had to be fast but, more importantly, she could 
not make any mistakes. Seeing the regular workers managing a much bigger 
work load than what was required of her, she felt inferior but at the same time 
was motivated to better herself and catch up. The expression she used through-
out the interview was “refining” herself (zhuomo 琢磨). Zhang Hua explained: 
“At least, I need to make a little progress because no progress means regress” 
(ZH1_12). She mentioned that she was more stable than her peers and, indeed, 
one year later, Zhang Hua had graduated from her vocational school and start-
ed working for Electronics Minhang. She still stressed how she was learning 
every day and relentlessly working on bettering herself. Zhang Hua described 
how she felt in society: “When one does not make any progress and just stays at 
the same level, […] other people will overtake you and you will be eliminated. 
This is what I think.” (ZH2_35). As had been pointed out by Liu Fengshu 
(2008a: 203), there is a great competition in the labour market among the one-
child generation, and if they do not want to lose out, they cannot afford to rest – 
or as Michael Griffiths (2010: 9) quotes one of his interviewees, a migrant 
worker in Liaoning province who used the same expression as Zhang Hua: 
without work one will be ‘eliminated’ (taotai 淘汰). 

Zhang Hua’s feelings resemble what has been coined a ‘slipping slope’: a 
situation where the individual needs to make an effort to keep their current 
status, compared to a slippery slope where the effort is made to achieve upward 
mobility. During his qualitative research in China, some of Björn Alpermann’s 
informants (2012: 8) shared the feeling of losing out if they do not fight for their 
current status. Reasons can be the diploma disease, where ever higher creden-
tials are required or change in how certain assets are being seen, e.g. a foreign 
university degree is not necessarily the key to good employment anymore. For 
Zhang Hua the threat was more general. She feared that other people, be it 
better skilled workers or university graduates, might overtake her during the 
career race which in her case involved securing a good and stable job with de-
cent working conditions. 

Zhang Hua showed some of the traits that characterize an ‘enterprising self’: 
she was working on herself and trying to better herself in order to not lose out 
in the future. However, she was not an ‘enterprising self’ as far as her career was 
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concerned. In 2014, she told me how much she missed her parents and that in 
her ideal life she would be together with her parents who were living in her 
hometown. Zhang Hua said that she was longing for success and independence 
but she also said that she was easily satisfied. When I wanted to meet her again 
in 2015, it turned out that she had indeed returned to her hometown and her 

Table 8.9: Questionnaire A – Future Aspirations. 

Questionnaire A  

(First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second year 
Mechatronic Company Class) 

Valid percent (cases)/ 
Mean (standard 

deviation) 

Wish for the future – Professional 
development 

Fengxian School 59.1%* (75) 

Qingpu School 46.0%* (104) 

I always set strict demands on myself. 
Shanghainese students 3.3 (1.3) 

Migrant students 3.5 (1.2) 

I have no special aspirations, living a 
quiet life is enough. 

Shanghainese students 3.5** (1.5) 

Migrant students 3.0** (1.6) 

Wish for the future – Improve financial 
situation 

Female students 88.7%* (55) 

Male students 77.4%* (216) 

Wish for the future – Buy an apartment 
Female students 74.2% (46) 

Male students 63.4% (177) 

Wish for the future – Going abroad 
Female students 48.4% (30) 

Male students 35.1% (98) 

Wish for the future – Social approval 
Female students 58,1% (36) 

Male students 50.2% (140) 

Important when choosing a job – 
Income 

Female students 4.7* 

Male students 4.4* 

Important when choosing a job – 
Company reputation 

Female students 4.5* 

Male students 4.2* 

Notes: * = sign .05, ** = sign .01; Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

 Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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parents. In that regard, Zhang Hua did follow through and made her wish, 
being together with her parents, reality. She was an example of an ‘enterprising 
self’ as far as her personality goes. 

Migrant student Li Qing (1_M/Q3) was an ‘enterprising self’ in as far as his 
career goes. He was 20 years old and in the third year of his education when I 
first met him. During the interview, he stressed his independent way of think-
ing. One year later, he was working in sales. A friend had introduced him to the 
job and he enjoyed it because it fit his lively personality and he was hoping to 
start a career in this job. Li Qing explained that with his skills he was generating 
profit for the company. He described himself as striving and dynamic and hop-
ing for better development, higher salary and ultimately being able to own a 
business. The following year, Li Qing was indeed running his own business: a 
bubble tea stall in a shopping mall. By that point he had changed jobs four 
times since his graduation. Li Qing took pride in the fact that among his former 
classmates he was probably the one who made the most money but he also 
faced heavy pressure reaching the monthly sales target. Li Qing was the only 
student who from the beginning had a very clear idea about his professional 
future and followed through with it. He jumped at chances, changing jobs 
quickly in order to better his situation. At the same time he felt pressure and 
competition, comparing himself with his former classmates and worrying about 
how to make a living with constantly rising prices in Shanghai. 

Both of these students stood out in my sample. They were talkative, reflect-
ed a lot and were able to answer more complicated and abstract questions. They 
both were considerably older than their classmates but their ability to reflect 
and talk was not only age related since I interviewed other graduated students 
who, while still answering more elaborately than students between 16 and 17 
years, were not as eloquent as Li Qing and Zhang Hua. Zhang Hua went to 
Fengxian School and Li Qing to Qingpu School. Both were migrant students 
without their parents in Shanghai and both mentioned older sisters who were 
working in Shanghai. Besides one other student, these were the only migrant 
students in my interview sample who came without their parents, which is 
another reason why their personalities were more independent and why they 
were more concerned about their future than other students. There were few 
outward similarities when comparing these two students with Griffiths’ inter-
viewees – migrant workers in a restaurant in Liaoning province – who also 
emphasized that they were resourceful and striving, busily building their lives 
and aspiring to independence (Griffiths 2010: 32). 

Returning to the sample as a whole, a majority of students appeared to have 
the mindset the state was trying to promote: self-reliant and competitive while 
not expecting anything from the state or, more relevant in their case, not want-
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ing to rely on their parents (Won 2004: 82). With that in mind, it is not surpris-
ing that independence was one of the major values found in the student sample 
while, at the same time, students were feeling strong personal responsibility for 
their lives. In fact, the government successfully reduced its responsibility to care 
for the population and the individuals were ready to take over this task. This 
was true for the present sample of vocational education students in Shanghai 
and other research done in China (Kleinman et al. 2011: 4). 

8.2.2 The Importance of Learning 

Looking at their future and faced with their own perceived personal responsi-
bility, students needed to find a way to master their fate and learning was the 
only means students had. Major events in their lives, such as not being able to 
go to an academic higher middle school, were influenced by learning, and in 
their vocational school they were told that all paths were still open if they only 
studied diligently. Throughout the interviews, students stressed the importance 
of learning. Wen Qing (2_F/F2): “I still think only if one learns and is diligent 
there will be a future” (WQ2_101). Shuang Shuang (1_F/QA): “Vocational 
education is important because learning is important for the career.” (SS1_54). 
Zhang Hua (2_F/FA): 

Where do skills come from? One has to better oneself, and learn unre-
mittingly. No matter where one goes, one can never give up learning or 
lose one’s enterprising spirit. This is very important. If these two [learn-
ing and enterprising spirit] are gone, then there is no need to talk about 
success. (ZH2_61) 

The questionnaires, as well, made it clear that learning was important. The 
statement ‘Degree has no big influence on success’ had a low agreement rate of 
2.4. Also, the statements ‘I study to fulfill my parents’ expectations’ and ‘I study 
because I like to learn’ had low agreement rates. Students neither agreed nor 
disagreed with the statement that ‘I study because exam grades are important’ 
but they did agree with the statement that ‘I study for my future development’. 

There was a significantly higher agreement rate with the latter statement 
among Fengxian School students who studied with the alternating system. They 
also believed more in the statement that ‘If I’m diligent, my grades will be good’ 
and they agreed less with the statement that ‘Degree has no big influence on 
success’ compared to Qingpu School students. There were similar tendencies 
between Shanghainese and migrant students. Shanghainese students agreed 
more with these statements, but the differences were not significant. They also 
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agreed more with the statement that ‘These days, society only looks at the de-
gree and not at the overall ability of a person’. 

When it comes to professional plans after graduation the statement that ‘Af-
ter vocational education, I want to get a higher education degree’ had the high-
est agreement rate41 and it was consistent over time. The agreement rate was 
higher with Fengxian School students as well as Shanghainese students overall, 
and the differences became more pronounced when looking at the Panel Data 
of the first and second year. 

Learning turned out to be something all of the students and especially 
Fengxian School and Shanghainese students desired and considered necessary 
for their future. This opinion was formed by past experiences and by what they 
were told in school and, probably, also by their parents and wider society (see 
Table 8.10). 

                                                            
41  3.7 compared to ‘Later, I want to do business’ (3.5) and ‘Later, I want to work in a factory’ (2.8). 
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Table 8.10: Questionnaire A + B – Attitudes towards Learning. 

Questionnaire B 

(Panel Data – Second Year) 
Mean Standard 

deviation 

Degree has no big influence on success. 2.4 1.3 

Degree has no big influence on 
success. 

Fengxian School 1.9* 0.9 

Qingpu School 2.6* 1.4 

I study to fulfill my parents’ expectations. 2.7 1.3 

I study because I like to learn. 2.8 1.3 

I study because exam grades are important. 3.1 1.4 

I study for my future development. 4.0 1.2 

I study for my future development. 
Fengxian School 4.6** 0.7 

Qingpu School 3.8** 1.3 

If I’m diligent my grades will be good. 3.6 1.3 

If I’m diligent my grades will be 
good. 

Fengxian School 4.2** 1.0 

Qingpu School 3.5** 1.3 

Questionnaire A  

(First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second year 
Mechatronic Company Class) 

Mean Standard 
deviation 

These days, society only looks at the degree and not at the 
overall abilities of a person. 3.6 1.4 

These days, society only looks at 
the degree and not at the overall 
abilities of a person. 

Shanghainese students 3.8* 1.3 

Migrant students 3.4* 1.5 

Notes: * = sign .05, ** = sign .01; Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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Table 8.11: Questionnaire A + B – ‘After vocational education, I want to get a higher education 
degree’. 

After vocational education, I want to get a higher education 
degree. Mean Standard 

deviation 

Questionnaire A  

(First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second year 
Mechatronic Company Class) 

3.7 1.4 

Questionnaire A 

(First, third and fourth year electrical 
engineering, second year Mecha-
tronic Company Class) 

Fengxian School 3.9 1.2 

Qingpu School 3.6 1.5 

Shanghainese students 4.1** 1.3 

Migrant students 3.2** 1.4 

Questionnaire A + B  

(Panel Data) 

First year 3.6 1.4 

Second year 3.6 1.5 

Questionnaire A 

(Panel Data – First Year) 

Fengxian School 3.8 1.1 

Qingpu School 3.5 1.5 

Questionnaire B 

(Panel Data – Second Year) 

Fengxian School 4.1* 1.1 

Qingpu School 3.4* 1.5 

Questionnaire A 

(Panel Data – First Year) 

Shanghainese students 3.7 1.4 

Migrant students 3.3 1.5 

Questionnaire B 

(Panel Data – Second Year) 

Shanghainese students 4.0* 1.3 

Migrant students 3.4* 1.4 

Notes: * = sign .05, ** = sign .01; Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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8.3 Conclusion 

This chapter explored students’ value systems and their idea of personal re-
sponsibility. The findings of the present study were similar to what Hansen and 
Pang concluded for rural Chinese youth in 2008: Family is important for young 
Chinese; they care about their parents but also want to have their independence. 
Ironically, despite lacking control, today’s Chinese youth feels responsible for 
their own lives (Hansen, Pang 2008: 97–98). Students wanted to have their own 
families and to stop relying on their parents. They did not want to be a burden 
for their parents any more. The wish for independence did not contradict fami-
ly as a value; it was another facet of it and functionally dependent: individualis-
tic values supported the overarching collective values. Some students also de-
sired professional agency and dreamed about being independent at work, and 
deciding themselves when and how many hours to work. Money was important 
for the students but it was neither the money itself nor luxury goods that mat-
tered; money was important to make a living, achieve independence and set up 
a family. Again it had turned out that underneath the materialistic outlook, the 
family was the ultimate goal. The outcome of the analysis was: Students com-
bined collective and individualistic traits in their value systems with collective 
traits ‘producing’ the individualistic ones. Students were filial towards their 
parents and wanted to live in traditional family structures while at the same 
time they wanted to be their own masters and not rely on their parents because 
being able to make a living will allow them to start a family. 

In order to facilitate the integration of students in society, school and in-
ternship companies taught them what kinds of behaviors were expected and 
appropriate. The learned behavior included following the rules, not doing any-
thing wrong and doing one’s tasks in a meticulous way. Students relied mainly 
on outside authorities telling them what is right and what is wrong while also 
considering their own intuition. Even more important though was the fact that 
students took over responsibility for their lives. 

Over the last 40 years, the Chinese government has stopped job and housing 
allocations, closed unprofitable state-companies and started to allow temporary 
migration to the cities because the government found itself unable to take care 
of people’s employment and handed this responsibility over to the individuals. 
With neoliberal governing techniques, the authoritarian state aims to make 
people self-reliant and independent from state support, while at the same time 
motivating them to support the ruling party and to reach government goals 
such as economic development. Students’ attitudes towards their own lives 
proved the success of the governments’ policy and use of neoliberal techniques. 
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Students felt personally responsible for their own fates. They felt that they 
had to rely on themselves and that success and failure depended on their own 
actions. Some students strove for development, tried to better themselves and 
reach a better position compared to their peers and in society in general; they 
showed traits of what Rose described as the ‘enterprising self’. For the students, 
the only method to master their fates was learning. In their mind, only learning 
enabled them to reach professional success, receive a higher income and find a 
stable job, which are the necessary pre-conditions for starting a family. These 
students took their own ‘failure’ in lower middle school – which resulted in 
becoming vocational education students – as a proof of how much learning 
matters. They ignored the limitations of their own agency and the pre-existing 
inequalities in their backgrounds. As Beck has described, this is a risky state of 
mind: "In consequence, social problems turn into psychological conditions: into 
personal insufficiency, feelings of guilt, anxieties, conflicts and neuroses”42 
(Beck 1986: 158). In this regard, students are at risk of developing mental health 
problems. Therefore the following chapter will look at students’ self-
assessments, how they managed their ‘vocational education’ stigma and if they, 
in the end, considered themselves to be winners or losers. 

                                                            
42  Author’s own translation, original: „In der Konsequenz schlagen gesellschaftliche Probleme 

unmittelbar um in psychische Dispositionen: in persönliches Ungenügen, Schuldgefühle, Äng-
ste, Konflikte und Neurosen“. 



 

 



 

 

9 Students’ Personalities and Identities 

Having analyzed students’ family background, their attitudes to vocational 
education, their experiences with working life and their values, it is time to look 
at students’ personalities. It was pointed out in Chapter 3.2 that not only voca-
tional education has a negative reputation, but the students in these schools are 
also considered to have inferior quality. If students take these negative assump-
tions for granted and view themselves in the same way, they will likely become a 
frustrated social group with a high risk of developing psychological problems 
which would influence their ability to make a living and impact on society in 
general. Therefore, the present study again takes students’ perspectives as focal 
point. In the first part, their self-assessments give an insight into how they see 
themselves, how confident they are and where they see personal shortcomings. 
Questionnaire and interview results are reviewed separately, and the panel data 
makes it possible to expose changes over time. Students were able to mention 
positive and negative traits in their personalities and reported balanced pictures 
of themselves. Their self-assessments were by no means similar to society’s 
opinions of vocational education students; rather, students were able to see 
themselves in a more nuanced way – a surprising result considering that other 
studies indicated that students would adopt negative opinions (Hansen, Woro-
nov 2013: 249). 

The next part of this chapter focuses on development and changes during 
vocational education, followed by a detailed analysis of students’ motivations 
and influencing factors. It turned out that students shared what Deci and Ryan 
(2000) described as a stable form of external motivation. They were under-
standing that learning would positively influence their future. Hence, students 
did not need to rely on other motivational factors, such as rewards and pun-
ishments by teachers or parents; instead they were able to study because they 
understood the long-term consequences. Again, a surprising outcome as the 
majority of the students did not study well in lower middle school. 

Subsection ‘Gender Identities’ focuses on female students’ experiences with 
technical education and the question of how prevalent gender stereotypes were 
among the students. The results are in line with Liu Fengshu (2006): parents 
have strong gender-specific expectations when raising their children. Conse-
quently, the female students enrolled in electrical engineering had to face the 
fact that they were qualified in a profession considered unsuitable for women. 

Following are two chapter sections where students’ understandings of 
‘growing-up’ and their ideas about their generation are explained, and in the 
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final part, this chapter draws on Erwin Goffman’s theories on stigma and iden-
tity. Students’ social identities as vocational education students are summarized, 
and their differing techniques for managing the stigma attached to this identity 
are analyzed. The very last sub-chapter gives students the opportunity to them-
selves answer one of the initial research questions: do they see themselves as 
winners – coming from top vocational schools in a country which lacks skilled 
workers – or do they see themselves as losers – having left the academic educa-
tion system and being stigmatized by their vocational education. Here it turns 
out that the positive self-assessment was indeed in conflict with society’s preju-
dices and students were unable to resolve this contradiction. The chapter ex-
plains the different methods students employed to manage their contradicting 
feelings. 

9.1 Self-Assessment 

9.1.1 In Their Own Words 

When students described themselves during the interviews, ‘open and optimis-
tic’ (kailang 开朗) was the adjective used most frequently. In the questionnaires, 
too, students agreed that they were open and optimistic (see next subchapter). 
As observed in one Moral Education lesson in Fengxian School, students were 
advised to work on themselves in order to be neither too extroverted nor too 
introverted. This appears to be a new development. Traditionally shyness and 
sensitivity were considered positive traits. Chen et al. (2004) compared the self-
perception of young teenagers in five countries and while shyness turned out to 
be negatively associated with self-perception in Brazil, Canada and Italy, the 
relation in China was not significant. Further insights have been gained by 
Nelson et al. (2007) who researched perceptions and values of Chinese universi-
ty students and found that the shyness and sensitivity which used to be consid-
ered positive values are now considered negative. The authors suggested that 
similar research among non-university students should be done. Chen et al. 
(2013) did another study, with primary school children in Beijing, on the rela-
tionship between shyness and academic performance. This time they found that 
shyness was associated with later loneliness, depression and other problems, 
especially among low-achieving children. The present study can add to this 
body of work with the insight that while shyness has indeed lost its purely posi-
tive association, being too extrovert is not considered ideal either. Students 
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were told to find a balance between being too outgoing or too quiet. Some of 
the interviews gave further proof to how students were trying to find a middle 
path. 

Wen Qing (3_F/F3), for example, struggled with being too extroverted. In 
2013, she admitted that she couldn’t control her behavior. One year later, she 
said that she had become more mature but still risked causing problems with 
her direct manner. Her idol in this regard was one of her teachers, who told the 
students to act in a slick and sly way. In 2015, Wen Qing was still aspiring to 
becoming a person who is considerate towards other people’s feelings and po-
pular because of her manners. Lei Qiang (3_M/FG) also used to get into trouble 
in the past, but then he learned from his teacher to calm down and control his 
impulsiveness. While these two students were working on themselves to control 
their actions, De Hua (3_M/Q3) was working on himself to become more out-
going. He admitted that he was a poor communicator and an introvert and, as a 
result, had difficulties finding friends. 

In China, self-evaluation and criticism are encouraged because this facili-
tates the integration of the individual into the group (Chen et al. 2004: 130) and 
during the interviews students did not have difficulties with being self-critical; 
several of them admitted that they were short-tempered and impatient, or start-
ed fights with their parents despite knowing better. On the other hand, most 
students had a generally positive opinion of themselves, recognizing that they 
were quite alright in the overall scheme of things. They were neither arrogant, 
bragging about their high morals, nor did they put themselves down by listing 
personal failures. Over the years, students kept working on themselves and 
detected improvements in their behavior: such as becoming more mature, less 
naïve and becoming more understanding towards their parents. They were self-
aware and realistic regarding their self-assessments. These findings contradict 
the prevalent opinion in Chinese society that vocational education students are 
problematic (Renmin Ribao 2013: 1). 

Students’ assessed their own skills similarly to how they assessed their per-
sonalities. They were aware of their strong points but also pointed out deficits. 
Wang Ming (2_M/F3) praised his own practical skills and his quick reactions, 
but he admitted that he sometimes was not thinking enough. During his last 
year of study, Han Feng (1_M/F3) felt that he was not trained enough for socie-
ty and that his colleagues in his internship company would look down on him. 
Also Zhang Hua (1_F/F3) did not believe that she was as good as the other 
workers. Li Miao (1_F/Q2) had a more positive view: although she did not like 
manual labour, she still thought that it was one of her strengths. Zhao Jing 
(1_M/F1) also considered himself a practical person with good social skills. 
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Thus it was clear that students saw their strong points in how they were able to 
deal with work and social situations. 

As was discussed in Chapter 7.2.1, students were not interested in doing 
hard manual labour after their graduation and were aware of their limited abil-
ity to endure hard labour permanently. Wen Qing (1_F/F1) described this as 
follows: “When it comes to working, I can take some hardship. Being able to 
work hard and train is probably good but I also do not want it [future work] to 
be too tiring. If it’s too tiring, I probably would not last long.” (WQ1_64) This is 
similar to Zhang Hua’s statement (1_F/F3) in which she stressed that she had 
never been lazy when working but admitted that she cannot endure as much 
hardship as her parents’ generation had. 

9.1.2 Common Personality Traits 

During the survey, students were asked to assess their personality through 28 
different items. What stood out were the high agreement rates with the state-
ments that ‘I am a dutiful child to my parents’ and ‘I am polite’, which both had 
a low standard deviation as well. Certainly, these statements were considered 
socially desirable, but so were other statements in this item battery. There was 
also a high agreement rate with ‘I like interaction with other people’, and very 
low agreement rates with ‘I am gloomy’ and ‘I am lonely’. Students indicated 
that they were social and seemed to have sufficient contact with peers in their 
daily life. Most surprising was probably the high agreement rate with the state-
ment that ‘I often think about the future’. There was a higher agreement with 
this statement and with ‘I am lonely’ and ‘I am gloomy’ among male students, 
whereas female students agreed more with ‘I like interaction with other people’, 
‘I am polite’ and ‘I am a filial child to my parents’ – though none of these differ-
ences were significant. Qingpu School students agreed significantly more with ‘I 
am polite’ than Fengxian School students, and migrant students agreed signifi-
cantly more with ‘I am a dutiful child to my parents’ than Shanghainese stu-
dents. 
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Table 9.1a: Questionnaire A – Self-Assessment. 

Questionnaire A 

(First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second 
year Mechatronic Company Class) 

Mean Standard 
deviation 

I am good at manual work. 3.7 1.2 

My ability to think is strong. 3.7 1.2 

I am a good communicator. 3.6 1.2 

I am a good team worker. 3.8 1.2 

I like interaction with other people. 4.1 1.1 

I like challenges. 3.8 1.3 

I always set strict demands on myself. 3.5 1.3 

To make no progress is to regress. 3.6 1.4 

I often feel that I am inferior to other people. 3.3 1.4 

I often think about the future. 4.1 1.2 

I have no special aspirations; living a quiet life is good 
enough. 3.3 1.6 

I am introvert. 3.1 1.5 

I am extrovert. 3.3 1.5 

I am open and optimistic. 3.9 1.2 

I am quiet. 3.5 1.4 

I am irritable. 2.7 1.5 

I am shy. 3.3 1.4 

I am honest and simple. 3.8 1.2 

I am strict. 3.6 1.2 

I am self-confident. 3.7 1.2 

I am lazy. 2.9 1.4 

I am gloomy. 2.5 1.4 

Notes: Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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In order to reduce the data set and to identify latent variables, a principal 

axis factor analysis was conducted on these 28 items with oblique rotation (di-
rect oblimin). The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure verified the sampling adequacy 
for the analysis, KMO = .84 which is considered a good value (Field 2013: 706). 
The KMO values for individual items were all over .72 which again is a good 
value. During an initial analysis, six factors with an eigenvalue of >1 were re-
tained but the scree plot strongly suggested retaining only four factors. These 
four factors together explained 40.2% of the variation. All factors had relatively 
high reliabilities with a Cronbach’s α = .823 for factor 1, α = .735 for factor 2, α 
= 676 for factor 3 and α = .696 for factor 4. It turned out that when leaving out 
the item ‘I am shy’ in factor 4, Cronbach’s α would rise to .731. Since this is a 
better value, and from an interpretive perspective ‘I am shy’ does not fit very 
well with the rest of the items in this factor, it was excluded from the analysis. 
Factor scores were obtained by computing the mean of all items loading on one 
factor > .4. 
 

Table 9.1b: Questionnaire A – Self-Assessment. 

Questionnaire A 

(First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second 
year Mechatronic Company Class) 

Mean Standard 
deviation 

I am lonely. 2.5 1.4 

I am different from other people. 3.1 1.4 

I am underestimated. 2.7 1.4 

I am traditional. 3.0 1.4 

I am a dutiful child to my parents. 4.2 1.0 

I am polite. 4.2 0.9 

Notes: Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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Table 9.2a: Questionnaire A – Personality Traits Factor Analysis I. 

Questionnaire A 

(First, third and fourth year 
electrical engineering, second 
year Mechatronic Company 
Class) 

Pattern Matrix 

Factor 1 
‘Professional 
Confidence’ 

Factor 2 
‘Depressive 
Tendencies’ 

Factor 3  
‘Open Per-

sonality’ 

Factor 4  
‘Good Man-

ners’ 

My ability to think is strong. .841 

I am good at manual work. .764 

I am a good team worker. .675 

I like challenges. .608 

I am a good communicator. .593 

I always set strict demands on 
myself. .507 

   

I am different from other 
people. .337 

   

I am lonely. .637 

I am irritable. .618 

I am gloomy. .610 

I am underestimated. .608 

I am lazy. .569 

I often feel that I´m inferior to 
other people.  

.491 
  

Notes: Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring; Rotation Method: Oblimin with Kaiser Nor-
malization 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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Table 9.2b: Questionnaire A – Personality Traits Factor Analysis I. 

Questionnaire A 

(First, third and fourth year 
electrical engineering, second 
year Mechatronic Company 
Class) 

Pattern Matrix 

Factor 1 
‘Professional 
Confidence’ 

Factor 2 
‘Depressive 
Tendencies’ 

Factor 3  
‘Open Per-

sonality’ 

Factor 4  
‘Good Man-

ners’ 

I am traditional. .472 

I have no special aspirations; 
living a quiet life is good 
enough.  

.320 
  

To make no progress is to 
regress.     

I am extrovert. .752 

I am introvert. -.637 

I am open and optimistic. .506 

I am polite. .685 

I am honest and simple. .667 

I am a dutiful child to my 
parents.    

.634 

I am shy. .423* 

I am self-confident. .310 .404 

I am strict. .308 .400 

I often think about the future. .352 

I like interaction with other 
people.    

.338 

I am quiet. .332 

Notes: Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring; Rotation Method: Oblimin with Kaiser Nor-
malization; *Excluded from factor in order to improve Cronbach’s α 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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The items which cluster on factor 1 suggested that students with a high 
score were confident about their abilities. They trusted in their ability to think 
and to work manually. They considered themselves good team workers and 
communicators. They liked challenges and set strict demands on themselves. 
Factor 1 therefore represents ‘Professional Confidence’. Items clustering on 
factor 2 described a person who feels low and unhappy. Students with a high 
score for factor 2 felt lonely, gloomy and inferior. They were irritable and con-
sidered themselves lazy, underestimated and traditional. Factor 2 therefore 
represents ‘Depressive Tendencies’. Items clustering on factor 3 described 
someone who is not introverted but extroverted, open and optimistic – some-
one with an ‘Open Personality’. Items clustering on factor 4 suggested that 
students with a high score cared about manners. They considered themselves 
polite, honest and simple. They were dutiful to their parents and strict, as well 
as, self-confident. Factor 4 represents ‘Good Manners’. 

Factor scores for ‘Good Manners’ were high, which was certainly influenced 
by the fact that these were socially ‘correct’ answers. Scores for ‘Depressive 
Tendencies’ were low; students on average did not agree with these items. 
‘Open Personality’ had a score just above average, and ‘Professional Confidence’ 
was a little bit higher than ‘Open Personality’ but not as high as ‘Good Manners’. 
There were no significant differences between Shanghainese and migrant stu-
dents, but for factor 4, ‘Good Manners’, Qingpu and female students scored 
higher than Fengxian and male students. Female students also had significantly 
higher scores for ‘Open Personality’, compared to their male peers. Male stu-
dents on the other side were more professionally confident while also showing 
more depressive tendencies than female students – although these differences 
were not significant. Looking at the year of study, third and fourth year stu-
dents had significantly higher scores for ‘Professional Confidence’, while the 
score for ‘Depressive Tendencies’ was also higher among older students. 

For the students in the Panel Data the average of the items clustering on 
‘Depressive Tendencies’ stayed the same for the first and second year of study, 
with Fengxian School being an exception. Here students had an average of 2.5 
in the first year and 2.7 in the second, with a standard deviation of 0.8 for both 
years, while Qingpu School students had an average of 2.7 for both years. This 
obviously could have many causes, such as the beginning of the internship in 
the second year in Fengxian School, and the pressure students felt while alter-
nating between school and company. At the same time, the agreement rate with 
the items clustering on ‘Professional Confidence’ was rising among Fengxian 
School students from 3.4 to 3.8, while the same rate was slightly decreasing for 
Qingpu School. A similar development can be seen between male and female 
students. While the overall and male agreement rates for ‘Professional Confi-
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dence’ related statements were slightly lower in the second year than they were 
in the first year of study, the agreement rates went up among female students in 
their second year compared to the first year. 

 

 

Table 9.3a: Questionnaire A – Personality Traits Factor Analysis II. 

Questionnaire A 

(First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, 
second year Mechatronic Company Class) 

Factor 1 ‘Professional Confidence’ Mean Standard 
deviation 

All students 3.7 0.9 

Year of study 

First year 3.6* 0.9 

Second year 3.5* 0.7 

Third year 3.9* 1.0 

Fourth year 3.8* 1.1 

Students’ sex 
Male students 3.7 0.9 

Female students 3.5 1.0 

Factor 2 ‘Depressive Tendencies’ Mean Standard 
deviation 

All students 2.8 0.9 

Year of study 

First year 2.7** 0.9 

Second year 2.7** 0.6 

Third year 2.9** 0.9 

Fourth year 3.5** 1.1 

Students’ sex 
Male students 2.8 0.9 

Female students 2.6 0.9 

Notes: * = sign .05, ** = sign .01; Factor scores 1 = very low – 5 = very high 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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Table 9.3b: Questionnaire A – Personality Traits Factor Analysis II. 

Questionnaire A 

(First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, 
second year Mechatronic Company Class) 

Factor 3 ‘Open Personality’ Mean Standard 
deviation 

All students 3.4 1.1 

Students’ sex 
Male students 3.3** 1.1 

Female students 3.8** 1.0 

Factor 4 ‘Good Manners’ Mean Standard 
deviation 

All students 3.9 0.8 

Students’ sex 
Male students 3.9* 0.8 

Female students 4.1* 0.7 

Students’ school 
Fengxian School 3.7** 0.7 

Qingpu School 4.0** 0.8 

Notes: * = sign .05, ** = sign .01; Factor scores 1 = very low – 5 = very high 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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Table 9.4: Questionnaire A + B – Personality Traits Factor Analysis III. 

Questionnaire A + B 

(Panel Data) 

Factor 1 ‘Professional Confidence’ Mean Standard 
deviation 

Panel Data 
First year 3.6 0.9 

Second year 3.5 0.9 

Fengxian School  
First year 3.4 0.8 

Second year 3.8 0.7 

Qingpu School 
First year 3.6 0.9 

Second year 3.5 0.9 

Male students 
First year 3.6 0.8 

Second year 3.5 0.8 

Female students 
First year 3.4 1.0 

Second year 3.8 1.1 

Factor 2 ‘Depressive Tendencies’ Mean Standard 
deviation 

Panel Data 
First year 2.7 0.9 

Second year 2.7 0.8 

Fengxian School  
First year 2.5 0.8 

Second year 2.7 0.8 

Qingpu School 
First year 2.7 0.9 

Second year 2.7 0.8 

Notes: Factor scores 1 = very low – 5 = very high 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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9.1.3 Summary 

When students described themselves during the interviews, they made an over-
all positive self-assessment but also mentioned weak points. In their opinions, 
they were ‘normal’ people, which meant that they did not have the potential to 
become a role model or moral hero but also that they would not do anything 
considered bad in society. Moral Education lessons in both schools were de-
signed to improve students’ behavior, and during the interviews, several stu-
dents recounted how they were working on themselves. A few students said that 
they were either too introverted or too extroverted. Over the years students 
claimed that their behavior improved and that they became more considerate 
and understanding towards other people. In summary, students’ self-
assessment sounded reasonable and showed a level of self-awareness which 
must have been trained in school. 

In the questionnaires, students generally agreed with positive aspects such 
as being polite and being filial, along with aspects which showed a certain level 
of self-confidence such as liking challenges, liking interaction with other people, 
being a good manual worker and having a strong ability to think. Besides these 
being socially desirable answers, they were in line with the self-descriptions 
given during the interviews, which were a more relaxed setting. Male students 
were showing a higher level of professional confidence but also more depressive 
tendencies compared to female students who were more open and also rated 
themselves as being more polite. Looking at differences between first and sec-
ond year in the Panel Data, it became clear that female students were able to 
gain professional confidence, and in Fengxian School there was a rise in the 
agreement with statements being part of the factors ‘Depressive Tendencies and 
‘Professional Confidence’ while agreement rates in Qingpu School stayed the 
same. It is most likely that the changes in Fengxian School were related to the 
beginning of the alternating system in the second year. 

9.2 Personal Development during Vocational Education 

Personal development, which students described during the follow-up inter-
views can be summarized as becoming more mature, more empathetic and less 
naïve. Students understood that if they wanted to be treated well and avoid 
conflicts, they needed to be considerate and think about other people’s feelings. 
For example, in his second year of study, Lei Qiang (1_M/F2) pointed out that 
he liked it when his mistakes were being corrected and that he was likewise very 
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direct when he realizes other people’s mistakes. Two years later, though, he said 
that he had learned that being too direct when pointing out mistakes makes it 
difficult to get along with people. Li Qing (2_M/QG) mentioned that he trained 
his personality in school. He became more patient and also more outgoing. One 
year later, he added that he became more experienced with society and better in 
dealing with social relations during his years in school. Students did not have a 
moral motivation to aspire towards good behavior; instead they saw good be-
havior as a tool which enabled them to become more popular in their environ-
ment and more successful in society in general. 

For the majority of the students these positive developments were just a side 
effect of growing-up and some students hoped that their future jobs would 
trigger more development. Aforementioned Lei Qiang (1_M/F2), for example, 
thought he could achieve further development by finding a job in Germany. 
Zhang Hua (1-2_F/F3-G) who was working for Electronics Minhang during 
both interviews, first as an intern, then as an employee, actively focused on 
personal accomplishments she could reach in her daily (work) life. She wanted 
to charge herself with knowledge and learn as much as possible. She always 
tried to be better than before. “I always set strict demands on myself.” (ZH1_84) 
‘Refinement’ (zhuomo 琢磨) was a word she used frequently in 2013, as well as 
in 2014. Likewise, Zhang Hua also chose her reading material carefully in order 
to cultivate herself (xiuxin yangxing 修心养性). Her idea of an ideal life was 
being able to improve herself. Although Zhang Hua experienced pressure be-
cause she was afraid of losing out and not improving quickly enough, she had 
an overall positive outlook and believed in herself: “I cannot become a rich 
person and reach everything I want in this moment, but I can get there gradual-
ly. I think that I have a persistent personality. I am not afraid of difficulties. 
They do not matter; everybody has difficulties.” (ZH2_65). Zhao Jing (1_M/F1) 
used a word similar to Zhang Hua’s ‘refinement’ to describe how he planned to 
work on his personality in school: “I want to steel (molian 磨练) myself and 
train myself and thereby become more mature.” (ZJ1_2) One year later, he said 
that he had studied diligently and become better but was still striving to be the 
best. 

Although three students said that they did not experience any development 
between the different interviews, the majority were able to find some aspects of 
improvement either in their behavior or concerning their skills. Improvement 
was reached as a natural process of maturation, by learning good behavior in 
school, and sometimes by actively working on their personality. In other related 
studies, it turned out that having a story about endured personal hardship to 
tell enables the individual to claim and justify value, significance and improve-
ment. With that, the question arises of whether this endurance of hardship was 
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also a relevant concept when students explained themselves and their personal 
development. 

After conducting several interviews with urban and rural population around 
Chengdu in central China, Griffiths and Zeuthen (2014) coined the term ‘chi ku 
discourse’ (chi ku 吃苦 = eating bitterness). This expression stands for enduring 
hardship and it was traditionally used in the context of heroes, such as Lei Feng, 
who sacrificed themselves for a higher goal. Griffiths and Zeuthen realized that 
their informants were using the term now in a new sense: to validate themselves, 
achieve self-awareness and express their individuality in their story. ‘Eating 
bitterness’ is recognized as a virtue and it is one of the few, if not the only, vir-
tues low-skilled workers can claim for themselves – unlike the suzhi discourse, 
which discriminates workers and peasants with the idea of innate low suzhi. 
The concept additionally benefits the government as it calls for actively striving 
and productive individuals while implying that difficulties and suffering depend 
on themselves. 

Many students in the present study spoke with appreciation about their par-
ents’ ability to ‘eat bitterness’ while admitting that they themselves were only 
able to endure hardship to a certain extent. All students used the term chi ku in 
a traditional sense – making a sacrifice for others – when relating to their par-
ents by stressing that parents endured hardship for the family. Zhang Hua 
(1_F/F3) spoke with admiration about her parents and their generation:  

We cannot eat bitterness like our parents […] Families treat us [my 
generation] very well. No matter what you want to eat, or want to wear, 
or do; they will satisfy all your demands and give you the best things. 
(ZH1_62, 64) 

Zhang Hua also created an ‘eating bitterness’ story for herself by recounting 
how she and her classmates were working on their first products during a prac-
tice lessons. Pressure to concentrate and avoid mistakes, and blisters on the 
fingers, were followed by the feeling of success when the students were finally 
holding their own products in their hands (see also Chapter 6.2.4). Li An 
(1_F/F2) likewise recognized the difficult life of her parents and argued that 
‘eating bitterness’ was a valuable lesson for her and her peers: “The advantage 
[of the alternating system] … I think it is not bad to let them [students] experi-
ence the bitterness of life and help them understand the many difficulties their 
parents have.” (LA1_8) During the internship, Li An went through her own 
‘eating bitterness’ experience when she was working at the conveyor belt and 
was not allowed to sit down at all. She described how she felt like she would 
collapse and just wanted to give up. It took all her strength but in the end Li An 
kept going. Lei Qiang (1_M/F2) was hoping to have a similar opportunity to 
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experience bitterness. He asked his teacher to send him to the “most difficult 
company” (LQ1_25) for his internship so that he could be challenged and de-
velop his potential. With this he was an exception since most students men-
tioned that they would actively try to avoid hardship in their future. These stu-
dents also stressed that they were ‘average’ people with no special aspirations. 
Compared to Griffiths and Zeuthen’s subjects, the students of the present study 
were younger, and therefore, may not have been mature enough to gain self-
awareness by employing the ‘chi ku’ discourse; or it might turn out that they 
belong to a social stratum between the urban middle class who uses the dis-
course to justify their assets, and the rural migrant workers who use the dis-
course to justify their low level of education and their naivety. Further research 
would be necessary to gain insights into why ‘eating bitterness’ was not desira-
ble for the students. 

9.3 Motivation 

Previous chapters have described personalities, values and what students aspire 
to in their lives. The analysis has shown with which skills students graduate and 
what kind of work they would like to find. Yet, there is another important fac-
tor closely connected to education in school, which influences how likely indi-
viduals reach their goals: motivation. 

Richard M. Ryan and Edward L. Deci (2001b) have done extensive quantita-
tive research on motivation and environments which support or hinder the 
development of motivation. They identified three universal psychological needs 
which support psychological well-being and motivation: competence, autono-
my and relatedness. Through quantitative studies outside of the US, Ryan and 
Deci were able to prove that these needs also exist in other, non-Western cul-
tures and they also appeared to be relevant for the students in the present study. 

Generally, people can experience intrinsic motivation which is unrelated to 
external factors and triggered by interest and curiosity, and they can experience 
extrinsic motivation where the ultimate goal is not connected to the motivated 
action. Intrinsic motivation is more desirable since it is the most stable form of 
motivation. Through several meta-studies, Deci and Ryan found that tangible 
rewards have a negative influence on intrinsic motivation (Deci et al. 2001a: 9–
13). Although these results sparked a debate with Judy Cameron and David 
Pierce, Deci and Ryan’s conclusions have been accepted by the majority of 
researchers and have had a significant impact on teaching practices (Cameron 
et al. 2001; Deci et al. 2001c: 43–51). Yet, in reality individuals often have to do 
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tasks where they feel no intrinsic motivation at all since the task itself is unat-
tractive or boring. In these cases, Deci and Ryan distinguish different kinds of 
extrinsic motivation. Students might do their homework because they get fi-
nancial rewards from their parents or because they realize how the homework 
will contribute to their later career or because they have the desire to be success-
ful students. In the first case the motivation is caused by an external regulation 
and as soon as parents stop rewarding, the students will not do the task any-
more. The second motivation is still extrinsic since the students have no interest 
in the task itself but it is a much more stable extrinsic motivation since they 
understand the value and the personal importance of doing homework (Rohlfs 
2011: 97–99; Ryan, Deci 2000: 71). Deci and Ryan label this an identified extrin-
sic motivation, where the personal importance of a task has sunk in. The last 
example, where students want to be successful in their studies, stands for an 
integrated extrinsic motivation, where the task has been evaluated and integrat-
ed with one’s values and needs. This kind of motivation comes closest to inter-
nal motivation and, consequently, is very stable. (Ryan, Deci 2000: 72–73). 

As pointed out earlier, most students performed poorly in lower middle 
school and entered vocational school because they failed the final lower middle 
school exam or because they were migrants and not allowed to enter an aca-
demic higher middle school in Shanghai. Under these preconditions, it cannot 
be implied that the majority of students had any genuine interest in their educa-
tion – and with that the question of their motivation to study arises. 

After her empirical research at vocational schools in 2007 and 2008, Woro-
nov (2011: 85–86) concluded that students enrolled in vocational education 
because they wanted a higher level of education and not because they wanted to 
learn a profession. In the present study, students were also not motivated by the 
prospect of acquiring a certain skill-set related to a profession which means that 
they did not have any intrinsic motivation but they were aware that good results 
in school would influence their future positively. With this reasoning, students 
showed an identified extrinsic motivation where they realized the personal 
importance and the value of studying. Few students explicitly mentioned how 
they gained this awareness after lower middle school. Often the parents were 
mentioned as a motivating factor, either because they told students that they 
had to learn, or because students were reminded that they later had to take care 
of them, or because they generally wanted to better their family’s circumstances. 
Huang Gui (2_M/F2) regularly remembered his parents reasoning about how 
learning can influence his future life. Li Tao (2_F/F2) remembered how much 
her parents did for her and thus she wanted to do her share. Li Qing’s (2_M/QG) 
motivation was his family surrounding and the idea of improving it. Likewise 
Wen Qing’s (2_F/F2) motivation was the belief that with studying she would 
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have the chance to improve her living circumstances, and she would be able to 
take care of her parents. Lei Qiang (2_M/F3), though, wanted to become inde-
pendent from his parents and so this was his motivation. 

During her research in a middle school in Zhejiang province, Hansen (2015: 
140–141) witnessed how the school tried to motivate students by telling them to 
learn for their parents, and Naftali (2010) came across the same attitudes 
among the mothers she observed in Shanghai: parents expected their children 
to work hard in school and repay them for their care with good grades. Evident-
ly the appeal to students’ filial piety in order to make them study harder is a 
widespread phenomenon. While neither Hansen nor Naftali followed up with 
students or children to check the outcome, my study shows that filial piety does 
indeed motivate students. This is in line with Kipnis (2011: 299–300), who 
pointed out as well that parents’ desire for educational success of their offspring 
and teachers’ appeals to their students’ filial piety both influence students’ will-
ingness to study. Yet, the goal of Kipnis’ students was to make their parents 
proud of their educational achievement. Different from his study which was 
conducted in academic middle schools in Shandong province, for the students 
in the present sample educational achievement was just a means to reach an-
other goal. Their aim was to repay their parents, take care of them and improve 
their family’s living circumstances, and students were convinced that they 
needed to study to get a better-paid job. Fong (2004) found very similar results 
during her study on singletons, conducted in Dalian in the late 1990s. Children 
from low-income families, who had failed in school, had the intention to better 
their lives either by getting a higher education degree, starting their own busi-
ness or by finding a well-paid job in a bigger city. It becomes clear that filial 
piety as a motivational factor works differently depending on families’ econom-
ic situations and educational expectations. For students whose parents expect 
them to go to university and who do not have to worry (much) about their 
financial future, educational success is something these students aspire to in 
order to make their parents proud. For students from low-income families or 
students who have already dropped out of academic education, studying well 
becomes important because it increases their chances to generate a stable in-
come which will allow them to take care of their parents and afford a better 
lifestyle for their families. 

Returning to the motivation types, the interviews confirmed that a majority 
of students indeed did not have any intrinsic motivation but described an iden-
tified or even integrated kind of extrinsic motivation. These two kinds of extrin-
sic motivation are stable and do not rely on direct external incentives such as 
tangible rewards or punishments. Students motivated in these ways are able to 
focus and to study without external compulsion. 
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Still, students preferred it when their daily study motivation was assisted by 
their teachers’ behaviors. They liked strict teachers who were able to control the 
class, and humorous teachers who presented the content in an amusing way. 
Other effective but extrinsic motivational factors were competition and ranking. 
Lei Qiang (3_M/FG) had been chosen by his teacher to participate in a voca-
tional skills competition. To prepare for the competition, he moved from his 
parents’ home to the school dormitory and spent all his free time in the work-
shop, preparing with a few other contestants. Two other students mentioned 
during the interviews that they wanted to be the best students in their class, or 
simply better than the others, and Xue Mei (1_Q/F4) wanted to be number one 
in running competitions. After training and making first place several times, 
coming in second would be a defeat, and she was therefore training even harder 
with the motivation to defend her first place. 

The survey gave an idea of how common an identified external motivation 
was among the students overall and which factors influenced their motivation. 
Questionnaire B, which was completed by the second year students from both 
schools who had already completed questionnaire A when they were in their 
first year, asked students to assess their own motivations. The highest agree-
ment rates with the lowest standard deviations were for the statements that ‘I 
study for my future development’ and ‘Technical skills are the foundation of my 
future development’, which supported the findings of the interview analysis: 
students were motivated to study because they understood the implications 
their current behavior had for their future. Consequently, the lowest agreement 
rates were for the statements ‘What we learn is useless’ and ‘Degree has no big 
influence on success’ (see Table 9.5). 

As a first step, these items were clustered hierarchically using Ward method 
and squared Euclidian distance. The results indicated that two clusters would be 
ideal. These two clusters were produced with K-Means analysis. 

Cluster 1 ‘Future-Oriented’ 
77 students (57.9%) belonged to cluster 1 ‘Future-Oriented’. They agreed more 
than the overall average of the sample with the statements that ‘With diligence, 
I can reach all goals’, ‘If I’m diligent my grades will be good’ and ‘I often have a 
sense of success in vocational education’. They also agreed more that they stud-
ied because they liked to learn, that they liked to solve complicated problems in 
class and that they chose themselves what they wanted to study. These students 
had a slightly higher agreement with the statements that ‘Technical skills are the 
foundation of my future development’ and ‘I study for my future development’, 
as well as, ‘I do not have a big influence on my own life’. While the last state-
ment does not fit well with this cluster, students’ average was neutral (3.0) and 
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deviated only slightly from the overall average, while the standard deviation was 
relatively high which implies that the group did not have a uniform opinion. 
Students agreed less with the statement that ‘What we learn is useless’, and 
slightly less with the statement that ‘I study to fulfill my parents’ expectations’. 

Students belonging to this cluster believed in their ability to study and ac-
quire new knowledge. They also believed that this would benefit them in the 
future. In this cluster we find the same motivation as in the interviews: students 
did not learn for the sake of learning but because they believed that learning 
now would be beneficial for their future. Students in this cluster showed identi-
fied and integrated extrinsic motivation. They understood the reason for 
schooling and they agreed with it because of the personal benefits they saw (see 
Table 9.6). 

 
Table 9.5: Questionnaire B – Motivation. 

Questionnaire B  

(Panel Data – Second Year) 
Mean Standard 

deviation 

What we learn is useless. 2.4 1.3 

Degree has not big influence on success. 2.4 1.3 

With diligence one can reach all goals. 3.8 1.3 

I like to solve complicated problems in class. 3.2 1.3 

I study because I like to learn. 2.8 1.3 

I study for my future development. 4.0 1.2 

I study because exam grades are important. 3.1 1.4 

I study to fulfill my parents’ expectations. 2.7 1.3 

I often have a sense of success in vocational education. 3.1 1.3 

If I’m diligent, my grades will be good. 3.6 1.3 

I choose myself what I want to study. 3.2 1.3 

I do not have a big influence on my life. 2.8 1.3 

Technical skills are the foundation of my future development. 3.9 1.2 

Notes: Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

 Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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Cluster 2 ‘Listless’ 
56 students (42.1%) belonged to cluster 2, which was the antithesis of cluster 1. 
Students in this cluster agreed more than the overall average of the sample with 
the statement that ‘What we study is useless’ and they agreed slightly more with 
the statement that ‘Degree has no big influence on success’ and ‘I study to fulfill 
my parents’ expectations’. Students agreed less than the overall average with the 
statements that ‘With diligence one can reach all goals’, ‘If I’m diligent my 
grades will be good’ and ‘Technical skills are the foundation for my future de-
velopment’. They also agreed less than the overall average that they studied for 
their future development or because they liked to learn. They agreed less with 
the statement that ‘I like to solve complicated problems in class’, ‘I often have a 
sense of success in vocational education’ and ‘I choose myself what I want to 
study’. Finally, students in this cluster agreed slightly less than the overall aver-
age of the sample with the statements that ‘I study because grades are important’ 
and ‘I do not have a big influence on my life’. 

Students belonging to this cluster generally lacked motivation. Their parents’ 
expectations were given as the only motivating factor to study while students 
did not believe in their ability to study well and also did not believe in the bene-
fits of studying well. Contrarily, they agreed that what they learn is useless. 
They were unable to see which consequences their current behavior would have 
in their future. These students needed external factors such as pressure, rewards 
and punishment on a daily basis in order to study which means that they either 
had no motivation at all – if there were none of these incentives – or that they 
had a very volatile, externally regulated extrinsic motivation. 

Hukou and sex were not significantly correlated with the clusters but there 
were evident differences between the schools. Three quarters of the Fengxian 
School students who alternate between company and school belong to ‘Future-
Oriented’ compared to only 52% of Qingpu School students who study in the 
2+1 system. Fengxian School students had a better idea of how learning would 
influence their future (see Table 9.7a). 

The two motivation clusters were significantly correlated with two of the 
clusters concerning experiences of vocational education. Students who were 
part of the cluster ‘Future-Oriented’ were more likely to also be part of the clus-
ter ‘Happy in School’, and students in cluster ‘Listless’ were more likely to also 
be part of cluster ‘Preferred Lower Middle School’. Logically, ‘Future-Oriented’ 
students had significantly higher agreement rates for statements concerning 
future plans and work aspirations, such as ‘After vocational education, I want to 
get a higher education degree’, ‘Important when choosing a job – Matching 
one’s interests’, ‘Matching one’s education’, and ‘Further training’, and they 
also assessed their personality and skills in a much more positive way by agree-
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ing significantly more than ‘Listless’ students with statements such as ‘My abil-
ity to think is strong’, ‘I am a good team worker’, ‘I like challenges’, and ‘I am 
self-confident. ‘Future-Oriented’ students had a stronger feeling of competence, 
one of Deci and Ryan’s universal needs which supports motivation. There were 
also several highly significant correlations between the motivation clusters and 
students’ relationships with their parents. Students belonging to cluster ‘Future-
Oriented’ agreed significantly more that they have a good relationship with 
their parents, that they respect their parents, that their parents love them, that 
 
Table 9.6: Questionnaire B – Motivation Cluster Analysis I. 

Questionnaire B  

(Panel Data – Second Year) 

All students 
Mean (stand-

ard devia-
tion) 

Cl. 1 ‘Future-
Oriented’ 

Mean (stand-
ard devia-

tion) 

Cl. 2 ‘Listless’ 
Mean (stand-

ard devia-
tion) 

What we learn is useless. 2.4 (1.3) 2.0 (1.1) 2.9 (1.3) 

Degree has not big influence on success. 2.4 (1.3) 2.4 (1.2) 2.6 (1.4) 

With diligence one can reach all goals. 3.8 (1.3) 4.4 (0.9) 2.9 (1.4) 

I like to solve complicated problems in 
class. 3.2 (1.3) 3.7 (1.1) 2.6 (1.3) 

I study because I like to learn. 2.8 (1.3) 3.4 (1.1) 2.1 (1.1) 

I study for my future development. 4.0 (1.2) 4.4 (0.9) 3.4 (1.4) 

I study because exam grades are im-
portant. 3.1 (1.4) 3.2 (1.4) 2.8 (1.4) 

I study to fulfill my parents’ expectations. 2.7 (1.3) 2.4 (1.2) 3.1 (1.3) 

I often have a sense of success in voca-
tional education. 3.1 (1.3) 3.7 (1.1) 2.3 (1.1) 

If I’m diligent, my grades will be good. 3.6 (1.3) 4.2 (0.8) 2.8 (1.3) 

I choose myself what I want to study. 3.2 (1.3) 3.8 (1.1) 2.4 (1.2) 

I do not have a big influence on my life. 2.8 (1.3) 3.0 (1.3) 2.5 (1.2) 

Technical skills are the foundation of my 
future development. 3.9 (1.2) 4.3 (0.8) 3.3 (1.4) 

Notes: Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

 Source: Author’s own survey 2015 
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family is their harbor, that their parents are proud of them and that family is the 
foundation of happiness. Students belonging to ‘Listless’ agreed significantly 
more that their parents do not understand them, that their parents put big pres-
sure on them, and that they disappoint their parents (see Table 9.7b+c). This, 
again, supports Deci and Ryan: relatedness – feeling supported and cared for by 
their family – strengthens students’ motivation (Ryan, Deci 2000: 73). To sum-
marize: Positive experiences in their education, motivation and good relation-
ships with their parents were all significantly correlated, nothing exists without 
the other. Therefore, when trying to foster positive attitudes towards education 
in students, no corner of this triangle can be neglected. 
 
Table 9.7a: Questionnaire B – Motivation Cluster Analysis II. 

Questionnaire B 

(Panel Data – Second Year) 

Cluster 1 ‘Future-
Oriented’ 

Valid percent (cases) / 
Mean (stand. deviation) 

Cluster 2 ‘Listless’ 
Valid percent (cases) / 
Mean (standard devia-

tion) 

All students 57.9% (77) 42.1% (56) 

Fengxian School 77.4 %* (24) 22.6%* (7) 

Qingpu School 52%* (53) 48%* (49) 

Male students 58.9% (63) 41.1% (44) 

Female students 50.0% (11) 50.0% (11) 

Shanghainese students 56.7% (34) 43.3% (26) 

Migrant students 62.7% (32) 37.3% (19) 

Cluster ‘Happy in School’ 79.6%* (43) 20.4%* (11) 

Cluster ‘Preferred Lower Middle School’ 34.6%* (9) 65.4% *(17) 

After vocational education, I want to get 
a higher education degree. 4.0** (1.3) 3.1** (1.6) 

Later, I want to work in a factory. 3.0* (1.3) 2.4* (1.4) 

Later, I will care for my parents. 4.8** (0.5) 4.3** (1.2) 

I want to become a party member. 3.7* (1.3) 3.2* (1.5) 

Notes: * = sign .05, ** = sign .01; Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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Table 9.7b: Questionnaire B – Motivation Cluster Analysis II. 

Questionnaire B 

(Panel Data – Second Year) 

Cluster 1 ‘Future-
Oriented’ 

Valid percent (cases) / 
Mean (standard devia-

tion) 

Cluster 2 ‘Listless’ 

Valid percent (cases) / 
Mean (standard devia-

tion) 

Important when choosing a job – 
Matching one’s interest. 4.5** (0.8) 4.0** (1.5) 

Important when choosing a job – 
Matching one’s ability. 4.6* (0.7) 4.2* (1.2) 

Important when choosing a job – 
Matching one’s education. 4.4** (1.0) 3.6** (1.5) 

Important when choosing a job – 
Stable profession. 4.5* (0.9) 4.1* (1.2) 

Important when choosing a job – 
Financial income. 4.7* (0.6) 4.3* (1.2) 

Important when choosing a job – 
Further training. 4.4** (1.0) 3.7** (1.4) 

Important when choosing a job – 
Company reputation. 4.3** (0.8) 3.7** (1.3) 

Important when choosing a job – 
Social networking resources. 4.6** (0.7) 4.0** (1.2) 

I am good at manual work. 3.9** (1.1) 3.2** (1.3) 

My ability to think is strong. 3.9** (1.1) 3.1** (1.3) 

I am a good team worker. 3.9** (1.0) 3.2** (1.3) 

I like interaction with other people. 4.2** (1.0) 3.4** (1.5) 

I like challenges. 4.1** (1.1) 3.4** (1.4) 

Notes: * = sign .05, ** = sign .01; Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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Table 9.7c: Questionnaire B – Motivation Cluster Analysis II. 

Questionnaire B 

(Panel Data – Second Year) 

Cluster 1 ‘Future-
Oriented’ 

Valid percent (cases) / 
Mean (standard 

deviation) 

Cluster 2 ‘Listless’ 

Valid percent (cases) / 
Mean (standard 

deviation) 

I always set strict demands on myself. 3.5** (1.2) 2.9** (1.3) 

To make no progress is to regress. 4.0** (1.1) 3.1** (1.5) 

I often think about the future. 4.4** (0.8) 3.7** (1.4) 

I am honest and simple. 4.1** (1.1) 3.3** (1.4) 

I am strict. 3.8** (1.1) 3.2** (1.3) 

I am self-confident. 3.8** (1.1) 3.0** (1.4) 

I am traditional. 3.1* (1.3) 2.6* (1.4) 

I am a dutiful child to my parents. 4.4* (0.8) 4.0* (1.2) 

I am polite. 4.4* (0.8) 4.0* (1.1) 

I have a good relationship with my par-
ents. 4.4** (0.9) 3.7** (1.4) 

My parents do not understand me. 2.5* (1.3) 3.1* (1.5) 

Family is my harbor. 4.5** (0.8) 3.6** (1.6) 

My parents love me. 4.6** (0.7) 4.0** (1.4) 

I respect my parents. 4.7** (0.6) 3.9** (1.3) 

My parents put big pressure on me. 2.5** (1.2) 3.2** (1.4) 

My parents are proud of me. 3.8** (1.2) 3.0 ** (1.3) 

I disappoint my parents. 2.2** (1.2) 3.1** (1.5) 

Family is the foundation of happiness. 4.3** (1.1) 3.6** (1.5) 

Notes: * = sign .05, ** = sign .01; Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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As in Chapter 6.2.2, we again use the real Panel Data to check if students’ 
motivation can be predicted by certain factors. Although correlations in this 
data set were not significant, students who belonged to cluster ‘Listless’ in their 
second year of study scored below the average for factor ‘Likes Vocational Edu-
cation’ in their first year. ‘Future-Oriented’ students scored slightly above the 
average. There were no differences between the clusters and factor ‘Prefers 
General Education’. 

 

 
A few interesting correlations between motivation clusters and students’ 

reasons for choosing vocational education, school and training course further 
proved the validity of the clusters and gave interesting insights concerning 
factors fostering or curbing motivation. 

The majority of ‘Future-Oriented’ students claimed that they chose voca-
tional education because of their interest in technology. Still, half of them also 
admitted that they did not pass the lower middle school exam. The majority of 
‘Listless’ students went to vocational education because they failed the exam. 
The second most common reason among them was a recommendation by oth-
ers. Significantly few ‘Listless’ students chose vocational education because of 
the high employment rate and even fewer chose it out of interest. Clearly, stu-
dents who were forced into vocational education had a higher risk of being 
demotivated at a later stage. 

For both cluster groups, parents most commonly chose students’ school. 
For ‘Listless’ students the second most common reason for choosing the school 
was the convenient location, whereas, ‘Future-Oriented’ students followed their 
intuition. 

 

Table 9.8: Questionnaire A + B – Motivation Cluster Analysis III. 

Questionnaire A  

(Panel Data – First Year) 

Factor ‘Likes Vocational 
Education’ 

Mean (standard deviation) 

Factor ‘Prefers General 
Education’ 

Mean (standard deviation) 

All students 3.8 (0.9) 2.9 (1.2) 

Cluster ‘Future-Oriented’ 
N=52 4.2 (0.7) 3.0 (1.2) 

Cluster ‘Listless’ N=37 3.4 (0.9) 2.8 (1.2) 

Notes:  Factor scores 1 = very low – 5 = very high 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 



9.3  Motivation 235 

 

The most significant differences between ‘Future-Oriented’ and ‘Listless’ are 
in students’ reasons for choosing their training course. The majority of ‘Future-
Oriented’ students were active agents and chose their training course out of 
interest, whereas a significantly lower proportion of ‘Listless’ students quoted 
‘Interest’ as a reason. The second most common reason among the ‘Future-
Oriented’ was the usefulness of the course. Among ‘Listless’ students the most 
common answer was that their parents made the decision, followed by the fact 
that desired courses were already full. Both of these two answers indicate that 
students did not have any agency, and these answers were significantly less 
common among ‘Future-Oriented’ students (see Table 9.9). 

These significant correlations between choosing a training course out of in-
terest or being signed up for a training course by others, and students’ motiva-
tion one year later support Deci and Ryan once more: the third universal need – 
autonomy – also strengthens motivation in the present student sample. As was 
already concluded in Chapter 6.1, when it comes to training courses, students 
should be provided with the necessary information and freedom to make an 
informed choice to ensure their motivation and support their willingness to 
work in their learned profession. 

The relatively high percentage (42.1%) of students belonging to cluster ‘List-
less’ meant that study success for almost half of the students depended on ex-
ternal factors such as pressure, reward and punishments coming from teachers 
and/or families. Looking at it positively, more than half of the students under-
stood the impact studying has on their future and they believed that their be-
havior can have a positive influence on this future. They showed a mix of inte-
grated and identified extrinsic motivations which were stable and did not rely 
on rewards and punishments. 

Comparing these results to Carsten Rohlfs’ study conducted in 2008 and 
2009 in Germany among high school students, some similarities come to the 
fore. A total of 1,689 students in nine secondary schools in Bremen filled in a 
questionnaire concerning their family and social backgrounds, personalities, 
experiences in school and attitudes towards education. All schools were located 
in “disadvantaged areas” (Rohlfs 2011: 137), meaning that there was an unusu-
ally high proportion of students coming from migrant families as well as stu-
dents from educationally disadvantaged families. Additionally, the schools 
themselves produced poor results and some of them had a history of conflict 
and drop outs. 
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Rohlfs administered an extensive questionnaire and with the results he 

computed five motivation-related clusters: pragmatic performance oriented, 
unsatisfied and bored, disinterested and frustrated, extrinsically motivated and 
adapted, and intrinsic motivated education enthusiasts. Pragmatic performance 
oriented students made up the biggest cluster with 60%. This group comes 
closest to ‘Future-Oriented’ in the current study. Intrinsic education enthusiasts 
were not represented in the two clusters formed with the data of the present 
study. Considering that the vocational education students had already ‘lost’ in 
the education system, it seemed unlikely that such a group would have a rele-
vant size in the present sample. The last three of Rohlfs’ clusters were all varia-
tions of ‘Listless’. Together they include 28.4% of the students in Rohlfs’ sample 

Table 9.9: Questionnaire A + B – Motivation Cluster Analysis IV. 

Most common 
reasons for: 

Choosing vocational 
education Choosing school Choosing training 

course 

Cluster ‘Future-
Oriented’ N=52 

51.9% ‘Interested in 
technique’* 

50% ‘Did not pass the 
lower middle school 
exam’ 

38.5% ‘Parents decid-
ed’ 

32.7% ‘Personal 
intuition’ 

51.9% ‘Interested in 
electrical engineer-
ing’* 

36.5% ‘Useful course’* 

 

 

23.1% ‘Other courses 
already full’* 

19.2% ‘Parents deci-
sion’* 

Cluster ‘Listless’ 
N=37 

59.5% ‘Did not pass 
the lower middle 
school exam’ 

24.3% ‘Recommend-
ed by others’ 

 

 

21.6% ‘High employ-
ment rate’* 

16.2% ‘Interested in 
technique’* 

43.2% ‘Parents decid-
ed’ 

27% ‘Close to home’ 

40.5% ‘Parents deci-
sion’* 

35.1% ‘Other courses 
already full’ 

 

 

 

 

 

8.1% ‘Interested in 
technique’* 

Notes: * = sign .05 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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– a smaller proportion than in the present sample. Also, female students had 
more positive attitudes in Rohlfs’ study compared to the female students in the 
present study. Finally, there was a strong connection between parents and edu-
cation attitudes in both studies. Rohlfs found that parents’ educational aspira-
tions influenced their children’s attitudes towards education, and in the present 
study a strong connection between motivation, school experiences and relation-
ship with parents could also be proven. The comparison with Rohlfs’ study 
shows that despite the different questionnaires, and samples which differ sub-
stantially and the stark differences in terms of education system, there are 
common characteristics between the Bremen students and the students in 
Shanghai: schools with a bad reputation can produce positive attitudes among a 
majority of their students but, at the same time, relying on the school alone to 
shape students’ attitudes will not be sufficient (Rohlfs 2011: 209, 342–343). 

9.4 Gender Identities: Female Students and Technical Edu-
cation 

One of the consequences of the birth planning policies in China is that parents 
today not only rely on sons to care for them in old age but also on daughters 
and, consequently, they invest in their daughter’s education as much as they 
would invest in a son’s (Liu 2006: 492; Hansen, Pang 2008: 85). Some people 
argue that gender relations in Chinese society are changing towards equality of 
men and women in professional life (Blair, Madigan 2016: 5). Yet, after con-
ducting 20 interviews with parents in Northern China, Liu Fengshu (2006: 495–
502) came to the conclusion that family education in the interviewed families 
was very gender specific. She included families with higher and lower socio-
economic statuses, and all families had only one child. All participants wanted 
their boys to develop traits associated with masculinity such as being extrovert-
ed, whereas girls needed to be gentle and feminine. Also, parents expected boys 
to be assessed according to their talent, and girls according to their beauty. 
Some occupations were considered suitable only for boys and others only for 
girls. Parents with a higher socio-economic status still adhered to gender differ-
ences, except that some of them hoped their girls would develop not only beau-
ty and elegance, but additionally ‘manly’ traits such as being ambitious, strong 
and independent. Liu concluded that despite parents having equal educational 
aspirations for boys and girls, traditional gender expectations still existed, and 
the only change in the last decades was that women might be assessed by beauty 
and talent, while men are still assessed by talent alone. Fong et al. (2012) ob-
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served the childrearing practices of a low-income and a high-income urban 
mother and saw that both mothers wanted their daughters to become inde-
pendent individuals while at the same time being worried about them becoming 
too independent which would be considered dangerous for a young woman 
(but not for a young man). As in Liu’s study, there was an ambivalence in what 
was considered appropriate or desirable for women. 

The present study focused on technical training courses, electrical engineer-
ing and mechatronics, and female students were a minority of 18.1% (62 cases) 
in the questionnaire sample.43 Among the 21 interviewed students, eight were 
female. Previous analysis already showed that while male students were more 
likely to choose vocational education and their training course out of interest, 
female students were more likely to end up in their training course due to their 
parents’ decision, or because other courses were already full. Consequently, 
female students also had significantly lower factor scores for ‘Likes Vocational 
Education’ than their male peers in their first year of training. These differences 
disappeared in the second year, which led to the conclusion that female stu-
dents were able to adjust to their training courses, probably due to their open 
personalities. Male students showed higher professional confidence and had 
significantly higher agreement rates with ‘Later, I want to work in a factory’. 
This seemed to confirm the gender stereotype that girls are not interested in 
technical skills and professions. More surprising were the value-related results, 
where it turned out that a higher percentage of male students than female stu-
dents wanted to get married and have children, whereas female students agreed 
more that they wanted to improve their financial situation. Female students 
were more ambitious which is in line with them not aspiring to work in a facto-
ry. Liu (2006) had similar results: most parents prepared girls to have a career of 
their own instead of just being a mother and wife, but the career path should 
still be via a profession which is considered suitable for women. 

The interviews confirmed that marriage was not a priority for most of the 
female students. When thinking about their future lives, most of them saw 
themselves with their parents, spoke about professional aspirations or dreamt 
about having the means to travel. The interviews also revealed how a gendered 
education, similar to what Liu Fengshu found in her sample, had affected fe-
male students. Li An (3_F/FG) entered a higher vocational school after her 
graduation and changed her subject from mechatronics to business manage-
ment because: “I think… how can I say this… For women working with ma-
chines is too tiring. Their bodies are not like men’s bodies. Studying business is 
better.” (LA3_12). Other female students agreed that they will not be prepared 
                                                            
43  Questionnaire A (First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second year mechatronics). 
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for suitable jobs with their technical training course. In her third year, Wen 
Qing (3_F/F3) had no idea what kind of work she could do after graduation: 

I really do not know what I will do later. It is very confusing when it 
comes to my training course because only boys take this course and lat-
er you are an electrician but there are no women doing this work. 
(WQ3_86) 

Her teacher suggested an office job but the dilemma for Wen Qing was 
more complicated because she actually liked working with machines in produc-
tion and described herself as: “crazy like a boy” (WQ1_36). In her second year 
of study, Wen Qing revealed that she would prefer to be a boy and gave several 
reasons: 

Boys can do difficult tasks. I think that girls will always be weak. If boys 
do something diligently they will always be better than girls. Their phy-
sical features are better. Their innate circumstances are better. I think it 
is very cool to be a boy. Being a girl is really annoying, so annoying. It is 
much simpler to be a boy. Also, my dad does not like girls; he likes boys, 
and boys carry on the family line. (WQ2_137) 

During all three interviews, the complicated relationship between Wen Qing 
and her father, with whom she had lived since her mother left many years ago, 
came up frequently. Her father, who apparently would have preferred to have a 
son, often scolded Wen Qing for behaving too boyishly, e.g. being too loud or 
not sitting in a way appropriate for girls. As can be seen with her insecurity 
concerning her professional career, Wen Qing did not question these gender 
standards. Instead of father and daughter embracing her ‘manly’ personality 
which would allow her to enjoy manual work and to become strong and inde-
pendent, her father was doubly unhappy for not having a son and not having a 
traditionally ‘female’ daughter. Wen Qing meanwhile worked on herself, trying 
to cause less trouble, doing things in a smarter way and speaking less directly. It 
was also a given for father and daughter that Wen Qing, as the woman in the 
house, would do the household chores when she returned home from school 
over the weekends. Li Miao (1_F/Q2) was another female student who lived 
with her father alone after her parents’ divorce. Her experiences were similar to 
Wen Qing’s except that Li Miao struggled far less with ascribed gender roles. 
She also did the housework and the cooking when she returned home over the 
weekends, but while Wen Qing did not complain and just took her chores as a 
given – without further emotions, Li Miao felt pity for her father who seemed to 
be lost without a wife, unable to take care of his own meals. Li Miao enjoyed her 
vocational education less than Wen Qing. Fitting in with the gender stereotype, 
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she did not like manual work and preferred academic subjects such as English. 
It was her dad who had enrolled her in electrical engineering, hoping that Li 
Miao would be able to support herself and him financially after graduation. 
Concerning her own future, Li Miao wanted to buy an apartment herself in-
stead of relying on getting married to a man with an apartment – a view which 
was untraditional and which she probably had not shared with her father. 

Han Feng (1_M/F3) described from the male persepctive the difficulties of 
fixed gender roles. In order to find a wife, a man needs to provide an apartment 
– and with ever-rising real estate prices in Shanghai, this becomes an almost 
impossible task for the majority of people living in the city. He explained re-
garding marrying: “Here in China it is probably different from where you are 
from. Feelings do not matter much here. An apartment, a car, money – this is 
most important.” (HF1_22). According to Han Feng, he, as the man, had the 
more difficult task – finding a well-paid job, saving money, buying an apart-
ment and then, finally, finding a wife, whereas: “Women look at the men, their 
economic situation. Women are not checked liked that. To say it in an unpleas-
ant way, women just need the looks.” (HF1_100). 

It became clear that the students in the sample were not only raised accord-
ing to gender stereotypes, but that these stereotypes were never questioned. 
Women need to learn how to cook because “my parents said the woman needs 
to learn it, otherwise nobody will want her later” (XM4_104) and men needed 
to earn money to buy an apartment. This is in line with Xu (2017a: 170, 183) 
who cited a Survey on Women’s Social Status in China conducted by the All-
China Women’s Federation and the National Bureau of Statistics in China in 
2010 where a majority of respondents (58.2%) aged 18–64 agreed that men 
should be community-based and women should be family-oriented. After ana-
lyzing other employment-related data, Xu concluded that occupational gender 
segregation persists in China. The results on the present study show how the 
segregation influences professional aspirations of China’s youth. Students who 
did not fit in worked on themselves, and all female students had to come to 
terms with the fact that they were being trained in a field considered unsuitable 
for women. Liu (2006) and Fong et al. (2012) have shown how parents’ educa-
tion of daughters is contradictory: training gender specific behavior while also 
stressing independence and educational attainment. The present study depicts 
the outcome of this parental education: female students wish for a job consid-
ered “suitable” for a woman and, on the other hand, they want their own life, 
achieve some independence and care for their parents, while making their own 
family is of lesser importance. 
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9.5 The Concept of Growing Up 

As adolescents, the students were in the midst of growing up which signified a 
change in their way of living and in their relationships with their parents. Han 
Feng (2_M/FG) described the development: “When you are born, you are alone. 
Then, you are with your family. When you enter the school, it is you and the 
school. When you enter society, you have grown up.” (HF2_102). Qian Qin 
(2_M/Q2) had a similar idea that being grown-up meant one is living alone and 
earning one’s own money. Li An (2_F/F3) also stressed the aspect of independ-
ence – grown-ups do not need their parents anymore and are able to take care 
of themselves. Nelson and Chen (2007), who came across similar ideas among 
university students, took this as evidence for a focus on self among young peo-
ple in China. Yet, for most students living alone, making their own decisions 
and being independent was not the gist of what it meant to be grown-up. In-
stead, the idea was still mainly defined in relation to the family, and the focus 
on self and individuality must be seen as an addition to traditional collectivist 
ideas instead of a substitution. 

For the students, being grown-up came down to a reversal in the roles be-
tween them and their parents. It meant that their parents were old and needed 
care. Responsibility and sometimes pressure were linked to this concept. Zhang 
Hua (2_F/FG) explained her feelings: 

Being grown-up is a responsibility for me. Being grown-up means that 
your parents are becoming old. You have to respect them and make 
sure they have a good, comfortable life. […] Growing up for me is 
something I’m looking forward to and something I’m afraid of. I’m 
looking forward to it because I will respect and care for my parents with 
my own means. […]. I’m also afraid because I might not have these 
means to provide for my parents. (ZH2_81) 

Although Zhang Hua was 22 years old at the time of the interview, had 
graduated and was working for Electronics Minhang, she did not yet consider 
herself grown-up. Shuang Shuang (1_F/QG), 19 years old and graduated as well, 
had very similar ideas to Zhang Hua, only that she already considered herself 
grown- up: “I used to think that it would be very good to be grown-up. You do 
not have to listen to your parents anymore and you can live your own life. But 
after I grew up, I realized that it is a responsibility. Your parents do not take 
care of you anymore – it is you who has to take care of your parents.” (SS1_104). 

Few students mentioned having a family of their own as part of being 
grown-up. Likewise, career and professional development were not related to 
being grown-up at all. Being grown-up was still mainly defined in relation to 
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their own parents and, as can be seen with Zhang Hua and Shuang Shuang, 
only when the parents needed assistance and the student was able to help them 
– always referring to providing a better, more comfortable, less tiring life 
through financial assistance – would the students consider themselves grown-
up. Filial values and the Confucian idea of paying respect to parents were not 
something students expected to put aside after adolescence. On the contrary, 
living these values in practice was a defining aspect of living as an adult. This 
idea of linking adulthood with taking care of one’s parents appears to be com-
mon among Chinese youth. Nelson and Chen (2007: 87) quoted a study on 
university students in which 89% of the participants agreed that being able to 
support parents financially is necessary for adulthood. Also, 91% believed that it 
was their responsibility to support their parents financially. Badger et al. (2016) 
found in another quantitative study which compared American and Chinese 
university students’ criteria for adulthood that the Chinese participants were 
more likely to promote family capacity such as financial support and the ability 
to run a household as important criteria, reflecting once again the importance 
of family obligations. Further long-term studies would be needed to check if the 
students still consider filial piety as quintessential for an adult way of living 
when they enter their 30s. 

9.6 Talking About My Generation 

Before we turn to the question which vocational education related identities the 
students have, a brief excursion will reveal how they view their generation. In 
China, generations are grouped together according to the decade in which they 
are born, and each generation is assigned certain characteristics in public dis-
course. The students who were part of this study were all born in the mid-90s 
and are therefore all members of the 1990s Generation (90 hou 90 后). Accord-
ing to surveys, they are more open and independent, and share a broader value 
set than their predecessors. They are also more aware of their rights (Yang 2013: 
94–95), and more selfish and materialistic than previous generations (Tang, 
Chen 2013: 85). They are considered to be lazier than the 1980s Generation and 
less responsible (Dettmer 2017: 213–216). 

These generation-based analyzes are to be read with caution. Firstly, people 
born in 1989 and people born in 1991 grew up in the same decade but in China 
they are considered to be members of different generations with different traits. 
Secondly, youth in Shanghai and youth in China’s western provinces grow up 
in vastly different environments. Even though the internet – and with it new 
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forms of communication, new options for passing free time and new media 
channels – were available everywhere in China for the 1990s Generation, omni-
present luxury products and the ideal of owning a centrally located apartment 
and a big car are much more an aspiration for city dwellers on the east coast 
than for people in third-and fourth tier cities in China’s interior. Also, the 1990s 
Generation’s self-assessments do not match the stereotypes (Dettmer 2017: 
213–216). Nonetheless, decade-based generation analyzes are highly popular in 
China and, therefore, the questionnaire contained several rather typical state-
ments about the 1990s Generation. Students’ answers cannot describe the 90 
hou generation since the empirical existence of such a generation must be ques-
tioned, but they give insights into students’ own experiences and what they 
perceive as the norm. These general statements also make it easier for students 
to admit bad traits compared to a statement referring to students or their class 
directly. Standard deviations for these statements were around 1.5, meaning 
students’ answers differed, which also proves that there was no undebated con-
cept of the 1990s Generation and students had different perceptions. They gen-
erally agreed that their generation is under heavy economic and psychological 
pressure, but they also agreed that their generation is happy and free. They did 
not agree that their generation is egoistic, living at the expenses of the older 
generation or worshipping foreign things. Male students, though, agreed signi-
ficantly more than female students with the statement that ‘The 1990s Genera-
tion is spoiled’ and that ‘The 1990s Generation spends too much time online 
and playing games’. It can be concluded that male students were more likely to 
be spoiled by their parents and, also, that they spent more time playing online 
games, a reality which a youth study sampling 600 students aged between 12 
and 25 confirmed at least for mobile phone usage: male students use their mo-
bile phones to play games whereas female students are more likely to use it as a 
chat tool (Meng, Liu 2014: 66).44 Male students also agreed significantly more 
that their generation is superficial. 

Looking at hukou, it turned out that Shanghainese students agreed more 
than migrant students that the 1990s Generation plays too many computer 
games. Additionally, they also agreed more that their generation has greater 
chances in life than their parents’ generation. Shanghainese students perceived 
a bigger improvement in life compared to their parents’ lives than migrant 
students which can be linked to Shanghai’s rapid development in recent years. 

Zhang Hua (1_F/F3), a female migrant student, explained the changes in 
her generation compared to her parents’ generation: 

                                                            
44  The location of the study was not specified in the publication. 



244  9  Students’ Personalities and Identities 

Our 1990s Generation is much happier than the 1970s and 1980s Gen-
erations. The old generation says we are spoiled, but in reality, being 
spoiled is what this decade gave us. Before, having enough to eat was 
good enough but now, there are many material needs that need to be 
satisfied after one has eaten enough. With development, people con-
stantly develop new needs. This is the difference, and we cannot endure 
as much hardship as our parents. (ZH1_62) 

Her statement also explained why students overall neither agreed nor disa-
greed with the statement that ‘The 1990s Generation is spoiled’. Students may 
view material desires and their satisfaction as an unavoidable necessity created 
by their living circumstances. 

It should be noted that students did not use the term 90 hou during the in-
terviews unless it was used by the interviewer, but they still conveyed the idea of 
common views and behaviors among adolescents their age. The students saw 
themselves either as similar to this mainstream, or different from it. The com-
parison helped explain why they would think or act in a certain way. Some 
students considered themselves part of a bigger group which freed them from 
making decisions or forming opinions by themselves, because they adopted 
what others did and, at the same time, it justified their own opinions by making 
it a ‘common view’. Students who considered themselves different also used this 
separation to justify their opinions. Clarifying that they were different freed 
them from the imperative of acting or thinking in ways associated with their 
own generation. The ‘similar-different’ statements helped students place them-
selves in a perceived social circle when speaking to the interviewer, and it as-
sured them that their opinions were part of a bigger group, either the group of 
individuals who did not agree with what they considered mainstream or the 
group of their peers who were part of this mainstream. 

Li Qing (3_M/QG) stressed how different his attitudes were compared to his 
peers. He claimed to be influenced by his foreign brother-in-law, whose atti-
tudes differed from general Chinese opinions. One example was his plan to get 
married only after he had turned 30, a plan Li Qing later revised. He also point-
ed out that he was older than most of his classmates and already worked in a 
fast-food chain besides going to school. Li Qing’s further career choices, having 
several sales jobs and finally opening a bubble-tea stall, proved that he not only 
said he was different because it was convenient in the interview situation, but 
because he was indeed different and followed his own ideas. Zhao Jing (1_M/F1) 
also differentiated himself from his peers. He argued that he had a different way 
of thinking and throughout the years he seemed to do things mainly on his own. 
His background explained this behavior: his parents were divorced and were 
living with new partners. Zhao Jing had to move from Shenzhen to Shanghai, 
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change schools, and was bullied by his classmates in lower middle school. Dis-
tancing himself from his peers allowed him to be ‘different’ without feeling 
inferior. 

 

 

Table 9.10: Questionnaire A – Opinions on Generations. 

Questionnaire A 

(First, third and fourth year electrical engineering, second year 
Mechatronic Company Class) 

Mean Standard 
deviation 

The 1990s Generation is under heavy economic pressure. 3.5 1.4 

The 1990s Generation is under heavy psychological pressure. 3.7 1.4 

The 1990s Generation is free. 3.7 1.3 

The 1990s Generation is happy. 3.8 1.3 

The 1990s Generation is egoistic. 2.6 1.5 

The 1990s Generation is living at the expenses of the older 
generation. 2.7 1.5 

The 1990s Generation worships foreign things. 2.7 1.5 

The 1990s Generation is spoiled. 
Male students 3.2** 1.5 

Female students 2.5** 1.5 

The 1990s Generation spends too 
much time online and playing 
games. 

Male students 3.7** 1.4 

Female students 3.2** 1.6 

The 1990s Generation spends too 
much time online and playing 
games. 

Shanghainese students 3.8* 1.4 

Migrant students 3.4* 1.5 

The 1990s Generation is superfi-
cial. 

Male students 3.1** 1.4 

Female students 2.6** 1.5 

The 1990s Generation has more 
chances than the 1980s and 1970s 
Generations. 

Shanghainese students 4.0* 1.2 

Migrant students 3.7* 1.3 

The 1990s Generation is spoiled. 3.0 1.5 

Notes: * = sign .05, ** = sign .01; Likert Scale 1 = ‘Do not agree at all’ – 5 = ‘Totally agree’ 

Source: Author’s own survey 2014, 2015 
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For other students, being normal, being just like everybody else, was under-
stood as something neutral but positive, in the sense of ‘being good enough’. 
Students did not believe that they would have a chance to be outstanding either 
in a moral or in a professional sense. Therefore, ‘normal’ became the new goal. 
Han Feng (1_M/F3), for example, explained that he could not call himself no-
ble-minded but he also would not do anything bad, such as committing a crime. 
He concluded that he was just normal, which eased the pressure on him to 
strive for higher standards and communicated a feeling of content. Li An 
(1_F/F2) also considered herself average and was content with it: “I do not have 
hopes for the future, just ordinary […]. Being an ordinary person, I read a book 
about being an ordinary person. I think this is not bad.” (LA1_88). When asked 
about her interests, Li An also saw herself as similar to everybody else: “I think 
we are all pretty much the same [laughs], we read books, listen to music or 
sometimes chat.” (LA1_68). 

When asked directly about their generation, students were aware of the bad 
traits it had been associated with in public discourses but instead of defending 
their generation or arguing against the notion of a decade-based generation, 
they distanced themselves from the rest of the 90 hou. After listing examples of 
the 1990s Generation’s bad behavior which Li Miao (1_F/Q2) observed among 
her peers, such as smoking, fighting with their parents and too much vanity, she 
no longer wanted to be associated with them. Li Miao said that she could not 
understand them and preferred to do her own thing. In her future, too, she 
wanted to do things slightly differently, e.g. by buying her own apartment, and 
with that gaining more independence from her husband. Da Ming’s account 
(1_M/Q1) was very similar to Li Miao’s. He first listed bad traits of his own 
generation such as picking fights with parents, being rebellious and playing 
computer games instead of studying, and then he admitted that he used to be 
similar but changed for the better. According to him, he started to become 
more reasonable towards the end of lower middle school, and focused on study-
ing so that he could enter his current vocational school, one of the better ones 
in Shanghai. With his statement, he distanced himself from the 1990s Genera-
tion in a similar way to Li Miao. 

Students’ way of dealing with the bad reputation of their own generation has 
a striking resemblance to the discourse of urban recipients of welfare aid for a 
minimal living standard (dibao 低保), as was found by Alpermann (2016). The 
interviewed recipients were aware of the bad reputation they as a group have, 
such as being lazy or obtaining welfare by fraud. Yet, instead of using them-
selves as an example to argue against these accusations, they accepted the bad 
reputation and the stigmatization of dibao recipients and portrayed themselves 
as exceptions. The students in the present sample not only used this same 
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method in relation to their generation but also in relation to the bad reputation 
vocational education students have in society (see Chapter 9.7.1). 

9.7 Students’ Identities 

This chapter concentrates on how students constructed their identity in relation 
to their social identity ‘vocational education student’, and the following subsec-
tion will go into further detail by analyzing how students managed the stigma 
that society attributes to the identity ‘vocational education student’. 

There are numerous ways to define identity. The present analysis draws on 
Erving Goffman’s understanding and his distinction between self-identity, 
social and personal identities. Goffman refers to Erik Erikson, one of the most 
well-known identity experts, when he defines self-identity as the self-perception 
of the individual. It is the reflexive result of different social experiences and, 
therefore, subjective. In addition to self-identity, Goffman uses the concepts of 
social and personal identities, which include an outer perspective. The social 
identities are the roles the individual has in society, e.g. student, son, skater-
boy/girl. The personal identity refers to how the individual is seen by others. 
Personal identity can exist even before the individual is born and continues to 
exist after their death (Goffman 2003: 132–133). Without using the same terms, 
Stryker and Burke (2000) further explain the idea of social identity: according to 
them, the self consists of identities linked to different social roles, and their 
internalization forms the overall identity of the individual. The social roles are 
hierarchical according to how important they are for the individual. The more 
committed the individual is to a specific role, the more likely they will choose to 
behave according to this role. When the individual fails to behave according to 
their social role, they fail to verify their identity, which produces negative emo-
tions. A verification of identity due to matching role and behavior, on the other 
hand, produces positive emotions. (Stryker, Burke 2000: 288). The importance 
of accommodating self-identity with personal and social identities goes so far 
that studies have shown that positive life events have negative health conse-
quences for people with low self-esteem, but not for people with high self-
esteem (Burke 1991: 839). Erik Erikson, as well, mentions the importance of 
approval of an identity by the social environment. Individuals need to balance 
their own ideas about themselves with the social attributions from others 
(Förster 2003: 312–313). As a result, identity changes and develops throughout 
life (Erikson 1998: 20). 
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Several scholars pointed out that changes in society, with a transformation 
from a traditional to modern society, makes it more difficult for the individual 
to create their own, coherent identity. In traditional society, social identities 
were usually defined according to social class and profession, both stable cate-
gories throughout the individual’s life (Erikson 1998: 130; Renn 2008: 205; 
Keupp 2014: 180). In modern society, though, individuals have to choose and 
work on their identities since they are not a given anymore (Renn 2008: 213; 
Keupp 2014: 173). A coherent identity is a “reflexive achievement” (Giddens 
1991: 215) of the individual. 

Erikson defined different stages of identity formation, with adolescence be-
ing an important phase where youth find their place in society and adjust their 
self-perceptions by how they are perceived by others. The aim is to create an 
identity which is accepted by the individual but also by their social environment 
(Förster 2003: 307–309). Due to the development of technology, society and 
economy, more years are spent in school, which heightens the relevance of 
adolescence as a time of identity formation and personal maturation (Erikson 
1998: 131). Young adults want to find their role(s) and try to define themselves. 
They must start looking for other role models outside of their families (Erikson 
1998: 87). In the process, youth form closely knit groups and exclude others in 
order to achieve a sense of belonging (Erikson 1998: 135–136). Technically 
talented students have a rather easy job when it comes to forming an identity, 
according to Erikson. They are able to identify with roles as technical experts 
(Erikson 1998: 132) but Erikson was referring to highly skilled young adults, 
and it remains to be seen whether students with fewer technical skills still use 
these as basis for their identity. 

Since adolescence is usually spent in school, this institution and related ex-
periences, such as failure, success and belonging, have a long-lasting influence 
on students’ identities (Ecarius et al. 2011: 94; Hagedorn 2014: 18; Kramer 2014: 
428). The most salient role in school is the student role, while other roles, for 
example related to family and upbringing, are still relevant. This student identi-
ty can be negative or positive in students’ perceptions, depending on how they 
experience life in school (Engelhardt 2014: 99–103). As mentioned before, stu-
dents need to accommodate their student identity with their self-identity and 
their other roles in life (Kramer 2014: 424). When Chinese students enter a 
vocational school, they are confronted with a negative identity which includes 
being dumb, lazy and difficult (Renmin Ribao 2013: 1; Hansen, Woronov 2013: 
249). 

Thinking about themselves in the context of vocational education, students 
had a sense of self-worth. They did not consider themselves book smart but 
they saw themselves as skilled communicators who would be useful in society. 
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Their contribution would be as valuable as any other. Overall, they saw them-
selves as average people. In school, most students did not think they performed 
outstandingly well, but they also did not perform particularly poorly. They did 
not have what they considered high goals in life; instead, they aimed for what 
they perceived as an average life: having a job, a place to live and a family. The 
absence of socialist ideas, such as self-sacrifice for the collective, appears to be a 
commonality among young people in China despite party campaigns to rein-
stall these ideals among the population (Liu 2008a: 204). Overall, students 
shared a sense of optimism, with most of them believing that they would reach 
their goals in the future. This positive outlook was also found in other studies 
conducted by Nelson and Chen, and the Shanghai Committee among Shang-
hainese youth (Nelson, Chen 2007: 89). It is noteworthy that it applied to voca-
tional education students and migrant students alike. 

Students were still rooted in their nuclear family. Thinking about the future, 
it was not their future wife and child that played a major role, but their parents 
– for whom they would have to provide. Future-related goals and wishes always 
related to their parents, either becoming independent from them or, more often, 
having the ability to take care of them financially. 

When it came to their professional lives, students were convinced that the 
laziness society attributed to their generation did not apply to them. They 
would be able to work hard, yet they hoped they would find an easy job after 
school. Only very few students related their identity to being a technician. Erik-
son’s idea that technically skilled youth can default to a ‘technical expert’ identi-
ty did not apply to these students, which made it more difficult for them to find 
their place in society. The female students especially did not know what their 
future profession could be and basically faced a void (see Chapter 9.4). Lei  
Qiang was one of the very few students who embraced the idea of becoming a 
technician and although he failed the higher vocational education entrance 
exam the first time, he tried it a second time and successfully entered a voca-
tional education school on the tertiary level. His self-worth was much more 
closely tied to the fact that skilled workers were needed in China and that many 
people did not understand how necessary they were for development. Streng-
thening students’ identifications with their training course and related profes-
sions would help them form a positive identity and maybe also lead more stu-
dents to jobs which match their education. 

In her publication on vocational education students in Nanjing, Woronov 
(2016) dedicated a whole chapter on students’ identities – though without de-
fining or clarifying her understanding of the notion identity. Her conclusion – 
that students’ identities were not fixed – seems to be redundant since it is gen-
erally considered a given that identities are changeable and the formation is an 
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ongoing, situation specific process. Woronov pointed out that students’ identi-
ties were not defined by hukou, native place or dialect. Again, this appears to be 
stating the obvious when the focus is on the vocational education specific iden-
tity, in which other roles such as being a brother or sister, being a local or mi-
grant, temporarily lose their relevance. Apart from these points of criticism, the 
traits Woronov attributed to her students’ identities can also be found among 
the students of the present study. Both groups were deeply connected to their 
families and thought of themselves as filial. They did not consider themselves 
failures despite their bad reputation in society, and the students had common, 
leisure-related interests in sports, fashion and music (Woronov 2016: 111–112). 

9.7.1 Managing Stigma 

‘Vocational education student’ is a stigmatized identity in China. Referring to 
Erwin Goffman, stigma can be understood as a mismatch between virtual and 
actual social identity. The actual social identity does not match the norms of the 
virtual identity. There are different norms in different cultures or for different 
kinds of people, and these norms are subject to change. Goffman (2003: 11–13) 
uses the example of a cashier in a supermarket: this job might be a stigma for 
someone with higher education, but not for someone who never went to uni-
versity. He distinguishes physical, genetic and personal stigma, with physical 
referring to disabilities as an example, genetic referring to race and color, and 
personal referring to mental illness or homosexuality, among others. If a stigma 
is not commonly known, the stigmatized person will usually try to pass as 
‘normal’ – fulfilling expectations – by hiding the stigma. If a stigma is known, 
the stigmatized person will apply different techniques to manage it. 

Vocational education is a personal stigma which is not innate and which is 
almost impossible to hide. The present section looks at the psychological and 
social consequences for the stigmatized individual – what Bos et al. (2013: 2–3) 
called ‘self-stigma’. Stigma can have three consequences: bad treatment by oth-
ers, altered experiences and expectations in social situations, and psychological 
difficulties such as loss of self-esteem. In order to manage their stigma, individ-
uals can focus on their environment and compensate for the stigma, seek other 
stigmatized individuals and retreat from the ‘normal’, hide the stigma, advocate 
the normalization of the stigma; or they can focus on their emotions and com-
pare themselves with other individuals who are worse off, focus on other 
strengths, deny or detach themselves from the stigma, and so forth. (Engelhardt 
2008: 135–137). 
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During the interviews, the students could not hide their vocational educa-
tion identity since they were recruited through their schools, but they could not 
be certain if the interviewer, being a foreigner, would consider this identity a 
stigma. This gave students the option to not talk about their education in rela-
tion to its bad reputation and stigma, and most students did focus solely on 
positive aspects of vocational education until the interview became more in-
depth and they became more accustomed to the interviewer. When asked to 
compare vocational education to academic education, it became clear that all 
students were aware of their stigma and did not deny it. They realized that they 
had not reached the ‘normal’ standard of entering an academic higher middle 
school in order to go to university. Therefore, the stigma management began. 
Goffman described this as a learning process. Individuals have to understand 
how they differ from ‘normal’, and in a second step, they have to learn how to 
deal with being different in social situations (Goffman 2003: 103). Horst Sten-
ger (1985: 32) realized during his study on criminal youth that most people 
apply several stigma management techniques at the same time, especially when 
they cannot be certain how much is known about their stigma, or what others’ 
opinions are in a social situation. Therefore, it was to be expected that the stu-
dents of the present study would also employ a variety of techniques. 

It turned out that the most common method was to focus on other strengths 
in order to neutralize the stigma. Students accepted vocational education as 
inferior compared to an academic higher middle school, but they stressed posi-
tive aspects about their education and themselves to lessen the importance of 
the stigma. They admitted that they failed in lower middle school, but they 
spoke about the value of skilled workers for the economy. They did not reject 
the idea that vocational education students are lazy and difficult, but they 
pointed out how savvy they were with new social situations, e.g. during the 
internship. Finally, they were convinced that they would be able to find jobs 
and make a career or enter a higher vocational school, and with that they might 
be able to leave their stigma behind. 

Another common form of stigma management was the retreat from the 
‘normal’: the stigmatized individuals stay amongst themselves and the stigma 
stops mattering. In fact, especially in the beginning of their education, the stig-
ma seemed to be less relevant for the students. They were amongst themselves 
and the vocational schools told them about the value of their education and 
future opportunities. Zhao Jing (1_M/F1) appeared to be thrilled after he had 
entered his new school: “After I had just entered this school, everything was 
unfamiliar, everything was new. I had left my parents and my grand-parents 
because I wanted to be in a new place to break away from my old self.” (ZJ1_2) 
He explained that he chose Fengxian School because he would be able to board 
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during the week. Zhao Jing immersed himself in the new school and two years 
later he was one of the few students who preferred vocational over academic 
education: 

I personally think that vocational education is better than university be-
cause in university many students do not study but fudge through it. 
There are many university students but not a lot of vocational education 
students. Nowadays blue collar workers are missing, not white collar 
workers. (ZJ3_42) 

Zhao Jing was arguing against the stigmatization of vocational education, 
which he considered better than university education. At the beginning of their 
education, other students shared his standpoint but close to graduation almost 
none of the interviewed students advocated for a de-stigmatization of vocation-
al education. The conclusion must be that if students from key vocational 
schools in Shanghai still could not accept that vocational and academic educa-
tion are of equal value, then the stigmatization of vocational education has been 
passed on to them and will likely be passed on to following generations as well 
(Harbrecht 2018). 

9.7.2 Winners or Losers? 

We have seen that vocational education students accepted and lived with their 
stigma but we have also seen that they experienced self-worth and were aware 
of strengths they have. One of the initial questions for this study had been: Will 
vocational education students consider themselves to be losers in Chinese socie-
ty? Or will they look at the lack of skilled workers, and the fact that they went to 
key schools in Shanghai, and consider themselves hidden winners? This ques-
tion has not been answered so far, and since the focus of this study is always the 
perception of students themselves, the logical consequence was to ask the stu-
dents directly. This was done in 2015, during the last interviews. All students 
were either in the last year of their vocational education or had already graduat-
ed. Their answers can be seen as the result of the stigma management described 
above. 

Generally, opinions on vocational education had become more realistic and 
differentiated. Students who had, in the beginning, stressed the chances they 
would have with vocational education realized that the jobs on offer to them 
were mostly poorly paid and simple, and students who felt that they had lost 
out by entering vocational education realized that there were development 
opportunities which were not linked to a higher education degree. 
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Asked to label themselves as winners or losers, most students were careful 
and pointed out that there was no finality in their lives yet. In the close future, 
there could still be good or bad development waiting for them. Their fate was 
not yet set in stone. This state of mind is already a change from the general 
opinions in society, in which vocational education is considered a dead-end, 
and a professional career is considered to be solely for university graduates. 
This reminds one of Chapter 8.2 where students’ belief in being able to control 
their own fates had been brought to the fore. Although objectively their chances 
for careers had certainly been reduced by leaving the academic education sys-
tem, students did not acknowledge, or rather did not want to acknowledge, that 
not everything depended solely on their own efforts. 

Nonetheless, society’s negative opinions of vocational education and voca-
tional education students were still relevant for the students and influenced 
their points of view. Wang Ming (3_M/FG), for example, said that other people 
would consider him a loser but in his opinion, he was a winner who chose an-
other road: vocational instead of academic education. De Hua (3_M/Q3) ex-
plained that it depended on oneself. If one has no respect for technical 
knowledge then one must consider oneself a loser – but he considered himself a 
winner: “I can look at the positive sides. I came here to a vocational middle 
school and I found this company [where I do my internship] where I can learn 
more. With this knowledge I can further impress people.” (DH3_128). Students 
wanted to see themselves as winners. They received their degree after three 
years of studying, and with that they had a profession. They knew the value and 
the importance of skilled workers in China but at the same time they were 
aware of the bad reputation vocational education and they themselves, as voca-
tional education students, had. Students tried to remove themselves from the 
prejudices and, as a result, had to endure the contradiction of accepting the bad 
reputation of vocational education, but not being affected by it personally. 

Contrasting this, Qian Qin (3_M/Q3) did not separate himself from voca-
tional education’s bad reputation. He considered himself a loser and regretted 
going to a vocational school which was “a waste of time” (QQ3_148). Li Tao 
(3_F/F3) also used to think of herself as loser because her parents expected her 
to enter an academic higher middle school but while she was thinking about the 
question she appeared to change her mind: “[…] but now I’m thinking that you 
can also learn a lot in vocational education. When you’re finished you can find 
work. You only need to think, learn a lot of things and then you can find work. 
Therefore, it is ok.” (LT3_120). Li Tao managed to stop considering herself a 
loser because she suddenly thought of a different standard she could apply. An 
individual who would be able to find work could not be considered a loser –  
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whereas: an individual who does not fulfill their parents’ expectations must be 
considered a loser. 

Lei Qiang (3_M/FG), the student who identified most strongly with being a 
technician, considered himself mostly a winner. He believed in being able to 
achieve development through learning. After failing the lower middle school 
exam he chose electrical engineering because he always liked physics and chem-
istry in school. He was genuinely interested in his training course and focused 
on his studies. In his third year he prepared for the gaofu exam and after failing 
it the first time, he did not give up and passed the second time. He knew how 
hard he worked for his success in school: 

I was never discouraged and I never gave up. Instead, I kept learning 
diligently. That other people went to an academic middle school and I 
went to a vocational middle school does not mean that I’m weaker than 
they are. (LQ3_82) 

He also cautioned that he is not ultimately a winner because he has not 
started to work yet. Lei Qiang recognized his achievement while being aware 
that society implied he must be “weaker” than students in academic education. 
He defended himself against this prejudice and, at the same time, refused to call 
his self-assessment final, being well-aware of the lack of job security in modern 
China. There was no guarantee that he would find the kind of job he wanted, in 
a foreign-owned company with an income that would allow him to be inde-
pendent from his parents and accumulate some savings.  

While the majority of students had a cautious attitude, Li Qing (3_M/QG) 
was able to see himself as a winner because he distanced himself from vocation-
al education altogether. He never had a job related to his training. “In life, I’m a 
winner. […] I never worked in electrical engineering; therefore, I cannot judge 
it [my training]. […] The graduation certificate I received from school was 
useless to me.” (LQ3_138) Li Qing related his professional success to his per-
sonality. He claimed that his training had been irrelevant in his life and, thereby, 
prejudices about vocational education students were also irrelevant for him. 

When looking further into the future, students had down-to-earth ideas 
about where they would be in five years. Most of the male students were plan-
ning to have a family of their own, whereas female students did not mention 
family plans. Most migrant students were considering returning to their 
hometowns at some point within those five years. In relation to their working 
lives, students saw themselves employed and they also saw a continuous im-
provement in their situation, e.g. getting a higher salary in five years or even 
being able to climb up the hierarchy to a white collar position. None of the 
students expressed concern that they might have financial or other difficulties; 
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they generally still held on to the belief that with diligence they would be able to 
better their lives. Lei Qiang (3_M/FG), who was doing his higher vocational 
education degree, imagined his future: “I will find a good company and struggle 
hard. With diligence, I will improve my knowledge and climb the ladder step by 
step towards management level […] and have a stable life.” (LQ3_80) By the 
time they had come of age, the students had already dealt with setbacks and 
disappointments, having to enter a vocational education school and realizing 
that their training course qualified them for unattractive factory positions being 
two very common ones. Yet, students managed to refocus each time on positive 
aspects, new chances and the general openness of the course of life in modern 
China. As a result, there was no final answer to the question of being a winner 
or loser. Han Feng (2_M/FG) explained: 

Maybe my current life is already my ideal life; I have to see the end. […] 
When I’m old, I might think that my life as it is now is ideal or not; but 
right now I cannot decide this yet. Maybe this is only a phase in my ide-
al life. (HF2_100) 

These results are an important addition to Chen’s study (2016) on academic 
middle school students’ attitudes towards higher education. In her sample, 
students in key schools stressed the necessity to enter a key university; students 
in average schools said that they must enroll in higher education without speci-
fying any university rank. Both groups shared the strong belief that entering 
tertiary education would be the only way to prove their value in society and to 
satisfy their parents, while failing would make them losers. Also, both groups 
agreed that success and failure in this regard was connected solely to their indi-
vidual efforts – although, as Chen pointed out, socio-economic and other fac-
tors strongly influenced students’ chances. The vocational education students in 
the present study did agree that by leaving the academic education system they 
had failed, but they did not accept that their value as a person would be affected. 
Instead they held on to the belief that success and social status depends on per-
sonal effort and hard work. Yet, while Chen’s students figured their future 
chances depended solely on their efforts within the education system and their 
educational achievement, the vocational students assumed that efforts made in 
the labour market could still lead to progress and success. 
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9.8 Conclusion 

The focuses of this chapter were students’ personalities and the question of how 
they felt about themselves. During their self-assessments, students generally 
described their characters in a positive way while also pointing out deficits. 
During their second and third interviews, students were able to detect im-
provements in their personalities and their attitudes, such as becoming more 
considerate and more understanding. They saw themselves as having become 
more mature over the years. Students also tried to work on their perceived 
deficits by following their teachers’ advice to find the golden middle path be-
tween being too extrovert and too introvert – a relatively new ideal in China 
where introvert personalities used to be the most desirable ones. Overall, male 
students had higher professional confidence but also more depressive tenden-
cies than their female peers. While female students entered vocational educa-
tion with slightly less professional confidence, they had gained confidence by 
their second year of study. Close to their graduation, students had a higher 
score for depressive tendencies. Although this year group was not part of the 
Panel Data and, therefore might have had equally high depressive tendencies 
when they entered their vocational school, the conclusion that students lose at 
least some of their positive attitudes during their last year in vocational school 
is still valid when additionally taking interview results into consideration. 

In regard to students’ motivations, it became clear that students studied to 
improve their own and their parents’ lives. This is an extrinsic but stable moti-
vation and it is remarkable that a majority of students developed in this way 
despite not studying well in lower middle school. Students had higher motiva-
tion levels if the three universal psychological needs – competence, relatedness 
and autonomy, as defined by Deci and Ryan – were satisfied. In fact, motivated 
students had a good relationship with their parents and made positive experi-
ences in their schools. This triangular relationship showed that in order to mo-
tivate students, parents and schools need to work together to create conditions 
supporting students. Still, motivation was not solely correlated to experiences in 
school and families; it also had significant correlations with students’ reasons 
for choosing vocational education and their training course. Students who 
chose a course according to their interest were much more likely to be part of a 
future-oriented motivated group in their second year of study, whereas students 
who could not make their own choice were more likely to belong to a listless 
group. This seems obvious but it proves the fact that Chinese students’ lack of 
choice when it comes to their major – be it in vocational school or university – 
has a very bad long-term influence on their motivation. 
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The majority of the students enrolled in electrical engineering or mecha-
tronics were male, and during the interviews very strong gender stereotypes 
came to the fore. Female students struggled with being trained in a field consid-
ered unsuitable for women. None of the students questioned stereotypes, even if 
they themselves did not fit in. It was widely accepted that women needed to do 
the housework, and it was also considered normal that they, in addition, would 
have fulltime jobs. Men, on the other hand, were responsible for providing an 
apartment when they got married and, therefore, faced the pressure of finding a 
well-paid job to save money. Traditionalist gender assumptions prevail in Chi-
nese society despite the fact that some gender roles, such as taking care of par-
ents in old-age being an obligation only for sons, are no longer valid. 

Although students thought of themselves as having become more mature 
with vocational education, only a few of them considered themselves to be 
grown up by the end of their education. The most common criteria for being 
grown-up was being able to take care of one’s parents financially. Again, par-
ents played a decisive role in how students saw themselves. 

The term 90 hou (90 后 = 1990s Generation) was not used by the students 
but they still thought of themselves as one generation. When they explained 
their own opinions they either placed them within this perceived mainstream or 
distanced themselves from it. When asked about 90 hou students were able to 
name several stereotypes about their generation. Again, they did not question 
the stereotypes but usually distanced themselves from negative ones, sometimes 
admitting that these had been true for them in the past but did not apply any-
more. 

Overall, students considered themselves to be average people with average 
goals such as having a job, a family and a place to live. Professionally they 
thought of themselves as being able to work hard while still hoping to find an 
easy job after finishing vocational education. Most importantly, students were 
rooted in their nuclear families and filial piety had a big influence on their val-
ues, their self-perception and their vision of their future. Facing the stigmatized 
identity of a vocational education student, most students tried to neutralize 
their stigma by pointing out their positive traits, such as their strong communi-
cation skills or future chances they still had. Others retreated from the ‘normal’ 
by banning the stigma from their minds and focusing on their surroundings in 
school, where the value of skilled workers was stressed. 

The final part of this chapter let students answer the question whether they, 
after all, are losers or winners. Their answers showed the outcome of their stig-
ma management. Very few students simply accepted the bad opinions society 
has of vocational education. In this, they became losers but also did not have to 
defend an individual standpoint. Other students, also a minority, saw them-
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selves as winners, either because they considered education irrelevant for this 
question or because their goal was to become a technician and they were doing 
well during their vocational education. The majority of the students were not 
able to answer this question, pointing out that their future was still open. With 
this they distanced themselves from the general opinion. They were convinced 
that vocational education, while being an important part in their lives, was not 
the ultimate factor deciding their fate. They still saw enough opportunities 
which could render the stigma of vocational education irrelevant. These stu-
dents shared ambivalent attitudes, meaning that they simultaneously experi-
enced positive and negative feelings. According to Morrissey (2016: 9), ambiva-
lent attitudes are prone to change and it depends on the situation whether posi-
tive or negative feelings prevail. During the interviews, students displayed 
pragmatic attitudes and a generally optimistic outlook. The majority were lean-
ing towards positive feelings in this situation, unless they were confronted with 
the concepts of ‘academic education’ and ‘vocational education as failure’. 



 

 

10  Discussion and Conclusion 

The present study focused on vocational education students’ identities and 
attitudes throughout their education. It specifically asked what kinds of indi-
viduals key vocational schools in Shanghai produce, what values and motiva-
tions these individuals have and how they manage their education-related stig-
ma. Drawing on Beck’s individualization thesis, the present study examined 
how students make decisions and what opportunities and risks they perceive, 
thereby locating the group of students within the bigger spectrum of Chinese 
society. Chinese vocational education is rarely focused on in sociological or 
anthropological studies, and by zooming in specifically on students in key voca-
tional schools in Shanghai, the present study has shed light on a group which 
has likely never been the focus of profound research before. 

Not only the subject of the present study was unique, but also the data set. A 
mixed-method approach which combined interviews and questionnaires, as 
well as a panel design, allowed the tracking of changes and developments 
through students’ training and after graduation. Students were interviewed up 
to three times over three years, and two sets of questionnaires were adminis-
tered to the same cohort with one year in between. This research design gave an 
unprecedented insight into students’ lives, personalities, opinions and values. 

This final chapter lays out the findings of this study – the most important 
results of this research – starting with general insights into the student re-
sources of key vocational schools in Shanghai, students’ opinions on vocational 
education, and the resulting implications. The discussion will then turn to iden-
tities and stigma management, before lastly summarizing how the students of 
the present sample fit with Beck’s individualization thesis. 

General insights into student resources of key vocational schools in 
Shanghai 
 
Finding A: Students have similar family backgrounds. 
It turned out that 70% of students’ parents had nine years of schooling or fewer 
and most of them worked in factories or peddled goods. Shanghainese parents 
tended to have higher education levels compared to migrants, but the majority 
of children will still surpass parents’ education levels with a vocational educa-
tion degree. Yet, due to diploma inflation it is to be expected that such students 
will not be able to better their status in society. They are becoming qualified for 
jobs similar to those their parents were already doing. This situation highlights 
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two facts. First, schools reproduce society and sustain social inequalities. This 
phenomenon has already been pointed out by researchers in Europe (e.g. Bour-
dieu and Passeron in France and Furlong and Cartmel (1997: 19) in the UK), 
and we can now also see it in China. Students’ relative status in society does not 
change. Their parents can mostly be considered low skilled or unqualified 
workers and the children will also enter companies at the low end of the hierar-
chy. Additionally, many parents peddled goods. This way of making a living, as 
well as other precarious employment forms such as commission-based sales 
jobs, became relevant for students who wanted to avoid factory work. White 
collar workers were a minority among the parents and will also be a minority 
among the children. The second phenomenon is what Beck labelled the ‘eleva-
tor effect’ in society. While the relative status of the students does not change 
from their parents’ status, there is still improvement in their lives compared to 
earlier generations. They have more years of schooling and are trained for a 
specific field of work. Also, given the overall development in China, the stu-
dents will have assets their parents did not have and they will probably endure 
less hardship in their lives (Beck 1986: 122). With these insights the present 
study proved that important trends in Western society are also relevant in Chi-
na: the development and improvement of living standards reaches lower levels 
of society as well, but those workers nonetheless stay on the lower end of the 
hierarchy. 

 

Finding B: Differences between Shanghainese and migrant students are less 
significant than expected. 
Shanghainese students ended up in vocational education mostly because they 
failed the lower middle school exam, whereas migrant students went to a voca-
tional school because they could not, or did not want to, enter an academic 
middle school in their home province, while the regulations in Shanghai did not 
allow migrant students to enter academic higher middle schools in the city. 
Logically, Shanghainese students experienced more pressure and were more 
likely to feel that they had disappointed their parents. Therefore, the assump-
tion that what might be failure for one student group can be considered a suc-
cess for another is valid to some degree. 

During interviews with teachers and students it became clear that there were 
differences between the Shanghainese and migrant students, but open stigmati-
zation by teachers, classmates and parents as Lan (2014: 255–256) described it 
for academic middle schools in Shanghai could not be detected. This is in line 
with Woronov (2016: 62) who found that there was no segregation between 
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locals and non-locals in her Nanjing vocational schools and therefore conclud-
ed that hukou was not an important part of students’ identity. 

Differences in attitude and development were mostly correlated with other 
aspects such as having a good relationship with parents or having been able to 
choose a training course. The origin of students did have an influence, but it 
was secondary to other factors. This result is important for future studies: socio-
demographic variables are not sufficient to form attitude-based groups; other 
influential aspects must be taken into account instead. 

 

Finding C: Most students are not interested in their training course and do 
not have a free choice. 
The vast majority of students (79.2%) ended up in vocational education because 
they were migrant students or because they failed in lower middle school. This 
means that not even key vocational schools in Shanghai can attract students 
who are genuinely interested in technical education and it shows that the belief 
that vocational education is a substandard education is actually deeply rooted. 

Additionally, a third of the students reported that parents had decided in 
which school to enroll, and for a quarter of students, parents also chose the 
training course. The analysis of motivation and attitudes towards vocational 
education in the second year showed that students who chose their course out 
of interest had a significantly more positive attitude later on. Taking into ac-
count the fact that students in China entering tertiary education also rarely have 
a choice when it comes to their subject, as had been reported by Hansen (2015: 
81–82), the conclusion must be that there is a high number of unmotivated 
students who end up in courses they are not interested in at all. The present 
study left no doubt about how profound the differences are between students 
who were active agents making their own rational choice and students who 
were signed up for a course by others. Therefore, schools and policy makers 
need to explore options for giving students more agency. 

 

Finding D: Different schools encounter different students. 
It turned out that Fengxian School students in the alternating system gained 
professional confidence between the first and second year,45 and they were hap-
pier in school and more motivated than their peers in Qingpu School by the 
time they reached the second year of training. Although the conclusion that the 

                                                            
45  Fengxian School first year 3.4, second year 3.8; Qingpu School first year 3.6, second year 3.5 (1 

= no professional confidence, 5 = very high professional confidence). 
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alternating system is superior to the 2+1 system seems to suggest itself, it can-
not be drawn this easily. Contrary to my expectations, students never men-
tioned the Fengxian School’s connections to Germany, and with few exceptions 
talked about the alternating system in mostly negative ways. Since the present 
study focused solely on students’ perspectives and did not include any assess-
ment of education quality, it therefore cannot explain the differences between 
the schools. Future studies would have to focus on how school profiles and the 
different teaching methods employed, influence students, while also accounting 
for other factors such as class size and differences in student resources. The 
results of the present study indicate that the alternating system could potentially 
have a positive influence on how students perceive their education. 

Opinions on vocational education 
 
Finding E: There is a typical pattern in how students’ opinions change 
throughout their education. 
The panel study allowed for the tracking of students’ changing opinions. Just 
after entering a vocational school, students mostly felt positively about them-
selves and vocational education. This was a surprising result considering that 
they ‘failed’ academic education, yet it is a result which is in line with Schaupp 
(2014: 748–750), who pointed out the positive developments of German stu-
dents after they had entered an undesired school form. These initially high 
opinions and positive attitudes entered a downward trend later on. Interviews 
showed how students lost their illusions and became disappointed during the 
internship. As a result, their opinions on vocational education became more 
negative and future plans changed, with more students aspiring to work in the 
service sector in order to avoid tiring factory work. 

Certainly, there are multiple variations of this trajectory, e.g. female stu-
dents scored significantly lower on the factor ‘Likes Vocational Education’ 
compared to their male peers in the first year, but by the second year this differ-
ence had leveled out and roughly 40% of female and male students fell into the 
cluster ‘Happy in School’ – suggesting that the trajectory would be less pro-
nounced for female students. Also, students who had a chance to choose their 
training course were more positive overall, meaning that their opinions were 
still likely to follow the pattern but on an overall more positive level or with a 
steeper drop later on. Finally, there were students who entered the school with 
negative feelings and did not experience any change. 

In summary, the trajectory applies, to different degrees, to a majority of stu-
dents. This has three implications: first, positive development after a negative 
school selection happens in China as well as in Western countries such as Ger-
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many and might therefore be valid across cultures. Second, schools need to 
seize the opportunity to support and strengthen these positive feelings from the 
beginning. Third, improving the organization and content of internships is a 
prior condition towards a better reputation for vocational education and a 
more efficient supply of skilled workers. 

 

Finding F: Vocational education fails (at least to some degree) in its purpose 
to provide skilled workers. 
Only very few students were planning to work as electrical engineers after their 
graduation and among the graduated interviewees a vast majority had jobs 
unrelated to their training. Clearly, among every graduated cohort a significant 
proportion does not work in the field for which they are qualified. Taking stu-
dents’ negative experiences during the internships into account, it is evident 
that job conditions for skilled workers in technical fields are not attractive 
enough. Hence, the government’s measures for expanding vocational education 
by forcing students to leave the academic education system will not be able to 
quench the industry’s thirst for skilled workers. 

 

Finding G: Vocational education succeeds (at least to some degree) in its 
purpose to prepare students for the Chinese market economy. 
Vocational education students regained self-esteem during their education. 
They shared positive outlooks and strong beliefs in their ability to better their 
lives. Close to graduation and afterwards, students were confident that they 
have the skills needed for survival in today’s society. Clearly, vocational educa-
tion shapes individuals who have sense of responsibility and are prepared to 
make their own living. Graduates do not expect that the state or any other insti-
tution will take care of them, and they are positive enough to take on this (in 
Chinese society relatively new) challenge of independence and self-reliance in a 
competition-based labour market. 

Stigma and Identity 
 
Finding H: Both schools produced students with largely positive identities. 
Students’ personalities and identities turned out to be much more positive and 
healthy than what the prejudice towards vocational education students would 
suggest. Students were confident and aware of their strengths without being 
arrogant. They recognized their weaknesses but mostly took them as challenges 
to work on. Certainly, these conclusions are only based on self-reports, but the 
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interviews with teachers also suggest that both schools do indeed succeed in 
mostly producing psychologically healthy subjects.46 

 

Finding I: Most students are negatively affected by the stigma of ‘vocational 
education’. 
Although most students formed largely positive identities and looked into their 
future with confidence, they were nonetheless affected by the stigma of ‘voca-
tional education’. Students’ narratives, when asked directly, suggests that the 
stigma was accepted as such and students protect themselves by focusing on the 
openness of their future and other positive aspects about themselves. Although 
it seems that most students were successful with this kind of stigma manage-
ment, it nonetheless means that they are a group with a high risk of developing 
psychological problems or encountering discrimination by others. 

 

Finding J: Vocational education is considered a stigma even in the best voca-
tional schools. 
Even students from key vocational schools in Shanghai did not argue that voca-
tional education should be considered equally valuable as academic education. 
This shows once more how deeply rooted prejudices against vocational educa-
tion are in Chinese society. It turns out that not only under-qualified teachers 
and a general lack of company investment (as described in Chapter 3.2.2) con-
tribute to the bad reputation of vocational education, but also the stigmatized 
individuals themselves make no effort to argue for a de-stigmatization. With 
that in mind, it seems highly unlikely that the opinions in society will change 
anytime soon.47 

Motivation 
 
Finding K: Deci and Ryan’s Self-Determination Theory (2000) is valid in the 
case of vocational education students in Shanghai. 
Students formed stable extrinsic motivations which came close to intrinsic 
motivation if the three basic needs – autonomy, relatedness and competence – 
were satisfied. 
 

                                                            
46  This is a general trend. In the sample were multiple varieties of personalities present. 
47  This is again a general trend. There were few students who argued, at least to some extent, that 

academic and vocational education are equal. 
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The analysis demonstrated that stable motivations develop if: 

– students had a chance to choose their training course (autonomy) 
– students had positive relationships with their parents (relatedness) 
– students made positive experiences and (re-)gained self-esteem (com-

petence) 

Overall, roughly half of the students formed stable motivations. This, of 
course, is an idealized statistical group. Even so it suggests that a majority of 
students is likely to have some motivation which does not rely on tangible re-
ward or punishment. Differences between the students came down to the fac-
tors of autonomy, relatedness and competence, and were not related to socio-
demographic variables. This result further proves the inter-cultural transferabil-
ity of Deci and Ryan’s theory. It also shows the chances and limitations schools 
face when trying to motivate their students. Students need to be given some 
choice; school and family – as the two most important environments – need to 
work together, and schools need to give their students a chance to experience 
success. 

Individualization in China 
 
Finding L: Students share a strong sense of responsibility. 
Students felt responsible for having to enter a vocational school without recog-
nizing external factors which might have diminished their chances to enter an 
academic higher middle school in the first place. In the same manner, they felt 
responsible for their future, and they felt that reaching goals depended on per-
sonal efforts. These perceptions of reality are congruent with Beck’s descrip-
tions (1994) of individuals under the influence of individualization. 

Also in line with Beck’s theories is a perceived openness, meaning existing 
inequalities in society were not recognized by the students. Everything seemed 
possible to them and biography was created in a do-it-yourself fashion. Closely 
connected to this sense of responsibility is self-reliance. As had been pointed 
out before, students were prepared to take on the challenge of building their 
own lives. There were also risks which students sensed, such as the risk of not 
finding a good job or a spouse and, most prominently, the risk of failing to 
provide for their parents. All of these results confirm that the theories of second 
modernity are applicable in China – if adjusted appropriately – and that voca-
tional education students in Shanghai strongly feel the defining traits of indi-
vidualization in their lives. 
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Finding M: Traditional Chinese values prevail. 
Despite the ongoing individualization – and with that the spread of new values 
such as independence – the present study concluded that traditional Chinese 
values prevail or, more precisely, make a comeback after the tumultuous years 
of the Cultural Revolution. Students did aspire to independence while material-
ism was also represented in the sample. Yet, a more in-depth analysis revealed 
that these values supported the overarching collectivistic value of ‘family’. Stu-
dents closely identified with their parents and showed a strong sense of filial 
piety. The interviews brought to the fore the fact that students wanted to be 
independent and have material assets in order to be able to support their par-
ents and start their own families. Thus, students’ value systems consisted of 
‘collectivistic values with individualistic characteristics’. This is an important 
addition to the ongoing debate of whether traditional Chinese collective-based 
values, such as filial piety, will lose their relevance with the onset of second 
modernity. The answer here is that in China, new values are neither contradict-
ing nor replacing traditional values – a situation different from within Western 
society. 

The retreat of the welfare state in the West and the abolition of the ‘iron rice 
bowl’ system in China have led to similar developments in both societies. Indi-
viduals perceive chances and risks and feel the necessity to become self-reliant 
and create their biographies. The present study has revealed how these trends 
manifest themselves in the lives of vocational education students in Shanghai, 
while it also demonstrated how China’s modernity differs from the West. 

Individualization in China is a forced development under tight government 
control. The goal for the CCP is to foster economic growth while restraining 
individual rights in order to stay in power (Beck, Beck-Gernsheim 2010a: 203–
205). It therefore aims to shape the Chinese people into productive, independ-
ent, enterprising individuals who adhere to traditional collectivistic values such 
as the obligation to take care of one’s parents and support the nation. While Liu 
(2008) found that enterprising traits have become dominant among young 
Chinese, and collectivistic values seem to disappear, Hoffman (2008) argued 
that there exists a blend where young professionals combine individual goals 
such as career and development with socialist values such as contributing to the 
state and society. Hansen (2015) described with which methods an academic 
higher middle school prepared students for the state controlled individualiza-
tion, and concluded that the combination of teaching socialist ideals and prac-
ticing what the economy requires of individuals was an adequate preparation 
for Chinese realities. While these previous studies mainly focused on students 
and graduates from academic education, the present study brought the individ-
uals in vocational schools to light. 
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To conclude, the state is indeed successful with forcing individualization in 
specific desired areas while preserving traditional values and orientations. The 
students in the sample were convinced that success and failure depended on 
themselves and that they would work on their career to become independent 
and stand on their own feet. In addition to that though, they firmly agreed that 
it is their responsibility to take care of their parents and any individualistic 
aspirations were secondary to this most important task. In essence, vocational 
education turned out to be unsuccessful in producing skilled workers for specif-
ic industries, while the stigma of this education is unchallenged for the time 
being and likely to remain in the future as well. On the other hand though, 
vocational education, as it is carried out in Shanghainese key schools, produces 
individuals which the state desires and who are likely to adapt well to the reali-
ties of modern China. 
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12  Appendix 

12.1  Student Interviewees Overview 

Student interviewees 

Name 
(anonymized) School Sex Hukou Age at the time of 

interview(s) 

Ai Wu Fengxian M Shanghai 38 

Bai Wei Qingpu M Migrant 18, 19 

Da Ming Qingpu M Shanghai 16, 17 

Da Wei Qingpu  M Shanghai 15, 16, 17 

De Hua Qingpu M Migrant 15, 16, 17 

Han Feng Qingpu M Shanghai 19, 21 

Huang Gui Fengxian M Migrant 15, 16, 17 

Lei Qiang Fengxian M Shanghai 16, 18, 19 

Li An Fengxian F Migrant 18, 19, 20 

Li Miao Qingpu F Migrant 18 

Li Qing Qingpu M Migrant 20, 21, 22 

Li Tao Fengxian F Shanghai 16, 17, 18 

Ming Ming Fengxian F Shanghai 20 

Qian Qin Qingpu M Migrant 16, 17, 18 

Shuang Shuang Qingpu F Migrant 21 

Wang Ming Fengxian M Migrant 18, 19, 20 

Wang Yuan Qingpu M Shanghai 20 

Wen Qing Fengxian F Migrant 16, 17, 18 

Xue Mei Qingpu F Migrant 19 

Zhang Hua Fengxian F Migrant 21, 22 

Zhao Jing Fengxian M Migrant 16, 17, 18 
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12.2  Teacher/Tutor Interviewees Overview 

 

Teacher/Tutor interviewees 

Name (anonymized) Position Sex 

Guo Yanbo Qingpu School teacher M 

Lin Keping Fengxian School teacher M 

Xu Yingke Company tutor F 

Zeng Weina Company tutor F 

Zhang Yuzhou Qingpu School teacher M 

Zheng Lina Fengxian School teacher F 
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