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Abstract Body 
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Background / Context:  
Description of prior research and its intellectual context. 

To sustain its economic growth in the coming years, China will have to increase the 

country’s supply of skilled labor by enabling its workforce to attain to higher levels of formal 

education. The Chinese economy is projected to experience strong growth through the next 

decade (Perkins, 2008). Wages, already rising, will continue to increase (Ge and Yang, 2012). 

The demand for skilled labor will outpace that for unskilled labor as the economy shifts from one 

based on low-wage industries towards one based on higher-valued industries and services (Zhang 

et al., 2011). If an individual wants to hold a stable and high wage job in the coming decades, 

he/she will need to acquire skills (Zhang et al., 2011). To meet this challenge, individuals will 

need to be equipped with higher levels of schooling. 

Unfortunately, when children in poor, rural areas today grow up, they may not be able to 

enjoy China’s future economic prosperity because of their low levels of education. Recent 

studies have shown that only about two-thirds of the students from poor, rural areas in China 

finish junior high school and enter high school (Author et al., 2011a; Author et al., 2011b). 

Instead of continuing their education, most of these children enter the labor market and take 

unskilled jobs. The low rates of high school matriculation have occurred in spite of the efforts of 

policymakers to ensure that students from poor, rural areas continue on to high school (MOF and 

MOE, 2010). 

There are a number of reasons why students from developing countries (especially those 

from poor, rural areas) may attain such low levels of education. Credit constraints combined with 

the high cost of attending school can induce students from economically disadvantaged 

households to prematurely leave school (Banerjee et al., 2000). Even when schooling is free, 

there may be high opportunity costs of going to school (Angrist and Lavy, 2009). The highly 

competitive nature of education systems in many developing countries can also discourage 

students in poor, rural areas from continuing their education (Glewwe and Kremer, 2006; Clarke 

et al., 2000).  

Misinformation about the returns to schooling is another important, but less researched, 

factor that may undermine the likelihood that students continue school. Economists argue that 

individuals make educational choices based on perceived, rather than actual, economic returns to 

schooling (Manski, 1993). However, perceived returns may differ from actual returns if 

individuals have limited or imperfect information. With imperfect information about the returns 

to schooling, students may choose not to enroll in high school (or their family may choose not to 

support them) even though increasing levels of schooling will better prepare them to participate 

in the future economy. 

Individuals living in poor, rural areas often are thought to have imperfect information 

about the returns to schooling because locating reliable information tends to be relatively costly 

or impossible (Jensen, 2010; Nguyen, 2008). In such circumstances students generally obtain 

information about the returns to schooling by observing their parents and other members of the 

community (Jensen, 2010). However, in poor, rural areas parents and community members tend 

to have relatively low levels of education and work in low skilled industries. As a consequence, 

students in poor, rural areas tend to underestimate the actual returns to higher levels of schooling, 

ultimately leading them to leave the educational pipeline early on (Jensen, 2010; Nguyen, 2008). 
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Imperfect information about the returns to schooling, however, may only be part of the 

problem. There may be a number of other constraints. First, even if students understand that 

there are high returns to high school, they may not know how to prepare for high school. For 

example, students may not know the entrance requirements for attending high school and which 

types of high schools are available. Second, beyond economic returns, students may not see the 

links among their own interests and aptitudes, going to high school and the careers options 

available to them. We use the term career planning skills to refer to the knowledge about how to 

attend high school (requirements, options, planning, etc.) and the awareness of the links among 

one’s own interests and aptitudes, high school and future career options. 

Unfortunately, students in developing countries rarely have been taught career planning 

skills. They may, therefore, lack an understanding of their own interests and aptitudes, education 

and employment options,and an ability to plan for their future (Whiston, 2003; Savickas, 1999; 

Parsons, 1909). They may also be unsure how to navigate transitions from one level of education 

to another (Valentine et al., 2009; Vargas, 2004). Students from low-income backgrounds, 

especially, may not understand how to make the most out of their (often more limited) education 

and career opportunities (McSwain and Davis, 2007; McDonough, 2004). Because of these 

reasons, the lack of career planning skills may lead students to discontinue their schooling even 

if they know the returns to high school are relatively high. If attending high school requires 

complicated advance planning and preparation, students who know the value of high school may 

still be overwhelmed by the process and ultimately decide not to attend (or may not be motivated 

to become engaged in planning and preparation).  

Studies from several countries—outside and inside of China—show that providing 

information about the returns to schooling or teaching career planning skills can be a cost-

effective solution to improving the educational outcomes of students (Jensen, 2010, Nguyen, 

2008, Author et al., 2009, Castlemana et al., 2011; Koivisto et al., 2010; Whiston et al., 1998; 

Oliver and Spokane, 1988). In spite of this evidence, no study has, to our knowledge, discussed 

the impact of offering information on the returns to schooling or teaching career planning skills 

on the educational attainment/academic achievement of junior high students in China. 

Furthermore, there have been no known studies in China exploring conditions under which 

providing information might affect educational attainment and achievement. 

 

Purpose / Objective / Research Question / Focus of Study: 
Description of the focus of the research. 

The main purpose of this study is to measure the impact of offering information or 

teaching career planning skills on dropout, academic achievement, and plans to go to high school 

among grade 7 students in poor, rural areas in China. To meet this overall goal we have three 

specific objectives. First, we determine the extent to which students are misinformed and lack 

career planning skills. Second, we analyze the impact of information about returns to schooling 

and career planning skills on dropout rates, academic achievement, and plans of students to go to 

high school. In pursuit of this objective, we also seek to determine if there are heterogeneous 

effects of the interventions on low-achieving, male, or poor students. Third, we explore why 

information about returns to schooling and career planning skills may or may not be affecting 

student outcomes in the context of junior high schools in poor, rural counties in China. 

 

Setting: 
Description of the research location.  
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The research sites were rural, public junior high schools in national poor counties in 

Hebei and Shaanxi provinces, China. 

 

Population / Participants / Subjects:  
Description of the participants in the study: who, how many, key features, or characteristics. 

The participants of the study were 12,786 first-year (grade 7) students in 131 rural, public 

junior high schools located in 15 nationally-designated poor counties in Hebei and Shaanxi 

provinces. In Hebei, our sample covered 10 poor counties, 60 junior high schools, 153 grade 7 

classes and 6,491 students. In Shaanxi the sample covered 5 poor counties, 71 junior high 

schools, 153 grade 7 classes and 6,305 students. 

 

Intervention / Program / Practice:  
Description of the intervention, program, or practice, including details of administration and duration.  

We conducted a cluster-randomized controlled trial among 131 schools, which were 

assigned to either one of two treatment arms or to a control arm. In the first treatment arm, 

professional counselors trained grade 7 teachers how to provide students with information on the 

net returns associated with different levels of schooling (henceforth called the information 

intervention). In the second treatment arm, professional counselors trained grade 7 teachers how 

to provide a more comprehensive program on career planning skills (the counseling 

intervention—which expands on the information intervention) to their students (henceforth 

called the counseling intervention). 

In schools that received the information intervention, grade 7 homeroom teachers and 

their principals came to a central training location (in either Shaanxi or Hebei province). At each 

location a professional counselor conducted a scripted, half-day training for the teachers and 

principals. The participants, in turn, learned how to give a scripted 45-minute lesson to their 

grade 7 students. At the end of the training, each teacher received a teacher’s manual with the 

standardized lesson script, a DVD of the professional trainer giving the lesson, and sufficient 

student workbooks for all the students in their grade 7 classes. Teachers agreed to conduct the 

training lesson (that is, the information intervention) with their students during the week of 

December 20-24, 2010. The counseling intervention was implemented in a similar fashion, but 

consisted of four lessons. 

 

Research Design: 
Description of the research design. 

Our cluster-RCT randomly assigned the 131 junior high schools in our sample to one of 

three groups: an information intervention arm, a counseling intervention arm or a control arm.  

 

Data Collection and Analysis:  
Description of the methods for collecting and analyzing data.  

We conducted baseline and evaluation surveys of students, teachers, and school 

principals in October 2010 and May 2011. We also gave students math exams in both stages. We 

used item-response theory (IRT) to calibrate the scores from the math exams. We could thus 

directly compare student baseline and evaluation scores (and thus look at student learning gains).  

We conducted several types of analyses to measure the causal effects of information and 

counseling. We first used unadjusted and covariate-adjusted ordinary least squares (OLS) 

regression analyses to estimate how dropout, academic achievement, and plans to go to high 

school changed for students in the information and counseling intervention arms relative to 
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students in the control arm. We also conducted instrumental variable (IV) analyses to account for 

the fact that about 9% (or 482) of the students assigned to the information and counseling 

interventions did not attend the information and counseling lessons. We finally ran 

heterogeneous effects analyses to examine whether the information and counseling interventions 

affected certain subgroups of students more than others.  

We looked at a number of factors along the causal chain that may explain why the 

information and counseling interventions, as implemented, could have few if any effects on 

dropout rates, academic achievement, or plans to go to high school. In particular, we discuss two 

fundamental prerequisites for the interventions to have an impact in poor, rural junior high 

schools: (a) first, the degree to which different types of students are making achievement gains in 

seventh grade classes and (b) second, the financial constraints facing students and their families.  

 

Findings / Results:  
Description of the main findings with specific details. 

Using our baseline data, our descriptive analyses indicate that students from poor, rural 

junior high schools in China lack information about the returns to schooling and career planning 

skills. However, evidence from our cluster-RCT suggests that information and counseling have 

negligible to quite small impacts on the outcomes of the average junior high school student in 

poor, rural areas.  

 

Conclusions:  
Description of conclusions, recommendations, and limitations based on findings. 

The lack of significant results from providing information about the returns to schooling 

stands in stark contrast to the positive effects of providing information about the returns to 

schooling in developing countries such as the Dominican Republic (Jensen, 2010) and 

Madagascar (Nguyen, 2010). Changing economic conditions in the last few years in China—in 

particular, the recent shortage of rural to urban labor which has led to a steep increase in 

unskilled wages—may make the provision of information on returns less effective than in 

countries that are not going through a similar economic transition.  

We also conclude that providing information and counseling may be less important than 

improving education quality and ensuring the ability of students to pay for further schooling. Our 

math achievement data hints that students in our sample received a relatively low-quality 

education during grade 7 (Figures 4A and 4B). Many students scored the same or even worse on 

the math exam administered at the end of the year compared to the test administered at the start 

of the year. If indeed students are really not learning very much in their first year of junior high 

school, they will gradually lose their confidence in the school system as a whole as well as their 

sense of academic self-efficacy (i.e. their belief in their ability to do well academically). This in 

turn would decrease the willingness of students to study hard and stay in school.  

The economic situation facing families in poor, rural areas in China is also likely a 

critical factor in explaining the lack of positive impacts of the interventions. Immediate credit 

constraints could certainly encourage students to enter the labor market, even after becoming 

aware of the relatively high wages and low net tuition costs (i.e. tuition prices minus financial 

aid) associated with higher levels of schooling. In the end, the relatively high tuition fees 

associated with high school were also a consideration, as attested by studies that found 

conditional cash transfers increased the likelihood that students would stay in junior high school 

as well as choose to go to high school (Author et al, forthcoming and Author et al., 2011c).  
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