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Abstract
Based on the theoretical analysis, with first-hand data collection and using T-test method, this
study analyzed the difference between regular and vocational high school students in family socioeconomic status, social support, self-efficacy and well-being to find out the underlying problems for vocational high school students and vocational education in China. We draw on the following conclusions: 1) regular high school student is significantly higher than vocational high
school student in family socioeconomic status as well as in all its dimensions (father’s degree of
education, mother’s degree of education, family annual income, father’s occupation and mother’s
occupation); 2) regular high school student is significantly higher than vocational high school student in social support as well as in all its dimensions (family support, peer support and general
support of others); 3) regular high school student is significantly higher than vocational high
school student in self-efficacy; 4) regular high school student is significantly higher than vocational high school student in general well-being.
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velopment. Since students are under intense study pressure and are mostly immature, they are more likely to
experience psychological problems. Currently, the pressures that high school students faced with are from all
aspects, especially for the vocational high school students. Vocational high school students are receiving education from school on the one hand, and are consciously or unconsciously involved in society on the other hand.
Besides, in China, vocational high school is almost never the first choice for students; they are restricted by other factors such as bad at performance in studying. Consequently, some problems are found frequently for vocational high school students. As demonstrated in some researches, vocational high school students is significantly
worse than the regular high school students in depression, phobia, paranoid [1]-[3]; and vocational high school
students exert various kinds of psychological health problems [4]; as to learning anxiety and hypersensitivity
tendency, vocational high school students are worse than regular high school students [3]. Moreover, in general
a large percentage of vocational high school students come from families with relatively lower socioeconomic
status in China. Researches home and abroad demonstrate that socioeconomic status is closely related to many
students’ problems. For instance, some research found that those who are reported by teachers to have trouble
making friends are more likely to come from bad social background, such as low socioeconomic status [5].
Children in poverty are prone to be considered as attacker in peer evaluation [6] [7]; and the poorer a student’s
family financial status is, the more likely that poor interaction adaptability happens [8]. Students whose parents
with high occupational status are more inclined to be popular in social interaction [9]. Research by Wright and
others reveals that male teenagers from low socioeconomic status community are more likely to be involved in
violence than those from high socioeconomic status community, and particularly may fight or be arrested or get
involved with other serious criminal [10]. It is also found that low family socioeconomic status is related to poor
peer acceptance [11] [12]. Qualitative research reveals that poor children experience more negative feelings than
their counterparts from rich family and they think of themselves as members of “poor group”, which is a symbol
for social isolation [13]. And children with low family socioeconomic status tend to be worse in self-efficacy
[14].

2. Methodology
2.1. Subjects of Study
Cluster sampling methods were used for the investigation. 600 questionnaires were distributed to high school
students aged 12 - 18 from a normal senior high school and a vocational senior school chosen in Beijing, with
541 questionnaires returned and 520 valid (male 226, female 294). The valid response rate is 86.67. The basic
information of the sample is in Table 1.
FE is short for father’s score of degree of education; ME is short for mother’s score of degree of education;
FAI is short for score of family annual income; the same below.

2.2. Research Instrument
The definitions of variables and data sources are shown in Table 2. Specific measuring tools are as follow:
Socioeconomic Status: the index of family SES is often measured by parents’ occupation, degree of education
and family income. With reference to previous studies, this research applied a self-designed self-reporting questionnaire which divided parents’ occupation into 5 grades, parents’ degree of education into 6 grades and family
income into 6 grades.
Social Support: This research used social support appraisals (SS-A) scale (made by Vaux et al., and revised
by (Xin, Chi, Geng, Zhao & Wang, 2007) to measure social support. 20 items in total in this scale respectively
measured family or family member support, peer support and general support of others. 0.91 is the coefficient of
the whole scale, in which 0.84, 0.81 and 0.83 are respectively the coefficients of family support (7 items), peer
support (7 items), general support of others1.
Self-efficacy: Chinese version of General self-efficacy scale (designed by Jerusalem et al. and translated and
revised by Wang, Hu & Liu, 2001) was used to measure self-efficacy. This scale consists of 10 items and uses
Likert four points scoring, which has good reliability. Its coefficient of internal consistency Cronbach is 0.87,
test-retest reliability is 0.83 (p < 0.001), split-half reliability is 0.82 (p < 0.001) 2.
1

XIN Zi-Qiang, CHI Li-Ping, GENG Liu-Na, et al. Revision and Application of the Social Support Appraisal Scale. Chinese Mental Health
Journal. 2007. 6: 379-381.
2
WANG Caikang HU Zhongfeng LIU Yong, Evidences for Reliability and Validity of the Chinese Version of General Self Efficacy Scale,
Chinese Journal of Applied Psychology, 2001, (01): 37-40.
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Table 1. Basic information of the sample.
Vocational high school
Variable

Regular high school

Classification
Number

Percentage

Number

Percentage

Male

118

43.4

108

43.5

Female

154

56.6

140

56.5

Rural

64

23.5

3

1.2

Village or town

31

11.4

7

2.8

District level city

32

11.8

3

1.2

Metropolis

145

53.3

235

94.7

Less than 5000 RMB

54

19.9

13

5.2

5001 - 15,000 RMB

56

20.6

25

10.1

15,001 - 30,000 RMB

52

19.1

38

15.3

30,001 - 60,000 RMB

55

20.2

62

25

60,001 - 100,000 RMB

26

9.6

51

20.6

More than 100,000 RMB

29

10.7

59

23.8

Primary school or lower

29

10.7

0

0

Junior high

88

32.4

19

7.7

Senior high (including secondary specialized school,
technical school and vocational high school)

103

37.9

72

29

Junior college
(including correspondence college and adult education)

26

9.6

55

22.2

Regular college

23

8.5

79

31.9

Graduate (including master and Ph.D.)

3

1.1

23

9.3

Primary school or lower

41

15.1

4

1.6

Junior high

104

38.2

18

7.3

Senior high (including secondary specialized school,
technical school and vocational high school)

78

28.7

77

31

Junior college (including correspondence college and adult
education)

30

11

64

25.8

Regular college

14

5.1

68

27.4

Graduate (including master and Ph.D.)

5

1.8

17

6.9

Gender

Location of family

FAI

FE

ME

Table 2. Definitions of variables and data sources.
Name

Operational definition/

Scale

Dimension

SE

General self-efficacy scale score

Chinese version of General self-efficacy scale

null

SES

SES = (FE + ME + 2 × FAI + FO + MO)/6

Self-designed questionnaire

FE; ME; FAI; FO;
MO

SS

SS = (FS + PS + GSO)/3

Social support appraisals scale

FS; PS; GSO

GWB

General well-being scale score

General well-being Scale

null

Well-being: General Well-being Schedule, which is developed by American National Center for Health Statistics, is applied to evaluate happiness. This schedule consists of 33 items, and the higher the score is, the more

63

X. Y. Chu et al.

intense of happiness the one felt. This survey reserved 20 items in consideration of the circumstances of Chinese
teenage test-takers.
SES is short for socioeconomic status; FE is short for father’s score of degree of education; ME is short for
mother’s score of degree of education; FAI is short for score of family annual income; FO is short for father’s
occupation; MO is short for mother’s occupation; SS is short for score of social support; FS is short for score of
family support; PS is short for score of peer support; GSO is short for General support of others. GWB is short
for general well-being; the same below.

2.3. Research Process
The questionnaires were administrated with the whole class as a group, employing group measurement under
unified instructions. And the questionnaires, with no time limitation, were collected on the spot and checked one
by one with invalid ones eliminated. This research employed SPSS19.0 for statistical analysis.

3. Results
3.1. Reliability of the Questionnaire
We undertook item analysis to calculate the reliability of the questionnaire/scale for SES, social support, selfefficacy and general well-being, the coefficient Conbach α is in Table 3.
The data in Table 3 shows that all the four questionnaires mentioned above are all reliable with reliability
above 0.8.

3.2. Difference in Socioeconomic Status for Regular and Vocational High School Student
After dividing subjects into two groups in accordance with the type of schools, T test of socioeconomic status
for regular high school student and vocational high school student was conducted. 248 students in the sample are
from regular high school and 272 from vocational high school. The results are shown in Table 4.
The difference in average scores of family socioeconomic status between the two groups is 6.09, with standard error 0.463, t = 13.15. Regular high school student is significantly higher than vocational high school student in total family socioeconomic status. So is that in each dimension (father’s degree of education, mother’s
degree of education, family annual income, father’s occupation and mother’s occupation).
Table 3. Cronbach’s Alpha of SES, social support, self-efficacy and general well-being.
Cronbach’s α

Item No.

SES

0.811

5

SS

0.932

20

SE

0.896

10

GWB

0.805

20

Table 4. Difference in socioeconomic status for regular and vocational high school student.
Type of school

SES

FE

ME

FAI

FO

MO

M

22.6

4.06

3.91

4.17

3.25

3.05

σ

5.216

1.135

1.136

1.472

1.01

1.025

M

16.51

2.76

2.58

3.11

2.58

2.36

σ

5.335

1.109

1.14

1.594

0.946

0.899

T

13.149

13.196

13.237

7.848

7.797

8.112

P

0.000

0.000

0.000

0.000

0.000

0.000

Regular

Vocational
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After dividing subjects into two groups in accordance with the type of schools, T test of self-efficacy for regular
high school student and vocational high school student was conducted. 248 students in the sample are from regular high school and 272 from vocational high school. The results are shown in Table 5.
The difference in average scores of self-efficacy between the two groups is 3.70, with standard error 0.503, t
= 7.356. Regular high school student is significantly higher than vocational high school student in self-efficacy.

3.4. Difference in Social Support for Regular and Vocational High School Student
After dividing subjects into two groups in accordance with the type of schools, T test of social support for regular high school student and vocational high school student was conducted. 248 students in the sample are from
regular high school and 272 from vocational high school. The results are shown in Table 6.
The difference in average scores of social support between the two groups is 9.51, with standard error 1.19, t
= 7.97. Regular high school student is significantly higher than vocational high school student in social support.
So is that in each dimension (family support, peer support and general support of others).

3.5. Difference in General Well-Being for Regular and Vocational High School Student
After dividing subjects into two groups in accordance with the type of schools, T test of general well-being for
regular high school student and vocational high school student was conducted. 248 students in the sample are
from regular high school and 272 from vocational high school. The results are shown in Table 7.
The difference in average scores of general well-being between the two groups is 2.46, with standard error
1.321, t = 1.869. Two-tailed test is marginal significant at the level of 0.05, and one-tailed test is significant at
the level of 0.05. And regular high school student is significantly higher than vocational high school student in
general well-being.

4. Discussion
In most developed countries, vocational education is one of the options for students to choose in consideration
Table 5. Difference in self-efficacy for regular and vocational high school student.
Type of school

M

σ

SE

Regular

27.71

5.927

0.376

Vocational

24.00

5.547

0.336

T

P

7.356

0.000

Table 6. Difference in social support for regular and vocational high school student.
Type of school
Regular

Vocational

PS

FS

GSO

SS

M

28.93

29.88

23.93

82.70

σ

5.54

5.55

4.61

13.43

M

25.56

26.79

20.8

73.18

σ

5.87

5.64

4.63

13.70

T

6.70

6.30

7.69

7.97

P

0.000

0.000

0.000

0.000

T

P

1.869

0.062

Table 7. Difference in general well-being for regular and vocational high school student.
Type of school

M

σ

SE

Regular

82.03

15.243

0.968

Vocational

79.57

14.833

0.899
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of future career planning and personal development, while we still divide students mostly on the basis of their
test scores into different ranks, among which vocational education is one of the lowest ranks in China. Furthermore, as discovered in this research, although academic performance is the obvious determinant for student to
get vocational education or general and higher education, some other underlying factors (such as family backgrounds) also play a role in this process. It is more stunning that students from vocational high school are notonly worse at academic performance and social economic status, but also poorer in self-efficacy, social support,
even in well-being than students from regular high school.
As for vocational high school student, both parents of the sample have an average education of junior high
school to senior high school with an annual household income of 15,001 to 60,000RMB; while for the regular
high school student, the average education their fathers received is junior college to regular college (closer to junior college) and the average education their mother received is senior high school to junior college (closer to
junior college) with an annual household income of 30,001 to 100,000RMB. Generally speaking, vocational
high school students are more likely to come from low-income families with parents without high education and
work at the bottom of the society. This reflects, to some extent, the inequality of social resources allocation and
educational opportunity in China. Children from family with higher socioeconomic status have a greater chance
to be admitted in regular high school and receive higher education. On the contrary, children from family with
lower socioeconomic status are more likely to receive vocational education. This phenomenon hinders social
mobility, which means more difficulty for those who are born in family with lower socioeconomic status to improve their social hierarchy through education. And through in-depth interview, we find several possible explanations for this phenomenon: To begin with, degree of education is an important component of socioeconomic
status. And the well-educated parents may pay more attention to children’s education, and are more likely to
have the knowledge of how to educate children. As a result, more often than not, they prefer to send their children to regular high school for education. Moreover, family annual income is another component of socioeconomic status. Families with higher income possess more economical and social resources. So they may spend
more money (or other resources) on children’s education, which in turn influences children’s academic performance and further impact children’s choices of school. At last, socioeconomic status also affects the expectations of children from others and themselves, which may realize in real life through Rosenthal effect. And the
choice of school is one of those expectations. Finally, families with higher socioeconomic status are under less
financial pressure. Hence children from families with higher socioeconomic status are less likely to choose vocational high school for the money issues and there is less chance for them to suffer from financial pressure,
which would have some impact on academic performance.
Vocational high school students are more likely have lower self-efficacy than their counterparts in regular
high school. Firstly, the difference in academic performance between regular and vocational high school students can be an explanation. Generally speaking, vocational high school students are worse than regular high
school students academically, and as a result their academic self-esteem is generally lower than that of the regular high school students. And in China, academic performance is one of the most important parts in the social
evaluations of the teenagers. Hence academic self-esteem largely affects the self-efficacy for high school students in China. Secondly, the difference in self-efficacy can be explained by the difference in family socioeconomic status. As mentioned before, regular high school students are significantly better than vocational high
school students in socioeconomic status and all its dimensions. As indicated by other researches, family socioeconomic status affects children’s self-efficacy. And this effect works in several ways: Firstly, some problems
can be solved more easily because of the possession of resources for family with higher socioeconomic status,
which in turn influence children’s sense of control in general. And this sense would affect self-efficacy. Secondly, Rosenthal Effect plays a role in this place as well. Family socioeconomic status influences other’s
judgment of the children, which further influences self-efficacy of the children. Furthermore, parents’ degree of
education is one of the components in family socioeconomic status, which may influence parental method and
communication style in the family, which indirectly affects self-efficacy of high school students. At last, another
component of family socioeconomic status, parents’ occupations have some impact on the parents’ social status,
which to some degree affects their children’s social status. And this social status difference can also be an explanation.
Regular high school student is higher than vocational high school students in social support as well as all its
dimensions. This conclusion indicates vocational high school students perceive less social support in general.
This conclusion agrees with the findings of former research: less social support is related to lower socioeco-
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nomic status. Since many of vocational high school students are from poorer families, their social supports are
worse than that of regular high school students who are with relatively higher socioeconomic status. And this
difference can be found in family support, peer support and general support of others. Parents with lower socioeconomic status are often less educated. So they are more likely to lack of communication skills (parent-child
communication skill, couples communication skill, etc.) and have less knowledge on how to provide children
with family support, compared with parents with higher socioeconomic status. Furthermore, because parents
with lower socioeconomic status have relatively worse jobs and lower salary, more energy and time are taken to
make ends meet. Hence, it is more likely for them to not recognize and meet their children’s need of family
support. As a result, children from low socioeconomic status families get less support from family. Meanwhile,
it is more likely for children from high socioeconomic status families to learn from past experiences on how to
provide support to others. Consequently, the students in regular high school are more likely to obtain support
from peers. And since interpersonal relationship is always mutual, it is more likely for these who got peer support before to provide social support to others in return. All above-mentioned experiences would construct the
cognitive schema for the student, which has much influence on the perception of general support of others.
As mentioned above, the difference between regular and vocational high school students in general well-being
is significant. And the score in well-being for regular high school student in average is higher than that of vocational high school student. This finding deserves more attention in future research. Vocational education is initially set up for the purpose that providing another option for the students who prefer to get some career training
instead of accepting higher education, during which students’ interest is supposed to be the key reason. However
for most vocational high school students, academic performance is the actual reason to choose vocational education instead of regular high school and higher education in China, which is totally not for the interests and personal free choices. To make matters worse, some underlying factors have significant effect on the academic
performance of students. As we found in this study, socioeconomic status determines to some extent the academic performance of students, and further influences the choice of students for further education. In China,
since the beginning of imperial examination, studying has been an important pathway for students born in humble families to change their lives as well as a vital channel for social mobility. However, this pathway may be
hindered by the widening of income gap between the rich and the poor in China nowadays. In another word,
students with low family socioeconomic status have to work even harder to change their life through studying
and education. What is more pathetic, the differences between regular and vocational high school students are
not only in academic performance and family backgrounds, but also in social support, self-efficacy and
well-being. In general, born in family with lower socioeconomic status may mean more possibility to have less
social support, lower self-efficacy and less subjective well-being.

5. Conclusions
1) Regular high school student is significantly higher than vocational high school student in family socioeconomic status as well as in all its dimensions (father’s degree of education, mother’s degree of education,
family annual income, father’s occupation and mother’s occupation).
2) Regular high school student is significantly higher than vocational high school student in social support as
well as in all its dimensions (family support, peer support and general support of others).
3) Regular high school student is significantly higher than vocational high school student in self-efficacy.
4) Regular high school student is significantly higher than vocational high school student in general well-being.
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