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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Overview 
 
n 2011, the total number of rural-to-urban migrant 
workers in China reached 252.78 million, a number that 
has been described as the largest peacetime flow of labor 

out of agriculture experienced in recent decades.1 In China’s 
current economic and social context, the term “migrant 
workers” refers to the rural population that resides and 
engages in non-agricultural occupations in urban cities 
without permanent residency. This sizeable population has 
played an indispensable role in the industrialization of 
modern China. It has also inadvertently restructured the 
country in many ways that were not been anticipated. In 
addition to the immediate effects of the population 
movement, such as the impact of the outflow of farming 
labor on crop yield and overpopulation in urban cities, an 
inevitable and long-term social implication is the effect on 
the welfare of the next generation. The most recent estimates 
indicate that 37 million children are affected by the 
movement, which carries societal and economic implications 
for the future of China.2 As one or both parents move to  
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cities in search of better-paying jobs, the child is either  
brought to the destination with them or is left behind in his 
or her hometown, generally under the care of other family 
members. “Migrant children” and “left-behind children” are 
terms coined to distinguish the two groups of children. 
Surveys show 56 percent of children of migrating parents are 
left behind and 44 percent migrate with their parents.3 
        Multiple factors influence parents' decisions of whether 
or not to bring their children. Heckman and colleagues 
formalized that human capacities are not invariant innate 
traits; instead, they are causally influenced by parental 
investment and early social experience. 4  Early childhood 
investments yield on average 10 percent annual return; these 
investments are important because the human capital 
accumulated in the early years serve as an input in the 
production function for the formation of both cognitive and 
non-cognitive skills later in life. Investments in children vary 
by family type and beliefs. Some parents value certainty and 
smoothness in their children’s development. The act of 
migration disrupts the continuity of their education and 
daily life. In addition, the absence of urban residency, 
hukoui, potentially limits their access to urban resources to 
an unpredictable extent. Given the uncertainties of city life, 
migrating parents would consequently choose to leave their 
children behind. On the other hand, parents who place 
greater emphasis on emotional investment during formative 
years are more likely to choose to bring their children with 
them. Both types of parents choose to pursue the method of 
investing in their children that they value more, and face an 
inevitable trade-off. A third possibility, although not 
reflected in the data in use, is that parents of older children 

�������������������������������������������������������������
i The system of 'class system' residency permits where household registration is required 
by law in China; it classifies citizens into either urban or rural categories of different 
status, benefits and voting rights to which residents are entitled. 
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might bring children to cities so that their children can work 
to contribute to the family asset accumulation.  

Among the pioneer studies using the first wave of the 
Rural to Urban Migration in China and Indonesia (RUMiCI) 
data, Kong and Meng examined the educational and health 
outcome of the children of migrants.5 By comparing both 
left-behind and migrated children with their non-migrating 
rural and urban counterparts, they came to some interesting 
findings. Using parental assessments as a measurement of 
children’s health outcome and school performance, Kong 
and Meng found evidence that non-migrating rural children 
have a higher probability than left-behind children of strong 
school performance compared to their counterparts, as do 
urban children compared to migrated children. Similarly, as 
measured by children’s physical height, rural children are 
healthier than left-behind children, and urban children are 
healthier than migrated ones.  

In addition, Kong and Meng also estimated a probit 
model to identify the factors that differentiated children who 
are left behind from those who move to the cities using a 
combination of the Urban Migrant Survey and the Rural 
Household Survey. Factors such as a child’s age, gender, 
number of siblings, health, parental age and education, 
migration status, and income turned out to be significantly 
associated with the decision. Kong and Meng’s study is 
unquestionably groundbreaking in terms of the wealth of 
information it contains. Yet there exist several gaps that 
await future research. First, children’s educational outcome 
measurements rely almost solely on parental assessment, 
which, due to its inevitably subjective nature, makes it hard 
to disentangle the attitudes and assessments from reality. 
Secondly, the paper fails to acknowledge the possibility that 
educational opportunities available to the groups of children 
in question might be different and therefore may affect their 
school performance. Instead of being a measurement of 



5454

 
�

outcome of migration, educational opportunity itself might 
be influencing parents’ decision as to whether or not to bring 
their children to the cities. Finally, the conditional 
correlations do not suggest a causal relationship.  

1.2 The Problem 

        A fair amount of research has been conducted 
examining the outcomes for both children who have 
migrated and children who have been left behind.6 However, 
little attention has been dedicated to explaining the factors 
that contributed to migrant parents’ decision of whether to 
bring or leave their children in the first place. Using the first 
wave (2008) of panel data from the surveys conducted in 
China as part of the Rural-to-Urban Migration in China and 
Indonesia Project, or the RUMiCI Project, the author of this 
paper looks at factors correlated with migrant workers’ 
decision to bring their children with an emphasis on the 
educational policies in destination cities. It is a common 
belief among rural villagers that education is the only way 
out of their underdeveloped hometown. Although migrating 
into cities does not entitle citizenship, the admission to an 
urban university through a national standardized college 
entrance exam would translate into much higher chances of 
hukou authorization and permanent residency. In order for 
their children to receive the best education opportunity they 
can possibly provide, I hypothesize that migrant workers’ 
decision on bringing their children is largely influenced by 
the accessibility of education in destination cities.  

Understanding the decision process by which migrating 
workers choose which children to bring is not only 
interesting in its own right, but also valuable for further 
interpretation of results from previous studies. For example, 
Kong and Meng’s study draws conditional correlations upon 
which no causal relationship can be asserted.7 Such causality 
can be drawn if one factor, such as the availability of 
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education opportunity, is assumed to be dominating parents’ 
decision. In this case, the differences in children’s health 
outcomes and school performance among the different 
groups could potentially prove to be a result of causal effect.  

2. BACKGROUND 

2.1 The Migration and its Economic and Societal 
Context  
 

        China’s market-orientated economic reform in 1978 
has brought about unprecedented growth to the country, 
and also resulted in widening urban-rural inequality. An 
urban-to-rural income ratio of 3.33:1 was recorded, and this 
earning gap has provided tremendous incentive for rural 
residents to migrate to urban areas in search of better paying 
jobs.8 

2.2 Direction of the Flow 

       In general, China’s internal migration flows out of 
central and northwest China into the southeast. From a 
provincial perspective, there appears to be a consistent 
pattern of the direction of labor flow. For example, most 
Henaneseii laborers flood to Beijing, and relatively few go to 
other metropolitan areas such as Shanghai or Guangzhou. In 
Guangzhou, most migrants come from Sichuan, Hunan, and 
Hubei. Migrants from Anhui, Subei, and Jiangxi tend to 
cluster in Shanghai (National Bureau of Statistics, 2011; 
Yuan, 2007).9 This observed pattern of labor flow preserves 
the random nature of selection of destination city in terms of 
educational policies, which adds to the validity of my later 
analysis of parental decisions to bring children with regard 
to educational policy variations across cities.  

�������������������������������������������������������������
ii Henan province is located in the central part of China. 
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2.3 The Problem  

        In order to appreciate the underprivileged positions of 
migrant workers and their children in cities, it is important 
to understand the hukou system and its impact on those who 
do not possess hukou status. As hukou holders, urban 
residents have access to education, medical care, 
immunization, and other social benefits. The Chinese 
government uses this system as a way to maintain control to 
prevent dramatic increases in urban population and its 
undesirable consequences. Migration literature from many 
other parts of the world demonstrates that rural children’s 
educational opportunities are enhanced by their family 
settling down in urban areas where the education system is 
more extensively developed. 10 Yet existing research has also 
consistently shown that China is an exception to this trend.11 
The hukou system serves to deter migrants from 
permanently dwelling in cities because children of migrant 
workers are often faced with limited school accessibility.  

2.3.1 Discrimination in the Education System  

        The Compulsory Education Law (“The Law” for short) 
of China (revised 29 June 2006) requires that all children 
receive free nine-year basic education regardless of gender, 
race, religious belief and material wealth. However, since the 
governments’ allocation of funding for education is based on 
locally registered children, government allocations do not 
account for migrant students, who became an isolated group 
that is given little educational attention.  
        In recent years, the growing number of migrant children 
in popular destination cities has called for immediate 
attention from the central government. Despite numerous 
attempts to increase educational capacity, the supply of 
educational opportunities has not kept pace with the 
accelerating demand. Some cities are given no choice but to 
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set up artificial criteria that are exceedingly difficult to meet 
as a way to deny migrant children school access. As a result, 
it can be prohibitively expensive for migrant students to 
attend school. According to a survey carried out in the mid-
2000s, the average education expenditure among migrant 
families accounted for 20 percent of their household 
income.12 In extreme cases, in cities that are problematically 
overpopulated with migrant workers such as Shenzhen, 
migrant children have to pay on average three times as much 
as locally registered students to attend public elementary 
schools. 13  Interviews of migrant workers, recorded and 
broadcasted by China National Radio (2005), show that 
migrant workers often have to take their already-enrolled 
children out of school because of exorbitant costs. In 
response to the increasingly worrisome education problem, 
several lawsiii have been passed in an attempt to alleviate the 
situation. Fortunately, in some migration destination cities, 
the newly implemented laws have had significant impacts. 
For example, third-tier iv  migration destinations such as 
Bengbu and Luoyang have successfully invested funding to 
accommodate migrant children’s educational needs. 14 
Another successful example is Hefei, whose government 
designated twenty-nine schools for newly migrated students 
and injected another 20 million yuan to improve school 
hardware.15  
       In cities with a high concentration of migrants, however, 
these laws have placed tremendous pressure on local 
governments. In Guangzhou, home to 430,000 migrant 
children, approximately two-thirds of migrant children were 

�������������������������������������������������������������
iii For example, in order to avoid the danger of the malpractice of arbitrary fee 
collection, the central government established a “one-fee system”, under which policy 
schools are only permitted to collect registration and other miscellaneous fees under 
one name and once per semester (Office of the State Council, 2003).  
iv Chinese cities fall in tier groups, often pointing to population, development of 
services and infrastructure, and the cosmopolitan nature of the city. 
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enrolled in private schools.v A report in Guangzhou Daily in 
2007 revealed that despite Guangzhou’s ongoing attempts to 
subsidize education, by 2004 only eight out of 109 private 
schools had received the reimbursement. The Zhengzhou 
government abolished supporting fees in order to recruit 
more migrant students in 2006. As a result, the average class 
size shot up to seventy-two students, and some schools had 
classes with over 100 students. It was estimated that seventy-
four more elementary and middle schools were needed to 
accommodate all migrant children.16 
 

2.4 Conclusion 
 

        Under the institutional background described in this 
section, along with the emphasis migrant workers place on 
educating their children, I hypothesize a significant 
correlation of the educational policy and school accessibility 
with migrant parents’ decision on bringing their school-aged 
children. To shed light on this subject, I examined fifteen 
destination cities, vi  and categorized them according to 
different education-related criteria to compare each group 
with similar educational characteristics. I predicted a 
decision pattern consistent with the educational policies and 
school accessibility in their new cities—parents are more 
likely to migrate with their children when their destination 
city has more generous educational policies. The variations 
in the educational policies across cities of interest allow 
comparison, which leads us to conclude a relationship 
between the decision-making process of migrating parents 
and the corresponding educational opportunities.  

�������������������������������������������������������������
v This is to be differentiated from what private schools are in the United States. In 
migrant-concentrated cities, private schools are usually opened and run by under-
qualified individuals. Those schools are often in poor conditions, and lack appropriate 
educational facilities and professionally designed classes.  
vi See section 3 for detail 
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3. DATA 

3.1 Data Source 
      The empirical analysis of this paper utilizes the Rural to 
Urban Migration in China and Indonesia (RUMiCI) dataset. 
This paper relies on the first wave of data collection, carried 
out in 2008, as a part of the five-year longitudinal project. 
Due to the nature of this paper, we will restrict our analysis 
and discussion to the Urban Migrant section of the dataset, 
whose summary statistics will be presented in the following 
section. Access to the China portion of the data was 
generously granted by the Institute for the Study of Labor 
(IZA).  

3.2 Data Characteristics and Summary Statistics  

        The survey covers fifteen popular immigration 
destination cities.vii The data contained three independent 
groups: rural households, urban households, and rural-to-
urban migrant households. Section D of the Migrant Survey, 
"Children’s Education," documents children’s background 
and educational information, as provided by parents or 
guardians. Section D contains migrant workers’ children 
under sixteen years of age and children who are over sixteen 
years of age but remain in school; individuals aged above 
eighteen years were eliminated due to the nature of this 
research. In addition to the data in Section D, children who 
live in the households in destination cities and children who 
are left behind in rural hometown are also recorded. Due to 
this precise overlap with the sample of interest, these data 
were reorganized to display all the individual children of 
migrating parents in one overall sample set. Information in 
Section A of the same survey, Household Roster and 
Personal Characteristics, along with figures in Section B 
�������������������������������������������������������������
vii Guangzhou, Dongguan, Shenzhen, Zhengzhou, Luoyang, Heifei, Bengbu, Chongqing, 
Shanghai, Nanjing, Wuxi, Hangzhou, Ningbo, Wuhan and Chengdu.  
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(parental education), Section C (parental income) and 
Section I (living areas), were sorted and compiled to 
complement Section D to form the final data set on which 
this paper relies. 
        Table 3.1 presents some summary statistics for the total 
sample of 2,609viii children, including two groups: (1) left-
behind children (those living in their rural hometown) and 
(2) migrated children (those who accompanied parental 
migration). According to the survey, 38.8 percent of all 
children migrated, while the remaining 61.2 percent 
remained in their hometown. The migrant children were 
slightly younger than those left-behind (see Appendix for t-
test results). Children were further broken down into five 
age categories corresponding to educational groups (i.e., pre-
school, elementary school and so forth). In both groups, 
roughly 65 percent of children were pre-school or 
elementary school aged children (aged below twelve years).  

The mean age of left-behind children was greater than 
that of the migrated ones with statistical significance (see 
Appendix for a t-test result). For both groups, the gender 
breakdown is approximately fifty-five to forty-five between 
male and female children, with slightly more girls located in 
cities and more boys living in their rural hometown. Table 
3.1 also indicates a relationship between children’s well-
being and migration status. Nearly 92 percent of migrated 
children were in good or very good health condition; their 
counterparts were generally less healthy. It should be noted 
that no causality could be drawn from these figures—living 
in the cities did not necessarily cause children to be healthier. 
It could reasonably be a self-selection process that migrating 
parents selectively bring healthy children to avoid medical 
bills in cities without insurance. Additionally, the mean 

�������������������������������������������������������������
viii  The raw Section D had 2,821 sample points; sixteen were eliminated due to severe 
lack of information; due to the nature of this study, children above 18 years of age were 
omitted.  
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numbers of siblings appear identical in the two groups. A t-
test supports this argument (see Appendix).   

 
Table 3.1  Summary: Share, Age, Gender, Health Condition, and Number 
of Siblings of Left-behind and Migrated Children 

 
Urban Migrant Survey  

 
(N = 2,609) 

 Left-behind  Migrated  
  

No. of observations 1,597 1,012 

(%) 61.2 38.8 
   Age    
Mean age (years) 9.1 8.4 

Standard Deviation 5.2 5.2 

Aged 1-5 (%) 30.2 35.9 

Aged 6-11 (%) 32.0 31.4 

Aged 12-14 (%) 17.5 16.2 

Aged 15-18 (%) 20.2 16.5 

  
 

Gender (%)  
  Male 55.6 55.2 

Female 44.4 44.8 

   Health Condition (%)  
  Good or Very Good 88.2 91.8 

Average and below 11.8 8.2 

 
  

No. of  siblings    
Mean 0.5 0.5 

Standard Deviation 0.6 0.6 

Source: Urban Migrant Survey, 2008.  
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Migrant parents’ information is summarized and 
exhibited in Table 3.2. T-tests are presented in the Appendix. 
While there appears to be no significant differences in 
parental ages and years of education between the two groups, 
a workload difference is observable (seventy-one hours and 
sixty-six hours). Since most low-skilled labor work pays an 
hourly wage, fewer working hours translates into less income, 
which makes parents less likely to bring children. An 
alternative hypothesis assumes that busy parents will have 
less time to care for their children and therefore choose to 
leave them behind. While it is tempting to conclude that 
parents bring their children in order to spend more time 
with them is false seeing that parents who are observed 
bringing the children turn out to work longer hours, extra 
caution ought to be exerted. These data reflect only the fact 
that the group of workers who do bring children work longer 
hours, and thus have fewer hours to spend with children, 
compared to the group that do not bring children. A 
comparison that accurately reflects the hours spent ought to 
be made between the workers who do bring their children 
and their hypothetical selves had they not brought them. 
Therefore, we cannot reject the hypothesis that wanting to 
spend time with children is one of the motives to bring them 
along.  

Parents of migrant children make on average 670 yuan 
more than the other group, confirming the previous 
speculation that migrant children’s parents tend to have 
greater financial capacity. Moreover, consistent with my 
intuition, when both parents are migrant workers, the child 
has a much higher chance of relocating with their parents. In 
the data, this is reflected in the fact that of all migrated 
children, 93.7 percent have both of their parents in the 
destination city, whereas in the other group, only 48.1 
percent have both parents as migrants. Finally, migrated 
children and their parents’ living condition is recorded to be 
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significantly better than the parents’ who left their children, 
further reinforcing the hypothesis that financial capacities, as 
well as hardware resources, may be critical concerns. 

Table 3.2  Parent and Household Characteristic: Mean Statistics  

 
Urban Migrant Survey  

 
(N = 2,609) 

 Left-behind  Migrated  
  
   
Parents '  age (years)    

Mother  33.7 34.1 

Father 35.3 35.7 

   
Parents '  education (years)    

Mother 7.9 8.0 

Father 8.8 8.8 

   
Parents '  Workload (hours/week)   

Mother 65.9 70.5 

Father 65.5 70.8 

   
Household Income (yuan/month)   

Mean 2321.6 2993.7 

Standard deviation 1874.8 2516.7 

   
Both Parents Migrated (%)  48.1 93.7 

   
Living area (m2)  25.5 41.4 

 
  

Source: Urban Migrant Survey, 2008.  
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Lastly, Table 3.3 paints a more complete landscape of 
the fifteen cities of interest and the breakdown of the two 
groups of children. Table 3.3 also depicts city tier ranking.ix 
It is worth noting that profound variations in the share of 
the two children groups can be found across the cities; these 
variations lay the groundwork for the subsequent hypothesis 
that different cities’ educational policies have strong 
influences on the decision to bring children or to leave them 
behind.  

In conclusion, this section provides a first glance at the 
data of interest. I presented some of the most intriguing 
figures that lay the foundation on which the model 
(presented in the following section) and the hypotheses are 
built, which ultimately leads to the final results and 
predictions. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

�������������������������������������������������������������
ix City Tier ranking is obtained from China Statistical Year Book 2011. City tier is a way 
to categorize Chinese cities into groups pointing to population, political and economic 
power, development of services and infrastructure, and the cosmopolitan nature of the 
city, with the number one ranking being the most developed. 



65Journal of Politics & Society 65Journal of Politics & Society

 
�

 
 
 
 

Table 3.3  City: Number and Share of Left-behind and Migrated Children 

 

Urban Migrant Survey  

 
(N = 2,609) 

 
City 
Tier 

Tota
l 

Left-
behind 
(no.)  

Left-
behind 
(%)  

Migrate
d (no.)  

Migrate
d (%)   

       City  
  

  
  Guangzhou 1 187 140 74.9 47 25.1 

Dongguan 2 165 129 78.2 36 21.8 

Shenzhen 1 102 86 84.3 16 15.7 

Zhengzhou 2 233 109 46.8 124 53.2 

Luoyang 3 109 44 40.4 65 59.6 

Hefei 2 242 103 42.6 139 57.4 

Bengbu >3 143 55 38.5 88 61.5 

Chongqing 1.5 217 160 73.7 57 26.3 

Shanghai 1 258 169 65.5 89 34.5 

Nanjing 1.5 159 117 73.6 42 26.4 

Wuxi 2 67 28 40.6 41 59.4 

Hangzhou 1.5 208 156 75.0 52 25.0 

Ningbo 2 107 80 74.8 27 25.2 

Wuhan 1.5 192 96 50.0 96 50.0 

Chengdu  1.5 218 125 57.3 93 42.7 

       Source: Urban Migrant Survey, 2008; city tier source: China Statistical Yearbook, 
2011. 
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4. THE MODEL 

The following section is inspired by Jasso and 
Rosenzweig’s study. 17  The variations in household 
endowment, child and parental characteristics, as well as the 
destination city amenities, especially the availability of 
educational resources, affect the ultimate decision by 
migrant workers to either bring over or leave behind their 
children. This model assumes that migrating parents value 
both their own consumption and their children’s outcome in 
the areas of health and education, for instance. A migrant 
worker maximizes her utility by choosing the perfect bundle 
of consumption and children’s outcome under given 
constraints.  

A migrating parent’s consumption level is confined by 
his or her financial endowment, plus labor earnings, minus 
expenses. Some parental features, such as age and years of 
education, serve as a human capital coefficient in their own 
production function at a wage-earning job. For simplicity, let 
us assume that each parent holds one income-generating job. 
Therefore, their income from this particular job is 
represented by a certain combination of their human capital 
endowment and working hours. Living cost in cities can be 
safely assumed to be higher than that in rural areas. 
Therefore, when parents choose to bring children to the 
cities, as opposed to leaving them behind, the total living 
cost increases accordingly. Higher levels of income should 
consequently translate into greater financial capacity to 
accommodate additional family members in the cities. With 
the income level and financial endowment held constant, 
supporting children in the cities comes with a reduced level 
of consumption level.  

The compromise in consumption is not the end of the 
story. For those parents who place stronger emphasis on 
parental bonds and emotional support during formative 
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years, having their children around can be regarded as a 
means of emotional investment. This investment is reflected 
in a higher level of children’s overall outcome, which is 
represented by the second part of parents’ utility. Within this 
framework, migrating parents are assumed to make 
responsible decisions to maximize children’s outcome based 
on children’s characteristics.  

Comparative advantage is the essence of economic and 
social life. The same set of traits has varying productivity in 
different functions, and people with different trait sets select 
into functions that are consistent with their comparative 
advantages. In China, it is widely believed that male children 
and female children have comparative advantages in 
different areas. For rural children, while boys are often more 
productive in farming duties, girls tend to produce better 
outcomes at school and other domestic chores. Parents will 
assign their children to functions where they can perform 
most productively. Hence a gender difference is expected to 
be reflected in the likelihood of being brought along. 
Following the same logic, healthier children, compared to 
less healthy ones, are more productive in any given function. 
While parents are motivated to bring less healthy children to 
cities where medical care is more sophisticated, they are just 
as compelled to bring healthy children so that they are able 
to effectively take advantage of the abundant opportunities 
that cities have to offer.  

According to Heckman, there are sensitive periods for 
the development of cognitive and non-cognitive skills: earlier 
in life for cognitive capabilities, and later in life for non-
cognitive capabilities.18 In other words, children of different 
ages require different means of care and investments. 
Therefore, age is a deterministic factor of whether or not to 
bring children. In addition, in order to ensure fairness 
among multiple children, parents should weigh the costs and 
benefits of all children as a part of the decision process.  
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Finally, educational opportunities in destination cities 
play an important part in the decision process. Migrating 
parents’ decisions to bring children is largely affected by the 
destination city’s educational policies, due to concern for the 
child’s opportunities and the belief that education is the only 
way to escape poverty. Indicators of the degree to which 
urban schools are willing to take in rural migrant students 
are expected to correlate with the decision.  

The above-mentioned relationships and incentives 
should act as an interrelated whole that influences the 
ultimate decision. Those incentives are indexed by the 
following list of variables.  

 
4.1 Child, Parental, and City Characteristics – The 
Variables   
 

Children’s  Age.  Children’s age is hypothesized to 
have a strong, if not decisive, influence on the decision. 
Children of various age groups require differing levels of 
parental attention. Parents of newborns and toddlers would 
naturally desire to give additional care and affection due to 
greater need for parental involvement in early years. 
Therefore, pre-school children (0-6 years) are hypothesized 
to be most likely to be brought with their migrating parent(s).  
        As children grow older, the likelihood of moving with 
parents decreases systematically. As children mature, they 
develop sufficient abilities to care for themselves, desire less 
parental supervision, and grow up to be helpful assets to 
farming work. Furthermore, an equally reasonable rationale 
for older children to be left-behind lies in the fact that age is 
an indicator of educational group. In the preceding section, I 
discussed the difficult realities that hinder migrant children 
from attaining normal schooling in cities. In addition, 
parents also face a trade-off between sending older children 
to schools in the cities and keeping them on a farm so they 
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can work. Parents of pre-school children are less concerned 
about school enrollment. However, as children grow up, it 
becomes challenging to advance to higher levels of education. 
Almost all cities, with a few exceptions in Anhui province, 
require local hukou to take the Standardized High School 
Entrance Exam. This requirement shuts a majority of 
migrant children out of any high school. To summarize, 
children’s age is expected to have a negative impact on the 
parents’ decision to move their children—the older the 
children, the less likely they will be taken along. I also 
anticipated observing clear cohort effects across age groups 
that correspond to differing educational sections (i.e. 
elementary school group versus middle school group).  
        Children’s  Gender.  Female and male children tend to 
grow up to have different sets of qualities. While girls are 
more disciplined, boys are likely to become a valuable 
addition to family farming work. Also due to rural people’s 
stereotypical beliefs, female children do not “need” schooling 
as much as their male counterparts do. Hence boys are more 
likely to stay in rural areas where schooling is more readily 
available. Since girls will not “have much to lose”, they have a 
higher chance of accompanying their migrating parents even 
without educational opportunities. I expected a higher 
likelihood of migration if the child is female. 
         Children’s  Health.  I expected migrating children to 
be in good health conditions. Firstly, children with chronic 
diseases or unstable health conditions are usually better off 
in a consistent living environment. Secondly, as previously 
stated, non-local hukou often translates into the financial 
inability to pay for hospital treatments. Bringing children 
that need medical attention adds to migrants’ already-
underprivileged financial burden. Therefore, a positive 
relationship is hypothesized—better health is correlated with 
higher likelihood to be brought along.    
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         Number of  Siblings.  Despite many years of the “one-
child policy,” many rural residents nonetheless have had 
more than one child. When rural parents of multiple 
children become migrants, their decisions not only affect 
their children individually but also as a group. To ensure fair 
treatment among children, migrating adults are likely to take 
either all of their children along or none of them. Due to the 
financial and emotional burden, of raising children while 
engaging in full-time urban work, I hypothesize that the 
more siblings a child has, the less likely he or she will be 
brought along.  
        Parental  Age.  Age is a good signifier of a number of 
other critical factors such as mental maturity, years of work, 
and migration experience. From this perspective alone, 
parental age should be correlated positively with the 
children’s chance of migration. On the other hand, parental 
and child ages are always correlated. According to the 
previous discussions, younger children, hence younger 
parents, paradoxically have a higher chance of moving. As a 
result, it is hard to theoretically predict the precise direction 
of influence parental age has on the decision. In addition, I 
hypothesize that whichever direction parental ages influence 
the decision, the mother’s age would play a stronger role 
than that of the father due to her care-giving nature.  
        Parental  Education.  It is reasonable to hypothesize 
that parents with varying levels of education value education 
to differing degrees. More educated parents might attach an 
intrinsic motivation to educating their children, aside from 
the monetary returns to additional years of formal schooling 
in the labor market. As a result, educational concerns might 
be more important for more educated parents. However, the 
direction of the influence is unknown a priori. Since 
enrolling children in urban schools comes with prohibitive 
difficulties, migrating parents might choose to leave them in 
rural hometowns where access to education is easy and 
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stable. On the other hand, more educated parents might 
value parental involvement more than schooling during 
formative years. In addition, cities offer unique mind-
opening experiences that children could never have received 
had they remained on the farm. Another plausible channel 
through which parental education might affect the decision 
lies in the wage differentials. More educated parents earn 
higher wages, which creates more financial flexibility to 
bring over their children.  
        Parental  Income.  Given the higher cost of living in 
cities, supporting an additional person further burdens the 
family’s already-tightened pocket. Therefore, the more 
income a household generates, the more likely they children 
will join their parents. It should also be noted that parental 
income is expected to be positively correlated with parental 
education. 
        Both Parents  are Migrants.  It is not uncommon to 
observe a rural household with only the head, most often a 
male, working and residing away from home. In such cases, 
children of the family often stay home with the remaining 
spouse. When both parents are migrants, and hence there is 
a smaller likelihood of adult supervision at the rural home, I 
expect to observe a greater likelihood that a child is also in 
the city. It should be noted, however, that it is not safe to 
assert a causal relationship between one parent’s migration 
status and children’s physical location. The remaining parent 
might have chosen to stay home precisely because they have 
decided staying home was better for their children and one 
parent would have to stay home to care for the children. To 
sum up, one parent being a stay-home parent is expected to 
be simultaneously observed as their children being left 
behind, and the relationship is only correlational. 
        Living Area.  Living area refers to the actual living 
space occupied by migrant members in a given household. 
To be able to include additional members into the household, 
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the parents would naturally like to obtain a living space with 
increased size. Yet it should be pointed out once again, no 
causality can be inferred. In either case, however, I expected 
to see a positive correlation between children’s migrant 
status and the household’s living area. 
        City Tier.  City tier is the grouping of Chinese cities 
into tiers regarding population, development of services and 
infrastructure, and the cosmopolitan nature of the city, with 
“1” being the most developed. Although more industrialized 
cities often translate into more opportunities for migrant 
workers—and rightfully so—I hypothesized that less-
industrialized cities are make more welcoming homes. That 
is, city tier will exert a negative impact on the decision. This 
is because metropolitan cities might be overwhelming for 
rural children; a second possibility lies in the fact that less-
industrialized cities mean less competition for both the 
parents and their children. Given the relatively consistent 
pattern of the direction of labor flow introduced earlier, the 
randomness of city selection in terms of educational policies 
is preserved. 

4.2 Migration and Education 

        In the introduction, I argued that it is a commonly held 
belief of the rural population that education is the only way 
out of the countryside. As these adults go out of their way in 
spite of adversity to begin a new life in industrialized cities, it 
may be asserted that the future of the next generation will be 
no less of a concern than their own wellbeing. In addition to 
the factors discussed above, given the perception of the 
importance of education among rural individuals, I further 
hypothesize that the educational policies in destination cities 
are no less critical.  
        The fifteen surveyed cities vary significantly with regard 
to geographic location, economic maturity, size, and 
population. Although all contain migrant workers, the 
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concentration differs vastly across cities. It is reasonably 
speculated that the educational capacities and policies 
regarding migrant children would also show a decent 
amount of variation. Although the Law requires that all 
children receive nine years of basic education, and the latest 
amendment to the Law designated receiving cities as 
responsible for educating migrant children. In reality, 
prohibitive difficulties still exist.  
        I grouped children into four age categories that 
correspond to four educational groupsx. In order to present 
cleaner regression results, I also categorized the cities 
according to five criteria that are regarded as the most 
important, and created new variables that reflect differences 
within a group (summarized in Table 4.1).xi  

These criteria are as follows: 
      Sufficient  Educational  Capacity.  The Pearl Delta 
Regionxii is the most popular destination for migrant workers 
due to its geographic location along the southern coastline. 
In the data, Guangzhou, Dongguan and Shenzhen are 
located in this region. Shenzhen has long been known as a 
“migrant city,” with approximately 80 percent of its 
population “floating”19. With the number of out-of-towners 
increasing exponentially, these cities often fail to meet all the 
educational needs of their residents. Unfortunately, the 
supply of educational opportunities has not been able to 
catch up with the accelerating demand in spite of the 
governments’ multiple attempts to subsidize education. 
These three cities are not alone—some othersxiii are known to 
suffer from similar deficiencies. 
�������������������������������������������������������������
x Age Categories (AgeCat) = 1 if child is pre-school (age >0 and <6); AgeCat=2 if child 
is grade school aged (age >5 and <12); AgeCat=3 if child is middle school-aged (age >11 
and <15); and AgeCat=4 if child is high school-aged (age>14 & age<19).  
xi City information was obtained from various resources such as Provincial Municipal 
Government websites, radio interviews, book publications, personal blogs etc.; refer to 
References for a complete list.  
xii In Guangdong Province 
xiii   Zhengzhou, Chongqing, Shanghai, Nanjing, Hangzhou, and Ningbo 
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Table 4.1  Summary of Educational Policies 

 
Urban Migrant Survey  

 
 The "four 

documents"¹ 
Immunization 
Record  

Proof of 
Marriage 
and Child 
Rearing 

Sufficient 
Educational 
Capacity 

Supporting 
Fees 

  
      City  

   
  

Guangzhou �  �  � 

Dongguan �  �  � 

Shenzhen �  �  � 

Zhengzhou � � �   
Luoyang � �  �  
Hefei � �  �  
Bengbu � �  �  
Chongqing �     
Shanghai �     
Nanjing �  �  � 

Wuxi �  � �  
Hangzhou � �    
Ningbo �  �   
Wuhan �  � �  
Chengdu  �   � �   

      

¹National Identification Card (of both parents), Hukou Book (of the household), Book of 
Temporary Urban Residency (of the household), and labor contracts or a business license (of 
migrating working parents) 
Source: various sources (see References)  
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Whether a city has the capacity—in terms of both hardware 
and software—is one of the determining factors that 
influence its policies regarding migrant children. In cities 
that have the ability to accommodate, admission thresholds 
are usually lower. In contrast, those cities that fall short of 
sufficient capacity often set admission criteria arbitrarily 
high in order to keep down the headcount. For example, in 
Ningbo, ten documents are required, including Proof of 
Parental Criminal Innocence, to gain access to school.20 The 
insufficiency becomes increasingly inhibited at higher 
education levels. Therefore, it is hypothesized that in 
destination cities where there is sufficient educational 
capacity, children are more likely to be taken along. I also 
expected to observe a clear cohort effect across educational 
groups—the younger the children, the more likely they will 
be brought along. Taken together, pre-school children in 
cities with sufficient educational capacity are most likely to 
join their parents.  
        Supporting Fees.  It is stated in the Law that the nine-
year basic education should be free of tuition. Because the 
central government allowed city schools to collect 
supporting fees from migrant children to meet the shortfall, 
some schools have engaged in arbitrary fee collection, 
restricting access to schools for many migrant students.21 
Although intended to make up for the shortage, supporting 
fees turned into a practice of discrimination. Hence it should 
be noted that the requirement of supporting fees, and the 
insufficiency of educational capacity, are not equivalent. I 
expected supporting fees to be negatively correlated with the 
decision to bring children. Additionally, pre-school children 
in cities without the requirement are most likely to migrate. 
       Immunization Record.  Certain legal documents are 
required to gain school admission. For children of migrant 
parents, additional documents are necessary. All fifteen cities 
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in the data share four commonly required documents.xiv In 
addition, some cities also seek an Immunization Record, 
which is a proof of immunization issued by state hospitals 
upon vaccination. Every urban-born child gets properly 
immunized after birth. Rural-born children, however, might 
not have access to such medical protection. Interestingly, the 
direction of the impact cannot be accurately predicted a 
priori. On the one hand, the requirement appears to be a 
roadblock that denies school access to children who have not 
received it and cannot afford to do so in the city. On the 
other hand, it could also be a self-selective process. Parents 
who have decided to bring their children might have done so 
out of intrinsic parental affection, which is reflected in 
paying sufficient attention to children’s health conditions by 
getting them immunized. In other words, having kids 
immunized might be correlated with the decision to have 
them around in the city.   

Proof  of  Marriage and Child Rearing.  Some 
urban schools also require the Proof of Marriage and Child 
Rearing from the parents. This policy denies school access 
for migrant children from families that have multiple kids. 
There are two primary rationales for this requirement. 
Firstly, the Law operates under the assumption that each 
family will only have one child to educate. The free basic 
education is funded by local governments, and each family is 
allowed to enjoy this benefit only once. Secondly, in response 
to the already-saturated class sizes, this requirement raises 
the admission threshold and reduces the number of 
prospective students. Therefore, this requirement, together 
with the fact that many rural families have multiple children, 
is hypothesized to negatively influence parents’ decision. 
Also, the youngest group of children, whose parents are in 

�������������������������������������������������������������
xiv National Identification Card (of both parents), Hukou Book (of the household), 
Book of Temporary Urban Residency (of the household), and labor contracts or a 
business license (of migrating working parents). 
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cities without the requirement, is expected to have the 
highest chance of being taken along.  

4.3. 1 Methodology – Child, Parental, and City 
Characteristics  

        Children’s migrating status may be associated with a 
wide range of factors. Based on the theoretical background 
introduced, the following regression is used to measure the 
correlations between children’s migration status and various 
child, parental and city characteristics, 
����  =  �� ����  +  �������  + �������+����  ,                  (Equation 4.1.3) 
where � is a binary variable indicating the child’s migration 
status with � � � meaning he/she is at the destination with 
parents, and 0 otherwise;  �����  is a vector of children 
characteristics including age, gender, number of siblings and 
health status; �����  is a vector of parental characteristics, 
which contains parental age, education, and income level; 
and ���  is a vector of miscellaneous household and city 
characteristics such as living space, and city tier. The 
presentation of regression results and interpretations will 
follow in the next section.  

4.3.2 Methodology – Educational Policies 

        Children’s migration status is hypothesized to be 
strongly correlated with educational policies in destination 
cities. The model section provides a foundation of 
theoretical background on which further analysis will be 
based. The following regression measures the correlations 
between children’s migration status and a number of 
education-related variables. 
�����  = ��� + ��� ����  +  ��� ����  +  ���������

�
� +  ���������

�
� +  

���������
�
� +  �����������

������� +  �����������
������� + �����������

�������  
����+ ,                                                                     (Equation 4.3.2) 
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This is the generic regression equation that all four 
hypotheses will adopt. Once again, �  is a binary variable 
indicating the child’s migration status with � � � meaning 
he or she is at the destination with parents, and 0 otherwise 
and ��

� is an education-requirement-related destination 
variable. In consistency with the hypotheses, ��

�is a dummy 
indicator of whether the city has sufficient educational 
capacity; whether the city requires supporting fees to gain 
school access; whether the Immunization Record is required; 
and whether the Proof of Marriage and Child Rearing is 
required. ��

�  takes a value of 1 if the answer is yes, and 0 
otherwise. ����  is an age category variable. As introduced 
before, children are categorized into four groups in relation 
to educational levels. ����  is a dummy variable = 1 for 
elementary school-aged children. ����  is a dummy variable = 
1 for middle school-aged children and ����  is a dummy 
variable = 1 for high school-aged children. Due to the 
expectation that the effect of age group and policy on 
migration status should not be simply additive but also 
multiplicative, interaction terms are included to account for 
the multiplicative effects. In this way, the results will enable 
us to look for age-related cohort effects with regard to 
educational policies.  

5. RESULT 

5.1 Correlation between Migration Status and Child, 
Parental, Household, and City Characteristics 
 

        This section presents the regression results using the 
models (Equation 4.1.3) introduced earlier. An ordinary 
least squares model was estimated to identify factors that 
contribute to differentiating children who moved to the 
cities from those who were left behind.  
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Table 5.1  Correlation between Children Characteristics and Migration 
Status  

 
Urban Migrant Survey  

 
 

Total Males Females 
  

    Dependent Variable:  Migration Status    
Elementary school-aged      -0.047 ** -0.033 -0.059 

 
(0.024) (0.032) (0.036) 

    Middle school-aged     -0.063** -0.032    -0.098** 

 
(0.029) (0.039) (0.044) 

    
High school-aged  

      -
0.092*** -0.061       -

0.125*** 

 
(0.028) (0.038) (0.042) 

    Child is male  -0.002  
 

 
(0.019)  

 

    
Child has above-average health       0.094*** 0.057       0.145*** 

 
(0.031) (0.042) (0.047) 

    
Number of siblings 0.006 0.026 -0.012 

 
(0.016) (0.022) (0.025) 

    
Constant       0.344***      0.351***       0.325*** 

 
(0.034) (0.044) (0.048) 

     
    
* = significant at 10 per cent; ** = significant at 5 per cent; *** = significant at 
1 per cent. Standard errors are in parentheses. 

Source: Urban Migrant Survey, 
2008.   
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Table 5.1 summarizes the results. Consistent with the 
hypotheses, younger children and healthier children are 
significantly more likely to be brought along. The gender 
factor did not turn out to bear statistical significance. Finally, 
the number of siblings also does not correlate with the 
decision. This result might be biased due to the fact that in 
this data set, 55 percent of the surveyed children were the 
only child; another 40 percent had one sibling and the 
remaining 5 percent all had two siblings. This bias might 
have stemmed from the self-selective nature of the migration 
process itself—families with fewer children are more likely to 
migrate.  

In the next fragment, all relevant factors—child, 
parental, household, and destination city characteristic—
were pooled together to further assess their association with 
the decision.  All children were re-categorized into two 
groups: one with both parents in the destination city and the 
other with only one parent being a migrant.xv Additional 
explanatory variables include parental age, years of 
education, working hours per week, and monthly income of 
each parent, living space in square meters, and one dummy 
variable indicating destination cities’ tier rank: city tier takes 
a value of 1 if city falls in the 1 or 1.5 group, and 0 if 
otherwise. 
        Table 5.2 reports the results of the estimation. In line 
with the predictions obtained earlier, when both parents are 
at the destination city, younger and healthier children are 
significantly more likely to join their parents in the city.  The 
addition of parental, household and city variables is the 
more interesting facet of this analysis.  Although the 
directions of the impact of parental age and years of 
schooling were left undetermined, the results show that 

�������������������������������������������������������������
xv The re-categorization is based on the regression result suggesting that when both 
parents are migrants in city, the chance of their children also being in the city is 54%, 
which is a solid 46% higher than if only one parent is in city. 
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while the mother’s age has a significantly positive effect, the 
father’s age is not influential. Parental schooling and income, 
surprisingly, exert no impact on the decision. The impact of 
the mother’s work hours per week, despite its subtlety, 
appears to come with statistical significance, whereas the 
father’s workload seems irrelevant. Although parental 
characteristics did not turn out to have an impact with great 
magnitude, of all the parental variables that do have impacts 
on the decision, the mother’s characteristics are shown to 
play a more influential role, as predicted.  
        It is reported that household and city characteristics are 
important with regard to the decision. I hypothesized that 
living areas would be positively correlated with the decision. 
Results confirmed this speculation. City tier rank negatively 
affects the decision; relatively less industrialized cities have 
higher chances of accommodating migrant children.  

The second and third columns in Table 5.2 provide a 
detailed look into the same correlations when only one of the 
parents is a migrant worker. Overall, when a single parent is 
in the city, fewer significant correlations are observed. When 
the mother migrates to the city, the child’s age negatively 
affects the decision. Of all the parental factors, the mother’s 
age and income are positively related to bringing her 
children. Finally, city tier affects the decision in the same 
negative fashion as the both-parents-migrate group. When 
the father becomes a migrant worker, contrary to previous 
findings, the child’s age positively affect the decision—
fathers have higher chances of bringing older children to 
cities. Also worth noticing is the child’s health status and 
number of siblings: health conditions positively affect the 
decision, and the more siblings a child has, the less likely she 
or he would be brought along by the father. Finally, living 
space is positively correlated with the decision.  
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Table 5.2  Correlation between Various Child, Parental, Household, 
and City Characteristics and Migration Status  

 
Urban Migrant Survey  

 
 

Both 
Parents 
Migrated       
(N = 
1,716)¹ 

One Parent Migrated  

  

Mother         
(N = 229)² 

Father          
(N = 664)³ 

    Dependent Variable:  Migration Statusª     
Elementary school-aged     -0.076**     -0.116** -0.021 

 
(0.033) (0.056) (0.024) 

    
Middle school-aged  

    -
0.209*** -0.097 -0.009 

 
(0.044) (0.070) (0.033) 

    
High school-aged  

    -
0.287***    -0.170** 0.031 

 
(0.048) (0.077) (0.035) 

    Child is male  -0.005 -0.019 0.021 

 
(0.024) (0.041) (0.018) 

    Child has above-average health      0.084** -0.026  0.051* 

 
(0.041) (0.058) (0.030) 

    Number of siblings   -0.037* -0.017    -0.036** 

 
(0.022) (0.038) (0.016) 

    Mother's age     0.018***     0.010**  

 
(0.005) (0.005)  

    Father's age 0.000 
 

0.002 

 
(0.005) 

 
(0.002) 

    Mother's years of schooling    0.011* 0.001  

 
(0.006) (0.010)  

    Father's years of schooling  -0.003  -0.001 

 
(0.006)  (0.004) 

    Mother's income     0.000**       0.000***  
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(0.000) (0.000)  

    Father's income  0.000  0.000 

 
(0.000)  (0.000) 

    Mother's working hour/week    0.002** 0.002  

 
(0.001) (0.001)  

    Father's working hour/week 0.000    0.001* 

 
(0.001)  (0.001) 

    
Living space  

     
0.005***    0.001*    0.001** 

 
(0.000) (0.001) (0.000) 

    
City tier 

    -
0.171***    -0.100** 0.015 

 
(0.027) (0.048) (0.019) 

    Constant   -0.227* -0.325   -0.165* 

  (0.129) (0.203) (0.093) 

    ¹²³Due to information deficiency, some sample points were automatically 
omitted; see Appendix for actual no. of observations.  

ª Migration status = 1 if child is in city; = 0 otherwise. 
* = significant at 10 per cent; ** = significant at 5 per cent; *** = significant at 
1 per cent. Standard errors are in parentheses. 

Source: Urban Migrant Survey, 
2008.     

 
In summary, some of the child, parental, household, 

and city characteristics have shown the predicted effects. It is 
worth noting that different elements are taken into 
consideration and are weighed to varying degrees when both 
parents are at destinations as opposed to when only one is. 
Despite the similarity in family structure when one of the 
parents migrates, interestingly, it is implied that depending 
on which parent migrates, the ultimate decision might be 
made based on drastically different factors, and the results 
could potentially come with profound variations.  
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5.2 Correlation between Migration Status and 
Educational Policies across Cities  

        In the following section, based on the anecdotal belief 
that education is the only way out of rural poverty, I 
hypothesized that urban educational policies regarding 
migrant children’s admission to local schools would have a 
considerable impact on parents’ decision as to whether or 
not to bring them. I will present each characteristic and 
individually analyze their associations with children’s 
migration status. This is to keep each relationship simple 
and clean. I will also look at the interaction between age 
category and the four different policies, coded as dummy 
variables.  This is because the effect of age and policy on 
migration status should not be simply additive but 
multiplicative as well. I will specifically look for age-related 
cohort effects with regard to educational policies. Table 5.3 
presents these correlations.  
 When interacting with the policy variable, I observed 
that if parents are in destination cities with enough 
educational resources, their school-aged migrant children 
have increased likelihood of being brought along. Among 
the different educational groups, it has been shown that 
middle school-aged children, when their parents are in 
“education-friendly” cities, have the highest probability (48 
percent) of also being in the city.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



85Journal of Politics & Society 85Journal of Politics & Society

 
�

Table 5.3  Correlation between Migration Status and the Four 
Educational Characteristics across Cities  

 

With 
Sufficient 
Education
al 
Capacity  

Requires 
Supporti
ng Fees  

Requires 
Immuniz
ation 
Record  

Requires 
Proof of 
Marriage 
and 
Child 
Rearing 

     Dependent Variable:  Migration 
Statusª      
Elementary school-aged     -0.062** -0.045  -0.054* 0.005 

 
(0.029) (0.028) (0.029) (0.036) 

     Middle school-aged       -
0.116***  -0.058*      -

0.104*** 0.001 

 
(0.035) (0.034) (0.035) (0.043) 

     High school-aged       -
0.146*** 

     -
0.091*** 

     -
0.109*** -0.065 

 
(0.034) (0.033) (0.034) (0.042) 

     The characteristic presents 
(see column title) 

      
0.187***  -0.067*       

0.134*** 0.004 

 
(0.034) (0.035) (0.034) (0.034) 

     Elementary school-aged in 
cities with the presence of 
the characteristic   

0.026 -0.026 0.026    -
0.097** 

(0.048) (0.053) (0.049) (0.048) 
     Middle school-aged in 
cities with the presence of 
the characteristic   

   0.123** -0.02    0.131**    -
0.112** 

(0.057) (0.063) (0.059) (0.057) 
     High school-aged in cities 
with the presence of the 
characteristic   

  0.123** -0.005 0.057 -0.043 

(0.055) (0.061) (0.057) (0.056) 
     Constant        

0.365*** 
      
0.451*** 

      
0.380*** 

      
0.427*** 

 (0.020)  (0.020)  (0.021) (0.026) 
ª Migration status = 1 if child is in city; = 
0 otherwise.    
¹ Refer to Table 5.3 for detailed 
breakdown of cities.    
* = significant at 10 per cent; ** = significant at 5 per cent; *** = significant at 1 
per cent. Standard errors are in parentheses. 
Source: Urban Migrant 
Survey, 2008.      
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      What immediately follows is a presentation of the 
correlation between children's migration status and 
supporting fees requirement in urban school (column 3). In 
some schools, supporting fees are permitted in order to 
make up for the shortfall in educational resources to 
accommodate rural children. Other schools charge 
exorbitant supporting fees to keep down the headcount. 
Whatever the reason behind the fee collection, additional 
fees mean additional financial burdens for any migrant 
family. Therefore, it is reasonable to expect that when there 
is an additional fee requirement to gain school admission, 
migrating parents will react negatively by choosing to leave 
their children behind.  

Results support this hypothesis. The likelihood of 
bringing children drops from 45 percent to 38 percent in 
light of this requirement. The results also further support 
previous findings showing that as children move to higher 
levels of schooling, their chances of moving to cities 
gradually decreases. When interacting age with the policy 
variable, none of the interaction terms turn out to be 
significant. High school-aged children, in contrast to 
expectations, turn out to have an increased likelihood of 
moving. This may be due to the fact that cities that grant 
high school access to non-local children are often cities 
without supporting fees requirement. Both may have to do 
with having a sufficient amount of educational opportunities 
to offer.  

The next variable of interest is the Immunization 
Record Requirement (Column 4). The introduction of this 
requirement in the model section provides a first glimpse of 
why the direction of the impact of this very requirement may 
potentially go either way.  
        When admission to schools does not require 
Immunization Record, a pre-school child has a 38 percent 
chance of accompanying her parents. As has been previously 
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pointed out, as children proceed to higher education, their 
chances of moving to cities falls steadily. The requirement of 
the Record positively affects the decision. That is, with the 
requirement in effect, it appears that migrating parents will 
have a 51 percent chance of bringing their pre-school 
children. It could potentially be explained by the self-
selective nature of the migration process, which was 
mentioned earlier in the model. For protective parents, 
getting children immunized might be correlated with the 
decision to bring their children with them to the cities. If this 
were the case, there would be a limited degree to which we 
can read into the data as an accurate resort to draw 
implication with regard to education and child migration. 
The interaction terms indicate that in cities where school 
admission demands the Record, middle school-aged children 
are the most likely, with a 51 percent probability, to be 
brought along. Elementary school- and high school-aged 
children appear to be almost equally likely to move to cities 
(41 percent, and 44 percent respectively), although neither is 
significant at 10 percent level. 

Finally, column 5 summarizes the last variable of 
interest – the requirement of Proof of Marriage and Child 
Rearing. Due to the many cases of violation of the “one-child” 
policy among the rural population, this requirement forbids 
children with siblings from gaining access to school.  

Pre-school children, when their parents are in cities 
without the requirement of the Proof, have a probability of 
43 percent of being a part of the migration. The coefficients 
of the age categories, once again, reiterate my previous 
findings that the younger the children, the more likely they 
will be brought along. Two of the interaction terms come 
with considerable statistical significance. When children’s 
age group interacts with the dummy variable representing 
the Proof requirement, the result shows that there is a 
significantly decreased probability for elementary school- 
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and middle school-aged children to be taken along. While it 
might seem like high school-aged children have better 
chances than the two younger groups, the effect is not 
statistically significant. Overall, the requirement of the Proof 
apparently has a negative influence on the parents’ decision, 
which is consistent with the prediction. 

It is worth noting that although the R-squares turned 
out to be lower than expected, this should not invalidate the 
results. R-squares represent the percentage of variation in 
our binary dependent variable that can be explained by our 
explanatory variables. In this case, it is understood that age, 
the educational-policy-indicator, and the interaction do not 
comprehensively explain the variation in children’s 
migration status. Therefore, R-squares are expected to be 
low. Moreover, my primary interest is to test a pre-assumed 
theory rather than forecasting, and therefore the low R-
squares should not be of particular concern.  

In summary, this part of the regression further asserts 
that there is a clear age-related cohort effect when it comes 
to the decision of migrating parents to bring their children. 
More importantly, it is worth noticing that this age-related 
cohort effect is twofold. First, without interacting with the 
education variables in question, the effect supports my 
previous hypothesis that, overall, younger children are more 
likely to join their migrating parents. However, with the 
interaction, a new pattern of cohort effect seems to emerge—
it is no longer necessary that the younger children have the 
highest probability of moving along; instead, dependent on 
the education variable being examined, varying groups of 
children are shown to have higher chances of being brought 
along. In most cases in the results, middle school-aged 
children in cities with favorable educational policies are the 
most likely to be members of the migrant team. To conclude, 
more abundant educational resources, along with lower 
thresholds to school admission, translates into higher 
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likelihood that migrating parents will invite their children to 
join them in their new home in the city. This finding 
coincides with the fundamental hypothesis that educational-
related resources and policies of a destination city will exert 
an influential impact on the ultimate decision.  

6. CONCLUSION 

While there have been a number of studies assessing the 
well-being of migrant children—often in comparison with 
their rural and urban counterparts—very little attention has 
been devoted to accounting for the factors that differentiate 
children who move to cities from those who are left behind. 
In this paper, I have examined factors influencing migrant 
parents’ decision of whether to bring the children or leave 
them behind by comparing the characteristics of the two 
groups. Consistent with my intuition, some of the child 
characteristics, such as age and health condition, seem to be 
associated with certain decision outcomes. Moreover, both 
parents being at the migrant destination doubles the chances 
of the child also being a migrant. Finally, the results strongly 
indicate that aside from the child and parental characteristics 
discussed, city features, as well as a series of education-
related policies, play a vital role in the decision—the more 
generous the admission criteria, the more likely that parents 
in those cities will bring their children. Interestingly, 
relatively less-industrialized cities are more desirable homes 
to migrant children. This paper sheds light on studies of 
similar nature—because of the endogenous behavior of 
migration, future studies in this field will benefit 
significantly now that a potentially valid instrument for the 
parental migration decision to bring children starts to unveil. 

One shortcoming of this paper lies in the lack of school-
level information regarding non-local students’ admission 
process. This paper relied on city-level educational policies. 
The RUMiCI data provides a wealth of information about 
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the migratory push factors, but not about the pull factors. In 
order to further explore the issue of migrant children’s 
education and their parents’ decision as to whether to bring 
them or not, future researchers will need to take more 
objective measurements to assess urban school’s admission 
process.  
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