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Introduction 
 

Given its role in academic and occupational success, parental educational 

aspirations have attracted considerable interest from both academics and 

policymakers (Agger et al. 2018; Lazarides et al. 2016; Matějů – Smith 2009). 

Higher-aspiring parents are more likely to invest in their children’s education 

and extracurricular activities, as well as books and other educational resources, 

while helping their children with their homework, and/or conveying the value 

of education to them (Kirk et al. 2011; Sosu 2014; Spera 2006). Existing 

studies have demonstrated that parental educational aspirations are tied to the 

family’s socioeconomic status and demographic characteristics, family type, or 

the child’s academic performance (Sosu 2014; Spera et al. 2009). Nevertheless, 

little is known about whether and how parental educational aspirations are 

linked with non-economic characteristics, such as family (scholarly) culture. 

However, these characteristics increasingly have been capturing attention in 

stratification research, as they may have higher predictive power for status 
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achievement than financial and other socioeconomic resources (De Graaf et al. 

2000; Jæger – Holm 2007).  

 This paper contributes to the existing literature in three ways. First, it 

focuses on a specific dimension of cultural capital – scholarly culture – by 

examining the link between scholarly culture and parental educational 

aspirations. Although various papers have examined the link between scholarly 

culture and educational attainment (Blaabæk 2020; De Graaf et al. 2000; Evans 

et al. 2015), or between aspirations and other dimensions of cultural capital 

(Gao – Ng 2017), the link between scholarly culture and parental educational 

aspirations generally has been neglected. We believe that it is important to 

focus on a specific form of cultural capital, as its different forms seem to affect 

aspirations differently (Gao – Ng 2017; Van de Werfhorst – Hofstede 2007). 

 Second, this paper distinguishes between various dimensions of scholarly 

culture. There is systematic cross-national evidence that family library size (the 

most common measure of scholarly culture) is linked positively to more 

schooling, better academic performance, and higher educational achievement 

(Evans et al. 2014; Evans et al. 2010; Park 2008). However, this measure 

confounds several dimensions of scholarly culture: cognitive or vocabulary 

enhancement; membership in elite culture; and parental human capital (Evans 

et al. 2014; Evans et al. 2015). Thus, library size typically is used as a measure 

of both embodied and objectified culture in Bourdieu’s sense (1984). This 

paper’s novelty is that we directly distinguish between the objectified 

dimension of scholarly culture (number of books) and the embodied dimension 

(reading culture). 

 This paper’s third fundamental contribution concerns gender differences. 

We asked whether scholarly culture level affects the gender gap in parental 

educational aspirations. Several studies have suggested that parents have 

different aspirations for boys compared with girls (DiPrete – Buchmann 2013; 

Schoon et al. 2007), or that intergenerational transmission (heritability) of 

educational attainment is not the same for both sexes (Branigan et al. 2013). By 

adopting a sociocultural approach to parenting (Yamamoto – Holloway 2010), 

we posited that scholarly culture attributes differently to skills valued in boys 

and girls. Moreover, scholarly culture’s role in the formation of educational 

aspirations also might differ for fathers and mothers. Indeed, some empirical 

evidence indicates that the mother’s and father’s cultural capital affects girls 

and boys differently (Mullan 2010; Wollscheid 2013). Thus, to fully 

understand the link between aspirations, gender, and scholarly culture, we 

investigated parent-child dyads to distinguish between various gender 

constellations. 

 The article is organized as follows. We start by discussing the key 

theoretical terms. First, we introduce the concept of parental educational 
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aspirations, then discuss the concept of scholarly culture and how it relates to 

the broader theory of cultural capital. We are aware that some researchers view 

aspirations as part of cultural capital (Tan 2017a; Tan 2017b). However, in this 

article, we built on the research tradition that treats aspirations and cultural 

capital as two distinct concepts (Holmes et al. 2018; Moote et al. 2020; Strand 

– Winston 2008; Van de Werfhorst – Hofstede 2007). First, while some 

dimensions of cultural capital likely are linked to educational aspirations (e.g. 

cultural value of college, see Gao – Ng 2017), the link is much less clear for 

some other dimensions (Van de Werfhorst – Hofstede 2007). Second, cultural 

resources are only one of many factors affecting aspirations. In the rational 

theory framework, aspirations are a product of rational calculus, and the 

decisive factors are direct, indirect, and opportunity costs and benefits 

(Goldthorpe 2007; Zimmermann 2020). Third, there are also empirical reasons 

to distinguish between aspirations and cultural capital. Studies have 

demonstrated that the desire for upward social status mobility among 

disadvantaged, minority, and immigrant groups often leads to very high 

aspirations despite low levels of other types of capital (DeWitt et al. 2011; 

Dollmann – Weißmann 2020; Salikutluk 2016; Strand – Winston 2008; Taylor 

– Krahn 2005). Finally, the idea that aspirations are not just an expression of 

parental cultural capital is supported by the fact that some dimensions of 

cultural capital (e.g., parental involvement in highbrow culture) are not linked 

directly to educational ambitions (Van de Werfhorst – Hofstede 2007). 

 After introducing the concepts of parental aspirations and scholarly culture, 

we discuss gender differences. Our approach is informed by the sociocultural 

approach (Yamamoto – Holloway 2010) and the stratified parenting 

perspective (Baier 2019; Baier – Lang 2019). Finally, the hypotheses are tested 

using Czech Household Panel Survey data from 2015 and 2016. 
 

Theoretical background 
 

Parental educational aspirations 

Parental aspirations can be understood as a belief system that organizes, 

communicates, and directs parents’ behaviors toward their children (Spera et al. 

2009). Although the relationship between parental educational aspirations and 

student outcomes has been well-demonstrated (Agger et al. 2018; Fan – 

Williams 2010; Jeynes 2007), the question of what factors predict parental 

educational aspirations has received limited attention and remains rather 

unclear (Vryonides – Gouvias 2012). Most studies focus on factors such as 

parents’ socioeconomic status (SES) and demographic characteristics, family 

type, or the child’s academic performance (Sosu 2014; Spera et al. 2009). 

 Past research has demonstrated that parents with higher SES backgrounds 

(in terms of job status, education, or income) tend to hold higher educational 
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aspirations for their children compared with those from lower SES 

backgrounds (Esping-Andersen 2004; Schoon et al. 2007; Spera et al. 2009). 

These higher SES parents have more resources that can be redirected into more 

demanding educational pathways for their children. They also have educa-

tionally relevant social networks and experience, giving them the confidence to 

set higher goals or enhance their ability to help their children with schoolwork 

(Sosu 2014). Furthermore, downward mobility avoidance and effectively 

maintained inequality theories imply that upper-class parents are also driven by 

a desire to maintain their families’ social standing and protect their children 

from downward mobility (Bernardi – Gil-Hernández 2020; Lucas 2001). 

 In addition to parental resources, several child-level characteristics have 

been found to influence parental educational aspirations, e.g., children’s 

academic achievement, gender, emotional and behavioral dispositions, and 

birth order. Parents tend to hold higher educational aspirations for high-

achieving children and lower aspirations for those not doing well at school 

(Kirk et al. 2011). Price (2008) proposed that first-born children receive greater 

psychological resource endowments because they have only-child status during 

the early years of life, compared with subsequent children, who must share 

parental resources. In line with this argument, Sosu (2014) found that parents 

also hold higher aspirations for first-born children than other children in the 

birth order. Like birth order, family size equally can influence parental 

educational aspirations through resource dilution. Parents with smaller family 

sizes are likely to have more financial resources, and as a result, set higher 

aspirations. 

 However, although “hard” socioeconomic factors are important, some other 

family/individual characteristics might be drivers of parental educational 

aspirations as well. Furthermore, in some aspects, non-economic factors, such 

as cultural capital or scholarly culture, might be even more important in 

predicting parental aspirations. 
 

Cultural capital vs. scholarly culture 
 

The current study aims to examine the link between family scholarly culture 

and parental educational aspirations. Scholarly culture might be viewed as a 

particular expression or dimension of a broader concept of cultural capital. 

 Pierre Bourdieu (1984) and Paul DiMaggio’s (1982) theories on cultural 

capital are among the most influential explanations of why cultural capital 

matters. While DiMaggio (1982) focused on cultural capital’s role as a means 

of social mobility, Bourdieu (1984) emphasized its importance in the 

reproduction of existing hierarchies. He argued that cultural capital (in its 

various expressions) is a resource that families use to promote their own 

position within the social hierarchy. Considering that families in higher 
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socioeconomic positions possess more cultural capital, and that cultural capital 

is passed from parents to children, it contributes to social inequality by 

reproducing existing hierarchies. Following upon Bourdieu’s theory, Jæger and 

Breen (2016) develop a formal model of the pathways through which cultural 

capital acts to enhance children’s educational and socioeconomic success. 

Indeed, family cultural capital’s impact on a child’s school trajectory and 

education attained has been demonstrated extensively (Breinholt – Jæger 2020; 

De Graaf et al. 2000; DiMaggio 1982; Evans et al. 2015; Van de Werfhorst – 

Hofstede 2007). 

 Typically, cultural capital refers to familiarity with the dominant culture, 

attitudes, values, preferences, tastes, linguistic competencies, and mannerisms, 

as well as ownership and consumption of cultural/educational goods and 

involvement in cultural products (Jæger – Breen 2016; Van de Werfhorst 2010; 

Vryonides 2007). In this paper, we focused on a specific dimension of cultural 

capital – scholarly culture – which is a distinct concept and has a narrower 

meaning than cultural capital. It refers specifically to the ownership and use of 

one type of cultural goods: books (Evans et al. 2010; Kelley – Evans 2000). We 

believe that this dimension of cultural capital is particularly important for 

educational success, expectations, and ambition, as it is linked directly to 

academic processes. 

 Previous empirical studies have demonstrated that scholarly culture (usually 

measured by the number of books in the parental home) is linked closely to 

children’s educational achievement. For example, children growing up in 

families with larger libraries perform better on reading tests (Park 2008). 

A recent study by Evans et al. (2015) demonstrated that children who grew up 

in otherwise similar families with over 500 books at home spent three more 

years in school on average. Past studies also indicate that family library size 

reliably predicts achievement in school across different social and political 

circumstances (Evans et al. 2010). 

 Two mechanisms are invoked to explain why library size matters (Evans et 

al. 2014; Evans et al. 2010). Some authors argue that library size signals elite 

membership and helps protect privileges of higher social classes. This 

argument reflects the traditional view of cultural capital, according to which the 

education system is biased and attributes better qualities to students and 

families with large libraries (Jæger – Breen 2016). However, others maintain 

that larger libraries promote cognitive enhancement, a larger vocabulary, and 

cognitive skills (Evans et al. 2014; Schmitt et al. 2011). The difference between 

status enhancement and cognitive enhancement also is echoed in DiMaggio’s 

distinctions between cultural capital as a means to indicate status group 

membership and cultural capital and as a means to form shared cognitive 

structure (DiMaggio 1982; DiMaggio 1997).  
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 Thus, existing research tends to view library size as a measure of both 

objectified and embodied scholarly culture (Bourdieu 1984). In this paper, we 

distinguish between these two expressions of scholarly culture: the size of the 

family library (with number of books at home indicating objectified scholarly 

culture) and reading culture (the extent to which books are esteemed, read, and 

enjoyed as embodied scholarly culture). Objectified scholarly culture (library 

size) may signal elite/group membership, which may be particularly true if we 

are interested in explaining parental educational aspirations for offspring. 

Ownership of books signals familiarity with the dominant culture, and it can be 

put on display. On its own, the presence of books at home does not enhance 

skills or cognitive abilities outright, but rather indicates a scholarly or higher 

social status family. As upper-class families tend to have higher scholarly 

culture (i.e., more books at home), and as these families aspire to maintain their 

privileges and social status, we expect greater parental educational aspirations 

in families with larger libraries even after controlling for reading frequency and 

enjoyment of books. Thus, we propose:  
Hypothesis 1: As a sign of elite membership, library size is associated positively 

with parental educational aspirations, even after controlling for reading and 

interest in books, and other socioeconomic characteristics. 

 Only when books are read and cherished can they enhance children’s 

cognitive skills. Familiarity with books also may raise parents’ educational 

aspirations and confidence in their children’s ability to succeed in the 

educational system. This effect may be both direct and indirect. Scholarly 

parents are more likely to be confident in their ability to help their children 

successfully navigate the educational system. It is also plausible that more-

scholarly parents view education as more valuable than less-scholarly parents. 

Furthermore, we expect an indirect effect between parental reading and 

educational aspirations through children’s own reading behavior and grades. 

There is comprehensive evidence that parental reading impacts children’s 

reading habits, i.e., children of scholarly parents are more likely to read 

(Wollscheid 2013). If reading enhances vocabulary and cognitive skills, it is 

likely to improve children’s academic performance. In turn, children’s grades 

and their success in school are strong predictors of parental educational 

aspirations (see Figure 1). Thus, we propose: 
Hypothesis 2: Reading and interest in books are associated positively with 

parental educational aspirations, even after controlling for library size and other 

socioeconomic characteristics. 
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Figure 1: Conceptual model: showing main effects of children’s and 

parents’ scholarly culture on parent’s educational aspirations (control 

variables’ paths omitted) 
 

 
Source: Authors’ diagram. 
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 Some empirical evidence indicates that parents tend to have higher 

educational aspirations for girls (DiPrete – Buchmann 2013; Schoon et al. 

2007) and are more involved in their daughters’ education than in that of their 

sons (Baker – Milligan 2016; Carter – Wojtkiewicz 2000). However, we expect 

that gender differences in educational aspirations may be stratified by the 

family’s scholarly culture (Bourdieu – Passeron 1977, cited in Andres et al. 

2007). The best-paying jobs at a pre-college level are male-dominated and 

concentrated within blue-collar fields, while women with lower education 

levels tend to enter service and care professions that pay relatively low wages 

(Dwyer 2013; Sutton et al. 2016). When considering life opportunities for their 

sons and daughters, parents from less-privileged backgrounds might place 

greater emphasis on girls’ educational achievements. Indeed, some evidence 

indicates that women are over-represented among low-income students (Andres 

et al. 2007).  

 However, higher-status families strive to protect their social privileges. 

Thus, they are likely to have higher educational aspirations for both boys and 

girls. These families are likely to view a blue-collar profession as downward 

mobility and may not contemplate such options for their sons (Bernardi – Gil-

Hernández 2020). As long as the objectified scholarly culture (number of books 

at home) signals elite membership, we expect that in families with larger 

libraries, aspirations for boys’ education eventually catch up with those for 

girls. Thus, we propose: 
Hypothesis 3: In families with smaller libraries, the differences between parental 

educational aspirations for boys and girls will be larger than in families with 

larger libraries. 

 We also expect to find gender differences in the effect from embodied 

scholarly culture (reading and interest in books). Adopting the stratified 

parenting thesis, we expect that a child’s interest in books exerts an indepen-

dent effect on parental educational aspirations. It is plausible to assume that 

parents hold higher educational aspirations for more scholarly children who 

enjoy books and frequently engage in reading than for children who show no or 

very little interest in books. Parents might believe that more scholarly children 

are more inclined toward the academic route and that they would be more 

successful in advanced educational programs. Simultaneously, parental 

educational aspirations could be affected by gender norms and expectations, 

even for embodied scholarly culture (Schoon et al. 2007). Skills, characteris-

tics, and educational pathways viewed as valuable for success in life for girls 

might differ from those for boys. Girls are overrepresented in fields such as the 

humanities and social sciences, which require familiarity with literary and 

scholarly culture. Thus, a higher level of embodied scholarly culture (higher 
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frequency and engagement in reading) might be more important for girls. Thus, 

we propose:  
Hypothesis 4: Parental educational aspirations for girls are more affected by a 

child’s interest in books and reading than educational aspirations for boys. 

 Simultaneously, evidence indicates differential treatment of sons and 

daughters by mothers and fathers. Parents tend to develop homogamy of 

interest and spend more time with a child of the same sex more easily than with 

a child of the opposite sex (McHale et al. 2003; Mohr – DiMaggio 1995). Thus, 

we might expect that scholarly culture’s effects will be more pronounced 

among mother-daughter and father-son dyads than among mother-son and 

father-daughter dyads. However, mothers tend to adopt less gender-differen-

tiated treatment of children than fathers (Raley – Bianchi 2006). Therefore, we 

can expect that mothers will have similar aspirations for boys and girls. Thus, 

we propose: 
Hypothesis 5: In mother-daughter and father-son dyads, we posit a stronger 

association between parental educational aspirations and family scholarly culture 

than in mother-son and father-daughter dyads. 
 

Data and methods 
 

Data 

This study analyzed data from the first two waves of the Czech Household 

Panel Survey (CHPS) from 2015 and 2016, a nationally representative 

longitudinal survey interviewing all adult household members, including 

children ages 10 years and up. The households were selected using a two-stage 

stratified probability sampling design. 

 The analyses were not weighted for two reasons. First, the present study 

used pooled data from two CHPS waves, i.e., the weights were not constant, 

which is a fundamental condition for using weights in structural modeling in 

Mplus. Second, some authors (e.g. Gelman 2007; Rabe-Hesketh – Skrondal 

2008) argue that using weights biases estimates. Given the technical limitations 

and lack of consensus concerning weights, the reported analyses were not 

weighted in this study. 

 The survey achieved a response rate of 42.1% in the first wave (34% of 

households refused to participate, and no contact was established with another 

18.5%), which is a good standard for probability sampling in the Czech 

Republic. Comparisons with 2011 Census data indicate that one-person 

households were under-represented in the survey. Calculating the response rate 

on the individual level is more complicated, as multiple instruments were 

administered to a household member. The individual CAPI response rate 

within the household reached (67.9%), though slightly higher for single parents 

(85.5%), explained by the fact that they are more likely to be household heads. 
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The response rate for the adult PAPI questionnaire was 77.6%, and for 

children, it was 80.3%. Overall, the attrition rate between Waves 1 and 2 was 

79.5% (Kudrnáčová Röschová 2019). In Wave 1,866 children filled out the 

PAPI questionnaire, and in Wave 2,602 children participated.  

 To study the link between scholarly culture and parental aspirations, we 

needed to merge data from Waves 1 and 2, as some key variables were 

included in only one of the waves (see Section 2.2 below). Although we have 

full information on only 536 households, the missing values were handled in 

the structural model by using the maximum likelihood estimation with robust 

standard errors (MLR) estimator, which yields standard errors that are robust to 

non-normality and handles missing data with full information maximum 

likelihood (FIML). 
 

Variables 

The dependent variable (parental educational aspirations) was measured in 

Wave 1 (2015). Upon being asked, “What is the highest level of education that 

you would like your child [name] to achieve?” parents could choose from the 

following response categories: (1) elementary school; (2) secondary school 

without a high school diploma; (3) vocational secondary school with a high 

school diploma; (4) secondary general education; (5) university (bachelor’s 

degree); (6) university (master’s degree); and (7) university (doctorate). Parents 

answered separately for each child under age 26 living in the household and 

participating in full-time education.  

 Wave 1 also yielded data on objectified scholarly culture (home library 

size), which was measured by asking “How many books do you have at 

home?” The responses were recorded on a 10-point scale ranging from 1 (no 

books at home) to 10 (more than 1,500 books at home). Respondents/parents 

were instructed that one meter of books on a library shelf corresponded to 

approximately 50 books. 

 Embedded scholarly culture (interest in books) was measured in Wave 2 

(2016) using the following four statements: 1) Reading is one of my favorite 

hobbies; 2) I like talking about books with others; 3) I like going to the library; 

and 4) I am happy when I get a book as a present. The responses were recorded 

on a four-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. 

In addition, Wave 2 also included reading frequency (“How often do you read 

for pleasure?”), with a six-category response scale ranging from never to every 

day. As questions regarding general interest in books and reading frequency 

were asked of both parents and children, we elicited a measure of embedded 

scholarly culture for both. Given high inter-correlation (around 0.9) between 

these five items, a composite measure of embedded scholarly culture (interest 

in books) was estimated using the latent variable in the structural model for 
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parents and children. All items were loaded on one factor, with factor loadings 

well over 0.7–0.8. 

 As for the extensive set of control variables, the family’s SES was measured 

by household income (18-point categorical variable), number of children, 

presence of a stepfather/stepmother in the family (dummy variable with yes 

= 1, no = 0), and type of family (marriage/cohabitation, with the single-parent 

family as a reference category). All models included the respondent’s (parent’s) 

highest education level (elementary education, lower secondary, upper 

secondary, or university degree) and were controlled for the parent’s gender 

and age. 

 All models also incorporated several child characteristics as control 

variables: gender (1 = female, 0 = male); age; birth order (firstborn child coded 

as 1, subsequent children coded as 0); and academic achievement—measured 

as grade point average in mathematics, Czech language skills (the mother 

tongue—grammar and literature), and a foreign language, with higher grades 

indicating better performance. For detailed summary statistics of the relevant 

variables, please see Table OA1 in the Online Appendix
4
. 

 Except for household income, all sociodemographic variables were taken 

from Wave 1, when aspirations were measured. Household income was taken 

from Wave 2 because this measurement from Wave 1 suffered from many 

missing values. Even though some indicators of scholarly culture were taken 

from Wave 2, and aspirations were measured in Wave 1, we believe that this 

did not bias our analysis. Past research indicates that parental aspirations are 

persistent over time (Raleigh – Kao 2010). Moreover, it is plausible to expect 

that indicators of scholarly culture (library size and general attitudes toward 

books) do not change rapidly. 
 

Conceptualization of tested model 

The structural model encompassing all the relevant relationships between the 

variables is provided in Figure 2. In line with the hypotheses, the model posited 

that parental educational aspirations are associated with parents and children’s 

interest in books and home library size. The model required the inclusion of 

latent variables for parents and children’s interest in books, which were 

measured through multiple items. Following previous studies, we also posited a 

strong link between parental educational aspirations and parents’ socio-

economic status and demographic characteristics, such as the parent’s age and 

sex, highest education level, number of children, household income, and type 

of family (see Esping-Andersen 2004; Schoon et al. 2007; Spera et al. 2009). In 

addition to parental resources, several other child-level characteristics have 

been suggested as influencing parental educational aspirations, e.g., children’s 

                                                           
4 https://www.soc.cas.cz/sites/default/files/publikace/online_appendix.pdf 



446                                                                              Sociológia 53, 2021, No. 5 

academic achievement, age, gender, and birth order (see Kirk et al. 2011; Price 

2008; Sosu 2014, for more).  

 Moreover, other important links cannot be omitted from the structural 

model, although they served rather as control relationships. Thus, the model 

further assumed that some child characteristics – such as age, gender, and birth 

order – also would affect a child’s interest in books. For instance, girls and 

high-social-status students do well in school because they have a higher 

frequency of reading and cultural participation alongside higher educational 

aspirations and expectations (DiMaggio 1982; Dumais 2002; Yamamoto – 

Brinton 2010; Breinholt – Jæger 2020). Similarly, it was posited that a few 

parental background characteristics – such as age, gender, highest education 

level, household income, and marital status – also would affect a parent’s 

interest in books and home library size. Previous studies have demonstrated 

that adult highbrow cultural consumption is influenced by educational 

attainment, occupation, current income, gender, age, race, type of family, 

and/or urbanity of residence (Falk – Katz-Gerro 2016; Chorvát – Šafr 2021; 

Raudenská – Bašná 2021; van Hek – Kraaykamp 2015). Highly educated adults 

in particular are more likely to participate in all forms of cultural activities, 

possess vast cultural and educational resources, and read books frequently. 
 

Figure 2: The two-level structural model of the parent’s educational 

aspirations determination with children’s and parents’ characteristics 
 

 
Source: Authors’ diagram. 
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 There is also a considerable body of sociological literature on intergenera-

tional transmission of cultural capital (Kraaykamp 2003; Kraaykamp – Van 

Eijck 2010; Mohr – DiMaggio 1995). Evans et al. (2010) argue that a taste for 

books largely is inherited. Culturally active parents are inclined toward 

bringing their children into contact with highbrow culture at an early age 

(Kraaykamp – Van Eijck 2010). As a consequence, children of culturally active 

parents have a more strongly culture-oriented lifestyle themselves. Therefore, 

we also posited that a parent’s characteristics would affect a child’s literary 

reading levels and their interest in books. 

 Finally, based on previous studies, we also posited that higher parental 

attention to books at home and parental socioeconomic status, as well as 

children’s interest in books, benefits students’ academic achievement 

(Bodovski – Farkas 2008; De Graaf et al. 2000; Evans et al. 2010; Jæger 2011). 
 

Methods 

To evaluate the link between children and parents’ scholarly culture and 

parental educational aspirations, we estimated structural model parameters in 

various groups because the structural model handled both measurement and 

latent variables simultaneously, and treated error terms properly. It is necessary 

to emphasize that our goal was not to estimate a full causal model, for which 

we do not have longitudinal data. Associations between the observed and/or 

latent variables should not be interpreted as causal relationships (Bollen – Pearl 

2013). 

 The model took into account that parents could report educational 

aspirations for more than one child and that parents from the same family are 

likely to have similar educational aspirations for all their children. Thus, the 

two-level structural model treated children (Level 1/within level) as nested 

within their parents (Level 2/between level)
5
. When variables were not constant 

on the model’s second level (i.e., parents’ characteristics were varied in the 

household), it was not possible to analyze a two-level structural model. Instead, 

we used clustered standard errors to account for parents being nested within 

families. 

 We estimated structural model parameters in various groups. First, we 

estimated the effect from child and parental characteristics on parental 

educational aspirations in general, controlling for all relevant variables. 

Second, we took a more detailed look at gender differences among children. 

We estimated the effect from girls’ characteristics on parents’ educational 

aspirations for their daughters and the effect from boys’ characteristics on 

parents’ educational aspirations for their sons.  

                                                           
5
 Originally, we aimed to estimate a three-level structural model that would have included family on the third level, but this 

model was not possible to estimate in Mplus7. 
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 Third, we estimated structural model parameters in four other groups-dyads 

to determine the effect from girls’ characteristics on mothers’ educational 

aspirations for their daughters, the effect from boys’ characteristics on mothers’ 

educational aspirations for their sons, the effect from girls’ characteristics on 

fathers’ educational aspirations for their daughters, and the effect from boys’ 

characteristics on fathers’ educational aspirations for their sons, constantly 

controlling for all relevant variables. We were aware that it is not possible to 

compare particular coefficients’ size and significance between various analyses 

due to different sample sizes. For this reason, we computed the interaction 

terms of gender and particular variables to confirm the statistically significant 

difference between the size of the coefficients of mothers and fathers or girls 

and boys. The results from the analyses with interaction terms are included in 

the Online Appendix. In this article, we commented on interactions when 

relevant. All models were evaluated using the comparative fit index (CFI), root 

mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and Bayesian information 

criterion (BIC; see Hu – Bentler 1999). All analyses were conducted in 

Mplus7. 
 

Results 
 

Descriptive statistics 

Before presenting the results from the multivariate analysis, we briefly note 

here the descriptive results from the frequency and mean analyses of parental 

educational aspirations, as provided in Table OA2 in the Online Appendix. 

When other factors were not controlled for, the descriptive statistics indicated 

that while less-educated parents formed higher educational aspirations for girls 

than for boys, better-educated parents had equally high aspirations for their 

children of either gender. Similarly, based on home library size, less-scholarly 

parents formed higher educational aspirations for girls, but more-scholarly 

parents had equally high aspirations for boys and girls. The same pattern was 

not detected for parents more interested in reading books or families with 

higher incomes, as they had higher aspirations for girls. The results also 

suggested that, on average, fathers had higher educational aspirations compared 

with mothers, particularly for daughters. Based on the child’s characteristics, 

parents formed higher aspirations for children with higher academic 

performance, regardless of gender, and the child’s interest in books was an 

important predictor of parents’ aspirations, particularly for girls, i.e., if 

daughters did not read often or enjoy books, parents formed rather low 

aspirations for them.  
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Multivariate results 

In the structural model, we first estimated the link between parental educational 

aspirations and child and parental/family characteristics, as seen in Table 1
6
. 

Applying common cutoff criteria, the hypothesized model fit the data well 

(χ
2
 = 22.58 df[10], p = 0.0124, CFI = 0.989, RMSEA = 0.026). Contrary to 

Hypotheses 1 and 2, the results did not indicate that home library size exerted 

an additional significant effect on formation of parental aspirations after 

controlling for family SES, parental characteristics, and child academic 

performance. Thus, the tested model did not provide any evidence that family 

scholarly culture contributed to parental educational aspirations. Similarly, 

despite our theoretical predictions, children and parents’ interest in books and 

reading did not significantly contribute to formation of parental educational 

aspirations.  

 After controlling for socioeconomic characteristics, parents did not have any 

substantially different educational aspirations for boys and girls, as the 

descriptive statistics suggested. However, fathers had slightly higher 

educational aspirations for their children of either gender compared with 

mothers. As for other covariates, it was confirmed that children’s higher age 

(βM1 = 0.345) and academic achievement (βM1 = 0.389), as well as parents’ 

higher education level (βM1 = 0.183) and household income (βM1 = 0.075), 

significantly enhanced parental educational aspirations (for similar results, see 

Spera et al. 2009). In particular, the parents had higher educational aspirations 

when their children’s school grades were higher. 

 Next, we re-estimated the same model for daughters and sons. The results 

did not reveal any substantial differences in general patterns for girls and boys, 

with two exceptions. First, the link between household income and educational 

aspirations was significant only among girls. Second, library size was 

significant only for educational aspirations for boys. Nevertheless, it is 

necessary to keep in mind that the separate analyses did not directly test these 

gender differences. Thus, in the supplementary analysis, we re-estimated the 

same model with the interaction effect between children’s gender, household 

income, and home library size (see Table OA3 in the Online Appendix). These 

supplementary models did not confirm significant gender differences for 

household income (Binteraction [girl x household income] = -0.013, S.E. = 0.030, p value = 

0.656), but revealed marginally significant gender differences for number of 

books at home (Binteraction [girl x library size] = -0.089, S.E. = 0.050, p value = 0.076).  

 A closer inspection of the interaction effects indicates, in line with 

Hypothesis 3, that in families with smaller libraries, parents tended to have 

                                                           
6
 For the sake of clarity, Tables 1–3 reported only unstandardized and standardized regression coefficients of the structural 

model predicting parental educational aspirations. Regression coefficients of full structural models tested in various groups 

(i.e., all causal paths) can be found in the Online Appendix (Tables OA4–OA10). 
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higher educational aspirations for girls than for boys. However, in families with 

larger libraries, educational aspirations for sons caught up with those for girls. 

Despite the rather small effect size, this finding corroborated our theoretical 

reasoning, as we have suggested that gender differences in educational 

aspirations may be stratified by family scholarly culture. It is also generally in 

line with Mohr and DiMaggio’s (Mohr – DiMaggio 1995) finding that the 

largest gender differences in cultural capital are in blue-collar families. Higher-

social-status families strive to protect their social privileges and may seek 

educational credentials—as a sign of elite membership—for both sons and 

daughters. However, among lower-social-status families, parents may believe 

that boys may do well even without higher education, but view education as 

more essential for girls.  

 The idea that gender differences are stratified by the family’s SES is 

supported by the fact that very similar patterns also were observed with 

parental education (Binteraction [girl x parental education] = -0.219, S.E. = 0.100, p value = 

0.028) and child academic achievement (Binteraction [girl x academic achievement] = -0.553, 

S.E. = 0.164, p value = 0.001). While higher-educated parents hold similar 

educational aspirations for sons as well as for daughters, less-educated parents 

have much higher educational aspirations for their daughters than for their 

sons. Similarly, it seems that parents tend to have higher educational 

aspirations for girls even if their daughters do not perform well in school. For 

boys, parental educational aspirations are linked more closely to their school 

grades. 

 Thus, our analysis suggests that even though the overall effect from 

objectified scholarly culture (family library size) was not significant, it is still 

important for diminishing gender differences in educational aspirations. Even 

after controlling for several socioeconomic indicators, the number of books at 

home significantly contributed to the narrowing gap between parental 

educational aspirations for boys and girls. Simultaneously, contrary to 

Hypothesis 4, we did not find any independent effect from embedded scholarly 

culture on either sons or daughters. 
 

  



Table 1 : Unstandardized and standardized regression coefficients of the structural model predicting parents 

educational aspirations 

 Children’s characteristics Boys’s characteristics Girls’s characteristics 

B S.E. Beta* B S.E. Beta* B S.E. Beta* 

Children’s characteristics 

Children’s sex 0.100 0.103 0.029 - - - - - - 

Children’s age 0.118*** 0.020 0.345 0.184*** 0.029 0.517 0.076** 0.024 0.232 

Birth order  0.121 0.096 0.035 0.120 0.148 0.034 0.163 0.139 0.050 

Academic achievement 0.694*** 0.096 0.389 1.049*** 0.115 0.614 0.350** 0.130 0.194 

Children’s interest in books 0.072 0.082 0.042 0.019 0.134 0.010 0.147 0.099 0.089 

Parents’ characteristics 

Parent’s sex -0.151† 0.088 -0.043 -0.166 0.123 -0.046 -0.163 0.108 -0.048 

Parent’s age 0.009 0.012 0.033 -0.006 0.016 -0.023 0.021 0.014 0.080 

Parent’s highest education 0.374*** 0.073 0.183 0.431*** 0.093 0.208 0.296*** 0.090 0.149 

Household income 0.050* 0.025 0.075 0.020 0.033 0.029 0.073* 0.030 0.117 

Number of children 0.043 0.055 0.025 0.123 0.098 0.067 0.007 0.066 0.004 

Marriage -0.174 0.187 -0.046 -0.203 0.255 -0.052 -0.255 0.225 -0.069 

Cohabitation -0.004 0.245 -0.001 0.098 0.353 0.021 -0.237 0.304 -0.045 

Stepfather/stepmother in the 
family 

-0.257 0.180 -0.053 
-0.264 0.238 -0.056 -0.220 0.239 -0.044 

Home library size 0.062 0.039 0.061 0.122* 0.049 0.118 0.004 0.047 0.004 

Parent’s interest in books 0.017 0.056 0.010 -0.002 0.075 -0.001 0.057 0.071 0.034 

N (clusters) 919 559 578 

Source: CHPS (2015-2016), authors’ own calculations. Levels of statistical significance: *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, † p < 0.1. * B = unstandardized 

regression coefficient, Beta = standardized regression coefficients 

Note 1: Model fit – Chi-square = 22.578 (10df), p = 0.0124, CFI = 0.989, RMSEA = 0.026, SRMR= 0.008, BIC = 21,172.444 (type=complex) 
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Note 2: Model fit (multi-sample analysis) – Chi-square = 32.697 (16df), p = 0.0081, CFI = 0.986, RMSEA = 

0.034, SRMR= 0.010, BIC = 21,521.916 (type=complex) 
 

** Corrections to the standard errors and chi-square test of model fit that took into account non-independence 

of observations and unequal probability of selection were obtained by using the TYPE=COMPLEX option of 
the ANALYSIS command. TYPE=TWOLEVEL option couldn’t be used because the variables weren’t 

constant on the second level of the model; mothers’ and fathers’ (parents’) characteristics were varied in the 

household. 
 

 We then shifted our attention toward parents’ gender. Again, we presented 

separate analyses for mothers and fathers reporting on sons and daughters for 

simplicity and easier interpretation. However, we also estimated parameters of 

the model with interaction effects to test whether the observed differences were 

significant (see Table OA3 in the Online Appendix). In Hypothesis 5, we 

suggested that mothers and fathers might adopt different aspirations for sons 

and daughters. Table 2 suggests that the link between mothers’ educational 

aspirations and children’s academic achievement or interest in books indeed 

functioned differently for boys and girls. In the case of a child’s interest in 

books, the link was significant only in the model for daughters. This result 

supports the idea that scholarly interests are more important to mothers and 

girls. However, the supplementary model with interaction effect did not support 

this idea because the interaction effect between the child’s gender and interest 

in books was not significant (Binteraction [girl x interest in books] = 0.094, S.E. = 0.187, 

p value = 0.615; see Online Appendix). In the case of academic achievement 

(Binteraction [girl x school achievement] = -0.583, S.E. = 0.179, p value = 0.001), Table 2 

indicates that student’s performance was a stronger predictor for mothers’ 

educational aspirations with sons than with daughters. Mothers hold relatively 

high educational aspirations even for under-performing daughters. However, if 

the mother’s son did not get good grades, the mother was more likely to lower 

her educational aspirations. As for other characteristics, no gender differences 

were observed among mothers. 

 The separate analyses in Table 2 suggest that fathers’ educational 

aspirations for sons were affected by family library size and the father’s 

education. In contrast, fathers’ aspirations for daughters were linked to 

household income. However, in a re-estimated supplementary model with 

interaction effect, only the interaction term between the father’s education and 

the child’s gender was significant (Binteraction [girl x father’s education] = -0.344, S.E. = 

0.138, p value = 0.013). Again, less-educated fathers placed a higher emphasis 

on their daughters’ education than that of their sons, while more-educated 

fathers believe that even sons should achieve higher educational credentials. 

Our data also demonstrated that fathers’ educational aspirations for their 

daughters were less affected by the child’s school performance than were their 

aspirations for their sons (Binteraction [girl x academic achievement] = -0.521, S.E. = 0.220, 

p value = 0.018). 



Table 2: Unstandardized and standardized regression coefficients of the structural model predicting mothers 

and fathers’ educational aspirations 

 Mothers’ aspirations Fathers’ aspirations 

 Girls’ characteristics Boys’ characteristics Girls’ characteristics Boys’ characteristics 

B S.E. Beta* B S.E. Beta* B S.E. Beta* B S.E. Beta* 

Children’s characteristics (within-level) 

Children’s age 0.068*** 0.017 0.419 0.145*** 0.033 0.629 0.032 0.030 0.100 0.129*** 0.031 0.650 

Birth order (the first one) 0.202† 0.117 0.124 0.323* 0.142 0.144 0.062 0.177 0.019 0.059 0.156 0.029 

Academic achievement 0.261*** 0.060 0.276 0.932*** 0.137 0.823 0.363* 0.149 0.215 0.793*** 0.153 0.818 

Children’s interest in books 0.212** 0.070 0.226 -0.118 0.097 -0.076 0.100 0.133 0.060 0.052 0.083 0.047 

Parents’ characteristics (between-level) 

Parent’s age 0.007 0.016 0.029 0.011 0.018 0.049 0.041* 0.016 0.180 –0.016 0.016 –0.082 

Parent’s highest education 0.400*** 0.102 0.234 0.461*** 0.111 0.297 0.254† 0.135 0.133 0.687*** 0.123 0.414 

Household income 0.066* 0.032 0.133 0.024 0.034 0.050 0.106* 0.053 0.147 0.034 0.048 0.056 

Number of children 0.072 0.075 0.044 0.068 0.096 0.046 -0.078 0.088 -0.059 0.105 0.099 0.069 

Marriage –0.282 0.219 –0.096 0.058 0.224 0.022 0.114 0.435 0.023 –0.158 0.551 –0.045 

Cohabitation –0.108 0.346 –0.026 0.333 0.298 0.098 -0.113 0.535 –0.020 –0.058 0.635 –0.014 

Stepfather/stepmother in the family –0.426 0.287 –0.099 –0.410 0.258 –0.119 0.010 0.305 0.002 –0.460 0.287 –0.121 

Home library size 0.025 0.054 0.029 0.089 0.056 0.112 0.015 0.061 0.016 0.142* 0.066 0.174 

Parent’s interest in books –0.042 0.108 –0.025 0.039 0.104 0.027 0.120 0.106 0.075 0.010 0.106 0.007 

N (clusters) 483 451 279 280 

Source: CHPS (2015-2016), authors’ own calculations. Levels of statistical significance: *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, † p < 0.1. * B = unstandardized 

regression coefficient, Beta = standardized regression coefficients  

Note 1: Model fit – Chi-square = 142.52 (66df), p = 0.0000, CFI = 0.969, RMSEA = 0.045, SRMR(within) = 0.032, SRMR(between) = 0.024, BIC = 13,340.7 

(type=twolevel) 

Note 2: Model fit – Chi-square = 120.09 (66df), p = 0.0001, CFI = 0.977, RMSEA = 0.038, SRMR(within) = 0.057, SRMR(between) = 0.021, BIC = 12,520.6 

(type=twolevel) 
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Note 3: Model fit – Chi-square = 29.959 (8df), p = 0.0002, CFI = 0.900, RMSEA = 0.088, SRMR = 0.019, 

BIC = 4,342.7 (type=complex) 

Note 4: Model fit – Chi-square = 147.56 (66df), p = 0.0000, CFI = 0.944, RMSEA = 0.059, SRMR(within) = 

0.076, SRMR(between) = 0.032, BIC = 7,906.8 (type=twolevel) 

 

 As for other covariates, the results are congruent with previous research. As 

in past studies (e.g., Spera et al. 2009), a positive association between 

children’s academic achievement, parents’ highest education level, and higher 

parental aspirations for children’s education was observed in the CHPS data. 

We tried to take into account many other relevant explanatory variables at the 

child and household levels to represent heterogeneity in family backgrounds, 

but neither the child’s birth order and reading habits––nor the parent’s age, 

number of children, type of family, or parental interest in books––compensated 

for the effect from the parent’s education level and the child’s academic 

achievement. 

 However, we found several substantial gender differences between both 

mothers and fathers and girls and boys. Regarding children, the results 

indicated that in the formation of educational aspirations for daughters, parents’ 

education level and household income were significant; however, girls’ ages, 

school grades, and reading habits also were significant determinants of parental 

educational aspirations. Similarly, in the formation of educational aspirations 

for sons, parents’ education level, household income, and home library size 

were significant, but boys’ school grades primarily were the strongest predictor 

of parental educational aspirations. In this way, parents tend to form higher 

educational aspirations regardless of their daughters’ school grades or their 

own education levels, whereas with boys, the parents were more concerned 

about their academic achievements, with educational and family scholarly 

culture also being significant. Both parents formed their higher educational 

aspirations when their sons were older, indicating that they might wait for their 

sons’ academic readiness, while considering their cognitive and non-cognitive 

skills. 

 Finally, we also posited that a child’s demographic characteristics and 

parental scholarly culture would affect a child’s interest in books. The results 

confirmed these links as being strongly significant, as were the effects from 

children’s characteristics and parental education on children’s academic 

achievement (see Table OA1 in the Online Appendix). Similarly, the results 

demonstrated strong associations among individual parental characteristics 

(e.g., gender, age, education, and type of family), interest in books, and home 

library size. 
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Discussion and conclusion 
 

Until recently, social stratification research has focused on family scholarly 

culture’s effect on children’s educational attainment or cognitive skills (De 

Graaf et al. 2000; Jæger – Breen 2016; Breinholt – Jæger 2020). However, the 

present study focused on family scholarly culture’s effect on parental 

educational aspirations, distinguishing between objectified scholarly culture 

(library size) as a sign of elite membership and embodied scholarly culture 

(reading and interest in books) as a means of cognitive and skill enhancement. 

Moreover, it focused on gender differences in scholarly culture’s role. 

 Using parent-child dyads from the CHPS (2015–2016), we found little 

evidence that scholarly culture contributes to parental educational aspirations. 

A proposed model that controlled for familial socioeconomic characteristics 

did not demonstrate an independent effect from library size or reading interests 

on parental educational aspirations. This result is in line with Van de 

Werfhorst – Hofstede (2007), who found a significant link between parental 

participation in highbrow culture and children’s school performance, but not 

educational aspirations. However, the present study revealed important gender 

differences. We hypothesized that scholarly culture would narrow the gender 

gap in educational aspirations. In particular, we expected that smaller library 

size would be linked to a larger gender gap, i.e., greater emphasis on daughters’ 

rather than sons’ educational achievements. Given that occupations typically 

associated with females at the non-college level offer relatively low wages and 

that women’s financial returns from education are higher (DiPrete – Buchmann 

2013; Mysíková 2018), even parents with lower social status might put more 

emphasis on girls’ school achievement. However, we expected that families 

with larger libraries would put equal emphasis on their sons and daughters’ 

education, positing that if larger libraries are a sign of elite membership, these 

families might strive to protect their social privileges. Our data confirmed this 

expectation about narrowing the gender gap and diminishing girls’ advantage 

in higher-social-status families. Similar patterns also were observed with 

parental education. Parents, particularly fathers, with higher education levels 

had similar aspirations for their boys and their girls. 

 Furthermore, we adopted the idea of stratified parenting and also expected 

that children’s scholarly interests (interest in books and reading) would be 

associated significantly with parental educational aspirations, particularly for 

girls. However, we did not find a significant link between parental educational 

aspirations and child or parental interest in books or reading habits. 

 Regarding parents’ sex, the outcomes suggested that parents form their 

educational aspirations for sons and daughters differently. First, fathers had 

slightly higher educational aspirations for their children than mothers. It also 
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seems that whereas mothers considered a child’s reading interest closely, 

fathers took into account the presence of books at home—indicating a 

scholarly, higher-social-status family—in forming higher educational 

aspirations for their children. This might suggest that fathers could be more 

responsive to the objectified dimension of cultural capital with a symbolic 

function in the formation of their educational aspirations while considering the 

household’s socioeconomic and sociocultural situation as a whole. 

 Importantly, even though we did to find a significant overall link between 

parental aspirations and scholarly culture, our results indicate that such culture 

has important implications for gender differences. In more scholarly families, 

boys catch up with girls, and parents aspirations for boys and girls are both 

high. The relatively weak link between scholarly culture and parental 

aspirations suggests that parental aspirations are not just a direct expression of 

cultural capital. In less-scholarly families, formation of parental aspirations 

seems to be more in line with rational choice theory. Given the lower financial 

returns to education among men, less-scholarly families are more accepting of 

non-college tracks for their sons. However, they understand that education 

benefits girls more significantly, and they are more likely to steer their 

daughters toward college. Similar rationale might be seen in the finding that 

parents hold higher educational aspirations even for underperforming girls, but 

tend to lower them for underperforming boys. 

 In more-scholarly families, the rational choice framework seems to have 

lower explanatory power. Despite gender differences in financial returns to 

education, the gender gap in aspirations is lower, and more scholarly parents 

want even their sons to pursue higher education. In this case, aspirations might 

be more of an expression of cultural capital, and diplomas might be valued 

more for their symbolic meaning and prestige. 

 Nevertheless, our findings are subject to several limitations. The first was 

the limited scope of the variables included in the study. Scholarly cultural 

indicators may be confounded by other variables that are not included in the 

analysis. It is likely that psychological moderators––such as a child’s self-

esteem, locus of control, or emotional and behavioral disposition, or parental 

educational or work values––also could be related to parental educational 

aspirations. However, these lie beyond the present study’s scope. Moreover, the 

reading interest indicator partly could be a proxy for parental educa-

tional/human capital, such as reading skills or ability, which is not captured 

fully by parents’ education level. Also, the data did not include information 

about types of books that families own. It is likely that not only do number of 

books matter, but also their content (popular, serious, or practical) (De Graaf – 

De Graaf 2002). Another problem could be a reverse causality between family 

scholarly culture and parental educational aspirations for children. Higher-
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aspiring parents are more likely to buy books and other educational resources; 

thus, higher parental expectations also can stimulate reading and home literacy 

environment (see, for instance Davis-Kean 2005). It was not possible to 

examine these processes longitudinally, which would have provided a better 

test of our hypotheses. Therefore, the results from this analysis are suggestive, 

rather than conclusive. Finally, single-country analysis neglects any cultural 

variability in the investigated effects; therefore, these issues call for replication 

of this analysis with data that address these deficiencies.  
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