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Abstract. To explore the relationship between family social class and junior mid-

dle school students’ academic achievement, a total of 1679 middle school stu-

dents were surveyed by questionnaires. The results showed that (1) Family social 

class had a positive predictive effect on academic achievement (2) Intrinsic learn-

ing motivation played a partial mediating role in the relationship between family 

social class and academic achievement (3) Parental educational expectation mod-

erates the mediating of intrinsic motivation. In other words, the influence of fam-

ily social class on intrinsic motivation changed with the different of parental ed-

ucational expectation. 
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1 Introduction 

The family investment theory (Coleman & James, 1988) puts forward that: higher-class 

families have rich resources, which can bring more economic support and social capital 

to their children, and thus their children are more likely to achieve success. However, 

due to the limitations of realistic conditions, families of lower class obtain relative less 

resources, which limits their probability of success. In addition, studies have found that 

not only in economic, but also in the educational investment the parents of upper-class 

families are relatively higher, and have access to better educational resources, which is 

of great help to improve the academic performance of their children. Families of higher 

class tend to put more diversified investment in children's education, and pay more 

attention to the cultivation of children's interest in learning (Robbins et al., 2004). Thus, 

children from upper-class families are more intrinsically motivated to learn.  

According to self-determination theory, the motivation can be divided into intrinsic 

motivation and external motivation. Intrinsic motivation can better stimulate individu-

al's interest in learning and improve their academic performance (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 

Self-determination theory also suggests that intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motiva-

tion are not opposite, but can be transformed into each other. The key to the 
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transformation lies in autonomous support. Autonomous support environment can meet 

the needs of students better, and to promote the transition of intrinsic motivation (Deci 

& Ryan, 2000; Taylor, Ntoumanis, & Smith, 2009). Among family factors, parents' 

educational expectation is an important source of autonomous support for children. Pa-

rental educational expectation refers to the expectation and judgment of parents on their 

children's academic achievements and performances. The higher parents' educational 

expectations, the more social support and emotional feedback they give to their chil-

dren, and the higher their participation in educational activities. It can be inferred that 

under high levels of parental educational expectations, lower class children can also 

develop higher intrinsic motivation, which leads to improved academic performance. 

To explore the relationship among family social class, academic achievement, and 

learning motivation of Chinese junior middle school students will help us understand 

the motivational processes in terms of academic outcomes and the cultural contexts in 

China. 

We propose the following hypotheses: family social class significantly affect stu-

dents' academic performance (H1); Parental educational expectation has a moderating 

effect on the relationship (H2). The moderating effect is realized through the mediating 

effect of children’s intrinsic learning motivation (H3). 

2 Method 

2.1 Subjects 

In this study, the seventh to ninth grade students in several middle schools in Hubei 

Province, Henan Province, Guangdong Province, and Shanxi Province were selected to 

conduct a questionnaire survey. A total of 1700 students were collected, and 1679 valid 

questionnaires were obtained, with an effective rate of 98.76%.  

2.2 Measurements 

2.2.1 Subjective social class measurement.  

Referring to the research of Kraus et al. (2012), the MacArthur scale of subjective 

socioeconomic status was used for measurement purposes. The scale is a ladder graph 

with ten levels, and subjects are required to comprehensively evaluate the status of their 

family based on its specific situation, including parents' occupational status, education 

level and income. The lowest rung of the ladder is 1, and the highest is 10. The higher 

the ladder is, the higher is the subjective social class. The scale has been used in many 

studies, and the retest reliability was 0.670 (Chen, Guo, & Hu, 2015). 

2.2.2 Academic achievement.  

The research found that objective academic achievement is closely related to sub-

jective evaluation achievement. Therefore, the subjective reporting method of subjects 

can provide effective information (Crockett et al., 1987). The study used the self-as-

sessment of academic achievement questionnaire. Students were asked to evaluate their 
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academic performance in English, mathematics and Chinese according to the actual 

situation. A 5-point Likert scale was used in this questionnaire (1 is very bad, 5 is very 

good), and the student's academic achievement is expressed as the average standardized 

score of the three subjects. The Cronbach's α coefficient of the questionnaire is 0.679. 

2.2.3 Intrinsic learning motivation.  

The Learning Motivation scale compiled by Yu (1994) was used, including two di-

mensions of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, which had a total of 13 questions. The 

scale uses a 5-point score. We used the sum of score of the intrinsic motivation sub-

scale. The higher the score, the stronger the intrinsic motivation of the subjects. 

2.2.4 Parental educational expectations.  

The Parents' Educational Expectation Scale includes two dimensions of academic 

performance and academic achievement, with a total of 9 items. The reliability coeffi-

cient of the scale was 0.85. Using a 6-point scale (" 1 "means" no expectation at all 

"and" 6 "means" very strong expectation "), the higher the score, the stronger the per-

ceived parental educational expectation. 

2.3 Data analysis 

The data were standardized, and SPSS 17.0 software was used for common method 

deviation test, descriptive statistical and correlation analysis. The bootstrap method was 

used to analyze the test of mediating and moderating effect. 

3 Results 

3.1 Common method deviation test 

There may be common method bias in the self-reporting method in this study. Thus, 

analysis was conducted according to Harman single-factor model test. The results 

showed that there were 4 common factors with eigenvalues greater than 1, and the var-

iance explained by the first factor was 26.942%, which was lower than the critical value 

of 40%. Therefore, there was no obvious common bias in the study. 

The results of descriptive statistics and correlation analysis are shown in Table 1.  

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis (n=1679) 

 M SD 1 2 3 4 

1 Family social class 5.39 1.88 1    

2 Academic achievement 2.74 0.87 0.18** 1   

3 Intrinsic motivation 19.89 4.18 0.06** 0.23** 1  

4 Parental educational  

expectation 

41.43 8.29 0.08** 0.14** 0.24** 1 
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3.2 Moderated mediating effect analysis 

All variables were standardized and the SPSS macro program PROCESS compiled by 

Hayes (2019) was used to conduct the moderated mediation effect test under the con-

dition of controlling gender and age. The results are shown in Table 1. 

According to the test steps proposed by Wen et al (2006), the first step was to test 

whether the direct effect of family social class on middle school students' academic 

performance was moderated by parents' educational expectations. Using Model 1 in the 

PROCESS, Equation 1 showed that family social class had a significant predictive ef-

fect on the academic performance of middle school students (β = 0.17, P < 0.01). 

In the second step, according to the hypothesis, Model 7 in the PROCESS was se-

lected. The test results of Equation 2 showed that family social class had a significant 

predictive effect on intrinsic motivation (β =0.04, P <0.05), and the interaction between 

family social class and parents' educational expectation had a significant predictive ef-

fect on intrinsic motivation (β =0.06, P <0.05). The results of Equation 3 showed that 

family social class also had a significant predictive effect on academic performance (β 

=0.17, P <0.01). Intrinsic motivation also had a significant predictive effect on aca-

demic performance (β =0.22, P <0.01). 

Table 2. Moderated mediating effect analysis (n=1679) 

Predic-

tive Var-

iables 

Equation 1 

(Dependent variable:  

academic performance) 

Equation 2 

(Dependent variable: Intrin-

sic motivation) 

Equation 3 

(Dependent variable: aca-

demic performance) 
β SE 95%CI β SE 95%CI β SE 95%CI 

Family 

social 

class 
 

0.17* 0.03 [0.12,0.22] 0.04* 0.02 [0.00,0.09] 0.17** 0.03 [0.11,0.22] 

Parental 

educa-

tional 

expecta-

tion 
 

0.12* 0.03 [0.12,0.22] 0.24** 0.03 [0.18,0.29]    

Family 

social 

class × 

Parental 

educa-

tional 

expecta-

tion 
 

0.01 0.03 [-0.04,0.07] 0.06* 0.03 [0.01,0.11]    

Intrinsic 

motiva-

tion 
 

      0.22** 0.02 [0.17,0.27] 

Gender 0.00 0.03 [-0.06,0.05] -0.06* 0.02 [-0.10, -0.02] 0.01 0.03 [-0.05,0.07] 

Age 0.07 0.05 [-0.03,0.16] 0.08 0.04 [-0.01,0.17] 0.05 0.05 [-0.04,0.15] 

R2 0.05 0.06 0.08 

F 22.48** 28.19** 67.49** 

Note: The 95% confidence interval does not contain the value of 0, indicating that the coefficient was significant. 

**p<0.01, *p<0.05. 
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In order to show the moderating effect of parental educational expectation more 

clearly and intuitively, the simple slope analysis was used for further analysis (see Fig-

ure 1). The participants were divided into high and low group according to the score of 

parental educational expectations higher or lower than the average. Then the predictive 

effect of family social class on intrinsic motivation was investigated in these two 

groups. When parents had high expectations, family social class significantly and pos-

itively affected individual's learning motivation (B =0.32, t=9.56, P <0.001). When par-

ents had low expectations, family social class also had a significant and positively pre-

dictive effect on individual learning motivation (B =2.22, t=4.88, P <0.01), but its effect 

was smaller. This indicated that with the increase of parental educational expectation 

level, the promoting effect of family social class on students' learning motivation was 

amplified. 

 

Fig. 1. Simple slope analysis 

4 Discussions 

Some scholars (Wu, Zhang, Cheng, & Wang, 2018) believe that although lower-class 

families are subject to various restrictions, these frustrating experiences will motivate 

lower-class students, and thus promote their study. However, many studies have 

showed that the children of upper-class families have better academic performance. In 

contrast, lower-class families tend to limit the improvement of their children's academic 

performance because of external constraints (Ludger, 2005). This study found that fam-

ily social class can positively predict the academic performance of middle school stu-

dents, which is consistent with most of previous studies. It also supports the viewpoint 

of family investment theory and the researches of social class theory. 

The mediating model showed that intrinsic motivation played a significant mediating 

role in the influence of family social class on the academic performance of middle 

school students. It is assumed that lower-class families have relatively fewer resources 

and need to consider material costs to reduce external threats, which is not conducive 
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to improving children's intrinsic motivation. As mentioned above, the pursuit of internal 

goals can improve individual happiness and adaptability. Pursuing external goals, on 

the other hand, is more likely to reduce happiness and is associated with poor adapta-

bility, which is detrimental to academic performance. A study supported that intrinsic 

motivation can stimulate students' interest in learning and desire to improve their abil-

ity, and thus better improve learning engagement (Chen, Guo, & Hu, 2015). 

The results also showed that with the increase of parental educational expectation, 

the promoting effect of family social class on students' intrinsic learning motivation 

was amplified. We speculate that parental educational expectation varies according to 

the social class of a family. According to family stress theory (Yoder & Dan, 2005), 

family economic pressure is directly proportional to parents' psychological pressure, 

and excessive economic pressure will lead parents to adopt bad parenting styles, such 

as preaching, reducing positive feedback (Masarik & Conger, 2017), and emphasizing 

the purpose of learning is to improve one's income and change one's life. This type of 

parenting tends to encourage extrinsic rather than intrinsic motivations. Therefore, it is 

not conducive to the development of children's achievements. Higher class parents have 

higher education level and are more likely to increase the diversity of educational en-

gagement. Therefore, higher educational expectations of parents promote the intrinsic 

learning motivation of children, thus improving their academic performance. 

5 Conclusion 

This study illustrated that the influence of family social class on intrinsic motivation 

changed with the different of parental educational expectation. This study will help 

parents and teachers to understand students’ learning problems and cultivate their in-

trinsic learning motivation. Continued research should better clarify how family social 

class influence students’ learning process. Longitudinal studies and qualitative studies 

could be used to provide a broader perspective.  
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