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 i. 
The Labyrinth of Anxiety

This book examines parental educational anxiety in contemporary mainland China, offering a systematic analysis of its cultural roots, conceptual structure, formation mechanisms, and consequences.

Through vivid case studies, the authors delve into three key aspects of educational anxiety: concerns about academic performance, the competitive environment, and parenting self-efficacy. They present a dynamic framework that illustrates how family practices, school expectations, and social competition interact to generate and amplify anxiety. The book also investigates the wide-reaching effects of this phenomenon, demonstrating how it disrupts family relationships and undermines psychological well-being. To address these challenges, the authors propose practical, integrated strategies aimed at reducing parental educational anxiety, offering actionable solutions for families, schools, and policymakers.

Blending empirical evidence with an innovative analytical perspective, this volume is a valuable resource for scholars and practitioners in education, mental health, and family studies.

Linyuan Deng is Professor and PhD supervisor at the Faculty of Education, Beijing Normal University. Her research focuses on family–school partnership, family therapy, and the prevention and intervention of adolescent mental health problems. She has published over 100 articles in CSSCI and SSCI journals and co-edited several books.

Yiwen Tang is a PhD student at the Collaborative Innovation Center of Assessment for Basic Education Quality, Beijing Normal University. Her research focuses on family–school partnership and parental educational anxiety. She has published several CSSCI journal articles on parental educational anxiety.

Jiayi Yang is a PhD student at the Faculty of Psychology, Beijing Normal University. Her research interests include family education and adolescent mental health. She has published CSSCI journal articles on parental educational anxiety. ii. 
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Preface

As social competition intensifies and the instrumental value of education becomes increasingly stressed, parental educational anxiety has become a common feature of contemporary Chinese society. It is no longer a new phenomenon but rather an everyday experience for many parents. When parents gather together, conversations almost turn automatically to their children’s academic performance and future prospects, filled with concern and tension. They worry that their children may not be admitted to a good university, that they may not have provided sufficient support, or that other children may outperform their own children. Parents feel overwhelmed by preparing their children for the best opportunities all the way through kindergarten, school, and university, and many parents devote enormous amounts of time and resources to their children’s education for fear that their children “losing at the starting line.” In this context, education is no longer perceived merely as a stage of personal development but increasingly as a decisive pathway that may shape a child’s future opportunities and social position.

Why are Chinese parents so anxious about education? Many scholars attribute this phenomenon primarily to the influence of shadow education. In this view, private tutoring institutions intensify parental anxiety through persuasive marketing and profit from these fears. In response, the Chinese government introduced the “Double Reduction” policy in 2021, which placed strict regulations on off-campus academic tutoring in an effort to reduce students’ academic burden and alleviate pressure on families. The policy represented one of the most significant educational governance reforms in recent years and attracted widespread public attention. Although these policies have been strongly implemented and the once widespread tutoring culture has been significantly constrained, parental anxiety has not substantially declined. Some parents have even become more uneasy because they now have fewer immediate indicators or resources for their children’s academic performance after tutoring institutions were restricted. This paradox suggests that parental educational anxiety cannot be explained simply by the existence of tutoring markets. Instead, it may reflect deeper cultural expectations, social structures, and institutional arrangements that shape how families understand education and success. This raises new questions: What exactly are parents anxious about? If private tutoring is not the real cause, what fuels this anxiety? Why is it so widespread? Is it merely an individual concern, or is it a structurally produced form  ix. of anxiety? And how does it shape parents’ everyday educational practices and children’s development?

With these questions in mind, we began our research on parental educational anxiety. We first conducted in-depth interviews with parents from different regions of China, listening to their personal experiences and perceptions of educational anxiety. These narratives provided an initial window into the phenomenon. Through these conversations, we encountered not only parents’ worries about academic performance but also their reflections on self-worth, family responsibility, social competition, and the uncertainty of the future. We then carried out quantitative analyses with larger samples to further examine the nature of parental educational anxiety and to investigate its determinants, as well as its potential impact on children. Although these studies have yielded valuable academic findings, we came to realize that research articles alone cannot fully depict the whole picture of parental educational anxiety. During the research process, we encountered many experiences that cannot easily be expressed through the strictly rational language of academic writing: parents’ daily struggles, their desire for antidotes to ease their anxieties, and their sense of helplessness within a broader educational system. Many parents described a persistent feeling of being caught between high expectations and limited control over educational outcomes. These stories gave us a deep and vivid impression which ultimately inspired us to document and reflect on them in the form of this book.

In this book, we attempt to provide readers with a comprehensive picture of parental educational anxiety in China. Chapter 1 outlines the broader background of this phenomenon, examining historical factors, cultural values, and changes in social structure that together shape the conditions under which parental anxiety emerges. By tracing these long-term influences, the chapter situates contemporary parental concerns within a wider historical and cultural framework. Chapter 2 presents a series of detailed stories from Chinese parents to illustrate how educational anxiety is experienced in everyday life and offers an in-depth interpretation of its underlying nature from an existential perspective. Chapter 3 analyses the mechanisms through which parental educational anxiety is generated and sustained. Rather than viewing it as a static condition, we conceptualize it as a dynamic cycle, helping readers understand why parents often find it difficult to escape this state of anxiety. Chapter 4 explores the double-edged effects of parental educational anxiety on both parents and children. While acknowledging its potentially harmful consequences, we also consider the possibility that it may play certain motivating roles, thereby offering a more balanced perspective. Finally, Chapter 5 proposes systematic approaches for responding to parental educational anxiety. Rather than offering simple solutions, this chapter seeks to encourage more reflective and balanced approaches to education among families, educators, and policymakers.

Despite the fact that this book focuses on parental educational anxiety in China, this phenomenon can also be observed in many other cultural contexts. In several Asian countries, such as South Korea, anxious parents often invest substantial amounts of time and financial resources in private tutoring to improve their children’s academic performance. Similarly, in many Western societies, anxious parents  x. may adopt helicopter parenting and spend considerable money on private educational consultants in the hope of securing admission to prestigious universities. Although the institutional settings and cultural narratives surrounding education differ across societies, the underlying concerns about children’s future opportunities are often remarkably similar. Therefore, although this book draws primarily on the Chinese context, we believe that readers from other cultural backgrounds may also find insights and reflections that resonate with their own experiences.

Ultimately, this book aims to provide a deeper understanding of parental educational anxiety in contemporary China. By bringing together empirical research, theoretical reflection, and parents’ lived experiences, we seek to illuminate the broader social and cultural forces shaping this phenomenon. We hope that the discussions in this book will encourage readers to reflect not only on educational competition but also on the values and expectations that define parenting and childhood in modern societies.
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 1. 

1 Cultural Roots of Modern Parenting Anxiety

DOI: 10.4324/9781003724629-1


In this chapter, we explore why parental educational anxiety has become so persistent in China. First, we trace the path by which education has come to be viewed as the most important avenue towards status, security, and upward mobility for one’s family over time even though there continue to be widespread and uneven opportunities for obtaining high-quality schooling. After that, we examine how Confucian values, family traditions, and popular stories about diligence and hardship tie children’s academic performance to parents’ moral responsibility and sense of self-worth, turning schooling into a shared family project across generations. At last, we also examine recently changed social structures, education policies, and digital media, and how they reshape rather than weaken such forces, so that being anxious about our kids’ education becomes part and parcel of daily family life.


1.1 History, Culture, and Educational Anxiety

In contemporary China, educational anxiety has become a pervasive social-psychological phenomenon, primarily manifested by parents’ persistent worry and high-intensity investment in their children’s academic performance, educational pathways, and future development. However, this anxiety is not merely a short-term reaction to the current competitive environment. Instead, it is deeply rooted in the long-accumulated historical and cultural structures of Chinese society. Research indicates that a long-standing reverence for learning, a pragmatic emphasis on academic credentials, and the moral weight placed on a child’s achievement collectively provide the foundation for this anxiety (Gu, 2004; Wu, 2019; Zhao & Wang, 2002). Viewed in this light, educational anxiety is not a random social phenomenon but a traceable and structural reality. To truly understand its complexity, we must examine its origins through three key dimensions: social values, cultural-psychological mechanisms, and patterns of intergenerational family transmission. This helps us see a pattern that continues across generations, quietly carried forward through history.


 2. 
1.1.1 Social Reality: The Dual Tension Between Importance and Scarcity in Education

Throughout Chinese history, education has carried meanings far beyond the pursuit of knowledge. It has long been seen as a key path to personal fulfilment, social recognition, and, at times, upward mobility within the social hierarchy. In this context, schooling has naturally become highly competitive. The competition is not accidental; it is rooted in long-standing social structures where access to valued resources and opportunities has been limited and unevenly distributed.


(1) Paramount Importance in Education: The Institutionalized Channel for Value Fulfilment and Social Mobility

The expression “excellence in learning brings about officialdom” (xue er you ze shi) is an extremely popular educational concept in traditional Chinese culture. Its original meaning is the Confucian notion of “inner sageliness and outer kingliness” (nei sheng wai wang) that connects a person’s own self-cultivation and moral development to public responsibility (Liu, 2010). But after the establishment and continuous running of the imperial examination system, it had been redirected over time towards becoming something more associated with preparing oneself for an official career via learning. People started thinking of education much more as a means to get a higher position in career and have more authority, instead of trying to make yourself better. It began to be recognized as an effective way to achieve success and move up. Popular sayings like “Of all pursuits, scholarship holds the highest esteem” (wan ban jie xia pin, wei you du shu gao) and “Having one’s name inscribed on the roll of honor is a moment of great academic success and life celebration” (jin bang ti ming shi) vividly reflect this value orientation.

Beyond value endorsement, education also functioned as a concrete institutional channel for social mobility. From the image of “a farm boy at dawn, a court official by dusk” (zhao wei tian she lang, mu deng tian zi tang) to the enduring folk belief that study enables one to transcend their origins, education was persistently framed as the central route to social ascent. Feng and Gui’s (2014) research on the Song dynasty imperial examination system illustrates this logic: after merchants were permitted to take part in the civil service examinations, many merchant families invested heavily in their sons’ schooling. They hired private tutors, set up schools, and bought books to strengthen their children’s preparation. These efforts gave them an edge in the competition and, in some cases, opened the door to official positions and higher social standing. In this way, education functioned as a key institutional channel for crossing class boundaries.

And importantly, that imagination of moving up never becomes the past. It gets triggered by stories told over generations and serves as an unstated assumption in contemporary families’ educational decision-making. When a society believes widely enough that the only thing you can count on for the future is academic achievement, education acquires near-existential significance. So parents will be sensitive to the academic results, and all this anxiety around those becomes structural.

 3.  AsLiu (2010) continues arguing, this way of thinking is maintained by means of new forms in modern China: a two-way circulation between “academic excellence leading to officialdom” and “officialdom leading to academia.” On the one hand, top scholars may be incorporated into administrative systems. On the other hand, government officials may leverage their positions to obtain academic titles and resources. This close link between official positions and academic achievement strengthens the connection between power, success, and social value. It also ties education more deeply to the way important resources are allocated in society.

Under these conditions, families may come to view education as a high-stakes strategic investment tied to institutional identity, social capital, and long-term status security. Parents’ anxiety about academic success or failure is therefore not only a concern about grades but also a concern about whether their children can remain on a socially recognized path to success. Yang (2019) and Wu (2019) also note the historical inertia of status-oriented educational values, which preserve a hierarchy that elevates academic learning while devaluing alternative routes, including vocational and skill-based pathways. When formal schooling, higher education, and entry into the public sector are widely treated as the orthodox route to mobility, families are more likely to put their hopes on children’s academic performance. This also helps explain why parental educational anxiety has persisted despite strict restrictions on after-school tutoring under the Double Reduction policy. The deeper cause is not the tutoring institutions but the long-standing belief in credentials and the wider education system that continues to support that belief.



(2) The Structural Scarcity of Education: Unequal Opportunities and the Normalization of Competition

The paramount importance attached to education has long coexisted with the scarcity of educational opportunities, a combination that has continually intensified competitive anxiety. Educational opportunities have never been equal. In the early era when learning resided with the government, educational resources were monopolized by the nobility. The Tang dynasty’s official school system strictly determined enrolment qualifications based on the official rank of a student’s father and grandfather, institutionalizing class differences in access to schooling (New Book of Tang: Treatise on Selection). And even under the more egalitarian design of the Song dynasty imperial exams, the disparities of wealth can also be converted into benefit in educational resources. As mentioned before, merchant families could turn their economic power into educational benefits via the imperial examination system (Feng & Gui, 2014), which indicates that formal openness could not preclude real disparities from existing.

This historical logic persists into the present. The poignant saying that impoverished families rarely produce distinguished descendants and the intense concern of middle-class families about educational investment, both point to the same reality: Education is seen as both a super-safe and very restricted way up.

 4. The scarcity of educational opportunities is most vividly reflected in historically low admission rates. In the Tang dynasty, roughly one or two candidates per thousand passed the jinshi examination (da di qian ren, de di bai yi er, i.e., only about one or two out of every thousand candidates passed), while in the Ming dynasty the rate, although slightly higher, remained extremely low at 10 or 12 per thousand (shi yi er) (Tongdian: Treatise on Selection 3). Although during the period when the Song dynasty increased admission, the number of successful candidates remained limited relative to the huge pool of examinees, according to the statement that “those competing in the examinations numbering over a thousand annually, yet few being accepted” (History of Song: Treatise on Selection 1). This competitive structure of “thousands of troops and horses crossing a single-plank bridge” (qian jun wan ma guo du mu qiao) kept education in a state of long-term high pressure.

And that memory didn’t get lost with later institutional reforms. Instead, it is getting passed down from one generation to the next and continues to shape how families think about schooling and academic advancement. This suggests that contemporary sensibilities towards academic competition are not arbitrary but reflect a historically transmitted expectation of scarcity.




1.1.2 Cultural Atmosphere: The Educational Obsession Woven by Confucian Orthodoxy and Popular Narratives

Beyond social structures there is also the cultural-psychological element providing the more fundamental justification and source of morals for this phenomenon. It reinforces itself against mainstream ideology and common belief, collectively creating a cultural atmosphere that moralizes and sanctifies education.


(1) The Influence of Mainstream Culture: Confucian Orthodoxy

As the orthodox ideology of traditional society, Confucianism fundamentally established the priority of education. Confucius proposed the governance sequence of “population, prosperity, and education” (shu, fu, jiao) (Analects: Zilu), placing education after the economy development. The Book of Rites: Record of Learning (Liji: Xueji) also explicitly says that when establishing a state and governing the people, one should first educate them. Gu (2004) further points out that Chinese culture traditionally has viewed education as the “foundation for establishing a state and its people”. The Confucian ethical framework of “self-cultivation, family regulation, state governance, and world harmony” (xiu shen qi jia zhi guo ping tian xia) connects personal cultivation with family honour and shame, as well as the rise and fall of the nation. It means that from the very beginning, education was not a private matter but a public responsibility embedded within a system where family and state are structurally homologous.

From a Confucian perspective, the ultimate goal of education was to cultivate the junzi, the morally exemplary person who “cultivates himself in order to bring peace to the people” (Analects, Xian Wen), and to use schooling to “establish proper human relationships” (Mencius, Teng Wengong I). Therefore, this education  5. was related to one’s cultivation as well as family reputation and social standing. Zhao and Wang (2002) point out that Chinese culture has linked academic achievement with social honour and official rank. In this structure, education became the primary route to status. And then this idea got formalized by the imperial exams and eventually became an accepted social reality passed down through generations.

For many parents today, treating education as something that must not fail is more than a practical decision. It grows out of a long-held belief that education is the basis of building one’s life. When schooling is given such central importance, its outcomes easily take on strong emotional meaning, and anxiety almost inevitably follows.



(2) Popular Understanding

Outside orthodox culture, two sets of narratives highly related to education have long circulated in popular culture: one is an ethic of diligence, and the other is a narrative of struggle that legitimizes suffering.

Chinese popular culture has long placed a high value on diligence, perseverance, and self-discipline. The belief that “Heaven rewards the diligent” (tian dao chou qin) is deeply ingrained; proverbs such as “If one carves without ceasing, even metal and stone can be engraved” (Xunzi: An Exhortation to Learning) and “Skill comes from diligence, neglect comes from indulgence in leisure” (Han Yu: An Explanation of Advancing in Learning) stress that personal endeavour is key to both educational attainment and overall accomplishment. Though it has a motivating quality, this kind of storytelling also reduces how an academic might succeed or fail to just a person’s actions, hiding structures like inequality, which would then make people feel bad and anxious about themselves if they did not succeed.

Along with being diligent comes the idea that learning should involve really rigorous physical effort and mental testing. Allusions such as “Tying one’s hair to a beam and pricking one’s thigh with an awl” (tou xuan liang, zhui ci gu) (Three Character Classic) and “Studying late into the night and rising before dawn” (san geng deng huo wu geng ji) (Yan Zhenqing, An Exhortation to Learning), along with the common saying “Only those who endure the greatest hardship can achieve a higher status than others” (chi de ku zhong ku, fang wei ren shang ren) (The Exposure of the Official World), establish the fact of suffering in education as a necessary cost for climbing into higher social status. While this story praises hard work and persistence, it also makes intense competition and heavy investment seem reasonable. In doing so, it offers a cultural and psychological basis for today’s intense educational pressure. Within such a climate, taking things easy can be viewed as a lack of responsibility, and relaxation may be seen as laziness. As a result, parents often experience moral anxiety – the feeling that not pushing hard enough is somehow wrong.




1.1.3 Family Transmission: Education Pressure Inside an Intergenerational Framework

If social reality and cultural atmosphere provide the external structure, then the family is where educational anxiety is most concretely produced and  6. experienced. The family is a fundamental social unit and one of the most enduring carriers of history and culture. Although education appears to be a private matter, it is often regarded as a primary responsibility undertaken within the family and, in some cases, extended kin networks. This intergenerational binding of responsibility is a key mechanism in the reproduction of educational anxiety within families.

Under the influence of a collectivist cultural framework, intergenerational bonds within Chinese families tend to be particularly strong. Individuals are expected to attend not only to their own interests but also to the well-being and continuity of the family, and often of the broader kinship network. Within this structure, parents and children assume distinct yet interrelated roles. Parents are generally expected to guide their children through both explicit instruction and moral example while providing material support, emotional care, and cultural formation. In turn, children are seen as bearing the responsibility to carry forward family values and to meet the expectations of parents and extended kin.


(1) The Educational Tasks Carried Out by the Household

China has long emphasized the central role of the family in education; jiajiao (family upbringing) and jiafeng (family traditions) are concrete expressions of this emphasis. According to the Zuo Zhuan, genuine care for a child lies in guiding them toward what is right, rather than allowing them to stray onto misguided paths. In ancient China, jiajiao referred to a form of domestic education centered on moral cultivation. The term jiafeng first appeared in the Wei-Jin poet Pan Yue’s Poem on Family Traditions, where it is associated with the orderly governance of scholar-official households. Historical transformation and the decline of the gentry class contributed to the gradual expansion of commoner society. By the early Song dynasty, even ordinary households had begun to develop their own systems of family instructions and traditions (Liang, 2025). Over time, jiafeng came to encompass a broader set of values, behavioural norms, and everyday practices, transmitted from parents to children through both written texts and the subtle, often implicit influence of the familial environment.

Liu (2025) and Liang (2025) systematically review the historical development of Chinese family instruction and traditions, arguing that family education has long functioned not only as a form of private upbringing but also as a mechanism of cultural transmission and social governance. Across different historical periods, from prenatal education in the Han dynasty, family learning practices in the Wei-Jin period, and maternal instruction in the Tang, to the Song-Yuan emphasis on integrating agricultural labour and scholarly learning for family sustenance and the Ming-Qing focus on livelihood management grounded in moral integrity, a continuous historical trajectory can be traced. This long-term development has gradually shaped a deeply embedded perception of education as fundamentally rooted in the family. From this perspective, children’s education is often regarded as part of parental responsibility rather than something that can be fully delegated to formal schooling institutions.

 7. Even today, despite a highly developed schooling system, many parents continue to believe that their child’s success is primarily their responsibility. This belief provides an important psychological basis for educational anxiety. When a child performs poorly in academic or behavioural terms, parents may quickly interpret it as a personal failure: “I did not fulfil my obligation,” “I was not diligent enough,” or “I did not perform my parental role effectively in guiding my child.” Dong (2022) finds that educational anxiety is often turned inward, with some parents feeling unworthy of the parental role and experiencing serious doubts about their own competence.

In recent years, the construction of jiajiao (family upbringing) and jiafeng (family traditions) has been re-emphasized at the national level. Article 1043 of Chapter 1 of Book Five of the Civil Code of the People’s Republic of China stipulates that families shall cultivate virtuous family traditions, promote family virtues, and strengthen the development of family civility. The Third Plenary Session of the 20th Central Committee further emphasized the integration of jiajiao and jiafeng into grassroots governance practices. Under this policy, normative values associated with family instruction – such as self-discipline, civic responsibility, filial respect, child-centered care, and everyday frugality – have gradually gained wider social recognition and are increasingly encouraged in practice (Yan, 2025). Thus, jiajiao (family upbringing) and jiafeng (family traditions) are increasingly integrated into social governance, providing important resources and tools for family education and contributing to the cultivation of the younger generation.

A large number of Chinese sayings closely associate children’s conduct, character, and achievements with the influence of parental upbringing. As stated in Geyan Lianbi: The Category of Regulating the Family, “No joy equals reading, no task is more important than teaching children,” which frames child education as the central concern of family life. Common sayings such as “a strict father does not raise a weak son” and “an indulgent mother spoils the child” construct a straightforward causal link between children’s outcomes and parental character or parenting style, leaving limited room for alternative explanations. In Family Model: Mother, Sima Guang takes this logic further, attributing a child’s moral decline to maternal failure and arguing that “it is not others who destroy him, but the mother herself.
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