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Relationship of Higher Education and Social Mobility .

A Literature Review

WU Ke-ming' , WU Dan’

(1. School of Educational Science, Hunan Normal University;

2. School of Public Administration, Central China Normal University)

Abstract: Higher education is a very important factor influencing social mobility, and
the relationship between higher education and social mobility is a long-standing and
important topic in the field of education science and sociology. Studying the relationship is of
remarkably theoretical and practical significance. Findings based on literature reviews of
relevant studies both at home and abroad show that there are four representative views. The
View of Promotion, based on functionalism theory. puts forward that higher education is the
main means of social selection and upward mobility, and promotes social mobility. The View
of Conditions thinks that higher education can enhance social mobility only under certain
circumstances, thus it has only a limited and relative role in promoting social mobility. The
View of Hinderance, based on conflict theory. holds the view that higher education
reproduces inequity in property, power and culture, solidifies social stratification and
prevents social mobility. The Dual-sided View holds that the positive and the negative impact
of higher education on social mobility coexist. The relationship between higher education and
social mobility differs in different ages. Since the expansion of college enrollment in China,
the social mobility function of higher education become weakening. In the future, topics
which are worth studying include the discussion about the relationship between higher
education and intra-generational mobility, studying from the perspective of economics, and
exploring theories that can interpret the changes of the relationship between higher education
and social mobility as well.

Key words: higher education; social mobility; View of Promotion; View of Condition;

View of Hinderance; View of Two-sidedness
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