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South Africa, a country that is highly stratified by race, is an important location for studying the

relationship between race and educational expectations. Using a longitudinal data set, we examine

the educational expectations of black (African), colored (mixed race), and white (European

ancestry) parents and children in Cape Town, South Africa. We find that parents and children have

high educational expectations regardless of race, but black parents and children have higher

educational expectations than coloreds and whites once socioeconomic and other factors are

controlled. We also find that parents’ and children’s expectations tend to agree more and are more

closely correlated among coloreds and whites than blacks. We test two explanations for the

educational expectations of parents and children, finding more support for the status attainment

perspective among coloreds and whites than blacks and support for the family social capital

perspective among blacks and coloreds only.

Little attention has been paid to the relationship between race/ethnicity and educational
expectations outside the United States and other more developed countries. South
Africa is an important location for studying this relationship because of the extreme
racial stratification that has existed there. Under apartheid, the official policy of racial
segregation that ended in the early 1990s, individuals were placed into one of three
groups on the basis of race: an advantaged group comprised of whites (European
ancestry), a moderately disadvantaged group consisting of coloreds (mixed race) and
Asians (mostly from India), and a severely disadvantaged group made up of blacks
(Africans) (Mwabu and Schultz 1996; Thomas 1996; Klasen 1997). Apartheid
encroached upon virtually every aspect of life including housing, marriage, and employ-
ment. The impact of apartheid on the educational attainment of nonwhites was tre-
mendous. By the end of apartheid, the mean years of completed schooling among adult
males were 3.9 for blacks and 5.5 for coloreds versus 9.5 for whites. Among adult
females, mean years of completed schooling were 3.4 for blacks, 5.3 for coloreds, and 9.1
for whites (Thomas 1996).
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Although the dismantling of apartheid has had profound effects in South Africa,
racial inequality continues (e.g., Lestrade-Jefferis 2002; Burger and Woolard 2005;
Burgard and Treiman 2006; Charasse-Pouélé and Fournier 2006). De facto segregation
of the races still exists, with nonwhites tending to live in poorer areas with fewer
resources than whites (Lestrade-Jefferis 2002; Burger and Woolard 2005). The high
prevalence of HIV/AIDS among nonwhites, especially blacks, has led to higher mortality
rates among them, increasing racial disparities with respect to health and life expectancy
(Shisana et al. 2005; Burgard and Treiman 2006). Mandatory school fees, even for
primary and secondary education, continue to limit the access of nonwhites to educa-
tion, and unemployment rates are as high as 40 percent among nonwhite South Africans
(Kingdon and Knight 2001; Burger and Woolard 2005). As a result of these past and
present inequities, there may be important racial differences in the educational expec-
tations of South Africans.

We present results from the first longitudinal study to investigate the educational
expectations of children and of their parents (i.e., the educational expectations parents
have for their children) in South Africa. We use a multiracial and representative sample
of youth and their households from Cape Town, an urban area of approximately 2.5
million people located in the Western Cape province of South Africa. We use status
attainment and family social capital perspectives to examine whether the predictors of
parents’ and children’s educational expectations vary by race. In addition, we examine
whether the relationship between parents’ and children’s expectations varies by race.
This study contributes to our understanding of race, parents’ expectations, and chil-
dren’s expectations by examining their interrelationships in a country that is highly
stratified by race.

Because little is known about the relationship between race and educational expec-
tations in South Africa, our study draws heavily upon the large body of theory and
research about race/ethnicity and educational expectations in the United States.
Although there may be differences in the relationship between race and educational
expectations in South Africa and the United States, there may be similarities too.
Møller (1995) notes that blacks in both the United States and South Africa have lived
under oppressive social systems and have had disadvantaged educational experiences.
Such similarities justify applying models derived from a more developed country to
South Africa, although we acknowledge that there are cultural and historical distinc-
tions between the experiences of nonwhite groups in South Africa and the United
States.

We begin by reviewing previous theory and research on the relationship between
race/ethnicity and parents’ and children’s educational expectations, with a focus on
status attainment and family social capital explanations for expectations. We then
provide a brief overview of schooling in South Africa, which may have implications for
the formation of expectations, and we make predictions about the educational expec-
tations of parents and children in South Africa. After describing the data that were used
for this study, we present our findings and discuss their implications for future research
on educational expectations.
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RACE/ETHNICITY AND THE EDUCATIONAL EXPECTATIONS OF PARENTS
AND CHILDREN

Studies of children’s educational expectations in the United States and other more
developed countries have found that youth, regardless of race/ethnicity, have high edu-
cational expectations (e.g., Gupta 1977; Solorzano 1991; Qian and Blair 1999; Schneider
and Stevenson 1999; Marjoribanks 2002). But youth from nonwhite groups tend to have
the highest educational expectations even when their socioeconomic background and
academic performance are poorer than those of whites (Solorzano 1991; Morgan 1996;
Qian and Blair 1999; Cheng and Starks 2002). Paralleling these findings, U.S. studies of
parents’ expectations have found that most parents have high educational expectations
for their children, but nonwhite parents tend to have higher educational expectations
than white parents (Hossler and Stage 1992; Cheng and Starks 2002; Kao 2002).

Perspectives on Educational Expectations
In the United States, it has been difficult for researchers to explain the high educational
expectations of nonwhites, especially blacks. Status attainment models, such as the
well-known Wisconsin status attainment model, have often been used in studies of
educational expectations. These models generally view socioeconomic status or SES
(i.e., parents’ education, occupation, and income) and early academic performance as
key determinants of educational expectations (Sewell and Shah 1968; Sewell, Haller, and
Portes 1969). These directly influence parents’ educational expectations, which in turn
influence children’s expectations for themselves (Sewell and Shah 1968; Sewell et al.
1969). Socioeconomic background and early academic performance also have direct
effects on children’s expectations (Sewell, Haller, and Ohlendorf 1970; Wilson and
Portes 1975). In short, higher SES families provide resources and expectations that
promote high expectations among children. U.S. studies utilizing a status attainment
perspective have found better model fits for whites than for others, with weaker or no
effects of SES and academic performance on the educational expectations of nonwhite
youth (e.g., Hout and Morgan 1975; Kerckhoff and Campbell 1977; Qian and Blair 1999;
Cheng and Starks 2002). In addition, the educational expectations of nonwhite parents
and children typically remain higher than those of whites even with status attainment
factors controlled (Hossler and Stage 1992; Morgan 1996; Hao and Bonstead-Bruns
1998; Kao and Tienda 1998; Qian and Blair 1999; Cheng and Starks 2002; Kao 2002).

An alternative to the status attainment perspective is the family social capital per-
spective. In recent years, U.S. researchers have attempted to explain the low status–high
expectations paradox (i.e., high educational expectations in spite of poor academic
performance and socioeconomic background) among nonwhites in terms of family
social capital, or the relations between children and parents or other family members
(Coleman 1988). Family social capital has been measured in a number of ways including
frequency of parent–child discussions and other types of parent–child interactions (Hao
and Bonstead-Bruns 1998; Qian and Blair 1999). Parents and children who interact
more frequently may influence each other’s expectations more strongly. Qian and Blair
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(1999) found that family social capital in terms of the frequency of parent–child dis-
cussions about schooling and other matters was more important than parental human
and financial capital (SES) for the educational expectations of black and Hispanic youth
relative to whites. They suggest that black and Hispanic parents may invest more in
family social capital than parents with greater human and financial capital by interacting
with their children more, which may foster higher educational expectations. However,
nonwhite parents and children still have higher educational expectations than whites
even when family social capital is controlled (Hao and Bonstead-Bruns 1998; Qian and
Blair 1999), indicating that family social capital fails to explain racial/ethnic differences
in educational expectations.

Other explanations for the low status–high expectations paradox among blacks in
the United States focus on what educational expectations represent to them and what
factors they consider when forming educational expectations. Ogbu (1991:446) states
that blacks’ expectations are a form of “wishful thinking” and that their efforts in school
are not commensurate with their expectations. Mickelson (1990) argues that educa-
tional expectations are abstract attitudes reflecting dominant beliefs about education as
a means of socioeconomic success and mobility rather than concrete attitudes reflecting
the actual life experiences of a particular group, such as inequitable returns to education
in the labor market. Compared to whites in Mickelson’s study, blacks had more opti-
mistic abstract attitudes but more pessimistic concrete attitudes, which were more
important for school performance than abstract attitudes. MacLeod’s (1987) ethno-
graphic research suggests that poor black youth may not be fully aware of how limited
their job options are, which may sustain high educational expectations. The poor white
youth in his study had more exposure to the labor market and therefore a greater sense
of the limited job options available to them, which led to educational expectations that
were lower than those of poor black youth. In contrast to these ideas, Ainsworth-Darnell
and Downey’s (1998) research suggests that blacks’ educational expectations reflect
positive attitudes about school, but that blacks lack the material conditions to develop
the skills, habits, and styles that would allow their academic performance to match their
educational goals (see also Kerckhoff 1976). Kao and Tienda (1998) suggest that social
segregation of racial groups may allow disadvantaged groups to compare their perfor-
mance in school to their same-race peers instead of to others, enabling them to hold high
educational goals even if their school performance is poor. Finally, Kao (2002) suggests
that socially disadvantaged parents may compensate by having more optimistic expec-
tations for their children, which may increase children’s expectations for themselves.

Parents’ and Children’s Educational Expectations
Both the status attainment and family social capital perspectives suggest that there will
be high agreement between parents’ and children’s expectations. Agreement between a
parent’s and a child’s expectations is important because it may make it easier for a child
to reach his or her educational goal. Supporting this, U.S. studies have shown that
children are more likely to maintain their educational expectations over time if parents’
and children’s expectations agree (Kao 2002) and that young people with high
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educational expectations are more likely to earn a bachelor’s degree if their parents also
have high educational expectations for them (Trusty and Niles 2004).

High agreement between parents’ and children’s educational expectations might
occur if their expectations are reciprocally related, that is, if parents and children draw
on each other’s educational expectations when forming their own expectations. Early
research failed to find reciprocal relationships between parents’ and children’s educa-
tional expectations for either blacks or whites (Hout and Morgan 1975; Alexander and
Pallas 1983). More recently, Hao and Bonstead-Bruns (1998) found that family social
capital in terms of parent–child interactions in school-related and other learning activi-
ties increased both parents’ and children’s self-reported expectations and agreement
between the two. They also found a reciprocal relationship between parents’ and chil-
dren’s expectations; however, it disappeared once parent–child interactions were con-
trolled. Hao and Bonstead-Bruns’ study did not consider whether the relationships
among family social capital and parents’ and children’s expectations varied by race/
ethnicity but did find less agreement between the expectations of parents and children
among blacks and Hispanics than whites (see also Kerckhoff and Huff 1974). Finally,
Cheng and Starks (2002) found less influence of perceived parental expectations on
children’s expectations for some nonwhite groups compared to whites, which they
attribute to racial/ethnic differences in family processes and family structures. (Their
study only examined the predictors of children’s educational expectations.) Taken
together, these studies suggest that parents’ and children’s expectations might not be
reciprocally related and that the level of agreement between their expectations may vary
by race/ethnicity.

Expectations Research in South Africa and Other Less Developed Countries
Studies of the relationship between race/ethnicity and educational expectations in South
Africa and other less developed countries have been limited. Møller (1995) found high
educational expectations among urban black high school students in two South African
provinces, and Cherian’s (1992, 1994) descriptive analyses of blacks in the Transkei
(Eastern Cape province) of South Africa found positive associations between parents’
educational expectations and children’s academic achievement. Because these studies
only included blacks, we cannot compare the educational goals of blacks to those of
coloreds and whites.

Compared to studies in more developed countries like the United States, expecta-
tions research in less developed countries has provided less support for the status
attainment and family social capital perspectives (e.g., Adams, Wasikhongo, and
Nahemow 1987; Tsui and Rich 2002; Forste, Heaton, and Haas 2004). However, virtually
no attention has been paid to possible racial/ethnic differences in the importance of
status attainment or family social capital factors for educational expectations in less
developed countries, although there is some limited evidence that the importance of
parental education for parents’ educational expectations may vary by ethnicity (Waite,
Rindfuss, and de Tray 1986). To the best of our knowledge, no study has examined the
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relationships among race, parents’ expectations, and children’s expectations in South
Africa from both the status attainment and family social capital perspectives.

THE CASE OF SOUTH AFRICA

Schooling
Features of the South African educational system may have implications for both
parents’ and children’s educational expectations. Primary and secondary schooling in
South Africa consist of 12 grades, culminating in a national matriculation examination
(“matric”). Passing the matriculation exam, which is recognized as an important edu-
cational goal and achievement, determines eligibility for postsecondary schooling
(which has included universities and trade- or technically oriented institutions known as
technikons, although these two types of institutions were combined recently). Education
is a constitutional right but generally has not been free, with universal school fees
assessed even at the primary and secondary levels (although in 2006, school fees started
to be phased out in the poorest schools). In spite of the direct costs of schooling, most
South African youth are enrolled in school. In 1996, for example, over 95 percent of
blacks and coloreds and over 98 percent of whites ages 11–15 were enrolled in school
(Africa, Budlender, and Mpetsheni 2001). Under apartheid, schools were strictly segre-
gated by race, and black and colored schools received far less money per pupil than white
schools. There has been some integration of schools since the end of apartheid, but
schools remain largely segregated by race, with blacks and coloreds less likely to attend
higher-quality (more expensive) schools than whites and more likely to attend schools
with fewer resources, higher student–teacher ratios, and lower student test scores (Case
and Deaton 1999; Crouch and Mabogoane 2001).

There are other important racial differences in educational experiences. Blacks and
coloreds may drop out of school for a year or more for various reasons including inability
to pay school fees (Anderson, Case, and Lam 2001). Blacks and coloreds are also more
likely than whites to fail and repeat grades, and may remain enrolled in secondary school
through their mid-20s (Anderson et al. 2001). Finally, both blacks and coloreds are less
likely to complete secondary and postsecondary schooling than whites. In 1996, 18
percent of blacks and 24 percent of coloreds had completed secondary schooling or more,
while 62 percent of whites had, and only 2 percent of blacks and 3 percent of coloreds had
more than matric (i.e., grade 12) compared to 15 percent of whites (Africa et al. 2001).

Predictions for South Africa
Research in other countries suggests that the educational expectations of South African
children and parents will be high but may vary by race, with blacks and coloreds having
higher educational expectations than whites even with socioeconomic and other factors
controlled. In addition, blacks may have higher educational expectations than coloreds.
Blacks experienced many more restrictions under apartheid than coloreds; with the end
of apartheid and the promise of new opportunities for blacks, black parents and children
may now hold very high educational expectations. Coloreds, whose ancestry is both
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black and white, have been less segregated from whites than blacks have. As a result,
colored parents and children may have a better sense of the obstacles that nonwhite
youth are still likely to face in higher education and employment compared to whites,
leading to less optimistic (i.e., lower) expectations among colored parents and children
compared to their black counterparts.

Given the recent social changes in South Africa and the findings of past research, we
expect to find less support for the status attainment perspective and more support for
the family social capital perspective among nonwhites relative to whites. Blacks and
coloreds, but especially blacks, may base their educational expectations more on actual
or perceived growth in schooling opportunities than on socioeconomic background and
children’s academic performance. Other family resources, namely the nature of the
parent–child relationship (i.e., family social capital), may be more important for the
educational expectations of nonwhites. Because they have fewer economic resources
relative to white parents, black and colored parents may invest more in family social
capital by, for example, frequently interacting with their children. This may contribute to
higher educational expectations among black and colored parents and children com-
pared to their white counterparts.

Some U.S. research suggests that we will find more agreement between parents’ and
children’s expectations among whites than nonwhites in South Africa and that parents’
expectations will have a greater effect on children’s expectations among whites than
nonwhites. Because white parents have had more exposure to the educational system in
South Africa than nonwhite parents, children who are white may place more faith in
their parents’ expectations for them than children who are black or colored. But a strong
parent–child relationship could be an important mechanism for transmitting educa-
tional expectations between nonwhite parents and children, leading to high agreement
between their expectations regardless of parents’ (or children’s) exposure to the educa-
tional system. Family social capital may also mediate the relationship between parents’
and children’s expectations, as one study has found (Hao and Bonstead-Bruns 1998).

To summarize, we predict that nonwhites will have higher educational expectations
than whites, even with status attainment and family social capital factors controlled, and
blacks may have higher expectations than coloreds. We also hypothesize that status
attainment variables will have stronger effects on the expectations of whites than non-
whites and family social capital variables will have stronger effects on the expectations of
nonwhites than whites. As rationales exist to expect high parent–child agreement about
expectations among both whites and nonwhites, we make no specific predictions about
racial differences regarding agreement about expectations or about reciprocal relation-
ships between parents’ and children’s expectations.

METHOD

Data
We used data from the first (2002) and third (2005) waves of the Cape Area Panel Study
(CAPS), a longitudinal study of youth and their families that is representative of
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metropolitan Cape Town (Lam, Seekings, and Sparks 2006).1 Roughly 26 percent of the
residents of Cape Town are black, 50 percent are colored, 22 percent are white, and 2
percent are Asian or other (Lam et al. 2006). CAPS is a joint project of researchers at the
University of Cape Town and several universities in the United States; both authors of
this article were involved in the design and implementation of the study. CAPS contains
two major sources of data: a household questionnaire about the schooling, employment,
and fertility of all household members and a youth questionnaire about the schooling,
employment, sexual behavior, and fertility of household members who were between
the ages of 14 and 22 in 2002.

CAPS used a stratified two-stage probability sample of households. The first stage
drew a sample of Census Enumeration Areas (EAs). Because EAs in South Africa are
racially homogeneous, black and white EAs were oversampled with the goal of obtaining
roughly equal numbers of black, colored, and white youth. The second stage randomly
sampled households within each selected EA. Upon recruitment into the survey, the
household questionnaire was administered to an adult who was very knowledgeable
about people living in the household, while full-length youth questionnaires were given
separately to up to three young people in the household.

The first (2002) wave of CAPS includes data from 5,256 households (approximately
42 percent black, 44 percent colored, and 14 percent white) and 4,752 youth (approxi-
mately 45 percent black, 40 percent colored, and 16 percent white).2 The response rates
for households with youth were higher for blacks and coloreds (approximately 89 and 82
percent, respectively) than for whites (approximately 48 percent). But the response rates
for the youth questionnaire, which were conditional on household participation, were
high for all groups (ranging from 93 percent for blacks to 86 percent for whites). The
third (2005) wave of CAPS contains data from 3,536 youth and 2,412 households. The
overall retention rate for youth in the third wave, relative to the first wave, was 75
percent. Retention rates for youth varied by racial group, with higher rates among blacks
and coloreds (approximately 70 and 85 percent, respectively) than among whites
(almost 60 percent). In 2005, household questionnaires were administered only to
households containing youth who had completed the youth questionnaire administered
that year. Virtually all of these households (92 percent for blacks, 95 percent for coloreds,
and 94 percent for whites) also completed the household questionnaire.

The lower response rates for white households and youth, although a limitation of
the study, were not unexpected. Lower response rates for whites compared to nonwhites
are typical of survey research in South Africa (e.g., Pettifor et al. 2004; Shisana et al.
2005).3 We cannot determine from our data why whites were less likely than blacks and
coloreds to participate in the first wave of CAPS, but we suspect that whites perceived
higher opportunity costs to participation. Because whites in South Africa are more likely
to be employed or enrolled in school than blacks and coloreds, individuals in white
households may have had more constraints on their time. In addition, whites may have
perceived fewer benefits from participating in CAPS than blacks and coloreds. (Indeed,
black and colored CAPS respondents sometimes spoke of their involvement as a way to
make the country and their own lives better.) For all racial groups, moving away from
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Cape Town was the primary reason for nonresponse in the 2005 wave of the study. The
greater movement of white youth out of Cape Town compared to blacks and coloreds
was the main reason for their lower retention rate (Lam et al. 2006). In sum, it appears
that our sample of whites may be biased in favor of those households and youth who
perceived fewer opportunity costs to participating in the study and those youth who did
not move away from the study area.

Samples
We restricted the analyses to those young people who were enrolled in grades 8 through
11 at the time of the wave 1 survey in 2002. This grade range was chosen to avoid ceiling
effects in educational expectations that might be encountered if we included respon-
dents with more education who were closer to the end of their schooling. We also
restricted the sample to youth who had a biological parent (mother or father) complete
the household survey. (Because CAPS did not ask youth respondents to state their
parents’ expectations for them, we use self-reported parental expectations taken from
the household survey.)

Parents’ and children’s educational expectations measured cross-sectionally may be
endogenous to each other, that is, jointly determined. Thus, it is statistically inappro-
priate to simply use one as a predictor of the other because of their correlated error
terms violating standard statistical assumptions. We take advantage of the longitudinal
design of CAPS to avoid this problem by using children’s expectations from wave 1 to
predict parents’ expectations in wave 3, and parents’ expectations in wave 1 to predict
children’s expectations in wave 3 (cf. Goyette and Xie 1999). The measure of parental
expectations (discussed below) was taken from the household questionnaire, and the
measure of children’s expectations came from the youth questionnaire. Parental expec-
tations are available only for cases where the person who completed the household
questionnaire was the biological parent of an individual who completed the youth
questionnaire.

Our analyses required two different samples. The first sample is restricted to cases in
which one of the focal youth’s biological parents was the household respondent in 2005.
In the analysis of this sample, the dependent variable is parents’ educational expecta-
tions in 2005, predicted by children’s expectations in 2002 (and other variables). The
second sample is restricted to cases in which a biological parent of the focal youth was
the household respondent in 2002. In the analysis of this sample, children’s expectations
in 2005 is the dependent variable, and parental expectations in 2002 is an independent
variable.

The sizes of our two samples differ. This is largely because parents, especially black
parents, were less likely to be the respondents to the household survey in wave 3 (2005)
than in wave 1 (2002). (CAPS did not require the same person to be the household
respondent for both waves.) By chance, children in large households whose parent was
the household’s respondent in 2002 may have had a nonparent as the 2005 household
respondent; this happened more often among blacks. Blacks in South Africa are more
likely to live in households with extended kin (e.g., grandparents, aunts, and uncles)
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than coloreds and whites, and extended kin sometimes served as the household respon-
dent. In addition, for all racial groups, some youth had moved away from the parental
home after the 2002 survey and established themselves as heads of new households,
resulting in fewer coresidential parents available to be household respondents in 2005.
Our sample size for the models predicting parents’ educational expectations in 2005 is
547 (89 blacks, 326 coloreds, and 132 whites), and the sample size for the models
predicting children’s educational expectations in 2005 is 874 (334 blacks, 393 coloreds,
and 147 whites).

Measures
With the exception of the measures of educational expectations used as dependent
variables and two independent variables (discussed below), all measures were taken
from the household and youth surveys conducted in 2002.

Educational Expectations
Parental educational expectations were measured by a question in the household survey
in 2002 and 2005 that asked, “As it stands now, how much education do you think (the
target youth) will complete?” Children’s expectations were measured using a question
from the 2002 and 2005 youth surveys that asked, “As it stands now, how much educa-
tion do you think you will complete?” Responses to the educational expectations ques-
tions were coded originally as 25 finely graded levels of schooling (e.g., no schooling and
grades 1 through 12, plus various diplomas, certificates, and degrees). We collapsed these
categories into a measure of grades coded in terms of years, ranging from 7 (i.e., grade
7) through 16 (for a postgraduate degree).4

Family- and School-Related Variables
To measure socioeconomic background, we used the educational attainment of the
parent in the household with the most education (or the education of the only parent in
the household in the case of single-parent families), which was measured as the highest
grade the parent had completed as of 2002, coded in years. Because educational attain-
ment has significant effects on many socioeconomic outcomes in South Africa, such as
income and employment (e.g., Lam 1999; Africa et al. 2001), parental education is an
appropriate proxy for SES. Academic performance was measured with scores from a
literacy and numeracy evaluation that was administered as part of the wave 1 youth
survey in 2002 to all youth respondents, who completed it without assistance in the
presence of the interviewer. A literacy/numeracy z-score was calculated by summing the
number of correct responses to each question, subtracting the mean, and dividing by the
standard deviation; the literacy/numeracy z-score thus indicates a youth’s deviation
from the mean score. We also included a dummy variable measuring whether the youth
was enrolled in school at the time of the 2005 survey.

Two measures of family social capital from the wave 1 survey were used. For each
biological parent, youth were asked, “Over the past 12 months, how often has he/she
spent time with you, just the two of you?” Response categories were 1 (never), 2 (once or
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twice a year), 3 (every few months), 4 (once a month), 5 (several times a month), 6
(about once a week), and 7 (daily or almost daily). We used the youth respondent’s
measure for the biological parent who completed the appropriate (wave 1 or wave 3)
household questionnaire. Another question asked youth, “Which of the following
people helped you with your homework in the last 12 months (or in the last 12 months
that you were in school if you are no longer enrolled)?” Respondents were read a list that
included such people as a friend, mother, and father. Multiple responses were allowed.
We used responses to this question to create a dummy variable coded 1 if the respondent
indicated that the parent who completed the appropriate (wave 1 or wave 3) household
questionnaire had helped with homework and 0 otherwise.

Demographic Controls
We included variables for gender of the child, age of the child in 2002 (wave 1), and race
of the child. We also included a variable for gender of the parental respondent for wave
1 or wave 3, depending on the sample being analyzed. Gender was measured with a
dummy variable coded 0 for females and 1 for males. Age was a continuous variable.
Analyses using pooled samples of respondents included separate dummy variables for
blacks and coloreds, with whites as the reference group. Other analyses were conducted
separately by racial group.

ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

Descriptive and multivariate analyses were performed using the “svy” commands in
Stata/SE 9.2, which adjust standard errors to account for the multistage survey design of
the data. Multivariate analyses of educational expectations were conducted using ordi-
nary least-squares (OLS) regression. Weights, used to adjust for oversampling of blacks
and whites and differential response rates of households and youth across both waves,
make the results representative of metropolitan Cape Town.

Summary statistics for the independent variables are shown by racial group (black,
colored, and white) in Table 1. The F-statistics (from adjusted Wald tests) indicate
statistically significant differences across racial groups for nearly every variable. The
gender of the child and of the wave 1 parental respondent do not vary by race, but the
gender of the wave 3 parental respondent does, with blacks the least likely and whites
the most likely to have their father as the wave 3 respondent. On average, black youth in
the sample are roughly a year older than colored and white youth. Socioeconomic
background, as measured by the educational attainment of the parent in the household
with the most education, is lowest among blacks. On average, black parents have com-
pleted approximately five fewer grades of schooling than white parents while colored
parents have completed about three-and-a-half fewer grades of schooling than white
parents. Academic performance, as measured by the literacy/numeracy evaluation, is
poorest among blacks. They have the lowest literacy/numeracy z-scores while whites
have the highest. (Raw literacy/numeracy scores ranged from 0 to 45, with mean scores
of 22.16 for blacks, 28.78 for coloreds, and 38.13 for whites; not shown in the table.) Most
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youth in the sample were enrolled in school during the third wave of the survey, but whites
were more likely to be enrolled than blacks and coloreds. For all racial groups, the mean
for parents and children spending time together is almost weekly (i.e., response cat-
egory = 6), but there are significant differences in parent–child time together by race.
Black youth are the most likely to report spending time with their parents daily or almost
daily (response category = 7) (65.5 percent), with whites the next most likely to report
daily time together (54.3 percent) and coloreds the least likely (49.8 percent) (not shown
in the table). Parental help with homework varies widely by race in the sample, with white
parents much more likely than black and colored parents to have helped their children
with homework during the past 12 months. This finding is not surprising, given the
greater educational attainment of white parents relative to black and colored parents.

On average, parents and children in both waves expect at least some postsecondary
schooling (i.e., more than grade 12). These expectations are high given actual attainment
in recent years. As the F-statistics indicate, there is a variation in expectations by race. We
further investigated racial differences with t-tests of mean expectations for pairs of racial
groups (results not shown). In wave 1, white parents have higher expectations than black
parents, who have the next highest expectations, and colored parents, who have the
lowest expectations. The mean expectations of all these groups are significantly different
from each other. The average expectations of black and white children in wave 1 are not
significantly different from each other, and both are significantly higher than those of
coloreds. In wave 3, the average expectations of white and black parents are not signifi-
cantly different from each other, and both are significantly higher than those of colored
parents. White children in wave 3 have the highest expectations and coloreds have the
lowest with blacks in the middle; the mean expectations of the groups are significantly
different from each other. We also conducted t-tests of parents’ and children’s mean
expectations within each wave (results not shown). The results indicate that in wave 1,
black and colored children have significantly higher expectations than their parents,
while the mean expectations of white children and parents are not significantly different.
In wave 3, the expectations of colored and white children and their parents are not
significantly different, while black children have significantly lower expectations than
their parents.

Table 2 presents Pearson correlations between parents’ and children’s expectations
within each wave of data. Overall, parents’ and children’s expectations are fairly highly

TABLE 2. Within-Wave Correlations between Parents’ and Children’s Educational Expectations

Wave 1 Wave 3

r N p r N p

Pooled sample 0.485 855 0.000 0.659 507 0.000

Blacks 0.422 330 0.000 0.341 87 0.001

Coloreds 0.435 380 0.000 0.689 298 0.000

Whites 0.667 145 0.000 0.674 122 0.000
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correlated, with r = .49 in wave 1 (2002) and r = .66 in wave 3 (2005). The correlations
vary by race. In wave 1, whites have higher correlations than blacks and coloreds, whose
correlations are similar. Compared to wave 1, the correlations in wave 3 are lower for
blacks, higher for coloreds, and virtually unchanged for whites. By wave 3, whites and
coloreds have correlations that are similar and much higher than the correlation for
blacks.

Because our samples of parents in wave 1 and wave 3 are not the same (i.e., some
parents who were the household respondents in 2002 were not the household respon-
dents in 2005), we cannot tell whether the correlations reported in Table 2 reflect
differences in the composition of the samples or actual change over time in parental
expectations. We performed a sensitivity analysis, restricting the sample of parents to
those instances where the same parent was interviewed in both waves (results not
shown). The pattern depicted in Table 2 does not change for coloreds and whites. For
blacks, the correlations in wave 1 and wave 3 are similar and lower than the correla-
tions for coloreds and whites. Thus, the only real change over time seems to be an
increase in the correlation between parents’ and children’s expectations for
coloreds.

OLS regression models of educational expectations in wave 3 (2005) are presented in
Tables 3 and 4. Table 3 presents models of parents’ and children’s educational expecta-
tions for the pooled sample of blacks, coloreds, and whites. The model of parents’
educational expectations shows that all else being equal, blacks have significantly higher
expectations for their children compared to whites, while the expectations of coloreds
are not significantly different from those of whites. (Rotating the reference group to
blacks indicates that coloreds and whites both have significantly lower educational
expectations than blacks; results not shown.) Parental education, literacy/numeracy
z-score, and enrollment in school in 2005 have significant and positive associations with
parents’ expectations. The frequency of time parents and children spend together has a
marginally significant positive effect on parental expectations. Finally, children’s educa-
tional expectations in 2002 have a significant positive effect on parents’ expectations in
2005.

As in the model of parents’ educational expectations, race, parental education,
literacy/numeracy z-score, and school enrollment status are significantly related to
children’s expectations in 2005. (Also consistent with the model of parental expecta-
tions, rotating the reference group to blacks in the children’s expectations model shows
that coloreds and whites both have significantly lower educational expectations than
blacks; results not shown.) In contrast to the parental model, how often parents and
children spend time together has no effect on children’s expectations. Finally, parents’
expectations in 2002 have a highly significant positive effect on children’s expectations
in 2005.

We conducted additional analyses (results not shown) to further investigate racial
differences in educational expectations. In reduced form models of parents’ and chil-
dren’s expectations with dummies for race as the only independent variables, the
dummy variable for coloreds is significant and negative for both outcomes, indicating
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that colored parents and children have significantly lower expectations than their
white counterparts. We added individual variables back into the models in a stepwise
fashion to identify which predictors were responsible for the loss of significant differ-
ence between whites and coloreds in the full model. For parents’ expectations, the
variable for coloreds loses significance once literacy/numeracy z-score is added to the
model. For children’s expectations, the variable for coloreds loses significance when
both parental education and literacy/numeracy z-score are controlled. Thus, it appears
that differences between whites and coloreds in parental education and children’s aca-
demic performance are responsible for their different levels of educational expecta-
tions. Once these factors are controlled, the differences in expectations between
coloreds and whites disappear, but the significantly higher expectations of blacks
remain.

Table 4 presents models of parents’ and children’s expectations separately by race. In
the model of parents’ expectations for blacks, parental education has a marginally
significant positive effect. The family social capital variables are the only other signifi-
cant variables in the model. Parents who spend more time with their children have
higher educational expectations, and parents who have helped with children’s home-
work have marginally lower educational expectations. Children’s educational expecta-
tions are not significant. Among coloreds, gender of the parental respondent (male) has
a marginally significant positive effect on parental expectations. Parental education,
literacy/numeracy z-score, and school enrollment status in 2005 have significant and
positive associations with parents’ educational expectations. One of the family social
capital variables, parents’ help with homework, has a marginally significant negative
effect on children’s expectations. Children’s expectations are not significant. Among
whites, parental education, literacy/numeracy z-score, and children’s educational expec-
tations are significantly and positively related to parents’ expectations. The family social
capital variables are not significant.

In the model of children’s educational expectations for blacks, age has a marginally
significant negative effect on educational expectations, and whether a child was enrolled
in school in 2005 has a significant and positive relationship with educational expecta-
tions. Parents’ help with homework has a significant negative effect on children’s expec-
tations, while parents’ expectations have no effect on children’s expectations. Among
coloreds, parental education, literacy/numeracy z-score, and wave 3 school enrollment
status are significantly and positively associated with children’s educational expecta-
tions. Parental expectations also have a significant positive effect, while the family social
capital variables are not significant. In the model for white children, literacy/numeracy
z-score, enrollment in school in 2005, and parental expectations are positively related to
children’s expectations, although parental expectations are only marginally significant.
The family social capital variables are not significant.

To investigate whether family social capital mediates the relationship between
parents’ and children’s expectations as Hao and Bonstead-Bruns (1998) found, we
reestimated the models in Table 4 without the family social capital variables (results not
shown). We found no evidence that family social capital mediates the relationship
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between parents’ and children’s expectations for any racial group; the relationships
between parents’ and children’s expectations are not changed by the removal of family
social capital variables from the models.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

This study is the first to use a longitudinal data set to investigate the relationship between
race and educational expectations in South Africa, a country with tremendous racial
stratification. Consistent with research in other countries (e.g., Qian and Blair 1999;
Cheng and Starks 2002), we found high educational expectations among parents and
children, but with important variation by race. All else being equal, blacks had higher
expectations than whites, as we expected. But contrary to our predictions, the expecta-
tions of coloreds and whites were similar when other factors were controlled.

We hypothesized that support for the status attainment perspective would vary
between whites and nonwhites, as U.S. research has found (e.g., Kao and Tienda 1998;
Qian and Blair 1999; Cheng and Starks 2002). While status attainment variables were
generally insignificant in the models for blacks, they were often significant in the models
for coloreds. In addition, differences in the expectations of coloreds and whites disap-
peared once socioeconomic background and children’s academic performance were
controlled, suggesting that the lower expectations of coloreds can be explained by their
lower socioeconomic background and children’s poorer academic performance. Thus,
the status attainment perspective is more useful for explaining the educational expec-
tations of coloreds than we expected it to be.

Consistent with our prediction, family social capital was significant for the expec-
tations of blacks and coloreds, but not for whites, although family social capital seems to
matter more for blacks than for coloreds. (The only significant finding for family social
capital among coloreds was a marginally significant effect of parents’ help with home-
work on parents’ expectations.) As in the United States, a strong parent–child relation-
ship (i.e., family social capital) may be a resource that poor nonwhite parents in South
Africa can provide to their children. However, our findings also show that parent–child
interactions do not always work to increase educational expectations; for black parents
and children and colored parents, parental help with homework lowered educational
expectations. Perhaps as a result of working together on homework, individuals from
these groups may come to recognize the obstacles a nonwhite child may face in higher
education. For example, they might realize a child does not have the skills and knowl-
edge needed to pass the matric exam, a prerequisite for university admission that blacks
and coloreds pass less often than whites. But even with family social capital variables
controlled, the educational expectations of blacks remain higher than those of coloreds
and whites.

Besides utilizing family social capital, there may be other similarities in the processes
by which blacks in the United States and South Africa form their educational expecta-
tions. The expectations of South African blacks might represent positive attitudes
toward school, dominant beliefs about the value of education, or wishful thinking, as
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they might for African Americans (Mickelson 1990; Ogbu 1991; Ainsworth-Darnell and
Downey 1998). De facto segregation may contribute to high educational expectations
among blacks in South Africa, which may also be the case in the United States (Kao and
Tienda 1998). Although apartheid has ended, blacks and whites in South Africa continue
to be physically and socially segregated from each other (Lestrade-Jefferis 2002; Burger
and Woolard 2005). This segregation may allow blacks to compare their academic
performance (or their children’s academic performance) to other blacks, which may
facilitate high educational expectations. Finally, black South African parents may com-
pensate for their poor economic circumstances by holding high educational expecta-
tions for their children, as black parents in the United States may also do (Kao 2002).

Factors unique to the South African experience may also contribute to the high
educational expectations of blacks. During the twentieth century, racial segregation in
South Africa was more dramatic than racial segregation in the United States, and
apartheid restrictions ended more recently than certain race-segregated practices in the
United States (e.g., segregated schooling and Jim Crow laws). Many of the youth in our
study likely remember, as their parents certainly do, what life was like for blacks under
apartheid. Since then, the government has made many promises to blacks (e.g., better
housing, schooling, jobs, and wages) and some changes have taken place (e.g., blacks in
political positions, affirmative action policies in workplaces, and some integration of
schools). Given these changes in the social landscape, it might not be surprising that
status attainment variables were usually insignificant in our models for blacks. Blacks
may feel very optimistic about children’s chances for schooling, and this could translate
into high educational expectations.

Because they experienced fewer restrictions and less segregation under apartheid
than blacks, coloreds might not view the end of apartheid as having as positive an effect
on their lives as blacks might. Coloreds have had more contact with the labor market
than blacks (Burger and Woolard 2005) and may be more aware that nonwhites typically
receive lower returns to education than whites (which is consistent with MacLeod’s
[1987] findings that variation in exposure to the labor market may influence the edu-
cational expectations of disadvantaged youth in the United States). Coloreds may also
feel that certain postapartheid policies, such as, recent affirmative action policies
intended to assist blacks in the workplace, will limit the returns to education that
coloreds will receive on the labor market. The significant effects of socioeconomic
background and academic performance in the models for coloreds also suggest that
their expectations may be based less on optimism and more on their lived experiences
than those of blacks, although it should be noted that the expectations of colored parents
and children are fairly high given the actual educational attainment of coloreds in recent
years. Overall, our tests of the status attainment and family social capital perspectives
suggest that expectations formation is more similar between coloreds and whites than
between blacks and coloreds.

As a mixed race group, coloreds have similarities to both blacks and whites. Like
blacks, they have been disadvantaged and discriminated against, although to a lesser
extent. But there are ways in which coloreds are aligned more with whites than with

Race and Educational Expectations Ann M. Beutel and Kermyt G. Anderson

354 The Sociological Quarterly 49 (2008) 335–361 © 2008 Midwest Sociological Society



blacks. Language is one example: among youth in the wave 1 sample of CAPS, 99 percent
of both whites and coloreds speak English or Afrikaans at home, while 96 percent of
blacks speak Xhosa at home. While most blacks in Cape Town are conversant in
English—they typically learn English as a second language—very few whites or coloreds
can speak Xhosa. Thus, the particular social and cultural location of coloreds—in some
ways closer to that of whites but in other ways closer to that of blacks—might help to
explain why our findings for coloreds were not always consistent with the findings for
nonwhites in U.S. research on race and educational expectations.

Our findings, like those of some U.S. studies (Hao and Bonstead-Bruns 1998;
Cheng and Starks 2002), suggest racial variation in the relationship between parents’
and children’s expectations. Overall, parents’ and children’s expectations agreed more
and were more closely correlated among coloreds and whites; this may help colored
and white youth to work toward, and possibly realize, their educational expectations.
There is some evidence of a possible reciprocal relationship between parents’ and
children’s expectations among whites, which may contribute to the agreement between
their expectations. Parents’ and children’s expectations do not appear to be reciprocally
related among coloreds or blacks, and there was no evidence that family social capital
mediated the relationship between parents’ and children’s expectations for any racial
group. The greatest similarity in the predictors of parents’ and children’s expectations
was found for coloreds, who shared three significant predictors (parental education,
literacy/numeracy z-score, and school enrollment), followed by whites, who had two
variables in common (literacy/numeracy z-score and each other’s expectations). The
least overlap in predictors was observed for blacks, for whom only parents’ help with
homework was significant for both parents and children (although the variable was
only marginally significant for parents). In forming educational expectations, it
appears that colored parents and children both draw on the family’s socioeconomic
background and the child’s academic performance, and white parents and children
both use the child’s academic performance and each other’s educational expectations.
But there is only one resource, family social capital, that black parents and children
both seem to use in forming educational expectations. Taken together, these findings
suggest that the process by which parents and children form their expectations is more
similar among coloreds and whites than blacks, which might explain why agreement
between parents’ and children’s educational expectations was higher among coloreds
and whites than blacks. However, there may be similarities in the ways in which black
parents and children form their educational expectations that our study did not
capture.

Our findings suggest several avenues for future research. More studies are needed to
understand why the educational expectations of black parents and children are so high
even when socioeconomic and other factors are controlled. Attention should be paid to
the ways that material conditions, racial discrimination, and other structural constraints
might contribute to the high expectations of blacks. Further investigation of similarities
and differences in the process by which black parents and children form their expecta-
tions (e.g., the resources, perceptions, and information they use) is also warranted. In
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addition, future research should investigate whether the ways in which colored parents
and children form their educational expectations become more similar over time, which
could explain why there was greater agreement between their expectations in wave 3
than in wave 1.

More research is needed on the relationship between family social capital and edu-
cational expectations in South Africa. Our study measured family social capital with
only two variables, one general measure of parent–child interactions and one measure
focused on parental involvement in schooling. Expectations research in other less devel-
oped countries has also used a limited number of family social capital variables (Tsui
and Rich 2002; Forste et al. 2004), while expectations research in the United States has
tended to use more extensive measures of family social capital, with multiple measures
of parental involvement in schooling or learning (Wilson and Wilson 1992; Hao and
Bonstead-Bruns 1998; Qian and Blair 1999; Trusty 2002). Studies of educational expec-
tations in South Africa that use a variety of measures to capture the parent–child
relationship, especially parent–child interactions related to schooling and other learning
activities, might find greater effects of family social capital than our study did.

Future research in South Africa might conceptualize family social capital more
broadly than we did here, moving beyond the parent–child relationship. Extended kin
(e.g., grandparents, aunts, and uncles) who live with children may be an important part
of family social capital, particularly for black children, who are often fostered out to (i.e.,
sent to live with) extended family members. This may happen for a number of reasons,
including migration for wage labor by parents, orphanhood, or because extended family
households live near better schools or have more resources to invest in children’s
schooling (Russell 2002; Zimmerman 2003; Anderson 2005). (Fostering is a common
practice in other sub-Saharan African countries as well; see Lloyd and Blanc [1996].)
These relationships with extended family members may be another type of family social
capital for blacks, which may influence children’s expectations. Along these lines, Cheng
and Starks (2002) found that close relatives have a greater influence on educational
expectations for Hispanics and African Americans than for whites, which they interpret
as meaning that children from disadvantaged groups may depend more on extended
family members than others. The importance of extended kin in the lives of children is
expected to increase in many African countries as the HIV/AIDS epidemic leads to
higher rates of single and double orphanhood (Nyambedha, Wandibba, and Aagaard-
Hansen 2003; Nyamukapa and Gregson 2005). Thus, the possible influence of extended
kin on educational expectations is a timely and important area for future research.

It has been argued that school-related variables may be more important than family-
related variables for educational outcomes in less developed countries (Buchmann and
Hannum 2001), and future research should consider the relative importance of family
versus school factors for educational expectations in South Africa. U.S. studies have
shown that school characteristics, ties to school personnel (e.g., teachers and guidance
counselors), and the expectations of school personnel for children are ways that schools
may influence expectations (e.g., Stanton-Salazar and Dornbusch 1995; Qian and Blair
1999; Cheng and Starks 2002). Social capital in the form of ties to school personnel may
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be important for the educational expectations of disadvantaged youth in the United
States by helping them to engage and advance in the schooling system more than they
would otherwise (Stanton-Salazar and Dornbusch 1995). Such social capital may be
important in South Africa as well.

School quality could become more important to the educational expectations of
nonwhite South Africans. The end of apartheid opened up new schooling opportunities
to blacks and coloreds, who were no longer legally restricted to the poorest-quality
schools. While many nonwhite children still attend poor-quality township schools, some
now attend “formerly white” schools containing a significant fraction of nonwhite
students (e.g., Maile 2004). Given the increased variance in school quality for nonwhites,
the possible effects of objective and perceived school quality on educational goals should
be examined. (For studies finding effects of school quality on educational expectations
in more developed countries, see, e.g., Wilson and Wilson [1992] and Marjoribanks
[2002].)

In conclusion, our findings from South Africa provide further evidence of racial
differences in educational expectations and racial variation in the relative importance of
the status attainment and family social capital perspectives for explaining educational
expectations. Our results suggest both similarities and differences between South Africa
and the United States in the processes shaping the educational expectations of disad-
vantaged racial groups. Future research in South Africa will improve our understanding
of the complex relationship between race and educational expectations.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The CAPS waves 1-2-3 were collected between 2002 and 2005 by the University of Cape
Town and the University of Michigan, with funding provided by the U.S. National
Institute for Child Health and Human Development and the Andrew W. Mellon
Foundation.

NOTES

1The second wave (2003–2004) of the study did not ask about educational expectations or other

measures relevant to our study and reinterviewed only a subset of the original sample.
2Very few individuals from other racial backgrounds (e.g., Asians) were surveyed in CAPS. These

individuals were excluded from the analysis for this article.
3In Pettifor et al.’s (2004) national survey of 15–24-year-old South Africans, the percentage of

interviews completed with youth selected for the study was 82.7 percent for blacks and 71.2

percent for coloreds but only 37.7 percent for whites.
4Although the sample is restricted to children enrolled in grades 8 through 11 in 2002, it is possible

for the expected level of completed schooling to be grade 7 if a child currently enrolled in grade

8 is not expected to pass. Only eight parents and no children expected the youth to complete no

more than grade 7.
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