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ABSTRACT
The goal of this paper is to describe and analyze the relationship
between ability tracking and student social trust, in the context of
low-income students in developing countries. Drawing on the
results from a longitudinal study among 1,436 low-income stu-
dents across 132 schools in rural China, we found a significant lack
of interpersonal trust and confidence in public institutions among
poor rural young adults. We also found that slow-tracked students
have a significantly lower level of social trust, comprised of inter-
personal trust and confidence in public institutions, relative to
their fast-tracked peers. This disparity might further widen the
gap between relatively privileged students who stay in school
and less privileged students who drop out of school. These results
suggest that making high school accessible to more students may
improve social trust among rural low-income young adults.
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Introduction

Ability tracking, also known as streaming or ability grouping, describes the school or
classroom practice under which students are sorted into different groups based on their
prior academic performance, as measured by grades or standardized test scores
(Trautwein, Lüdtke, Marsh, Köller, & Baumert, 2006).1 For example, fast-tracked students
are those with higher academic achievement; in contrast, slow-tracked students are
those with lower academic achievement (Trautwein et al., 2006). Ability tracking is one
of the most common practices in secondary schools in developing countries (Arteaga &
Glewwe, 2014; Banerjee & Duflo, 2011; Glewwe, Hanushek, Humpage, & Ravina, 2013;
Hanushek & Wößmann, 2006). The impact of ability tracking on student outcomes is
contentious in the education literature. Supporters of ability tracking suggest that
tracking improves academic performance for all students, because course curriculum
and teacher efforts can be better targeted to students’ different ability levels (e.g., Booij,
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Leuven, & Oosterbeek, 2017; Duflo, Dupas, & Kremer, 2011). Critics of ability tracking
argue that these systems have negative impacts on slow-tracked students, by reducing
positive peer effects, reducing student self-esteem, and inhibiting upward mobility for
students of lower socioeconomic status (e.g., Hanushek & Wößmann, 2006).

Many studies have analyzed the impact of ability tracking on students’ academic
performance, with mixed results (Duflo et al., 2011; Epple, Newlon, & Romano, 2002;
Figlio & Page, 2002; Hoffer, 1992; Kulik & Kulik, 1982; Slavin, 1990; West & Wößmann,
2006). In a meta-analysis of 52 studies carried out in secondary schools in developed
countries (primarily correlational studies), Kulik and Kulik (1982) concluded that the
average effect of ability tracking on student test scores is rather small. In contrast, in a
recent experimental study conducted in Kenya in 121 primary schools, Duflo et al. (2011)
found that tracking students by their prior academic achievement over 18 months raised
the scores of all students, even those assigned to lower achieving tracks.

While the literature is unclear about the effect of tracking on academic achievement,
there is evidence that ability tracking can have negative effects on important non-
cognitive outcomes in slow-tracked students. For example, prior studies have shown
that the most significant consequence of being placed in the slow track is an increased
risk of dropping out of school (Brown & Park, 2002; Filmer, 2000; McPartland, 1993; H.
Wang et al., 2015). Slow-tracked students have also been shown to have elevated levels
of psychological stress, such as anxiety and depression (Kokko, Tremblay, Lacourse,
Nagin, & Vitaro, 2006; H. Wang et al., 2015). Other work documented that student self-
esteem and confidence are significantly correlated with their position in the tracking
system (Oakes, 1985; Van Houtte, Demanet, & Stevens, 2012). It has also been shown
that slow-tracked students often become more aggressive, more impulsive, and exhibit
more antisocial behavior than fast-tracked and non-tracked students (Kokko & Pulkkinen,
2000; Kokko et al., 2006).

We hypothesize that the social trust of students in different tracks may be impacted
by the same mechanisms that drive the aforementioned negative non-cognitive out-
comes in slow-tracked students. Social trust is generally understood as a set of values,
faith, and confidence that we place in others or in public institutions, and which
promotes collective action and civic engagement (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992; Burns,
Kinder, & Rahn, 2003; Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 1993). Prior studies have argued that
social trust manifests itself in individuals as a tight reciprocal relationship between levels
of civic engagement, interpersonal trust, and other pro-social attitudes (Bourdieu &
Wacquant, 1992; Brehm & Rahn, 1997; Putnam, 1993). Social trust has been shown to
be an important contributor to a country’s development (Woolcock, 1998). At a micro-
level, social trust reduces transaction costs (La Porta, Lopez-de-Silanes, Shleifer, & Vishny,
1997; Zak & Knack, 2001), improves contract enforcement, and facilitates credit for
individual investors (Knack & Keefer, 1995). At a macrolevel, social trust fosters social
cohesion – which may improve the efficiency of public administration (Inglehart, 1999;
Putnam, 1993).

Prior work has established a positive relationship between educational attainment
and social trust. Education transmits social trust in the form of social rules, trust, and
norms (Cantoni & Yuchtman, 2013; Helliwell & Putnam, 2007; Leigh, 2006). For example,
in developed countries such as the United States, the UK, and Australia, education
promotes greater civic participation, larger and more diverse social networks, and higher
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levels of social trust (Baum, Parker, Modra, Murray, & Bush, 2000; Hall, 1999; Halpern,
2005; Y. Li, Pickels, & Savage, 2005).

What has not been examined, to our knowledge, is whether student social trust
might also be influenced by their differential treatment in schools, particularly in those
that use ability tracking. Early studies (since the 1970s) have argued that the day-to-day
experiences of students in tracked education systems could promote very different
social attitudes and expectations between groups (Bernstein, 1975; Bowles & Gintis,
1976; Oakes, 1982). In competitive education systems, if a student is placed in the slow
track, s/he is often assigned less effective or less motivated teachers (Klusmann, Kunter,
Trautwein, Lüdtke, & Baumert, 2008; Talbert & Ennis, 1990), are more likely to be ignored
by their teachers (Hallinan, 1996; Kerckhoff & Glennie, 1999), are reprimanded more
often or more harshly than fast-tracked students (Shi et al., 2015), and are sometimes
even encouraged to drop out of school by their teachers (Bowditch, 1993). Slow-tracked
students may thus begin to have lower levels of trust in others and confidence in the
institutions that they are attending. By contrast, if a student is placed in the fast track,
given more attention, and treated preferentially by teachers, peers, and parents, s/he
may hold more favorable values towards school, peers, and even social institutions
around them (Fortin, Marcotte, Potvin, Royer, & Joly, 2006; Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler,
1997; Kraft & Rogers, 2015; Vickers, 1994).

Despite the prevalence of ability tracking in developing countries, and its important
role in student outcomes, to our knowledge, there has been almost no study about
ability tracking and student social trust in a developing country context. Few quantita-
tive studies have rigorously analyzed how ability tracking may affect the social trust of
students ‒ whether slow or fast tracked. Our study therefore aims to fill gaps in the
literature on understanding the relationship between ability tracking and student social
trust in developing countries by examining a large longitudinal sample of rural, low-
income young students. To meet this goal, we have three specific objectives. First, we
aim to measure levels of social trust in low-income students who recently finished
attending (or dropped out of) junior high school. Second, we compare levels of social
trust between fast- and slow-tracked junior high school students. Third, we discuss the
implications on social trust of having students go through a tracking system.

In this paper, we focus on the context of rural China. Studying the relationship
between secondary schooling experience and social trust formation in rural China may
provide a unique opportunity for several reasons. First, because 70% of school-aged
children in China grow up in rural areas, investigating rural students’ social trust greatly
informs our understanding of China’s future labor force (Khor et al., 2016). Second,
ability tracking and high-stakes matriculation exams have been prevalent in China’s
secondary education system for many years. The rigidity of China’s fast-tracked educa-
tional system, as well as the high social value placed on academic achievement in
Chinese culture, may be particularly likely to create different environments for fast-
tracked and slow-tracked students (and the differences in the experiences that students
in different tracks have might lead to different levels of social trust).

However, it is important to note that there are other effects at work in schools that
may also influence student social trust. In particular, there is evidence that social trust
can vary on the basis of their socioeconomic status (SES; Grootaert, 2001; Narayan, 1997).
Past research has shown that low-SES students also tend to have lower levels of social

SCHOOL EFFECTIVENESS AND SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT 547



trust. Because our research mainly focuses on the relationship between ability tracking
and social trust, we sought to reduce this complexity by focusing on a single socio-
economic group. Consequently, in the rest of this paper, we have chosen to look at low-
income students within tracked schools, as less parental support and lower parental
educational backgrounds may make them particularly vulnerable to the negative effects
of being slow tracked (Brown & Park, 2002; Grootaert, 2001; Tarabini, 2010; Tilak, 2001;
Wilson, 1996). By limiting our sample to low-income students, we expected that differ-
ences in SES across students will not bias our results.

Ability tracking in China’s rural junior high schools

Ability tracking was long the norm in junior high schools in China (Cheung & Rudowicz,
2003; Ding & Lehrer, 2007; Lai, 2007; Shanmai Wang, 2008). However, in recent years,
international opinion turned against ability tracking for the youngest age groups (Fiedler,
Lange, & Winebrenner, 2002). Similar sentiments also emerged in China. In 2006, to fight
the perceived negative effects of tracking on younger children, China’s central govern-
ment explicitly prohibited junior high schools and primary schools from tracking students
according to their ability (Ministry of Education, 2006). According to policy, formal tracking
is only allowed at the level of high school or above. No junior high school teachers or
principals are allowed to group students according to their ability.

In spite of this policy, the incentives given to junior high school principals and teachers
strongly encourage ability tracking. This is particularly true in rural secondary schools,
where teachers’ and school principals’ salaries are rather low and partially determined by
performance, often measured as high school admission rates (X. Wang et al., 2011; Xu, Hu,
& Mao, 2009). Studies have shown that reputations and prospects for officials, principals,
and teachers in China are almost exclusively determined by their ability to cultivate high-
achieving students who are likely to gain admission into prestigious high schools and
universities (Tsang, 2000). The challenge for students (and their teachers) is fully focused
on a period of time at the end of junior high school, during which students take a high-
stakes exam that determines high school admission. The odds of success are low. For
instance, recent studies have shown that in poor rural counties, less than half of junior
high graduates are able to gain admission to high school (F. Li et al., 2017; Mo et al., 2013).
Only students who are successful on this exam have any chance of charting a course
towards the greater opportunity and social status offered by a college education (Loyalka
et al., 2014; X. Wang, Liu, Zhang, Shi, & Rozelle, 2013; Ye, 2013).

As a result of this reality, principals and teachers are incentivized to focus their
energies disproportionately on the best students through ability tracking. For example,
on a day-to-day basis, ability tracking occurs when fast- and slow-tracked students are
taught in different classrooms with different teachers. Within the same classroom, fast-
tracked students may be moved to the front seats, and slow-tracked students may be
forced to sit in the back. In China’s secondary schools, class size is often rather large (53
students per teacher on average; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development, 2012). Teachers seldom walk to the back of the classroom or pay atten-
tion to the slow-tracked students. Other studies have shown that teachers in Chinese
schools spend more time with (Stevenson, Lee, & Chen, 1994; Xue & Ding, 2009); provide
more tutoring for (Dang & Rogers, 2008; Lei, 2005; Tsang, Ding, & Shen, 2010; Zhang,
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2013); give greater encouragement to (Lee, Yin, & Zhang, 2009; H. Wang et al., 2015);
and generally provide a more supportive environment to (Tang, 1991) high-achieving
students relative to their peers.

Low-performing students, by contrast, receive less attention. These students are often
taught by less experienced teachers (H. Wang et al., 2015) and are given almost no
encouragement from teachers or principal (Sangui Wang, Zeng, Shi, Luo, & Zhang, 2012;
W. Yi, 2011). In rural schools where teaching styles are especially strict, qualitative
research reveals that harsh physical punishment is commonplace for low-performing
students (Shi et al., 2015). In the most extreme cases, slow-tracked students are actively
encouraged to drop out of school to improve school’s testing statistics (D. Liu, 2014).
Low-achieving students drop out of school at high rates (H. Wang et al., 2015) and have
lower self-confidence and self-esteem (Cheng, 1997; Wong & Watkins, 2001) than fast-
tracked students. Indeed, researchers have documented that this sort of “informal
tracking” is pervasive in junior high schools across China (Dello-Iacovo, 2009; H. Liu &
Wu, 2006; Yu & Suen, 2005; Yuen-Yee & Watkins, 1994).

Faced with this system, how do teachers decide which students deserve their time
and effort? In other words, how do teachers decide student track placement in this
informal tracking system? First, and most obviously, student track placement is deter-
mined by prior academic achievement (Betts & Shkolnik, 2000; Oakes, 1985; Slavin,
1993). In Chinese junior high schools, students are generally asked to take an exam
(usually mathematics) at the beginning of junior high school to determine their prior
academic ability for the purpose of tracking placement (Xinhua, 2010). Student motiva-
tion also matters: Students who are more motivated to go to high school are more likely
to get placed in the fast track (H. Yi et al., 2015). Higher SES students are also more likely
to be fast tracked, both due to the association between SES and academic achievement
and due to the fact that social biases lead teachers and principals to expect students
with wealthier and better educated parents to do better in the long run (Dang & Rogers,
2008; Tsang et al., 2010).

Due to this competitive environment, we believe that ability tracking produces
variable levels of social trust among low-income students in different tracks in junior
high schools in rural China. At the very age at which students begin to form their own
beliefs (as separate from their parents) and start to understand society around them
(Chen, Cen, Li, & He, 2005), fast-tracked education in China places students into two very
different environments. Fast-tracked students are in an environment that is encouraging
and that involves a great deal of positive interaction with authority figures; slow-tracked
students are in an environment that may be characterized by verbal abuse, physical
violence, apathy, and negative and contentious relationships between adults and
children.

Research design

Sampling and data collection

We conducted our study in 132 rural, public junior high schools across 15 nationally
designated low-income counties (71 in Shaanxi province and 61 Hebei province).2

Shaanxi is located in northwest China and has a gross domestic product (GDP) per
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capita of 27,133 yuan (4,000 USD), while Hebei is located in central China with a GDP per
capita of 28,668 yuan (4,320 USD; China National Bureau of Statistics, 2011). These two
provinces are different in location and socioeconomic status, and they are typical of
counties in northern China, allowing us to generalize our findings to other similar
counties in rural China.

The study was conducted in two rounds of surveys. In the first round, we surveyed all
seventh-grade students, comprising a total of 473 classes across all 132 schools. After
this baseline survey, we identified four students from the lowest income households
within each class. These low-income students were to be the subjects of focus in our
study. We conducted a follow-up survey 3 years later, in which we focused mainly on the
subsample of the low-income students.

Baseline survey

In the baseline survey, we measured all students’ academic performance, and their
individual and family characteristics. The first portion was a 30-min standardized math
test containing items from the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study
(TIMSS).3 The TIMSS test is a formal mathematics test metric, which covers six content
areas, including fractions and number sense, measurement, proportionality, data repre-
sentation, analysis, probability, geometry, and algebra (TIMSS 2007; Mullis et al., 2007). It
has been used to measure trends in mathematics achievement at the fourth- and
eighth-grade levels worldwide since 1995 (Beaton et al., 1996; Martin, Mullis, & Foy,
2009). There are more than 30 countries and regions that participated and were con-
sulted in designing this standardized assessment system to ensure its broad applicability
and reliability (Beaton et al., 1996; Martin & Preuschof, 2007). In our study, we selected
25 items from the eighth-grade TIMSS 2007. Before administering the mathematics test,
we gathered a group of junior high school math teachers and verified that all of the
questions we chose were relevant to their math curricula. The test was both strictly
proctored (by our survey team) and timed.

The second portion of the baseline survey was a questionnaire measuring individual
and family characteristics, including gender, age, parent education level, and migration
status. These variables are often used to explain student-level educational outcomes
(Behrman & Rosenzweig, 2002; Currie & Thomas, 2000; H. Yi et al., 2012) and social trust
(Bowlby, 1988; Hall, 1999; Sampson & Laub, 1995). A description of all demographic
variables used is provided in Appendix 1.

Third, we created our subsample of low-income students4 using the following pro-
tocol: (a) we asked students’ homeroom teachers from each class to fill out a ques-
tionnaire that specifically asked them to list the poorest five students within their class
based on observation; (b) we had all seventh-grade students complete a survey at the
beginning of the school year (in early October 2010), in which they were asked to fill out
a checklist of major household durable assets; (c) we used principal component analysis
(PCA), adjusting for the fact that all variables were dichotomous and not continuous, to
calculate a single ranking of family assets from each student’s checklist (Kolenikov &
Angeles, 2009). We matched the homeroom teachers’ list of lowest income students
with our family assets rankings, to produce a subsample of the lowest income students
in each class.
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We repeated a process of randomly selecting low-income students from this pool,
and comparing their TIMSS scores to that of the full sample, until we produced a sample
of 1,892 low-income students from 473 classes in 132 schools, which was representative
of the full sample in terms of academic achievement (TIMSS scores). Figure 1 shows that
the low-income students performed at a lower level than the full sample of students.
The distribution of low-income student scores is normal and is similar to that of the full
sample of students.

Our sampling procedures first ensured that our subjects were all low-income students
with no significant difference in SES; we thus removed the potential confounding effect
of SES as an indicator for school tracking and an influence on student social trust from
our study. Second, our subsample of students had a representative TIMSS scores
distribution as the full sample. This distribution was also wide enough to ensure that
we would see variability in students’ tracking status due purely to students’ ability.

Follow-up survey

The second-round survey, which was only administered to the subsample of low-income
students, was conducted in October 2013, shortly after the students had graduated from
junior high school and immediately after the students who went to high school had
enrolled. This survey was conducted in two steps: first, we ascertained students’ current
educational statuses. We coded whether students had: (a) enrolled into academic high
school (henceforth high school), (b) left school before the end of junior high school, or
(c) left the schooling system after graduating from junior high school.5 We visited all the
students who had matriculated into high school in person to confirm their status and

Figure 1. Comparison of student TIMSS test score between poor sample students and full sample
students.
Data source: authors’ survey.
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administered the social trust survey; we solicited the help of previous teachers and
classmates to track down students who were no longer in school, and administered the
social trust survey by either interviewing them over the phone or visiting them at their
current place of work/residence. In the first wave of this follow-up survey, we made
contact with 81% of the sample (1,528 students). Due to financial constraints, we were
only able to conduct a second follow-up wave, which reached 25% of the remaining
19% of our subsample (62 sample students). We visited each of these 62 students in
person to administer the social trust survey. Therefore, 9% of our sample (154 sample
students) were lost to attrition and our sample for analysis comprised 1,436 students. We
weighted our analysis to account for attrition.6

At the time of the second-round survey (3 years after the first-round survey), about
50% of the students (792) had enrolled in high school. Of the remaining students, 26%
(401) never graduated from junior high school and about 24% of students (380) finished
junior high but did not enroll in high school. In sum, half of the students (781) did not
continue their studies.7

Measuring social trust

We focused on two narrowly defined attitudes that are important components of social
trust: interpersonal trust and confidence in public institutions. We chose these two
narrowly defined indicators because they are the core concepts used in past research
on social trust (Glaeser, Laibson, Scheinkman, & Soutter, 2000), and surveys of these two
indicators have been conducted in several dozen countries as part of the World Value
Survey (WVS). Knack and Keefer (1997) also provided empirical support for the validity of
these indicators in an experiment conducted in various European countries and the
United States.8 In our study, social trust indicators were based on questions taken
directly from the World Value Survey.

We measured student social trust, using either face-to-face or phone interviews, so
that each student could answer without the influence of other peers, teachers, or
principal. To measure interpersonal trust, we asked the question: “Generally speaking,
would you say that most people can be trusted or that you cannot be too careful in dealing
with other people?” To measure confidence in public institutions, we asked: “I am going
to name some institutions in this country. As far as the people running these institutions are
concerned, would you say you have a great deal of confidence, only some confidence, or
hardly any confidence at all in them?” The following institutions were listed: educational
institutions, the media, banks and financial institutions, and the government. Detailed
summaries of students’ responses to the social trust interview questions are presented in
Table 1, and further details on the distributions of these results can be found in
Appendix 1.

Estimation strategy

Student track placement

As we explained above, although ability tracking is pervasive in China’s junior high
schools, it is technically/legally prohibited. It is therefore impossible for researchers to
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directly collect explicit information about student tracking from students or teachers.
The words “fast track” and “slow track” have never been used inside schools. As a
consequence, school principals and teachers are often unwilling to respond to questions
about it – in either formal interviews or in written surveys. They will almost all admit,
confidentially, that there is still fast tracking inside classes in their school, but they will
not do so “on the record”.

Therefore, to identify whether students were fast tracked or slow tracked during
junior high school, we adopted an approach in which we sought to mimic the way
teachers would identify students (early in their junior high careers) to either put them on
the fast or slow track. As detailed above, international evidence (as well as studies in
China) has shown that teachers in tracked schooling systems assign students to either
the fast or slow track on the basis of pre-existing criteria including test scores, student
motivation, and parents’ educational and occupational backgrounds.

In our analysis, we therefore used information from the baseline survey (administered
when students were in Grade 7 in junior high school) to predict who ultimately (3 years
later) would matriculate into high school. To do this, we first used a probit regression
model to explain the observed relationship between baseline student characteristics and
the later educational status of students (i.e., whether a student matriculated into high
school):9

Mij ¼ Φ α0 þ α1Sij þ α2Pij þ α3Hij þ θj þ εij
� �

(1)

where Mij represents student i at school j’s educational status after the end of junior
high school (at the time of our second-round survey). In our analysis, Mij is equal to
one if a student matriculated into high school, and Mij is equal to zero if a student did
not continue on to high school. In Equation (1), Sij, Pij, and Hij are vectors of baseline
student, parent, and family background characteristics. The full list of demographic
variables is presented in Appendix 1. θj represents school fixed effects, and εi is the
regression error term.

Table 1. Description of social trust variables.
Definitions Descriptions

Interpersonal trust
Generally speaking, would you say that
most people can be trusted or that you
can’t be too careful in dealing with
people?

Dummy equal to 1 if respondent says, “most people can be trusted”, and
to 0 if he or she says, “you cannot be too careful”.

Confidence in public institutions
I am going to name some institutions in
this country. As far as the people
running these institutions are
concerned, would you say you have a
great deal of confidence, only some
confidence, or hardly any confidence at
all in them?

Dummy equal to 1 if respondent says,
“they have a great deal of confidence”,
and to 0 if he or she says, “only some
confidence” or “hardly any
confidence”.a

Confidence in educational
institutions

Confidence in the media
Confidence in banks and
financial institutions

Confidence in the
government

aWe categorized “only some confidence” and “hardly any confidence” together as zero because there might be upward
bias due to the affirmative answers (Alesina & La Ferrara, 2000). A respondent may feel “good” about him- or herself
if he/she answers affirmative answers, and this motivates us to categorize “only some confidence” as non-trusting.
The same applies to confidence in the media, banks and financial institutions, and government.
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Once we had estimated the relationship between students’ educational status and
their observed background characteristics, we predicted whether students would be
placed on the fast or slow track. Specifically, we used students’ observed background
characteristics, along with the coefficients from Equation (1), (α0, α1, α2, α3, and θj), to
produce these predictions according to the following formula:

M̂ij ¼ Φ α̂0 þ â1Sij þ α̂2Pij þ α̂3Hij þ θ̂j
� �

(2)

M̂ij is an estimated probability that the student was assigned to the fast track. It is

important to note that in this formulation, M̂ij ranges from zero to one.
This analysis produced reasonable predictions of ultimate educational statuses for

each student. However, it produced a continuous variable. We therefore then used the
method proposed in Wooldridge (2010) to choose a cutoff point (ρ) that allowed us to
divide the students into two categories: those who were most likely to continue on to
high school (fast track) and those who were least likely to continue on to high school
(slow track). Conceptually, this method enabled us to maximize the percent of students
who were correctly predicted. Specifically, using this approach, if M̂ij was larger than a
set probability threshold at which the maximum percent was correctly predicted, the

student was assigned to the fast track (Ti = 1). If M̂ij was lower, the student was assigned
to the slow track (Ti = 0).

We then counted the false predictions, that is, cases in which a student was assigned
to the fast (or slow) track but did not (or did) matriculate into high school. Then we
calculated the false-prediction rate (number of incorrectly predicted students divided by
all students) over each probability threshold and plotted a decision curve. We then
chose the probability threshold cutoff (ρ) that gave us the lowest false-prediction rate
(or the maximum percent correctly predicted).

We present the probit regression results in Table 2. In running this regression, we
found that the probability value ρ = 0.55 gave us the lowest false-prediction rate (21%,
Figure 2). This means that our model correctly predicted a student’s high school
matriculation from their baseline characteristics 79% of the time. We determined that
788 students in our sample were fast tracked (Table 3, row 1, column 3) and 648
students were slow tracked (Table 3, row 2, column 3).

We found that of the 788 students predicted to be fast tracked, 173 ultimately did not
matriculate into high school. Henceforth, we call these students underachievers: They
were fast tracked during junior high school but failed to live up to their potential, by not
gaining admission to high school. Of the 648 slow-tracked students, 137 did end up
matriculating into high school in spite of their less impressive baseline characteristics.
Hereafter, we call these students overachievers: They exceeded their baseline potential
by gaining admission to high school, against the odds. In the final section of the paper,
as a robustness check of our analysis, we looked in particular at the under- and over-
achievers to see whether their defiance of original expectations was related to different
levels of social trust as compared to the students who performed as predicted by their
backgrounds.
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Table 2. The determinants of student track placement, probit regression.
Students enrolled into high school program,

1 = yes

(1)

Student individual characteristics
1. Student age, in years −0.41***

(0.05)
2.Female student, 1 = yes 0.28***

(0.09)
3. Student plan to go to high school at the baseline survey,
1 = yes

0.31***
(0.09)

4. Student normalized baseline TIMSS test score at the baseline
survey

0.39***
(0.05)

Parent characteristics
5. Mother’s education, in years 0.01

(0.01)
6. Father’s education, in years 0.03

(0.02)
7. Mother’s health, 1 = health 0.02

(0.10)
8. Father’s health, 1 = health 0.10

(0.11)
9. Mother has migrated before, 1 = yes −0.05

(0.10)
10. Father has migrated before, 1 = yes 0.03

(0.11)
Family characteristics
11. Number of siblings 0.08

(0.06)
12. Family asset, in ten thousand yuan 0.03

(0.03)
School Fixed Effects Yes
Constant 5.49***

(0.78)
Observations 1,436
McFadden’s R2 0.26
Maximum Likelihood R2 0.33

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses. ***p < 0.01. **p < 0.05. *p < 0.1.
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Figure 2. Decision curve for selecting the threshold probability.
Data source: authors’ survey.
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Tracking and student social trust

Once we assigned each student to be fast or slow tracked, we analyzed how student
tracking was related to student social trust at the end of junior high school. To do so, we
conducted ordinary least square (OLS) regression analyses using the following model:

Yij ¼ α0 þ α1Tij þ α2X 0
ij þ θj þ εij (3)

In Equation (3), Yij is the outcome variable that we are interested in. Tij is the dummy
treatment variable, which has a value of 1 if students were predicted to be fast tracked
(M̂ij ≥ 0.55), or 0 if they were predicted to be slow tracked (M̂ij ˂ 0.55). X 0

ij is the same
vector of student, parent, and family characteristics from Equation (1). We also controlled
for school fixed effects (θj) and clustered standard errors at the school level.

Results

Social trust among rural young adults in China

Overall, we found a significant lack of interpersonal trust among the rural low-income
junior high school students in China. About half of the sample students reported that
most people cannot be trusted (49%, Table 4, row 1, column 1). With regard to students’
confidence in public institutions, the results were even worse. Over two thirds of
students distrust public institutions (Table 4, rows 2 to 5, column 1). Specifically, only
36% of students reported that they are confident in educational institutions. More than
60% of our sample students distrust schools. Only 19% of students reported that they
trust the media (Table 4, row 3, column 1). The confidence of students in banks and

Table 3. Predicted student track placement.
Get into high school, T = 1 Did not get into high school, T = 0 Total

Estimated fast tracked, Z = 1 615 173 788
Estimated slow tracked, Z = 0 137 511 648
Total 752 684 1,436

Table 4. Differences in social trust between fast-tracked and slow-tracked students.
Overall
Students

Fast-tracked
students

Slow-tracked
students

Difference between fast- and
slow-tracked students

Outcome variables (1) (2) (3) (4) = (2) – (3)

1. Interpersonal trust, 1 = most
people can be trusted

0.51 0.59 0.42 0.17***
(0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04)

2. Confidence in education
institutions, 1 = yes

0.36 0.50 0.20 0.30***
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03)

3. Confidence in media, 1 = yes 0.19 0.25 0.13 0.11***
(0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03)

4. Confidence in banks and financial
institutions, 1 = yes

0.41 0.48 0.32 0.17***
(0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.04)

5. Confidence in government,
1 = yes

0.38 0.49 0.27 0.22***
(0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04)

No. of observations 1,436 788 648 1,436

Note: Cluster-robust standard errors in the parentheses. ***p < 0.01. **p < 0.05. *p < 0.1.
Data source: authors’ survey.
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financial institutions and in the government is, unsurprisingly, similarly low, 40% and
38%, respectively, for this sample of rural low-income students (Table 4, rows 4 to 5,
column 1).

Tracking and social trust

Descriptive analysis
We found that ability tracking is highly correlated with social trust. Specifically, fast-
tracked students had significantly higher levels of interpersonal trust than their slow-
tracked peers. For example, the interpersonal trust of fast-tracked students was 17
percentage points higher than that of their slow-tracked peers (Table 4, row 1, column
4). About 59% of fast-tracked students believed that “most people can be trusted”, while
only 42% of slow-tracked students believed the same (Table 4, row 1, columns 2 and 3).
The gap in confidence in public institutions was even wider. We found that only 20% of
slow-tracked students trust educational institutions (Table 4, row 2, column 3). Fast-
tracked students had almost three times (30 percentage points) higher probability than
slow-tracked students of feeling confident in educational institutions (Table 4, row 2,
column 4).

Similar results could also be found for student confidence in other public institutions.
For example, descriptive analyses showed that fast-tracked students were 11 percentage
points higher than slow-tracked students in their confidence in the media (Table 4, row
3, column 4), 17 percentage points higher than slow-tracked students in their confi-
dence in banks and financial institutions (Table 4, row 4, column 4), and 22 percentage
points higher in their confidence in the government (Table 4, row 5, column 4).

Multivariate analysis
After controlling for individual, parent, and family characteristics, as well as school fixed
effects, we found that fast-tracked students were still, on average, 15 percentage points
higher than slow-tracked students in their interpersonal trust (Table 5, row 1, column 1).
This result provides evidence that ability tracking is positively associated with student
social trust.

The OLS regression results for student confidence in public institutions were consis-
tent with those for interpersonal trust, and robust. As shown in Table 5, fast-tracked
students were 15 percentage points higher in confidence in the schooling system (row
1, column 2); 7 percentage points higher in confidence in the media (row 1, column 3);
13 percentage points higher in confidence in banks and financial institutions (row 1,
column 4); and 16 percentage points higher in confidence in the government (row 1,
column 5) than slow-tracked students. All of these results were significant at the α = 0.1
level or higher.

Disappointment, overachievement, and social trust

In the preceding section, we examined the relationship between ability tracking (a
decision that we are assuming is typically made early on in junior high school) and
student social trust (which is measured after matriculation into high school). However,
there might be an additional effect to consider. In a competitive education system
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where schooling outcomes are primarily determined by a single high-stakes test, the
impact of tracking may be tempered by unexpected results on that test. If a fast-tracked
student fails to realize his or her goal of matriculating into high school, their social trust
might be negatively impacted.10 Conversely, a slow-tracked student who unexpectedly
makes it into high school by doing well on the exam may experience positive impacts
on their social trust. To yield some insights about these potential disappointment and
overachievement effects on student social trust, in the following section we have
performed two robustness checks.

Robustness analysis

In this subsection, we examined the robustness of our results in two ways. First, instead
of examining social trust by ability tracking, we simply divided the observations into
those students that went to high school and those that did not. We did this because it is
possible that social trust may be affected by the mere fact of being able to matriculate
into high school or not. In addition, matriculation into high school was much more
observable than participation in the fast or slow track. Second, we examined the impact
of ability tracking on social trust, but we recognized that the expectations of being on a
track (which we assume has a positive effect on social trust) may not always be realized.
Specifically, we examined what happens to social trust when a fast-tracked student does
not get into high school, conversely, what happens to social trust when a slow-tracked
student makes it into high school.

Going to high school or not
When we split the sample into those who went to high school and those who did not,
the results were similar to those obtained in the ability tracking analysis (see Appendix
2). For example, we found that students who matriculated into high schools were 22
percentage points higher than students who did not matriculate into high schools in
interpersonal trust (Appendix 2, row 1, column 1). We found the same pattern of results

Table 5. The correlation between student track and social trust, OLS results.
Student interpersonal trust and confidence in public institutions

Interpersonal
trust

Confidence in
education
institutions

Confidence
in the
media

Confidence in banks
and financial
institutions

Confidence in
the

government

Outcome variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Treatment variable
1. Students were fast
tracked, 1 = yes

0.15** 0.15*** 0.07* 0.13** 0.16***
(0.07) (0.06) (0.05) (0.06) (0.06)

2. Student individual,
parent, and family
characteristics

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

3. School fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Constant 0.92*** 0.58** 0.20 0.12 0.81**

(0.32) (0.26) (0.22) (0.30) (0.34)
Observations 1,436 1,436 1,436 1,436 1,436
R-squared 0.21 0.26 0.18 0.23 0.23

Note: Cluster-robust standard errors in parentheses. ***p < 0.01. **p < 0.05. *p < 0.1.
Data source: authors’ survey.
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for student confidence in public institutions. Students who matriculated into high school
had 34 percentage points higher confidence in educational institutions relative to their
peers who did not matriculate into high school (Appendix 2, row 1, column 2). These
students’ confidence in the media was 13 percentage points higher, confidence in banks
and financial institutions was 21 percentage points higher, and confidence in the
government was 24 percentage points higher (Appendix 2, rows 3 to 5, column 3)
than those who did not matriculate into high school. These results held after we
controlled for student individual, parents, and family characteristics and school fixed
effects using OLS regression (Appendix 2, rows 1 to 5, column 4).

Unrealized expectations
An issue that has received attention in other countries that have ability tracking systems
and high-stakes exams is the effect of realized or unrealized student expectations
(Clarke, Haney, & Madaus, 2000; H. Liu & Wu, 2006; Yu & Suen, 2005). If student tracking
creates a certain amount of positive (or negative) social trust for high-performing (or
low-performing) students, what happens to that level of trust when a fast-tracked
student fails to pass the high-stakes exam at the end of the program? Conversely,
what happens to low levels of trust when a slow-tracked student somehow manages
to pass the high-stakes exam against the odds? Is the trust (or lack of trust) that is
fostered during a student’s experience in the tracked school system reversed or main-
tained under such circumstances?

To investigate this possibility, we examined and compared the levels of social trust of
underachievers (fast-tracked students who did not get into high school) and overachie-
vers (slow-tracked students who got into high school against the odds). We found a
significant positive relationship between social trust and overachievement. That is, slow-
tracked students who managed to get into high school had 21 percentage points higher
interpersonal trust than slow-tracked students who did not get into high school (Table 6,
row 1, column 3). The same relationship held for confidence in public institutions.
Overachieving slow-tracked students had 27 percentage points higher confidence in
educational institutions relative to their other slow-tracked peers (Table 6, row 2, column
3). Their confidence in the media was 9 percentage points higher, their confidence in
banks and financial institutions was 24 percentage points higher, and their confidence in
the government was 28 percentage points higher (Table 6, rows 3 to 5, column 3) than
that of their non-overachieving slow-tracked peers. In fact, we found that the “over-
achievement” effect on social trust was actually larger than the “tracking” effect on social
trust for some outcomes (Table 4, column 4 vs. Table 6, column 3), such as interpersonal
trust (21 – 17 = 4 percentage points), confidence in banks and financial institutions (24 –
17 = 7 percentage points), and confidence in the government (28 – 22 = 6 percentage
points).

Underachieving appeared to have a negative effect on social trust. Fast-tracked
students who failed to matriculate into high school showed significantly lower levels
of interpersonal trust relative to their fast-tracked peers who did get into high school (20
percentage points, Table 6, row 1, column 6). This negative relationship held for con-
fidence in public institutions. Underachievers showed significantly lower levels of con-
fidence in educational institutions (37 percentage points, Table 6, row 2, column 6),
lower confidence in the media (13 percentage points, Table 6, row 3, column 6), lower
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confidence in banks and financial institutions (27 percentage points, Table 6, row 4,
column 6), and lower confidence in the government (21 percentage points, Table 6, row
5, column 6). The magnitude of these negative effects was even higher than the positive
effects observed for overachieving slow-tracked students.

We present the multivariate analysis in Appendix 3. The adjusted model (with con-
trols for individual, parents, and family characteristics, as well as school fixed effects)
produced results of similar magnitudes that were statistically significant. All observed
negative impacts for the underachievers were significant at the α = 0.01 level.

Conclusion and implications

Drawing on data from 1,436 low-income students in rural China, our study investigated
social trust among this demographic and examined the relationship between ability
tracking of students and their social trust. In general, we find a significant lack of
interpersonal trust among rural low-income young adults. Their confidence in public
institutions is even lower. We also find that there is a strong relationship between their
ability tracking during junior high school and their social trust. Students who are fast
tracked while in school have significantly higher interpersonal trust and confidence in
public institutions relative to students who are slow tracked, even when controlling for
student, parent, and family characteristics. Furthermore, we find that student expecta-
tions matter. Students whose baseline characteristics make them more likely to gain
admission to high school, such as by having more motivation to enroll, or better
academic performance, experience a significant reduction in social trust when they are
unsuccessful in that effort. Students whose baseline characteristics make them less likely
to gain admission to high school experience a rather positive gain in social trust when
they are unexpectedly able to get into high school.

Implications of findings

Why is there such a low rate of social trust among rural low-income students? And what
is the mechanism behind ability tracking’s relationship to student social trust? While the
results admittedly only suggest correlation and not a causal relationship, we believe it
might be the case that in China’s rural secondary schools, ability tracking substantially
decreases student social trust. In fact, the international literature would support such a
conjecture.

First, recent studies conducted on the German secondary education system show
significant advantages for academic track students in terms of teacher qualification
(Klusmann et al., 2008) and cognitively demanding instruction (Retelsdorf, Butler,
Streblow, & Schiefele, 2010). That is, slow-tracked students are often assigned to tea-
chers who are impatient, less engaged with their work, and even depressed under
certain circumstances (Klusmann et al., 2008). In contrast, fast-tracked students are
often equipped with more effective teachers in the sense that these teachers have
higher levels of work engagement and resilience to stress (Hallberg & Schaufeli, 2006;
Shuell, 1996). The same disparities between fast-tracked and slow-tracked students
might also exist in China’s rural secondary schools.
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Second, research has shown that there exist strong composition effects, or peer
effects, in ability tracking when high-achieving students are grouped together
(Trautwein et al., 2006). For example, grouping together high-achieving students who
enjoy a more favorable social background creates more positive interactions among
these students (Maaz, Trautwein, Lüdtke, & Baumert, 2008; Trautwein et al., 2006).
However, slow-tracked students might be isolated from high-achieving peers, and
such negative school environments around slow-tracked students might create further
antisocial behaviors (Shi et al., 2015). Although we did not directly observe composi-
tional effects of ability tracking in our study, other studies on China’s rural secondary
education system have documented this phenomenon (Ding & Lehrer, 2007). Ability
tracking might further widen the gap between relatively privileged students who are
staying in school and the less privileged students who are dropping out.

Third, we find that student expectations matter. In a competitive education system,
such as China’s, academic success is perceived as the only channel by which rural
students may pursue a more successful career path in the future. Unexpected failure
might destroy these students’ self-confidence and self-esteem (Mueller & Dweck, 1998).
For example, Lam, Yim, Law, and Cheung (2004) found that students in China’s second-
ary education system and above experience more dramatic decreases in their self-
confidence and self-esteem when they fail to meet their expected goals (achieving
higher grades). This finding further aligns with our findings that fast-tracked students
who fail to matriculate into high school might show even lower social trust. On the other
hand, we observe that slow-tracked students who unexpectedly matriculate into high
school have higher levels of social trust than their slow-tracked peers who do not get
into high school. This may suggest that making high school accessible to more students
would have a positive impact on improving social trust among the rural low-income
young population.

Limitations for future researches

Although we examined the relationship between ability tracking and student social trust
from various perspectives, our study is not without limitations. First, due to the fact that
it is impossible for researchers to quantitatively capture the exact placement of students
in their ability tracks, in our study we mimic the way teachers and school principals
would identify students and place them in different tracks. We believe that the predic-
tions in our study are rather convincing as our model produces a rather low false
prediction rate. However, if and when more objective measures of student ability
tracking are available, we would recommend using these more objective measures to
assess the relationship between ability tracking and social trust.

Second, focusing on the low-income students in these two provinces enables us to
reduce or minimize the potential correlation between family SES and student social
trust. However, this also limits our sample’s generalizability to the population of rural
young adults in China. We must therefore be cautious when interpreting these results in
the context of broader populations. However, since this is the first study to examine
social trust among rural young adults in China, we believe that it should still be of
interest to the field.
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Third, in our study we focused on student social trust. However, there are many other
sociopsychological outcomes (e.g., student self-efficacy, grit, self-confidence, etc.) that
are equally important for understanding ability tracking and its consequence on student
outcomes in a developing country context. On the other hand, ability tracking is an
important general school practice, along with teacher behavior, school institutional
arrangements, parents’ nurturing behaviors, peer effects, and so on. All of these prac-
tices are strongly interrelated with ability tracking, and significantly affect student
performance. Therefore, we believe a more structured and theory-based research frame-
work should be established and applied in guiding future empirical research on ability
tracking and student outcomes. More empirical research is also needed in the develop-
ing country context to yield a more comprehensive understanding about ability tracking
and its associated impacts.

Notes

1. Ability tracking can happen in various forms. For example, students may be sorted on
socioeconomic class, prior academic performance, other personal characteristics, or a
combination of any of these. In our study, we specifically focus on ability tracking in
China’s secondary education system, which is based on academic performance.

2. There were 18 schools in Hebei that were excluded due to the fact that the number of
seventh-grade students was less than 50, and schools might be merged with some other
schools in the near future.

3. We chose math test scores because they are one of the most common outcome variables
used to proxy educational performance in the literature (Glewwe & Kremer, 2006; Rivkin,
Hanushek, & Kain, 2005; Schultz, 2004).

4. Although we were concerned about the effect that restricting our sample to low-income
students would have on the external validity of our study, we did this in order to avoid the
bias of socioeconomic status (Betts & Shkolnik, 2000; Sirin, 2005), and disentangle the
relationships between ability tracking and social trust and family SES and social trust.

5. We focus on academic high schools (rather than vocational high schools) because they are
ascribed higher social value in Chinese society.

6. In our analysis, students were weighted using the analytical weights calculated in Stata 13.1
MP. We also used multiple imputations to deal with missing data. Specifically, we used the
mean, median, and regression predictions to impute missing values. Regression results with
imputed data were consistent with those produced without imputation.

7. Re-entering the schooling system after dropping out is possible in China, but very
uncommon.

8. Knack and Keefer (1997) found that, across countries and regions, trust is strikingly
correlated with the number of wallets that were “lost” and subsequently returned with
their contents intact.

9. All statistical analysis (e.g., regression analysis, probit analysis, and probit prediction) was
conducted with Stata 13.1 MP, and basic figures were generated using Excel.

10. Fast-tracked students may fail to achieve their goal of matriculating into high school for
various reasons. For example, students might not be able to pass high-stakes exams, as we
have argued that this competitive exam system often frustrates students (F. Li et al., 2017;
Mo et al., 2013). Students may not matriculate into high school simply because the cost of
high schools is beyond their family’s capability (C. Liu et al., 2009), and indeed opportunity
costs are increasing quickly in China (H. Yi et al., 2012).
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Appendix 1. Description of all the variables

Obs. Mean SD Min Max

Outcome variables
1. Interpersonal trust, dummy variable, 1 = yes 1,436 0.51 0.50 0 1
2. Confidence in educational institutions, 1 = yes 1,436 0.36 0.48 0 1
3. Confidence in media, 1 = yes 1,436 0.19 0.39 0 1
4. Confidence in banks and financial institutions, 1 = yes 1,436 0.41 0.49 0 1
5. Confidence in government, 1 = yes 1,436 0.38 0.49 0 1
Treatment variables
6. Students were fast-tracked, 1 = yes 1,436 0.55 0.50 0 1
Control variables
7. Student age, in years 1,436 13.51 1.03 10.83 18.62
8. Student gender, 1 = female 1,436 0.51 0.50 0 1
9. Normalized TIMSS test score at the baseline 1,436 −0.06 1.01 −2.72 2.72
10. Plan to go to high school after jr. school at the baseline survey, 1 = yes 1,436 0.48 0.50 0 1
11. Mother’s education, in years 1,436 5.33 3.46 0 20
12. Father’s education, in years 1,436 7.07 2.89 0 19
13. Mother’s health, 1 = not health 1,436 0.37 0.47 0 1
14. Father’s health, 1 = not health 1,436 0.46 0.49 0 1
15. Mother had ever migrated, 1 = yes 1,436 0.48 0.49 0 1
16. Father had ever migrated, 1 = yes 1,436 0.80 0.40 0 1
17. Number of siblings 1,436 1.02 0.82 0 5
18. Family assets at the baseline, in 10 thousand yuan 1,436 3.72 2.62 0 17.36

Data source: author’s survey.
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Appendix 2. Differences in social trust between student who matriculate

into high school and students who do not

Appendix 3. The effect of realized (or unrealized) expectations on student

social trust, OLS

Student who
matriculated into

high school

Student who did not
matriculate into high

school Differences

Coefficient
from OLS
Regression

Outcome variables (1) (2) (3) = (1) – (2) (4)

1. Interpersonal trust, 1 = most
people can be trusted

0.61 0.39 0.22*** 0.20***
(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)

2. Confidence in education
institutions, 1 = yes

0.52 0.18 0.34*** 0.26***
(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)

3. Confidence in media, 1 = yes 0.25 0.12 0.13*** 0.10***
(0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.03)

4. Confidence in banks and
financial institutions, 1 = yes

0.50 0.29 0.21*** 0.18***
(0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)

5. Confidence in government,
1 = yes

0.50 0.26 0.24*** 0.20***
(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)

No. of observations 752 684 1,436 1,436

Note: Cluster-robust standard errors in the parentheses. ***p < 0.01. **p < 0.05. *p < 0.1.
Data source: authors’ survey.

Student interpersonal trust and their confidence in public institutions

Interpersonal
trust

Confidence in
education
institutions

Confidence
in the
media

Confidence in
banks and
financial
institutions

Confidence
in the

government

Outcome variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Panel 1: Predicted slow-tracked students
Treatment variable
1. Slow-tracked student successfully
got into high school
(Overachievers)a, 1 = yes

0.18*** 0.26*** 0.10* 0.20** 0.30***
(0.07) (0.06) (0.06) (0.08) (0.07)

2. Student individual, parent, and
family characteristics

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

3. School fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Constant 1.27** 0.45 −0.16 0.51 1.15*

(0.59) (0.44) (0.35) (0.51) (0.59)
Observations 648 648 648 648 648
R-squared 0.33 0.32 0.27 0.30 0.32

Panel 2: Predicted fast-tracked students
Treatment variable
4. Fast-tracked student failed to

get into high school
(Underachievers)b, 1 = yes

−0.20*** −0.32*** −0.12*** −0.29*** −0.18***
(0.06) (0.05) (0.04) (0.06) (0.06)

5. Student individual, parent, and
family characteristics

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

6. School fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Constant 0.51 0.64 0.64 −0.41 0.97**

(0.40) (0.41) (0.42) (0.47) (0.47)
Observations 788 788 788 788 788
R-squared 0.21 0.27 0.22 0.30 0.26

aPanel 1: We compare the overachievers with predicted slow-tracked students who unexpectedly matriculated into
high schools.

bPanel 2: We compare the underachievers with predicted fast-tracked students who unexpectedly did not matriculate
into high schools

Cluster-robust standard errors in parentheses. ***p < 0.01. **p < 0.05. *p < 0.1.
Data source: authors’ survey.
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