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Abstract

Parental Wealth, Children’s Ability and Entering
Prestigious Colleges

Se-Jik Kim, Keunkwan Ryu, and Suk Joon Son

Depending on parental wealth, there is a marked difference in the probability of
entering more prestigious colleges in Korea. A hypothesis to explain this difference
could be that the children of rich parents are more likely to be born with higher
intellectual ability, which is genetically inherited from their parents who have become
rich because of innate abilities. An alternative explanation would be that the wealth
of rich parents enables the children to purchase more of effective means to raise the
probability of entering top colleges (for example, attending expensive private schools)
though the children are not born with higher abilities.

This paper empirically explores whether the difference in the chance of entering top
colleges in Korea reflects students’ innate abilities (say, intelligence) or other factors
that are correlated with parental wealth, such as enhanced signaling. Based on income
survey data for Seoul, we estimate the probability distribution of parents’ income
across 25 districts of Seoul. By using the existing estimates for income-intelligence
correlation and parents-children intelligence correlation, we then estimate the proba-
bility distribution of students’ innate intelligence, which is used to predict the prob-
ability of entering top colleges due to students’ innate ability for each of 25 districts
of Seoul. Finally, we compare between the predicted and the actual difference in the
probability across the districts.

We find that the predicted difference in the probability of entering Seoul National
University due to students’ innate ability across the districts may account for only 10-

20% of the actual difference. This suggests that 80-90% of the actual difference may
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be explained by the factors that are correlated with parental wealth, other than chil-

dren’s innate ability.

Keywords: Parental Wealth, Children’s Innate Ability, Education, Economic Growth






