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Abstract:

Why do some countries do so much better than other countries in education? Resources are an
obvious explanation. Genes for IQ are a controversial explanation. We argue that cultural
differences in valuing hard work are an important factor. To test this idea, we studied paddy rice
farming because it required about twice the labor of other common crops like wheat and corn.
Historians have documented traditions in rice-farming cultures that celebrate hard work, such
as festivals to get energized for periods of hard work. We found that cultures with a history of
rice farming scored higher on standardized tests across countries. Differences remained even
when we compared students in the same countries but with parents born in other cultures. One
limitation is that much rice farming is in East Asia, which raises the question of whether the
differences are due to some other aspect of East Asian culture. We took advantage of the fact
that China has both rice-farming and wheat-farming regions. Students who were born in rice-
farming counties outperformed students from wheat counties in a large, nationally
representative Chinese sample. Rice areas also outperformed wheat areas in the imperial exam
during the Ming and Qing dynasties. Finally, we tested differences in attitudes toward hard work.
People in rice-farming cultures or who have parents from rice-farming cultures endorsed hard
work more. Together, these results highlight culture as an enduring influence on educational
performance.
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