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Abstract 

AN ANALYSIS OF ENGLISH LEARNING PROBLEMS OF LEFT-BEHIND CHILDREN 

IN CHINESE MINORITY REGIONS 

Tingqian Zhang 

Under the Supervision of Dr. Yuanyuan Hu 

This paper includes a review of literature on factors affecting children’s acquisition of a second 

language and a review of literature relating to factors affecting children’s English learning in 

some Chinese minority regions. This paper then analyzes factors affecting Left-behind 

Children’s English learning in Chinese minority regions. Finally, some recommendations have 

been made from the perspective of family, school and society respectively to address the English 

learning problems of Left-behind Children in some Chinese minority regions. 
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Chapter I Introduction 
 

In the past 30 years, China’s reform and opening-up policy has contributed to China’s 

economic development. However, due to the unbalanced economic development between urban 

and rural areas in China, a large number of rural workers rushed into big cities where they could 

earn higher incomes, leaving their children at home with grandparents or other relatives. 

According to a report by the All-China Women’s Federation (2013), it is estimated that the 

number of Left-behind Children in rural areas has reached as high as 61.026 million. Among 

these Left-behind Children, many of them live in Chinese minority regions. 

English is a compulsory subject in middle schools across China. Left-behind Children 

from some Chinese minority regions are usually expected to take on some family responsibilities 

while their parents are away working in cities. They thus cannot put all their energy into study, 

not to mention English learning. In many cases, they have to face some striking challenges in 

their English learning because of the lack of family support and language environment, cultural 

conflict, and other relevant factors.  

Therefore, this paper aims to identify the problems existing in English learning for 

Left-behind Children in some Chinese minority regions and provide some countermeasures to 

help these children to improve their English learning. 

Statement of the Problem 

 The problems to be addressed are as follows: 

l What factors affect children’s acquisition of a second language? 

l What factors affect children’s English learning in some Chinese minority regions? 

l What factors affect Left-behind Children’s English learning in Chinese minority 

regions?  
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Definition of Terms 

Left-behind Children: According to Ye and Murray (2005), Left-behind Children refers to those 

children under 18 years old whose parents have migrated for work and who are attended by 

someone from the older generation or others. In this paper, Left-behind Children refers to those 

who are under 16 years old and are left home to be taken care of by their relatives because their 

parent or parents left their hometown for cities as migrant workers. This paper focuses on 

left-behind children who live in minority regions in China. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the study is to analyze factors affecting Left-behind Children’s English 

learning in Chinese minority regions. Based on the analysis of these factors, this paper will make 

some recommendations from the perspective of family, school and society respectively to 

address the English learning problems of Left-behind Children in some Chinese minority 

regions.  

Significance of the Study 

English plays an important role in the Chinese education system. For students in China, 

including Left-behind Children in minority regions, they are all required to study English as a 

foreign language. However, the current situation of English learning in minority areas is not 

optimistic. Especially for Left-behind Children in some Chinese minority areas, many special 

factors will affect their English learning. In order to help these children to perform better in 

English, this paper will analyze factors affecting their English learning, and provide some 

countermeasures from the perspective of family, school and society respectively to address the 

problems of their English learning. 

 



 
 

3 
 

Methodology 

Primary searches were conducted in and through the library at South-Central University 

for Nationalities, China and Karrmann Library at the University of Wisconsin-Platteville. Key 

search topics included “Left-behind Children”, “English learning” and “Chinese minority 

region.” 

A brief review of the definition of Left-behind Children was conducted. A review of 

literature relating to factors affecting children’s acquisition of a second language was conducted. 

Another review of literature on factors affecting children’s English learning in some Chinese 

minority regions was conducted. Furthermore, a review of literature on factors affecting 

Left-behind Children’s English learning in Chinese minority regions was conducted. Finally, 

some recommendations have been made from the perspective of family, school and society 

respectively to address the English learning problems of Left-behind Children in some Chinese 

minority regions.  
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Chapter II Review of Literature 

Definitions of Left-behind Children 

With the rapid development of China’s economy, more and more young rural people go 

to cities for work, leaving their children behind with their grandparents or other relatives in rural 

areas. Researchers give different definitions to these left-behind children in their studies. 

According to Ye and Murray (2005), Left-behind Children refers to those children whose parents 

have migrated for work and are attended by someone from the older generation or others. In their 

definition, these children are under 18 years old. Similarly, Ye and Pan (2008) define 

Left-behind Children as children under 18 years old, whose parents or parent go to other places 

for work for over 6 months. 

Other scholars such as Su (2004), Zhou (2011), D. Hu and Y. Hu (2010) argue that 

Left-behind Children are children below 16 years of age who are attended by other relatives, and 

whose parents or parent migrate to other places for work. Lin (2003) thinks Left-behind Children 

refers to children below 14 years of age who are separated from their parents or parent, and 

whose parents or parent migrate to other places for work. 

From the definitions above, answers to the following questions seem essential to the 

definition of Left-behind Children.  

(1)  How old are the children? 

(2)  How long have the children been left at home? 

(3)  Who migrated, Left-behind Children’s mother, father or both? 

(4)  Who do Left-behind Children live with? 

(5)  Where do Left-behind Children live? 

In this paper, Left-behind Children refers to those under 16 whose parent or parents left 
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their hometown for cities as migrant workers and who are left home to be taken care of by their 

relatives. They cannot follow their parents to study in the cities, but they remain in their 

hometowns for their education. Furthermore, this paper focuses on left-behind children living in 

minority areas in China. 

Factors Affecting Children’s Acquisition of a Second Language 

Motivation. Motivation is an important factor affecting children’s second language 

acquisition. In the 1950s, Gardner and Lambert (1959) conducted a study on motivation in the 

field of foreign language teaching and learning. Many studies conducted by scholars such as 

Bandura (1977), Deci and Ryan (1985), Krashen (1981), Oxford and Shearin (1994) and Ellis 

(1994) later prove that motivation, which explains why people behave and think as they do, is an 

essential factor in learning a second or foreign language,. 

Gardner and MacIntyre (1993) put forward a model from the social and psychological 

perspective. They define motivation as personal efforts motivated by one’s own desire and 

satisfaction in learning a second language. Dörnyei (1998) puts forward a three-dimensional 

structure model of learning motivation, which involves language, learner and learner situation. 

Trembly and Gardner (1995) put forward an extended model of learning motivation which 

expands its study field by adding some elements from the goal theory. William and Burden 

(1997) propose a social constructive model, which includes internal and external factors. 

Regardless of the specific model of the second language learning motivation, learning motivation 

is an important factor in a second or foreign language acquisition. 

Age. Age has been identified as one of the most evident non-intellectual factors in second 

language acquisition. In Lenneberg’s definition of the Critical Period Hypothesis (1967), he 

believes that the critical period of language acquisition ranges from two years old to adolescence. 
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After this critical period, learners cannot be as successful as those in the critical period in 

acquiring a second language. 

Johnson and Newport’s observation (1990) supports the critical period hypothesis in the 

acquisition of a second language. In their study, they believe that the ability of learning a second 

language began to decline when participants were six years old. 

Language input. Krashen (1985) puts forward five hypotheses, including input 

hypothesis, acquisition-learning hypothesis, monitor hypothesis, natural order hypothesis, and 

affective filter hypothesis. 

Krashen (1977) points out that comprehensible language input plays an important role in 

second language acquisition, and that a learner can construct some internal expressions of a 

second language by being exposed to the comprehensible language input. In other words, 

learners cannot learn any language without any language input. According to Krashen (1982), 

learning only takes place when a learner is provided with comprehensible input. The goal of 

teaching a second language is to provide comprehensible input to the learner. The teacher’s 

language use is one source of comprehensible input, which will affect the learner’s language 

output.  

According to the input hypothesis, the teacher should put emphasis on language 

meanings rather than language forms. Meanwhile, the teacher ought to create a learning 

environment where learners are given the opportunity to be exposed to comprehensible language 

input. 

Attitude. According to Jung (1971), an attitude is “readiness of the psyche to act or react 

in a certain way” (p. 87). Baker (1992) believes that an attitude is “a hypothetical construct used 

to explain the direction and persistence of human behavior” (p. 10). Regardless of the definition 
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of attitude, it is certain that attitude can be used to predict a person’s behavior.  

Wang (2006) points out that learners’ emotional factor has a much stronger effect on 

language than the other factors. Thus, the learners’ attitudes towards a second language are more 

likely to affect their learning outcomes and behaviors. Ellis (1999) points out that “learners with 

positive attitudes who experience success will reinforce these attitudes, but learners’ negative 

attitudes may be strengthened by lack of success” (p. 198-199). 

Factors Affecting Children’s English Learning in some Chinese Minority Regions 

In the course of language learning, some factors like motivation, age, language input and 

attitude will affect children’s acquisition of a second language. But for the children in some 

Chinese minority regions, in addition to their native language, they have to study Mandarin and 

English. In such a trilingual environment, there are some special factors affecting their English 

learning. 

Educational conditions. Compared with cities, minority regions are lack of hardware 

facilities. Guang and Ou (2007) point out that many schools in some Chinese minority regions 

are lack of multi-functional classrooms and language labs to support their education due to 

limited budget. In some poor minority regions, basic teaching facilities like tape recorders, TV 

sets and projectors are not available. While schools in cities are using the multimedia in language 

teaching, schools in minority regions are still mainly relying on chalk and textbooks to teach 

their students. To some extent, such poor educational conditions will lower students’ English 

learning efficiency in minority regions. 

As we know, a teacher plays an important role in the process of cultivating students’ 

ability of language learning. An English teacher with good pronunciation will help students to 

learn English well. However, Qu (2014) points out that most outstanding teachers in minority 
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regions choose schools where they can get a good salary and good welfare. This leads to the lack 

of excellent English teachers with good pronunciation in minority regions. Most English teachers 

left in these areas cannot organize a whole English class in English. Moreover, according to Wei 

and Sun (2013), in some Chinese rural minority areas, English teachers’ teaching methods are 

outdated, and they usually do not lay emphasis on the cultivation of students’ personality. These 

unfavorable educational conditions will have negative effects on ethnic minority students’ 

interests in English learning. 

Cultural conflict. Li (2003) points out that language is a means of cultural expression, 

and different languages represent different cultures. Language is an important communication 

tool to exchange knowledge and cultures among people and nations. Meanwhile, language helps 

people from different regions to keep their ethnic identity.  

China has 56 ethnic groups officially recognized by the central government. People in 

minority regions have different religious beliefs and values, and their native languages reflect 

some distinctive cultural features of their own. For students in these regions, they are maybe 

reluctant to embrace foreign cultures while learning a foreign language. 

As a foreign language, English transmits a new culture to minority students, which will 

further challenge their cultural identity. For Han students, they will meet with two different 

cultures while they are learning English, whereas ethnic minority students have to face three 

different cultures. Ye (2013) states that when minority students study a new language, they will 

meet a new culture which will influence their cultural and ethnic identity. He also uses some 

examples from various ethnic groups in China to illustrate that students from different minority 

regions have different understandings of English culture while learning English. 
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He (2011) acknowledges that the attitude towards a foreign language will affect minority 

students’ native language and their cultural and ethnic identity, which will further influence their 

second language learning. Some researchers like Wei (2013) and Yang and Wu (2012) focus on 

studying the influence of some minority cultures on minority students’ English learning. They 

point out that a teacher can incorporate the minority cultures into English learning. 

Language environment. A good language environment is an important factor in English 

learning. However, children from some minority regions speak their native language since their 

childhood, which will influence children’s learning English. Zhou (2013) investigates many 

students from Yi ethnic group in Yunnan province on their English learning. She finds out that 

many students have to switch among their minority language, Mandarin and English in their 

mind, and that they find it very difficult to learn English well in such a trilingual environment. 

The lack of English communication environment in some minority regions also will 

affect students’ English learning. Xue (2005) points out that when people communicate in a 

foreign language, the biggest difficulty in communication is listening and speaking. According to 

Yang and Shen (2008), compared with Han students, minority students do not have access to a 

natural language environment, and they have more difficulty in English listening and speaking. 

In addition, Guan and Ou (2007) point out that due to the lack of English teachers, a class 

in some minority regions is usually very large with more than 50 students. The class is so large 

that communication activities in English are very difficult to work well. In such conditions, many 

students do not have enough opportunities to practice their oral English in class. 

Factors Affecting Left-behind Children’s English Learning in Chinese Minority Regions 

For children in some Chinese minority regions, educational conditions, cultural conflict 

and language environment are three major factors affecting their English learning. In addition to 
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these factors mentioned above, there are some other factors that affect Left-behind Children in 

Chinese minority regions. 

Family factors. Family education plays an important part in one’s life. Burstall (1975) 

points out that one’s family education is one of the most important factors that will affect one’s 

achievement in a foreign language. A sound and effective family education is essential for a 

person’s second language acquisition. 

Han (2013)’s study on the family factor affecting Left-behind Children’s education in 

some Guizhou minority regions shows that most guardians of Left-behind Children have no 

education background. Thus, most of them even have no idea what English is, and of course 

cannot tutor these children in their English learning. 

In addition, according to Jiang and Wu’s (2012) study, parents in some minority regions 

do not have enough time or energy to care about Left-behind Children’s education. Meanwhile, 

Zhang and Wu (2008) state that parents in minority regions often put children’s education in the 

second place, and that the money they earned is not enough to support their children’s education. 

They think it is no use learning English, and what their children need to do is to work for a living 

after graduation from the middle school. Under such circumstances, these children cannot engage 

themselves in English learning, and they may gradually lose their confidence and interest in 

learning English. 

Identity. For Left-behind Children in minority regions, their family identity will 

influence their language learning to some extent. She and Luo (2008) point out that the 

Left-behind Children’s self identity will be affected due to the lack of parental care in their life, 

and they do not have a clear idea what family is. This will further influence their attitudes 

towards language learning. 
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In addition, Left-behind Children in minority regions will have some social identity 

problems while learning a foreign language. Liu, Yan and Hu (2015) explore the social identity 

of Left-behind Children and point out that these children have more social identity problems, 

which will further affect their attitude towards language learning. 

Social factors. Huang and Jiang (2008) believe that social factors will also affect 

Left-behind Children’s English learning in some minority regions. According to their study, the 

imbalance of economic and social development eventually leads to the imbalance of English 

education among different areas. 

Yang and Shen (2008) point out that due to inconvenient geographical location, 

transportation, information exchange and regional autonomy management in minority areas, 

people in rural minority regions fail to realize the importance of learning English as a second 

language. Yang and Tan (2013) also state that because of poor economic conditions and 

production mode in some rural minority areas, requirements for the English education quality are 

far less than the ones for the other areas. 

In addition, Yang (2010) points out that the social support system for rural minority 

Left-behind Children is still not sufficient for their education. Gao and Yang (2015) state that the 

English teaching condition cannot be improved without the financial support from the local 

government in some poor rural minority areas. They suggest that the local government in these 

regions should put much more effort into human resources and financial resources in education. 
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Chapter III Conclusions and Recommendations 

Conclusions 

Based on the above review of literature, we can see that some factors like motivation, 

age, language input and attitude will affect children’s acquisition of a second language. But for 

children in some Chinese minority regions, some special factors like educational conditions, 

cultural conflict and language environment have an impact on their English learning. 

Furthermore, some factors like family factors, identity and social factors will have a greater 

influence on Left-behind Children’s English learning in Chinese minority regions. 

For the Left-behind Children in Chinese minority regions, they cannot get enough 

financial support or parental support from their family to receive high quality English education. 

Unfavorable educational conditions in some minority regions will also influence these students’ 

interests in learning English. These children will meet with some cultural conflicts, which will 

challenge their ethnic cultural identity while learning English. Furthermore, the imbalance of 

economic and social development in China has a negative effect on these children’s attitude 

towards English learning. Thus, more attention should be paid to the Left-behind Children’s 

English learning, and effective measures should be taken to improve these children’s English 

level. 

Recommendations 

This paper will provide some countermeasures from the perspective of family, school and 

society respectively to address the English learning problems of Left-behind Children in some 

Chinese minority regions. 

Family aspect. The family is the basic unit in human society, which plays an important 

role in children’s life. Migrant parents should try their best to spend much more time with their 
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children. As the law that guarantees equal educational opportunities for all children has been 

carried out by the Chinese government, more and more Chinese migrant parents can take their 

children along with them and live by their side.  

Alternatively, migrant parents can communicate with their children via mobile phones to 

discuss what happened in their daily life. In this way, the bonds of affection between parents and 

children will be strengthened. Under correct guidance from parents, the learning problems of 

children left behind in some minority regions can be reduced to a certain extent. 

School aspect. Considering the limitation of the family education for children left behind 

in some Chinese minority regions, schools should make strenuous efforts to help them to 

overcome culture shock in English learning. 

Schools should try their best to attract more excellent teachers to devote themselves to 

working in minority rural areas, and provide minority English teachers with more opportunities 

to improve their teaching methods. For example, schools can encourage these minority English 

teachers to participate in different kinds of professional seminars and workshops, which will 

provide a good opportunity for minority English teachers from different regions to exchange 

their ideas and learn from each other. 

What’s more, schools can encourage teachers to select suitable teaching materials for 

Left-behind Children in minority areas. For example, teachers can incorporate ethnic minority 

cultures into these teaching materials. If applicable, schools can organize teachers to compile an 

English textbook suitable for their students. 

Finally, schools should invest more money into teaching facilities so that English 

teachers in minority regions can utilize advanced teaching facilities to create a better English 

learning environment for their students. A favorable English learning environment may 
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encourage Left-behind Children to devote much more time to learning English.  

Social aspect. The local government should put much more efforts into improving the 

teaching conditions in schools. For example, the government can provide English teachers with 

more opportunities to go to universities for further study and training.   

The government can also encourage social forces like some enterprises to participate in 

running schools. With the financial support from some social forces, English teaching conditions 

and Left-behind Children’s living conditions may be improved to a certain extent. 

Furthermore, the government should take measures to promote fairness in education. For 

example, laws and regulations should be improved to protect the rights and interests of 

Left-behind Children in ethnic rural areas so that these children can enjoy the same education 

conditions as those in cities, and perform better in English learning. 

In conclusion, with the joint effort made by families, schools and the society, English 

learning problems of Left-behind Children in some Chinese minority regions can be reduced, and 

these children will have better performance in English learning. 
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