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Abstract 

PERCEPTIONS OF LEARNING MULTI-LANGUAGE: A STUDY OF MULTILINGUALS 

FAMILY IN ZHUANG ETHNIC IN CHINA 

Tang Xiuwen 

Under the Supervision of Dr. Kara Candito 

 

Many families are multilingual in China. The perceptions of linguistic, cultural and social factors 

of parents and children on learning multi-language are explored in this paper based on both 

current research and the author’s family, a multilingual family. All information was obtained 

from interviews with my family members, peer reviewed journals, government websites and 

documents. Identifying, resource, roles, models, policies are considered in the multi-language 

learning research. The research founds that parents born in1950s were less concerned about 

multi-language learning in the Zhuang linguistic minority population in China. The study 

concludes that perceptions of parents towards language learning and its background is variable 

mainly because the social background of the different generation, which had greatly important 

impact on their perceptions.  
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Chapter I Introduction 

 

In addressing issues in the study of multilingualism, one immediately encounters a 

terminological issue. He who is multilingual has competence in more than one language（Bhatia 

& Ritchie, 2013）. For most people, the purpose of learning languages is to communicate with 

others. But some of them could have further motions, such as learning one or two more foreign 

languages to find a better job, to preserve linguistic & cultural heritage. 

This study explores the perceptions of learning multi-language based on a multilingual 

family in Zhuang Ethnic minority groups in Central Hongshui in the south of China. Zhuang 

ethnic minority group is one of the ethnic minority groups in southwest of China. Investigation 

will develop and administer to my family members, the L1 Zhuang speakers who also can speak 

Mandarin and or English and or Mandarin dialects. Efforts has made by Andy Castro and Bruce 

Hansen from SIL Electronic Survey Report. Current data will be available from my family 

members. In addition, data will be collected from Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region 

Minority Language Commission and SIL International, East Asia Group of SIL International and 

some another sources.  

This study begins with a focused effort to reach out to a multilingual family in Central 

Hongshui He Zhuang in the south of China with useful information. Additionally, to address the 

perception that a multilingual family in Central Hongshui He Zhuang population, the research 

will conduct the survey and analyze the effect of multi-lingual (Zhuang, Chinese English and 

Chinese dialect) education and that sort of education upon linguistic and cultural preservation.   

The intended audience will be some of these population and the others seeking information 

related to best practices.   
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Statement of the Problem 
 

 The problem to be addressed what is the Zhuang linguistic minority population’s 

perceptions of current multi-language learning. There are different attitude towards language 

learning by different people. We all experience language learning including perception, 

imagination, thought, emotion, desire, volition, and action. This study is focused on perception 

of language learning linguistic & cultural preservation. That is to say, how a multilingual family 

in this case organize, identify, interpret, expect and pay attention to multi-language learning at 

home.   

Definition of Terms 

Hongshui He 

The “Hongshui He” region is located around the lower reaches of the Hongshui River 

(Hongshui He) and to the east of the Liu River (Liu Jiang) in the middle of Northern 

Zhuang territory (Andy Bruce, 2010, p.6), including Du’an County, where I come from, to 

Guigang City, Hezhou and Guangdong province. Much of the area is mountainous, 

consisting of both karst hills and higher “dirt mountains,” as they are often called in 

Chinese. There is a decent and growing road system in the area, but there still are many 

villages that are accessible only on foot. An estimated 2.7 million Zhuang people call this 

area home. (Castro & Hansen, 2010, p. 6). 

Zhuang language 

Zhuang language, Wade-Giles Chuang, language spoken by the Zhuang people, an official 

minority group of southwest China, mostly in the Zhuang Autonomous Region of Guangxi. 

The dialects spoken in northern Guangxi belong to the Northern branch of the Tai language 

family and are known officially in China as the Northern dialect of the Zhuang language. 

Their closest linguistic affinities are with other Northern Tai languages, including Buyei 
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(Puyi) in Guizhou province, just to the north. The Zhuang dialects of southern Guangxi 

belong to the Central branch of Tai and are officially designated the Southern dialect of the 

Zhuang language. (The Editors of Encyclopedia Britannica, ND). 

Mandarin, or Putonghua 

Mandarin, or Putonghua is “the official language of China” (Sara & Ching, 2013). It is a 

national language, the lingua franca in China. 

Multilingualism 

    In linguistic spectrum, there are those who have virtually maternal multilingual capabilities 

(Tej & William, 2013) and are fluent in many language such as English, French, and German 

(George Steiner, 1992). 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to explore perceptions of multi-language (Zhuang, Chinese and 

English, etc.) learning among members of a multilingual family of the Central Hongshui He 

Zhuang linguistic minority. 

Significance of the Study 

Very little research has been published in English upon the Zhang linguistic minority and 

less on the impact of multi-lingual (Zhuang, Chinese and English etc.) education based on a 

multilingual family. This work will make an impact on the use of multi-language learning 

theories and should be of importance to others seeking information related to best practices. By 

placing this in the context of Zhuang linguistic in a multilingual family, we will see how multi-

language learning is similar to or different from other studies of multi-language learning for the 

linguistic minority population. 
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Delimitation of the Study 

This secondary research were conducted in and through the Karrmann Library at the 

University of Wisconsin-Platteville using the UW-Search tool at the beginning of 2016. Searches 

of the literature were conducted via the Internet through EBSCO host with ERIC, Academic 

Search Elite and JSTOR as the primary sources. Key search topics included “heritage language”, 

“mother tongue”, “business language”, “Zhuang”, “linguistic minority population”, “multi-

language Learning”, “dialect” and “Cultural Hongshui He Region”. 

     The data is collected only from my family, a multilingual family in Guangxi, China. Results 

of the study may not be generalizable to other families.  

Chapter II Review of Literature 

 The following information is a literature review of perceptions of multilingual learning. All 

information was obtained from interviews with my family members, peer reviewed journals, 

government websites and documents. The information gathered addresses problem areas within 

the multi-language learning. 

Central Hongshui He region 

Central Hongshui He is located around the lower reaches of the Hongshui River (Hongshui 

He) and to the east of the Liu River (Liu Jiang) in the middle of Northern Zhuang territory (Andy 

Bruce, 2010, p.6) in Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region. It is the upstream of Xijiang, which 

is the main stream of Pearl River system in China between the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous 

Region and Guizhou Province.  

The Hongshui He region is home to around 2.5 million Zhuang speakers. There are Han 

Chinese and ethnic minorities in this region. They can understand standard Mandarin, 
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different Chinese dialects such as major dialect, Guiliuhua (a dialect speak in Guilin, Hechi, 

Liuzhou, in south-western China), Baihua (a form of Cantonese, whose pronunciation has 

been greatly affected by Zhuang). Hakka (known in Mandarin as Kejiahua) is also spoken in 

some pockets in the Hongshui He region, for example in Mashan County (Andy & Bruce, 

2010, P.7). 

Central Hongshui He Zhuang 

The Zhuang are the largest ethnic minority group in China, numbering over 16 million 

people (National Statistics Department, 2010). 

Central Hongshui He Zhuang is a language in the south of China. There are about 1,100,000 

population speak this language. It is the language of recognized nationality by Zhuang and 

classified by Tai-Kadai, Kam-Tai, Tai, and Northern. There are a lot of dialects, a member of 

macro language Zhuang. The script of the language came from BC 202 mainly used in non-

official domains. It is an active language now in the south of China. Zhuang is both their mother 

tongue and the language of the home, the market and township and village-level government 

(Andy & Bruce, 2010). 

Identifying Success in learning multi-language at home 

Successful family parents help children in learning languages. Family is the core institution 

in Chinese culture and society (Sara & Ching, 2013). The languages a family members speaks 

usually lead to success although situation may vary by different families. Language capacity 

come from parents in when a person learn to speak when he or she is the infant. 

How orientation of the family members thinking or understanding multilingualism affect 

the success. Multilanguage is essential to identity. Parent’s positive attitude is one of the 

measurements of significantly has great impact on the development of their children’s general 
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attitudes and ideas (Oskamp, 1977) to learn different language. It’s important to understand how 

parents influence their children because parents are the samples for children to learn and to 

stimulate especially when they were young and inspire their children in learning languages. The 

home is the first place where a child is socialized, so the language that is spoken at home is 

bound to have an effect on the development of the child’s perspective and attitude towards their 

parents (Sara & Ching, 2013). 

 Kluger and Jeffrey (2013) talks about the significance of learning a second language, that 

is, it can produce a nimbler mind. To identify the success of multi-language learning, this factors 

should be considered as one of the standards.   

Resource for learning multi-language at home 

The resource for learning can be divided into the outer and the inner parts: 

Firstly, parents acts as a vital source of education (Kim, 2013 P16). They can help children 

make successful in many cost-effectiveness ways. Parents’ guidance and direction is the most 

important source on multi-language learning at home. It should be based on the materials 

available by parents. One of those examples is online sources. In October 2004, CRI online had a 

trail run of its Chinese Putonghua program which turned out to be very fruitful (BBC Monitoring 

Asia Pacific, 2005). There are plenty sources of to learn languages online. 

Secondly, the use of first language can facilitate children access to the resources and 

opportunities within their ethnic communities (Kim, 2013, p.16). The first language is usually 

not learned but acquired. But it is essential for learners to learn other languages associated by the 

first language. Metalinguistic advantage is important: A comparison of the lexicon-related 

activities (Dieuwerke & Michael, 2015, p.6) because vocabulary is the first unit for the infant to 

practice when they learn a language in most family.            
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Roles of learning multi-language at home 

Some parents hope that their children can speak and then preserve their heritage language 

(Takeuchi 2006). Ideologies and attitudes are important for language learning and shape the 

possibilities for multilingualism in educational programs in complex ways, but most frequently 

work to constrain the ways that MLE is conceptualized and delivered（Liddicoat, Leech, 2015, 

p.1）. It is significant for parents to realize the roles of multi-language learning for their child 

rather than themselves. 

Models for learning multi-language at home 

Methods for studying linguistic variation and change, two basic cultural models: the 

rationalist one and the romantic one (Geeraerts, 2016, p.1&2). The rationalist model is based on 

economic. The economic forces of globalization together with the rise of global media increase 

the language contact on global multilingualism call for a new examination and new approaches 

(Bhatia & Ritchie, 2012). Rationalist model is based on the multilingual advertising, internet, and 

other electronic media forms (e.g., social media forms such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, the 

multilingual internet, DVD and entertainment technology) (Bhatia & Ritchie, 2012), which is 

unprecedented in any family. 

Policies to promote learning multi-language at home 

The language of education in multilingual societies has always attracted a lot of concern 

from educators and language planning specialists because of the complexity of language use 

(Herbert, 1992). Each group’ s language, or languages, are protected by legislation and 

institutional support under Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC), a 

political organization that plays an important and regular role in policy-making under the 

leadership of CCP (Liang, 2015), Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region Department 
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of Education, Committee of Ethnic Affairs, and Minority Ethnic Linguistic Work Committee, 

The state Council of the People's Republic of China (2015) promote the development of ethnic 

language of ethnic groups, but language policy “has been the dog that hasn’t barked in 

China”(Johnson, 2010). It is affected on children finally because children are agents of 

socializing parents (Luykx, 2005). 

Summary 

Present study focused upon materials needed to establish a context for discussion, including 

historical and cultural materials on the Zhuang linguistic minority, multi-language education 

policies as it affects this population, theories and practice of multi-language learning. 

Chapter III Methodology 

Survey methods were used to identify perceptions of parents and children toward 

multilingual to achieve the aims of this study by using both qualitative and quantitative research 

methods. Data was gathered from my family to identify perceptions of parents and children 

toward family multilingual education and culture preservation. 

Sampling  

The consideration of a multilingual family is one of the multilinguals families, my family, is 

from Central Hongshui He region, southwest China. The parents sample considered of 8 parents 

(my parents, my two brothers and their wives, my wife and me), were born in 1950s and 1980s, 

children were born in 1980s and 2010s in my family were population of this study in the south of 

China and six children (my two brothers and me when we were young and our children) were 

observed in the speaking of parents. My parents were born and raised in 1950s in a small village 

in Central Hongshui He region and spoke the same ethnic language, Zhuang. All of their 

neighborhoods are Zhuang people. My father graduated from senior high school and was a 
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primary school teacher to teach math and Chinese from 1975 to 2013 in a local primary school. 

My mother is a peasant stayed in the small village until coming to take care of my son when my 

son was born. Both of my two brothers and I were born and raised in 1980s in the same village. 

My son is six years old and each of my brothers’ children are about two years old. The sample is 

as follow: 

Table 1 The sample of parents and children 

Parents Total Children  Total  

1950s 1980s Both 1950s and 

1980s 

1980s 2010s Both 1950s and 

1980s 

2 6 8 6 3 9 

 

The research was conducted by the following steps: A survey developed and administer to 

my family members, the L1 Zhuang speakers who also can speak Mandarin and/or English 

and/or Mandarin dialects etc. The survey was distributed through my family members in with the 

purpose of feedback about the perceptions of current multi-language learning. One-on-one 

interviews with my family members also was conducted; a list of questions, along with a 

transcription of the interviews were made sure be available as a baseline for future research of 

this type. 

Questionnaire for parents： 

1. Parents’ awareness of multi-language learning at home. 

2. Parents’ perceptions on learning multi-languages at home 

Observation for children: 

1. Children respondents 
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2. Children’s ability to speak more than two languages. 

3. Others 

How parents and children in multilingual family deal with the changes of the social 

environment and what are their understanding of learning multi-language was examined in this 

case study. The case shows how parents understand the above issues. 

In this case study, several interviews were made. 

Excerpt 1 Interview with my father (MF): 

1. Tang        When I was young, did you have an awareness to teach me more  

languages rather than my mother tongue? 

2. MF         No. 

3. Tang        What did you know about other languages when I was young? 

4. MF         I’ve heard there are some languages such as English but I can’t speak 

them. 

5. Tang        What did you remember of English word or sentence? 

6. MF         Long live Chairman Mao (Chairman Mao (December 26, 1893 –           

September 9, 1976), was the founding father of the People's Republic of  

China). 

7. Tang        What do you think of learning multi-language？ 

8. MF          I’ve never think of the special term. You can speak mother tongue         

naturally because you were born and raised in this family. When you 

were in school ages, I have a plan to teach you the local government 

official language, a dialect of Mandarin (Putonghua), but it had no 

language environment to speak that dialect. So you had not learned it 
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before you went to junior high school, which is located in downtown 

the official language stuff speak Guiliuhua, a dialect of Mandarin. 

My father asked me and my brothers to practice writing Chinese characters before 

entering primary school mainly because China in particular is a nation that values its 

language, and equates the ability to write Chinese characters and speak Mandarin well with 

being a ‘well-cultured’ person (Sterling & Pang, 2013). 

Excerpt 2 Interview with my mother (MM) 

1.  Tang         What do you think of teaching children speak more than one  

language? 

2.  MM          I have never think of this. 

3.  Tang         Would you support you children to learn more languages? 

4.  MM          Of course, yes. But it seems that there is no resources like this for 

the family in our region. I’ve never heard any supporting from 

government in the last 20 years. 20 years ago, there were some 

policies about learning national language in the ethnic minority 

regions. Government promoted the programs for literacy including 

learning national language, Mandarin. But at that time, the 

education resources was very limited. Children almost have no 

opportunity to learn language in school. The only one classroom 

was for the adult. The time for us to learn language also was rare, 

because that was one evening class very week, in which too many 

contents were included, such as knowledge of agriculture and the 

foundation of math. 
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5  Tang     What do you think of culture heritage preserving? 

6  MM      I’ve never thought of it. 

Excerpt 3  Interview with my youngest brother (MYB) who has a one and a half year 

old baby  

1   Tang    You are raising a son now. Do you have any plan for his family 

education？ 

2   MYB    I plan to teach him Mandarin before schooling. 

3   Tang    Do you think of teach him our mother tongue? 

4   MYB    I’ve never think of it. I’m not interesting in teaching him our mother 

tongue. 

5   Tang    What will you do to let your son do something to preserve our ethnic 

minority groups’ cultural heritage? 

6   MYB    I have no idea about it. 

Excerpt 4 Interview with my youngest brother’s wife (MYBW) 

1.   Tang       What language you teach your son? 

2.   MYBW     Mandarin and English. (MYBW graduated from a university  

majoring in Business English) 

3.   Tang       Did you teach your son dialect which you can speak？ 

4.   MYBW     No 

5.   Tang       Did you do something preserve our ethnic minority groups’ cultural  

heritage or you will tell you son to do in the future? 

6.   MYBW     No 

MYBW’s respond shows she is not interesting in teaching her son her mother tongue. 
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She would teach her son English at home just because she can speak a little English and 

the awareness of the importance of learning English due to her major. She has no 

awareness of preserve mother tongue.  

Chapter IV Results 

Personal interviews with family members for ideologies and attitudes took place with 4 

couples and 6 children in March 2016. Sampling were taken from the questions asked about 

perceptions of multi-language learning by family members in my family, a multilingual family in 

the south of China. The main questions were about ideologies, attitudes, goals and thinking about 

the future of multi-language learning at home. Some related questions also were asked to help 

the conversations continue. Questions about language learning experience were asked at the 

same time in order to give the family members an opportunity to share their experiences of 

language learning at home. 

Chapter V Analysis 

In the interview, 90 percent of the family members expressed that they’ve never think of 

multi-language learning at home. 78 percent did not have any plan to learn more language at 

home. 

Parents were not aware of helping children to learn more than two language at home 

according to the survey. Children expect to learn more than one language. In the interviews, 

parents expressed the sources for them to learn more languages are rare except for the dialects 

and the mother tongue for the ethnic minority groups. The interviews focused on the advice and 

support for multi-language learning from parents. All of the parents felt they can do more for 

their children as long as their children have a better future. Parents from the 1950s expressed 

more anxiety about the resources of languages leaning and the significance of multi-language 
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learning. Concept is the most import factor impact on multi-language learning. All of the parents 

and children expressed they were not sure what they can begin and how to do it well.  

In order to promote the multi-language learning, there are some suggestions: It’s important 

to understand how parents influence their children because parents are the samples for children 

to learn and to stimulate especially when they were young and inspire their children in learning 

languages. Rationalist model is based on the multilingual advertising, internet, and other 

electronic media forms. Policy on multi-language learning at home is expected to established for 

the long term of the development of the global village, because language is under the threat 

of global expansion. 

 

Chapter VI Conclusions and Recommendations 

Based on the review of existing literature and the analysis of the interviews, the study 

conducted to identify perceptions of the multilingual family in the south of China towards multi-

language learning, the following conclusions can be drawn.  

Parents’ awareness of multilinguals learning. 

The study found that parents born in 50s support children to learn Mandarin for the children 

to enter better school out of the region where they stayed while the some parents born in 80s 

support children to learn mother tongue to preserve it and to learn more languages to for 

complexed reasons, even though they know the importance of multi-language learning. Several 

factors influence multi-language learning at home. 

My findings and a critical synthesis and analysis of my original research.  

The finding of the study is that parents perceive multilingual family in the south of China. 

The study also identified that parents born in 1980s preferred their children to learn more than 
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one language. They believe that children would be successful if they master more than one 

language, national language, business language and the language for international exchange. 

Parents born in 1950s had the view that children should learn the national language, business 

language, in most of the time to earn a better life. They believe that children would be successful 

if they master the national language. Parents born in 1950s are also have different attitude toward 

multi-language learning between fathers and mothers. Fathers ask their children to practice 

writing Chinese characters before entering primary school mainly because China in particular is 

a nation that values its language, and equates the ability to write Chinese characters and speak 

Mandarin well with being a well-educated person while others always ask their children to help 

parents to do more house work because there are tons of house work in a peasant’s family in 

China. Children born always follow parents’ advice arrangement on language learning, but there 

also are some exceptions. Children born in 2010s in this case hate to learn one more language 

while their parents were willing to learn more languages when they were too young. Parents 

move from village to city to live in a different language environment shows no interesting in 

teaching their children mother tongue. They would teach their English at home just because they 

can speak a little English and the awareness of the importance of learning English they have due 

to English as the major they study in university. They has no awareness of preserve mother 

tongue. The additional finding is that children confused and mixed used the languages in the 

multilingual environment. They study concludes that perceptions of parents towards language 

learning is variable mainly because the historical and social background of the different 

generation, which had greatly important impact on the children’s perceptions. 

Problems specific to parents and problems specific to children that affect the successful of 

multi-language learning in family. Government policy affect was identified as problem based on 
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the peer review and the observation of government policy.  

 The study also concluded that parents guidance children by utilizing resources such as TV 

programs and broadcast that are available online. This may make multi-language learning in 

family successful. 

According to the phenomena address above, it’s important to understand how parents 

influence their children in multi-language learning at home because parents are the samples for 

children to learn and to stimulate especially when they were young and inspire their children in 

learning languages. Solutions would be found according to the analysis, such as rationalist model 

and resources which is based on the multilingual advertising, internet, and other electronic media 

forms. Policy on multi-language learning at home also is expected to establish for the long term 

of the development, especially for the global development and thus language is under the threat 

of global expansion. It’s also essential to balance the development of the economic and linguistic 

heritage as well as cultural heritage, to balance English language learning and local business 

language as well as mother tongue preservation, maintenance and protection. 

Recommendations 

There are some gaps in multi-language in family level in present study as well as 

government policies. Recommendations are made to make multilingual and culture preservation 

in family successful as follows: 

1.  Government should provide more policies to support and make them affected.  

2.  The awareness of both parents and children’s conceptions to make them realize the 

importance of multilingual education and culture preservation in family in the special 

area should be developed.  

3.  More fund should be provided from government based on the policies to develop more 
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sources.   

4.  A serious of training and material delivery should be provided by committee because 

there is a lack of organize of these because committee is the foundation of organization 

of the family. 

5.  Efforts can be made from committee. Volunteers can be organized to provide 

implementation services to make multi-language learning at home successful. 
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