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Abstract

As a result of migration of rural labour to cities, many children have been left behind
in the rural villages by their migrant-worker parents. Many left-behind children (LBC)
face problems such as a lack of family care, family separation, mental health issues,
behavioural issues, low achievement in education, and so on. To cope with the
problem of LBC, the Chinese government issued the “The Opinions on Strengthening
the Care and Protection of Left-behind Children in Rural Areas” (The 2016 Opinions)
in 2016. This study explores The 2016 Opinions and the extent to which the policy
has addressed the problems of LBC. It draws on the critical discourse
problematization framework (CDPF), a combination of critical discourse analysis
(CDA) and Bacchi’s “What’s the problem represented to be (WPR)?”, to analyse The
2016 Opinions and achieve the dual goals of policy analysis and criticism. The results
suggest that the policy discourses in The 2016 Opinions are influenced by charity and
social harmony discourses, with authoritarianism and neoliberalism affecting the
expression of these discourses in policy. This thesis argues that, although the 2016
Opinions have improved compared to previous policies, these can only alleviate the
current plight of LBC but cannot fundamentally resolve the phenomenon of LBC
because the household registration system, which shapes the foundation of migrant
workers lives and made family separation the normal life of LBC in rural areas, is not
addressed. In other words, The 2016 Opinions merely treat the symptoms rather than
addressing the root cause of the problem. To conclude, this study suggests that a shift

towards a discourse of human rights and equality is needed in both policy and practice.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

When I was a child because there was no suitable job for my parents to support my
family in my home town, they went to another city about 1,000 kilometres away from
home to do business and they had to leave me with my grandparents. From the time I
was 8 years old and into adulthood, I only spent time with my parents once every year
for New Year, usually no more than five days. My grandparents took good care of me,
but I deeply missed my parents and felt this negatively impacted my well-being. In
the first few years of our separation, my personality gradually changed from cheerful
to being taciturn. When my mother noticed this change, she was upset and tried to
correct it, but to no avail. In addition, the long-term lack of communication with my
parents led to an estrangement between us, which seriously affected our relationship.
When 1 was in my adolescence, I often quarrelled with my parents and the
parent-child relationship was very tense. The experience had such a negative impact
on me that I still struggle as an adult with how to communicate with my parents. He
and Li (2018) argued that left-behind children (LBC) have disadvantages in their
development and most LBCs face even worse conditions than I did. Indeed, my
parents who work outside provided better living conditions and education for me but
the negative effects of being left behind will probably stay with me. Because of my
personal experience, I care deeply about LBCs and want to understand the challenges

and problems they face.

1.1 Why left-behind children (LBC)?

In the past 40 years, China has undergone significant economic changes due to
economic reform and opening up (gai ge kai fang). This economic policy transformed
China from a planned economy to a socialist market economy and transformed
China’s semi-closed society into a fully open one, promoting the process of China's
modernisation, urbanisation and industrialisation (Wang & Wu, 2016). During these
decades of economic transformation, the trend of urbanisation in China prompted

large-scale, rural-to-urban population migration and a large proportion of the



agricultural labour force flowed into cities and became migrant workers. In 2010,
there were 153.35 million migrant workers in China, and in 2020, the number was
285.6 million, roughly doubling in the past decade (National Bureau of Statistics of
China, 2013, 2021). The occupational and social living status of migrant workers can
be described as marginal, transitional and unstable. Migrant workers are no longer
engaged in agricultural production, but they as live a long time in the cities, they are
marginal in the rural society. At the same time, due to the restrictions of the
household registration system and their work skills, it is difficult for them to obtain
stable and high-income work in cities, and thus it is also difficult to truly integrate
into the urban society (Feng & Zhang, 2018). Therefore, migrant workers in urban
and rural areas are at both ends of a marginalized status. Furthermore, many children
of migrant workers receive compulsory education in their hometowns, forcing
migrant workers to commute constantly between their hometowns and the cities

where they work (Sun, 2011).

Additionally, most of them have to live on low incomes obtained through hard labour
(Fu, 2006; Ren & Pan 2007). In 2020, about half of migrant workers worked in
secondary industries, mostly concentrated in manufacturing (27.3%) and construction
(18.3%) (China’s National Bureau of Statistics, 2021). The others are in the tertiary
sector, which includes retail, transportation, accommodation, catering and so on
(China’s National Bureau of Statistics, 2021). The average annual income of these
migrant workers in 2020 was about 50,000 yuan (about NZ$11,000 per year), only
half of the national average for non-private sector workers in urban areas (China’s
National Bureau of Statistics, 2021). The plight of migrant workers in cities also leads
to the fact that settling in the city is extremely difficult to achieve for those rural
labour. The low income of migrants mentioned above is one of the reasons. Low
incomes determine the poor living conditions of migrant workers, and it is difficult for
them to buy or rent large houses for the whole family. In cities with a population of

around 5 million, such as Zhangjiakou, the average price of a house is 7,000 yuan



(about NZ$1,500) per square meter!. Based on the salary mentioned earlier, it takes a
migrant worker 10 years of net income to buy a 70-square-meter house. Under such
circumstances, bringing children and elderly people from their hometowns to the city
means that the family has to live in a small space. Moreover, the elderly and children
have no means of income, and urban consumption is higher than rural consumption,
so it is difficult for the whole family to move together. These migrant workers
typically leave family members who are unable to contribute economically to the
family in the countryside; these are mainly women, children, and the elderly. Such a
phenomenon is typical today in some Chinese villages that are now predominantly
composed of LBCs and the elderly. For example, in Hunan province, about 90% of
the rural population under the age of 20 and over the age of 50 live permanently in the
countryside, while only 60% of the population between the ages of 20 and 50 live
permanently in the countryside (Hunan Provincial Bureau of Statistics, 2018). That

means about 40% of the youth population is out of their hometown for a long time.

The increasing number of migrant workers in China has led to a substantial growth of
children impacted by family migration. As a result, the LBC population has continued
to increase over the years. The number of LBCs (age 0-17) rose from 58.61 million in
2005 to an estimated 61.03 million in 2010, which represents a growth rate of 4.1%.
A report by the National Bureau of Statistics of China, UNICEF and UNFPA (2015),
estimates there are 40.51 million rural LBCs, accounting for about one-sixth of the

total number of children in China.

The experience of being separated from parents can have negative impacts on the
development of children. The positive and nurturing parent-child relationships not
only can reduce the occurrence of family emotional conflict and improve the
development of family members’ physical and mental health (Lanigan, 2009) but are
also associated with better academic performance and fewer behavioural problems

(Fuligni, 1998; Tseng, 2004). However, family communication, affective expression,

1 https://m.creprice.cn/city/zjk.html



and parental engagement have all suffered as a result of parental migration (Slinner &
Steinhauer, 2000). This means that those LBCs who suffer from family separation are
more likely to perform mental problems, behavioural problems and low academic
achievement because children who are separated from their parents usually lack care,
support and supervision (Ye & Pan, 2011). Both parents and children can be
extremely stressed by this situation, and a broken parent-child relationship is likely to

damage the child's self-esteem (Smith et al., 2004).

Furthermore, the news reports, about LBCs’ low academic performance, mental
problems and bad behaviours, can also serve as evidence that family separation hurts
left-behind children (Liu, 2012). Gong and Yu (2014) adopted a qualitative research
method and interviewed the LBCs and a teacher. They found that most of the LBC in
the study showed difficult attachment behaviours towards their parents and were
reluctant to let their parents leave for work. Tian Tian, a left-behind child in Si Chuan
province, in order to relieve his anxiety at the prospect of another separation from his
parents, pulled out part of his hair and this led to alopecia areata’. Without parental
care and supervision, LBCs face emotional issues, including depression and low

self-esteem (Zhang et al., 2019).

Wen and Lin (2012) pointed out that, to varying degrees, the developmental outcomes
of rural children are associated with their psycho-social environment, including
family socioeconomic status, socialising processes, peer and school support, and
psychological traits. In their study conducted with LBCs, Wen and Lin (2012)
presented evidence suggesting that LBCs are disadvantaged in terms of both health
behaviour and school engagement. It is worth mentioning that depression is one of the
most common psychological problems in LBCs and they may be more prone to
depression than their peers in China (Liang et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2019). Also,
studies show that these disadvantages are not limited to LBC’s personal psychology.

Hu et al. (2014) and Su et al. (2013) reported that these children are prone to having

2 http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2016-02/23/c_128743521.htm



dysfunctional relationships with their schools, teachers, classmates, guardians, and

parents.

In sum then, being left behind has some significant impacts on the well-being of
LBCs. Their developmental performance is inferior in different aspects, including
educational achievements (Duan & Zhou, 2005; Lu & Zhang, 2004), social
development (Chen et al., 2009), psychological symptoms (Hu et al., 2014; Jia & Tian,
2010), and physical health (De Brauw & Mu, 2011; Lee, 2011).

1.2 Definition of LBC

The term “left-behind children” first appeared in Chinese literature in 1994 (Ren,
2007). Yet, up until now, there is still no consensus on the definition of LBC among
researchers in China in terms of what it means. For example, He and Li (2018)
defined children aged 0-17 who have at least one parent who works outside the area
as “left-behind children”, and those LBC registered in rural areas as “left-behind
children in rural areas”. While Zhu and Bo (2020) follow the definition of left-behind
children by the Chinese government, that is, minors under the age of 16 whose parents
are both migrant workers or one of whom is a migrant worker and the other has no
guardianship ability (The Opinions of the State Council on Strengthening the Care
and Protection of Left-behind Children in Rural Areas 2016). The difference between
these two definitions mainly lies in the age and parental status of LBC. The former
follows UNICEF's definition of rural LBC and UNICEF announced that there are
40.51 million rural LBCs (National Bureau of Statistics of China, UNICEF and
UNFPA, 2017). Under the latter definition, the number is only 6.92 million in 2018
(Zhu & Bo, 2020). This number is nearly five times lower than UNICEF data. The
narrowing of the group of LBCs may lead to unequal treatment of children with only
one parent working outside home areas because they are indeed separated from family

members but are not covered by policy support.



As this study is based on The Opinions of the State Council on Strengthening the Care
and Protection of Left-behind Children in Rural Areas 2016 (hereinafter referred to as
The 2016 Opinions), the definition of LBC in rural areas also adopts this policy, but
the age limit is 6-15 years old which puts them in China’s compulsory education stage.
LBC in compulsory education accounts for the largest proportion (71.4%), accounting
for more than two-thirds of the total. Therefore, in this study, LBC includes minors
who have rural registered permanent residence, aged between 6-15 years old and
whose parents are both migrant workers or one of whom is a migrant worker and the

other has no guardianship ability.

A key reason for focusing on rural LBCs rather than urban LBCs in this study is to
consider the disproportionate disadvantages the hukou system imposes on rural
migrants and their families, especially rural LBCs, when they move to the cities for
work. Although rural migrant workers may longtime residents of the city, they are
excluded from the city welfare system due to the urban-rural divide and hukou
system.(Cheng & Selden, 1994; Wu and Treiman 2004). Despite repeated government
reforms to the hukou system, it still restricts migrant workers from moving (Chan,
2010). Urban administration systems and labour, social security, and public education
systems that rely on the current household registration system for admission do not
acknowledge these urban workers from the rural areas as “urban residents”. For
example, children of migrant workers are placed second to those students who have
local hukou and once school enrollment reaches saturation they have to go to private
schools with low conditions. Although the legal require local government to offer
compulsory education for children of migrant workers (The State Council, 2014), the
cost of living in cities is much higher than in rural areas which pose insurmountable

challenges to some migrant families (Liu, 2017).

While it is not impossible for migrant workers to change their hukou, the criteria for
obtaining a megacity local hukou exclude migrant workers with low income and

education levels. Similar to obtaining a residency visa in New Zealand, rural migrants



can switch their hukou to Shanghai if they meet the criteria set by the Shanghai local
government and earn sufficient (120) points, which according to academic
qualifications, skills, salary, are point standards. An applicant who has a master’s
degree could get 100 points while a migrant worker who is likely to have a high

school education gets a score of 0.

Therefore, this study is interested in examining how the policy represents the problem

of LBC and explores whether The 2016 Opinions can address the LBC’s problem.

1.3 The Opinions of the State Council on Strengthening the Care and Protection
of Left-behind Children in Rural Areas 2016

In the whole system of care and protection for LBC, policy undoubtedly plays a
leading role, because it has the fundamental function of guiding and guaranteeing the

operation of the active support system (Wang & Wu, 2016).

As news about LBC was consecutively reported, especially after the 2015 group
suicide, the local social security and assistance system was widely criticized, and the
Chinese government once again became the centre of a public outcry. In 2016, the
Chinese government issued “The Opinions of the State Council on Strengthening the
Care and Protection of Left-behind Children in Rural Areas” (hereinafter referred to

as The 2016 Opinions),

The 2016 Opinions comprise by far the most powerful national protection policy for
LBC. In contrast to previous policies, where LBC and migrant children were grouped
(Wang & Wu, 2016), The 2016 Opinions provided an independent policy that
acknowledged the need for LBC to be treated as a separate, special group. Although
migrant children and LBC are both children of migrant workers, the family states are
different. While LBC refers to those separated from their parents and staying in their
home towns, “migrant children” refers to those who live with migrant parents in

another city but do not have local hukou. Different objective conditions lead to their



different needs. If they are discussed together, policy measures may not be targeted.
For example, “On Implementing the Spirit of the Central Committee's Directive to
Actively carry out the Work of Caring for Migrant and Left-behind Children” (The
All-China Women’s Federation in China, 2007) calls for ensuring that migrant and
left-behind children with special difficulties receive due social assistance. However,
migrant children usually have problems accessing local schools where they moved,
while LBCs are often traumatised due to family separation (Chen et al., 2015). Thus,
treating LBC as an independent group may provide better policy solutions to the

particular vulnerabilities of LBC.

1.4 Aim of the Research

Since 2004, China has issued policies on LBC, but after nearly 20 years of
development and governance, the problem of LBC still exists. Xu (2020) argued that,
under the existing governance system, the next generation of LBCs will still be left
behind. At present, The 2016 Opinions mark the newest rules and regulations
promulgated at the national level in China and are the key policy document for
addressing the problems related to LBC. This study seeks to explore how the
government recognises and treats the problem of LBC and whether the current policy
could address the problem of LBC represented by the government. This research
aims to answer the following two questions:

1. What’s the problem of left-behind children represented to be in The 2016
Opinions?

2. Can The 2016 Opinions address the problem of left-behind children?

To answer these questions, it is necessary to analyse the historical policies regarding
LBC and explore what the problem of LBC is from the perspective of the government
and what aspects it includes. The discourses that contribute to how the government
represents the problem of LBC should be the main focus. Furthermore, the specific
measurements of policy also need to be discussed as to whether these target the

LBC’s problems.



1.5 Significance of the Study

Most of the current studies (Wang & Wu, 2016; Wu, 2021) are from the perspective
of the practicality of The 2016 Opinions, such as the implementation of policies by
local governments and the improvement of specific policy measures. However, there
is still a lack concerning the exploration of the nature of LBC’s problems through The
2016 Opinions. At present, no research has combined critical discourse analysis
(CDA) and Bacchi’s “What’s the problem represented to be?” (WPR) with The 2016
Opinions. Through the problems’ representation, WPR problematises the problem of
how representation is created, which is basic to identifying the deep conceptual
premises operating within problem representations (Bacci, 2009, 2012). In this way, I
could explore the impact of conceptual premises in The 2016 Opinions. Furthermore,
CDA could challenge institutional discourses in The 2016 Opinions and the ideology
hidden behind the policy could be revealed. This is helpful to analyse the impact of
ideology on The 2016 Opinions.

1.6 Overview of the Study

This thesis is presented in five chapters. Following the introduction (Chapter 1), a

The literature review chapter (Chapter 2) will present the current status of LBC and
the hukou system as a barrier to migration. The following methodology chapter
(Chapter 3) will provide the detailed research methodology choice of Bacchi’s
“What’s the problem represented to be?” (WPR) and critical discourse analysis (CDA)
and the critical discourse problematization framework (CDPF) to analyse The 2016
Opinions. Following these chapters, the findings chapter (Chapter 4) presents findings
from the analysis of The 2016 Opinions. Finally, a discussion and conclusion chapter
(Chapter 5) will provide answers to both of my research questions as well as a

discussion concerning the direction of policy development.
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Chapter 2. Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

This study aims to analyse the Left Behind Children (LBC) policies in China
concerning how the LBC problem was presented in policies and whether the current
policy could address LBC issues. This section provides a review and discussion of the
literature relevant to this study. The discussion will outline the well-being of LBC in
rural China from a multidimensional perspective and the most vulnerable group
characteristics of left-behind children are summarised from relevant research. The
second part will focus on parental migration because this has huge positive, and
negative, effects on the well-being of LBCs. Finally, this chapter will discuss the
inequality caused by the Household Registration Policy (Hukou) and the forced

leaving behind of children.

2.2 The Well-being of the Left-behind Child in Rural China: Multidimensional
Perspective

The current measurement standard based on the poverty line (2,300 yuan, almost NZ
$ 510, per person per year in 2010 prices) can identify poor rural children, but it is
increasingly difficult to reflect the real poverty situation by taking income as the only

standard to measure poverty.

While absolute family income is important to understandings of child poverty, some
researchers believe that it is inadequate and child poverty should be analysed from
multidimensional perspectives alongside basic human rights and social services (Gao
et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2015). Due to the instability of market transactions, the
acquisition of non-monetary assets is not closely related to income level. A higher
household income level does not necessarily lead to an increase in child welfare levels,
which is particularly prominent in developing countries. Therefore, it is not

reasonable to measure the poverty of children based on the single-dimensional income

level of the family (Dieden & Gustafsson, 2003; Tan et al., 2017). Therefore, it is


https://catalogue.library.auckland.ac.nz/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=TN_cdi_istex_primary_ark_67375_WNG_51V4WGBH_Q&context=PC&vid=NEWUI&lang=en_US&search_scope=Primo_Central&adaptor=primo_central_multiple_fe&tab=articles&query=any,contains,Children%20poverty%20in%20China&offset=0
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extremely important to construct targeted multidimensional poverty indicators for the

special situation of children.

Amartya Sen (1985) argued that, even if income is usually considered a direct cause
of poverty, its essence and capability of deprivation, to a great extent, restricts
people’s lives, including education, health, medical treatment, living conditions, etc.,
so information from the perspective of multidimensional child poverty is more
reasonable. Wang et al. (2015) summed up some common dimensional areas to take
into account when considering child well-being:

* living conditions — material well-being, food/nutrition, housing/shelter,

drinking water, sanitation, health, basic social services

* protection — risks, safety, peer and family relationships

* development — education, information

* participation — participation in society

* subjective well-being/emotional well-being (Wang et al., 2015, p. 110).

Child welfare was first proposed as a phenomenon in 1959 in the United Nations
Declaration on the Rights of the Child. It refers to the social policies and programmes
provided by the state or society to all children within the scope of the legislation to
ensure their normal lives and as comprehensive and healthy development as possible.
The economic situation of children's family and social environment plays a very
important and direct role in children’s development. Family financial difficulties and
early material deprivation are not only detrimental to children's physical health —
ultimately leading to problems such as malnutrition and stunting — but also inhibit
long-term healthy socio-emotional, self-control and cognitive development by
affecting family life and parenting styles (Hamoudi et al., 2015). The level of poverty
and the availability of social services are important factors influencing the well-being
of children (Sampson, 2003). Children of lower socioeconomic status often face
multiple disadvantages because of the close links between their living environments.

In the absence of effective policy interventions, harmful environments can adversely
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affect children's well-being not only in the short term but also in the long term (Chen

etal., 2015).

China's current policy defines “left-behind children” as minors under the age of 16
whose parents are both migrant workers or one of whom is a migrant worker and the
other has no guardianship ability. According to the National Bureau of Statistics of
China, UNICEF and UNFPA (2017), in 2015, there are about 40.51 million rural
LBCs, accounting for about 15.6% of the total number of all children in China.
Among them, 13.66 million LBCs live in poverty-stricken, rural areas (832 counties

in total), accounting for 30.9% of total rural children in these areas.

In the past 40 years, China’s poverty alleviation policies, which have mostly
concentrated on the rural areas, have made significant progress (Sicular et al., 2020).
According to the Xinhua Net (2021)%, in the process of the anti-poverty programme,
five measures were taken in China, including promoting economic development to
provide more employment opportunities; change of relocation; compensation for
poverty alleviation by reducing the economic loss caused by ecological damage;
improving the level of education in the poor areas — self-reliance cannot eliminate
poverty, to give the lowest life guarantee. Nearly 1.6 trillion yuan (NZ $355.4 billion)
was spent during the period. At the end of 2020, the Chinese government announced
that all 832 government-designated areas of poverty in China had been lifted out of
extreme poverty under the current poverty standard. Based on official statistics, the
national rural extreme poverty line is 2,300 yuan (almost NZ $510 ) per person per
year in 2010 prices. All citizens, including children, that fall below the national
poverty standard are covered by alleviation policies (Gao & Wang, 2021; Robinson,
2016).

3

http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2021-04/06/c_139862741.htm#:~:text=During%20its%20fight%20against%2
Opoverty,in%20impoverished%20areas%2C%20and%20providing
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However, the effect of the multidimensional poverty situation on rural children is still
grim. Qi and Wu (2019) used 2014 data from China Family Panel Study (CFPS) and
found that rural children suffered substantially more from multidimensional poverty
than their urban peers. The incidence of multidimensional poverty and poverty
indexes of LBC in rural areas are significantly higher than those of non-left-behind
children in rural areas and LBCs suffer more serious multidimensional poverty in
terms of health status, BMI index and household appliances, while left-behind
children whose parents both go out have worse health status and BMI indexes than if
only one parent goes out (Lv et al., 2018). Although the residents’ income has steadily
increased and the income poverty rate has gradually fallen in rural China, Shen and Li
(2022) — through regression analysis — asserted that multidimensional poverty could
be alleviated by the increase of rural residents’ income to some extent — but its effect

is very limited.

2.3 Why Focus on the Well-being of Left-behind Children?

On the whole, LBCs in rural China are facing a variety of problems, most of them
suffer from varying degrees of poverty, violent injuries, psychological and
behavioural problems, educational inequality and so on. In terms of regions, the
overall situation in western rural areas is the most serious. In terms of gender, girls are
more likely to experience internal problems like emotional symptoms while boys may
express external problems like behaviour problems (Hu et al., 2014). In terms of age,
school-age children suffer more difficulties than preschool children. It is therefore
important to consider the influencing factors affecting Chinese rural LBC’s serious

situation and performance.

A current study (Hu et al., 2018) indicated that poverty was significantly related to
poly-victimisation (more than two forms of victimisation) among LBCs in rural China
and that many of them are victims of violence, bullying and sexual abuse. A report
released by the Institute of Psychology of the Chinese Academy of Sciences (2016)

pointed out that abuse exists commonly among LBCs in rural China, and 31.7% of
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them experienced abuse, most of these from poor households (Joint research group of
Peking University, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences and Capital University of
Economics and Business., 2016). For overall assessment by Yang et al. (2020), 1 to
4-year-old LBCs were more likely to suffer from violent discipline, including being
shouted at, called offensive names, shaken and hit. Meanwhile, in daily life, the
primary caregivers of LBCs were more tend to use physical punishments to achieve
their educational purpose or just punishment (Yang et al., 2020). For LBCs aged 6-16,
Hu et al. (2018) collected data from 1,371 LBCs at school age (aged 6-16) and found
that about 27.50% of LBCs suffered from at least one form of victimization,
with16.56% LBCs suffering from one form of victimization and 10.94% LBC tolerate
two or more forms of victimization (Hu et al., 2018). Furthermore, Yan et al. (2018)
found that there is a potential dose-response relationship between bullying,
victimization and child sex abuse (CSA) among LBCs in rural areas, which means
when LBCs were bullied in school, the risk of being sexually abused increases,
especially in rural China. This relationship is differentiated by age, gender and family
structure, with female LBC more significantly associated than female non-LBC; LBC
who were bullied at middle school age have a higher risk of being sexually abused
than those at high school age, and the bullying victims live in non-traditional family
structure or have siblings have a higher chance of being sexually abused (Yan et al.,

2018).

The vulnerability of rural LBCs is also reflected in their mental health and behaviour
performance indicators. In terms of mental health, Hu et al. (2014) found that,
compared with local and migrant children, LBCs had serious problems with emotional
symptoms, behaviour, peer relationship, and prosocial behaviour. Furthermore, the
prevalence and level of psychological distress varied at different ages. Man and Cao
(2020) found that LBC students of primary school age were 1.7 times more likely to
experience psychological distress than those of middle school age. However, in terms
of interpersonal relationships, LBC in junior middle school have the weakest

performance, only 29.84% of children thought “[my] interpersonal relationship is very
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good” and chose “completely consistent”, which is much lower than 40.12% in
primary school generally (Fan et al., 2020). It is worth mentioning that depression is
one of the most common psychological problems in LBCs and they may be more
prone to depression than their peers in China (Liang et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2019).
Research findings show that the negative impact of left-behind experiences could
affect their mental health even when they become adults. For example, research on
4,540 college students found that college students who had left-behind experiences
had a significant increase in depressive symptoms and anxiety, lower self-esteem, and
poorer interpersonal relationships. In terms of behaviour performance, rural LBCs are
more likely to have prominent problems involving bad living habits. Zhang and Li
(2016), through field visits and in-depth interviews, found that the proportion of rural
LBCs in primary school with harmful interests is high in terms of spare time.
According to the survey (Zhang & Li, 2016), 30% of LBCs play video games and
28% watch TV as their daily entertainment. In the interviews in the above research,
many LBCs put playing games or playing computers as their interests, with little
imagination and ambition about the future (Zhang & Li, 2016). Furthermore, in an
article by the Hubei Provincial People's Procuratorate (2017), Shao Wenhong,
director of the Research Office of the Supreme People’s Court, pointed out that in
recent years, the number of juvenile crimes dealt with by courts at all levels in China
has increased by about 13% annually on average, among which the crime rate of LBC
accounts for about 70% of juvenile crimes, and this trend is still increasing year by

year.

Schools play an important role in children’s development. It should be noted that
compulsory education in China does not include kindergarten. Less than half of
left-behind pre-schoolers attend kindergartens (Zhu, 2015). Nevertheless, the
classroom performance and academic standing of those who attend kindergarten were
lower than other students (Shi, 2012). Shi (2012) identified that LBCs at pre-school
age lacked knowledge about safety, self-defence, and personal hygiene. They also

show problems with distraction, poorer development in acquiring scientific
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knowledge, lower interest, motivation and ability in arts and activities, and lower

levels of language skills (Shi, 2012).

2.4 Parental Migration and LBC’s Well-being

Being left in rural areas by parents who work outside far away from home for a long
time is the basic characteristic of LBC. Recent research by Wu (2021) argued that
through the investigation and statistics of the family status and custody of LBCs in
Fengning County, Huishui County, Zhongjiang County and Yingshang County found
that three-quarters of LBC have two parents who work outside and more than one
fifth of LBCs have a parent who works outside their home. The family separation of
LBC also lasts longer. Fan et al. (2020) used 2016 data to conduct a sample survey of
children from 24 counties in 12 provinces in rural China and found that among 13,776
students in compulsory education in rural areas and found that more than half of

LBCs were left behind by more than a year.

Those LBCs do not themselves migrate but they are still deeply influenced by
parental migration and separation of families. Family plays an important role in the
development and educational growth of children because it is the main place where
children develop socialisation patterns (Pan & Ye, 2017). Family division due to
parents’ migration usually leads to family dysfunction, which can have a significant
impact on child development (Chen et al., 2015). Family communication, affective
expression, and parental engagement all suffer as a result of parental migration, these
are critical aspects of family functioning (Slinner & Steinhauer 2000). That is to say,
neither the quantity nor the quality of parent-child communication can be guaranteed
at this time. Children’s loneliness is exacerbated by their lack of emotive expressions,
which makes it harder for them to form direct and intimate emotional connections

with their parents (Su et al., 2013).

Parents’ absence is an important factor contributing to LBC’s mental health problems.

The relationships between LBCs and their parents were much poorer than those of
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non-LBC, according to Jia and Tian (2010), which might lead to psychological
difficulties. Children who were raised by grandparents who had strained relationships
with their parents, or who talked infrequently with their parents were more likely to
feel lonely. Rural LBCs who were left by both parents were found to have lower
levels of life satisfaction and higher levels of loneliness than non-LBC (Hu et al.,
2014). Research on Wuhan (Hu et al., 2014) found that LBCs had more emotional
distress symptoms, weaker peer interactions, and fewer prosocial activities than their
classmates. According to Zhang et al. (2019), rural LBCs could have fewer emotional
problems, hyperactivity inattention, conduct problems and peer problems when their
parents are absent for a long time. This has been interpreted to mean that for LBC, the
longer both parents are absent, the more time they spend with alternative caregivers
the more stable the relationship. However, research also mentioned that, rather than
continue the previous family relationship, a new child—parent relationship always
needs to be built whenever the migrant parent came home, which might become a
new challenge to LBC (Zhang et al.,, 2019). Parent absence also affects LBC’s
psychological outcomes. Hu et al. (2018) suggested that children who are left behind
by migrant fathers show the best states of mind, with the least depressive symptoms
while children who are left behind by migrant mothers show the worst states of mind,

with the most depressive symptoms.

Parent migration also impacts LBC’s physical health. A study of children aged 2-12
years old in rural China found that households without migrant parents or other
migrant members spent 4-5 hours more procuring, preparing, and cooking food than
families with migrant members (De Brauw & Mu, 2011). This may have resulted in
inferior quality and lower quantities of food consumed by LBC (De Brauw & Mu,
2011). For youngsters aged 7-12, being left alone by their parents raised their chances
of becoming underweight. Father’s migration may bring an increase in violent
discipline by mothers who stay at home. In Yang et al.’s (2020) research, more than
90% of LBC were cared for by mothers and they also found that LBCs were more

likely to suffer physical punishment from their guardians. This has been interpreted to
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mean that caregivers often have to take on household and childcare tasks alone, which
can lead to great psychological stress and mental health problems for caregivers thus

LBC:s are predicted to be subject to harsh discipline, neglect and even abuse (Yang et

al., 2020).

In terms of educational achievement, parental migration disturbs the education of
children who are left behind, especially those who are younger. Left-behind
pre-schoolers are less likely to attend kindergarten (Zhu, 2015), and they are also
more likely to drop out after middle school (Lee, 2011). Hu et al. (2018) believed that
dedication to study, test results in subject tests, and educational desire were all
indicators of educational well-being. In this research, non-LBC perform better in
dedication to studies and Chinese language tests while children who were left behind
by their mother had the least investment in learning — children who were left behind
by both mother and father got the lowest scores on Chinese language tests (Hu et al.,
2018). Additionally, in terms of arithmetic test scores, English language test scores, or
educational aspirations, these children in the research did not differ substantially,
which means, in general, no differences were found between LBC and non-LBC in

education achievements.

Many research studies (Su et al., 2013; Yang et al., 2020; Zhu, 2015) have indicated
that LBC’s development is significantly impacted by family movement, particularly
parent-only migration. However, parental education level could relieve this tense
situation. The findings of Zhang et al. (2019) show that paternal educational level was
negatively correlated with the physical problems and behavioural outcomes of LBC.
Mothers who accepted higher education may be better able to help their children with
their schoolwork, reduce their children’s stress and dissatisfaction at school, pay
attention to their children’s emotional needs, and maintain greater parent-child contact,
all of these things could help LBC avoid psychological and behavioural issues.
Furthermore, stable marital status, harmonious family, and good parent-child

communication are all key protective factors for LBC’s psychological development in
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rural China (Guo et al., 2014). For example, one study claimed that children’s
cognitive and social development can be aided by fathers’ regular and positive contact
with them (McMunn et al., 2017). Parent-child communication serves as a protective
factor against the negative effects of parent-child separation while also promoting
pleasant feelings. According to a survey of 1165 rural children from China’s Yulin
area, LBCs who reported more frequent parent-child communication also reported
high levels of school satisfaction and life satisfaction (Su et al., 2013). Poor
communication with migrant parents, on the other hand, undermined parent-child
connections, resulting in negative psychological vulnerability (Wei, 2009) and the

alienation of children’s affection for their parents (Dai et al., 2017).

2.5 Inequality under Household Registration Policy (Hukou) of China

The “Household Registration Regulations of the People’s Republic of China” (1958)
divided urban and rural residential areas into “agricultural household registration” and
“non-agricultural household registration”, which laid the basic pattern of the current
urban-rural dual structure of household registration in China. The dual structure of
household registration strictly separated urban and rural residents’ access to social
welfare, housing and education, and the identity of residents is difficult to change (Liu,
2017). In different economic periods over the past 60 years, the urban-rural dual
system has accumulated a huge gap between urban and rural interests. Under the
planned economy system, the allocation of urban and rural resources is dominated by
the government, which supplies the cities with deprivation similar to the countryside,
and the government's financial input is more inclined to the cities (Wang, 2017). After
the reform and opening up, free migration of the population between urban and rural
areas has been relaxed, but the gap between urban and rural interests continues to be

increased by the urban-rural dual system (Wang, 2017).

Indeed, the hukou system was originally designed to control rural-urban migration
while pushing rural surplus labourers to the urban sector (Chen, 2019). It is a

consensus that the main reason for the emergence of rural left-behind groups is the
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household registration system under the urban-rural dual structure (cheng xiang er
yuan ti zhi) of China and a series of other policies and systems derived from it, such
as the education system, medical system, social welfare policy, etc., which form a
strong institutional barrier to prevent migrant workers and their families from
integrating into the city (Chen, 2019; Fang & Zhang, 2016; Wei, 2017). The term
“migrant worker” in China refers to industrial and service workers with a rural hukou
(Chan, 2010). Migrant workers have always been regarded as rural people on the legal
level, although they may have been long-term residents of the city. Due to migrant
workers’ status being permanent (unless their hukou identity is changed), they are not

entitled to ordinary city benefits and rights (Chan, 2010; Feng & Zhang, 2016).

The social welfare enjoyed by Chinese urban residents is based on the fact that they
have been registered as urban residents (Fan, 2015). The household registration
system in big cities is gradually attached to a large number of social welfare benefits,
which further makes the social welfare attached to the urban and rural household
registration uneven, which directly leads to the inequality of the status of urban and
rural residents — this inequality will be reflected in social security, public welfare,
public services, infrastructure utilization and other aspects (Jiang & Gu, 2015).
According to Feng and Zhang (2016), less than 50% of migrant workers in megacities
(like Beijing and Shanghai) participated in medical insurance. As long as migrant
workers do not have urban residency, they will be deprived of some of their rights and
interests in employment, education and social security, and excluded from some
welfare programmes such as housing subsidies and compulsory education for their
children (Fan, 2015). An example from Yu (2017) stated that because the educational
financial system in China is administered at different levels by local governments
when a child leaves his domicile place, his educational expenses do not flow with him.
After arriving at the migrant city, schools are reluctant to accept these migrant
children because there is no hukou here and the local government does not allocate
relevant education funds thus, a large proportion of farmers and workers have to

choose that their children must stay in their rural hometown without parents.
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The majority of migrants choose to relocate to areas with better business conditions,
resulting in higher GDP growth (Chen & Rosenthal, 2008; Fang & Zhang, 2016). Big
cities offer rich employment opportunities, better learning environments, better life
opportunities for immigrants and their children, and are more friendly and supportive
of the diverse needs of immigrants and are the priority choices for migrant workers
(Fang & Zhang, 2016). Furthermore, since 1997, although hukou conversions in small
towns with limited state-provided benefits have been made easier, this has had little
impact because small towns do not attract rural migrants (Chan, 2010). From 2001
(when China liberalised the restrictions on household registration in small towns) to
2014, when The State Council issued the “Opinions on Further Promoting the Reform
of Household Registration System”, China has gradually liberalised the control of
urban household registration. Furthermore, despite the reform of the household
registration system and the relaxation of hukou restrictions, the disparity produced by
this half-century-old policy will take considerably longer to address. According to
Gong et al. (2012), the previous hukou type continues to have an impact on migrant
households’ human capital (education, training, and job experiences), as well as
serving as a proxy for the amount of extended family assistance migrants might

expect.

Although China has gradually liberalised the control of urban household registration,
the local governments of big cities refuse to receive migrant workers by setting up
barriers to settlement requirements. Big cities like Beijing, Shanghai and Shenzhen
continue to employ hukou to control in-migration (Fang & Zhang, 2016). In most
small and medium-sized cities and small towns, as long as there is a legal stable
residence (including rental) people can get local hukou while there are still high and
low entry restrictions on the hukou in some big cities (Zou, 2020). The legal and
stable employment and residence, education level, innovation and entrepreneurship,
and tax years are the indicators: citizens who get enough points could settle down and

get local hukou.
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However, Zou (2020) also argued that the hukou policy based on the points has an
obvious tendency of recruiting talent and has obvious selectivity rather than universal
benefits because big cities generally combine hukou policy with talent introduction,
and high-quality talents will have stronger competitiveness in settling down rather
than migrant workers. For those unable to obtain a local hukou, a residence permit is a
substitute for basic civil rights in education, health care, social security and
employment (Zou, 2020) but this is limited. For example, the benefits enjoyed by
migrants with residence permits in Wuhan account for 86.9% of the benefits of

residents (P. Chen, 2018).

Although the hukou policy still has some barriers, Wang et al. (2021) still affirmed
the positive impact of hukou policy relaxation on family education expenditure of
LBC in rural areas, a small urban-rural education gap, and promotion of education
equity. They point out that the smaller the urban household registration control, the
more favourable the scale of migrant workers’ investment in the education of their
LBC, and the more inclined migrant workers are to increase the out-of-school
expenses of LBC. According to Wang et al.’s (2021) theoretical analysis, in cities
with looser household registration controls, the longer migrant workers work outside
the home means their LBC must shoulder more housework and agricultural tasks and
spend less time studying. Therefore, it is common for migrant parents to pay for
out-of-school learning tutoring in order to improve their LBC’s academic
performance in a limited time. On the other hand, one serious fact should be noted:
due to the restrictions of the hukou policy, most children are unable to migrate to
cities with their parents, and thus rural parents can only compensate for missed
learning time by increasing children’s educational expenditure. Furthermore, Wei
(2017) agreed that the stricter the hukou requirements, the closer the relationship
between educational resources and hukou, and the higher the possibility of

parent-child separation. Therefore, the restrictive hukou policy in big cities has failed



to reverse the trend of population migration to big cities but has only increased the

number of rural children left behind.
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Chapter 3. Methodology

3.1 Introduction

This chapter aims to outline the methodologies that were utilised to analyse how
Chinese education policies affect the well-being of left-behind children (LBC). The
first part calls attention to the importance of reading policy as discourse, which
important point should be the role of policy in “making” social problems. Then, the
What’s the Problem Represented to be?” (WPR) framework has been introduced as a
specific approach for analysing policy as discourse. The main topic of the third part is
critical discourse analysis (CDA) and its key concepts. Next, the critical discourse
problematization framework (CDPF) is the core of this methodology. This chapter
also introduces the collection and analysis of data and the limitations of the research

methodology are presented at the end.

3.2 Reading Policy as Discourse

The understanding of policy analysis has been extended by post-structuralist and
social-constructionist theories recently. Goodwin (2011) emphasised that discourses
regulate world knowledge and the common understandings of events, in particular.
While the turn to discourse in policy analysis has many strands, most of them depend
on Foucault’s ideas of discourse to some extent (Goodwin, 2011). Under Foucault’s
theories and post-structuralism influence, many policy analysts have endorsed and
researched the description of policy as discourse (Bacchi, 2005, 2009; Ball, 1991,
2006; Marston, 2004; Shaw, 2010).

The concept of discourse is difficult because it means different things in different
analyses (Bacchi, 2009). Halliday (1978) assumes that language in texts is
multifunctional, which provides a clear linguistic category for analysing the
relationship between discourse and social meaning. All actions, objects and practices
that are socially meaningful are the starting point of the “policy as discourse”

approach and the social and political struggles in particular socio-historical contexts
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shape the interpretation of these meanings (Goodwin, 2011). This conceptualisation
of discourse could analyse and understand how policy shapes the world, which is
seen to be highly relevant in policy research. Policy as discourse analysis entails
delving into the processes of meaning production, of “truths”. Policy as discourse
analysis requires policy analysts to evaluate truth claims and investigate or create
alternative methods of producing policy and practice when doing discourse analysis

through breaking the normative nature of statements (Goodwin, 2011).

Shaw (2010) declared that, as problems are framed within policy proposals, present
policy is not the response to pre-set social problems but defined social problems.
Policy as discourse approaches recognises that different policymakers have varied
perceptions of the problem, which may influence the suggested solutions. The role of
policy in “making” social problems should be the important point of policy as
discourse approaches (Goodwin, 2011). From the idea that problems are not found
but are created by people (Bacchi, 2012), rather than take social problems as given,
policy analysts focus on the meaning creation of policy design (Marston, 2004). Thus,

problematisation should be the focus of policy analysts.

On the whole, the policy as discourse approach is relevant to those who seek to shape
the LBC policy because it provides an approach, through recognized activities of
different interest groups (left-behind, migrant workers, metropolitan leaders and so
on), to identify and address social problems. Reading policy as discourse suggests
researchers consider how LBC’s problems are framed by the policy. It also
encourages policymakers to consider how to use different discourses to challenge the

policy of LBC and promote policy about LBC development.

3.3 Framework: What is the Problem Represented to Be? (WPR)
Although there is no unitary method for analysing “policy as discourse”, Bacchi
(2008, 2009) has developed the WPR framework (What’s the Problem Represented

to Be?) to analyse the discursive aspects of policy. She declared that policies do not
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address problems but give shape to them by the policies’ nature. In other words, the
underlying implication of policies that claim to address problems is that there are
pre-defined problems that need to be addressed. It follows that the centre of
governing processes is in the ways issues are problematised (Bacchi, 2009).
Therefore, Bacchi (2009) suggested that attention should focus on the shape and
character of problematisation rather than the assumed problems. The goal of the
WPR approach is to scrutinise the premises and effects of the problem
representations these problematizations contain to problematise (interrogate) the

problematisation in selected government policies (Bacchi, 2009).

This approach provides a conceptual checklist for guiding the analysis rather than
focusing on providing pre-defined steps during the research process (Goodwin, 2011).
Specifically, the WPR approach contains six questions to analyse how social
problems are represented in policies at six levels, which is helpful to interrogate
social problems. Six guiding questions are provided by WPR below (Bacchi, 2009, p.
2):

(1) What is the problem represented to be?

(2) What presuppositions or assumptions underlie this representation of the

problem?

(3) How has this representation of the problem come about?

(4) What is left unproblematic in this problem representation? Where are the

silences? Can the problem be thought about differently?

(5) What effects are produced by this representation of the problem?

(6) Where or how has this representation of the problem been produced,

disseminated and defended? How could it be questioned, disrupted and

replaced?
The goal of the six questions is to assist in deeply understanding the bases and
implications of problem representations and an undertaking to apply those questions
to one’s proposals (Bacchi, 2009). One thing that needs to be recognised is that

deep-seated cultural a