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Bilingual education policy in Liangshan, China, has been implemented
since the end of the 1970s using two bilingual school models. This
study examines how mainstream and bilingual education are correlated
with the Yi population’s social attachment to the larger social system,
and their cultural attachment to ethnocultural maintenance. The
student-reported survey data collected from ten junior high schools in
Liangshan were analysed using a multinomial logistic regression model
that produced three ﬁndings. Firstly, family socioeconomic status is
determinant in the Yi minority’s school setting choices. Secondly, school
settings are signiﬁcantly associated with Yi students’ educational
achievements and occupational expectations. Lastly, Yi minority’s
cultural attachments to their mother tongue has become signiﬁcantly
reduced among those attending Chinese-only schools, yet no signiﬁcant
discrepancy has been noted among students attending schools with
two models of bilingual education.
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Introduction
Bilingualism is interwoven with political systems and relates closely to power sharing in societies
(Baker 2001). In multicultural and multi-ethnic contexts, bilingual or multilingual education has
been considered an ideal solution to guarantee minority groups’ language rights by learning the
dominant language to ‘access greater employment opportunities, social mobility, and the dominant
economic resources and beneﬁts’, and by maintaining their own language to ‘protect their cultural
heritage and pass on their language to the younger generations’ (Tsung 2014, 11). This study focuses
on the bilingual education of Yi minority, classiﬁed as the second type of Chinese minority groups
whose ‘functional writing system was of limited usage before 1949’ (Zhou 2001). The possession
and usage of written script before 1949 generally serve the criteria to distinguish the second type
of minority groups from the ﬁrst type whose written language was in broad use and from the
third type who had no fully functional writing systems (Zhou 2001). Previous studies have indicated
the diﬀerent patterns of relationship that the ﬁrst and the third types of minority groups have toward
mainstream and bilingual education (Wang and Gesang 2020; Wang and Postiglione 2015). The
examination of Yi minority adds new insight into the dynamics between school settings, mainstream
schooling and bilingual education included, and Yi people’s social attachment to the larger social
system and cultural attachment to ethnocultural maintenance.
In China, the minority language policies have paralleled the changing political agenda (Chen et al.
2020; Lin 1997). When the Chinese Communist Party came into power in the 1950s, the language was
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utilized to support the policy of identifying and oﬃcialising ethnic groups, which was initiated by the
Chinese government with the objective to promote ‘authentic equality’ among ethnic groups and to
secure national unity (Harrell 1993; Tsung 2014). Still, Mandarin was promoted as the national
language for the purpose of Chinese nation-building. The dominant Mandarin language, utilized
mainly by the Han majority and Hui and Manchu minorities, has been designated to replace varieties
of Chinese dialects (Kong and Yu 2019). Under the predominance of this national language, the other
53 oﬃcially recognized ethnic minorities share more than 80 languages, including 30 languages with
their own unique writing systems (Zhou 2001).
Power relationships between majority and minority language use have been the object of negotiations under changing political contexts. Zhou (2001) has summarized a three-stage scheme in analysing Chinese minority bilingual education policy: the ﬁrst pluralistic stage (1949–1957), the
Chinese-monopolistic stage (1958–1977) and the second pluralistic stage (1978–present). In the
ﬁrst stage, minority groups with written languages were allowed to utilize their mother tongues1
as the medium of instruction. Yet, Lin (1997) has characterized the ‘ﬁrst pluralistic stage’ of bilingual
education policy as orientating ethnic minorities toward conformity with the central government.
Under the ‘Chinese-monopolistic stage’ (1958–1977), the priority of the majority language was
strongly reinforced until absolute domination occurred, which has resulted in the decline in the
number of schools available to minority students, in turn resulting in their high dropout rates
(Zhou 2001).
In the third stage (1978–present), the state has resumed the responsibility of reducing the educational gap between the majority and minority groups, and conserving ethnocultural diversity by
reintroducing minority bilingual education into the public schooling system. However, almost simultaneously, the large-scale generalization of Mandarin has been taking place since 1986 (Tsung
2014). Under the predominance of Mandarin, minority languages are suggested to be vulnerable
in the face of the imperatives of the market economy and modernization (Ding and Yu 2013; Lin
1997; Postiglione 1999; Rehamo and Harrell 2018; Tsung 2014). Consequently, local educational institutions were forced to adapt bilingual education settings to prepare students for the brute competition in the national and international contexts, constantly struggling between the aims of
improving minority students’ competitivity and of transmitting ethnocultural diversity (Gouleta
2012; Teng 2001; Wang 2018; Wang and Postiglione 2015; Zhou 2001; Zhang and Tsung 2019b).
Under such a situation, a ‘three-formats’ policy change of cultural maintenance (Format 1), transitional functions of bilingual education (Format 2) and community bilingual education (Format 3)
has been proposed (Rehamo and Harrell 2018). Yet, further research is needed on language policy
implementation in schools that is tightly connected to minority students’ integration in education
and society.
Based on Yi minority students’ self-reported data, this study examines the connections between
school settings and Yi students’ competence in regard to social integration, in terms of participation
in education and society, and their cultural attitudes toward ethnocultural maintenance. Our
assumption is that examining Chinese language policy implementation in terms of minority students’ socio-cultural attachments will oﬀer a new understanding of the policy’s long-term
inﬂuence on the undergoing nation-building enterprise.

Minority language use: a dilemma between social integration and cultural
maintenance?
Wright et al. (2015) have singled out the ambivalence of language use in the public educational
system under the governance of nation states and considered any decision about bilingual and multilingual education highly political, especially in multilingual and multicultural contexts. The inconsistency of minority bilingual education policy in China has suggested the considerable delicacy of
language use in a multi-ethnic state. The dilemma can be understood in two ways: ﬁrst, the national
language chosen to promote the Chinese nation-building project is mainly underpinned by the
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majority Han language. This gives a natural birth to the second aspect of the dilemma, that is, to
arouse sentimental adherence of ethnic minorities to the newly created national language, which
is unfamiliar to them. In other words, the relationship between unity and diversity was essential
in Chinese language policy and planning.
To this concern, Ruíz (1984) has been critical towards the ‘language as problem’ orientation in
language planning policy. He pointed out the ‘false antagonism’ between unity and diversity in
national development discourses and had reason to highlight the devastating consequences of identifying unity with uniformity. In China, after Fei’s (1988) theoretical development of China as a state
of ‘ethnic diversity within unity’, the dyadic conceptions of unity and diversity have been entrenched
in Chinese public mentality and became a ‘social imaginary’ (Rizvi 2017). Yet, Fei’s conception
seemed to be constantly challenged. Some scholars have critically singled out the uniformity
nature of unity in Chinese minority language policy. For example, Bilik (2014) argued that the symbolic domination of Mandarin was realized by means of stigmatizing minority languages as backward. While others suggested rather the non-discrepancy between unity and diversity, for
instance, Wang and Gesang (2020) indicated that Chinese-educated minority people’s sentimental
attachment to ethnicity was not eroded in pursuing better access to social mobility. Obviously,
the relations between the national language of Mandarin and minority languages need further investigations and understandings.
In sociocultural second language acquisition (SLA) studies, it has been pointed out that ‘a
language is not just a mode of communication, but a symbolic statement of social and cultural identity’ (Steﬀensen and Kramsch 2017, 4). The observation of the relationship between language and
identity provides an ideal perspective to examine the interactional dynamics between language
policy and language learners’ socio-cultural attachments under the framework of public education
(Kramsch and Whiteside 2007; Norton 2012). Currently, this theme turned to be sensitive under the
immense state-leading project of Chinese nation building (goujian zhonghua minzu gongtongti).
Adopting a nationalist posture, Kelman (1971) advocated that the legitimacy of the national
system is reﬂected by instrumental and sentimental attachments that its members have towards
it. Accordingly, he considered that instrumental attachment to a national system is eﬀective when
‘it provides the organization for a smoothly running society, in which individuals can participate
to their mutual beneﬁt and have some assurance that their needs and interests will be met’ (23);
while sentimental attachment is deserved when the national system ‘is the embodiment of a
people in which his personal identity is anchored’(23).
Yet, Kelman’s advocacy on the strong power of a ‘common language’ in unifying a ‘national population’ seems to be constantly contested by the multicultural reality of almost any given society.
Take, for instance, the multi-ethnic context of China, the language primarily used in schools is
diﬀerent from the one that children belonging to minority groups use with their family, and the community with whom they share the same language. In this context, what will be minority people’s
socio-cultural attachments to the mother tongue and the national language? To consider such a
relationship between language and identity, we examine the language use of Yi minority in Liangshan, categorized as the second type of Chinese minority groups with functional writing system.

The bilingual education policy in Liangshan
In China, a minzu educational system for minority students was established in parallel to the general
educational system from the 1950s onwards. In minzu education, the mother tongue is the principle
medium of instruction and Mandarin is a subject, while in the general education system Mandarin is
the only medium of instruction (Ma 2019). In line with the central government policy of reviving minority cultures and languages in the 1980s, bilingual education was reintroduced into the minzu educational system in Liangshan after the ‘Standardization Plan for Written Yi’ was approved (Rehamo
and Harrell 2018). The plan was implemented through two diﬀerent models. In 1978, Liangshan reinitiated bilingual education where Chinese Mandarin is the medium of instruction and the Yi
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language is a subject (Model 2). In 1984, bilingual education where the Yi language is the medium of
instruction and Mandarin is a subject was established (Model 1).
The implementation of Liangshan’s bilingual education policy has resulted in discrepancies. Facing
a crossroad of embracing opportunities oﬀered by market economy and respecting sentimental
attachment to ethnicity, diﬀerent social actors seemed to encounter a situation of dilemma hardly
to reconcile. For example, Ding and Yu (2013) depicted how Yi parents were twisted in their choice
of teaching language oﬀered by diﬀerent school settings, which was often paralleled by unequal educational resources distributions. The same phenomenon was shared by some of the ﬁrst type of minority groups such as Uyghur and Tibetan (Tsung and Cruickshank 2009; Zhang and Tsung 2019a).
Under the Mandarin predominated educational system focusing on examination outcomes, minority bilingual education in Liangshan has oscillated between the pros and cons to align with the
market force (Ding and Yu 2013; Teng 2001). In consequence, Yi as the medium of instruction in
Model 1 schools has been prevented from strict implementation (Teng 2001; Zhang and Tsung
2019b). Adapted measures are observed in certain Model 1 schools, such as reducing Yi literacy
to a subject sharing an equal amount of teaching hours with Mandarin in secondary schools, or bilingual and bi-literal teaching in primary schools. In certain Model 2 schools, teaching the Yi language
has become optional (Ding and Yu 2013; Teng 2001; Wang 2018).
Recently, choosing a school has become a recurring phenomenon among Yi minority students in
Liangshan. Statistics from 2015 show the rise of Yi students in bilingual schools in comparison to
2008, especially in Model 1 schools (Wang 2018). Furthermore, the Yi people’s increasing demand
for quality education in Chinese-only schools has recently been observed.2 To examine the relationship between these phenomena of school choice and Yi minority’s socio-cultural attachments to
their mother tongue and the national language, the following three questions are asked:
1. What varieties are there in the socioeconomic characteristics of Yi students choosing diﬀerent
school settings?
2. What connections are there between school settings (language use) and Yi students’ educational
achievements and professional expectations?
3. Do the diﬀerent school settings relate to students’ cultural attachments to languages and how?

Methodology
Data
The dataset is from a survey leaded by the ﬁrst author on Liangshan Han and Minority Students’ Educational Achievement, which focuses on factors aﬀecting the Liangshan Yi ninth-grade students’ educational achievements. The local educational authority in the Liangshan prefecture has approved the
research. Using the criteria of rural and urban divides, as well as Han and Yi student coeducation, the
research team has randomly selected ten junior high schools, including three rural Chinese-only
schools, two urban Chinese-only schools, two Model 1 schools and three Model 2 schools. In Liangshan, county-level governments are responsible for managing junior secondary bilingual schools
(Teng 2001, 52).
During this survey, 1200 questionnaires and level-adapted tests in Mandarin and in mathematics
were distributed in the classrooms by researchers without the presence of teachers. Of those questionnaires and performance evaluations, 1179 were returned. To focus on the bilingual education
policies and Yi respondents, Han and other minority participants have been excluded from the
data, reducing the sample to 794 cases. Cases with incomplete responses in any concerned variables
have also been eliminated, giving a ﬁnal valid sample of 646 cases.
Consequently, the distribution of Yi students in our sample is obtained as follows: 27.4% in Model
1 schools, 42.9% in Model 2 schools, 16.7% in rural Chinese-only schools and 13% in urban Chineseonly schools. With contrast to the distribution of Liangshan Yi students in junior high schools in
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2015,3 where 56.77% were in Model 2 schools, 7.6% in Model 1 schools and 35.63% in Chinese-only
schools from a total of 91,178 Yi students, our sampling approximatively represents the distribution
of Yi students in the two educational systems. Among the sampled Yi students aged from 12 to 21
with a mean of 15.66, 50.6% (316) were boys. The percentage was similar to the gender distribution
in Liangshan (51.45%, LSY 2015)

Measures
School settings: Chinese public education system includes mainstream and minzu-stream schools. In this
study, school settings consist of the two models of bilingual schools in Liangshan as well as rural and
urban Chinese-only schools, characterized by the remarkable regional economic disparity (Wu 2013).
Social attachment: The access to equal educational opportunity and social mobility is generally
considered as major function of minority bilingual education in China (Tsung 2014; Wang and
Gesang 2020). Accordingly, the social attachment is operationalized and analysed by the Yi students’
educational achievements and professional expectations, to understand the relationship between
the school models and the Yi minorities’ social attachment. Concretely, the core subjects of Mandarin
and mathematics were selected by the researchers to measure students’ educational achievement. A
students’ general level-adapted standardized test was provided by the research team after consulting the subject teachers. Oﬃcial ﬁnal examination results were not used, since no uniform test was
practised within Liangshan before the general entrance examination for senior secondary schools.
The Cronbach alpha coeﬃcient is 0.702, indicating an acceptable reliability of these test scores. A
correlation coeﬃcient of 0.673 suggests good validity of the test (Kline 2005).
In Liangshan, the Yi oral language is widely used, but this is not the case with respect to the
written language. For this reason, Yi students were invited to self-evaluate their Yi writing competence by answering the item: ‘I can do the writing composition in Yi’ on a four-point scale. We
are aware of the bias that could cause by this indicator, yet, its adoption is explained by the
unequal availability of Yi literacy in the four school settings. Professional expectations are measured
by Yi students’ responses to the items: ‘I can ﬁnd [a] good job in Liangshan’ and ‘I expect better
success out[side] of Liangshan’ on a four-point scale.
Cultural attachment: Considering the role of language in strengthening sentimental attachment
(Tsung 2014; Wang and Gesang 2020), the Yi students’ attitudes about their mother tongue,
language use at home and aspirations for future school models are adopted to measure their cultural
attachment. The categorical variable of Yi students’ targeted school models is analysed, since the Yi
students in this study were to choose between school models if they were successful on their
entrance examinations for senior high school six months after the survey was conducted.
Socioeconomic factor: To understand Yi students’ socio-cultural attachments to their mother
tongue and Mandarin, it is meaningful to control socioeconomic eﬀects (Cummins 1979). Based
on the forms of capital argued by Bourdieu (1986), the father’s education level4 and family
durable purchases are utilized to determine the socioeconomic characteristics of Yi families in this
study. The variable of family durable purchases is employed due to the Yi people’s high rurality
(88.1% in 2014; LSY 2015). A summated measure is calculated using a 14-item, 4-point scale, including durable purchases such as bicycles, scooters, TVs, smartphones, ﬂush toilets, computers, etc. The
Cronbach alpha coeﬃcient is 0.839, which indicates a good reliability. The father’s educational level
is a ﬁve-point scale ranging from no schooling, primary school, junior high school, senior high school
or vocational school to higher education (see Table 1). It is to be noted, however, that the data used
here are from the students’ self-reported information.

Data processing and analyses
In this paper, we explore the correlations between school settings and three sets of predictors
namely social attachment, cultural attachment and socioeconomic factor. Tabachnick and Fidell
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics (N = 646).
Family socioeconomic status
Father’s educational level (1–5)
Family durable purchase (1–4)
Educational achievements
Yi writing proﬁciency (1–4)
Mandarin scores (0–19)
Mathematics scores (0–26)
Professional expectations
Capable of ﬁnding a good job in Liangshan (1–4)
Aspirations of better success outside of Liangshan (1–4)
Language and culture maintenance
Yi as favourite subject (yes = 1; no = 0)
Language use at home (1–3)
Aspired school model (1–4)

Mean

Standard deviation

2.26
2.03

1.01
0.29

2.17
7.86
11.30

0.82
4.68
9.26

2.09
2.23

0.67
0.63

0.60
1.27
2.14

0.49
0.55
1.12

(2013, 487) have stated that logistic regression is relatively less restricted by types of predictors, as it
is in the case of multiple regression, where the outcome variable needs to be continuous. Since the
outcome variable in this study is an unordered categorical variable with four responses, a multinomial logistic regression model is utilized for analysis. Considered as a natural generalization of the
binary logistic regression model (Powers and Xie 2000; Wu 2013), the objective to compare
eﬀects of diﬀerent school models is technically feasible. For instance, language use at home can
be compared between Model 1 and 2 schools, and it can be equally applied to compare Model 1
and Chinese-only schools.

Research ﬁndings
In the study, two bilingual school models respectively serve the reference groups. Five comparison
models are obtained accordingly (Table 2). A test of the main eﬀects in the ﬁnal model with all 10
predictors against a constant-only model was statistically signiﬁcant, Δχ 2(39, N = 646) = 639.15, p
< .001, indicating that the predictors are signiﬁcantly distinguished between Yi students attending
diﬀerent school models. The test of main eﬀects, with all predictors entered simultaneously,
allows for an evaluation of the contribution made by each predictor, with the eﬀect of other predictors controlled (Tabachnick and Fidell 2013, 500).

How is family socioeconomic status correlated with Yi students’ school setting choice?
The results (Table 2) suggest that disparity in economic capital does exist among the Yi people living
in high rurality, and it exerts a consequent impact on their school orientation. The economic status of
Yi students attending urban Chinese-only schools is signiﬁcantly superior to their counterparts
attending schools that provide bilingual education. When the economic status raises one standard
unit, the chance of choosing to attend an urban Chinese-only school will be 5.092 times (exp(B) =
5.092) higher than choosing to attend a Model 1 bilingual school, and 2.655 times higher than choosing to attend a Model 2 bilingual school. No signiﬁcant disparity is noted between Yi students
attending rural Chinese-only schools and bilingual schools. Yet, the economic situation of Yi students
in rural Chinese-only schools is relatively better than those receiving a bilingual education, and
Model 1 students are the most economically deprived. In summary, family economic status is an
important factor aﬀecting Yi students’ school model choice. The better the economic situation,
the more probable the Chinese-only schools will be the primary choice. If the choice is between
two bilingual educational models, Model 2 schools are generally preferred. These results suggest
the strong social attachment of Yi families to the national language of Mandarin.

I don’t know

Model 2

Model 1

Sichuan dialects or other languages

Yi

0.457**
(0.179)c
0.651
(0.693)

Β

−0.204
(0.298)
0.103
(0.714)
1.714*
(0.879)
−1.946***
(0.495)
−2.380***
(0.519)
1.302
(0.899)

−0.273
(0.221)
0.660***
(0.244)

−0.962***
(0.201)
0.289***
(0.044)
0.104***
(0.022)

N
646
Log-likelihood
1017.346
0.628
Pseudo R 2
a
Mandarin as language use at home is the reference group.
b
Chinese-only school as aspired school model is the reference group.
c
Standard errors are in brackets; β is non-standardized.
***p < .001, **p < .05, *p < .1.

Aspired school modelb

Language use at homea

Language and culture maintenance
Yi as favourite subject

Aspirations of better success outside of Liangshan

Professional expectations
Capable of ﬁnding a good job in Liangshan

Mathematics scores

Mandarin scores

Educational achievements
Yi writing proﬁciency

Family durable purchase

Family socioeconomic status
Father’s educational level

3.675

0.093

0.143

5.550

1.108

0.815

1.934

0.761

1.109

1.335

0.382

1.918

1.579

Exp (B)

Model 2 vs Model 1

Table 2. Multinomial regression models in testing school model eﬀects.

−0.481
(0.334)
−1.506**
(0.639)
1.023
(0.798)
−2.168***
(0.503)
−2.633***
(0.542)
1.762**
(0.884)

−0.767***
(0.249)
0.248
(0.261)

−1.185***
(0.224)
0.085*
(0.048)
0.016
(0.026)

0.070
(0.199)
0.993
(0.741)

Β

5.824

0.072*

0.114

2.781

0.222

0.618

1.281

0.464

1.016

1.089

0.306

2.698

1.072

Exp (B)

Rural Chinese-only
school vs Model 1

−0.715*
(0.425)
−1.872**
(0.733)
0.708
(0.908)
−2.678***
(0.585)
−4.244***
(0.667)
1.563*
(0.934)

−0.464
(0.289)
0.495
(0.312)

−1.319***
(0.276)
0.105*
(0.056)
0.167***
(0.028)

0.807***
(0.211)
1.628**
(0.789)

β

4.773

0.014

0.069

2.030

0.154

0.489

1.640

0.629

1.181

1.111

0.267

5.092

2.242

Exp (B)

Urban Chinese-only
school vs Model 1

−0.277
(0.312)
−1.609***
(0.586)
−0.691
(0.646)
−0.222
(0.382)
−0.253
(0.398)
0.460
(0.418)

−0.495**
(0.219)
−0.412*
(0.226)

−0.223
(0.197)
−0.204***
(0.041)
−0.088***
(0.021)

−0.387**
(0.161)
0.342
(0.535)

β

1.585

0.777

0.801

0.501

0.200

0.758

0.662

0.610

0.916

0.816

0.800

1.407

0.679

Exp (B)

Rural Chinese-only
school vs Model 2

−0.511
(0.352)
−1.974***
(0.551)
−1.006*
(0.600)
−0.732
(0.405)
−1.864***
(0.480)
0.261
(0.396)

−0.191
(0.233)
−0.165
(0.241)

−0.357
(0.222)
−0.184***
(0.045)
0.063***
(0.021)

0.350**
(0.138)
0.976**
(0.463)

β

1.299

0.155

0.481

0.366

0.139

0.600

0.848

0.826

1.065

0.832

0.700

2.655

1.419

Exp (B)

Urban Chinese-only
school vs Model 2
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The father’s educational background has proved to be a determinant in children’s school choice.
With the family economic status controlled, the father’s educational level is signiﬁcantly associated
with the choice of school settings (Table 2). Concretely, when the father’s educational level increases
one standard unit, the chance of choosing to attend a Model 2 school is 1.579 times higher than
choosing to attend a Model 1 school. In the same way, the chance to choose to attend urban
Chinese-only schools is 2.242 times higher than choosing to attend a Model 1 school and 1.419
times higher than choosing to attend a Model 2 school. Moreover, although the diﬀerence
between peers in rural Chinese-only schools is not signiﬁcant, Model 1 students’ father’s educational
level is the lowest. To summarize, when the economic factor is controlled, Yi fathers with a higher
educational level, thus, more informed about the function of the educational system, are prone to
send their children to Model 2 schools, or at best to urban Chinese-only schools where the
quality of education is generally more guaranteed (Wang 2018).

School settings, educational achievements, occupational expectations and the Yi
minority’s social attachment
Yi students attending diﬀerent school settings are highly diﬀerentiated by their educational performance (Table 2). Comparisons of students’ self-evaluation of Yi literacy proﬁciency indicate that Model
1 Yi students signiﬁcantly outperform their peers attending other school models. Concretely, compared to Model 1 students, with an increase of one standard unit, the Yi language proﬁciency
respectively decreases by 61.8%, 69.4% and 73.3% among Model 2, rural and urban Chinese-only
school students. In contrast, no signiﬁcant diﬀerence is noted between Yi students in Model 2
and Chinese-only schools, even though Yi literacy is compulsory in Model 2 schools.5 The general
lack of competence in Yi literacy or low social attachment to the mother tongue is mostly due to
the limited structural function of this language in and outside of Liangshan Yi society.
The situation is totally reversed when it comes to competence in Mandarin. The Mandarin scores
of Yi students in Model 2 and Chinese-only schools are signiﬁcantly superior to those of their Model 1
peers. With an increase of one standard unit, the odds of Yi students schooling in Model 2, urban and
rural Chinese-only schools are respectively 1.335, 1.111 and 1.089 times higher than their Model 1
peers. Moreover, Model 2 students’ Mandarin performance is signiﬁcantly higher than those attending Chinese-only schools. Having the family socioeconomic status, Mandarin and Yi literacy levels
controlled, Model 2 and urban Chinese-only school Yi students’ mathematics performances are signiﬁcantly higher than that of their peers in Model 1 and rural Chinese-only schools. Thus, language
deﬁciency discourses are not convincing explanations in understanding the inequality of educational
outcomes among the Yi minority. By contrast, school settings are signiﬁcantly correlated with Yi students’ educational achievements, which might further determine their social mobility through the
ability or inability to obtain a diploma (as reported by Wu 2013) and ﬁnally aﬀect their social attachment to the larger society.
Regarding Yi students’ professional expectations, no signiﬁcant disparity is noted among Model 2,
urban Chinese-only and Model 1 school students, even though the latter holds a more optimistic
attitude in ﬁnding good jobs in Liangshan. In contrast, students in rural Chinese-only schools are signiﬁcantly less conﬁdent in ﬁnding good jobs in Liangshan in comparison to bilingual model students.
The odds respectively decrease by 53.6% and 39% compared to Model 1 and Model 2 students with
an increase of one standard unit. Concerning the aspirations for better success outside of Liangshan,
rural Chinese-only school students are once again signiﬁcantly less conﬁdent than Model 2 students,
with a decrease in odds by 33.8%.
These ﬁndings not only suggest Model 1 Yi students’ strong social attachment to their mother
tongue, but also a new phenomenon of ‘double marginalization’ of Yi students in rural Chineseonly schools. Since Yi literacy is not provided in Chinese-only school programmes, Yi students are
prevented from beneﬁting from the special measures administered through bilingual education.
Moreover, the Yi family’s expectations2 for quality education are betrayed, due to the shortage of
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quality educational resources in rural Chinese-only schools. The double marginalization eﬀect has
resulted in the lower educational achievements and professional expectations of students from
this subgroup, likely leaving them adverse to future social attachment in the larger society.

School settings, mother tongue use and the Yi minority’s cultural attachment to
languages
This comparative study suggests a signiﬁcant association between school settings and the Yi minority’s linguistic identiﬁcations. The examination of Yi students’ attitude in learning Yi literacy marks a
signiﬁcant diﬀerence between Yi students in Model 1 and urban Chinese-only schools. Concretely,
the attitude is signiﬁcantly less positive among Yi students in urban Chinese-only schools than in
Model 1 schools toward learning their mother tongue. In other words, with the family socioeconomic
status and educational achievements controlled, school settings are signiﬁcantly associated with the
Yi minority’s sentimental attachment to their mother tongue. In Model 1 schools, the wider use of Yi
literacy can eﬃciently reinforce the minority members’ sentimental attachment toward their mother
tongue, regardless of its limited socio-instrumental function.
Similar results are noted in the Yi minority’s home language use. The mother tongue is signiﬁcantly less used at home by Yi students attending Chinese-only schools compared with their
peers receiving bilingual education. More precisely, with an increase of one standard unit, the
odds decrease by 77.8% and 84.6%, respectively, among students in rural and urban Chinese-only
schools in comparison to their peers in Model 1 schools, and by 80% and 86.1%, respectively, compared to Model 2 students. However, no signiﬁcant diﬀerence is observed between students in
Model 1 and Model 2 schools, although Model 2 students do signiﬁcantly utilize (at a 0.1 level)
more Sichuan dialects at home than their Model 1 peers. According to these ﬁndings, bilingual education is assumed to be eﬃcient in maintaining minority culture and language transmission,
although Yi students in Model 2 schools do not show signiﬁcantly higher social attachment to
their mother tongue (Yi literacy learning).
Yi students’ aspirations to attend diﬀerent school settings signiﬁcantly diﬀer. The results in Table 2
suggest that Model 2, rural and urban Chinese-only school students have a signiﬁcantly lower intention of applying to bilingual schools. Compared to Model 1 students, with an increase of one standard
unit, the odds of applying to Model 1 senior high schools decrease by 85.7% among Model 2 students,
and 88.6% and 93.1%, respectively, among rural and urban Chinese-only students; meanwhile, the
odds of applying to Model 2 senior high schools decrease by 90.7%, 92.8% and 98.6%, respectively,
among Model 2, rural and urban Chinese-only school students. Besides, urban Chinese-only school
students are signiﬁcantly less inclined to pursue bilingual education. Compared to Model 2 students,
with an increase of one standard unit, the odds of urban Chinese-only school students applying for
Model 1 and Model 2 senior high schools decrease by 51.9% and 84.5%, respectively. In summary,
in a society where the national language monopolizes resources for socio-structural integration,
the more involved minority students are in dominant monolingual school programmes, the less
likely they are to voluntarily follow bilingual education. Yet, the signiﬁcantly higher level of uncertainty
in school model choice among Yi students attending Chinese-only schools than their peers in Model 1
schools may be, at least partly, associated with the dilemma of cultural attachment to their mother
tongue and social attachment to the national language.

Discussion
Yi minority’s school choices are tightly related to their family socioeconomic characteristics. There is
no evident diﬀerence in the family socio-economic status between Yi students choosing rural
Chinese-only schools and bilingual schools, while Yi students in urban Chinese-only schools have
higher status than Yi students in all other school settings. Moreover, father’s education level is a
determinant in choosing teaching language and paralleled educational resources. These results
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are broadly in line with previous ﬁndings in terms of Chinese minority’s school choices. In the case of
Yi people, Ding and Yu (2013) have found that although faced with a dilemma, Yi parents with higher
educational level preferred to send their children to Chinese-only schools for better educational and
occupational opportunities. Similarly, Tsung and Cruickshank (2009) have indicated urban Uyghur
parents’ needs to abandon the mother tongue for children’s better future. Zhang and Tsung
(2019b), in studying Tibetan parents’ language and school choices, have come to the similar ﬁndings.
Strong evidences suggest diﬀerent patterns of relationship between school settings and Yi students’ social attachment to their mother tongue and the national language, even after controlling
for family socioeconomic status. Zhang and Tsung (2019a) have argued that ‘the role of language
in education is closely linked to nation building and oﬃcial state ideologies as well as identities
and values of families’ (299). Our participants’ social attachment to Mandarin goes in line with the
national ideology of consolidating minorities’ identiﬁcation with the Chinese nation (Central
Ethnic Work Conference 2014).
Concretely, Yi minority in rural Chinese-only schools manifests a proactive social attachment
towards learning Mandarin. The previously noted indiﬀerence to learn the mother tongue among
Liangshan Yi elites (Heberer 2001) is degraded to the rural Yi people. This result is similar to the
ﬁndings of Rehamo and Harrell (2018) concerning the increasing use of Mandarin by Yi people in
county seats and suburbs in Liangshan yet oﬀering more details. In fact, due to the long-lasting
unequal distribution of educational resources between Chinese rural and urban schools (Wu
2013), Yi minority students that seek better educational opportunities in rural Chinese-only
schools tend to be trapped in the double marginalization of exclusion from the quality education
and measures tailored in favour of students attending bilingual schools. To our knowledge, no
speciﬁc measures have, insofar, been prescribed to remedy the disadvantages encountered by
the subgroup of Yi students schooling in rural Chinese-only schools.
In contrast, Yi minority in Model 1 schools experience high social attachment to their mother
tongue. Yet, their Mandarin performance is signiﬁcantly lower than that of their peers schooling
in Model 2, rural and urban Chinese-only schools. No concrete measures have been prescribed to
improve Model 1 Yi students’ eﬀective acquisition of Mandarin, although the recent Decision on
the reinforcement of bilingual education in Liangshan 5 promulgated in 2018 aimed to promote the
socio-instrumental function of Yi literacy. The deﬁciency in Mandarin remains a handicap to
Model 1 Yi minority students so long as Mandarin is predominant. In reverse, the Model 2 and
urban Chinese-only school Yi students are found to experience low social attachment to the
mother tongue. This result goes in line with ﬁndings concluded in previous studies concerning
the reducing focus on ethnic minority languages in Chinese society (Tsung 2014; Zhang and
Tsung 2019b).
This study ﬁnds also diﬀerent patterns of relationship between school settings and Yi minority’s
cultural attachment to their mother tongue. Yi minority’s mother tongue use in the family environment has been diﬀerently aﬀected by national ideology. The low social attachment of Model 2 students to their mother tongue does not go against their sentimental attachment. Although the use of
Sichuan dialects in the family environment is signiﬁcantly higher than their Model 1 peers, no signiﬁcant diﬀerence is noted on their mother tongue use at home. The language use of Yi students
attending rural Chinese-only schools has undergone important changes, suggested by a signiﬁcant
reduction of Yi language use at home, compared to their peers following bilingual education.
Diﬀerent from the previous study, which showed the Yi people’s strong attachment to ethnic identity (Harrell 2001), this study suggests that the Yi students’ reduced sentimental attachment to their
mother tongue, probably unconsciously, is due to seeking better social integration into the larger
society.
In this study, empirical evidences are obtained to illustrate the Yi minority’s socio-cultural attachments to the mother tongue and the national language which are eﬀectively patterned. These
ﬁndings add more insights into Kelman’s nationalist posture in language planning. However, the
limitation of this study is the focus only on the oﬃcial categories of school models, which leads

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF BILINGUAL EDUCATION AND BILINGUALISM

11

to the failure of taking the individual educational trajectories of the sampled Yi students into consideration, which could provide more comprehensive and complex bilingual education realities. Furthermore, some variables employed in this study could be biased, such as the father’s educational
level based on the students’ self-reported information. For this, primary data from parents are preferable to double check the reliability. Statistical demonstrations in this study have generated several
clear-cut ﬁndings, but qualitative interviews with parents could be meaningful in further studies to
obtain more insights into parental choices of school models.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the results of this study indicate that Yi families with better economic situations are
prone to choose Chinese-only schools. When the family economic capital is comparable, parental
educational level is the determinant in bilingual school model choice: the higher the parental educational level is, the more probable it is for Model 2 schools to be chosen. If the family socioeconomic
status is controlled, two major conclusions can be drawn. First, school settings are signiﬁcantly
associated with Yi students’ educational achievements and inﬂuence their occupational expectations, consequently aﬀecting their socio-cultural attachments to their mother tongue and Mandarin. Second, Yi minority students hold high an increasing social attachment to Mandarin, while
the socio-cultural attachments to the mother tongue have become signiﬁcantly reduced among
Yi students schooling in Chinese-only schools, even though no signiﬁcant discrepancy has been
noted among students attending either of the two models of bilingual schools.
Under the powerful inﬂuence of macro-societal ideology, a push and pull force between the Yi
minority’s social and cultural attachments to their mother tongue and Mandarin has been clearly
observed in this study. Based on these ﬁndings, it is urgent that policy makers provide rural Yi
people with quality education. The quality education practised in Model 2 schools seems to be promising to improve the educational achievements of Yi minority students despite disadvantaged family
socioeconomic status. Furthermore, a genuine implementation of minority bilingual education
policy in the two school models is highly recommended. Not only for balancing Model 1 students’
Mandarin proﬁciency, but also for increasing their competencies to continue their studies and participate in the larger society. For Model 2 students, a balanced language provision with an equal
opportunity to develop Yi literacy is important to reduce the dilemma between cultural and social
attachments to their mother tongue and Mandarin.

Notes
1. ‘Mother tongue’ in this paper adopts the deﬁnition of Skutnabb-Kangas (1988, 18), which is ‘The language one
has learned ﬁrst and identiﬁes with’.
2. In our interview with the head of the bureau of education in Xichang, we were informed of an inﬂux of around
1,70,000 people into the suburbs of Xichang in 2018.
3. Statistics from the internal documents of the Liangshan Educational Bureau 2014–2015.
4. The father’s educational level is based on students’ reported data and we recognize the bias that could entail.
However, ‘father’s schooling years’ has also been asked in the questionnaire. Data analysis suggested that students are more aware of their father’s educational level.
5. Guanyu jiaqiang shuangyu jiaoyu gongzuode jueding.
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