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Abstract

With the expansion of industrialisation and rapid development of economy in China, migration of the rural
population to the urban areas in seek of employment has resulted in changes in the family structure and increased
number of left-behind children (LBC) in China. Numerous studies on LBC have concluded the critical issues
among the children related to their overall well- being and their performance at school. The current study aimed
to investigate the impact of emotional, cognitive and behavioural engagement of the LBC on the academic
achievement of the left behind children. Quantitative research method was used and the sample were 186 left-
behind children in Henan Province, China. To measure school engagement, the instrument developed by Finlay
(2006) was used. Correlation and hierarchical multiple regression analyses were conducted to examine the
relationship between the various predictors and academic achievement. The findings concluded that emotional,
cognitive and behavioural engagement of the LBC at school were significantly correlated with academic
achievement. The hierarchical regression findings concluded that emotional engagement (B= .268; t= 3.593,
p<0.000, cognitive engagement (B= .245; t= 3.284, p<0.000 and care takers (B= .132; t= 2.009, p<0.05) were
significant predictors of academic achievement of the LBC.

Keywords: left-behind children, LBC in China, school engagement, emotional engagement, cognitive
engagement, academic achievement

1. Introduction

Jia and Tian (2010) mentioned that in China, the migration of the rural population to urban areas in seek of
employment has shown a tremendous increase over the last 35 years. Since the late 1970s, China’s economy has
driven industrialization, privatization and urbanization which have led to massive population of the country to
migrate from rural to urban areas in seek of employment in the commercial industries. Many migrant workers
are forced to leave their children in their rural community and in seek of lucrative occupations to improve their
family condition and living. Studies have reported that most of the left-behind children’s psychological state is
more sensitive and fragile. To add, the children are at their growth stage and they undergo some sort of emotional
and psychological ups and downs. The student’s level of engagement is also affected by how a child’s coping
profile in respect of the pattern seen in stressful academic circumstances (Skinner, Kindermann, & Purrer, 2009).
School engagement is negatively related to drop out of school. Many studies suggested that the engagement in
academics and out of class’s activities by students are important in a student’s academic success, and for some
students, this is the factor that distinguishes between dropout and graduation (Audas & Willms, 2001).

1.1 The Emergence of Left-behind Children

Since the late 1980s, the definition of LBC has been well explored. LBC refer to those children who are under
the care of father and/or someone from an older generation and/or others and whose father and/or mother have
been migrated to cities for work. Children below the young adult stage are categorized as LBC from this
criterion. In other studies, the age of LBC is considered as 16 years and below (Hu & Huang, 2017). The LBC
are often under the guardianship of their grandparents and extended kin members. The migration and the LBC
issues are rampant in most of the Asian countries. However, the magnitude of the phenomenon of migration and
the population of the left behind children in China is alarmingly high. The rural-to-urban migration has not only
affected the nation’s economic boom, but to a large extent the lives of the people and significant portion of
children in China. Pan (2002) had reported that 120-150 million migrant workers have moved to urban areas in
the last two decades and had reached to 300 million by the end of the year in 2010. In rural areas, there is an
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increasingly large number of LBC, as residents in that area migrate to urban areas to seek employment due to
imbalanced economy and rapid urbanization in China (All-China Women’s Federation, 2013). According to
recent national surveys, more than 58 million children in China were found to be left behind by their migratory
parents, accounting for over 25% of the rural children. This number was almost three times higher than 20
million estimated in 2000 (All-China Women’s Federation 2013).

According to the China’s Sixth National Population Census Report (2010) 69.7 million LBC were reported
among which 61 million of the LBC live in rural areas. Further, the report projected that 87.5 % of the China’s
total number of LBC are in rural area and they contributed to 21.9% of the total number of children. All-China’s
Women Federation Survey (2013) reports estimated that 269 million rural residents have moved to cities by for
employment opportunities. The magnitude of the migration of the adult population has been increasing and have
significant impact on the social and political structure of the country. UNICEF (2014) has remarked as the largest
human migration from rural-to-urban in the history. The individuals leave their rural homes and migrate to the
cities in seek of better employment. Unfortunately, the migration of the adult population has affected the family
structure of these individuals.

China’s household registration system termed as “Hukou” that permits the citizens to access the public education
system, health care and rights to buy houses in the urban area is restricted for the migrant workers. In 1950s, the
Chinese government policy on residency and household registration allowed the citizens to register, preferably
their birthplace as the residency and is approved by the local government (Liang & Chen, 2007). The
individual’s local residency status registered at one place does not allow them to enjoy benefits at other places
within China. Therefore, the migrant workers cannot opt for public services which are enjoyed by the urban
residents. The study reported that migrant workers are marginalized and can hardly integrate into urban society
due to their challenges faced in the urban economy, welfare system and cultural differences (Chen & Wang,
2009). Kwong (2006) discussed that access to quality education is a critical factor in deciding the poor societal
prospects. Due to the high cost of private services, the migrant workers are forced to leave behind their children
in rural areas under the care of relatives. Duan (2005) identified that the emergences for LBC are due to the high
cost of private education, child care services. Similar findings were reported by Wu and Ding (2004) that the
social structure of Chinese society has the distinct rural-urban disparity and it is extremely difficult for the
migrant workers to afford for their children’s education and health care needs. This has resulted in the emergence
LBC. China’s government has initiated a series of policies, welfare and reforms to uplift the societal status of the
LBC and the migrant population. Xu, Guan, and Yao (2011) have reported that Chinese government provides
benefits, which include pension, basic health care services, occupational injury insurance through state owned
organizations, NGOs and private corporations. However, the policy initiatives have not brought any fundamental
changes in the residency and the household registration system. The Hukou system restricts rural children from
enjoying the social benefits in urban regions. Although Chinese children are entitled to nine years of free public
education, schooling at non-resident areas is legally prohibited. Wang and Holland (2011) and Lan (2014)
reported that initial attention is sought for the children of rural migrants are given full rights to compulsory
education (Wang & Holland, 2011; Lan, 2014).

1.2 School Engagement

Engagement is a multifaceted construct that places significant emphasis on the different patterns in motivation,
cognition and behaviour seen in students (Appleton, 2008; Sharma & Bhaumik, 2013). Researchers have
investigated this concept in detail for several decades, and the literature based on this topic consists of several
different definitions, terms and coverage for the same notions of engagement (Baron & Corbin, 2012; Fredricks
et al., 2004; Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 2013).

Engagement refers to the degree of participation, enthusiasm and value that a student puts into academic and
non-academic activities in the school environment (Audas & Willms 2002). Skinner, Wellborn, & Connell (1990)
define engagement as the student’s initiation of effort, perseverance and action in regards to schoolwork and
emotional states that they go through during the learning process. Kuh (2010) depicts student engagement as the
energy and time placed into educational activities, within and outside the classroom, inclusive of the practices of
educational organizations to inspire the student to take part in said activities. It is the commitment to learning,
belonging and identifying as part of the school, by participating in events and activities to strengthen these
concepts. Newmann (1992) coined the term “student engagement in academic work” to describe the
psychological effort put in by the student towards the learning, understanding and mastering of skills and
knowledge that their schoolwork promotes. A similar concept is also put forth by Wehlage, Rutter, Smith, Lesko,
& Fernandez (1989) who define educational engagement as the psychological investment required by the student
to understand, and consequently master certain skills that are taught in educational institutions.
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1.3 Dimensions of Engagement

These varied definitions that appear in literature concerning the concept of engagement have their particular
similarities and differences. Some similarities in definition include those put forth by Audas and Willms (2002),
Skinner et al. (1990) and Willms (2003), which all are similar in terms of their emphasis placed on the
participation and identification of the student with their educational setting and its related activities. Definitions
proposed by Newmann (1992) and Wehlage et al. (1989) both relate engagement and the psychological
investment that the student places in learning. Differences in definition include those of Kuh (2010). Kuh (2010)
suggested that the concept of engagement is defined based on its relationship with the energy put into the
learning process whereas Schaufeli et al. (2002) proposed that the motivational mindset that students have is
correlated with vigour, dedication and absorption. Even with a broad range of definitions, the concept of
engagement being a positive and active term to define the students’ quality of participation, involvement,
commitment and identification with the school-related activities and the school itself to affect their performance
confidently remains constant.

The construct of engagement may be relatively broad with several different definitions, but researchers have
come to the agreement that engagement is a multidimensional concept that includes several different aspects,
such as behavioural, cognitive and emotional dimensions of Fredricks et al. (2004) model, and the vigour,
dedication and absorption dimensions of Schaufeli et al.’s (2002) model. These dimensions operate together to
provide the student with a positive perspective to their learning experiences (Carter et al., 2012; Schaufeli et al.,
2002). The problem arises in identifying and defining the exact dimensions of engagement that exist, and to
categorize several low-order factors into these dimensions (Li & Lerner, 2011). An example is the difference in
the number of dimensions in Schaufeli et al.’s (2002) model, which has three dimensions which is vigour,
dedication and absorption as compared to the model proposed by Willms (2003) which only categorizes
engagement into two dimensions (behavioural and psychological).

Engagement has been conceptualized as having two, three or four dimensions by different researchers. Jimerson
Campos, & Greif (2003) have proposed three-dimensional models that add to the former two-dimensional
models with the new cognitive dimension of engagement. The model proposed by Jimerson, Campos, & Greif
(2003) has the effective dimension which is concerned with feelings towards the school, peers and teachers and
the behavioural dimension that deals with the student’s observable performance and action, and the cognitive
dimension that can be described as the beliefs and perceptions that a student holds in regards to themselves, the
school, teachers and peers.

The model by Appleton et al. (2006) consists of the behavioural dimension that is related to attendance,
classroom participation, and extracurricular participation, whereas the psychological dimension that deals with
the sense of belonging or identification with the school environment through relationships with teachers and
peers, the cognitive dimension that deals with the value placed on learning, involvement in self-learning
strategies, building personal goals and the degree of relevancy the student places on their school in regard to
future endeavours and the academic dimension that is demonstrated by actions such as punctuality in submitting
tasks, assignments and homework and the credit the student earns by the completion of their learning experience.
Behavioural aspect includes involvement in learning activities through persistence, attention and effort, whereas
the emotional dimensions talk about the student’s degree of enthusiasm towards the subject matter. The cognitive
dimension deals with the active utilization of self-regulation and skilled learning strategies and the agentic
dimension that deals with the constructive contribution by the student towards the flow of instruction of the
subject matter. The agentic dimension is fairly new, thus requiring much more research being done on it to
properly validate this concept (Sinatra, Heddy, & Lombardi, 2015).

1.4 Problems of Left-behind Children

Earlier research findings have concluded that parental migration has a significant influence in the children’s
developmental domains. Earlier studies have identified the psychological factors that impact students learning.
Left-behind children in rural China experience higher levels of anxiety and poorer living conditions. The
potential factors that influence learning are intellectual factors, non-intellectual factors and family environmental
factors. It is generally believed that intelligence is a comprehensive cognitive ability, which includes five basic
factors of attention, observation, memory, imagination and thinking. Also, the non-intellectual factors include
motivation, interest, willing, temperament, personality and other basic factors. However, family environmental
factors include family type, parental education, parental occupation, parental parenting.

The importance of cultural beliefs, values and the social structure contributes to the development of a better
attitude towards learning and education. Every influencing factor represents a system. Each ethnic group has a
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fixed and self-evident value about academic learning. Clark (1983) thinks that a valid family has the following
specific characteristics: has a sense of control of the children's life, so that often pass high expectations to the
children and the family has a longing for the ideal of success in the future. Adding to those are having
family-centered study per week and a family is seen as a mutually supportive system.

There have been many investigations carried out in developing countries like China, Ghana, Philippines and
Mexico to study the effect of parental migration and negative impact on the psychological development of the
children (Nobels, 2013; Zhao et al., 2014). In recent years, attention has been drawn towards the psychological
problems associated with the LBC in facing their stressful life events. Various empirical research on the LBC
have documented that these children suffer from lower nutrition (Tao et al., 2016, Tan et al., 2010), poor physical
health (Shen et al., 2015), loneliness (Liu et al., 2010), depression and anxiety problems (He et al.; 2012; Zhao et
al., 2014), poor academic performance Gao et al., 2010). Further, studies have reported high risk behaviors and
suicidal attempts attempts among LBC (Gao et al., 2010), early dropouts from school (Gao et al., 2010), low
self-esteem (Liu et al., 2010) and higher risk of disruptive behaviors which includes drinking alcohol, smoking
and internet addiction (Jiang et al., 2013).

Costello, Erkanli, & Angold (2006) have identified that at any given point of time the prevalence of clinical
depression among children in the age group between 13 to 17 years is approximately 4—6%. In the process of
human development, the adolescence stage is termed as the stage of stress and strain and it is especially stressful
due to the increased biological and psychological changes that occur during this stage (Arnett, 1999). There are
remarkable changes in the brain and its function especially in the hippocampus and pre-frontal cortex region of
the brain during adolescence. Adolescents are vulnerable to develop depression if they are exposed to stressful
life situations in the adolescent stage (Andersen & Teicher, 2008). Coyne’s theory of psychological stress (1981),
stated that stress includes stressors, mediator variables and physiological and psychological reactions. Major life
events, sudden traumatic chronic tension is categorized as stressors while the mediator variables of stress include
cognitive evaluation, social support, coping and sense of control. The stress is associated with psychological and
physiological responses which involves changes of various emotional reactions, changes in physiological and
biochemical indicators. The most common emotional reactions are depression and anxiety.

The living condition, family and school are potential factors to determine the school’s engagement of the LBCs.
Studies have shown that lack of parental involvement in caring and monitoring the children will affect the
development of the children. For middle school children, schools have a direct influence on children’s
development. The school environment, teacher-student interaction, peer relationship is crucial for the children’s
emotional and social development. Studies have proved that children living conditions affect emotional and
social behaviours. Many studies have been conducted on the impact of caretakers on the overall development
and achievement of the LBCs. Studies have concluded that children who lived in the kinship foster system like
grandparents and relatives displayed more emotional and behavioural problems (Zhao et al., 2014).

Protection and tracking of children are made available in the southwest of China’s Guizhou Province for LBCs,
by wearing smart wristbands with GPS that is directly linked to the local police database. This confirms that
LBCs are at-risk and need constant monitoring and support system to ensure their well-being. Several studies
have pointed out that the educational aspirations of the LBC are low and that has resulted in dropouts from
school and the low percentage of the children completing their compulsory education (Koo, Ming, & Tsang,
2014; UNICEF, 2014). Given that the importance of education is the key to lift one’s own living to better
standards, the life events that allow LBC to continue, complete and excel in their education despite these
challenges is the need of the hour. The consequences of behavioural problems among children result in the
serious disruption of their motivation in academics, self- inquiry and mental health problems (Montague, Enders,
& Castro, 2005; Marshall, Tilton-Weaver, & Statin, 2013).

The purpose of the present study is to investigate the influence of school engagement on the academic
achievement of the LBC. The independent variables considered in the study are school engagement while the
dependent variable is academic achievement. The study attempted to identify the significant demographic
variables and school engagement which relate the academic achievement of the LBC.

School engagement refers to the extent to which the left-behind children are engaged in the school in terms of
effective, cognitive and behaviour engagement. School engagement includes the interaction of the students with
the teachers and friends, their attitude towards their school and their attendance at school. This research focused
dimensions are emotional engagement, cognitive engagement and behavioural engagement. Emotional
engagement in the current study refers to interests, values and emotions of the children related to academics and
their school. This includes affective reactions in the classroom, attitudes towards school and teachers,
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identification with school, feelings of belonging, appreciation of success in school (Finlay, 2006). The denotation
of cognitive engagement refers to the motivation, effort and strategy use. This includes a mental and emotional
investment in learning, a longing to reach further than just requisite and a liking for the challenge. This also
involves the ability in problem-solving, the desire for hard work, interest in learning more than just behavioural
engagement, psychological effort and determination to understand a task. Behaviour engagement dimension
specifically refers to children engaging in school work and following the rules. It includes behaviours that show
effort, persistence, concentration, attention, participating in classroom interaction and other school-related
activities. Generally, emotional engagement is positive conduct of the children and the absence of disruptive
behaviours at school (Finlay, 2006).

Though there are many studies conducted with the left-behind children, this research stands unique in terms of
the variables selected for the study, the location of the research and the findings and the recommendations are at
the end of this study.

1.5 Research Questions
This presents the finding of the following research questions.
1. What is the level of engagement of the LBC at school?

2. Is there any significant association between absenteeism of the LBC with respect to (i) their care takers, (ii)
frequency of contact with their parents and (iii) frequency of meeting with their parents?

3. What are the significant predictors among the demographic variables and school engagement that predict
academic achievement of the LBC?

2. Method

The study adopted quantitative research methods and used Survey questionnaires to collect data. SPSS 22.0v was
used to analyse the data. The study considered left-behind students with the age range of 12 to 15 years old and
studying in grade 8 of the middle school, located at San Men Xia in Henan province, China.
Probability-sampling technique was used to select samples from 12 middle schools in San Menxia. From each
school, five classes were selected randomly and about 16-17 left behind children from each school were
considered for the study. After data cleaning procedures 186 data was finalised for further statistical analysis.

2.1 Research Instruments

The research instruments used consists of two parts. Part A of the questionnaire has the demographic variables of
the participants and Part B to measure the left-behind children engagement at school, the present study adopted
the questionnaire School engagement scale developed by Finlay, (2006). Based on the Quantifying school
engagement: research report, Finlay, (2006) categorized the school engagement into three sub-scales: emotional
engagement, cognitive engagement and behavioural engagement. The questionnaire consists of 30 items which
are measured under three dimensions: emotional, cognitive and behavioural engagement. There are 13 items for
emotional engagement, 12 items for cognitive engagement and 5 items for the behavioural engagement. The
validity and reliability of the instruments were confirmed and the reliability scores greater than 0.80 were
retained. The questionnaire has both positive and negative items. The participants responded to the questionnaire
on five points Likert Scale that has the range of options from strongly disagree to strongly agree. The
questionnaires were translated into Mandarin language by expert translators who are proficient in both English
and Mandarin languages.

3. Findings

The following sections discuss the findings related to the research questions.
3.1 Descriptive of the Demographic Variables

Table 1. Distribution of Respondents by Demographic Variables

Demographic Variables Frequency (n=186) Percent (%)

Gender Frequency Percent (%)
Boy 89 47.8
Girl 97 52.2

Care Takers Frequency Percent (%)
Grandparents 52 14.9
Students’ accommodation 120 64.5
Relatives (Aunt/Uncle/Sibling) 14 7.5
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Parents’ away from the children

Both parents are away 153 82.26
Only father 23 12.36
Only mother 10 6.53
Frequency of contact with parents
Almost everyday 38 20.4
Almost every week 135 72.6
Almost every month 10 54
Once in six months 3 1.6

Frequency of meeting with parents

Between 1- 3 months 145 78.0
Between 3-6 months 28 15.1
Once a year/more than a year 13 6.9
Frequency of absenteeism in school

Three days a month 25 13.4
Four to eight days a month 138 74.2
More than 8 days a month 23 12.4
Total 186 100.0

3.2 Descriptive of the School Engagement of the LBC

The school engagement at school of the LBC is analysed and interpreted in the following section. The school
engagement at school was analysed in three dimensions as emotional engagement, cognitive engagement and
behavioural engagement. The analysis was carried out to find out the overall level of school engagement at
school and the level of engagement with respect to each dimension. The following tables display the overall
level of school engagement of the LBC and the level of engagement with respect to emotional, cognitive and
behavioural dimensions.

Table 2. Descriptive of School Engagement of LBC

Engagement at school Minimum Maximum Mean SD Level
Emotional engagement 2.33 4.33 3.51 0.34 High
Cognitive engagement 2.25 4.25 3.38 0.39 High
Behavioural engagement 1.60 4.40 244 0.52 Low
Total engagement 2.06 4.32 3.10 0.41 Medium

(Scale: 1=Strongly Disagree; 2=Disagree; 3=Almost Agree; 4=Agree; 5=Strongly Agree)

Table 2 shows the overall descriptive analysis for the school engagement at school of the LBC. The mean score
between 1.0 to 1.80 indicates a very low level, the mean score between 1.81 to 2.60 is considered as low level,
the mean range between 2.61 to 3.20 indicates medium or average level, the mean range of 3.21 to 4.20 shows
high level, and mean score from 4.21 to 5.00 specifies a very high level. The results indicated that the overall
school engagement at school of the LBC is at medium level with mean score of 3.10 (SD=0.41). Further, the
level of emotional engagement (Mean=3.51, SD=0.34) and cognitive engagement is high (Mean=3.38, SD=0.39)
while the behavioural engagement is low (Mean=2.44 and SD=0.52).

To find out whether there was any association among the care takers and absenteeism of the LBC, chi-square test
of significance was conducted. The results are given in the table below.

Table 3. Association between Absenteeism and Care Takers of the LBC

Care takers

Absenteeism - -
Grandparents Students’ accommodation Relatives
Three days a month 9 (7.5%) 12 (23.07%) 4 (28.57%)
Four to eight days a month 100 (83.3%) 29 (53.70%) 9 (64.29%)
More than 8 days a month 11 (9.16%) 11 (21.15%) 1(7.1%)
Total 120 (100%) 52 (100%) 14 (100%)

A Chi-square test of independence was performed to examine the association between absenteeism of the LBC
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and care takers of the LBC. The test of association results indicated statistically significant difference in
absenteeism of the LBC among the types of care takers, ¥2 (4, n=186) =17.593, p <.05. The students living with
grandparents are more likely to be absent from school compared to the children living with in students
accommodation or relatives. The results are represented in the Table 4 for the association between frequency of
contact with the parents has any significant association with the absenteeism of the LBC. The test of association
results indicated that absenteeism of the LBC does not appear to be statistically significant with the frequency of
contact with parents. The results show that absenteeism is similar with respect to frequency of contact with
parents, x2 (4, n=186) = 6.974, p >.05.

Table 4. Association between Absenteeism of the LBC and Frequency of contact with Parents

Frequency of contact with parents

Absenteeism
Almost everyday Almost every week Almost every month
Three days a month 9 (23.6%) 13 (9.6%) 3 (23.07%)
Four to eight days a month 24 (63.15%) 105 (7.77%) 9 (38.46%)
More than 8 days a month 5 (13.15%) 17 (12.5%) 1 (7.6%)
Total 38 (100%) 135(100%) 10 (100%)

The findings for the association between absenteeism of the LBC and the frequency of meeting with their parents
indicated that there was a significant association between the variables, ¥2 (4, n=186) = 10.780, p <.05. The
result is presented in Table 5. The students who meet their parents between 3 to 6 months were identified as the
most frequent absentees to the school and they are absent to school between four to eight days in a month.

Table 5. Association between Absenteeism of the LBC and Frequency of meeting with Parents

Frequency of meeting with parents

Absenteeism
Between 1to3 months Between 3 to 6 months At least once a year
Three days a month 21 (14.4.0%) 3 (10.7%) 1 (7.6%)
Four to eight days a month 107 (73.8 %) 24 (85.71%) 7 (53.8 %)
More than 8 days a month 17 (11.7 %) 1 (3.5%) 5 (38.46%)
Total 145 (78.0%) 28 (100%) 13 (100%)

The inter-relationship between the engagement and academic achievement is studied. The below Table 6 shows
that the correlations between school engagement at school and academic achievement. The issue of
multicollinearity among the variables of study was analysed and the inter-correlation matrix confirmed that all
the correlation values are below 0.6 and therefore the data is suitable for the multiple correlational analysis.

Table 6. Relationship between School Engagement and Academic Achievement (n=186)

. Cognitive Behavioural Academic
School engagement at school Emotional engagement .
engagement engagement Achievement
Emotional engagement 1
Coeniti ‘ A480%* 1
ognitive engagemen
€ 828 000
. .104 176*
Behavioural engagement 1
157 .016
. . 397** 381%* .028%*
Academic Achievement 1
.000 .000 .709

#4p < 0.01, *p < 0.05

According to the correlation matrix, the correlation between cognitive engagement and emotional engagement
(r=0.480, p<0.01) is significantly positive. Behavioural engagement showed significant and negative correlations
with emotional engagement and cognitive engagement. Academic achievement illustrated significant and
positive correlations with emotional engagement (r=0.397, p<0.01), cognitive engagement (r=0.381, p<0.01) and
behavioural engagement (r=0.028, p>0.05).

Table 7 and 8 show the results of hierarchical regression for demographic variables and school engagement as a
predictor on academic achievement of the LBC.

In the first step of the regression model, the demographic variables which include gender, caretakers, age of the
LBC, parents staying away from the children, frequency of meeting the parents and frequency of contact with the
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parents were entered as the predictors of academic achievement of LBC. The model confirmed that only care
takers as the significant predictor among the demographic variables and other variable were not significant. This
model accounted for only 2.8 % of the variance in academic achievement. In the next step, the three dimensions
of school engagement were added. Model 2 was significant which consisted of caretakers and emotional
engagement of the LBC, and these predictors accounted for 17.6% of the variance of the criterion variable. This
was followed by the final model which considered cognitive engagement along with the other two predictors of
model 2. All the three models were significant and the final model could explain 22.2% of the variance of the in
academic achievement. The final model confirmed that emotional engagement (= .268; t= 3.593, p<0.000) is
the most significant predictor of all the variables involved in the model. The second predictor identified was
cognitive engagement (B= .245; t= 3.284, p<0.000), followed by caretakers (= .132; t= 2.009, p<0.05).

Table 7. Regression of care taker and School Engagement on Academic Achievement: Model Summary

Change Statistics

Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the Estimate -
R Square Change F Change dfl df2 Sig. F Change

1 167 .028 .023 10.15673 .028 5265 1 184 .023
2 419° 176 167 9.37825 .148 32.815 1 183 .000
3471 222 209 9.13709 .046 10.787 1 182 .001

a. Predictors: (Constant), Care taker
b. Predictors: (Constant), Care taker, Emotional Engagement
c. Predictors: (Constant), Care taker, Emotional Engagement, Cognitive Engagement

d. Dependent Variable: academic achievement

Table 8. Standardised Coefficients for School Engagement at School as Predictor for Academic Achievement

Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized Coefficients .

Model t Sig.
B Std. Error Beta

! (Constant) 43.274 3.795 11.404 .000
Care taker 3.054 1.331 167 2.295 .023
(Constant) 3.812 7.729 493 622
2 Care taker 2.484 1.233 136 2.015 .045
Emotional Engagement 11.697 2.042 .386 5.728 .000
(Constant) 5.179 8.012 .646 519
3 Care taker 2.413 1.201 132 2.009 .046
Emotional Engagement 8.139 2.265 268 3.593 .000
Cognitive Engagement 6.415 1.953 245 3.284 .001

a. Dependent Variable: academic achievement

4. Discussion

The descriptive analysis of left-behind children’s engagement at school using a five-point scale showed an
average level of overall school engagement (M= 3.10, SD = 0.41). Further, dimension wise results reported that,
the level of emotional engagement (Mean= 3.51, SD= 0.34) and cognitive engagement were average
(Mean=3.38, SD= 0.39) while the behavioural engagement was low (Mean =2.44 and SD = 0.52). The
hierarchical regression findings concluded that emotional engagement, cognitive engagement and caretakers
were significant predictors of academic achievement of the LBC.

The current study findings agreed with various studies related to educational outcomes of LBC and parents’
migration. Earlier studies on parental migration on children’s well-being and educational outcomes have
concluded that parental absence caused by international migration had negatively affected both the educational
outcomes and psychological well-being of the children (Giannelli & Mangiavacchi, 2010; Senaratna, 2012). Ye
& Pan (2011) study analysed the daily routines, emotional well- being and general life factors and found that
LBCs displayed negative affect towards increased academic workloads due to lack of tutoring and supervision.
Furthermore, the children who were under the care of grandparents were the poor academic performers. Similar
findings were concluded by Lu (2012) regarding parental migration and educational prospects of the LBCs. The
study confirmed that younger children are more susceptible to the disruptive effect of parent’s migration. In the
absence of parental support, the LBC often lack the support they need in education and ultimately do not succeed
at school. The statistical evidence that support the prevalence of behavioural problems have been widely
researched. Earlier studies have reported that the prevalence of behavioural problems in China was about 12.9 %
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among the children age group 4 to 16 years (Xin & Zhang, 1992). Findings from Jia & Tian (2010) concluded
that LBC are prone to develop depression compared to their counterparts, NLBC. They reported that 2.5% of
LBC are more likely to suffer from loneliness and tend to develop depression. Earlier studies have concluded
that LBC have severe psychological problems compared to NLBC. Furthermore, the causes for the behavioural
problems are analysed by Luo et al., (2016) and they identified that LBC has more feelings of abandonment and
neglect. Consequently, this attitude resulted in developing less pro-social behaviours among LBC. Gao (2013)
argued that LBC are prone to suffer from physical and psychological damages due to parental migration. Cases
such as severe injuries, juvenile delinquency, increased rates of sexual activities, drug uses, and illicit activities
among youth, and sometimes even death, take place without proper parental supervision and guidance in life. For
better school engagement of the LBC, the teacher-student interaction, the guidance and support available at
school plays vital factors to improve school engagement. The current study showed that LBC are able to share
their problems with teachers, teachers heed to their problems and treat them fairly at school. This showed better
support available for the LBC at school. The related literature on the behavioural engagement of LBC has been
extensively studied and the studies highlighted the behavioural problems faced by LBC at home and school. The
findings of Hu, Lu & Huang (2014) on the comparative study of migrant and left-behind children reported that
the left-behind children exhibited many behavioural issues compared to migrant children.

The present study findings concluded that LBC living with grandparents are more likely to be absent from school
compared to the children living in the students’ accommodation or their relatives. Su et al. (2012) supported the
current findings, that LBC who were left-behind at their early childhood years, had no elder siblings, were under
the care of non-relatives displayed more complex psychological problems Earlier studies also concluded that
LBC with better family function and social support had lesser psychological problems (Su et al., 2012)
highlighted that studies related to impact of coping styles, self- esteem and personality on the mental health of
the LBC are yet to be studied. The findings of the study coincide with the findings from Lv (2006) which
established that children with migrant parents have increased labour burdens, affecting the amount of time and
effort that they could spend on their schoolwork and studies at home. Moreover, they lack a family tutor to help
them in any areas of misunderstanding or doubt in their academics (Ye & Murray, 2005; Cao, 2007). On similar
lines, Wang (2013) highlighted that LBC under the care of grandparents or relatives are found to assume the role
of caregivers in household chores. LBC is involved in providing care for their younger siblings or elderly people.
These striking findings concluded that the LBC children staying with parents are involved in additional roles and
they are deprived of care, work- free and idyllic phase of childhood life. Therefore, these LBC do not receive
adequate adult supervision and care under their caretakers. Their study concluded that LBC are independent and
capable of taking care of themselves without adult supervision. Therefore, the study brought new insights to the
existing literature on LBC that the importance of emotional and cognitive engagement of the LBC at school.
Further, it concludes that LBC staying with grandparents were frequent absentees’ school, which affects their
academic performance.

5. Conclusion

The current study presented the cross-sectional and empirical evidence for the school engagement and academic
achievement of the LBC. The findings of the study concluded that the school engagement of the LBC is
moderate, however, the school engagement with respect to behaviour engagement is low. The inferential
statistics have identified emotional and cognitive engagement were reported significance towards the academic
achievement of the LBC. Despite, the limitations, the study has brought valuable insights to the existing
literature. The study recommended the effective measures to provide family and social support system for the
LBC. In the future, effective protective measures and support system should be implemented to address the
unique needs of the LBC. The study recommends innovative approaches in creating collaborative and joint
responsibilities and initiatives in providing better school engagement of the LBC through child-
parents-care-takers- school support system that aims to empower the lives of the LBC.
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