
Angel Lai 
Department of Social Work

Centre for the Advancement of Social 
Sciences Research  

Hong Kong Baptist University 

Academic Motivation of Yi Orphans in Rural 
China Schools: 

Effects of Ethnic Identity and Classmate Support  

Joint World Conference on Social Work 2018 

Cheryl Chui
Sau Po Centre on Ageing 
University of Hong Kong 



Background



Yi orphans are at-risk of negative development 

Extreme Poverty 
• 100 USD per year
• 20% extreme poverty 
Parental Loss
• 10% lost 1 parent; 43% lost both
• Adopted or stranded  

Butuo County, LiangShan Yi Autonomous Prefecture
Sichuan Province, China    

(Jiao, 2007; Li et al., 1999; Yang et al., 2007)

Remoteness 
Arid Climate 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This research focuses on the academic motivation of Yi children, who resided in Butuo County of Sichuan Province. As shown in the map, the red dot is where Butuo county is located. In 2011-13, our research team has traveled to Butuo for teachers training and visiting Yi children, I can promise everyone of you here that, Butuo is one of the most inaccessible and remote part of China that I have ever been too. The county does not enjoy the geographical advantage and nice climate as other parts of Sichuan, as such remained as one of the poorest area of rural China. Earlier studies suggested that the average income of a Butuo household was 100 USD, with 20% of them living in extreme poverty. On the other hand, Butuo is a major drug route between the golden triangle and Mainland China. A lot of local Butuo people participated in the drugs-related activities, and instead of receiving cash as a payment, they were given drugs. As a result, there is a high incidence of drug-related illness and death. To make things worse of Yi children, when the father of a Yi family dies, the mother have to leave the household. The luckier ones will be asked to remarry the brother of their late husband, while others have to abandon their original family. An earlier study reported that 10% of Yi children lost at least 1 parent and approximately 43% lost both. These orphaned children are very often adopted by their grandparents or extended families. The pictures here show two Yi children taking care of their grandparents in a typical Yi household.  Being nested in such an environment, it is not hard to imagine that Yi children are at risk of negative development if nothing is done to make changes.  



A Philanthropic Organization 
2006 - Present 

1,300 Yi children

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In 2006, an international philanthropic organization, Fu Hui Education Foundation started sponsoring Yi orphans to attend local schools in their community, where they were provided with schooling, basic necessities and a place to live. Since 2006, Fu Hui has sponsored 1300 Yi children. This current research is a study based on  Yi children who in the program in year 2011. 



Research Aim and Significance 

To examine the pathway from classmate support to positive 
academic motivation via  strong ethnic identity 
Why? 

• Upward mobility of Yi youths, break cycle of intergenerational 
poverty. 

• Strong ethnic identity means having a solid foundation of SELF that 
can translate into various forms of positive psychological well-being

• School is a good place to build classmate support.  
(Drakes et al, 2014;Jarosz, 2018; Cooper & Seginer, 2018) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The overall goal of this study is to examine the effects of peer support and ethic identity on academic motivation of Yi children, in particular the mediating effects of ethnic identity. We look at academic motivation because it correlates with upward mobility, and being able to climb up the ladders means YI students can break their cycle of poverty We identify ethnic identity and peer support as the possible intervention point because having a string identity means that the students are having a solid foundation of SELF, which can translates to various forms of psychological beneifit, For classmate support, because the Yi students live at a school settings with their school mates, it provides a excellent venue to cultivate positive peer relationships. 



Theories &
Conceptual 
Framework



Phinney’s Ethnic Identity Development Theory
Cognitive Evaluation Theory 

Social Identity Theory   

Classmate 
Support Ethnic Identity Academic 

Motivation 

Cognitive Evaluation Theory 
Perceived competence 
motivations (Deci & Ryan,1985)

Ethnic Identity Development Theory: 
Diffusion, Foreclosure, Moratorium, 
Achieved identity (Phinney, 1996)

Social Identity Theory 
Positive socialization with own group 
 strong sense of identity and 
belonging (Tajfel, 1978)

13-15 years old

H1H2

H3: Mediating role of Ethnic Identify 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here is the conceptual model of this study, showing the mediating effect of Ethnic Identity on peer support and academic motivation.  Based on the Phinney’s Ethnic identity development theory, we decided to look at students between 13-15 years old, because it is stage where Yi students should have started exploring their ethnicity. Based on the cognitive evaluation theory, we hypothesized that ethnic identity will have a positive effect on academic motivation. With reference to the social identity theory, high levels of classmate support will promote ethnic identity and belonging. Last, we put together all three theories and hypothesized that ethnic identity mediates the effect. 



Parental Loss  
Extreme Poverty 

Phinney’s Ethnic Identity Development Theory
Cognitive Evaluation Theory 

Social Identity Theory   

Classmate 
Support Ethnic Identity Academic 

Motivation 

Cognitive Evaluation Theory 
Perceived competence 
motivations (Deci & Ryan,1985)

Ethnic Identity Development Theory: 
Diffusion, Foreclosure, Moratorium, 
Achieved identity (Phinney, 1996)

Social Identity Theory 
Positive socialization with own group 
 strong sense of identity and 
belonging (Tajfel, 1978)

VS 

H4: Gender differences 
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Presentation Notes
Last, as discussed before, because Yi culture tends to favor men more than women, we would also want to see if the model behaves differently across gender. 



Methods
Methods



Research Design

Cross sectional Quantitative Data (2011)

Participants: All students (13-15 years old, n=135)

Measurements: 
• Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure -12 items (Phinney, 1992)

• Academic Motivation Scale -28items (Vallerand et al., 1989)

• Classmate Support Scale - 5 items (Torsheim et al., 2000)

Analysis:
• Mutli- Indicator Mutli-Group Causes Model (MIMC)
• Gender is covariate variable, a model with male participants and a model with female 

participants were built and results of the two models were compared.  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This study is a cross-sectional quantitative study, involving 135 students from 13-15 years old. Here are the measurements and we use mutli-indicator mutli- group causes model to test our hypothesis 



Results 
Results



Peer Support  Ethnic Identity  Academic Motivation 

Mean age : 
13.3 

N=87

N=48

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As you can see here , ethnic identity mediates the positive effect of peer support on academic motivation for both male and female students. Age is entered into the model as a control variable. The parameters values are slightly different across gender, but the associations among the variables are the same 



Discussion 
Discussion



Key Findings 

1. Strong ethnic identity mediates the positive effect of 
classmate support on academic motivation.

2. Ethnic identity has the same mediating effect on both male 
and female students.  

Classmate 
Support Ethnic Identity Academic 

Motivation 



Innovation & Significance  

Use of Strength based approach vs deficit approach
 “Redefine” on Yi children : Are they at risk? Problematic? Nothing good in them?
 Identify strengths : Yi children can thrive with strong ethnic identity and peer 

support

Preventive approach vs. problem solving approach
Mobilize existing social resources in school settings
Outcomes of Yi Children can be altered (POSSIBILITY)

Possibly application of the same model on natives in North American and 
Australia ? It will have huge impact on the design of school program . 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This study is important as it adopts a strength-based approach , this approach provide a new definition for Yi children, as they necessarily problematic or there are some strengths embedded in these children that can promote their development? Also, this research took a preventive approach by identifying social resources that can promote the positive development of Yi children in the future. It underscores the fact that the outcomes of these at risk children can be altered! And there is a Possiblity that they can thrive.  Last, we can also see if the effects of ethnic identity and peer support translates across different regions and hopefully promote the academic outcomes of other ethnic minority youths in various parts of the world. Such findings will mean a redesign of school programs for ethnic minority children 



Strengths & Limitations

Strengths 
Solid theoretical Foundation  

• Phinney’s Ethnic Identity 
Development Theory 

• Social Identity Theory 
• Cognitive Evaluation Theory 

Limitations 

Fail to capture the 
demographic information of 
the children (e.g.,  parental 
loss and poverty) as 
covariates 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A major strength of this study is the use of longitudinal data, which allows us to draw conclusions on the predictive effect of child-adopter relationship on social skills. Also, the use of multilevel modeling allow the modeling of change patterns even for data collected at uneven time points. A second strength is the use of western theories and applied them to rural China settings. The used of established western theories provide a solid foundation for this research. Yet, there are also some limitations . First, we failed to test the effect of parental loss and extreme poverty on maladaptive behaviors. School administrators were reluctant to have us asked the partiicpants about their earlier stressful experiences because they are not confident enough to handle the potential emotional problems that the children may experience once it was uncovered. As such, we respect the school adminstrators decisions. Second is the use of single item measurement for child caregiver relationships – a full measurement will provide us with more reliable data and information. Third is the problem of common method bias  as both social skills and maladaptive behaviors were teacher-reported scale. Teachers’ responses on a students’ social skills may be affected by his or her responses on the students’ maladaptive behaviors. Last, we all know that social skills improves with age. As a result, as the students gets older, they will have better social skills, which can explain the positive development in social skills among the participants over time 



Acknowledgement 

Fu Hui Education Foundation 

& 

Professor Cecilia Chan 
Department of Social Work and Social Administration

University of Hong Kong 



Questions and Contacts

Angel Lai 
Department of Social Work 
Centre for the Advancement of 
Social Sciences Research 
Hong Kong Baptist University

Email: angelhylai@hkbu.edu.hk 

Cheryl Chui
Sau Po Centre on Ageing 
University of Hong Kong 

Email: chkchui@hku.hk 


	Slide Number 1
	Background
	Yi orphans are at-risk of negative development 
	Slide Number 4
	Research Aim and Significance 
	Theories &�Conceptual Framework
	Slide Number 7
	Slide Number 8
	Methods
	Slide Number 10
	Results 
	Peer Support  Ethnic Identity  Academic Motivation 
	Discussion 
	Key Findings 
	Innovation & Significance  
	Strengths & Limitations 
	Slide Number 17
	Questions and Contacts

