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Abstract In the Outline of the Twelfth Five-Year Plan for National Economic and Social Development of the People’s Republic of China, it pro-

posed of improving distribution and form of urbanization and strengthening urbanization management. With acceleration of the urbanization, nu-

merous rural labors flow to cities, and the number of left-behind children becomes increasingly large, which not only increases burden of family

and education, but also gives rise to many mental problems. Due to lack of family education, many left-behind children have mental, emotional

and ethical disorder and problem, which creates hidden trouble for building a harmonious society and economic development. This paper ana-

lyzed current situation and factors influencing mental health of left-behind children, including family environment, grandparent upbringing, and

school environment. Finally, it came up with pertinent intervention measures from changing ideas of parents, improving the relationship be-

tween parents and children, and improving mental health education of schools.
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1 Introduction

Left-behind children are rural children under the age of 18 who do
not live together with their parents because their parents have gone
to other places for migrant works. They have following characteris-
tics; (i) one or all parents doing migrant work ; (ii) not living to-
gether with their parents for 6 months or longer; (iii) being under
the age of 18. With acceleration of China’s urbanization and fre-
quent flow of urban and rural population, the number of left-be-
hind children is expanding. According to data of the sixth popula-
tion census in China, the number of left-behind children in China
reached 61.0255 million, accounting for 37.7% of total rural
children. Scholars have found that left-behind children have seri-
ous problem of mental health, which greatly influences their physi-
cal and psychological growth and school performance, and be-
comes a primary issue to be solved in mental health education at
present stage. From the perspective of psychology, we would ana-
lyze current situation and influencing factors of mental health of

left-behind children and come up with pertinent recommendations.

2 Current situation of mental health of left-behind
children in China

2.1 Slow intellectual growth due to lack of education of
their parents The intellectual ability refers to the skills required
to think critically, see connections between disciplines and prob-
lem solve in new or changing situations. It is the level of intelli-
gence and represents the learning ability or the ability of solving

problems. Psychological measurement of the intellectual ability
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can be denoted by the intelligence quotient (1Q). The intelligence
quotient is an intelligence test score that is obtained by dividing
mental age, which reflects the age-graded level of performance as
derived from population norms.

At present, development scope and approach for obtaining

experience for cognitive ability of left-behind children are relative-
ly simple. Such objective situation obstructs the development of a-
bility of left-behind children in solving problems. Researches have
shown that academic performance of left-behind children is gener-
ally lower than urban children. At the same time, the anxiety lev-
el of left-behind children is higher than other children, showing
problems of sick of learning, playing truant, internet addiction,
and gambling. Children are future of the nation, thus we should
focus on developing their innovation ability, while the innovation
ability is an essential part of intellectual ability. In the three-di-
mensional structure model of intelligence, Guilford stated that the
creative intelligence is divergent thinking. Divergent thinking is a
thought process or method used to generate creative ideas by ex-
ploring many possible solutions. Children with higher score in di-
vergent thinking are often encouraged by parents, and have full
freedom in exploring their interests. Therefore, slow development
or weak innovation ability of left-behind children is closely con-
nected with their family environment.
2.2 Difficult emotion adjustment due to lack of guidance of
parents Emotion is any relatively brief conscious experience
characterized by intense mental activity and a high degree of pleas-
ure or displeasure. It is experience of attitude towards objective
things when physiological or social demands of people are satisfied
or not. It may lead to changes in inner experience, behavior level
and physiological reaction. Children about 3 years old, due to rap-
id growth of cognitive ability, can adjust the emotional reaction in
the form of speech.

Thompson held that emotional adjustment is an internal and
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external process of monitoring, evaluating and correcting emotional
reaction by an individual for fulfilling objectives. An individual
may adjust emotion through emotional adjustment strategies or
mechanisms. Therefore, children often use conscious emotional
adjustment strategies and make them become automatic emotional
adjustment mechanism. Emotional adjustment needs guidance and
assistance of parents.

However, the family situation of left-behind children is dif-
ferent from normal families. Parents of left-behind children are not
at home for a long time, they can not directly respond to emotion
of their children and have to rely on their parents or parents-in-
law, namely, grandparents of left-behind children. Researches in-
dicate that patients with depression and anxiety often use meditati-
on, catastrophic, expression inhibition and other non-adaptive
emotional adjustment strategies.

Therefore, due to the lack of adaptive emotional adjustment

strategies, left-behind children often have emotional adjustment
difficulties, which may develop into more serious mental or psy-
chological illness.
2.3 Deviation of moral behavior resulted from lack of pa-
rental care Pro-social behavior is any act that is beneficial to
others, such as sharing the hardship with others, helping or rescu-
ing others, cooperating, or simply consoling companions. Accord-
ing to researches, before the formal moral education, children will
have similar performance of pro-social behavior, 12 to 18 months
old children occasionally give toys to the companions, 2-year-old
children may give toys to companions even their toys are insuffi-
cient.

Few left-behind children do so, such individual difference is
determined by the family environment to a certain extent. Relative
to moral behavior such as pro-social behavior, aggressive behavior
is one of the most frequent non-moral acts of children and adoles-
cents. Results indicate that when children go to primary school,
70% of them will reduce physical attack behavior significantly,
27% children sometimes have moderate level of physical attacks,
which will also decrease with age growth. Throughout the school
age, there are still 3% children having stable performance of a
high level of physical attack (NICHD National Institute of Child
Health and Human Development, Early Child Care Research Net-
work, 2004 ). More and more evidences prove that indifference
and mutual ignorance of parents are more predictive of children’s
problem behavior. Therefore, left-behind children may have more

non-moral behavior problems.

3 Influencing factors of mental health of left-behind
children in China

3.1 Family environment Since 1940, every 10 years, the av-
erage 1Q of citizens would increase by 3 points, this phenomenon
is known as the " Flynn effect" , namely, the substantial and long-
sustained increase in both fluid and crystallized intelligence test
scores measured in many parts of the world. According to resear-

ches, the IQ of children has large fluctuation with the growth of

age, the average range of fluctuation is more than 20 points.

If children live in a stimulating environment and can con-
stantly obtain challenging cognitive tasks, their 1Q will reach an
average or higher level. In infancy, the involvement of parents in
child activities, such as more use of adult language in the interac-
tive games with children, will promote the development of
children’s language ability; if language of parents is humorous, it
will make children feel interesting, children will imitate in the fu-
ture to establish a good companion relationship.

For pre-school children, enthusiasm and encouragement lan-
guage and academic behavior of parents have close connection with
children’s future intellectual performance. Colin Berg proposed the
"cumulative defect hypothesis" ; the poor environment will hinder
the development of intelligence, and such inhibitory effect will ac-
cumulate over time. The quality or characteristics of family envi-
ronment play a decisive role in the intellectual performance of
children. Simolov listed 10 risk factors that may lead to low intel-
ligence of children, and nine of them are related to the family en-
vironment, including single-parent families, low educational level
of parents, and poor economic conditions.

In addition, words and deeds of parents also have very impor-

tant influence on emotional and moral behavior of children. Be-
cause of lower educational level, parents of left-behind children
have little understanding of children’s education, can not grasp the
rules of psychological development and changes of children, and
can not provide timely guidance and assistance. They either do not
intervene or have management bias, leading to psychological prob-
lems of many left-behind children. Therefore, the left-behind chil-
dren often show emotional disorders and aggressive behavior.
3.2 Grandparent upbringing Many left-behind children are
brought up by their grandparents because their parents do migrant
work. The grandparent upbringing has become the main mode of
family education for left-behind children, but this type of educa-
tion will have a negative impact on the mental health of left-behind
children.

Firstly, grandparents of left-behind children usually spoil
their grandchildren. Because of the lack of warmth of their par-
ents, grandparents are particularly sensitive to the needs of their
left-behind children, and easily compromise with emotional reac-
tion of their grandchildren. They will be reluctant to criticize their
grandchildren just like the parents of left-behind children. They
satisfy the material needs of left-behind children as far as possi-
ble. As time passes, left-behind children will have a more serious
problem of psychological dependence on their grandparents and
self-centered thinking. Secondly, most grandparents of the left-be-
hind children have low educational level, traditional and conserva-
tive thinking, and are reluctant to accept new things, leading to
serious generation gap. Thirdly, grandparents’ education of lefi-
behind children mainly remains in the concept of " bringing up the
child as much as possible" rather than "how to properly bring the
child up".

Therefore, in the aspect of creating growth environment and
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purchasing toys for children, they are not better than other fami-
lies, leading to slow intellectual development of left-behind chil-
dren. Finally, grandparents of the left-behind children are old and
have weak physical condition, and some have to undertake farming
work , thus they have no more energy to care about the education
of left-behind children, resulting in many left-behind children
having laissez-faire problem.
3.3 School environment Restricted by the economic develop-
ment level, the primary schools and middle schools where left-be-
hind children stay have a big gap with urban schools in teaching
level. Although the education department of China attaches great
importance to mental health education, the general teaching quali-
ty fails to meet the demands of the present situation. Mental health
development of primary and middle schools in rural areas seriously
lags behind, the mental health education teachers are mainly un-
dertaken by teachers of other disciplines or school physicians or
head teachers concurrently and seldom by professional psychology
teachers. Mental health education teachers need a solid psycholog-
ical knowledge and basic theory. Part-time teachers lack psycho-
logical knowledge and theory, and are thus influenced by ideolog-
ical and political education in the process of practical teaching,
and take the manner of preaching and do some things in violations
of the principles of mental health education. This not only leads to
the result of failure to achieve the purpose of psychological counse-
ling and treatment, but also may produce opposite effect.
Besides, the attitude of teachers to left-behind children may
affect the children.
Rosenthal , Doctor of Harvard University, randomly selected some
students and told to other teachers that these children had higher
1Q than other children, but please teach them as usual, and do not

academic performance of left-behind

let children or parents know they are selected. One year later, ac-
ademic performance of these students is several times higher than
other students. The Rosenthal effect emphasizes positive evalua-
tion of the educated in educational activities.

However, many teachers are not positive or even negative
about the education attitude towards the left-behind children, and
adopt a brutal and blame education method for the offence of left-
behind children.

4 Intervention measures for mental health of left-be-
hind children in China

4.1 Government should attach great importance and par-
ents should strength learning, to improve education concept
of left-behind children Parents are the first teacher of children
in the process of children’s growth, and parents have a significant
influence on psychological development of children. The education
and training of parents of the left-behind children should attract at-
tention of relevant government departments. Urban communities
and the unit of migrant workers can regularly set up some parent
schools to provide education and training seminars, and create op-
portunities for parents of left-behind children to learn some knowl-

edge of children education.

Parents of left-behind children need to learn some knowledge
about growth and educational psychology, know the rules of
children’s psychological development, and learn the right educa-
tion methods to guide children’s emotional and moral behavior.
Parents should create excellent environment for the growth of their
children as much as possible, to meet the needs of the children in
material, and also should care about the psychological needs of
their children. Parents may work with children to come up with
some growth tasks, and they may communicate the completion of
tasks by telephone, Internet and other means, to minimize the
separation anxiety of children. For emotional adjustment difficul-
ties of left-behind children, parents should make proper treat-
ment, should not follow laissez-faire principle or make rude treat-
ment, but should make use of psychological knowledge to effec-
tively guide and communicate, understand psychological feelings
of children, and teach children how to deal with stresses properly.
For the moral behavior deviation of left-behind children, parents
should pay attention promptly, give the necessary criticism and
education, and instruct children with moral values and interper-
sonal skills, so as to effectively interfere with the psychological
problems of the children.

4.2 Parents should communicate with left-behind children
by many channels to increase the parent-child contact and
improve the growth environment for left-behind children
Because the parents of left-behind children do migrant works near-
ly all year round, seldom communicate with children face to face,
the parent-child relationship will become relatively alienated.
Many left-behind children have a feeling of resentment towards
their parents, while the parents have feeling of guilty towards their
children. Chinese scholar Xu Weimin found that left-behind chil-
dren who frequently communicate with their parents have the fre-
quency of behavioral problems of 37.5% , while for the left-behind
children who have little communication with their parents, the oc-
currence rate of behavioral problems is as high as 51.4% . There-
fore, parents should try to communicate with their children as
much as possible, and should bring their children around as far as
possible.

When conditions permit, parents may communicate with chil-
dren through video chat, Internet phone or other means, to care
about children’s learning, life, and so on, to let left-behind chil-
dren feel care and warmth of their parents. Parents should keep in
touch with school teachers to solve various problems of their chil-
dren in school, to help children to gradually integrate into the col-
lective life, and master the skills to get along with others, so as to
establish a good relationship with their peers. Grandparents of left-
behind children also should communicate with parents of their
grandchildren to maintain communication, learn new things, and
keep growth and progress with their children and grandchildren.
4.3 It is recommended to improve mental health education
of schools to improve education environment of left-behind
children After entering the school age, school education will

have an important impact on left-behind children. Schools should
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strengthen mental health education of the left-behind children,
and regularly carry out psychological survey of the left-behind chil-
dren and establish psychological files. Through the mental health
education courses, it is expected to make left-behind children
learn some basic psychological knowledge, master some interper-
sonal skills, and learn how to effectively adjust their emotion.

At the same time, schools should provide training and learn-
ing opportunities for the mental health teachers. Through learning,
teachers can master theoretical knowledge of children’s psychologi-
cal development and education. With the aid of practice of psy-
chological counseling and treatment, it can effectively help left-
behind children to solve psychological problems. Teachers should
also develop educational programs and regularly launch group edu-
cation activities in accordance with psychological characteristics of
left-behind children, so that the left-behind children can actively
participate in group exchanges, cultivate optimistic and positive

psychology, and help them to grow up healthily.
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ants to develop software independently, carry out re-education of
rural financial personnel, and comprehensively improve overall
skills of financial personnel.

4.4 Strengthening popularization of computerized account-
ing software
counting software, it is possible to enable rural leaders to truly un-

Through the popularization of computerized ac-

derstand the development of current society, realize the science
and technology have changed the situation of the world, make the
financial management informationization of the village integrate
with high technology, and help them to realize that the introduc-
tion of computerized accounting software can not only save a lot of
manpower and resources, but also can increase the work efficien-
cy, and reduce the losses caused by the negligence, so that rural
accounting personnel can have a modern idea and technology,
make contribution to better work, and fully realize their own
value.
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ment , dispatched a large number of high-quality village officials to
the countryside. This greatly promotes rural development, and
boosts the development of rural financial management information
technology. Besides, with the constant support of government and
constant development of rural areas in recent years, the rural fi-
nancial management information technology will realize rapid de-

velopment in future.
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