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It has become a consensus that parental emotional companionship can promote the healthy growth of children. However, the theoretical circle still knows little about the relationship between parental emotional companionship and children’s second language acquisition and the internal processes. In this study, the path analysis method was adopted to analyze the academic quality testing data of Grade 5 and Grade 9 students obtained by questionnaire survey method in Jiangsu Province in 2020, so as to explore the influence mechanism of parental emotional companionship on children’s second language acquisition. The results show that parental emotional companionship promotes second language acquisition. Learning confidence and internal learning motivation play an intermediary role in this relationship. Learning confidence positively influences internal learning motivation and plays a chain mediating role. The indirect effect of internal learning motivation in the middle school group is the masking effect. The conclusion of this study reveals the influence mechanism of parental emotional companionship on children’s second language acquisition, which enriches and deepens the theoretical understanding of the affective factors affecting second language acquisition. Theoretical and practical implications, along with limitations and future research directions were discussed.
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Introduction

The General Offices of the CPC Central Committee and The State Council issued the Opinions on Further Reducing the Burden of Homework and After-school Training for Students in Compulsory Education, with a view to reducing the burden of homework and after-school training for primary and middle school students in China. Therefore, primary and middle school students can have more free activity time and parent–child interaction time. Under the background of globalization, international exchanges are increasing day by day in all walks of life. Students’ second language learning promotes personal socialization and contributes to international communication. In addition, the second language learning has also been shown to help individual cognitive development, for example, bilingual need to constantly switch between the two languages, when said a language inhibition of another, it is said that they have an enhanced inhibitory control mechanism, this can make them in other non-verbal cognitive tasks in regulating and control their attention (Adesope et al., 2010; Bialystok et al., 2016). Under the background of double subtraction, the time and energy that students devote to second language learning are shortened and the parent–child interaction time is prolonged. However, many parents do not treat their children’s second language learning in the right way when spending time with their children. Under the new background, what kind of parent–child interaction is beneficial to children’s second language acquisition and its internal mechanism has become a topic worthy of research. This subject has important times value and social value.

Article 17 of the Law of the People’s Republic of China on the Promotion of Family Education, adopted in October 2020, stipulates that parents or other guardians of minors shall reasonably use methods in the implementation of family education, including strengthening parent–child companionship, attaching equal importance to care and strict requirements, and respecting, understanding and encouraging them. It is enough to show that parent–child companionship and emotional companionship based on love, respect, understanding, and encouragement play an important role in promoting the growth of minors.

The subject of this study considers parental emotional companionship as one of the antecedents of children’s second language acquisition, so this study reviews such literature, which shows that most studies focus on learners’ cognitive factors (Semaan and Yamazaki, 2015), learners’ own emotional factors (Xie and Wang, 2022), and school teaching (Sadikoglu and Oktay, 2018; Bai and Robinson, 2022) on second language acquisition. As an indirect influencing factor, parental factors seem to be irrelevant and easy to be ignored. Few studies have looked at the impact of parental companionship on academic performance in specific subjects (Dearing et al., 2004; Englund et al., 2004), only a few studies focused on the differences in the influence of family preconditions on academic achievement in different subjects. For example, studies have found that Chinese students rely more heavily on their family background in second language acquisition than on other subjects such as Chinese and mathematics. By analyzing China’s large-scale survey data (CEPS tracking data), Fang and Huang (2018) prove that economic input affected by family background has a particularly significant impact on urban students’ second language learning. This means that interdisciplinary research may obscure the patterns of learning in particular disciplines (Arens and Jude, 2017). Teachers and parents should adopt different behaviors and attitudes toward students according to the characteristics of different subjects (Régner et al., 2009). In addition, there may be significant differences in the relationship between parental involvement style and academic achievement in specific subjects under different ethnic and cultural backgrounds (Jeynes, 2010). In view of the greater dependence of second language acquisition on family factors and the possible influence of cultural background on this relationship, it is very necessary to study the influence of parents on their children’s second language acquisition under the background of Chinese culture. Among the few literatures on parents’ influence on their children’s second language acquisition, most focus on such issues as parents’ English level, participation in school activities (Jung and Zhang, 2016), expectation level (Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco, 2001; Cheng and Starks, 2002), Creating a language environment (Goldenberg et al., 2008). Few studies focused on the antecedent cause of parental emotional companionship, and most of them were small sample studies.

In view of the above policy background, practical background, and academic background, this study will use large-scale survey data to explore the impact of parental emotional companionship on children’s second language acquisition and its internal influencing mechanism.



Literature review and hypothesis


Theoretical basis

In the second language learning model of Krashen (1981), the “affective filtering hypothesis” holds that learners’ emotional states or attitudes, such as motivation and self-confidence, can affect the comprehensibility input of language learners. According to this model, learners’ good emotional state positively influences their second language learning results. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory puts forward five types of needs: physiological needs, safety needs, social needs (belonging and love needs), respect needs, and self-actualization needs. These needs are not only hierarchical but also sequential (Maslow, 1987). Parental emotional companionship satisfies children’s social needs and respect needs, and satisfies the higher level needs. According to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory, parents satisfy their children’s emotional needs which are closer to the need of self-actualization through emotional companionship, which is conducive to children’s pursuit of self-worth. As a way of self-actualization, second language learning performance is more likely to be valued by children whose emotional needs are met. Parents adopt an encouraging and supportive attitude in the interaction with their children, timely relieve their children’s bad emotions, and keep learners in a good emotional state, which may improve their children’s second language learning effect. Based on this theory, the following hypotheses are proposed:


H1: Parental emotional companionship promotes children’s second language acquisition.
 

The “affective filtering hypothesis” in Krashen’s (1981) second language learning model focuses on the role of learners’ emotional factors. This study focuses on external emotional factors closely related to learners’ emotional factors. Therefore, this study introduces the cognitive-motivation model theory, which believes that self-cognition and motivation factors mediate the influence of emotional factors on academic achievement (Pekrun, 1992). Among them, the most important mediating factors include students’ learning motivation and learning self-regulation, and positive emotions help to enhance learning motivation (Pekrun et al., 2010). Self-regulation of learning means planning, monitoring, and evaluating one’s own learning in a flexible way, and adjusting learning strategies to meet task demands and progress in the process. Positive emotions contribute to self-regulation of learning (Pekrun et al., 2010). According to this theory, second language learning performance, as a kind of academic achievement, may be influenced by emotional companionship from parents, and motivational factors may play a mediating role in this relationship. Learning self-confidence is an individual’s positive judgment of his ability to complete learning tasks, a positive cognition and evaluation of learning ability, and an important aspect of self-cognition, so learning self-confidence may also mediate this relationship.



Learning confidence

By discussing school activities with their children, parents can understand their difficulties and provide necessary emotional support. Marsh and Craven (2006) showed that the behavior of parents discussing school activities with their children can improve their children’s academic self-concept, namely the cognition of their own abilities. Such good cognition of self-ability is confidence in learning, and the emotional support of parents conveyed through discussion activities may enhance their children’s learning confidence. Other studies have found that girls will discuss school activities with their parents more, have greater advantages in second language learning, and have higher self-concept in second language subjects. It can be seen that the cognition of their second language learning ability can help learners form learning advantages. Therefore, it can be inferred that parental emotional companionship may promote children’s second language acquisition by improving their learning self-confidence. Arens and Jude's (2017) study demonstrated that students’ academic self-concept (perception of self-competence) mediates the relationship between family interaction and academic achievement in second language. The family interaction in this view can reflect the emotional companionship of parents, which has some similarities with the inference of this study. In addition, according to the cognitive-motivation model theory, learning self-confidence may mediate the influence of emotional factors on academic achievement. Accordingly, the following hypothesis is proposed:


H2a: Parents’ emotional companionship enhances their children’s learning confidence;

H2b: Parental emotional companionship promotes second language acquisition by enhancing learning confidence.
 



Internal learning motivation

Deci and Ryan (1985) believe that intrinsic motivation originates from learners’ interest in the task itself and is the positive emotional experience generated by learners in the process of completing the task, which is a powerful factor to maintain motivation. The greatest common denominator of human beings is their dependence on emotion. Adequate emotional companionship provided by parents can enhance children’s secure attachment and make children more satisfied with their parent–child relationship. Butler (2015) showed in her research that children’s secure attachment to their parents and relationship satisfaction could enhance their internal learning motivation. Therefore, it can be inferred that parents’ emotional companionship may improve their children’s internal motivation in second language learning. Parents are the main factors influencing children’s learning motivation (Butler, 2015). The “affective filtering hypothesis” in Krashen’s (1981) second language learning model shows that motivation is an important factor affecting second language learning. Rumbaut’s (1994) research also showed that some students who had few opportunities to speak a foreign language at home did well in English as a foreign language art class. Their motivation is an important factor in overcoming adverse circumstances and achieving higher academic performance in second language (Fuligni, 1997). Based on the above analysis, it can be concluded that parents’ emotional companionship may improve the second language learning effect by improving their children’s internal learning motivation. Cognitive-motivation model theory believes that motivation factors mediate the influence of emotional factors on academic achievement, which is fully supported by the theory. Accordingly, the following hypothesis is proposed:


H3a: Parental emotional companionship enhances children’s internal learning motivation;

H3b: Parental emotional companionship promotes second language acquisition by enhancing internal learning motivation.
 



Learning confidence and internal learning motivation

Shih (2005) showed that in the process of foreign language learning, the higher confidence children have in language skills, the higher their choice of goals, and the stronger their interest in language learning. This indicates that students’ confidence in second language learning may improve their internal learning motivation. Dörnyei (2009) and Dörnyei and Ushioda (2011) proposed that when completing a certain behavior, we constantly evaluate whether the behavior meets certain conditions and estimate the feasibility of completing the task. The resulting emotional experience will also affect the motivational behavior. In the process of second language learning, students may constantly evaluate their own language learning ability. Positive evaluation of second language learning ability indicates that students have high confidence in this aspect; otherwise, it is low. Such emotional experience in turn affects students’ motivation for second language learning. Based on the above analysis, students’ confidence may improve students’ motivation. Combining this inference with the above hypothesis, it can be inferred that learning self-confidence may play a chain mediating role between parental emotional companionship and second language acquisition outcomes by improving internal learning motivation. Accordingly, the following hypothesis is proposed:


H4a: Learning self-confidence positively affects internal learning motivation;

H4b: Learning confidence plays a chain mediating role between parents’ emotional companionship and children’s second language acquisition by positively influencing internal learning motivation.
 

Based on the above theoretical basis and literature analysis, this study puts forward the theoretical model in Figure 1, and makes an exploratory analysis of the model based on the provincial survey data of Jiangsu Province in 2020.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Theoretical model diagram.





Research method

The data of this study come from the monitoring of the academic quality of basic education in Jiangsu Province in 2020, which is a cooperative project between Provincial Institute of Education and Science and a normal university. By adopting stratified sampling method, 204,205 students in grade 5 and 147,805 students in grade 9 are selected for questionnaire survey and academic level assessment. The data have two advantages: First, the sample size is large to ensure that the data results have the characteristics of a large group. Second, the provincial Institute of Education and Science and normal university professors cooperate in the investigation, and the quality of the data is guaranteed. The survey was approved by the Education Bureau and supported by parents. The questionnaire was filled out in class anonymously, and each group’s advisor had received special training. The survey collected all the data needed for the project of cooperation between the Normal University and the Provincial Institute of Education and Science, covering a wide range of information related to schools, teachers, families, and students. By matching and sorting the data and removing invalid data with missing key information or anomalies, the study obtained valid data for 140,576 fifth-grade students and 100,156 ninth-grade students. Finally, based on the theoretical basis, path analysis is conducted on the independent variables involved in this study (parents’ emotional companionship), intermediary variables (learning confidence and internal learning motivation), and dependent variables (children’s second language acquisition level).


Participants

The participants of the whole project include researchers of the provincial Institute of Education and Science, professors and graduate students of a normal university, school leaders, teachers, and students, etc. This study focused on the impact of parental emotional presence on second language acquisition. Participants included researchers who organized the project survey and 204,205 students in grade 5 and 147,805 students in grade 9. The Parental Emotional Companionship Questionnaire, filled out by students, measures the degree of emotional companionship perceived by children.



Instruments

In addition to the basic information of the students, the five-point Likert scale was used for the survey, ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). The questionnaire was written in Chinese, the first language of the participants.

The proxy variable of the dependent variable: The dependent variable is the final test score of the survey as the proxy variable. This test paper is unified and standardized, which can effectively measure students’ second language learning level.

The scale of Independent variable: The independent variable of this study is parental emotional companionship, which is to investigate the degree of students’ perceived emotional companionship from the perspective of students. The scale developed by Feng (2011) was adopted. There were three questions, and the questions were scored using Likert’s five-point scale. Example item: “When things go wrong, I can feel my parents trying to encourage and comfort me” (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree).

The scales of intermediate variables: The scales of learning confidence and internal learning motivation were developed by the provincial test project team according to relevant theories, and strict reliability and validity tests were carried out. There are five items in each scale. Five-point Likert scale was used for scoring. The example item of learning confidence is “If a problem seems too complicated, I do not want to try it (reverse course).” The example item of internal learning motivation is “as long as I can learn knowledge, difficult learning content or topics are also attractive to me” (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree).



Data analysis

After the survey data were obtained, the mean values of parental emotional companionship, learning confidence, and internal learning motivation were calculated using SPSS software. Then, all variables were standardized by SPSS. Finally, the PROCESS 3.5 program was embedded in SPSS, and the mediation model 6 which was consistent with the theoretical model of this study was selected. Through the Bootstrap method, the regression results between variables and the mediation effect index were obtained by repeated sampling 5,000 times within the 95% confidence interval.




Research results


Descriptive statistics

Table 1 shows the descriptive analysis results of variables, including the maximum value, minimum value, average value, standard deviation of each variable, and sample size, showing the basic information of the samples, among which the more important information is that parents’ emotional companionship, students’ learning confidence, and internal learning motivation in primary school are all higher than those in middle school, which lays the foundation for the subsequent test of main effect and mediating effect.



TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics of data.
[image: Table1]



Scale reliability and validity test

In this study, Cronbach’s α value and combined reliability CR values were used to measure the reliability of the scale. The results in Table 2 show that the Cronbach’s α values are all greater than 0.8, and the combined reliability CR values are all greater than 0.7, indicating that the internal consistency reliability of variables is relatively ideal. Meanwhile, the average extraction variance value (AVE) was used to measure the scale validity. AVE values were all greater than 0.5, which proved that the scale had good internal validity. In addition, the factor loading of all the questions is greater than 0.6, CIF values are all greater than 0.92, the RMSEA values were all less than 0.06, and the model fit was good.



TABLE 2 Reliability and validity test results of variables.
[image: Table2]



Main effect and mediating effect test

In order to examine the subjective effect of parental emotional companionship in promoting children’s second language acquisition and the mediating effect between learning confidence and internal learning motivation, the Bootstrap method was adopted. PROCESS 3.5 program was embedded in SPSS, 95% confidence interval was selected, and sampling was repeated 5,000 times. Tables 3, 4 report the fitting indexes and regression coefficients of the path model of the primary school group and the middle school group. According to the regression results, the p values were all less than 0.001, and the 95% confidence interval did not contain 0, indicating a good model fitting. Tables 5, 6 report the results of mediating effect size and proportion.



TABLE 3 Regression results of variables in primary school group.
[image: Table3]



TABLE 4 Regression results of each variable in the middle school group.
[image: Table4]



TABLE 5 Results of Bootstrap test of mediating effect in primary school group.
[image: Table5]



TABLE 6 Results of Bootstrap test of mediating effect in middle school group.
[image: Table6]

Hypothesis 1 focuses on the direct impact of parental emotional companionship on second language acquisition. As can be seen from Tables 3, 4, the direct effect of parental emotional companionship on second language acquisition of children in primary school group is significant (β = 0.252, p < 0.001), the direct effect was also significant in the middle school group (β = 0.025, p < 0.001). And the results of both groups showed that the 95% confidence interval did not contain 0, which further verified the stability of the results. Hypothesis 1 is verified by empirical results.

Hypothesis 2a focuses on the effect of parental emotional presence on children’s academic confidence. As can be seen from Tables 3, 4, the influence of parents’ emotional companionship on their children’s learning self-confidence is significant in the primary school group (β = 0.603, p < 0.001), the effect was also significant in the middle school group (β = 0.348, p < 0.001). And the results of both groups showed that the 95% confidence interval did not contain 0, which further verified the stability of the results. Hypothesis 2a is verified by empirical results.

Hypothesis 3a focuses on the influence of parental emotional companionship on children’s internal learning motivation. As can be seen from Tables 3, 4, the influence of parents’ emotional companionship on children’s internal learning motivation in primary school group is significant (β = 0.089, p < 0.001), the effect was also significant in the middle school group (β = 0.163, p < 0.001). And the results of both groups showed that the 95% confidence interval did not contain 0, which further verified the stability of the results. Hypothesis 3a is verified by empirical results.

Hypothesis 4a focuses on the influence of learning confidence on internal learning motivation. As can be seen from Tables 3, 4, the influence of learning self-confidence on internal learning motivation of primary school children is significant (β = 0.841, p < 0.001), the effect was also significant in the middle school group (β = 0.337, p < 0.001). And the results of both groups showed that the 95% confidence interval did not contain 0, which further verified the stability of the results. Hypothesis 3a is verified by empirical results.

Hypothesis 2b Focusing on parental emotional companionship promotes second language acquisition by enhancing learning confidence. From Tables 5, 6, as can be seen from Tables 5, 6, in the primary school group, the indirect effect size of learning confidence between parents’ emotional companionship and second language acquisition is 0.063, confidence interval is [0.057, 0.07], excluding 0, and the indirect effect is significant. The indirect effect size of the middle school group was 0.0154, and the confidence interval was [0.0149, 0.016], excluding 0, which was also significant. Hypothesis 2a is verified by empirical results.

Hypothesis 3b focusing on parental emotional companionship promotes children’s second language acquisition by improving internal learning motivation. Tables 5, 6 show that in the primary school group, the indirect effect size of internal learning motivation between parental emotional companionship and second language acquisition is 0.011, confidence interval is [0.01, 0.012], excluding 0, and the indirect effect is significant. Hypothesis 3b has been verified by the empirical results of the primary school group. This indirect effect size was −0.0003 for the middle school group. According to the research results of Wen and Ye (2014), if the mediating effect has the same sign as the total effect, it belongs to partial mediating effect; if the total effect has different sign, it belongs to masking effect. The absolute value of the ratio between indirect effect and direct effect is reported without considering whether the result is significant or not. Therefore, it can be inferred that the internal learning motivation of the middle school group shows a masking effect on the relationship between parents’ emotional companionship and children’s second language acquisition.

Hypothesis 4b focusing on learning confidence positively influences internal learning motivation, which plays a chain mediator role between parents’ emotional companionship and children’s second language acquisition. As can be seen from Tables 5, 6, the chain mediating effect size in primary school group is 0.061, and the confidence interval is [0.055, 0.067], excluding 0, and the chain effect is significant. Influenced by the masking effect of internal learning motivation, the indirect effect size of the middle school group is also negative (−0.0002). The masking effect of internal learning motivation will be discussed in the discussion section combined with relevant theories.

The assumed theoretical model focuses on whether the influence between variables is significant, whether the mediating effect of learning confidence and internal learning motivation is significant, and whether the chain mediating effect of learning confidence enhancing internal learning motivation is significant between parents’ emotional companionship and children’s second language acquisition. As can be seen in Figure 2, the influence coefficients among all variables in the primary school group are significant. Combined with the test results of the mediation effect mentioned above, the model is established. As shown in Figure 3, in the middle school group, the influence coefficient of internal learning motivation on second language acquisition was not significant, but all the others were significant. The product sign of the influence coefficient of parental emotional companionship to internal learning motivation multiplied by the influence coefficient of internal learning motivation to second language acquisition was opposite to the sign of the influence coefficient of parental emotional companionship to children’s second language acquisition, then the masking effect of internal learning motivation was considered, and the model was still valid.

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 Verification result of primary school group theoretical model.


[image: Figure 3]

FIGURE 3
 Verification result of the theoretical model of the middle school group.





Discussion


Theoretical model

Based on the second language learning model “affective filtering hypothesis,” cognitive-motivation model, and related literature review, this paper constructs a theoretical model of the influence of parental emotional companionship on children’s second language acquisition. Through Bootstrap method, PROCESS 3.5 program was embedded in SPSS to analyze the quality detection data of academic level in Jiangsu Province in 2020, and verify the theoretical model. The results of data analysis support the theoretical model: Learning confidence and internal learning motivation play a mediating role in the relationship between parents’ emotional companionship and children’s second language acquisition. In addition, learning confidence positively influences internal learning motivation, which plays a chain mediating role. Among them, the internal learning motivation of the junior middle school group showed masking effect. On the basis of discussing the theoretical model of parental affective companionship affecting children’s second language acquisition, this study will discuss the masking effect of the junior middle school group based on the internal motivation theory of Desi and Frast.

In terms of the direct impact of parental emotional companionship on children’s second language acquisition, the empirical results of both the elementary and middle school groups are significant, verifying the subject effect of the research hypothesis. In addition, from the perspective of Maslow’s need theory, parents’ emotional companionship can satisfy their children’s needs of belonging, love, and respect, thus helping them to pursue a higher level of self-realization. The influence of parental emotional companionship on second language acquisition as a way of self-actualization is consistent with the idea contained in this theoretical model. Existing studies also provide some support for this study. For example, parents’ emotional support can help second language learners’ academic achievement and literacy ability (Percy et al., 2013; Shin and Seger, 2016). Kim and Lee (2019) proved the importance of teachers’ and parents’ emotional support to children’s English academic achievement through empirical research, and encouraged more emotional support for students. The study of Ham et al. (2020) shows that students’ perception of parental emotional support is higher, and the second language learning effect is better. Students with lower perceived academic support have lower academic performance. These conclusions are consistent with the results of this study, but they are all drawn in the context outside of China. This study shows that under the background of Chinese culture, parents’ emotional companionship still promotes children’s second language acquisition, which brings inspiration to family interaction in China. In addition, these relevant studies did not deeply explore the internal influencing mechanism, and this study goes further in theoretical depth.

In terms of the mediating effect of children’s internal learning motivation and learning confidence, the establishment of this hypothesis is consistent with the cognitive-motivation model which emphasizes that self-cognition and motivation play a mediating role between affective factors and academic achievement. There are few completely consistent results, but they also provide some support. Csizér and Kormos (2009) found that parents’ emotional support was an important factor affecting Hungarian students’ attitude and motivation in second language learning. Morris et al. (2013) also found that in the second language learning of Korean students, parental encouragement is positively correlated with learning motivation, while parental neglect is negatively correlated with motivation. Both studies support the motivational boost of parental emotional companionship. Crookes and Schmidt’s (1991) research shows that higher learning motivation helps foreign language learners to improve their attention while using more cognitive strategies，one of the factors determining motivation is whether personal needs are met. This study emphasizes that demand fulfillment affects learners’ behaviors in the process of foreign language learning by influencing their motivation, which is somewhat related to, but not completely consistent with this study, which focuses specifically on the emotional needs and the outcomes of second language learning rather than behaviors. Crookes and Schmidt’s (1991) study brings some enlightenment to this research: as the closest people of children, parents’ emotional companionship can especially meet their children’s emotional needs, thus promoting the improvement of learning motivation, and then learners will be more focused on their second language learning and use more strategies, thus improving their second language academic level. In addition, according to the emotional security hypothesis, a good parent–child relationship can satisfy the emotional support that primary and secondary school students need for their ability development, thus promoting them to explore the outside world more bravely and openly (Davies and Cummings, 1994). Exploring the outside world bravely and openly is a sign of confidence, and the emotional support from parents provided by a good parent–child relationship can promote children to explore new things confidently. The first language is something everyone is familiar with, while the second language is a new and challenging thing from the outside world for learners. Parents’ emotional support can improve their children’s confidence in exploring the second language world and thus improve their second language learning. The higher the learner’s confidence in second language learning, the more willing they are to learn this language independently, and at the same time, they will challenge higher learning goals. Students’ confidence in second language learning positively promotes the internal learning motivation. Falout and Maruyama (2004) found that impaired self-confidence was the main factor leading to negative motivation. Although the research focused on the opposite direction, it was consistent with the relationship between self-confidence and motivation emphasized in the chain mediation of this study.

As for the masking effect of internal learning motivation in the middle school group, the effect of internal learning motivation on the relationship between parents’ emotional companionship and children’s second language acquisition may be affected by the degree of perceived autonomy of children. The theory of motivation by Desi and Forrester (2021a) shows that supporting and affirming the social environment of people’s perceived autonomy will enhance intrinsic motivation, while weakening that will destroy intrinsic motivation. The research of Ryan and Lynch (1989) found that teenagers express their will under the premise of relying on their parents, rather than strongly demanding to live independently from their parents. Teenagers are more likely to strive for a certain degree of autonomy from the will. In this critical period, if parents’ emotional companionship fails to support their pursuit of autonomy, it will destroy their children’s internal learning motivation and negatively affect their academic achievement. As one of the influential factors of social environment, parental emotional companionship can both enhance and destroy children’s internal learning motivation, which is related to the degree of parental control and autonomy felt by children. Therefore, the masking effect of internal learning motivation may be related to junior middle school students’ pursuit of autonomy and their failure to fully realize it. Desi and Forrester (2021b) argue that people are born to establish emotional connection with others and then rely on others. Dependence is motivated by the need to love and be loved. If we feel autonomous dependence, it is natural, beneficial, and healthy. Therefore, parents should pay attention to the realization of children’s autonomy while providing emotional support for their children. Nikolov (1999) took students aged 6–14 as the research object and studied their motivation for learning a foreign language. The results showed that children aged 11–14 were more likely to be affected by utilitarian factors of language rather than intrinsic motivation. This is consistent with the results of this study. The conclusion that adolescents are less susceptible to internal motivation is consistent with the results of this study. Existentialist philosophy holds that people always have a choice, that people create their own existence through their own choices every moment; therefore, they are fully responsible for themselves, rather than yielding to the forces of chaos and control. Parents should avoid using the power of control while providing emotional support for their children, so that their children can fully feel competent and independent, form a healthy and natural dependence, and promote the improvement of internal learning motivation.



Theoretical significance

Based on the theory, this study explores the relationship and internal mechanism between parents’ emotional companionship and their children’s second language acquisition, and enhances the understanding of cognitive improvement through emotional flow between parents and children. The “affective filtering hypothesis” in the second language learning model has been widely accepted, which emphasizes the influence of learners’ emotional state on language learning. Existing literature has shown that learning confidence and motivation can effectively promote learners’ second language acquisition, and learners’ emotional factors have attracted much attention. The path by which emotional flow between parents and children promotes cognition is not clear. Therefore, based on the cognitive-motivation model theory, this study explores the influence of parental emotional companionship on learners’ learning-related emotional factors through emotional flow, and then promotes second language acquisition. The theoretical framework of this study deepens the theoretical understanding of the role of parental affective companionship in children’s second language acquisition and broadens the thinking of future research.



Practical significance

In real life, parents most often choose to directly participate in their children’s learning process to help their children acquire second language, which often leads to parent–child relationship tension and children’s learning anxiety. This study has important guiding significance for parents’ companionship and children’s second language acquisition. On the one hand, in order to promote their children’s second language acquisition, parents should pay attention to emotional companionship and treat their children in an understanding, encouraging, and inclusive way. Only in this way can their children’s learning motivation and learning confidence be enhanced. Through the input of external emotions, the inner emotional problems in second language acquisition can be solved. However, parents should pay attention to fully respect their children’s autonomy and freedom in the process of emotional companionship, and should not turn emotional companionship into emotional shackles. On the other hand, in the process of second language learning, children can turn to their parents for understanding, encouragement, and support if they encounter lack of self-confidence or lack of motivation. Even though parents may not be proficient in a second language, they can still be helpful in terms of emotional stimulation.



Limitations and future prospects

This study still has some limitations. First, there are few similar studies, so it is difficult to find the same results for comparative demonstration. In future studies, repeated demonstrations in different cultural backgrounds can be considered to further verify the validity of this theoretical model. Second, the data used in this study are panel data, which affects the determination of the stability of the results to a certain extent. In future studies, panel data can be used to verify the validity of the model again.




Conclusion

Scholars have been devoted to exploring the influencing factors of learners’ second language acquisition, but few studies have focused on the influence of parents’ emotional companionship on children’s second language acquisition. Based on the second language learning model “affective filtering hypothesis,” cognitive-motivation model, and related literature review, this paper constructs a theoretical model of the influence of parental emotional companionship on children’s second language acquisition. Based on the academic quality monitoring data of Jiangsu Province in 2020, the Bootstrap method was used for empirical test. The results showed that parental emotional companionship positively promoted their children’s second language acquisition through the mediating effects of learning confidence and internal learning motivation, and learning confidence affected internal learning motivation and played a chain mediating role between this relationships. The data analysis results in the middle school show certain particularity, and the indirect effect of internal learning motivation is the masking effect. Based on the motivation theory, the mediating effect of internal learning motivation between parents’ emotional companionship and children’s second language acquisition may be influenced by the degree of perceived autonomy of children. Due to the current data, this study can only explain this result from a theoretical perspective. Future studies may consider including the degree of children’s perceived autonomy as a moderating variable between parents’ emotional companionship and children’s internal learning motivation to provide empirical evidence. In addition, the most important thing is that parents should strengthen the emotional accompaniment to their children, while paying attention not to turn emotional accompaniment into emotional shackles, and should fully meet their children’s needs for autonomy.
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