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The influence of parent—child
attachment on school
adjustment among the
left-behind children of overseas
Chinese: The chain mediating
role of peer relationships and
hometown identity

Huilan Zhang, Zihan Li, Xiaoqiu Yan*' and Chunkao Deng*!

Department of Education, College of Education, Wenzhou University, Wenzhou, China

Background: The left-behind children of overseas Chinese are a kind of
vulnerable children in the eastern coastal areas of China. Previous studies have
shown that there are problems in their school adjustment. This study explored
the relationship between parent—child attachment and school adaptation
among the left-behind children of overseas Chinese parents, as well as the
chain mediating role of peer relationships and hometown identity.

Methods: A total of 1,047 students in grades 3-8 from 5 schools in Zhejiang
Province were selected by cluster sampling. The cross-sectional survey was
compiled from the Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment, the Adaptation
subscale of the Adolescent Mental Health Quality Questionnaire—Chinese
Version, the Hometown Identity Scale, and the Student Peer Relationship
Scale. Structural equation modeling was used to test the conceptual model.

Results: The results showed that the influence of parent—child attachment on
school adjustment among the left-behind children of overseas Chinese was
mediated by hometown identity. Moreover, this impact was also sequentially
mediated by peer relationships and hometown identity.

Conclusion: This study revealed peer relationships and hometown identity
as underlying mechanism that explained the influence of parent—child
attachment on school adjustment among left-behind children. It may provide
empirical support for future interventions.

left-behind children, parent—child attachment, school adjustment, peer
relationships, hometown identity
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Introduction

Left-behind children of overseas Chinese refer to those who
are left behind in China after their parents leaving the country, due
to economic or family reasons (Su et al., 2013). Growing economic
globalization and the Belt and Road Initiative have led to an
increase in the cross-border population movements of Chinese
people. With more than 60 million people in more than 160
countries and regions on all continents (Zheng et al., 2022), the
Chinese diaspora is one of the world’s largest. However, a huge
number of children remain in China when their parents move
overseas. Recent studies have shown that these left-behind children
experience poorer academic adjustment (Wang et al., 2021), more
loneliness (Ling et al., 2017), and lower levels of peer support (Lan
and Wang, 2019), fueling concern and motivating researchers to
find ways to help them adjust socially and academically.

School is the primary setting for children’s learning and
development, and children’s academic achievement and personal
psychological growth are significantly influenced by their ability
to adapt to environmental changes (Cleveland and Fisher, 2014).
Additionally, as a crucial resource for future engagement in
nation-building, low levels of school adjustment can easily result
in false perceptions of oneself and one’s regional culture, especially
for the left-behind children of diaspora whose discomfort with
school can negatively affect their ability to socialize (Keshavarz
et al,, 2010). At the same time, COVID-19 has limited cross-
country mobility and made it harder for parents and children to
communicate offline, reducing the support that children need to
cope with negative stimuli. With increasing numbers of children
left behind by overseas parents, who they cannot see due to the
impact of COVID-109, efforts to facilitate school adjustment are
increasingly important.

The relationship between parent—child
attachment and school adjustment

Parent—child attachment refers to the lasting and stable
emotional bond between parents and children, it can be divided
into three types: secure attachment, avoidant attachment and
contradictory attachment (Bowlby, 1977). It is the most important
foundation of caregiver-child dyadic relationships within the
family and has a significant impact on an individual’s interaction
with peers. Attachment theory holds that children whose
interactions with parents are characterized by care and trust
develop a positive internal working model of social interaction.
Otherwise, individuals tend to develop negative internal working
models, lack the willingness to socialize and struggle to interact
positively with others (Bowlby, 1982). Subsequent research has
also confirmed that children with less secure levels of attachment
tend to lack trust and communication with their parents and are
more likely to engage in problematic behaviors, while children
with higher parent-child secure attachment levels are more likely
to develop prosocial behaviors (Laible, 2007).
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School adjustment is the extent to which students can adapt to
the demands, academic tasks, and interpersonal relationships of
the school system, as well as feel comfortable, engaged, and
accepted in the school environment (Ladd et al., 1997). It includes
academic, behavioral, and emotional forms of adaptation.
Numerous studies have shown that parent—child attachment is
positively associated with children’s levels of school adjustment
(Bardack et al., 2017). Among children with disabilities, parent-
child attachment also positively affects children’s participation in
school activities, academic achievement, and behavior (Huang
et al,, 2018). Essentially, a healthy family relationship is the basis
on which a child goes on to develop a healthy personality (Ooi
et al, 2006). Based on the findings summarized above,
we proposed our first hypothesis.

Hypothesis 1 (HI): Parent—child secure attachment is
significantly and positively correlated with school adaptation

among the left-behind children of the Chinese diaspora.

The mediating role of peer relationships

Peers are significant individuals in children’s lives and an
essential external resource in the process of individual
socialization. Peer relationships are defined as interpersonal ties
formed during interactions between people of a similar age and
psychological development. Peers provide companionship,
emotional support, and recreational opportunities as children
grow and develop (Oberle et al.,, 2018). Peer relationships play a
significant role in childrens acceptance, integration, and
participation in the school environment. These links also influence
psychological variables related to the environment, such as
children’s attitudes to school, their drive to succeed, and their self-
control. Conversely, negative peer relationships may cause
youngsters to retreat from and avoid social situations, which can
lead to psychological issues like social anxiety and introversion
(Molden et al., 2009). Studies have confirmed that close peer
relationships can affect children’s ability to regulate their conduct
and develop new social attitudes (Heinze et al., 2018). Similarly,
peer relationships can help children who have been left behind:
the formation of emotional ties in peer relationships can help left-
behind kids adjust cognitively, emotionally, and behaviorally by
making up for the absence of immediate family members (Ling
et al,, 2017). Overall, it is likely that peer relationships are an
important factor influencing the integration and adjustment of the
left-behind children of the diaspora.

Early parent-child interactions can influence the development
and direction of childrens future interpersonal relationships
(Bernier et al.,, 2015). Effective parent—child attachment can help
children develop positive self-perceptions and expectations of
peer behavior, making individuals more likely to develop a sense
of trust. Research has also shown that high-quality parent-child
attachment helps children to develop better emotional regulation,
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which in turn enhances their sense of inclusion in peer interactions
and their self-identity in social interactions (Healy and Sanders,
2018). Conversely, children with lower levels of parent-child
secure attachment are more likely to exhibit adverse signs of
physical and emotional development that negatively predict the
quality of their peer interactions and social identity (Duffy and
Nesdale, 2009). Given these findings, we proposed our
second hypothesis.

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Peer relationships mediate the relationship
between parent-child attachment and school adaptation
among the left-behind children of the Chinese diaspora.

The mediating role of hometown identity

Hometown identity is the psychological process by which
individuals construct meaning and seek belonging based on a
specific local culture. Its formation is primarily influenced by the
public order and customs, behavioral norms, and sense of
belonging that individuals experience in their hometown society
(Chen et al., 2020). Ecological systems theory views the physical
and psychological environment of the family as a micro-system
that gradually extends to the hometown and society. The family,
hometown, and the social setting where students live and learn
(school) are the projections of children’s psychological activities
during this process. This is an internal structure of mutual
influence, meaning that children’s acceptance of their home
environment affects their psychological engagement in this
environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Furthermore, children’s
adaptation to the home environment also affects their feelings in
the social environment (school), which directly influences how
they perceive and interact with the place and group to which they
belong (Liu et al., 2022). In this sense, therefore, an individual’s
local identity and identification with his or her home town
inevitably affects the extent to which he or she adapts to the school
environment in a self sense (Zhao et al., 2022). It has been shown
that children’s hometown identity is positively associated with
their level of school adjustment; for example, one study found that
the degree to which ethnic identity was locally integrated
predicted the school adjustment of migrant children (Spiegler
etal, 2018).

Thus, the group affiliation and local identity of children left
behind by overseas parents affect their ability to adjust to school.
At the same time, the parent—child interaction process consists of
a psychological process of seeking self, collective and territorial
belonging (Seror, 2022). Children with strong parent—child secure
attachments can meet their emotional developmental needs and
generate many positive psychological experiences. These positive
experiences insulate them from negative emotional shocks,
enhance their identification with the regional cultural
environment in which they grow up, and reduce the risk of
confusion over issues related to belonging (Freeman et al., 2022).
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On the other hand, children whose parent-child secure
attachments are weaker may struggle more to develop a social-
cultural sense of regional belonging and may not develop
adaptively in the emotional, cognitive, and behavioral domains.
On this basis, we formulated our third hypothesis.

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Hometown identity mediates the
relationship between parent-child attachment and school
adjustment among the left-behind children of the
Chinese diaspora.

The current study

Although left-behind children have been studied extensively,
some gaps in knowledge remain unfilled. For instance, most
earlier studies concentrated on the mental health issues of left-
behind children while virtually ignoring their difficulties in
adjusting to schooling, which may considerably impact their
futures. In grades 4-8, left-behind children are at an important
stage of moral development (Hu et al., 2014), so it is crucial to
closely investigate their learning and adaptation. Additionally, past
research has not adequately examined the individual
circumstances of left-behind children. Numerous studies have
concentrated on the impact of environmental factors (Ye and Pan,
2011), but we should pay more attention to themselves. Our
overall aim was thus to investigate the elements influencing the
school adjustment of left-behind children and the underlying

mechanism of action.

Materials and methods
Participants

This study was conducted in October 2021 and April 2022,
after the COVID-19 pandemic. We used whole-group sampling
to select students at grades 3-8 from 5 schools in Wenzhou City,
Zhejiang Province, eastern China. A total of 1,047 children
participated in the survey. Many of Wenzhou’s former inhabitants
have relocated overseas, making the population highly suited to
our research aims. Based on Zhao et al’s criteria (Zhao et al.,
2012), 59 unsuitable responses were excluded, leaving a valid
response rate of >90% (988 children). The sample included 379
children with both parents abroad (49.06% female; M = 12.44 years
old, SD=0.53), 132 children with fathers only overseas (48.78%
female, M=11.57years, SD=0.42), and 95 children whose
mothers only were abroad (46.67% female, M=12.09years,
SD=0.57). There were 382 children whose parents had not gone
overseas (52.64% female, M=11.31years old, SD=0.43). Thus,
among the 606 children of one or two overseas parents, those born
abroad accounted for the largest proportion, at 49.06%, while
those born in their hometown made up 39.62% of the sample.
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Overall, 32.16% of the children had been left behind for 1-2 years;
39.45% for 3-5years; and 28.39% for more than 5years.

Measures

Parent—child attachment questionnaire

The Parent-child Attachment Questionnaire developed by
Armsden and Greenberg (1987) and revised by Zhao et al. (2019).
It contains two sub-sections covering father-child and mother—
child secure attachment. Each subsection consists of 10 items
divided into three dimensions: trust, communication, and
detachment, and is scored on a 5-point scale (1 =never, 5=always).
Following scholarly precedent, the father-child and mother—child
attachment scores were combined to obtain the total parent-child
attachment score (Di Folco et al., 2017). This was the sum of the
scores from the trust and communication dimensions minus the
score from the detachment dimension. The internal consistency
coefficient of the parent—child attachment questionnaire
was 0.897.

Student peer relationship scale

Students’ relationships with their peers were evaluated using
the Student Peer Relationship Scale created by Rose and Asher
(1999). The 16-item survey is graded on a 5-point scale (1="“not
at all;” 5="totally”). The scale is divided into three dimensions:

“welcome;” “exclusion,” and “isolation.” The higher the total score
on the peer relationship scale, the better the peer relationship. The

scale’s internal consistency coefficient for this study was 0.912.

Hometown identity scale

The Hometown Identity Scale developed by Hwang was used
to evaluate students’ hometown identity status (Hwang and
Chang, 2011). The questionnaire consists of 18 items and is scored
on a 5-point scale (1 ="“not at all,” 5="“completely”). In this study,
the internal consistency coefficient of the Hometown Identity
Scale was 0.923.

School adaptation scale

School Adaptation was assessed using a 13-item Chinese
version of the original scale developed by Zhang et al. (2012). A
5-point Likert-type scale was used to score responses (1="“not at
all 5="fully”). Five items assessed academic adjustment (e.g., “I
can connect old and new knowledge to learn”), four measured

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1041805

interpersonal adjustment (e.g., “I feel that others treat me in a
friendly way”), and four measured emotional adjustment (e.g., I
have a way to make myself happy when things go wrong”). The
mean score of the 13 items was taken, with higher scores
indicating greater school adjustment. In the current study, the
internal consistency coefficient of this scale was 0.889.

Research procedures

We sought the help of principals and teachers to access the
study participants. Then, we contacted the participants’ parents or
guardians online and obtained their permission. Before data
collection, all questionnaires were administered using group tests
with the assistance of classroom teachers, and the students were
assured of the voluntary and confidential nature of this research.
Students independently completed the four scales during
classroom hours or immediately after school. After the
questionnaires were returned, common method bias tests and
correlation analyses were conducted using SPSS 26.0, and
mediated effects analyses were conducted using PROCESS for
SPSS developed by Hayes (2013).

Results
Common method deviation test

The Harman one-way test was used to test for common
method bias. The results showed that there were 16 factors with
eigenvalues greater than 1 and the variance explained by the first
factor was 27.173%, which was less than the critical criterion of
40%, indicating that the possibility of common method bias in this
study was low.

Correlation analysis of each latent
variable

The results of the correlation analysis of the variables of
parent—child secure attachment, peer relationship, school
adjustment, and hometown identity (see Table 1) show that the
four variables were significantly correlated with each other.
Significant correlations were detected between the following: peer

TABLE 1 Correlation analysis among variables for left-behind children of the diaspora (n=606).

1 2 3 4
1. Parent—child attachment 1
2. Peer relationships 0.510%* 1
3. School adaptation 0.496%* 0.617%% 1
4. Hometown identity 0.375%% 0.430%* 0.504%* 1
#5p <001,
Frontiers in Psychology 04 frontiersin.org
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TABLE 2 Analysis of the regression relationship between the variables.

10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1041805

Regression equation (N=606) Overall fit coefficient Significance of regression coefficients
‘I}::;:lg;:sg Predictor variables R R? F B t
School adaptation 0.650 0.423 50.357
Gender —0.026 —1.649
Grade Level 0.054 1.586
Parent-child attachment 0.467 7.311%%*
Companionship 0.515 0.265 24.744%%%
Gender —0.031 —0.512
Grade —0.043 —0.691
Parent—child attachment 0.503 8.262%%*
Hometown identity 0.475 0.225 14.907%**
Gender 0.052 0.838
Grade Level —-0.016 —0.259
Parent—child attachment 0.226 3.118%*
Companionship 0.314 4.381%%*
School adaptation 0.732 0.536 47.118%%*
Gender —0.023 —0.479
Grade —0.102 —2.063*
Parent-child attachment 0.310 5.389% %
Companionship 0.346 5.948%%*
Hometown identity 0.228 4.203%%*

#p<0.05; *#p <0.01; *#¥p <0.001. All continuous variables in the model were standardized; gender and grade were dummy coded, 1 =male, 2 =female.

relationships and parent—child attachment (r=0.510, p<0.01),
peer relationships and school adjustment (r=0.617, p<0.01),
hometown identity and school adjustment (r=0.504, p<0.01),
school adjustment and parent-child attachment (r=0.496,
p<0.01), hometown identity and parent—child attachment
(r=0.375, p<0.01), and peer relationships and hometown identity
(r=0.430, p<0.01).

The test of the chain mediating role of
peer relations and hometown identity

The results showed a two-by-two positive correlation between
the variables and met the statistical requirements for further tests
of their mediating effects of peer relationships and hometown
identity. A chained mediating effects test was conducted using
Model 6 in the SPSS macro program, with gender and grade as
control variables, parent—child attachment as the independent
variable, peer relationship and hometown identity as mediating
variables, and school adjustment as the dependent variable
for analysis.

The results of the regression analysis (Table 2) showed that
parent—child attachment significantly and positively predicted
school adjustment (f=0.467, p<0. 001). After peer relationships
and hometown identity were included in the regression equation,
parent—child attachment significantly and positively predicted
peer relationships (#=0.503, p<0.001) and hometown identity
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(#=0.226, p<0.01). Parent-child attachment remained a
significant positive predictor of school adjustment ($=0.310,
p<0.001) after including peer relationships ($=0.503, p<0.001)
and hometown identity ($=0.226, p<0.01) while peer
relationships were a significant positive predictor of home town
identity (#=0.314, p<0.001) and school adjustment (3=0.346,
p<0.001).

The results of the quantitative analysis of the mediating effects
(see Figure 1; Table 3) show that peer relationships and hometown
identity played a significant mediating role in the link between
parent—child attachment and school adjustment among children
whose overseas parents had left them behind, with a total
standardized mediating effect value of 0.262, accounting for
51.35% of the total effect of parent-child attachment on school
adjustment (effect value of 0.310). The mediating effect consisted
of three profile effects: indirect effect 1 (with an effect size of
0.174) for the parent—child attachment — peer relationship —
school adjustment pathway; indirect effect 2 (effect size: 0.051) for
the parent—child attachment — hometown identity — school
adjustment pathway; and indirect effect 3 (0.036) for the parent—
child attachment — peer relationship — hometown identity —
school adjustment pathway. These three indirect effects accounted
for 29.68, 12.18, and 14.31% of the total effect, respectively. The
95% confidence intervals for all three indirect effects did not
contain 0, indicating that all three were significant.

Next, a two-by-two comparison of indirect effects across
pathways was conducted to examine whether there were

frontiersin.org
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FIGURE 1

Mediated effects pathway test. ***p<0.001
TABLE 3 Analysis of intermediary effect sizes (N=606).

. Relative
Effect Indirect effect value Boot SE Boot LLCI Boot ULCI . .
intermediary effects

Total indirect effect 0.262 0.038 0.189 0.341 51.35%
Indirect effect 1 0.174 0.036 0.104 0.247 29.68%
Indirect effect 2 0.051 0.020 0.017 0.098 12.18%
Indirect effect 3 0.036 0.013 0.016 0.065 14.31%
Compare 1 0.123 0.046 0.031 0.210
Compare 2 0.138 0.041 0.055 0.217
Compare 3 0.015 0.022 —0.028 0.060

Boot SE, Boot LLCI, and Boot ULCI refer to the standard errors, lower and upper 95% confidence intervals of the indirect effects estimated by the bias-corrected percentile Bootstrap
method, respectively; Indirect effect 1: Parent—child attachment — peer relationship — school adjustment; Indirect effect 2: Parent—child attachment — hometown identity — school
adjustment; Indirect effect 3: Parent—child attachment — peer relationships — hometown identity — school adjustment.

significant pathway differences: Comparison 1 shows that the
bootstrap at a 95% confidence interval for the difference
between indirect effects 1 and 2 did not contain 0, indicating
that these two effects differed significantly, with indirect effect
1 greater than indirect effect 2. Similarly, indirect effect 1 was
greater than indirect effect 3, while the difference between
indirect effects 1 and 2 was greater than indirect effect 2.

Discussion

The positive predictive effect of parent—
child attachment on the school
adjustment of left-behind children

The findings indicated that parent-child attachment was
significantly and positively related to school adjustment
among children left behind by one or both diasporic parents,
with structural equation modeling confirming parent-child
attachment as a significant and positive predictor of school
adjustment. Notably, the pathways modeled in this study
show that peer relationships and hometown identity mediated

Frontiers in Psychology

06

the effect of parent-child attachment on the school
adjustment of left-behind children, thereby supporting the
ecological system theory that parent-child attachment will
directly influence the ability of left-behind children to adjust
to school as well as indirectly influencing it through peer
relationships and hometown identity. In addition, the
relationship between parent-child attachment and school
adjustment was even more pronounced among children left
behind by overseas parents, where the isolation of children
from their parents—the “defining characteristic” of such
children—is the core indicator that distinguishes children left
behind from those not left behind (Chung et al., 2021).
Children separated from their parents for sustained periods
demonstrate significantly lower levels of parent-child
attachment than those who remain together (Zhang and
Deng, 2022), and relatively lower levels of school adjustment,
pointing to the developmental risks to left-behind children
(Doumen et al., 2012). Interventions might therefore center
on improving parent-child attachment as a means of
enhancing left-behind children’s adjustment to their schools,
such as improving the quality of parent-child communication
(Zhang et al., 2021).
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The mediating effects of peer relations
and hometown identity

The findings show that parent-child attachment may influence
the school adjustment of children left behind by overseas parents
through the mediating role of peer relationships or hometown
identity. Furthermore, specific pathway analysis revealed that
parent—child attachment was a more powerful positive predictor
of peer relationships than of hometown identity, while peer
relationships positively predicted school adjustment more strongly
than hometown identity. Attachment theory suggests that securely
attached individuals tend to possess positive self-other schemata
and that strong parent-child attachment promotes positive
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral development. On the one
hand, individuals with high-quality parent-child attachments are
more confident and trustworthy (Gomez-Ortiz et al., 2020). They
are more likely to develop high-quality friendships with peers in
their daily school lives. On the other hand, individuals with high-
quality parent-child attachments are more likely to perceive care
and support from their peers and adjust to the school environment
accordingly (Ratelle et al., 2017). Thus, parent—child attachment
is more closely related to peer relationships. At the same time,
good peer relationships not only enable children to acquire social
values and develop and exercise their social skills but also
contribute to healthy cognitive and emotional development (Rose
et al, 2022). Conversely, poor peer relationships may obstruct
children’ ability to make the necessary school adjustments in the
Ladd’s
Interpersonal Model of School Adjustment emphasizes the role of

academic, emotional, and behavioral domains.
children’s peer relationships (including peer attachments) in the
process of adapting to educational environments (Birch and Ladd,
1997). Peer attachment is both positively correlated with and
predicts school adjustment (Laible et al., 2000), and is thus more

closely related to school adjustment than hometown identity.

The chain mediating effects of peer
relations and hometown identity

Good peer relationships provide the necessary emotional
support for children to grow as individuals, reducing the risk of
them developing psychological problems such as depression and
anxiety (Watson, 2019). According to the Interpersonal Model of
School Adjustment, interpersonal relationships that people form
in groups at a young age can help individuals adjust to complex
social situations and directly impact their understanding (Ladd,
1988). This study views hometown identity as both a psychological
notion that creates a person’s self-image and a method that people
use to process, use, and modify local information about themselves
(Romera Félix et al., 2022). In this way, peer relationships are an
important influence on the way individuals construct their self-
concept and sense of belonging to a particular vernacular culture.
The evidence from the present study also validated, for the first
time, the proposition that peer relationships and hometown
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identity function as a chain mediator in parent-child attachment
and school adjustment, and to be more specific, that the chain
partially mediating the relationship between parent-child
relationship and school adjustment. One study showed that
weaker hometown identity among Chinese immigrants was
significantly associated with poorer interpersonal relationships, a
relationship moderated by the degree of social adjustment (Lin
etal., 2022).

Besides, we found that there is a transmission pathway of
parent—child attachment-peer relationship-hometown identity-
school adjustment. This implies that when parent—child
attachment can be maintained at a certain level among left-behind
children of overseas Chinese, it may enable them to better merge
into the community (Xu et al, 2015), establish healthier
companionship with peers (Li et al., 2011), access better local
identity and a sense of hometown belonging, which leads to a
better adaptive psychological performance to their school
(Mattiace and de Mola, 2015); therefore, a seamless connection
between parent-child attachment, peer relationships, hometown
identity, and school adjustment is crucial for this as yet unclear
research field (Zou et al., 2021). As it is capable of supporting the
left-behind children of overseas Chinese to establish a stable
mental model to handle the adverse effects of spatial separation
with their parents and prompting their environmental adaptability,
so that the conversion effectiveness of parent—child relationship
on individuals’ school environment perception, adjustment and
adaptability will be further optimized.

Conclusion

In summary, the main findings of this study are as follows:
(1) Parent—child attachment was positively correlated with
school adjustment among left-behind children of the Chinese
diaspora; (2) Among these children, peer relationships and
hometown identity partially mediated the relationship
between parent-child attachment and school adjustment; (3)
Peer relationships and hometown identity played a chain
mediating role in the relationship between parent-child
attachment and school adjustment.

Limitations

Without underplaying the contribution of the present study,
several limitations must also be mentioned. Firstly, because the
study population was confined to randomly selected students
from one specific city (Wenzhou, Zhejiang Province), it is not
genuinely representative. Future research should therefore
increase the sample size to fully represent the target population.
In addition, this was a cross-sectional study and thus cannot
accurately determine the causal relationship between the variables.
Therefore, future studies should take a longitudinal approach to
address this deficiency.
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