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Abstract

With the advancement of urbanization in China, there are millions left-behind children whose parents
left home to support families, experiencing lot of discrimination. The study aims to develop a scale
measuring left-behind children’s discrimination perceptions (discrimination perceptions of left-behind
children, DPLC) in China and investigate the discrimination perceptions of left-behind children using
the DPLC scale. The data for 105 left-behind children were used to measure the reliability and analyze
the items of the DPLC scale in the pre-test. The data for 402 left-behind children were used to verify the
construct validity and internal consistency of the DPLC scale and investigate children’ discrimination
perceptions of left-behind in China. This study reports the development process of the DPLC scale and
presents a valid scale for measuring discrimination perceptions of left-behind in the future.

Introduction

From the late 1980s to the early 1990s in
China, a large number of rural labor force went
to cities to work, which made the problem
of floating population become an important
social phenomenon in China's cities. In this
process, a considerable part of the rural labor
force brought their children to the city, thus
forming a group of migrant children in the
city. However, there are a few children who
can migrate with their parents and receive
education in the city due to the China's
household registration policy, most of them
are far away from their parents and study and
live in the countryside. Thus, a group of left
behind children come up in China. The term
left behind children refers to children under
16 years old who are left in their hometown
because both or one of their parents is
working, doing business, or studying outside,
and need to be taken care of by other relatives,
friends, and teachers [1]. According to the
data of the sixth national census in China,
the scale of left-behind children aged 0 to 17
(defined as left-behind children when one of
their parents goes out) is 69.7million, and the
number of left-behind children in rural areas
is 6 1million [2].

The disadvantaged children, including
migrant children and left behind children,
often face cross learning environment and
unfriendly treatment of some urban people
in the process of education, which makes
children suffer a series of institutional and

structural discrimination [3]. Discrimination
is often defined as some form of differential
consideration or treatment which, among
other features, entails a disadvantage for
discriminates [4]. It’s found left behind
children often experience the perception of
discrimination [5]. Shen et al. [6] point out
that left behind children will feel the exclusive
attitude from peers, teachers, neighbors, and
communities, resulting in the perception of
individual discrimination. Meanwhile, left
behind children will also have the awareness
when they feel that their group is excluded or
treated unfairly, that is they have the perception
of group discrimination.

Discrimination perception and its impact

Perception of discrimination refers to an
individual's perception that he or she and
the group he or she belongs to have received
negative evaluation or unjust treatment from
the outside world [7]. It is an individual's
subjective experience, which is closely related
to an individual's membership [8]. Although
previous studies cannot equate discrimination
perception with objective discrimination
behavior, discrimination perception, as an
important psychological reality variable of
vulnerable groups, has attracted a large number
ofresearchers'attention. Liuetal. [9] believe that
the perception of discrimination is a subjective
experience relative to objective discrimination,
which refers to the different or unfair treatment
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perceived by individuals due to their group membership (such
as race, household registration, etc.). Discrimination perception
is better than objective discrimination behavior as a practical
variable of individual's behavior and psychology [10].

Brown and Bigler [11] put forward the mechanism of
discrimination perception They proposed three factors that
affect children's perception of discrimination: (1) cognitive
factors, that is, children's cognitive ability to detect other
people's or their own discrimination behavior. For example, if
a child's emotional intelligence quotient is relatively low, it is
difficult to perceive the discrimination information conveyed by
other people's emotional disclosure; (2) Situational factors, i.e.
the situational cues that children may refer to when classifying
others' behaviors as discriminatory or non-discriminatory
behaviors; (3) Individual difference factor, that is, some
children are more likely than others to perceive the individual
difference factor of discriminatory behavior. An individual's
self-concept is mainly established through the interaction with
important others. To a large extent, individuals need to rely
on others' feedback evaluation to establish their self-concept.
Individuals who have been discriminated against for a long time
may internalize other people's prejudices into their own views,
thus affecting their sense of self-worth and gradually showing
a behavior consistent with other people's negative stereotypes.

According to the above point of view, the disadvantaged
position of left behind children will make them in a dangerous
situation, which makes them wvulnerable to the situational
stimulation of discrimination. Once left behind children
perceive their disadvantaged position and do not have enough
social support or do not feel enough social support to deal with
their dangerous situation, they will experience pressure. In the
face of that, left behind children will take corresponding coping
methods, or resist their unfair situation, or avoid, or actively
respond.

The discrimination perception of left-behind Children is
closely related to their mental health [7,12-14]. Fan et al. [15]
explored the relationship between family economic status
and subjective well-being of left-behind children and found
that perceived discrimination played a partial mediating role
between family economic status, life satisfaction and positive
emotions, while it played a complete mediating role between
negative emotions. There is a significant negative correlation
between left-behind children's perceived discrimination and
various variables of happiness: the stronger the left-behind
children's perceived discrimination, the worse their happiness
[6]. The discrimination perceived by left-behind children has
a negative impact on their physical and mental development.
High levels of discrimination perception are often accompanied
by negative emotions [16] and problem behaviors [17].

Measurement of left behind children’s discrimination
perception

Based on a large number of studies on investigate perceived
discrimination, including the domestic questionnaire on the
study of migrant children's perceived discrimination, more
classic foreign literature on discrimination, such as Allport's
theory [18], and the questionnaire on perceived discrimination,
including Schmitt et al.’s [19] Legitimacy of Discrimination
Questionnaire and Krahé et al.’s [20] Perceived Discrimination
Questionnaire.

There are two main ways to measure the perception of
individual discrimination. One is to examine the perception of
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discrimination under the attribution framework [11]. According
to this point of view, the perception of discrimination is related
to whether a potential victim attributes others' behavior to
prejudice, which suggests that the perception of discrimination
can be examined by examining the individual's attribution of
negative events. The other is let individuals report the degree
of discrimination they feel or the degree of harm caused by
discrimination [21], which is a common way for researchers at
present. The later one is more frequently applied in the studies
[12,18,21,22].

Researches mainly investigate the degree of individual
discrimination from two aspects: first, the overall study of
individual discrimination perception. For example, "do you
feel discriminated against because of your group (race, gender
or other characteristics)? Second, examine the perception of
discrimination in specific situations. For example, Vasquz [22]
investigated the discrimination perception of foreign students
from three aspects: lifetime discrimination, recent discrimination
and appraised aggression. Krahé et al. [20] investigated the
discrimination perception of foreign students from four aspects:
language discrimination, avoidance or avoidance, direct
discrimination and physical aggression according to the type
and severity of objective discrimination.

Influencing factors ofleft behind children’s discrimination
perception

In terms of environmental factors, the social, political,
economic [23], and cultural environment is the key factors
affecting the perception of discrimination. Specifically, a
supportiveenvironmenthasanimportantimpactonthe perception
of discrimination. At the same time, discrimination is a complex
social behavior, which is committed to creating and maintaining
social inequality. Correspondingly, discrimination perception is
the understanding and function of such social behavior, which
inevitably involves the social factors of discrimination. Left-
behind children whose parents work outside the home may
be more sensitive to outside discrimination because they have
the least parental support and are more likely to be regarded
as unwanted children. On the other hand, the study found that
perception of discrimination was more damaging when social
support was weak [24-27] .

Economic status has been proved to be an important situational
factor that affects children's perception of discrimination.
Studies found that there is a close relationship between socio-
economic status and individual perception of discrimination by
examining the perception of discrimination of ethnic minorities
and immigrant adolescents [28,29]. Compared with adolescents
with high socio-economic status, adolescents with low socio-
economic status have higher social status Adolescents with
economic status have higher perception of discrimination. The
economic status of left behind children's families is generally
poor, so they are more likely to have discrimination perception.
Liu and Shen [23] also showed that after excluding the influence
of school type, grade and gender, family socio-economic status
had a significant negative predictive effect on individual and
group discrimination perception.

In addition, age, gender, and other individual factors also
affect children's perception of discrimination. Hu's [30] research
found that migrant children in middle and junior middle schools
had a significantly higher sense of discrimination than migrant
children in primary schools, and migrant children in senior
grades had a higher perception of discrimination than those in
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junior grades. In terms of gender, Liu [31] finds that migrant
boys have higher discrimination perception.

Left-behind children are a large group in China, whose
healthy development is related to the stability of the society
and the future of the country. It is of great significance for
us to understand the psychological development of left-
behind children from the whole perspective to investigate the
discrimination of left-behind children and its effects. For left-
behind children, especially in their adolescent period, it is
impossible to truly understand the characteristics of left-behind
children's psychological development without an in-depth study
of the characteristics of their discrimination. Therefore, it is
worthwhile to explore the discrimination perception of left-
behind children and may enlighten how the government and
social workers provide support for them to improve their mental
health.

Methods

The aim of the study was to develop the measurement for
perceived discrimination of left-behind children in middle
schools in China. The implementation of this study included
three phases as follow.

Stage 1: Generating items for discrimination perception

of left-behind children (DPLC) Scale

We interviewed 13 left-behind children learning in a middle
school in undeveloped province in China on their experience
of discrimination with semi-structured interview protocol.
The protocol was structured to proceed from general, context-
descriptive questions such as “How long have your parents
been away working”, “How often do they come back”. We
asked each informant “Have you heard what other people say
something about left-behind children”, “Who is taking care of
you? Do you think you get a lot of attention from them, Do you
have other people to help you when you have difficulties, such
as a decline in your studies or when you are sick”. Interview
protocols also included a series of questions about the conflict
and concern of without parents living together, “Do you ever
worry that someone will bully you and no one will help you
because your parents are not at home”, “are there any places you
might avoid because you're worried about being bullied”. The
final part of the questions asked about the unfair situation, such
as “Do you feel you've been treated unfairly”, “Do you think
you need to work harder to get the same grades as kids with
parents at home”.

The interviews were audio-taped with agreement from
the interviewees. By analysing, coding, and classifying the
verbatim interview draft, 20 items with of 4-point Likert scale
on prediction of left-behind children's discrimination perception
were obtained. The content was mainly about the discrimination
events that left-behind children encounter in and out of school,
and it was carried out from four aspects: attack, behavioural
discrimination, avoidance, and verbal discrimination. (1)
Attack: This dimension includes threats and physical attacks
against an out-group (because of its identity), which is the
most serious form of discrimination of the four dimensions;
(2) Behavioural discrimination: this dimension includes the
denial of equal treatment to the rejected groups and the denial
of their certain social rights and privileges; (3) Avoidance: This
dimension includes avoiding contact with the rejected group,
both at the macro level (such as avoiding going to places where
there may be rejected group members) and at the micro level
(avoiding eye contact with the rejected group).This approach
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is antagonistic or potentially harmful to the rejected group, but
it is not direct physical harm. (4) Verbal discrimination: this
dimension includes verbal evaluation of the rejected group,
including negative evaluative statements of the rejected group.

In order to make the items readable, five left-behind children
in the same school were invited to try to read each question. If
they do not understand or easily produce ambiguity, they would
draw it out and then modified it to make the participants would
not have obstacles in the process of reading. We revised the
language expression of the items to make them clear for left-
behind children to answer.

Stage 2: Pretesting the DPLC Scale in a pilot study

Apilotstudy was carried to measure the reliability and analyzed
the items of the DPLC scale. We contact with a principal of
middle school in Yunnan province in China in which most of
students were left-behind children. He helped to get the content
of children and their parents and invited us to test in a class. At
the beginning of the pretest, we explain the purpose of the test
and asked them to read the instructions. Then they conducted
the test. The questionnaire was collected on the spot after the
completion of the test, which lasted about 20 minutes. A total
of 110 questionnaires were sent out and 105 were effectively
received with a recovery rate of 95.5%. Valid questionnaire was
chosen by excluding the questionnaire on the blank project too
much questionnaire (blank title number more than 5) and has a
tendency to specific choice questionnaire (continuous multiple
subjects have chosen the same option), and then input the data
into the computer.

Among the 105 left-behind children with average age of 14.5,
57.1% were boys, and 42.9% were girls. For the types of left-
behind, there were 14.3% children’s parents left home less than
6 months, 20.7% children’s parents left home between 6 months
to 1 year, 16.9% children’s parents left home between 1 year to
2 years, 21.3% children’s parents left home between 2 years to
4 years, 26.8% children’s parents left home more than 5 years.

SPSS 20.0 was used for data analysis and management, to
determine the structure and name of items and factors, to form
a formal questionnaire, and to test the reliability and validity of
the questionnaire.

Stage 3: Phase III. Assessment of the psychometric
properties and validity of the DPLC scale

Phase III aimed to verify the construct validity and internal
consistency of the DPLC scale. The data collection procedures
performed during this phase were the same as the data collection
procedures performed in Phase II. The sampling consisted of 402
valid questionnaires after removing 18 invalid questionnaires.

Regarding the demographic information of the children with
average of 14.3, 48.7% were boys, and 51.3% were girls. For
the types of left-behind, there were 14.3% children’s parents left
home less than 6 months, 20.7% children’s parents left home
between 6 months to 1 year, 16.9% children’s parents left home
between 1 year to 2 years, 21.3% children’s parents left home
between 2 years to 4 years, 26.8% children’s parents left home
more than 5 years.

Given that the factor structure of the DPLC was clear
according to the framework we constructed, in the formal study,
a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to verify
the internal structure via a maximum likelihood estimation
using AMOS 24.0. Additionally, the construct validity was
measured by calculating the correlation between the dimensions
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and subscales and the correlation between the subscales and the
whole scale using SPSS 20.0. Finally, the internal consistency
was verified by employing Cronbach’s alpha (a) coefficients and
split half reliability by SPSS 20.0.

Results

Pretesing the DPLC Scale in a pilot study

First, Cronbach's alpha coefficient is used to evaluate
the reliability of the scale (Table 1). The Verbal subscale,
Behavioral discrimination subscale, Avoidance subscale, verbal
discrimination subscale and the whole DPLC scale had alphas

of 0.878, 0.840, 0.946, 0.743, and 0.958, respectively, showing
that the questionnaire has high internal consistency.
Secondly, in the item analysis stage, the item-total correlation

coefficient of all items is above 0.4, and 20 questions are
retained (Table 2).

Assessment of the validity of the final version of the
DPLC scale

We use CFA to analyze the effectiveness of the scale. We
performed CFA and analyzed the validity of the entire scale. In the
confirmatory factor analysis, items with insignificant factor load

Table 1. Cronbach's Alpha coefficient of the questionnaire

Scale Cronbach's Alpha N
Attack 0.878 5
Behavioral discrimination 0.84 7
Avoidance 0.946 6
Verbal discrimination 0.743 2
Sum 0.958 20

Table 2. The item-total correlation coefficient

Item Pearson coefficient

El 744%*

E2 155%*

E3 B77**

E4 T195%*

E5 753%*

E6 .599%*

E7 .884%*

E8 567**

E9 J128%*

E10 142%*

Ell 918%*

E12 148%*

El13 .898**

El4 874%%*

E15 874%*

El6 .830%**

E17 J7182%*

E18 7190%*

E19 .938**

E20 .633%*

Table 3. Model fitting indexes of the CFA
CMIN/DF RMSEA CFI TLI SRMR
DPLC-1 1.987 0.065 0.832 0.808 0.067
DPLC-2 1.984 0.065 0.873 0.849 0.064

Note: DPLC-1 is the questionnaire before the undeleted factor conforms to less than 0.4.
DPLC-2 is the questionnaire after the deletion factor meets less than 0.4.
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or lower than 0.4 are deleted, and keep 17 items. Then, estimate
the remaining items again to obtain the final model, DPLC-2
scale. Table 3 lists the model fit of the DPLC-1 scale and DPLC-
2 scale. The CMIN/DF,, RMSEA, CFI, TLI and SRMR values
were used to test the model fit. The fit is considered acceptable

as follows: CMIN/DF <3.00, RMSEA, SRMR <0.08, and TLI,
CFI >0.80. The data shown in Table 4 and Table 5 indicate that
the model provides an acceptable degree of fit to the data. In
the final model, the standardized loadings of all items reached
above 0.4, and reached statistically significant levels.

Table 4. Model fitting indexes of the CFA

Subscale Item Estimate
El 0.577
E2 0.568
Attack E3 0.589
E4 0.551
E5 0.66
E6 0.383
E7 0.685
E8 0.217
Behavioral discrimination E9 0.414
E10 0.188
Ell 0.673
E12 0.456
E13 0.415
El4 0.673
Avoidance E1> 0.64
El6 0.534
El17 0.41
E18 0411
Verbal discrimination E19 0702
E20 0.73
Table 5. Model fitting indexes of the CFA
Subscale Item Estimate
Attack El 0.577
E2 0.575
E3 0.582
E4 0.558
E5 0.656
Behavioral discrimination E6 0.686
E7 0412
E8 0.662
E9 0.437
Avoidance E10 0.414
Ell 0.671
E12 0.639
E13 0.536
El4 0.415
El15 0412
Verbal discrimination E16 0.704
El17 0.728

Med Clin Sci. (2022) Vol 4, Issue 4

Page 5 of 9



Wanggian Fu, et al.: Medicine and Clinical Science. 2022; 4(3):25-33

Table 6. Correlation coefficient table
Subscale Verbal .Bel.lav.mr?l Avoidance . Yer!)al . Sum
discrimination discrimination
Attack 1
Behavioral discrimination .615%* 1
Avoidance 232%* 332%* 1
Verbal discrimination A475%* S21%* 322%* 1
sum 199%** B19%* .663%* .698%* 1
Table 7. Cronbach's Alpha coefficient of the final scale
Subscale Cronbach's Alpha No. of items
Attack 0.716 5
Behavioral discrimination 0.59 4
Avoidance 0.646 6
Verbal discrimination 0.671 2
Sum 0.817 17
Table 8. Means and standard deviations of the DPLC-2 scale
Subscale Mean Standard deviation
Attack 1.93 0.52
Behavioral discrimination 2.10 0.45
Avoidance 2.30 0.61
Verbal discrimination 2.63 0.63
Sum 2.24 0.30
Table 9. Means and standard deviations of the DPLC-2 scale
Gender Attack Behavioral Avoidance Verbal discrimina- Sum
discrimination M+SD tion M+£SD
M=SD
Male 2.27+0.48 2.33+0.35 1.89+0.51 2.68+0.63 2.29+0.29
Female 1.60+0.32 1.87+0.42 2.69+0.41 2.59+0.63 2.19+0.30
T 8.35%* 6.91%* 6.99%* 0.37 0.24

As shown in Table 6, the correlation between the subscales
is lower than the correlation between the whole scale and the
subscales. This indicates that the scale has good structural
validity.

The Cronbach alpha coefficient of each subscale and the whole
final DPLC scale is calculated Table 7. The Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient results were 0.716, 0.590, 0.646, 0.671 and 0.817,
showing that the questionnaire has high internal consistency.

Finally, the DPLC scale was developed and consisted of 17
items and four subscales.

Discrimination perception status of left-behind children
in China

Table 8 displays the means and standard deviations of the
DPLC scores of the 402 participants. The total score of the
DPLC was 2.24, and the scores of the four subscales varied from
1.92-2.63, showing that children’ perception of discrimination
is at a low level.

Med Clin Sci. (2022) Vol 4, Issue 4

Inthe comparison ofthe boys and girls in general discrimination
perception (table 9), there was no significant discrimination
perception, while there were significant difference in
aggression, discrimination and avoid dimensions. Specifically,
boys’ perception of attack and behavior discrimination was
significant higher than girls, and girls’ perception of avoidance
was significant higher than boys.

Discussion

The main aim of the current study was to develop a reliable
scale to measure left-behind children’s discrimination perception
in Chinese context. The necessity of such a scale was confirmed
by reviewing the existing literature, which showed that there
were no specific scales with good validity and reliability for
measuring discrimination perception of left-behind children.
The DPLC scale was developed and consisted of 17 items and
four subscales, including attack, behavioral discrimination,
avoidance and verbal discrimination. The factor structure of the
DPLC scale was verified, and the results of the confirmatory
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factor analysis showed that the model had an acceptable fit,
indicating that the DPLC scale has good construct validity. The
construct validity was further verified by the correlation between
the dimensions and the subscales and the correlation between the
subscales and the whole scale. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient
and split-half reliability were also calculated. In conclusion,
the DPLC scale is a valid measurement instrument with good
validity and reliability.

The results of this study further show that of discrimination
was low on average, which was similar with Xie et al.’s
[32] findings, who found the mean of left-behind children’s
discrimination perception was 2.56/5. Specifically, they
experience behavioral discrimination the most, causing harm
to left-behind children, which confirmed previous studies in
mainland China [33]. The behavioral discrimination ranked
highest in the left-behind children’s discrimination perception
in Chinese context due to the household registration system,
highly related with enrolment, employment, medical insurance,
etc, which was not only the cause children’s left-behind, but
also increased the vulnerable group attributes of left-behind
children [34]. The following dimension were attack, verbal
discrimination and avoidance. It was consistent with existing
research. Liao et al. [33] and Chang et al. [35] found the left-
behind children experienced more physical bullying than their
peer.
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Appendix

Appendix: discrimination perception of lefi-behind children (DPLC) Scale

front of me.

Items 1 never 2 rarely 3 sometimes 4 often
Attack

1. With my father or mother absent, I was afraid that others would | ) 3 4
bully me.
2. I've been verbally attacked because my father or mother wasn't | ) 3 4
around.
3. People have threatened to beat me because my father or mother was | ) 3 4
not there.
4. I have experienced being beaten because my father or mother was | ) 3 4
not there.
5. Without a parent around, I would avoid certain places for fear of

. . 1 2 3 4
being bullied

Behavioral discrimination
6. At school, I felt that I was treated unfairly because my father or | ) 3 4
mother was not there.
7. If I make a mistake, because my father or mother is not around, I | ) 3 4
will be scolded more severely by relatives, friends or teachers.
8. Outside the school, I was treated unfairly because MY father or | ) 3 4
mother was not there.
9. When I do something, I don't get the recognition. 1 2 3 4
Avoidance
10. Because my mother or father wasn't around, people didn't want to 1 ) 3 4
talk to me.
11. T don't get much attention. People are cold to me. 1 3
12. People kept away from me. 1 4
13. When people found out my mother or father wasn't around, they | ) 3 4
would lose interest in me or turn away.
14. People try not to make eye contact with me. 1 4
15. People try not to touch me physically. 1 3
Verbal discrimination

16. Because my father or mother was not around, I was judged nega- | ) 3 4
tively or discriminated against.
17. Some people express some prejudices about left-behind children in | ) 3 4




