
 

 

Exploring the Influence of Parents on Second Lan-

guage Acquisition  
In 2-6-year-old Children based on SCT 

Jiangxue Han1, †, Biyin Xu2, *, †, Weiyi Xu³,† 

¹School of English Translation, Tianjin University of education, Tianjin, 300387, China 

²School of Foreign Languages, Nanjing University of science and technology, Jiangsu, 210018, China 

³School of Languages and Cultures, Shanghai University of Political Science and Law, Shanghai, 201701, China 
*Corresponding author email:MargaretXu@njust.edu.cn 

†These authors contributed equally. 

ABSTRACT 

Under the current test-oriented education background in China, many parents pay the most attention to their children's 

test scores, so they tend to apply for test-oriented courses, which ignores their children's English ability long-term de-

velopments. We believe it is important to promote acquisition based on foreign language courses to children aged 2-6, 

so students can learn foreign languages as if they were their mother tongue. Compared with "learning", the acquisition 

method of foreign language learning is a teaching method. Because acquisition is more logical and effective than learn-

ing a second language, learning a second language is also a common problem faced by students. It is important for 

parents to be aware of this learning model, as they have a significant influence on students' outcomes, fees, and willing-

ness to place it above 'acquired' and 'traditional learning'. To this end, we designed a questionnaire to investigate the 

parents of children aged 2-6 on their understanding and attitude towards the acquisition learning style and analyzed the 

survey results, hoping to find the possibility and realistic way to promote the acquisition teaching. 

Keywords: The influence of parents on SLA, Children, SCT. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The acquisition method of learning a foreign lan-

guage is a way of teaching compared to “learning.” The 

acquisition is a more logical and effective approach than 

learning when it comes to the second language, and stud-

ying a second language is also a universal problem for 

students. Parents need to recognize this learning mode, as 

they have important influences on students’ learning out-

comes, their tuition fees and their willingness to favor it 

over "acquisition" and “the traditional learning.” 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1. Second Language Acquisition  

The history of the study of SLA spans less than fifty 

years, but the field already exhibits signs of disintegration 

[1]. Larsen-Freeman and Long state that “at least forty 

‘theories’ of SLA have been proposed” [2]. Processability 

Theory explains acquisition processes [3]. The Interac-

tion Hypothesis explains the way that interaction triggers 

the mental processes involved in acquisition [4]. Usage-

based theories by Ellis provides a convincing account of 

how development arises from input/interaction [5]. The 

theoretical approaches that have been used fall into three 

broad categories. Chomsky states that every human being 

is biologically endowed with a language faculty, the lan-

guage acquisition device responsible for the initial state 

of language development, which is called The Universal 

Grammar (UG) Approach [6]. The Cognitive model 

claims that language learning is no different from other 

types of learning and is the result of the human brain 

building up networks of associations based on input [7]. 

In contrast to UG and Cognitive models, the Sociocul-

tural Theory (SCT) claims that language learning is a so-

cially mediated process. As highlighted by Mitchell and 

Myles, “from a social-cultural perspective, children’s 

early language learning arises from processes of mean-

ing-making in collaborative activity with other members 
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of a given culture” [6, 8]. 

2.2. Language Acquisition and Language 

Learning 

Krashen argues that learning is the conscious process 

of studying and intellectually understanding grammar [9]. 

On the other hand, acquisition refers to the unconscious 

absorption of general principles of grammar through real-

life experiences of communication [9]. It is the basis for 

most first language ability and is commonly known as 

“picking up a language” [9]. More recently, Hoque sug-

gests that language learning is not an age-appropriate ac-

tivity for very young children as learning presupposes 

those learners have a conscious knowledge of the new 

language and can talk about that knowledge [10]. Also, 

Krashen argues that only acquisition is possible for chil-

dren [9]. Thus, Fathman, Hale and Budar state that if chil-

dren have access to enriched intake environments, extra 

classes in second languages are unnecessary [11, 12]. 

These studies contribute towards a better understanding 

of differences between acquisition and learning. 

2.3. The Sociocultural Theory  

To be more specific, the sociocultural theory is one of 

the second language acquisition theories. The sociocul-

tural theory, initially proposed by Vygotsky, explains hu-

man’s learning and cognitive development, including 

both adults and peers on the learning process [13-15]. 

Later, many researchers extended Vygotsky’s theory. 

Donato shows language learning as a social process [16]. 

His study concluded that meaning is created through col-

laboration. The studies of Lantolf and Swain indicate the 

usefulness of peer interaction [17, 18]. Similarly, Anning 

holds the view that the environment can have an influ-

ence on the capacities of children in their learning process 

[19]. Thorne argues that “while human neurobiology is a 

necessary condition for higher-order thinking, the most 

important forms of human cognitive activity develop 

through interaction within social and material environ-

ments” [20]. Such cultural and linguistic settings include 

family life, peer groups, schoolings, and organized sports 

activities, etc. This paper will mainly discuss how this 

factor affects the child’s second language acquisition pro-

cess among these influencing factors. 

3. METHODS 

In this research, we utilized questionnaires as our re-

search methods and recruited 313 Chinese parents. Our 

goal is to understand parents’ attitudes about studying a 

second language and find the preferred method. Their ob-

jective is to understand parents' attitudes towards learning 

a second language and find ways to prefer it.  

In our view, second language acquisition focuses on 

providing a good language environment for children at an 

early age. Parents must understand and approve of second 

language acquisition. Therefore, we focused our survey 

on parents of children aged 2-6 years. 

In the first few items of the questionnaire, we de-

signed basic questions such as the age and education of 

the respondents, which were used to target the survey 

population. A few respondents were excluded from the 

target survey. 

Secondly, we then asked whether they understood 

that learning a foreign language had two approaches, 

which were mainly used to determine whether the re-

spondents had heard of acquisition and really understood 

the difference between learning and acquiring. For exam-

ple, "unconsciously developing a sense of language in 

communication" and "systematically learning grammar 

and words" are respectively acquisition or learning. This 

was used to determine the extent to which the concept of 

acquisition is perceived in the Chinese education market. 

After this, we designed a question in the survey to in-

vestigate whether the purpose of learning English was for 

use or for marks, or both. If so, which was more important. 

This is because we found that many parents do not care 

about the long-term development of their children's Eng-

lish language skills; they believe that after the Gao Kao 

exam, English is no longer useful and cannot be learned. 

In the current education market, exam-based education is 

still dominant. Parents' recognition of English profi-

ciency is reflected in their domestic English exam results. 

Finally, we surveyed parents' willingness to learn a 

foreign language, including whether they had ever en-

rolled their children in a learnt foreign language course 

and whether they were willing to attend a learnt foreign 

language course when their children were very young, 

with the aim of determining whether an acquired learning 

style would be acceptable to Chinese parents. This is the 

core of the entire survey, and in addition, under the 'don't 

want to' option, there is a special sub-section where re-

spondents are asked to choose why they don't want to, 

including too much time, less effective than traditional 

learning, high cost, and that they are afraid to try it simply 

because they have not been exposed to it and don't know 

much about it. It was designed to find concrete ways to 

implement an acquired education approach in the Chi-

nese market in the current context. 

4. DATA ANALYSIS OF THE QUESTION-

AIRE 

4.1. Analysis of background information 

The first part of the questionnaire is to investigate the 

background information of these respondents, and we 

mainly set up two questions about the age and education 

level. For the first question about age, the result shows 

that people over the age of 21 account for 96.17%. Hence, 

most of the respondents in our questionnaires are parents, 

which suits our target group and is a positive result. But 
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at the same time, the main objects of our research are the 

parents of children aged 2 to 6. Then the corresponding 

parents of these children should be between 26 and 32 

years old, but the results show that the proportion of par-

ents over 40 years old has reached 62.62%. Our survey 

results show more the influence and reactions of parents 

whose children are over 10 years old, which is not in line 

with the original goal of our survey, and the missing in-

formation needs to be supplemented later.  

The second question about education level shows that 

74.77% of parents have a bachelor's degree or above, 

while the undergraduate rate in China is only about 4%. 

Therefore, the respondents of this questionnaire exceed 

the education level of most Chinese parents, which means 

these parents may have a better understanding of second 

language learning, better financial conditions, or a better 

acceptance level of the concepts of two learning methods 

of second language acquisition. These will be the factors 

we consider when we analyze the results of the following 

questions. 

4.2. Knowledge and Preceptive of Parents: What 

Do They Already Know 

The second part of the questionnaire, which includes 

three questions, is to find out what do these respondents 

already know and their current views. The first question 

is: do you know there are two ways to learn a second for-

eign language? The results show that 61.66% of the re-

spondents do not know, and according to the results of the 

first part on background information. Most of these 313 

respondents are parents whose education level exceeds 

that of ordinary Chinese parents. On this basis, it can be 

inferred that most Chinese parents do not know the con-

cept of two second language learning methods. This re-

sult is consistent with our research expectation because 

second language acquisition theory is not popular in 

China at present. In undergraduate education, it is often 

only linked to language-related majors, and most people 

have no access to it. Therefore, it also shows that large-

scale concept publicity is necessary to promote the 

method of picking up a second language in China. 

The second and third questions are raised in a form of 

reading comprehension. Firstly, the questionnaire pro-

vides the respondents with the basic concepts and defini-

tions of two methods in second language acquisition: un-

conscious learning. In contrast, learning is a systematic 

and conscious process [9]. Then we ask the respondents 

to choose which situation is acquisition and which situa-

tion is learning. The results show that the correct rate of 

the two questions is about 70%, which means that the 

basic concepts of the two methods are not so difficult to 

understand. Indeed, considering that the respondents' ed-

ucational background is higher than the average level, a 

wider group of respondents will be needed to further ver-

ify whether the public can generally understand and ac-

cept the concept of these two methods of second language 

acquisition. 

4.3. What Have They Done 

We wanted to find out whether parents had ever in-

volved their children in learning and study programmes 

and whether they had participated in acquisition-oriented 

English education programmes through their experiences 

with learning and study. The survey results showed that 

the results for ever participating and not participating in 

learning-oriented were 69.8% and 30.2%, respectively, 

indicating that the majority of parents were more focused 

on teaching to the test, i.e., more of their children were 

attending learning-oriented programmes. This is largely 

in line with our pre-survey predictions. After all, the col-

lege entrance exam is undoubtedly the most important in 

the eyes of most Chinese people and is the most important 

way to continue to get a good education. Especially for 

families with relatively modest means, entering univer-

sity through the traditional college entrance examination 

is the best option for them. The percentage of parents who 

are interested in participating in a study-oriented pro-

gramme is 53.8% and 46.2%, respectively. This result 

was rather surprising, with many more parents interested 

in participating than we thought. This indicates that many 

parents are, in fact, aware of the drawbacks of traditional 

English teaching and that they are conscious of the need 

for their children to learn a foreign language in their en-

vironment. At the same time, the fact that more and more 

students are no longer looking at GCSEs (General Certif-

icate of Secondary Education) as the only option but are 

choosing to study abroad as an alternative route to devel-

opment, has led parents to recognize that teaching to the 

test is no longer essential. At the same time, the acquisi-

tion learning approach, which allows students to quickly 

master English in a more relaxed and enjoyable environ-

ment and use a British and American mindset to acquire 

more authentic English, is increasingly recognized by 

some parents, especially those who have lived abroad.  

As a result, there is a huge market for acquisition 

learning programmes in China in the future, and this is an 

opportunity for English language teaching. At present, 

there are very few schools and institutions that can teach 

acquisition, and the reform of English education in many 

schools is still limited to improvements in teaching tech-

niques, such as the addition of new media. Most teachers 

are learning English in the traditional mode of education, 

and they are not aware of the acquisition approach to 

teaching and learning. It is not realistic to ask them to 

change their teaching style as soon as possible. If this ed-

ucational approach were to be promoted and more and 

more students were to be taught through acquisition, it 

would potentially become a profound revolution in Eng-

lish teaching in China and greatly contribute to the devel-

opment of English education. There are indeed many 

challenges to be faced in promoting the spread of the ac-

quisition learning approach, and there is much work to be 
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done, the first of which is to promote the concept of ac-

quisition teaching. What we urgently need to do now is 

to first pilot the teaching in the best schools in China, both 

public and private, so that teachers and parents can see 

the good results of the teaching and serve as a model so 

that the community can widely accept it. 

4.4. Parents’ Requirements: What do they want 

In the last section of the questionnaire, we want to de-

termine parents' requirements and expectations when 

choosing foreign language learning methods for children 

aged 2 to 6. Since scores, the importance of scores still 

dominate the Chinese education system will inevitably 

affect the choice of second language learning methods. 

After the survey, the results show that 49.5% of parents 

think that the ability to use a foreign language is more 

important; 47.2% of parents regard that the score is as 

important as the ability to use a foreign language, and 

only 3.1% of parents think that the score is more im-

portant. It can be seen that, to some extent, the greatest 

expectation of parents for their children to learn a foreign 

language is still pragmatism. That is, their children can 

use the language. However, due to the educational system, 

we have to pursue pragmatism and improve scores sim-

ultaneously. This enlightens us that we can figure out if 

the acquisition method benefits the score more than the 

second language learning method. Since acquiring a for-

eign language is basically equivalent to acquiring the 

mother tongue, students who learn a second foreign lan-

guage through acquisition will have more advantages in 

learning grammar and other test contents. If we can prove 

to parents that acquisition is still better than learning in 

the score, then more parents will choose acquisition for 

their children. This is worthy of our further study. 

Finally, we asked our research theme for parents very 

directly. If you can provide your children with foreign 

language acquisition teaching courses at a very young age, 

would you like your children to participate? The results 

show that 65.7% of parents are willing, which is lower 

than our expectations. After parents have understood the 

concept and advantages of acquisition method and agree 

that the main purpose of learning a foreign language is to 

use the language, providing perfect acquisition courses is 

obviously a good solution. Still, only less than 70% of 

parents support these curriculums. To further clarify its 

reasons, we set up a question for parents to choose their 

reasons. Among them, the high cost of acquisition 

courses accounts for the largest proportion among those 

specific reasons, which is 22.8%, followed by other rea-

sons accounting for 31.4%. In addition, not familiar, not 

as good as traditional teaching, accounting for 17.1% re-

spectively, and too much time accounting for 11.4%. This 

result shows that there are still many defects in the current 

acquisition courses, such as hiring foreign teachers. We 

still need to find out how to reduce the cost, how to pop-

ularize on a large scale and how to give an accurate teach-

ing content to achieve the purpose of unconscious foreign 

language acquisition. Our research assumption is to turn 

the process of picking-up into a product with fixed quan-

titative teaching content just like learning courses. There-

fore, how to quantify the language acquisition process 

and achieve the same level as mother tongue acquisition 

with the highest efficiency and least-cost need further ex-

ploration. 

5. CONCLUSION  

In this paper, we conducted a survey, and a total of 

313 parents took part in our survey. Most of them are 

middle and upper class and have academic qualifications. 

The children targeted are kindergarten children and pri-

mary school students. In the survey data, we found that 

many parents were willing to learn SLA, and they did not 

have the foundation knowledge, so they did not dare to 

try it easily. We believe that there is a great opportunity 

for parents to understand that the acquisition-oriented 

curriculum is simpler and more effective than expected. 

Therefore, we can conclude from the data that many Chi-

nese students, guided by their parents' ideas, use both 

methods to learn foreign languages. Also, parents believe 

it will improve grades and allow their children to learn a 

relatively pure foreign language. The vast majority of 

parents still think that language use is more important 

than language score in the choice of language score and 

language use, so we need to make parents understand the 

acquired foreign language learning method through more 

intensive publicity and help them understand why this 

method can enable children to use a foreign language bet-

ter. 

In addition to parents' doubts about learning effective-

ness, other reasons for not choosing a learned course in-

clude cost. This is probably because the market is not ma-

ture enough, so we need to strengthen the promotion ef-

forts. 

Also, in this research, there are still lots of uncertain-

ties and inspirations as below: (1) The form of the ques-

tionnaire has great limitations. Our questionnaire can 

only collect parents' information, and it cannot survey the 

children aged 2-6. So other methods, such as going to 

schools and conducting interviews, are needed to under-

stand children's wishes and needs. (2) The content related 

to picking-up should be popularized to parents and chil-

dren to a greater extent. Only with a certain understand-

ing will people be willing to try it. (3) Try to indoctrinate 

parents who are more focused on test scores that picking 

up also helps a lot.  

Therefore, our research is significant in exploring the 

parents’ influences on SLA, which inspires future re-

search. 
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