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Abstract

This paper analyses the importance of protecting minor languages, and the
problems minor languages face during China’s social transition. It gives sug-
gestions and strategies on protecting the minor languages, such as carrying
out the policy of bilingual education; what the family can do for it and what
the school can do to protect the minority language.
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http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ 1. Introduction

1.1. Necessity and Importance of Minority Language Maintenance

Gao Hongna in her paper analyzes the importance of protecting minority lan-
guages, and the problems minor languages face during China’s social transition.
She states that language is an important component of identity and culture for
many groups. Maintaining their distinct identity and culture is usually impor-
tant to minority group member’s self esteem and this will affect the degree of
success achieved in the society. Without active language maintenance, language
shift is almost inevitable in many contexts, and without conscious maintenance,
minority languages can and probably will disappear in as few as three genera-
tions. Nothing benefits a country more than to treasure the language and cul-
tures of its various peoples because in doing so, it fosters intergroup under-
standing and realizes greater dividends in the form of originality, creativity, and
versatility (Gao Hongna, 2011).

Over half the world’s population is bilingual and many people are multilin-
gual. They acquire a number of languages because they need them for different
purposes in their everyday interactions. The investigation of the individual and

societal phenomena of bilingual is one of the most interesting of all those areas
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of study that fall within the general area of language and society. The study of bi-
lingual also gives us an opportunity to relate our linguistic studies to other areas
in a manner that is geminately inter-disciplinary.

All the multinational and multilingual countries in the world have to face the
problem of bilingualism. Bilingualism has a great and profound significance in

protecting minorities’ rights and maintaining minorities’ cultures.

1.2. Necessity and Importance of Minority Language Maintenance
in China

China is a multinational and multilingual country. It has an area of about 9.6

million square kilometers which comprises about 6.5 percent of the world total

land area. Its population of more than one billion accounts for 23 percent of the

world human population. There are 56 nationalities which use about 80 different

languages in China.

In China there are 56 nationalities, which use about 80 different languages.
While there are many people who speak many different languages, they will
learn each other’s languages. So long as minority people have a good command
of their native language and Han language as well, they can break through the
language barriers and enlarge the fields of study. Meanwhile, they can introduce
their native legacy of excellent culture to any other nationalities and absorb the
essence of other national cultures. Bilingual is favorable to communicate nation-

al feelings and strengthen national unity.

2. How to Maintain a Minority Language

Where language is considered an important symbol of minority group’s identity,
the language is likely to be maintained longer.

If families from a minority group live near each other and see each other fre-
quently, this also helps them maintain their language. In America, Chinese
people who live in the Chinatown areas of big cities are much more likely to
maintain a Chinese dialect as their mother tongue through to the third genera-
tion than those who move outside the Chinatown area.

Although the pressure to shift is string, members of a minority community
can take steps to protect its language. If we consider the influence of social fac-
tors such as participants and setting, for instance, in language choice, it is clear
that social factors may help resist the influence of economic pressures. Where
the normal family organization for an ethnic group is the extended family with
grandparents and unmarried relatives living in the same house as the nuclear
family, for example, there is a good reason to continue using the minority lan-
guage at home. Similarly groups which discourage intermarriage, such as the
Greek and the Chinese communities, contribute to language maintenance in this
way. Obviously a group who manage to ensure their language is used in settings
such as school or their place of worship will increase the chances of language
maintenance.

Institutional support generally makes the difference between success and fail-
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ure in maintaining a minority group language. Education, law and administra-
tion, religion and the media are crucial domains from this point of view. The
minority group which can mobilize these institutions to support language main-
tenance has some chance of succeeding. When the government of a country is
committed to maintaining or reviving a language, it is possible to legislate for its
use in all these domains. There are different kinds of institutional support for
maintaining a minority language. Examples of this kind of support are:

1) The use of the minority language in education, e.g. bilingual education
programs, using or teaching the minority language in school;

2) Support by the law and administration, e.g. the right to use the language in
court, the House of Assembly, in dealing with government officials, etc.;

3) The use of the language in places of worship, e.g. TV programs, radio pro-

grams, newspapers, and magazines.

2.1. The Support of the Language Policy

In order to maintain the diversity of language and protect minority languages,
experts suggest that everyone can learn three to five languages, but not everyone
has language the proud language learning talent and learning conditions. In
these discussions, language policy plays an important role. Language policy is of
great importance for status and protection of minority and culture languages as
well as the construction of a harmonious society and people of all nationalities
(Guo Huixiang, 2013).

It’s generally thought that a country should carry out a policy where all na-
tional languages are equal, and appreciate the social values of all nationalities’
languages. The country should encourage and help all minority nationalities to
study and develop their own languages. According to the experiences of many
countries, the best way to do that ids to approve of bilingualism, not to approve
of policies of language discrimination and language assimilation. In china, Pu-
tonghua (or Mandarin) has been promoted by the Chinese government as the
standard variety of Chinese since 1949 when the people’s republic of china was
established. Meanwhile, as a national language policy, all nationalities have had
the freedom to use and develop their own spoken and written languages. In fact
our country promotes and protects bilingualism by law. Upholding the policy of
equality in language is of great importance to nationality relationships. China
has been paying close heed to the issues regarding the freedom of all nationali-
ties to use and develop their own languages. In China, there exists bilingualism
(the Han language and a certain kind of minority language) as for the language
policy of our country, it is useful to remember the points in constitution prom-
ulgated in 1982, Article 4 stipulates “all nationalities in the People’s Republic of
China are equal. The state protects the interests of the minority nationalities and
upholds a relationship of equality, unity and mutual assistance among all natio-
nalities. Discrimination against and oppression of any nationality are prohibited.
The state assists minority people in accelerating their economic and cultural de-

velopment according to their needs”. It also stipulates “all nationalities have the
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freedom to use and develop their own spoken and written languages and to pre-
serve or reform their own customs”. From this article, we can realize that all na-
tionalities have the freedom of using and developing their own languages and
writing systems including the Han nationality and any minority nationalities.

Article 19 in constitution stipulates “the state promotes the nationwide use of
Putonghua” Putonghua refers to the common speech. In this article, Putonghua
is regarded as a standard language while minority languages are regarded as local
varieties. In china Putonghua is the upper language which has been used in ad-
ministration, education, and mass media. What our country popularizes is the
standard language of the Han nationality in order to shape the high unity of our
national languages. As far as the minority nationalities are concerned, the rela-
tionship between minority language and the Han language (Putonghua) is one
between mother tongue and second language. On the one hand, our government
guarantees the minority people’s right to use and develop their own languages;
on the other hand, minority people are encouraged to use Putonghua when they
speak the Han language. And it is requires to teach Putonghua in minority na-
tionality schools.

Article 10 in the law on regional national autonomy states “the organs of self
government of national autonomous areas shall guarantee the freedom of the
nationalities in these areas to use and develop their own spoken and written
languages and their freedom to preserve or reform their own customs” in the law
article 36, 37 and 49 also express our national language policies. Article 36 states
“the organs of national autonomous areas shall decide on plans for the develop-
ment of education, on the establishment of various kinds of schools and differ-
ent levels, and on their educational system, forms, curricula, the language used
in instruction and enrollment procedures”. Article 37 states “school where most
of the students come from minority nationalities should use textbooks in their
own languages and use these languages as the media of instruction”. Article 49
states “the organs of self government of national autonomous areas should en-
courage cadres of the various nationalities to learn each other’s spoken and
written languages.”

The law on compulsory education has also made stipulations concerning lan-
guage use in schools: article 6 states “schools shall promote the use of Putong-
hua, which is in common use throughout the nation. Schools in which the ma-
jority of students are of minority nationalities may choose minority language
teaching”. Article 12 in the education law stipulates “the spoken and written
Chinese language shall be the basic language in teaching in schools and other in-
stitutions of education. In schools in which students of a minority ethnic group
constitute the majority, language used by the ethnic group may be used for in-
struction”. The education law is the basic law governing china’s educational leg-
islation, which confirms the Han language as a national communicative lan-
guage between nationalities and confirms the Han language as an elementary
one in teaching, but not the only one. There has been enough room for various

teaching languages in schools and other educational institutions with minority
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nationality students.

It is necessary and important to grasp completely the stipulations in Article 4
and 19 in the constitution, and stipulations in the law on the regional national
autonomy, the law on compulsory education law of our country. If we just pay
attention to minorities’ freedom of using and developing their own languages
without considering the difference of all national languages’ social functions, it
will result in self closure and hinder national development. If we just put em-
phasis on the social function of the Han language or Putonghua without consi-
dering the irreplaceable functions of the minority languages, it will result in Han
chauvinism and hinder national development.

National equality and language equality are the aims of all language policies of
our country. Minority people should grasp the Han language while learning and
using their mother tongues. They are encouraged to learn a foreign language for
their own development and prosperity. If minority people have learned their
own language and the Han as well, they may introduce their legacy of excellent
culture to other nationalities and meanwhile absorb the essence of other national

cultures. It is just a normal requirement for people to be bilinguals.

2.2. Education’s Effect in Maintaining Minority Language

Education is one of the tools of language planning. Bilingual education is con-
cerned with the use of two or more languages as mediums of instruction. There
are different types of educational policies. Joshua Fishman, a renowned Ameri-
can socialist, has identified three models: enrichment bilingual education, transi-
tional bilingual education and language maintenance bilingual education.

Wang Lu & You Jing found that in order to improve ethnic minority students’
academic achievements and adaptability to British society, minority language
policy in Britain has always focused on improving students’ English ability. The
changes from taking English as a foreign language (EFL) to English as a second
language (ESL) and then to English as an additional language (EAL) reflect the
changes in attitude towards and educational concepts about ethnic immigrants.
In the new century, based on emphasis of national identity and common values,
Britain has enhanced English teaching for ethnic students through measures of
making related standards, increasing capital investment and attaching impor-
tance to individual coaching, which is of inspiration to minority language educa-
tion policy in China (You Jing & Wang Lu, 2014).

2.2.1. The Importance of the Bicultural

Biculturalism has the ideal of equal, harmonious, mutually tolerant existence of
different and diverse languages, and of religious, cultural and ethnic groups in a
pluralist society. Two languages and two cultures enable a person to have dual or
multiple perspectives on society. Those who speak more than one language and
own more than one culture are more sensitive and sympathetic, more likely to
build bridges than barricades and boundaries. Pluralism and biculturalism may
lead to a positive attitude, not only to the host and heritage culture, bit to equal

validity of all cultures.
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2.2.2. The Education’s Effect in Bicultural
The impulse behind bicultural education is very largely a positive one. There are
two important points, which should be considered. The first is the implication
that schools possess power for social change which history shows to be rare.
Schools acting in relative isolation from other social currents and the imparting
of bicultural awareness and its ramifications are, unfortunately, often largely
seen as educational matters which can proceed independently, have a very li-
mited potency. The realization of this is important for all those who wish schools
to act agents of change. Schools can, through their example and practice, legi-
timize cultural varieties and markers at least in the eyes of their possessors, but
educational legitimization is not empowerment. It may lead to it, or contribute
to it but, again, when schools are asked to shoulder the load almost unassisted.
The other point is that the vagueness the language may well reflect the dis-
embodied nature of the bicultural program under consideration. There may be
few who would deny the psychological and social benefits potentially associated
with a heightened cultural awareness, but in order for this matter quality to be
realized a minimum requirement, a necessary condition is that the bicultural
thrust should be firmly embedded within an appropriate, valued and systematic
context. We may draw a conclusion from the above there is a close relationship
between cultural respect, which should presumably be a central feature and
product of bicultural education-and value judgment. Schools also serve to fur-
ther language learning as a function of boundary maintenance in maintaining
elite or social status. Maintenance of a language or, more correctly, attempts at
maintenance of a language through national educational policy, and also be en-

forced on an ethnic group from the outside, by the dominant group.

2.2.3. Education in Bilingual Societies

There are two important contextual aspects in the development of the education
of linguistic minority children: a) they usually come from a devalued linguistic
background, and b) because they often come from socially deprived socially de-
prived communities, their literacy oriented skills are less well developed than
those of the dominant language children. They suffer from a double handicap
when they are taught with children of the majority language: they have to de-
velop literacy skills in language that they don’t know or know only superficially
and can’t fall back on their first language (subtractive bilingualism). The poor
academic achievements of these children are then attributed by society to a cog-
nitive deficit resulting from their bilingual state. Cummins gives an excellent
critical review of the use made of academic assessment tests to “demonstrate”
the bilingual deficit of minority schoolchildren. He shows that there is strong
experimental evidence that highly valuing the first culture of minority children
and introducing literacy skills in the children’s first language enhance both lin-
guistic and academic achievement. So even if bilingual education appears to be a
necessary condition for the maintenance of minority culture and language, it is
not a sufficient one. Only a strong ethno linguistic vitality, the use of the mother

tongue in the home and in the speech community, and allegiance to the cultural
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group will ensure cultural and linguistic survival.

2.2.4. School Education’s Effect in Language Maintenance

School is traditionally a strong arm of culture, and central to its aims has always
been a strong emphasis upon language. The control of language use has in most
cases one of two objectives: language maintenance or language shift.

Ethnic group members usually hold the concern about mother-tongue main-
tenance and the too rapid shift to the other tongue. Ethnic groups may wish to
use language for purposes other than an appreciation of their cultural heritage.
Mother-tongue maintenance is an efficient means of maintaining ethnic boun-
daries. School also serve to further language learning as a function of boundary
maintenance in maintaining elite or social status. There can’t be only one way to
improve the teaching efficiency, the teaching method should put into the specific
subject’s settlement, while the subject needs a good teaching materials to sup-
port. How a subject and textbook could be is determined by different factors,
and it should be settled together with the headmaster and teachers. And if it get
the support and help from many people who have participated in a few language
projects, then the whole process could be accelerated.

Ha Zhengli& Yang Jiaqi said that under the background of modernization and
globalization, the protection of the ethnic minorities’ language has become a
complicated social work (Yang Jiaqi & Ha Zhengli, 2012). They point out some
current situations as well as proposed some suggestions for protecting and de-
veloping ethnic minorities’ languages. There are several methods to motivate
students’ positivity, while there are five principles need to be emphasized, in dif-
ferent language teaching, the point of emphasize is different: 1 the communica-
tion is more important than grammar; 2 the real context should be used; 3 the
teaching content should focus on the theme that learners interested in; 4 during
the study of the learners, the guidance should be constantly adjusted, the teach-
ing content could be from simple to difficult.

Maintenance of a language or, more correctly, attempts at maintenance of a
language through national educational policy may also be enforced on an ethnic
group from the outside, by the dominant group. So, the education to the minor-
ity language needs a set of complete plan, and get a large scale of group’s support

including local schools.

2.2.5. The Importance of Family’s Education

As some scholars said: “in fact, the rights of the language use can’t ensure the
survival of the language, it ultimately depends on the mother tongue’s user’s de-
cision. It definitely confuses the institution, because it beyond their control.”
Though it is said that the establishment of a school or declarement of some lan-
guage as an official language is easier than to let the family members talk with
their kids in their own minority language, however, only in the way of latter, can
the minority language be heritage, which indicates that the official language pol-
icy didn’t exert so important influence in the family. Therefore, in any case, if we

make the language survive in the daily life, these official measures are not
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enough.

Tian Youlan & Zhou Xiaomei in their articles argues that language policy,
school and family are of the same importance for protection and renewing en-
dangered minority languages. They give some suggestions about family educa-
tion on minority languages (Tian Youlan & Zhou Xiaomei, 2013).

Brandt, E. A., & Ayoungman, V. proposed a suggestion in Canadian Journal
of Native Education that the family members should talk with their kids in the
simple words rather than to teach the national language just through fragmen-
tary vocabularies like foods, colors or numbers (Brandt & Ayoungman, 1989).
They should carry out some practical talk with kids, such as put up questions to
them and tell them how to say the their own language in practical scene. Besides,
the learning and teaching minority language indeed need the elder’s help, while
the younger parents’ creation of the family’s environment is also of critical im-
portance. Whether it is in the school or being out, the minority students need
the corresponding language environment, the family is undoubtedly one of the

places using minority language (Tian Youlan & Zhou Xiaomei, 2013).

3. Bilingual Education’s Effect in Maintaining Minority
Language

An Mei in her article emphasized the importance of the bilingual education, she
said that the bilingual education has been very profound in maintaining and de-
veloping a national language, and further strengthening its group identity and
cultural structure. Bilingual education is also regarded as a means of minority
language support. Effective bilingual schooling has generally involved a process
known as “immersion”. Children are immersed in the language, and it is used to
teach them science, mathematics and social studies, for instance, they are not
“taught” the language. It is rather used as a medium of instruction to teach them
the normal school curriculum. This method has proved very successful in many
different countries as a means of learning a second language (An Mei, 2011).

When a language is rated as high in status by its users, and yet also regarded
as a language of solidarity to be used between minority group members, where it
is regarded as appropriate for expressing referential as well as affective or social
meaning, and where it is also to be used in a wide range of contexts both formal
and informal, it is much more likely to be maintained. There is clearly no magic
formula for guaranteeing language maintenance or for predicting language shift
or death. Different factors combine in different ways in each social context, and
the results are rarely predicable. Similar factors apparently result in stable bilin-
gual situation in some communities but language shift in others. This account
has stressed importance of economic, social, demographic and attitudinal fac-
tors. Economic factors are very influential and rarely work in favor of maintain-
ing small minority group languages. Successful resistance requires a conscious
and determined effort to maintain the minority language.

Though economic and political imperatives tend to eliminate minority lan-

guages, it is important to remember examples like welsh which demonstrate that
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languages can be maintained, and even revived, when a group values their dis-
tinct identity highly and regards language as an important symbol of that identi-
ty. Finally, it is also important to realize that pressures towards language shift
occur mainly in countries where monolingual is regarded as normal, and bilin-
gualism is considered unusual. For most of the world it is bilingualism and mul-
tilingualism which is normal.

Therefore, it seems to be extremely urgent and necessary to protect the mi-
nority language and culture.

Bilingual education is considered one of the most important measures taken
to maintain languages and cultures. Bilingual education of the Han and minority
language has developed a lot. The Yandong primary school in Liping County
was taken as an example to illustrate it. There are two classes (Class one and
Class two) with 89 students in grade 4. At the end of 1984, all students took part
in the final examination. The average grade of the Chinese test of class one is
43.7, with a 15.2% rate of pass, and the average grade of class two is 54.5, with a
42.9% rate of pass. The grade of class two is 10. 8 higher than that of class one.
All students of class one, with an exception of one Chinese student who can
speak the Dong language, are Dong nationality pupils. The school carried out
experimental bilingual education in class one. Teachers are required to add 6
lessons of the Dong language each week in addition to the existing 26 lessons.
And in the final examination of that semester, all students of class one passed the
Dong language test and pupils got 8 pupils got 100. The average Chinese mark of
this class is 63.3, and this grade is 5.3 higher than that of class two. From this
experimental class, we learn that these bilingual pupils can get good perfor-
mance both in the Han language and Dong language. Obviously, it will not in-
fluence the study of Chinese but improve their proficiency in learning for stu-
dents to master the Dong language.

However, there still exist some problems in bilingual education in the Han
and Dong language. For example:

1) We should consider bilingual education from the point of view of the con-
stitution. The lawful position of minority nationality languages cannot be ig-
nored. The idea that minority nationality languages are used as transitional lan-
guages has never been based any laws.

2) We must understand bilingual education from the point of view of inherit-
ing and developing national culture. The profound significance of bilingual
education in maintaining and developing national culture cannot be underesti-
mated.

3) We need more administrative support for bilingual programs in school.
Teachers need to be competent bilinguals, with high levels of Han and na-
tive-language proficiency. So they can respond to pupils’ needs.

The education is an important way to acquire various advanced knowledge
and techno ledge so that realize the nation’s development; meanwhile, it’s also
an indispensible tool to maintain nation’s cultural heritage. The education in-

cludes school’s education, family’s education and social education these three
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types. Actually, in most nations only having language but without characters, the
nation’s traditional culture were maintained by family’s education and social
education. In modern school’s education, the bilingual education is the main
channel for minority language entering into the class.

Therefore, whether we use the tool of carrying out the policy to maintain the
minority language or take humanistic care to the disadvantaged groups, the bi-
lingual education is still the important way to realize the maintenance of mul-
ti-languages (Wu Zhengbiao, 2010).

As we know that language policy, school and family are of the same impor-
tance for protection and renewing endangered minority languages, so is early
children endangered minority language education.

Though it is impossible just relying on the school to realize the language’s
maintenance and revival, the school is an important part among them. Because
of the systematic teaching, the appropriate ways and the regular study could
strengthen the use of the minority language. In addition, if the school takes the
minority language as a subject, the minority language will be taken seriously like

other subjects.

4. Conclusion

As we have explained in the paper, there are many factors which could contri-
bute to language maintenance such as the patterns of language use, demographic
factors, institutional support, attitudes towards majority and minority, and gov-
ernment policies towards language and education of minorities. Different cul-
tures have different ideas about the integrity of their own group in relation to
outsiders. If speakers of the minority language manage to find an ecological
niche in the majority community which is conductive to language maintenance,
they may have a better chance of survival. Given the fact that bilingualism is a
world phenomenon, and given also that official and prestige status is often re-
stricted, it is apparent that attitudes towards bilingualism and language diversity
in general are important.

China is a typical multinational and multilingual country; therefore, it is a
normal part of human existence to understand a second language or language
variety. Policies of language planning and language reform have been carried out
successfully. The strength of the Han language as a second language among na-
tionality is derived not only from the institutional pressures supporting the Han
language, but also the pressures to develop some medium of communication
between groups with different mother tongues. The dominant status of Putong-
hua as a national common speech has been further strengthened.

Chinese constitution and laws have given all the minority nationalities the
freedom of using and developing their own languages. According to Chinese
language policies towards minority nationalities, the country should help minor-
ity nationalities to create and reform scripts. It suggests that our country has
been paying a close attention to the use and development of minority nationality

languages in addition to advocating all nationalities to learn and use Putonghua
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as a common speech.

Education is one of the tools of language planning. Even if bilingual education
appears to be a necessary condition for the maintenance of minority culture and
language, it is not the sufficient one. Only a strong ethno linguistic vitality, the
use of the mother tongue in the home and in the speech community, and alle-
giance to the culture group will ensure linguistic survival.

The years after World War II have seen the reappraisal or official language
policy in many countries, where the state apparatus tries to maintain some of the
minority languages, both indigenous and foreign. In any case, without deeper
knowledge of a community’s language values, or at least better survey data, it is
impossible to say whether language maintenance or language shift is to be ex-
pected in the future. Without active language maintenance, shift is inevitable in
many contexts, and without conscious maintenance, minority language can and
probably will disappear in as far as three generations. Therefore, nothing bene-
fits a country more than treasure the languages and cultures of its various

peoples.
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