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The Impact of Dialect or Ethnic Minority Language Experience
on Chinese Language Acquisition in Children:
A Systematic Review of Empirical Studies

Zhimin QIU, Xingli ZHANG, & Yixun LI

Abstract

This systematic review aimed to investigate the impact of the language background of
dialect-speaking or ethnic minority children on Chinese acquisition in China. A total of 32
articles in Chinese and English, including 38 empirical studies on 14 dialects and 5 ethnic
minority languages published before 2024, met the inclusion criteria. We systematically analyzed
the included studies, categorizing their characteristics, designs, topics, findings, and theoretical
contributions. Our main findings included: (a) a gradual and discontinuous increase in the
number of Chinese and English articles over the past three decades, with previous studies
primarily focusing on children who speak dialects; (b) studies predominantly employing
hypothesis testing (e.g., analysis of variance), supplemented by correlational analyses and other
quantitative methods, to examine the impact of dialect or ethnic language experience on Chinese
language; (c) research focusing on internal factors (e.g., metalinguistic awareness) and external
factors (e.g., linguistic environment), revealing mixed findings on the impact of dialect-speaking
or ethnic minority children’s language backgrounds on Chinese acquisition, and social
acceptance of a dialect potentially supporting children’s learning attitude toward Chinese
acquisition; and (d) the most cited theory being bilingual advantage hypothesis, and
Chinese-language articles focusing on testing theories while English-language articles on
developing theories. This study informs research and teaching in children’s Chinese learning.
Future empirical research should focus on children’s language backgrounds to clarify how
children’s language backgrounds affect Chinese acquisition among dialect-speaking and ethnic

minority children, promoting intervention studies and supporting educational practices.

Keywords: aged 0—12 years, dialect; ethnic minority language; Chinese; systematic review
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