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Summary: Language is one of the major ways in which culture is manifested. One can only get inside a 

culture if one is able to speak, read or write in its language. The earlier one starts to learn a language, the 

easier it will be. In this context, children from bi-national families are not consciously learning a second 

language but have to face the two cultures and the two languages of their parents simultaneously and un-

consciously from birth. Therefore, it would seem that children from bi-national families have the best op-

portunity to master the two languages. This article focuses on the way parents from ten German-Chinese 

families living in Germany or China deal with this issue. 
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Резюме: Язык является одним из важнейших факторов, в которых проявляется культура. 

Человек может проникнуть в культуру лишь тогда, когда он может говорить на языке, читать 

и писать. Чем раньше начинают изучать язык, тем проще. В этой связи дети из семей с 

родителями двух национальностей учат второй язык неосознанно, с самого рождения они 

одновременно и неосознанно соприкасаются с двумя культурами и двумя языками своих 

родителей. Поэтому кажется, что дети из семей с родителями двух национальностей имеют 

наилучшие возможности овладеть двумя языками. Данная статья в основном рассматривает 

то, как родители из десяти немецко-китайских семей, которые живут в Германии или в Китае, 

решают данный вопрос. 

Ключевые слова: двуязычное образование, би-национальные семьи, семейное образование, 

Германия, КНР 

Zusammenfassung: Die Sprache ist eines der wesentlichen Faktoren, in denen sich die Kultur manifestiert. 

Man kann eine Kultur nur verinnerlichen, wenn man die Sprache verstehen, sprechen, lesen, und schreiben 

kann. Je früher man eine Sprache lernt, umso einfacher ist es. Kinder aus bi-nationalen Familien lernen ei-

ne Zweitsprache nicht bewusst, müssen sich aber mit den beiden Kulturen und beiden Sprachen der Eltern 

gelichzeitig und unbewusst von Geburt an auseinandersetzen. Daher scheint es, dass Kinder aus bi-

nationalen Familien die besten Gelegenheiten haben, zwei Sprachen zu meistern. Dieser Artikel behandelt 

hauptsächlich, wie Eltern von zehn Deutsch-Chinesischen Familien, die in Deutschland oder China leben, 

sich mit dieser Frage auseinandersetzen. Der Artikel schließt mit einem Vergleich und einer Analyse der 

Haltungen und Gewohnheiten der Eltern sowie der Leistungen der Kinder aus diesen zwei Ländern. 

Schlüsselwörter: zweisprachige Erziehung, bi-nationale Familien, familiäre Erziehung, Deutschland, VR 

China 

Introduction 

For years, the number of bi-national families as well as their children has been increasing in Germa-

ny. In 2012, 10.63% of children born in Germany were born to couples in which only one of the 

parents was a German national (Verband binationaler Familien und Partnerschaften e.V.)  

(http://www.verband-binationaler.de/index.php?id=3). This tendency has also been noted by Chi-

nese scholars. Moreover, German-Chinese relationships can always be found in bi-national love 

matches in these two countries. As a matter of fact, German-Chinese marriages were already to be 
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seen in the 1940s. “My German wife and I were going to a café which was close to the town hall. At 

that time, Germany already showed signs of losing the war. There had to be a blackout at night” (Qiu, 

2006, p. 205). Qiu, a renowned surgeon, gained his PhD at the University of Munich in the late 

1930s and still remembered well his ten-year studies, research and life in Germany. This phenome-

non continued as marriages between Chinese men from the gastronomy sector and German women 

were not unusual in the 1950s and 1960s (cf. Flemming & Liang, 2007, p. 443 f.). Although any bi-

national relationships have their specific positive sides that mono-cultural families do not have, e.g. 

broadening of horizons in a different culture, the big, even huge, cultural differences are likely to be 

a great challenge for the couples to face.  

Moreover, the couple´s approach to negotiating cultural values will have a strong impact on their 

children. To be more precise, what are the goals of parenting within a bi-national relationship? 

What characteristics would they like to pass on to their offspring? Do they think that bilingual edu-

cation is important and do they use both languages with their children regularly? In fact, not only 

the parents have to think about these questions, but children are also fully involved in the process of 

negotiating cultural values in bi-national families. Research on migration, however, has been mostly 

limited to immigrants as individuals rather than as members of a family. Nevertheless, some books 

have been published and a certain amount of research has been conducted on child-rearing in bi-

national families in which one of the parents is Chinese. Long (2008), for instance, shared her own 

story of being a mother and of how she had to deal with her children, who caused her to rethink her 

traditional way of parenting in a bi-national family. It was no coincidence that Long was equally 

confronted with the issue of bilingual education. “Ann ´s mom is Chinese. She has spoken only Chi-

nese to him since right after he was born. Ann´s dad is German and speaks standard German. Ann 

speaks to him in German, but the parents communicate in English with each other. No one teaches 

Ann English” (ibid: pp. 18f.). Schwantes (2009) conducted her scientific research on the cultural 

identities of children from German-Taiwanese families. Based on interviews with 17 Taiwanese 

parents and some of their children living in the German city of Munich, Schwantes pointed out that 

not all these families were making efforts to promote the use of both languages equally. From her 

point of view, teaching a language had something to do with feeling, hope and fear. In order to man-

age bilingual education in the family, she suggested following the rule: one person – one language. 

Namely, each parent speaks only his or her mother tongue to the child (Schwantes, 2009, pp. 94-97). 

In this research it was also highlighted that if the parents could understand their partner´s language, 

especially those languages which are difficult to learn, it would be very helpful for their children.  

In this context, Chua (2011), the “tiger mother”, firmly stuck to her Chinese way of parenting her 

children although she was already the second generation of migrants in her family. “The girls  barely 

had time as it was to do their homework, speak Chinese with their tutor, and practice their instru-

ments” (p. 97). Even if Chua´s book is not an academic study, her experience does indeed call atten-

tion to a number of aspects which clearly contrast Eastern and Western styles of parenting in gen-

eral as well as Chinese and American styles in particular. More currently, Wang (2012) conducted 

research on German-Chinese families, some of which live in Germany and some in China. The aim of 

this research was to get all the parents actively involved in this study in order to compare their dif-

ferent parenting styles in a larger social context. One of the findings refuted the hypothesis that 

children from bi-national families would have the best opportunity to master the languages of their 

parents. On the contrary, only some of the children from the ten families have managed it. Some, 

however, speak only one of their parents' languages, in most cases, this is German. Why was this the 

case? A closer analysis of the circumstances and factors provides some answers. 
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Attitudes to bilingual education and practice  

of German-Chinese families living in Germany 

The five German-Chinese families were living in Munich, Dachau, Pulheim and Clausthal-Zellerfeld, 

which are located in different Federal States. In addition to the five sets of parents, altogether seven 

children aged from two to eleven participated in this research. In order to compare the parents´ 

attitudes and their implementation in their children´s bilingual education, their feedback is pre-

sented separately. The wish to provide a bilingual education for their children was shared by all the 

German parents. However, in reality only the children aged two and three could understand and 

express themselves in both German and Chinese. The five and seven- year-olds were not able to 

speak Chinese at all. The factors which led to this are explored in the following contexts. 

First of all, the societal factor was paramount. Since all the children attended the local kindergar-

tens or schools, the German language dominated in their educational environment all the time.  It 

indicated that the Chinese language must be scarcely used and the children had little chance to 

speak it in their schools or kindergartens. Besides, none of the five families sent their children to 

extra classes to practise their Chinese.  

Secondly, the parents´ ability to speak their partners´ language played an important role. Accord-

ingly, only one of the German parents gained any basic knowledge of the Chinese language and was 

able to speak simple sentences. His little daughter aged three would love to correct his Chinese 

when she heard him make a mistake. This kind of domestic exercise could definitely encourage the 

child´s motivation to learn her parents´ languages in parallel, and in fact, the little one did it very 

well.  

Thirdly, the parents´ own viewpoints on bilingual education and whether they took any action to 

support their children also counted in this process. “I´d love to educate my children bilingually. But 

we are in Germany and I can hardly speak Chinese. So our three children speak little Chinese”, a 

German mother frankly explained the circumstances in her family. Similarly, Schwantes (2009) 

stressed the fact of the prestige of one language in bi-national families. This suggests that the natu-

ral environment of the language of the majority obviously has priority over the learning of the lan-

guage of the parents. For children, this has an impact on their motivation to learn the less used lan-

guage and it can easily be lost in consequence.  

What about the Chinese parents living in Germany? Unsurprisingly, the four mothers saw teach-

ing the Chinese language as one of their parenting goals. Being fully aware of the priority of the 

German language in society, they felt strongly that they should talk to their children in their mother 

tongue only. They considered Chinese as part of their identities and the best way to introduce Chi-

nese culture to their offspring. In other words, the four mothers put their determined efforts into 

their children´s bilingual education. Moreover, it would not completely satisfy them if their children 

could only speak the language without learning the Chinese characters. In practice, this meant that 

they often read Chinese books to their children, listened to Chinese songs and watched movies with 

their children. Moreover, they travelled back to China together regularly. At times, they also invited 

their parents, who normally could only speak Chinese, to come to Germany. With all kinds of efforts, 

the children got more and more familiar with the Chinese language. Compared with the mothers, 

the Chinese father was not strict in requiring his children to learn his mother tongue. In his opinion, 

“mother tongue was the language of the mothers”. He seemed to be happy that his children had 

already achieved this goal because all of them were fluent in German. Whether or not they were 
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going to learn Chinese was not an urgent issue at the moment. Therefore, the level of his children’s 

Chinese was the lowest among the families in Germany. It should also be mentioned that two of the 

children were given German names only, because their Chinese mother did not think that her family 

name was suitable for her daughters. The other children had both German and Chinese names.  

Attitudes to bilingual education and practice of German-Chinese  

families living in China 

Five German-Chinese families living in China also took part in the research. They lived in different 

cities, located in different Chinese provinces, all of the cities in which the families were living being 

regarded as multicultural societies: Beijing, Wuxi and Taicang. All the German and the Chinese par-

ents as well as their ten children participated in the research. The children were aged from two to 

twelve years  and all of them had both German and Chinese names, which was different from the 

case in the families in Germany. 

Basically, the German parents´ attitudes toward their children´s bilingual education were closely 

connected with their parenting goals. Unlike Chinese parents, who normally expect their children to 

get good marks at school (The extreme example would be the “tiger mother”), the German parents 

preferred a child-oriented style. Undoubtedly, this kind of mindset results from an historical as well 

as cultural background. “A glance at the historic-pedagogical publications of the first half of the 

1990s indicates a new and rather impressively large trend in a revival of the discussion on a Reform 

Pedagogy (Progressive Education) in Germany. […] There are diverse “innovative” educational ex-

periments which are all reform pedagogically motivated. They are designed to replace authoritarian 

teaching and receptive learning with forms of “open” instruction as well as promoting the self-

regulations of pupils” (Golz, 1998, pp. 189f.). Despite the fact that none of the German parents could 

speak Chinese, (although they were living in China), nine of the children were equally proficient at 

these two languages, which presented a different situation from the children living in Germany. 

Those who were of school age had mastered the two languages even better. The only exception was 

the twelve-year-old boy, the oldest of the ten children, because he could only speak German. In 

comparison with the factors which influenced the families in Germany, two major aspects had great 

impacts on the families in China. Above all, the parents´ behaviour could create an encouraging 

atmosphere in which their children were willing to learn German and Chinese at the same time. One 

German father, for instance, valued the importance of managing these two languages and carefully 

undertook his “plan” from the first day of his child´s birth. In this family, no other languages were 

spoken to his child apart from German and Chinese although the couple had to communicate with 

each other in English. He even did not want his child´s Chinese grandmother to visit, only because 

she had a strong local accent. Furthermore, this father mentioned that learning English had re-

placed learning German in some German-Chinese families whom he had met because the parents 

thought that it would be more useful for their children in the future. Consequently, those children 

were rejected by the local German schools, simply due to their insufficient knowledge of the Ger-

man language. Secondly, the type of educational institutions the children attended had a strong 

influence on their bilingual education, too. According to the four-year research, eight of the ten chil-

dren attended educational institutions. Four of them went to the local Chinese schools. Three chil-

dren were sent to bilingual kindergartens where Chinese and English were taught. One attended the 

German Embassy School, in which the German educational system prevailed and the German lan-

guage dominated. The choice of the majority of the German parents indicated that they expected 

their children to have the opportunity to learn the Chinese language formally in local schools. Yet, 

the research also showed that this was simply a temporary decision because they expressed the 
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desire to send their children back to Germany in the future.  

As to the Chinese parents´ attitudes towards this issue, the traditional and non-traditional mod-

els of teaching confused them. On the one hand, the teaching of the Chinese language as well as the 

relatively cheap tuition fees in the local schools attracted the majority. On the other hand, the stress-

ful learning atmosphere made the parents worry and they felt sorry for sending their children there. 

One Chinese mother shared her experience of choosing schools for her daughter as follows:  

I felt she learned little in the foreign language school.  Then I sent her to a local Chinese 
school. I was always unsure which one was more suitable for her. In the foreign language 
school, she could organize a music band and her character was open and active. There was no 
pressure to learn, but what they taught was too simple. Now back at a Chinese school, she has 
no time for making models of aeroplanes or other activities. What is taught there is pretty 
profound. 

 

Thus, it can be seen that the two models basically have a totally different educational philosophy. 

The Western-oriented institutions pay more attention to the development of children’s interests 

and strengths, the importance of which the Chinese educators have actually been aware for a long 

time, but have barely put into practice. By contrast, the traditionally Chinese school’s interests as a 

whole are still limited to the teaching of overwhelmingly large amounts of knowledge regardless of 

children’s comprehension. Deng (2007, p. 79) reports the results of a survey of Chinese children’s 

development from 2005. It shows that the time children at almost any grade needed for their as-

signments went far beyond the national regulations. Their time was mostly occupied by learning 

and they were no doubt overloaded. This author frankly points out that “the current reality which 

opposes the education of quality still truly and stubbornly exists” (p. 77).  Accordingly, most of the 

Chinese parents in this research expressed the same feeling that these two models were extreme. 

Although such a situation frequently happened in China, most of the Chinese parents were of the 

opinion that the Chinese language symbolized the identities of their children. One of the mothers, 

for instance, decided to send her child to a local school saying “as a Chinese, she has to learn this 

language seriously”.   

It was pointed out above that in Schwantes´s (2009) research, the teaching of a language was 

closely related to one´s feeling, hope and even fear. Truly, it was reflected in the research conducted 

by Wang (2012) as well. For the Chinese parents, their children´s ability to speak the Chinese lan-

guage would not only secure their feeling of being able to communicate with them in depth in the 

future, but could also revitalize the parents´ own interest in Chinese culture. The following state-

ment was given by a Chinese mother who was not happy with the approach of the local Chinese 

schools and at the same time was worrying about “losing” her son one day: 

My husband disagreed with sending our children to the local Chinese schools. I don’t like 
their teaching methods, either. The learning pressure on children in China has been increas-
ing. The knowledge of grade one and two in primary schools is taught already in kindergar-
tens. So, we’ll not send our children to the local Chinese schools.  […] What I worry about is 
that the children’s Chinese language will be gradually lost after going to the German schools, 
as this language is hardly used there. They can only understand and speak Chinese, but are 
not able to read and write, because they will be completely dominated by the German lan-
guage. So in my eyes, they are completely foreigners. In the future, there will be three Ger-
mans in the family, but only one Chinese, me. It’s my feeling.  
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Analysis and Conclusion 

As a matter of fact, the issue of negotiating cultural values exists in almost every  family relationship. 

No matter what the type of relationship is, e.g. mono-cultural, or bi-national, “good communication 

is perhaps the most essential ingredient in a successful marriage, and it is probably the most diffi-

cult to achieve” (Romano, 2001, p. 132). In the cases presented, in six of the ten German-Chinese 

families, the parents have to use English to communicate with each other. Even so, the majority of 

the ten sets of parents clearly expressed the wish that their children would grow up bilingually. 

Unfortunately, reality at times fell short of the theory, because not all the children in these ten fami-

lies were equally proficient in Chinese and German. The three-year-old girl could speak these two 

languages and was able to correct her German father´s Chinese although she was one of the young-

est in the research. By contrast, it was impossible for the twelve-year-old boy to express himself in 

Chinese. Besides, the three older boys, aged five, eleven and twelve, were left behind in the process 

of bilingual education as they could only speak German.  

It seems clear that this result reflected their parents´ preference for cultural values. “Parents´ 

educational and disciplinary styles depend a great deal on their value systems: on how they per-

ceive their role in life and their relations with others and on their perception of the world and 

themselves. In other words, how they will instruct their children to behave will depend in part on 

whether their orientation is toward doing or being” (Romano, 2001, p. 118). Those Chinese parents 

who had studied and worked abroad were strongly influenced by the Western child-oriented par-

enting style. Accordingly, they preferred to see their children as individuals and would not force 

them to learn. It was no wonder that these parents had deeply-felt reservations about the un-

changed contemporary climate of education in China: pressure to learn, competition for good 

grades, little time for questioning etc.. In short, obedience is expected of all the children in China. “A 

good child must listen to his parents and grandparents. He should not talk back. […] A good pupil 

must listen to the teacher and follow all the school regulations. In school, pupils learn the textbook 

by heart. No one is interested in their own needs. Children´s ability to think over with confidence is 

not supported” (cf. Wang, 2008, p. 202).  

As far as bilingual education is concerned, these Chinese parents insisted on their own style of 

parenting and did not consider learning Chinese as a must for their children, as long as they had 

managed their German well. Indeed, the three children who hardly had any knowledge of the Chi-

nese language speak German fluently. However, this does not necessarily mean that these Chinese 

parents did not care about their children´s identities at all. On the contrary, they were proud of us-

ing their children´s Chinese names at family gatherings. They felt even happier that the members of 

their family  were used to calling their children by their Chinese names as well, which dramatically 

symbolized the Chinese tradition of a child´s central position in the whole family. As to the German 

parents, all of them were aware of the necessity of bilingual education and wished that their chil-

dren could speak Chinese as well as German, but their place of residence and the choice of their 

children´s educational institutions slowed down any progress they were making. Some German 

parents living in Germany, for instance, did not see learning Chinese as an urgent task for their chil-

dren, since they attended the local schools, where German was the language of instruction. In addi-

tion, those German parents working and living in China had the opportunity to witness the local 

atmosphere of teaching and the customary way of raising children. Gradually, they determined to 

send their children to German schools in which the Chinese language had no place.    

To sum up, the research on the selected ten German-Chinese families serves as a mirror and in-

dicates that the issue of bringing up children bilingually in bi-national families is not a question 
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which people could simply adopt or not. In fact, it demonstrates a variety of economic, social, cul-

tural and educational facets, e.g. place of residence of the family, parents´ educational backgrounds, 

decision about children´s educational institutions and even the role of the grandparents. Surely, it 

would be a great achievement if the children from these families had been using both their parents´ 

mother tongues since their childhood and could do it continuously. Does it mean that the others, e.g. 

the three boys, are the losers? I would say no. Learning is supposed to be a matter of happiness 

which has been universally agreed with. Language learning, therefore, should not be any exception. 

Based on the author´s personal experience of being able to speak German and Chinese, both lan-

guages is a positive experience. In fact, as far as the children from German-Chinese families are con-

cerned, their ability mostly depends on their parents. The logical way, therefore, is to firstly arouse 

the parents´ interest in the culture of their partners, including their respective educational systems 

and teaching methods. Only if they develop an intrinsic interest in the other culture, is it reasonable 

to believe that they would encourage their children to learn the language and probably share the 

happiness together. In this respect, the current climate of teaching in China seems to have more 

“black clouds” to be cleared up.  
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