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Education goes first in poverty reduction.
Providing high-quality education for the
children in poverty-stricken areas is an
essential means of lifting the people in
such areas out of poverty for good. In the
era of Education Informatization 2.0,
information technology has shown its
unique advantages in enhancing the
supply capacity of fundamental public
services for education, expanding the
coverage of high-quality education
resources, and other aspects.

Hence it should shoulder the historical
mission of remedying the shortcomings
of poverty reduction for poverty-stricken
areas and breaking through the
bottlenecks in poverty reduction through
education. Focusing on the impoverished
people, information technology has
become an significant force to promote
targeted poverty reduction through
education in poverty-stricken areas.
Because of the low popularization rate of
Mandarin and the shortage of competent
teachers in Liangshan Yi Autonomous
Prefecture, TAL online school has
developed a low-cost and easy-to-use
“Al Teacher Mandarin Teaching” system
in response to the policy context of
encouraging preschool children to learn
Mandarin. The system has been widely
used in Zhaojue County and has
produced remarkable poverty reduction
effects, providing a successful

experience for targeted poverty reduction
through education utilizing information
technology.

I. The Value of Targeted Poverty
Reduction through Education in
the Times

Targeted poverty reduction through
education plays a fundamental and
leading role in poverty reduction for
poverty-stricken areas by improving the
primary education level of the
impoverished population, blocking the
intergenerational transmission of poverty,
and eventually lifting the impoverished
people out of poverty for good.

As a fundamental measure to block the
intergenerational transmission of poverty
targeted poverty reduction through
education has broken the traditional
“blood transfusion” mode of poverty
reduction that gives money and materials
to the poor. Instead, it endows the
impoverished population in the
poverty-stricken areas with the
endogenous and long-term momentum to
shake off poverty. The “blood transfusion”
mode of poverty reduction can only
solve difficulties temporarily. The key to
poverty reduction, however, lies in
improving the abilities of the
impoverished population, including not
only the ability to earn their livelihood
but also their overall quality for
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self-development and adaptability to the
development of the market economy. The
particular advantage of targeted poverty
reduction through education lies in
helping people increase confidence in
their ability to lift themselves out of
poverty and see that they can access the
education they need to do so.

The idea is to, through literate, technical
and vocational training, change the
mindset of “waiting for support,
dependence on others, and asking for
help” of the impoverished population,
inspire their endogenous motivation, and
enhance their individual initiative to
shake off poverty and increase income,
thus achieving sustainable development.
Aimed at improving the scientific and
cultural knowledge and overall quality of
the impoverished population, targeted
poverty reduction through education has
ensured the sustainability and
fundamentally improved the quality of
poverty reduction, and at the same time
reduced the cases of returning to poverty.

I1. Logical Alignment
between Information Technology
and Targeted Poverty Reduction
through Education

As an advanced productive force,
information technology has gradually
become an effective means of
implementing targeted poverty reduction
through education in the “intelligent era.”
It has shown unique advantages in
enlarging the coverage of basic public
services for education, promoting
education equity, increasing the supply
of high-quality education resources, and
facilitating targeted poverty reduction
through education with low cost and high
efficiency.

(1) Technology contributes to
education equity and the
popularization and sharing of
education resources.
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Firstly, in the aspects of expanding the
coverage of primary public services for
education and promoting educational
equality, information technology meets
the requirements of schools and learners
for the learning environment, ensures the
balanced allocation of resources and data
accessibility, and promotes the
popularization and sharing of education
resources.

As early as 2012, China launched the
project of Full Coverage of Digital
Education Resources in Teaching Sites,
aiming to provide equipment, resources
and teaching applications by means of
information technology, thus breaking
through regional differences. Secondly,
technology may help expand the sources
and increase the availability of quality
education, thus addressing common
problems faced by poverty-stricken areas
such as the shortage of competent
teachers and teaching resources. The
advantages of information technology in
terms of ubiquitous and all-time
availability, reproduction of digital
resources at zero cost and support for
individuality have led to increasing
possibilities of meeting the need for
educational equality at different levels.

(2) Quality education resources
are made available anytime and
anywhere, helping students and
teachers improve simultaneously.

The role of information technology in
targeted poverty reduction through
high-quality education is manifested in
the two aspects of giving students access
to high-quality education resources and
helping teachers improve their
professional competence. First,
high-quality online education resources
have brought about the shift from
making “school education” available to
making “quality education” available to
students.
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For example, the ongoing
“double-teacher class” amplifies quality
education resources by means of
synchronous lesson preparation,
synchronous teaching, synchronous
testing, synchronous tutoring, and
synchronous management, giving
students in remote areas access to the
educational resources of famous schools.
Second, teachers are taken as the direct
target of assistance to address the issue
of endogenous development of
educational assistance. The knowledge
accomplishment and professional level
of teachers are essential factors that
determine the quality of education.
Teachers in poverty-stricken areas show
a certain degree of inadequacy in general
knowledge, subject knowledge, and
teaching knowledge.

In addition, the lack of language
knowledge also represents the shackles
of education in ethnic areas. With the
arrival of various learning resources in
the poverty-stricken areas, teachers may
learn and teach using new media
technology, which has improved their
subject competence and teaching ability
and thus activated the existing
educational resources.

II1. Innovative Practices of
the “Al Teaching Smart
Education” Programme

The “Al Teaching Smart Education”
programme is an educational aid
programme launched by TAL online
school of TAL Education Group, relying
on its advantages in teaching research
and technology and aimed at providing
Mandarin teaching service and quality
course resources free-of-charge for 72
schools and 70,462 students in Zhaojue
County. The programme features a
specially developed “Al Teacher
Mandarin Teaching” system.

(1) Programme Background
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Due to geographical, historical, cultural,
and ethnic reasons, a complicated mix of
languages is being used in ethnic
minority areas, which has greatly
restricted the poverty reduction efforts
and development in poverty-stricken
areas. The Outline for Poverty Reduction
and Development of China's Rural Areas
(2011-2010) explicitly requires that “the
national common spoken and the written
language shall be popularized in ethnic
minority areas.” Besides, the Action Plan
for Mandarin Popularization and
Poverty Reduction (2018-202(0) proposes
that “education should go first in poverty
reduction, and language should go first in
education” and that “by 2020, all the new
working population of impoverished
families should have the ability to
communicate in and apply the national
common spoken and written language”.

In February 2018, when General
Secretary Xi Jinping visited Liangshan
Yi Autonomous Prefecture, he stressed in
particular that efforts should be made to
strengthen education and never let
children lose at the starting line. In May
2018, with the strong support of the State
Council Leading Group Office of
Poverty Alleviation and Development,
the Ministry of Education and all sectors
of society, the pilot of the “Preschool
Mandarin Learning” Initiative was
launched, and the General
Implementation Plan for the “Preschool
Mandarin Learning” Initiative in
Liangshan Prefecture was issued, which
set forth a clear three-year objective that
preschool children aged 3 to 6 with
normal learning ability should be able to
communicate in the common national
language before receiving compulsory
education, form a habit of thinking by
the national common language, and
achieve the proficiency of
“understanding, speaking, daring to
speak, and applying” Mandarin.

(2) Program Implementation
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With the continuous advancement of
education informatization, TAL online
school’s “Al Teaching Smart Education”
programme was implemented in Zhaojue
County, Liangshan Prefecture, in
September 2018, aiming to provide an
“Al Teacher” for each child of Yi
nationality. Zhaojue County is locating in
an extremely impoverished area of
Liangshan Yi Autonomous Prefecture,
Sichuan Province. The county, which is a
crucial target of the national poverty
reduction work, has a Yi nationality
population that accounts for 98.1% of its
total population, hence a meager low
popularization rate of Mandarin. As such,
the county made the first choice for the
“Al Teacher” pilot.

1. Highly customized
Yi-Mandarin bilingual learning
module provides high-quality
Mandarin teaching resources.

Based on the actual needs of Zhaojue
County and the characteristics of
preschool children in learning Mandarin
(they are illiterate, can only read pictures,
and need Yi-Mandarin bilingual learning
material), the “Al Teacher Mandarin
Teaching” intelligent system has
thoroughly localized the vocabulary used
in the Yi-Mandarin bilingual learning
module. TAL online school, together
with the local education bureau and
language commission, combed through
the commonly used local vocabulary,
including appellations, animals, plants,
food, Yi costumes, polite language, and
others, and invited the local teachers in
Zhaojue County to draw related pictures
and record Yi-Han bilingual audio.
Finally, the commonly used vocabulary
was displayed in the form of
“picturet+Yi-Han bilingual pronunciation,”
which was concise and easy to
understand, intriguing, and suitable for
preschool children.
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2. Technology facilitates
intelligent evaluation and
pronunciation correction; personalized
services enable precise Mandarin
teaching.

Different from the general bilingual
teaching software, TAL online school’s
“Al Teacher Mandarin Teaching” system,
relying on its technological advantages
and in-depth integration of speech
recognition, speech evaluation, and other
technologies, can not only carry out the
intelligent evaluation of child’s
pronunciation in real-time, but also
correct it in time. After the child
completes the “repeat after,” the “Al
Teacher” will also generate a learning
report for the child, giving accurate
feedback on the accuracy and fluency of
his/her pronunciation and correcting
wrong or missing syllables in a timely
manner. Besides, the child may also learn
Pinyin, vocabulary, and grammar.

The personalized intelligent feedback
service gives real-time feedback on the
learning result of each child based on
their proficiency in listening, reading,
and comprehension of Mandarin, thus
providing targeted help for preschool
children to improve their proficiency in
Mandarin.

3. Al teaching system finds
extensive application as an off-line
system that has loose requirements for
the hardware and software
environment.

The lack of systems, applications, and
resources is still a common problem in
the process of educational
informatization in counties of
poverty-stricken areas, while the
shortage of personnel, funds, and
resources remains a constraint on
educational informatization in such
counties. (Ren Youqun, 2017)
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Therefore, promoting education
informatization in poverty-stricken areas
requires a set of low-cost, low-threshold,
and highly effective solutions, and the
“Al Teacher Mandarin Teaching” system
developed by TAL online school fully
meets these requirements. In terms of
hardware facilities, the system is an
off-line application that requires only an
electronic screen for projection. In the
context of the project aimed at
establishing “one nursery school in each
village” and “one kindergarten in each
township” in Liangshan Yi Autonomous
Prefecture, all preschool teaching points
in Zhaojue County meet the hardware
requirements. In terms of software, “Al
Teacher” guides children’s learning
intelligently, with the preschool teacher
(tutor) only playing a supporting role in
this process. Thus, the system has a low
requirement for their professional
competence in teaching. For teachers
who are not proficient in Mandarin, they
can also learn and improve their
Mandarin with their students.

(3) Programme Evaluation

Over the past year, since the “Al
Teaching Smart Education” programme
implement, it has covered 252 preschool
teaching points and 72 primary schools
in Zhaojue County, benefiting 70,000
primary and secondary school students.
The Education Bureau of Zhaojue
County conducted a questionnaire survey
among 2,417 teachers as uses of the “Al
Teacher Mandarin Teaching” system
and collected 847 valid questionnaires.
The survey results showed that the
programme had played a significant role
in improving the Mandarin level of
preschool children, alleviating the
shortage of teachers, and promoting
poverty reduction and sustainable
development for women and children.
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1. High-quality teaching resources
help preschool children improve their
overall Mandarin level

The “Al Teacher Mandarin Teaching”
system has been widely used in Zhaojue
County, producing a significant effects
for targeted poverty reduction through
education. In terms of the content and
form of teaching, more than 95% of
teachers think that the illustrated content
and edutainment form of “Al Teacher” is
helpful to improve the students’
comprehension, innovate the routine
form of Mandarin teaching, and protect
and inherit the culture of the Y1
nationality through bilingual teaching. As
for teaching results, the preschool
teaching points use the “Al Teacher
Mandarin Teaching” system five days a
week, where the children learn 20
Chinese phrases and master 4-5 phrases a
week.

The overall Mandarin level of preschool
children in the county has significantly
improved. Based on the results of
Chinese study of all students in the
county, the first-grade students of the
academic year 2019 who have used the
“Al Teacher Mandarin Teaching” system
reached an average score of 67.6 points
in their First Semester Chinese Exam,
outperforming the first-grade students of
the academic year 2018 (40 points) and
those of the academic year 2017 (39
points) who hadn’t used this system for
Mandarin learning.

2. The popularization of preschool
Mandarin helps to solve problems in
compulsory education during the
process of poverty reduction in ethnic
areas.

Compulsory education has always been a
challenge for poverty reduction and
development in Liangshan Yi
Autonomous Prefecture. Presently, the
average duration of education for people
in this region is only six years, and that
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for people in Zhaojue County is only
four years. The reason behind this is that
the local students of Yi nationality were
unable to speak Mandarin before school,
and when they attended primary school,
most of them found it extremely difficult
to learn. These reasons would quickly
cause frustration and give rise to
drop-outs.

Therefore, it is indispensable to learn
Mandarin before school. In addition, the
preschool period is the golden period for
learning Mandarin. Relevant studies
show that the critical period of language
acquisition is usually the period from
birth to puberty, in which the years from
1-5 is even more critical. Through
systematic Mandarin learning and
contact with an intensive Mandarin
environment, the children may
effectively improve their Mandarin
listening, speaking, reading and writing
abilities. But if they have missed the
golden period for the development of
language ability, the later they start to
learn, the worse the effect will be. The
“Al Teaching Smart Education”
programme focuses on the critical period
for language learning and aims to
improve the Mandarin listening,
speaking and cognitive skills of
preschool children in the form of
engaging learning.

The benefits thereof are not only
reflected in the improvement of their
Chinese achievements but also in the
enhancement of their cognitive ability for
mathematics, nature, and other
disciplines. The questionnaires showed
that more than 89% of the students
indirectly improved their performance in
other subjects thanks to their better
learning ability acquired through
improved language proficiency.
Enhancing the Mandarin level of
preschool children is conducive to
educational continuity. It may improve
their overall academic level, hence
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stimulate their interest and endogenous
motivation in learning, fundamentally
prevent them from getting tired of
learning and dropping out of school, and
thus enhance the effect of targeted
poverty reduction through education in
the region.

3. The intelligent teaching form
alleviates the plight of insufficient
teachers in poverty-stricken areas

Different from other subjects, Mandarin
education and popularization have higher
requirements for teachers in standard and
interactive pronunciation. Given the
reality of a shortage of teachers, the
application of Al technology has more
advantages in language popularization.
First, the “Al Teacher Mandarin
Teaching” system is easy to operate and
has low skill requirements for the users.
The questionnaires showed that more
than 90% of teachers believed that the
system was very convenient to use and
welcomed by both the teachers and the
students.

Second, from “repeat after,” evaluation
to the correction of Mandarin
pronunciation, the students may learn
directly on the system, without the need
of professional training for teachers, thus
significantly reducing the cost and
improving the efficiency. Finally, given
the high turnover and low professional
level of local preschool teachers (tutors),
the “Al Teacher Mandarin Teaching”
system may gradually ensure that each
child of Yi nationality has his/her own
“Al Teacher,” from whom they may
learn mandarin anytime and anywhere.
Besides, preschool teachers (tutors) may
also improve their Mandarin level by
using the “Al Teacher Mandarin
Teaching” system, which has effectively
alleviated the shortage of teachers in
extremely impoverished areas.

4. Intelligent information
technology plays a particularly
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significant role in poverty reduction
for women in poverty-stricken areas.

Due to the low educational level,
conservative and outdated mindset, and
other traits of rural women, the poverty
reduction work for women in
poverty-stricken areas is facing
enormous challenges. There is a large
amount of idle labor force, particularly
women, in Zhaojue County, Sichuan
Province. Influenced by their families,
gender, and traditional concepts, they
suffer from natural disadvantages in
social employment and can hardly go out
of the mountains and shake off poverty.
Impoverished women pose a particularly
outstanding problem.

The “Al Teacher Mandarin Teaching”
system has, to some extent, alleviated
this problem. Since the convenient and
straightforward operating system has
relatively low professional requirements
for preschool teachers (tutors) and the
working hours and locations are
relatively flexible, women in extremely
impoverished areas in Liangshan Yi
Autonomous Prefecture can master the
skills of operating and applying the “Al
Teacher Mandarin Teaching” system
after receiving some training. According
to statistics, female teachers account for
73.1% of the 581 preschool tutors who
use the “Al Teacher Mandarin Teaching”
system. The statistics also show that the
programme has indeed added a large
number of employment opportunities for
local women and has played a significant
role in reducing poverty among women.

5. Language learning helps people in
ethnic minority areas integrate into
the big market and society.

The popularization of Mandarin serves as
a fundamental bridge for poverty
reduction and for the impoverished
population to integrate into the overall
economic and social development of the
nation. People in ethnic areas are
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gradually marginalized in the modern
economic and social development
because they do not know Mandarin. On
the one hand, the local people in
Linagshan Yi Autonomous Prefecture
have limited access to modern
knowledge and information through the
Yi language.

Their lack of proficiency in Mandarin
means they cannot acquire knowledge
and skills through this smooth channel,
thus being gradually marginalized in the
fierce market competition. On the other
hand, because they cannot speak
Mandarin well, they may encounter
cultural barriers and suffer social
exclusion and employment
discrimination that would make it
difficult for them to earn legal income
and access public services. Therefore,
learning Mandarin, especially doing so
from early childhood, can not only
facilitate external communication and
learning but also help the children
improve the ability to accept and
understand new knowledge and form a
habit of thinking in Mandarin.

The system will help people in ethnic
minority areas to go out of the closed
environment, gradually interact with the
external society, actively integrate into
the mainstream society, and share the
opportunities and achievements of
China’s rapid economic growth. This
will fundamentally help ethnic minority
areas to meet the requirements of the
United Nations’ Sustainable
Development Goals to eradicate poverty,
achieve economic growth, and ensure job
security.

6. Targeted poverty reduction
through intelligent education makes
positive contributions to sustainable
development

The “Al Teaching Smart Education” has
presented the China solution for global
poverty reduction in the aspect of
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promoting targeted poverty reduction
through education. Besides, these
innovative practices have led to good
results in terms of concept, operation,
and effect, contributing positively to the
realization of the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals. With
the further popularization and application
of the “Al Teaching Smart Education”
programme, the social and economic
situations in the extremely impoverished
areas of Liangshan Yi Autonomous
Prefecture have also greatly improved.

Thanks to the programme, many
impoverished people have obtained
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