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According to Huang et al. (2016)[1], left-behind children are those whose parents have 
moved away from their residence for work purposes for extended periods (more than 
six months) and have left their children with other caregivers, such as grandparents or 
relatives. The major effects of this separation include the consistent absence of 
parental companionship, emotional support, and educational guidance for the 
children. These factors create a profound emotional gap, social alienation, and 
educational barriers, according to Shen et al. (2021).[2] This situation is aggravated 
when scarce resources and opportunities are added, most vividly present in far rural 
areas, making the problem a systemic crisis for many children across China. 
 
Physical training is an essential part of life education, preeminently in relation to his 
next step for the underdeveloped mind and soul (Spencer, 1865).[3] More 
contemporaneous observations affirm this position through which activity is 
acknowledged as a tool in deterring and alleviating occasional mental health problems 
among children and adolescents (Chi et al., 2020).[4] Hence, this urgency necessitates 
evident action regarding physical education so that it can address the whole of the 
development needs of children left behind. 
 
Tough Out: A View into the Lives of Left-Behind Children 
The emerging Chinese documentary Tough Out addresses this need with astonishing 
sensitivity and reach. It narrates the tale of "Strong Angels": a baseball team 
consisting of left-behind children with negative experiences in their family 
backgrounds; from such dimensions, the documentary investigates how physical 
education, or baseball, can be an agent of change in their lives.  
 
Above all, the movie eloquently depicts struggles ingrained in the souls of the kids, 
such as living in a poor setting, in insecure family conditions, not receiving proper 
education, or, more specifically, emotional nurturing. The film well demonstrates how 
physical education can make significant contributions to personal growth for the 
transformation of wider society in combating issues like equity. 
 
The stories of Ma Hu and Xiao Shuang, two children whose lives are changed by 
baseball, add powerful inspiration to the documentary's narrative. Such is the 
redemptive and transformative journey that Ma Hu undertakes. Ma Hu is a child that 
grows under his grandmother's care after the mother leave him and the father works 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cmtR8XhJluM
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away. Rejection and insecurity characterized his childhood and become intrinsic 
elements of his rebellious characters that prevented him from forming friendship 
bonds. But baseball did change his life, and when the game-the structure and 
discipline of the sport-found him with a coach and supporting teammates, it burst all 
his frustrations into something positive. He learned how to control his emotions, 
respect others, and find himself within the team-his loss for a place had been filled. 
The tale of Xiao Shuang is also very touching and motivating. After his birth, Xiao 
Shuang was shifted from a relative to a relative as they died or lived life like every 
other person unbothered. Ultimately, his uncle; a cancer patient and constantly in 
financial constraints had to send him to a baseball training base in hopes of giving 
him a brighter future. On the other side, Xiao Shuang became a brilliant pitcher full of 
skill and hard work overcoming every pitfall and every event surrounding him. Being 
from the world of baseball has been able to save him-stability, direction, and the 
chance to overcome all limitations. 
 
It isn't merely a sport that Ma Hu and Xiao Shuang learn; it is a journey full of 
discovering their personal voices and channels inside them. They have won their 
championships on confidence, willpower, and the created memories among 
teammates. These networks act as an emotional pillow and belonging point, giving a 
good trace of how physical education can impact an individual's development.  
 
Reflections: A Journey of Resilience 
I guess Ma Hu and Xiao Shuang's stories were relatable with that of an international 
student scouring for knowledge at the University of Manchester. One went through all 
kinds of stereotypical hurdles: culture shock, language barrier, and adaptation to a 
foreign environment. These made me feel rather lonely and insecure about what was 
next. I chose to tough it out like those kids in Tough Out and turn every problem into 
an opportunity to grow. 
 
Xiao Shuang's resolute spirit crawling through this phenomenon of broken family 
background really struck me deep. By his gains and cheers, I learn about the spirit 
inside one that pushes a person to face the harder realities of life. What my 
experiences have taught me is that life is about living today and hoping for tomorrow. 
Hence, Xiao Shuang sends a very important lesson about human struggles, that 
anyone in any corner of the world-whether a remote village or a bustling city-is 
striving in his or her own way to challenge fate and seek the light ahead. 
 
The Importance of Physical Education 
Research provides robust proof supporting the documentary underlying premise about 
how physical activity could possess tremendous psychological and emotional benefits 
for left-behind children. Li and Ren (2023)[6] assert that, in fact, an escalation in 
physical activity will raise the hope levels of such children and lower their 
psychological distress. Zhu and Li[7] conducted a research study in 2024 that focused 
on the ability of physical activities to change the child, especially the lagging child. 
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They found that physical activity significantly enhances cognition development and 
psychological resilience in these children, thereby enabling them to cope with stress 
and other life challenges and make them happier basically. The study emphasized 
physical activity as one of the critical means of enhancing subjective well-being 
through cognitive reappraisal and psychological resilience, two major variables in the 
positive relationships between exercise and well-being. 
 
Other features of school physical activity include emotional thinking, social skills, 
and purpose. Where children may be left out of homes, it becomes their most-
enormous avenue for self-expression and personal development to rise above the odds 
posed by their external environment. 
 
Physical Education Access Challenges 
Despite the innumerable beneficial features, left-behind children in rural China are 
denied access to different forms of professional sports training, including quality 
physical education. Officially, the data suggest that although the number of left-
behind children reduced from 2016 to 2018, 6.97 million left-behind children were 
recorded in 2018. Most of these children are concentrated in the provinces of Sichuan, 
Anhui, Hunan, Henan, Jiangxi, Hubei, and Guizhou.[5] 

 
The key challenges include: 
Inadequate Knowledge: The regional inequalities still exists in China , many primary 
schools in the western regions still focus on academic achievements of students and 
that physical education has little or no input in the all-round development of the 
pupil.[20] A survey conducted in 2021[10] revealed that many left-behind children 
perceive physical education as simply "playing" and that they are ignorant of its wider 
relevancies. 
 
Poor Facilities: Schools in rural areas usually lack the infrastructure and equipment to 
cater to the different sporting activities. The physical education programmes rely on 
local government funding and that is not enough for rural schools. 
 
Scattered Support: China lacks specific policies to promote investment from the social 
forces in physical education systems. Social organizations and volunteers provide 
little assistance mainly catering to survival needs as opposed to educational and 
adulthood development support. Because of the hukou system, some left-behind 
children can’t be educated in cities. 
 
Recommendations for Improvement 
A holistic and coordinated approach is needed to counter and commodify the benefits 
of physical education for left-behind children: 
 
Enhance Awareness: Parents and schools should put their heads together toward the 
telling of the story of the importance of physical education against the grain of 
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traditional mindsets and exhorting active participation-the stronger campaigning 
would slowly yet surely chisel attitudes about sports wholly into points of being 
integral dimensions of whole education. 
 
Elevation Government Backing: Improved government investment to upgrade sports 
facilities; better training and support of physical education teachers; political 
policies[8][9] to ensure all children have equal and consistent opportunities in sports. 
Enlisting Community Resources: Establish networks that unite schools and 
governments with community organizations to create cohesive and lasting support 
systems that provide specific assistance for sports education. Mobilizing energy 
within communities will also provide mentorship and support for the much longer 
term to the left behind children. 
 
Physical education therefore becomes not just a luxury but a necessity for the well-
rounded development of children who are left behind. As Tough Out can show, such 
education can change a life. Ma Hu has worn the cap of a professional baseball player 
and is now the coach of the "Strong Angels" team in the capital city of China, Beijing. 
Xiao Shuang’s sports capability has been made use of in pursuing higher education, 
one can see stories worth telling on how physical education could bring changes in the 
lives of left-behind children with the skills and confidence needed toward a hopeful 
life. 
 
Great challenges exist for left-behind children in China, but the documentary and 
research associated with "Tough Out" showcase very clearly the fact that there is the 
possibility of changes due to the virtue of physical education for these children. 
Removing systemic hurdles, mobilizing the public, and thus involving communities 
into the process should be the basis of creating an environment for these children. 
A view of physical education as being expansive and broad would really aid in the 
many more endeavors that can be part of this support for such a vulnerable group. 
Even so, together let us enable an empowered left-behind child to continue working 
toward full fulfillment. Everyone benefits from paving the way for brighter futures. 
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