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Editorial on the Research Topic
 Breaking the mold: groundbreaking methodologies and theories for parental involvement in education





Methodological innovations

The methodological innovations presented in this Research Topic represent a significant departure from traditional approaches that have long relied on simple surveys and correlational analyses. These new approaches offer researchers powerful tools to uncover the intricate mechanisms underlying parental involvement and its effects on educational outcomes.

In their groundbreaking work, Fisher and Baissberg applied facet theory and demonstrated a particularly innovative research approach that deserves careful attention from the scholarly community. They move beyond conventional survey approaches and systematically map the structural dimensions of parental involvement perceptions using sophisticated analytical techniques. Facet analysis, a methodology rooted in the seminal work of Louis Guttman, reveals fundamental misalignments between Israeli teachers (who hold conceptions that are approximately 30 years old) and parents (who are more accepting of contemporary partnership models). This significant finding suggests that outdated conceptual frameworks remain entrenched in certain educational practices, creating barriers to effective home-school collaboration. The implications of this research extend well-beyond the Israeli context, raising essential questions about whether similar perception gaps exist in other educational systems worldwide.

Gamliel and Kupferberg's research embodies a novel and sophisticated framework for integrating micro-level analysis (including Conversation Analysis and Discursive Psychology) with macro-level analysis (Positive Discourse Analysis). They examined digital parent-teacher forums during crises, a particularly timely focus given the increasing reliance on digital communication platforms in educational settings. Technological advancements have facilitated enhanced communication modalities, enabling real-time information dissemination and virtual engagement between schools and families. Their innovative approach captures both the fine-grained interactional dynamics and broader power structures that shape these communications. The research illuminates how metaphors such as “teachers as fighters” and “parents as critics” shape relationships in ways that traditional research methods consistently miss. This discourse-analytic approach reveals the subtle yet powerful linguistic mechanisms through which roles are constructed and contested in educational settings.

Multiple papers in the Research Topic (Zhou et al., Xiang et al., He and Shi, Wang et al.) employ structural equation modeling (SEM) to reveal hidden mechanisms that simpler statistical approaches cannot detect. This advanced quantitative methodology allows researchers to test complex theoretical models and examine mediating and moderating relationships with precision. The research demonstrates convincingly that simple correlations may hinder the recognition of more complicated relationships that actually drive educational outcomes. For instance, Zhou et al. show how parents' media literacy affects children's learning quality through democratic parenting styles, but crucially, this effect operates only under specific screen-time conditions. Such conditional effects would remain invisible to researchers employing traditional analytical approaches, underscoring the critical importance of methodological sophistication in contemporary educational research.



Theoretical advances

In addition to offering substantial methodological advances, the papers in this Research Topic provide valuable new insights into theory that have the potential to reshape how researchers and practitioners conceptualize parental involvement. Emerging theoretical frameworks underscore the significance of culturally responsive practices, acknowledging the considerable heterogeneity of family structures and sociocultural contexts that characterize contemporary societies. Theoretical boundaries are extended in several key areas: the reconceptualization of parental involvement beyond mere physical presence, the recognition of contextual and cultural specificity in how involvement manifests and functions, and the embrace of stakeholder perspective pluralism that honors multiple voices in educational relationships.

Papers in the Research Topic directly confront and challenge traditional “involvement as participation” models that have dominated the field for decades. Goshin et al. make a crucial theoretical distinction between cooperative agency (which emerges from joint parent-child activity) and autonomous agency (which arises from facilitative parenting that supports children's independent development). This nuanced distinction demonstrates that adaptation to the pandemic's unprecedented effects required different forms of agency that were not revealed by conventional involvement frameworks. The COVID-19 pandemic served as a natural experiment that exposed the limitations of existing theoretical models and pointed toward the need for more dynamic conceptualizations of family-school relationships.

Similarly, McElveen et al. show that communal beliefs about mathematics—not just observable home-based mathematical activities—significantly shape children's mathematical development. This finding highlights the ideological dimensions of parental involvement that are systematically overlooked by behavioral models that focus exclusively on measurable actions. The research suggests that what parents believe about learning may be as important as what they do, opening new avenues for intervention and support programs.

Papers from Chinese (Zhou et al., Kang et al., Xiang et al., Shen, Wang et al., Zhibin et al., He and Shi), Israeli (Fisher and Baissberg), South African (Siziba et al.), and Portuguese (Gramaxo et al.) contexts demonstrate how parental involvement may be expressed in distinctly different ways across diverse cultures and educational traditions. This global breadth is essential for developing theories that can claim genuine generalizability while remaining sensitive to cultural variation. Kang et al.'s tripartite interaction model demonstrates how Chinese parent-child programs can unintentionally restrict children's agency through rigid adult-led IRE (Initiation-Response-Evaluation) patterns that reflect particular cultural assumptions about authority and learning. Meanwhile, Xiang et al. report innovative research showing that grandparental involvement operates through mechanisms distinct from parental involvement, with grandparents providing academic support rather than emotional leisure activities. This finding reflects the multi-generational nature of Chinese families and challenges Western assumptions about the nuclear family as the primary unit of educational support.

Instead of focusing on a single viewpoint, multiple papers deliberately and systematically compare stakeholders' different perceptions. Fisher and Baissberg present a rigorous, systematic comparison illustrating how teachers resist what they perceive as professional interference, whilst parents are simultaneously seeking genuine partnerships. This perception gap represents a significant barrier to effective collaboration that must be addressed through targeted interventions. Barth and Tsemach's stakeholder comparison shows that leadership styles may differentially shape teacher attitudes: participative leadership is a strong predictor of positive attitudes toward involvement, whilst transformational leadership shows no significant effect. This finding directly challenges popular leadership theories that have assumed that transformational approaches are universally beneficial in educational settings.



Contribution to the research topic's purpose

Collectively, the papers assembled here break the mold in parental involvement research by demonstrating convincingly that single research methods cannot adequately capture the full complexity of parental involvement phenomena. The Research Topic shows it is necessary to integrate the rigor and generalizability of quantitative approaches (including SEM and mediation analysis) with the depth and contextual sensitivity of qualitative research (discourse analysis, in-depth interviews) through a stringent theoretical design and sophisticated analysis (such as Facet Theory). This methodological pluralism represents an essential direction for the future of the field.

The Research Topic embodies theoretical complexity and impressive global breadth, incorporating non-Western assumptions and illustrating how involvement in constructing and practicing varies significantly across educational systems with different histories, values, and organizational structures. This evidence strongly suggests that parental involvement is, at least in part, culturally specific and cannot be adequately understood through universalist frameworks developed in any single cultural context. The papers also underscore the importance of incorporating multiple perspectives (including those of parents, teachers, children, and grandparents) rather than conducting research solely within researcher-defined constructs that may not capture participants' lived experience.

Novel approaches presented in this Research Topic encompass parental leadership initiatives that equip guardians with advocacy and mentorship competencies within the educational community, empowering families to become active agents of change. Furthermore, there is an increasing focus on comprehensive family support systems that address extracurricular factors influencing academic performance, recognizing that education cannot be separated from broader social and economic contexts. Educational institutions are exploring adaptive scheduling and home visits to accommodate diverse parental circumstances, reflecting a growing recognition that rigid institutional practices may inadvertently exclude certain families from meaningful participation.

The research presented throughout this Research Topic illustrates the paramount importance of context when attempting to understand parental involvement. This includes crisis conditions such as pandemics and armed conflicts, technological mediation through digital platforms, institutional contexts shaped by policy and leadership decisions, and family structures that vary across cultures and communities. Several papers explicitly develop interventions or provide practical frameworks for turning methodological innovation into meaningful practice that can improve educational outcomes for children and strengthen family-school partnerships.

In conclusion, these progressive strategies aim to cultivate a more inclusive, equitable, and productive educational environment by optimizing parental engagement across diverse populations and contexts. The contents of the papers, taken together, suggest that an innovative methodology must integrate method, theory, and context to reveal previously hidden dimensions of educational relationships and to inform more effective approaches to supporting families in their children's education.
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Focusing on a sample of middle school students, this study examined the impact of perceived parental views of failure on academic resilience, as well as the mediating role of growth mindset and the moderating role of parental involvement in education. A total of 2,546 Chinese middle school students were recruited from the Beijing, Fujian, and Guizhou regions to complete a questionnaire. The data were analyzed using structural equation modeling (SEM) in SPSS 26.0 and PROCESS. The results indicate that perceived parental positive views of failure significantly and positively predict academic resilience, and this relationship is mediated by growth mindset. Furthermore, parental involvement in education moderates the direct effect within the mediation model. Interestingly, this effect is stronger at high levels of parental involvement in education but is not evident at low levels. Additionally, the moderating effects of specific dimensions of parental involvement in education (emotional, cognitive, and behavioral involvement) differ. Emotional involvement demonstrates the strongest moderating influence, while behavioral involvement shows the weakest. These findings provide theoretical insights and empirical support for developing intervention strategies aimed at enhancing the academic resilience of middle school students through family education.
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1 Introduction

When faced with academic setbacks, why do some students recover quickly, like a spring, while others are crushed? To explain this phenomenon, scholars have coined the term “resilience” to describe people’s ability to bounce back in the face of life’s adversities. In the field of education, a similar term, “academic resilience,” has been used to describe students’ ability to recover from academic underperformance (Martin and Marsh, 2008; Waxman et al., 2003). Generally speaking, academic resilience is defined as a student’s ability to successfully overcome setbacks, pressures, and challenges in daily learning activities (e.g., poor grades, exam stress, and difficult coursework) (Martin, 2002). Academic resilience is critical for students’ learning outcomes, as there is substantial evidence showing that students with low academic resilience are more likely to experience poor academic performance (Sadoughi, 2018), procrastination (Lin, 2020), burnout (Oyoo et al., 2018), depression (Zhu, 2022), and even suicidal behaviors (Gallagher and Miller, 2018). Therefore, improving students’ academic resilience is crucial, particularly in East Asian countries like China, where academic pressure is immense.

As the second most populous country in the world, with a total population exceeding 1.4 billion, China’s education expenditure made up only 3.6% of its total Gross Domestic Product in 2020 (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2020). This discrepancy has led to limited educational resources, which are unevenly distributed across urban and coastal areas (Zhang, 2023). As a result, academic competition has intensified among students who are striving to secure better educational opportunities (Martin and Hau, 2010; Li and Haibin, 2017). This phenomenon is particularly prevalent among Chinese secondary school students, as they must prepare for two significant standardized tests: The first occurs for 9th graders, who face a standardized test upon completing middle school studies. Only those who score above the 50th percentile are admitted to high school, while the others must attend vocational schools (General Office of the Ministry of Education, 2014). After 3 years of high school, 12th graders must prepare for the National College Entrance Exam (Gaokao), a high-stakes test linked to social mobility (Ross and Wang, 2010).

Influenced by the ancient Chinese imperial examination system and Confucian values, standardized test performance is often regarded as the sole indicator of academic success by parents, schools, and society (Li and Haibin, 2017). To be specific, Confucian values, which emphasize diligence, perseverance, and self-discipline, significantly shape societal and parental expectations, fostering a belief that success is achieved solely through hard work and academic excellence. Similarly, the legacy of the imperial examination system, where success was equated with passing rigorous standardized tests to gain social status, continues to influence societal attitudes. These align with the high-stakes, test-oriented approach of the Gaokao system. As such, studying becomes the most important task for every middle school student, particularly given the test-oriented educational approach adopted by many schools, where teachers focus on preparing students for exams, often at the expense of broader learning (Li and Haibin, 2017). A survey conducted by the China Youth Research Center found that Chinese middle school students spend an average of 11 h at school (China Youth Research Center, 2018), much higher than the OECD average of 7.8 h (PISA, 2018). As a result, students have less time for sleep, leisure, and extracurricular activities. In the face of such immense exam pressure and various learning challenges, academic resilience is not only crucial for higher academic performance but also essential for protecting students from physical and mental health issues during their secondary education years.

To promote students’ academic resilience, parental support is indispensable. In China, many parents express a strong desire to be involved in their children’s education. But what can parents do to help their children improve academic resilience? With this question in mind, we focus on a concept that parents often convey to their children in everyday life: their views on failure (i.e., whether failure is considered beneficial or detrimental). Within the framework of traditional Chinese culture described above, many parents tend to adopt a stricter view of failure, seeing it as a sign of insufficient effort or lack of ability. If this view is internalized by children and failure is stigmatized, will middle school students be less likely to be inclusive of academic failure and, consequently, less resilient? Conversely, might they exhibit higher academic resilience? At the same time, this view of failure seems to share some commonalities with the concept of a “growth mindset” in positive psychology—the belief that intelligence and ability are malleable and can be improved, rather than fixed. Therefore, the four variables of perceived parental views on failure, academic resilience, growth mindset, and parental involvement in education came to our attention, leading to the design and implementation of this study.

Currently, research on the relationship between parents and children’s academic resilience remains limited. Most existing studies have primarily focused on variables such as parenting style (Wolke et al., 2013), parenting skills (Rojas, 2015), parenting consistency (Williams et al., 2022), and parental supervision (Li, 2017) and their effects on children’s academic resilience. However, few studies have specifically examined the relationship between children’s perceived parental views of failure and their academic resilience. To address this gap, this study incorporates two additional variables—growth mindset and parental involvement in education—to further explore the mechanisms underlying the association between perceived parental views of failure and academic resilience. By analyzing survey data, we aimed to develop a moderated mediation model from a family perspective. This model provides empirical support for understanding how perceived parental views of failure influence academic resilience and offers practical suggestions for enhancing academic resilience among middle school students.


1.1 Perceived parental views of failure and academic resilience

Children report that academic failures (problems with homework or low grades) are the most common distressing events in their daily experiences (Greene, 1988; Mantzicopoulos, 1990), and parents often share their concern (e.g., Pew Research Center, 2015; Public Agenda, 2011). Children can directly perceive the views of failure conveyed by their parents. According to Haimowitz and Dweck, views of failure can be divided into two types: debilitating versus enhancing. More specifically, those with the former view believe that failure inhibits learning and productivity and must be avoided, whereas those with the latter view believe that failure facilitates learning and growth (Haimovitz and Dweck, 2016). For example, in a typical family scenario in China, a child brings a simple math problem they got wrong to ask for their parent’s help. A parent with a debilitating view might respond with criticism like: “Other kids can do this, but you cannot. I think you just do not have the brain for math, and this will be a problem for your future education.” In contrast, a parent with a enhancing view might say: “It’s okay to make mistakes. Let us think about what part wasn’t clear when you were solving the problem. Was it because you did not fully understand the concept, or did you make a calculation error? Once we figure it out, you will not make the same mistake next time. Finding and correcting mistakes is the biggest gain!”

Studies have shown that parents’ views of their children’s failures largely lead children to construct the same perceptions of failure (Tao et al., 2021). This means that children of parents with an enhancing view of failure also perceive failure as having positive value and believe that they can learn something from it. Based on the modern expectancy-value theory (Eccles and Wigfield, 2002), children who hold an enhancing view of failure are more likely to assign higher value to academic failure experiences and thus have higher levels of academic motivation. The predictive effect of academic motivation on academic resilience has been confirmed by relevant research (Zhao and Yu, 2018; Borman and Overman, 2004). Therefore, it can be hypothesized that perceived parental views of failure are closely related to academic resilience. More specifically, the more positively children perceive their parents’ views of failure, the higher their level of academic resilience is likely to be.



1.2 The mediating role of growth mindsets

Growth mindset may be a significant mediating variable in the association between perceived parental views of failure and academic resilience. Growth mindset refers to the belief that intelligence and abilities are malleable and can be improved, rather than fixed and unchangeable (Dweck, 2006). The failure view has been conceptualized as a type of “lay theory”: a guiding, common-sense belief about social phenomena that shapes one’s perceptions of life events, expectations, and behavior (Rippere, 1990). Individuals with an enhancing view of failure hold the belief that failure can lead to growth, including intelligence, ability, courage, and more. This seems to overlap with the definition of a growth mindset. Previous research has also shown that students’ perception of their parents having a debilitating view of failure can lead them to view intelligence as a fixed entity that cannot be changed (Tao et al., 2021). Parents who hold an enhancing view of failure, compared to those with a debilitating view of failure, were more likely to have children who viewed their own intelligence as malleable through personal effort (Haimovitz and Dweck, 2016). Therefore, the more positive the perception of parents’ views of failure, the stronger a child’s growth mindset is likely to be.

Furthermore, growth mindset may exert potential effects on academic resilience. Individuals with a growth mindset do not tend to attribute their intelligence and abilities to innate genetic factors, but rather focus on developing them through challenge-seeking and mastering knowledge (Dweck, 2006). This mindset forms a framework for interpreting and responding to adversity (Molden and Dweck, 2006). When they are in the midst of a setback, they do not view it as indicative of innate inability, but rather as a motivator that drives them to continue learning (Blackwell et al., 2007; Plaks and Stecher, 2007). Thus, they may redouble their efforts, try new strategies, or seek help, and they can maintain their interest and enjoyment (e.g., Blackwell et al., 2007; Hong et al., 1999). Thus, individuals with growth mindsets in various domains (such as intelligence or personality) have shown greater resilience and more adaptive problem-solving following academic and interpersonal setbacks (Burnette et al., 2013). In summary, we could reasonably propose that perceived parental positive views of failure are a facilitator of growth mindset, which would in turn improve students’ academic resilience.



1.3 The moderating role of parental involvement in education

Parental involvement in education refers to parental interactions with their children and schools to promote academic success (Hill and Tyson, 2009), such as helping with homework, giving a study reward, and other supportive actions. The resilience dynamic model, proposed by a joint research institution in California, suggests that if external resources can meet certain psychological needs of individuals (such as love, belonging, control, and value), individuals will naturally develop characteristics such as problem-solving, cooperation, and goal orientation. These traits help individuals develop internal resources, protecting them from the influence of adverse factors and enhancing their level of resilience (Du and Zhang, 2020). As one of the key external resources, supportive educational interactions between parents and children (such as assisting with homework and providing rewards) can meet children’s psychological needs and help improve their academic resilience. Previous studies have shown that parental involvement in education significantly improves children’s positive attitudes towards learning, learning perseverance (Sapungan and Sapungan, 2014), self-control (Brody and Flor, 1998), and academic performance (Jeynes, 2012), among other related factors. Although not definitive, these behaviors to a certain extent indicate the positive impact of parental involvement on academic resilience. Other studies have shown that parents’ emotional and academic support, along with a beneficial family environment, can help improve children’s resilience (Miller et al., 2015; Carmona-Halty et al., 2019). Therefore, it can be inferred that parental involvement promotes academic resilience and moderates the relationship between parents’ failure beliefs and academic resilience, as well as between growth mindset and academic resilience.



1.4 The present study

Based on previous literature and theoretical frameworks, the purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between perceived parental views of failure, academic resilience, growth mindset, and parental involvement in education, as well as to establish a moderated mediation model (see Figure 1). This study hypothesized that perceived parental positive views of failure were positively associated with the academic resilience of middle school students in mainland China (H1). Growth mindset would play a mediating role in the association between perceived parental views of failure and academic resilience among middle school students in mainland China (H2). That is, perceived parental positive views of failure may positively predict growth mindset, which in turn may improve academic resilience among these students. Parental involvement in education would play a moderating role in both the direct path and the mediating path of the model (perceived parental views of failure → academic resilience; growth mindset → academic resilience) (H3). The moderating effect will be stronger when a student has a high level of parental involvement in education and weaker when parental involvement is low (H4).

[image: Diagram illustrating relationships among four concepts: growth mindset links to parental involvement in education, which connects to academic resilience; perceived parental views of failure connect to both parental involvement and academic resilience.]

FIGURE 1
 The hypothetical model.





2 Method


2.1 Participants

In this study, we adopted a cluster sampling method to collect students’ data from 8 middle schools in Beijing, Guizhou, and Fujian provinces between 18 and 30 September 2023 via the Questionnaire Star online platform. To ensure the quality of questionnaire responses and minimize the impact of external pressure on participants, we first explained the purpose and significance of the study, as well as instructions on how to complete the questionnaire. Secondly, participants were informed that there were no right or wrong answers and that they should respond anonymously based on their genuine experiences. Finally, students who volunteered to participate in the study were invited by their teachers to complete the questionnaire in a relaxed and undisturbed setting.

This study was approved by the ethics committee of the author’s institution, and informed consent was obtained from participants, their parents, and the schools for all items. A total of 2,546 questionnaires were distributed, of which 232 were deemed invalid and excluded due to single-option answers, contradictory responses, or extremely short completion times. Thus, 2,314 valid questionnaires were retained, yielding a recovery rate of 90.89%. Of the participants, 1,158 (50.04%) were male, and 1,156 (49.96%) were female. A total of 1,169 participants (50.52%) were in the first year, 904 (39.07%) were in the second year, and 241 (10.41%) were in the third year. The mean age of the students was 13.64 years (SD = 1.34).



2.2 Measures

The questionnaire used in this study consisted of 35 items divided into five sections: (a) demographic information, (b) Perceived Parental Views of Failure Scale, (c) Academic Resilience Scale, (d) Growth Mindset Scale, and (e) Parental Involvement in Education Scale. The demographic information section included gender, single-child status, single-parent status, grade, and age. The Perceived Parental Views of Failure Scale, Growth Mindset Scale, and Academic Resilience Scale were originally developed in English. To ensure the equivalence of the scales, three translators used the back-translation method (Brislin, 1970) to translate the scales into Chinese. The translations were then refined and optimized before finalizing the questionnaire.


2.2.1 Perceived parental views of failure scale

The perceived parental views of failure scale, developed by Haimovitz and Dweck (2016), was adopted in this study. It consists of four self-reported items (e.g., “My parents think failure is bad and should be avoided” and “My parents think failure hurts my learning”) that measure the extent to which students perceive their parents as holding a debilitating view of failure. Responses are rated on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree). In the present study, the scale demonstrated acceptable internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.761.



2.2.2 Academic resilience scale

The study used the Academic Resilience Scale, developed by Martin and Marsh (2006, 2008), with four items (e.g., “I think I’m good at dealing with schoolwork pressures (e.g., bad marks, negative feedback on my work)”). It measures the level of students’ academic resilience on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). This study found that the scale had good internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.806.



2.2.3 Growth mindset scale

The Mindset Scale, developed by Dweck (1999), was used in this study. It consists of six self-report items, with the first three questions measuring fixed mindset (e.g., “Intelligence cannot be changed”) and the last three questions measuring growth mindset (e.g., “It is possible to improve my intelligence”). To measure participants’ level of growth mindset, we used a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree) and reverse-scored the first three items to account for the fixed mindset. Therefore, a higher total score represents a higher level of growth mindset. In the present study, the scale had a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.728.



2.2.4 Parental involvement in education scale

The study used the Chinese version of the Parental Involvement in Education Scale, originally proposed by Grolnick and Slowiaczek (1994) and later adapted to the Chinese cultural context by Mei et al. (2019). The scale consists of 16 items that cover three dimensions: behavioral involvement (e.g., “My parents ask and supervise my homework”), emotional involvement (e.g., “My parents encourage me when I do badly on the test”), and cognitive involvement (e.g., “My parents buy books and listen to lectures on education”). The scale measures the level of parental involvement in education using a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never to 5 = always). This study revealed satisfactory internal consistency for the total scale (Cronbach’s α = 0.883) and sub-dimensions, with values of 0.764, 0.883 and 0.749, respectively.





3 Results

The analyses were conducted using SPSS 26.0 (IBM Corp, 2015) and Hayes’s PROCESS version 4.0. First, descriptive statistics were used to calculate the SD and mean levels of the main variables, and Pearson’s correlations were used to assess the relationships among perceived parental views of failure, growth mindset, parental involvement in education and academic Resilience. Then, all these variables were mean-centered prior to the analyses. Next, model 4 of PROCESS examines the mediating effect of growth mindset and model 15 of PROCESS was used to test whether Parental Involvement in Education could moderate the mediation models. Finally, We propose a modified model which based on the obtained research data.


3.1 Common method variance analysis

Since all data for this study were obtained from the self-reports of middle school students, there was a possibility of common method bias, indicating that common method bias should be examined. We used the Harman single-factor test (Harman, 1976) on the present data. The results showed that a total of six factors had eigenvalues greater than one, and the first factor explained 28.720% of the total variation, which is below the 40% threshold criterion (Podsakoff et al., 2003), indicating that no significant common method bias was found.



3.2 Descriptive and correlation analyses

Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations (SD), and Pearson’s correlations of the variables. The results suggested significant correlations between parental involvement in education and age, gender, single parent status, and single child status. Single parent status was also significantly associated with perceived parental views of failure, academic resilience, and parental involvement in education, suggesting that subsequent analyses should consider age, gender, single child status, and single parent status as control variables. Additionally, positive correlations existed between perceived parental views of failure, academic resilience, growth mindset, and parental involvement in education, with r values ranging from 0.246 to 0.582.



TABLE 1 The mean (M), standard deviation (SD), and correlations of the variables (n = 2,286).
[image: Correlation table displaying relationships among eight variables: age, gender, single child status, single parent status, perceived parental views of failure, academic resilience, growth mindset, and parental involvement in education, with means, standard deviations, and significance levels noted at the bottom.]



3.3 Mediation analysis of growth mindset

The bootstrap method was employed to test the confidence intervals (CI) for the proposed model, with 5,000 resampling iterations and Model 4 selected for analysis. The results revealed that the 95% confidence intervals for both the direct and indirect effects did not include 0, indicating statistical significance. Specifically, the total effect was 0.222, with the direct effect accounting for 0.078 and the indirect effect for 0.144. Notably, the indirect effect was responsible for 64.865% of the total effect, which suggests that the growth mindset partially mediates the relationship between parental failure perception and academic resilience (see Table 2). This indicates a mechanism through which perceived parental views of failure may shape students’ academic resilience, primarily by influencing their growth mindset. The incomplete mediation observed suggests that while the growth mindset is an important factor, other unexamined variables may also contribute to the development of academic resilience. These results underscore the critical role of growth mindset in fostering resilience among students, particularly in the context of perceived parental views of failure, and suggest directions for further research into other potential mediators.



TABLE 2 Total effect, direct effect and indirect effect among the variables (standardized coefficient).
[image: Table summarizing effect size analysis with columns for effect size, bootstrap standard error, bootstrap confidence interval lower and upper limits, and relative effect size. Total effect size is zero point two two two, direct effect size is zero point zero seven eight with thirty-five point one three five percent relative effect size, and indirect effect size is zero point one four four with sixty-four point eight six five percent relative effect size.]



3.4 Moderated mediation effects

We used Model 15 of PROCESS to determine whether the mediation effect could be moderated by parental involvement in education. As shown in Table 3, perceived parental views of failure positively predicted growth mindset (β = 0.212, p < 0.001) and academic resilience (β = 0.053, p < 0.001). Growth mindset was also a significant positive predictor of academic resilience after controlling for gender, age, and two other factors. In addition, the interaction between perceived parental views of failure and parental involvement in education positively predicted academic resilience (β = 0.059, p < 0.001), indicating that parental involvement moderated the direct path of the mediated model. However, the interaction between growth mindset and parental involvement in education was not significant (β = −0.021, p > 0.05), indicating that parental involvement does not moderate the latter half of the path of this mediated model. The verified mediated mediation model is shown in Figure 2.



TABLE 3 Results obtained in the testing of the moderated mediation model (standardized coefficient).
[image: Table displaying regression results for growth mindset and academic resilience, listing predictor variables, β coefficients, t-values, 95% confidence intervals, R², and F statistics. Significant predictors include perceived parental views of failure, age, growth mindset, parental involvement in education, and X × W interaction.]

[image: Path diagram illustrating relationships among perceived parental views of failure, growth mindset, parental involvement in education, and academic resilience, with arrows showing standardized coefficients: .21, .57, .05, .06, and .21, indicating significant connections.]

FIGURE 2
 The moderated mediation model.


To further explore the moderating effects of different parental involvement styles in the mediating model of perceived parental views of failure, growth mindset, and academic resilience, we examined the moderating effects of the three dimensions of parental involvement in education (emotional involvement, cognitive involvement, and behavioral involvement) using the same approach as above. The results showed that all three dimensions moderated the direct effects of the mediation model, with beta coefficients of 0.04 (p < 0.001), 0.04 (p < 0.001), and 0.03 (p < 0.001) for emotional involvement, cognitive involvement, and behavioral involvement, respectively. However, none of the moderating effects on the latter half of the mediation model were significant, consistent with the overall test results above.

To visually demonstrate the moderating effect of parental involvement in education on the relationship between perceived parental views of failure and academic resilience, parental involvement in education and its three dimensions were divided into two levels: one standard deviation below the mean (M – 1 SD) and one standard deviation above the mean (M + 1 SD). The moderation effects were illustrated in Figures 3, 4. Simple slope analysis revealed that academic resilience in students with high levels of parental involvement (M + 1 SD) increased as perceived parental views of failure became more positive. Among the three dimensions of parental involvement, emotional involvement was most strongly associated with facilitative effect, followed by cognitive involvement, while behavioral involvement demonstrated the weakest association.

[image: Line graph showing academic resilience on the y-axis and perceived parental views of failure on the x-axis, comparing high versus low parental involvement in education. High involvement is represented by a solid line with an upward slope from low to high perceived parental views of failure, while low involvement is depicted by a dashed horizontal line, indicating little change. Data points for high involvement increase from approximately 4.70 to 4.95, and for low involvement remain steady near 4.50. Legend differentiates between the two groups.]

FIGURE 3
 The moderating effect of parental involvement in education on the influence of perceived parental views of failure on academic resilience.


[image: Line graph displaying academic resilience as a function of perceived parental views of failure, comparing high and low emotional, cognitive, and behavioral parental involvement, with high emotional involvement consistently associated with the highest academic resilience values.]

FIGURE 4
 The moderating effect of specific dimensions of parental involvement in education on the influence of perceived parental views of failure on academic resilience.


In contrast, the academic resilience of students with low levels of parental involvement (M − 1SD) was barely affected by perceived parental views of failure. Specifically, the effects of low parental cognitive and behavioral involvement were almost identical, with students showing only a slight increase in academic resilience as perceived parental views of failure became more positive. However, students with low parental emotional involvement showed a slight decrease in academic resilience.




4 Discussion

Based on previous research and related theories, this study constructs a moderated mediation model. This model not only clarifies the question of ‘How perceived parental views of failure affect academic resilience’ but also addresses the question of under what conditions perceived parental views of failure have a more significant impact on academic resilience. This study has specific theoretical significance for expanding the understanding of the relationship between family factors and academic resilience.


4.1 The association between perceived parental views of failure and academic resilience

The present study shows that perceived parental views of failure significantly and positively predicted academic resilience in middle school students, which was consistent with our hypothesis 1. This finding broadens research in the area of academic resilience. According to ecosystem theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1993), individual development is the result of the interaction between an individual and the system in which he or she lives. The family is the innermost micro system in the hierarchy of the environment in which middle school students live and students have direct interaction in it. Therefore, the development of academic resilience of middle school students is closely related to family interactions. Evolutionary Theory of Socialization (Belsky et al., 1991) suggests that parenting behaviors lead children to develop different behavioral patterns to adapt to their environment, and that the more perceived parental positive views of failure through their parents’ behaviors, the more likely they are to develop positive coping behavioral patterns, such as exploring their own resources and external resources to combat setbacks. These behavioral patterns increased academic resilience.



4.2 Mediating effects of growth mindset

According to the results of the mediation analysis, growth mindset mediated the association between perceived parental views of failure and academic resilience. More specifically, perceived parental positive views of failure were a positive predictor of growth mindset, which, in turn, improved academic resilience. This finding was consistent with our hypothesis 2. To the best of our knowledge, this full model of the relationships between perceived parental views of failure, growth mindset, and academic resilience has never been tested. However, two of the paths have been examined separately, and the causal relationships have been established. In the literature, research has found that (a) more positive perceived parental views of failure lead to higher growth mindset (Tao et al., 2021; Haimovitz and Dweck, 2016); and (b) higher growth mindset contributes to resilience (Yeager and Dweck, 2012). The current findings support previous studies as well as the organizational framework for conceptualizing resilience in children proposed by Mandleco (2000).

After introducing the mediating variable of growth mindset, we found that the effect value of perceived parental views of failure on academic resilience changed significantly (from 0.222 to 0.078), indicating that family-internal factors (perceived parental views of failure) and psychological factors (growth mindset) indeed interact or have a transactional relationship that affects resilience. From a social-constructivist perspective (Grolnick and Slowiaczek, 1994), when students perceive that their parents hold an enhancing view of failure, they may also acquire similar positive attitudes towards failure through interactive socialization processes. These children believe that failure is not a bad thing but rather an opportunity for growth, thereby naturally developing a growth mindset. They are more likely to attribute failure to a lack of effort rather than to a lack of ability (Blackwell et al., 2007; Henderson and Dweck, 1990), seeing it as a chance for self-improvement. This perspective generates greater motivation to pursue success, a stronger interest in challenges, and greater determination to overcome failure (Rhew et al., 2018). Thus, these children demonstrate higher levels of academic resilience.



4.3 Moderating effect of parental involvement in education

The present study found that parental involvement in education promotes the effect of perceived parental views of failure on academic resilience, but the effect of growth mindset on academic resilience was not influenced. This partially confirms H3. This finding indicates that the influence of growth mindset on academic resilience may involve a complex psychological mechanism of individual self-internalization, which is neither facilitated nor inhibited by parental involvement in education. However, parental involvement had a positive effect on individual academic resilience (β = 0.21).

In addition, the findings showed that the effect of perceived parental views of failure on academic resilience was more significant for middle school students with higher levels of parental involvement in education compared to those with lower levels. This result was consistent with our hypothesis 4. According to ecological systems theory, individual development results from the interaction between the individual and the systems they are embedded in, and this interactive process requires maintaining a certain frequency and duration over time (Bronfenbrenner, 1993). High levels of parental involvement imply that parents and children engage in more frequent and longer interactions. Therefore, these parents are more likely to be involved in their children’s academic failures, such as comforting them when they fail a test or assisting them with difficult homework. Through these interactions, parents convey their attitudes toward failure, including specific academic failures. Middle school students with higher levels of parental involvement in education are thus more likely to have a clearer perception of their parents’ views on failure. As a result, the clearer the perception of parents’ enhancing view of failure, the higher the student’s academic resilience is likely to be.

Surprisingly, when parental involvement in education was low, there was little change in students’ academic resilience despite the increasing degree of perceived parental enhancing views of failure. This suggests that low levels of parental involvement in education had negligible moderating effects. It can be speculated that there may be a threshold requirement for the occurrence of moderating effects, such as a minimum frequency or duration of interactions. In other words, the positive predictive effect between the perception of parents’ positive view of failure and students’ academic resilience may only manifest above a certain level of parental involvement in education.

Moreover, examining the specific dimensions of parental involvement in education revealed only slight differences in the moderating effects of cognitive involvement and emotional involvement. In the high-scoring group, emotional involvement had the greatest promoting effect, followed by cognitive involvement, while behavioral involvement had the smallest effect. In the low-scoring group, the opposite trend was observed, with emotional involvement showing the smallest impact and even a slight inhibitory effect. This suggests that emotional involvement is a more sensitive moderating factor, as it not only maximally enhances academic resilience but also influences the relationship between the two variables either positively or negatively. Compared to cognitive and behavioral involvement, parental emotional involvement better meets children’s needs for belonging and love. According to the resilience dynamic model proposed by a joint research institution in California, meeting more psychological needs is more likely to promote the development of individual academic resilience (Du and Zhang, 2020). Therefore, parental support in the emotional aspects of their children’s academics is particularly crucial.



4.4 Implications

Theoretically, our study links perceived parental views of failure with academic resilience, providing novel insights that deepen the understanding of the positive impact of family systems on the mechanisms of academic resilience. Additionally, the researchers analyzed mediating and moderating effects. Specifically, growth mindset was found to mediate the relationship between perceived parental positive views of failure and academic resilience. Perceived parental positive views of failure increased students’ growth mindset, which in turn positively influenced academic resilience. Meanwhile, parental involvement in education moderated the relationship between perceived parental views of failure and academic resilience.

Practically, this study describes the relationships among the four variables examined, offering insights that may help researchers better understand the mechanisms through which academic resilience develops in response to perceived parental views of failure. Furthermore, it provides important implications for parents aiming to promote academic resilience in middle school students. Parents play a critical role in shaping how middle school students perceive failure, making it essential to raise and enhance parents’ awareness of passing on positive views of failure to their children.

On the one hand, parents should engage in more educational interactions with their children, particularly in emotional aspects, such as providing timely support, comfort, and encouragement when children experience academic failures. These interactions need to be maintained at a certain frequency and duration. In addition to face-to-face communication, parents should leverage various means of communication, such as mobile phones and computers, to stay connected with their children when living apart or otherwise unable to be physically present.

On the other hand, parents should enhance their communication skills to offer advice in a more constructive and positive manner, ensuring that children effectively perceive and internalize these messages. In doing so, parents should avoid overreacting in either a positive (e.g., excessive comfort or sympathy) or negative (e.g., punishment or disappointment) direction when responding to their children’s academic failures. Excessive comfort may trigger the boomerang effect (Brummelman et al., 2014), as sympathy can convey the unintended message that failure reflects low ability, leading children to attribute underperformance to a lack of capability. Similarly, expressing disappointment may also communicate a detrimental view of failure. Therefore, parents should guide children to understand academic setbacks objectively, adopt a calm attitude to reduce the perceived harm of failure, and emphasize the value of effort and learning from experience.

Additionally, schools and educational departments should actively provide specific training programs for parents on communication skills, such as online courses, community lectures, or parent-teacher meetings. These programs can help parents better understand the messages they convey to their children during moments of academic failure and ensure these interactions foster resilience.



4.5 Limitations and future study

There are several limitations to this study. Firstly, the use of a cross-sectional design, while effective in identifying correlations between variables, does not allow for causal inferences. Future researchers could conduct longitudinal studies to assess whether the measured scores effectively represent actual increases in academic resilience over time. Secondly, this study treated academic resilience as a single, undifferentiated variable, without considering the potential influence of its specific dimensions. Future research should explore whether different dimensions of academic resilience are influenced by perceived parental views of failure through distinct mechanisms. Thirdly, this study demonstrated the moderating effect of parental involvement in education on the relationship between perceived parental views of failure and academic resilience. However, significant differences in the moderating effects were observed based on varying levels of parental involvement, particularly in emotional involvement, which was shown to impact the relationship between the two variables either positively or negatively. Future research could conduct more detailed analyses of this variable to determine whether specific threshold criteria exist for the occurrence and modulation of moderating effects. Finally, the use of self-reported data may introduce sample bias, potentially diminishing the validity of the findings. To reduce biases and enhance the reliability of future research, it is recommended to employ multiple data collection methods, such as third-party observations or triangulation.




5 Conclusion

This study found the following: (a) Perceived parental views of failure have a significant impact on the academic resilience of middle school students. When parents adopt a more positive attitude toward failure, middle school students exhibit higher levels of academic resilience. (b) Growth mindset partially mediates the relationship between perceived parental views of failure and academic resilience. This indicates that perceived parental views of failure not only directly influence academic resilience but also exert an indirect influence through growth mindset. (c) Parental involvement in education moderates the relationship between perceived parental views of failure and academic resilience, specifically moderating the direct pathway in the mediation model. Under high levels of parental involvement in education (M + 1 SD), students’ academic resilience increases significantly with their parents’ positive attitudes toward failure. However, under low levels of parental involvement in education (M – 1 SD), students’ academic resilience is almost unaffected by their parents’ attitudes toward failure. (d) The moderating effects of specific dimensions of parental involvement in education vary. In the high-involvement group (M + 1 SD), emotional involvement has the strongest promoting effect, followed by cognitive involvement, with behavioral involvement having the smallest effect. Conversely, in the low-involvement group (M – 1 SD), the effects are reversed, with emotional involvement showing the least impact and even exhibiting a slight inhibitory effect.
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Introduction: Parental involvement has become a key component of school success. Both in terms of organizational functioning and students’ individual excellence. Many factors influence parental involvement, one of which is teachers’ attitudes toward it. The way teachers address parental involvement is shaped by personal, professional, cultural, and organizational characteristics. The current study explores the influence of principals’ leadership styles (i.e., transformational, authentic, and participative) on teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement, and identifies which styles are the most effective predictors of positive attitudes of the latter.
Methods: Six hundred and twenty-two teachers completed an online questionnaire distributed through social media.
Results: Stepwise Linear Regression revealed that participative leadership is a main contributor to positive teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement. Authentic leadership also contributes positively to these attitudes, while transformational leadership does not predict regarding these attitudes at all.
Discussion: The results suggest that empowering teachers in school processes and fostering an ethical climate are mechanisms that allow principals to improve teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement. However, focusing on inspiration, individual consideration, intellectual stimulation, or functioning as a role model does not effectively improve these attitudes. These findings may be attributed to the organizational security that participative and authentic leadership provide, and to the fact that transformational leadership, which fosters personal commitment, does not address external challenges such as interactions with parents. In practice, understanding the unique contributions of each leadership style can help principals choose the appropriate actions to address specific organizational challenges. In conclusion, overall, the study highlights the importance of participative and authentic leadership in promoting positive teacher attitudes toward parental involvement, which is crucial for school success.
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Introduction


Parental involvement

In the past, parents were detached from schools’ internal processes and development; nowadays, parental involvement is considered an integral part of school life. Parents are involved in school life by supporting learning at home, increasing students’ classroom engagement, and even shaping school policies (Fisher, 2016). There are several models of parental involvement, such as parents as observers, parents as service providers, and parents as partners in dialog (Agam Ben Artzi and Greenbank, 2023).

Epstein (2007) conceptualized parental involvement in schools through six key aspects. The first aspect is parenting, which refers to parents’ understanding of child development and the use of effective parenting skills. The second aspect is communication, which involves reciprocal interactions between parents and teachers regarding the exchange of information about the student. The third aspect is volunteering, in which parents contribute their time and efforts to school activities. The fourth aspect is learning at home, which relates to parents’ involvement in homework and their child’s future academic planning. The fifth aspect is decision-making, that is parents’ participation in schools’ decisions, enabling them to influence school policies and activities. The final aspect is collaboration with the community, pertaining specifically to parents’ contributing to the schools’ efforts at affecting the broader community.

Parental involvement influences multiple social circles including students, teachers, and the school as a whole. Research has found parental involvement to improve students’ academic achievements in mathematics and science in Japan (Otani, 2020). The conclusions in a meta-analysis of nine previous meta-analyses reinforce the findings of a positive relationship between parental involvement and students’ achievement across school levels and ethnic groups (Wilder, 2023). Poor parental involvement is associated with problematic student behavior (Caridade et al., 2021). As for teachers, parental involvement increases their job satisfaction (El-Hilali and Al-Rashidi, 2015) as well as affective commitment (Zibenberg and Grinshtain, 2024). Regarding schools, parents’ involvement in the pedagogical aspect thereof tends to change the school’s position on the continuum of traditional-innovative pedagogy: parents of students in traditional schools try to promote innovative learning, while parents of students in innovative schools try to advance traditional learning (Haisraeli and Fogiel-Bijaoui, 2023).



Teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement

In practice, parental involvement is complex. Teachers see low parental involvement as a result of their heavy workload and of parents’ negative attitudes toward them, while parents see minimal involvement on their part as a result of teachers’ lack of training in involving the parents. Principals want to improve parental involvement, and are willing to address this issue as part of teachers’ evaluation, while teachers disagree with their evaluation including parental involvement (Anastasiou and Papagianni, 2020).

Teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement in Israel tend to be positive, yet only when it suits the teachers’ agenda. Once parents criticize and confront the teachers their attitudes toward parental involvement can be negative (Agam Ben Artzi and Greenbank, 2023). Teachers holding positive attitudes toward parental involvement tend to have a higher perception of self-efficacy (Fisher and Kostelitz, 2015), and their students’ achievements are better (Foster et al., 2017). Teachers’ promotion of parental involvement has some positive implications. Teachers’ invitation of parental involvement supports better parental involvement (Yulianti et al., 2022), and parent-teacher collaboration promotes help-seeking behaviors of parents (Harpaz and Grinshtain, 2020).

Several factors influence teachers’ attitudes and practices in relation to parental involvement. Some factors are personal, such as teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement; these play a significant role in shaping the extent of their actual practices in engaging parents (Demircan and Erden, 2015; Magwa and Mugari, 2017). There are professional factors, such as training programs that emphasize communication strategies, collaborative planning, and problem-solving skills, and they too are crucial for fostering positive parental engagement (Smith and Sheridan, 2019). Lastly, there are organizational factors; teachers’ roles within the school and their capacity to influence school processes help reduce conflicts between them and parents (Addi-Raccah and Grinshtain, 2022). Other organizational factors are cultural aspects, which have implications on teachers’ perception of parental involvement. In the Israeli educational system, parents of Arab students are perceived as having higher parenting and helping-at-school skills, while Jewish parents tend to have better communication, as well as more obstacles preventing parental involvement (Schaedel et al., 2015). The teacher’s branch of education, i.e., special versus general, also affects their attitudes toward parental involvement. General education teachers have more positive attitudes toward parental involvement than special education teachers (Agam Ben Artzi and Greenbank, 2023). Certain principals’ leadership styles, those being transformational, transactional (Arar et al., 2016), instructional (Shaked, 2022), authentic (Salip and Quines, 2023), and participative (Addi-Raccah and Grinshtain, 2022) all promote better teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement.



Principals’ leadership styles as a predictor of teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement

Leadership means a leader’s power to influence their followers to achieve organizational goals. Leadership is important to any organization in order to attain optimal organizational functioning, and to be able to create and manage change; this is particularly important in the educational field. Educational leadership focuses on pedagogical issues, and differs from other kinds of leadership due to multiple professional and political reforms, organizational decentralization processes (Nir et al., 2016), and loneliness on the job (Dor-Haim and Oplatka, 2020). A principal’s role, in the classic understanding thereof, includes vision, pedagogical knowledge, team management, administrative duties, and relationships with stakeholders and the community (Arar et al., 2017). In order to fulfill their tasks, principals need to apply various leadership styles. This research focuses on three of these leadership styles—transformational, authentic, and participative—and their ability to predict the attitude toward parental involvement of teachers under each leadership style, respectively.

Transformational leadership is part of the ‘full range of leadership’ model, which includes eight leadership behaviors analyzed on the axes of activity and effectiveness. These behaviors create three hierarchical leadership styles: transformational, transactional, and no leadership (Bass and Avolio, 1993). Transformational leadership is an active and effective leadership which motivates followers in four ways: individualized consideration, which gives followers appropriate personal and professional attention; intellectual stimulation, which allows followers to think ‘out of the box’ and rethink working models; inspirational motivation, which connects the followers to organizational goals; and idealized influence, i.e., the ability of the leader to be a role model, and to create trust and commitment (Avolio et al., 1999).

School principals’ transformational leadership has numerous positive implications in the educational system. Transformational leadership was found to increase positive behavior and attitudes in teachers. Teachers’ behavior includes organizational citizenship behavior, referring to volunteering for the benefit of the school and the other teachers (Nasra and Heilbrunn, 2016), and emotional reframing behavior (Berkovich and Eyal, 2017). Teachers’ attitudes include job satisfaction (Nasra and Heilbrunn, 2016), organizational commitment (Cohen and Majid, 2020), and self-efficacy (Eliophotou Menon and Lefteri, 2021).

In Israel, school principals’ transformational leadership was found to be positively correlated with teachers’ perception of higher achievements of their students, more parental involvement of the type that empowers teachers, and a greater influence that principals’ and teachers’ have on the increase in parental involvement (Arar et al., 2016). Similar findings were obtained in research regarding teachers in Indonesia, where teachers’ perception of principals’ transformational leadership was positively associated with a more positive stance regarding parental involvement (Yulianti et al., 2021).

The authentic leadership style was developed by Avolio et al. (2004) as an additional concept to the “full range of leadership” model. This style includes four components: self-awareness, which means the acknowledgement of personal and others’ respective strengths and weak points; relational transparency, that is to say the open sharing of information, beliefs and feeling; balanced processing, to wit, consulting others before decision making, with the ability to change one’s mind; and internalized moral perspective, meaning displaying a strong moral code and holding on to it even in time of crisis (Avolio et al., 2018).

Teachers’ perception of authentic leadership in educational systems promotes teachers’ organizational citizenship behavior and empowerment, including meaning, self-efficacy, participation in decision making and influence over school processes (Shapira-Lishchinsky and Tsemach, 2014). Authentic leadership increases teachers’ organizational commitment and decreases burnout, the latter referring to emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and lack of sense of accomplishment (Tsemach and Barth, 2023). It also increases teachers’ professional identity and career aspirations (Tsemach and Shapira-Lishchinsky, 2021). Teachers’ perception of principals’ authentic leadership was positively connected to their perception of organizational climate in general, and to parental involvement in school as part of organizational climate in particular (Salip and Quines, 2023).

Participative leadership refers to the partial or full participation of employees in organizational decision-making (Koopman and Wierdsma, 1998). Participative leadership is a common practice in the educational system as a result of social attributes such as democratic values, organizational attributes, e.g., specialization in different educational fields, and psychological attributes such as the quality of mutual decision-making and the motivation of all parties to accomplish the set goal (Horriyah and Spanioli, 2017). In the educational field, participative leadership is expressed in pedagogical and organizational participation in decision-making. Brezicha et al. (2020) show that there is a gap between principals’ perception of the opportunity given for participation in decision-making, and the perception of teachers, who feel they have fewer such opportunities.

Participative leadership in schools was found to improve students’ academic performance (Cherotich et al., 2024). As for teachers’, it increases their organizational commitment (Abd El Qader and Benoliel, 2024), morale, performance (Cherotich et al., 2024), trust (Da’as, 2020) and job satisfaction, and decreases their sense of burnout (Benoliel and Barth, 2017) and absenteeism (Da’as, 2021). Addi-Raccah and Grinshtain (2022) showed that teachers’ feeling of participation in decision making in school reduces conflict between parents and teachers.



Problem statement and objective

As seen so far, each of the leadership styles presented has a positive influence on teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement (Addi-Raccah and Grinshtain, 2022; Arar et al., 2016; Salip and Quines, 2023). Yet, there is no available research comparing the three leadership styles among themselves regarding their influence on the issue. Each one of the leadership styles provides the teacher with different resources. Transformational leadership provides psychological tools for dealing with challenges. Authentic leadership gives the teacher ethical guidelines that help them understand challenges and navigate through them. Participative leadership focuses on practical distribution of power in the organization, and equips the teacher with the ability to influence their own destiny.

Past research that compared the respective effectiveness of these leaderships with regard to other phenomena revealed that authentic leadership was found to be more effective than transformational leadership in increasing job satisfaction (Rodriguez et al., 2017) as well as commitment (Malloy and Kavussanu, 2021). It seems that participative leadership has a stronger effect than transformational leadership on employees’ performance (Nazir and Shah, 2014). The comparison between participative leadership and authentic leadership on teachers’ performance indicates a similar contribution of the two (Daryadi et al., 2018). Although these studies did not investigate the issue of teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement, their results might hint toward a positive influence of all three leadership styles, but mainly of participative and authentic leadership. In line with the literature review, the research aims to explore the influence of principals’ leadership styles on teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement and identify the most effective predictors. Accordingly, the research hypotheses are as follows:


H1: Principals’ transformational leadership will be positively correlated with teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement.
H2: Principals’ authentic leadership will be positively correlated with teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement.
H3: Principals’ participative leadership will be positively correlated with teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement.
H4: All three leadership styles will predict teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement, yet participative leadership and authentic leadership will be more powerful predictors than transformational leadership.






Method


Type of research and approach

The study employs a quantitative, descriptive-correlational approach, which is appropriate for examining relationships between variables and predicting outcomes. As the research objective is to explore the influence of principals’ leadership styles on teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement and to identify the most effective predictors, the aforementioned method is justified.



Participants

Six hundred and twenty two Jewish Israeli teachers participated in the research. Their demographic characteristics are presented in Table 1.



TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics (frequencies, percentage/means, standard deviations) for critical variables.
[image: Table summarizes demographics and characteristics of participants, including gender, marital status, cultural-religious orientation, educational attainment, role in school, school level, principals’ gender, average age, number of children, years of seniority, and average number of students per school, with sample sizes, percentages, means, and standard deviations where applicable.]



Instruments

Five questionnaires were used in order to answer the research questions. The first questionnaire addressed the dependent variable: teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement. The following questionnaires addressed the independent variables: transformational leadership, authentic leadership, and participative leadership. Lastly, a demographic questionnaire was added in order to describe the research population and examine control variables.

The teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement questionnaire, measuring the dependent variable, is part of a more comprehensive questionnaire regarding parental involvement in school, which was created by Barak (1996). The questionnaire used in this study regards teachers’ perception of parental involvement. The original version includes 36 items divided into five dimensions. In the current research, only the dimension of teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement was used including 13 items (items 7 and 8 are reversed). Respondents were asked to rank their agreement with the statements on a 5-point Likert scale from (1) – do not agree at all to (5) – very much agree. Reliability using Cronbach’s alpha test yielded a satisfactory degree of 0.86.

The transformational Leadership questionnaire, measuring one of the independent variables, is based on the MLQ (Multiple Leadership Questionnaire) Form 5X-Short (MLQ 5X) (Avolio et al., 1999). The original questionnaire consisted of 34 items regarding transformational, transactional, and laissez-faire leadership. In the current research, 20 questions regarding transformational leadership were used, including: idealized influence (11 items), inspirational motivation (2 items), intellectual stimulation (4 items), and individualized consideration (3 items). Respondents were asked to rank the agreement with the statements on a 5-point Likert scale from (1) – do not agree at all to (5) – very much agree. Reliability using Cronbach’s alpha test yielded a satisfactory degree of 0.96.

The authentic leadership questionnaire, measuring one of the independent variables, is Walumbwa et al.’s (2008) original authentic leadership questionnaire, and consists of 16 items. In the current research, all items were used, including self-awareness (4 items), relational transparency (5 items), internalized moral reasoning (4 items), and balanced processing (3 items). Respondents were asked to rank the agreement with the statements on a 5-point Likert scale from (1) – do not agree at all to (5) – very much agree. Reliability using Cronbach’s alpha test yielded a satisfactory degree of 0.94.

The participative Leadership questionnaire, measuring one of the independent variables, is Sagie’s (1997) participative leadership questionnaire, consisting of 3 items. In the current research, all items were used. Respondents were asked to rank the agreement with the statements on a 5-point Likert scale from (1) – do not agree at all to (5) – very much agree. Reliability using Cronbach’s alpha test yielded a satisfactory degree of 0.89.

The demographic questionnaire was composed for the current research, in order to capture background information and control variables. The questionnaire includes personal questions regarding age (in years), gender (male, female), marital status (married, single, divorced, widowed), number of children, and religiosity (ultra-Orthodox, modern-Orthodox, traditional, secular). The questionnaire also includes professional questions regarding seniority (in years), teachers’ education (certified teacher, B.Ed, bachelor’s degree, master’s degree), and the teacher’s role in school (managerial, coordinator, homeroom teacher, disciplinary teacher). Lastly, organizational questions addressed school level (elementary-school, middle-school, high-school), number of students in the school, and principals’ gender (male, female).



Procedure

Teachers were approached through social media networks. This sampling method is part of convenience sampling, which involves a population that is easily reachable by the researcher. The main limitation of this non-probability sampling method is that it might not represent the population being studied (Golzar et al., 2022). The teachers completed an online questionnaire during the period from November 2021 to January 2022. A link to the questionnaire was sent to the teachers through social media, allowing them to answer the questionnaire at their convenience. The questions were not divided into different stages, so the participants could address any questions at any time.



Ethical considerations

The research adhered to ethical guidelines, including participants’ digital consent to participate in the study. The questionnaire included an introductory statement outlining the research’s purpose: to explore teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement in relation to principals’ leadership styles. Participants were assured of anonymity, and in line with this commitment, no personal information that could identify the participants (email, ID number, or phone number) was collected. Participants were informed that they could withdraw from the study at any time before submitting the questionnaire. An ethical approval was attained from the Michlalah Jerusalem College (Number: 032).



Data analysis

In order to answer the research questions, SPSS version 28 was used. In the preliminary stage teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement were checked across all demographic variables to allow supervision over these relationships. Pearson correlation tests were then performed to explore the correlations between teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement and principals’ leadership styles. Lastly, stepwise linear regression was carried out to examine the principals’ leadership styles influence on teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement.




Results


Preliminary results

In order to supervise the demographic variables Pearson correlations, t test and ANOVA test were carried out. In the category of personal characteristics, no significant correlation was found between teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement and teachers’ age (r = −0.008, p = NS). No significant difference was found between male teachers (M = 3.21, SD = 0.71) and female teachers (M = 3.15, SD = 0.67) in their attitudes toward parental involvement (t(620) = −0.68, p = NS). No significant difference was found between married teachers (M = 3.17, SD = 0.67), single teachers (M = 3.12, SD = 0.69), divorced teachers (M = 2.97, SD = 0.61), and widowed teachers (M = 3.25, SD = 0.38) in their attitudes toward parental involvement (F(3, 618) = 0.60, p = NS). No significant correlation was found between teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement and the number of teachers’ children (r = 0.05, p = NS). No significant difference was found between ultra-Orthodox teachers (M = 3.171, SD = 0.68), modern Orthodox teachers (M = 3.17, SD = 0.66), traditional teachers (M = 3.34, SD = 0.614), and secular teachers (M = 3.08, SD = 0.71) in their attitudes toward parental involvement (F(3, 618) = 1.60, p = NS).

As for professional characteristics, no significant correlation was found between teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement and teachers’ seniority (r = 0.002, p = NS). No significant difference was found between certified teachers (M = 3.16, SD = 0.75), teachers holding B.Ed (M = 3.19, SD = 0.63), teachers with a bachelor’s degree (M = 3.08, SD = 0.69), and teachers with a master’s degree (M = 3.17, SD = 0.69) in their attitudes toward parental involvement (F(3, 618) = 0.71, p = NS). A significant difference was found between teachers in managerial positions (M = 3.37, SD = 0.70), teachers in coordinator positions (M = 3.20, SD = 0.65), homeroom teachers (M = 3.19, SD = 0.67), and disciplinary teachers (M = 3.07, SD = 0.67) in their attitudes toward parental involvement (F(3, 618) = 2.67, p < 0.05). LSD post hoc test showed that teachers in managerial positions have more positive attitudes toward parental involvement than do disciplinary teachers. No significant differences were found between the other groups.

As for organizational characteristics, a significant difference was found between elementary school teachers (M = 3.09, SD = 0.67), middle school teachers (M = 3.29, SD = 0.64), and high school teachers (M = 3.12, SD = 0.63) in their attitudes toward parental involvement (F(2, 576) = 3.71, p < 0.05). LSD post hoc test showed that middle school teachers have more positive attitudes toward parental involvement than do elementary and high school teachers. No significant differences were found between elementary and high school teachers. No significant correlation was found between teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement and number of students in school (r = −0.02, p = NS). No significant difference was found between teachers under the principalship of male principals (M = 3.19, SD = 0.68) and teachers under the principalship of female principals (M = 3.09, SD = 0.66) in their attitudes toward parental involvement (t(619) = −0.681.74, p = NS). In line with the preliminary results, the teacher’s role in school as well as the school’s educational level were added to the regression analysis.



Research results

In order to examine hypotheses 1 to 3, regarding the relationship between teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement and leadership styles, Pearson correlation tests were performed. Results are presented in Table 2.



TABLE 2 Correlation matrix showing relationships between variables (N = 622).
[image: Table showing means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations for teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement, transformational leadership, authentic leadership, and participative leadership, with statistically significant correlations indicated by asterisks at p less than 0.05 and p less than 0.01.]

Table 2 approves hypotheses 1 to 3, showing a positive correlation between teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement and transformational, authentic, and participative leadership styles.

In order to examine the fourth hypothesis, a stepwise linear regression was carried out. In line with the preliminary results, the teacher’s role in school and the school’s level were added to the three leadership styles. Results are presented in Table 3.



TABLE 3 Regression analysis results, including coefficients, beta values, and significance levels.
[image: Regression results table comparing Step 1 and Step 2 models. Step 1 includes a constant and participative leadership, with B = 0.12, β = 0.20, t = 5.11, R squared = 0.04, and F(1, 577) = 26.18. Step 2 adds authentic leadership, with participative leadership B = 0.10, β = 0.18, t = 4.45, authentic leadership B = 0.14, β = 0.17, t = 4.17, R squared = 0.07, and F(2, 576) = 22.19. Asterisks indicate p < 0.01 significance.]

Table 3 partially approves the fourth hypothesis. Firstly, the demographic characteristics that were found to relate to teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement did not predict these attitudes. As for the different leadership styles, the main contributor to teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement is participative leadership, predicting 4% of the variables’ variance. The secondary contributor is authentic leadership, predicting 3% of teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement. Transformational leadership did not predict teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement.




Discussion

The importance of parental involvement on students’ lives has been extensively documented (Wilder, 2023). One of the main factors shaping parental involvement is the teachers’ attitudes toward such involvement (Bąk-Średnicka, 2017; Yulianti et al., 2022), hence the importance of understanding its predictors. A thorough examination of the role of principals can offer an effective organizational solution that requires focused investment. However, principals can avail themselves of a wide variety of leadership styles, including transformational, authentic, and participative leadership, which can confuse them when building a solution to a specific problem. The comparison of different leadership styles’ respective degrees of effectiveness has focused those styles’ effect on job satisfaction (Rodriguez et al., 2017), commitment (Malloy and Kavussanu, 2021), and performance (Nazir and Shah, 2014); the topic of teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement has yet to receive specific attention. Therefore, the current research explores the influence of principals’ leadership styles on teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement, and identifies the most effective predictors.

The results support a positive correlation between all three leadership styles and teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement. As found in past research, school principals’ transformational leadership is positively associated with teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement (Arar et al., 2016; Yulianti et al., 2021), as are authentic (Salip and Quines, 2023), and participative leadership (Addi-Raccah and Grinshtain, 2022). These results support previously established knowledge and provide additional academic backing for this information.

The novelty of the current research lies in its aim to compare different leadership styles and understand which leadership profile is most effective in enhancing teachers’ positive attitudes toward parental involvement. The results show that principals’ participative leadership is the most effective way to achieve this goal. This result can be explained by the practical nature of participative leadership, which allows teachers to make a change in the school and be part of the leadership team. This new organizational perspective helps teachers value the other stakeholders in and outside of the school and invite more collaboration with them.

Authentic leadership was also found to predict teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement, contributing to a similar extent to this prediction. This finding might suggest that clear moral and ethical guidelines on the part of principals create security and confidence for teachers in their workplace, allowing them to develop a more positive perception of their ability to engage with the community. Knowing that following the ethical code will provide them with the principal’s support and defense in times of conflict is what establishes this security and confidence.

As for principals’ transformational leadership, it did not predict teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement. However, past research comparing leadership styles found that transformational leadership did predict positive outcomes, albeit to a lesser extent than authentic (Rodriguez et al., 2017) and participative leadership (Nazir and Shah, 2014). A look into a wide body of research shows that principals’ transformational leadership did not predict parental involvement in schools in Indonesia (Yulianti et al., 2022). This result suggests that principals’ focus on vision and commitment might achieve organizational goals more than it will contribute to expanding the school’s connections with the community.

The research also revealed that teachers in different positions within the school tend to have different perceptions regarding parental involvement, with teachers in managerial positions having more positive attitudes toward parental involvement than disciplinary teachers. These results align with past research that shows that possessing a role in school leads perceiving parental involvement more favorably (Addi-Raccah and Grinshtain, 2022). The research also revealed that middle school teachers have more positive attitudes toward parental involvement than do teachers in elementary or high school. Past research has shown that parental involvement declines when students advance from elementary school to middle school (Jaiswal and Choudhuri, 2017). It might be that it is the intense parental involvement during the elementary school years that leads to a relatively negative view of such involvement, when compared to middle schoolteachers who experience much less involvement, explaining why middle school teachers are more positively inclined toward parental involvement than their elementary school colleagues.

In conclusion, the research helps to establish a leadership profile for principals tailored to the aspiration to support positive teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement. Firstly, it demonstrates that promoting such attitudes can be achieved through principals’ leadership. Although leadership styles are not the sole contributors to teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement, they are a predictor and represent 7% of the factors explaining why teachers’ attitudes are what they are. Secondly, the research offers insight into which leadership styles affect teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement and to what degree, positioning participative leadership as the primary channel for creating positive attitudes and authentic leadership as a secondary factor. Lastly, the research reveals that transformational leadership, which has many positive contributions in schools (Berkovich and Eyal, 2017; Cohen and Majid, 2020; Eliophotou Menon and Lefteri, 2021; Nasra and Heilbrunn, 2016), does not contribute to the explanation of teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement at all. Understanding the predictors is important, and at the same time recognizing that other significant factors in the environment do not predict teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement can be an effective tool for principal leadership and management.

The current research has some limitations. The study was conducted using a convenience sampling through social media, which has demonstrably led to a sample that does not fully represent the research population. For example, in the current study, only Jewish teachers participated, whereas the teachers’ population in Israel consists also of Arab teachers. Moreover, this method of sampling does not allow the researcher to determine the response rate, because they can only know how many people responded to the survey, and not how many people it reached. Future research should try to collaborate with the Ministry of Education or education departments in large municipalities to facilitate random sampling and thus provide a better representation of the teachers’ population. The study also uses only one source of information, that being teachers, who can provide information regarding their own attitudes, yet when describing their principals’ leadership styles their information is less accurate. It is recommended therefore to acquire additional sources of information, such as principals, superintendents, and even parents, in order to generate a more comprehensive understanding.

The research offers several practical implications. It is important to promote positive teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement through principals’ leadership styles. This could be achieved through special training programs for principals that focus on the development of desirable leadership styles. It is also important to emphasize to principals the management of parental involvement by informing them of their ability to influence teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement. It can also be useful for superintendents to proactively promote positive teachers’ attitudes toward parental involvement, through tailored coaching of principals. This coaching should focus on engaging teachers in decision making and on leading with self-awareness, transparency, balanced processing and ethical perspective.
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Background: Adolescent well-being has garnered significant attention from researchers both domestically and internationally. Much research focuses on the connection between adolescent well-being and family dynamics. As the main source of social support, the family significantly influences adolescent well-being. Western studies have identified family ritual communication as a crucial factor that can exert both positive and negative effects on adolescent well-being. However, most studies are contextualized within Western societies, and their findings may not be directly applicable to Chinese social settings.
Methods: This research employed a questionnaire survey method to examine the impact of family ritual communication on the well-being of Chinese adolescents. A pilot survey was conducted to validate the questionnaire’s design before administering the final version. Initially, 150 questionnaires were distributed, yielding 144 valid responses. Following reliability and validity testing, a formal survey was conducted involving 848 adolescents aged 14 to 18. After eliminating responses with overly regular patterns, 755 valid questionnaires were retained.
Results: The study elucidated the mechanisms through which family ritual communication affects the subjective well-being of Chinese adolescents, summarizing these effects as a form of psychological empowerment characterized by “support and constraint.” Family ritual communication serves as a supportive element, enhancing adolescent well-being through two mediators: family intimacy and resilience. Conversely, this form of psychological empowerment can also constrain adolescent well-being due to intergenerational power dynamics. Notably, the interdependent self-concept did not moderate the relationship between family ritual communication and the adolescents’ subjective well-being.

Keywords
 family ritual communication; adolescents; well-being; family modernization; support and constraint


1 Introduction

In contemporary society, depression and anxiety among adolescents are pressing concerns, exacerbated by academic burdens and social pressures. These issues have increasingly drawn research attention. Studies on adolescent well-being have identified three critical factors: personal characteristics (such as personality, self-esteem, and self-efficacy), social networks (including friendships and campus life), and family environment (encompassing economic status and parenting styles). In post-industrial societies, adolescents often engage in structured activities like schoolwork and socializing, which are essential for success in a competitive labor market. However, this focus can diminish the time they spend with family (Offer, 2013). Given the limited time available for family interactions, it is crucial to foster positive family relationships. Family ritual communication, which holds significant symbolic value and is prevalent in all families, plays a crucial role in influencing adolescent well-being. The media frequently urges parents to engage in family rituals, citing their potential to enhance well-being. While Western research has explored the impacts of family ritual communication on adolescent well-being, showing both positive and negative effects, these findings are predominantly based on Western contexts and may not translate directly to Chinese society. Notably, family ritual communication in China retains elements of traditional Chinese family etiquette, a blend of ancient customs and modern life. Moreover, there are distinct cultural differences in “family” values between China and Western countries, with significant variations in family power dynamics across different cultural contexts (Tamm et al., 2017). Traditional Chinese Confucianism emphasizes parental authority, positing that adolescents should act in accordance with their parents’ expectations, whereas Western parents encourage independent decision-making among teenagers (Peng, 2023). In contemporary China, however, adolescents increasingly demonstrate respect for elders rather than strict obedience to them (Wang and Anderson, 2014). Therefore, it is essential to investigate the influence of Chinese family ritual communication on adolescent well-being within the modern Chinese context.



2 Literature review

The concept of family ritual is multifaceted, encompassing practices ranging from the younger generation’s kowtow to elders during the Spring Festival, to family birthday celebrations, to annual summer vacations. Since the 1950s, Western scholars have been examining the social phenomenon of family ritual. Wolin and Bennett (1984) characterized family ritual as a symbolic form of communication that provides satisfaction through repetitive activities.

Family rituals extend beyond mere behaviors; they are also communicative activities. Carey (1989) proposed the “Ritual View of Communication,” innovatively connecting communication with ritual, which significantly influenced the field. Rothenbuhler (1998) argued that “all rituals have communicative properties, and without a communicative effect, rituals are pointless.” This perspective is grounded in the idea that rituals consist of symbolic signs and embody a meaningful system. The most vital attribute of rituals is that the symbolic meanings embedded in the behaviors transcend the actions themselves. The purpose of family rituals is not for their direct function, but for the spiritual significance they aim at. For example, the main purpose of eating cake on a birthday is not nutritional but to convey blessings; similarly, allowing an elder to sit and eat first at a meal expresses respect and filial piety. General symbols establish connections between concrete objects and abstract concepts. In contrast, family rituals involve a secondary abstraction process that links two abstract concepts through homophonic words, mythological narratives, or cultural traditions. For example, in Northern China, eating dumplings during the Chinese New Year symbolizes “jiao zi” or the transition to a new year, representing a departure from the old and an embrace of the new.

While general symbols link concrete objects to abstract concepts, family rituals connect two abstract ideas, often bridged by homophonic words, mythological stories, or traditional customs. This research posits that family ritual communication, characterized by formal, repetitive, symbolic, and emotionally significant interactions among family members, lays the groundwork for strengthening familial bonds. The profound connection between adolescents and their families, as a familial factor, is also crucial to adolescents’ well-being. Empirical studies from the West indicate that family ritual communication can enhance feelings of belonging, cohesion, satisfaction, and well-being among family members, especially adolescents (Simões and Alberto, 2019; Kim and Jahng, 2019; Malaquias et al., 2015). However, some scholars contend that family rituals can also have adverse effects, such as creating additional burdens (Meske et al., 1994) and inciting conflicts (Leach and Braithwaite, 1996). Based on these considerations, the first hypothesis is proposed:

 H1: The greater the intensity of family ritual communication, the stronger the subjective well-being of adolescents.




2.1 Family intimacy

Family intimacy refers to the emotional bond between family members and serves as a comprehensive indicator of closeness and a positive familial atmosphere. It represents the balance between autonomy and connection within the family. Numerous empirical studies have demonstrated that family ritual communication plays a crucial role in enhancing this intimacy. Ernest and Harvey (1948) posited that family rituals are among the eight critical factors influencing familial relationships, with richer rituals correlating with closer bonds. Segal (2004) highlighted that these rituals are symbolic activities that reinforce the identities and sense of belonging among family members. For example, communal meals are recognized not merely as food sharing occasions but as opportunities to strengthen familial bonds through communication. Such gatherings are vital rituals and primary social events that allow adolescents and their parents to converse, share emotions, and offer mutual support, thus reinforcing family unity (Páez et al., 2011). Spagnola and Fiese (2007) asserted that family rituals fortify attachments and connections among family members, establish strong emotional ties, create a family culture or identity, and foster positive emotions, which are particularly significant for family well-being. Marks et al. (2018) examined the influence of Sabbath rituals in Jewish families on their relational dynamics and found that these rituals unify family members and empower children. Conversely, the disruption of such rituals, such as families no longer dining together, can diminish the ceremonial significance of these gatherings and potentially weaken family cohesion. Therefore, the communication surrounding family rituals may affect adolescent well-being through the pathway of family intimacy. Accordingly, hypotheses 2–4 were proposed:


H2: The higher the intensity of family ritual communication, the greater the family intimacy among adolescents.

H3: The greater the family intimacy, the stronger the subjective well-being of adolescents.

H4: The intensity of family ritual communication positively influences the subjective well-being of adolescents through family intimacy.
 



2.2 Mediating effect of resilience

Resilience is an ability to withstand challenges such as substance abuse, mental health issues, or criminal behaviors, particularly under significant stress and difficulty (Linquanti, 1992). Individuals respond differently under pressure; some may withdraw, while others confront challenges directly. These varying coping strategies significantly affect their well-being.

Resilience is crucial not only in adverse situations like serious illnesses, bereavement, or divorce but also in everyday family life. It plays a beneficial role even without trauma or severe stress, promoting the well-being of family members, particularly adolescents navigating their formative years. Adolescents face substantial academic pressures and are beginning to navigate personal endeavors in love and career independently, often encountering setbacks that can heighten negative emotions and diminish their subjective well-being.

Resilience serves as a vital protective factor that enhances adolescent well-being. Studies, including those by Mahdian and Ghaffari (2016) and Yoon et al. (2015), have demonstrated the positive effects of resilience, finding that social support and family rituals, like shared dinners, provide stability and identity, thereby fostering resilience.

Family ritual communication can mitigate the negative effects of parental stress on children’s psychological health. Rahal et al. (2024) noted that frequent family gatherings could reduce drug abuse among young women. Curtiss (2018) observed that family rituals could ameliorate conditions in children with autism. Carla Crespo et al. (2013) investigated the role of family rituals in chronic disease management, revealing that such rituals offer emotional support and improve patient conditions. Conversely, disruptions in family rituals due to external factors, such as parental alcohol abuse, can adversely affect adolescent development. Hawkins (1997) found that interruptions in family rituals, like missing family dinners due to parental alcohol abuse, are associated with increased likelihood of drug abuse, antisocial behavior, and psychological issues like depression and anxiety in children. Consequently, hypotheses 5–7 were proposed:


H5: The greater the intensity of family ritual communication, the higher the resilience of adolescents.

H6: The stronger the resilience of adolescents, the stronger their subjective well-being.

H7: The intensity of family ritual communication positively impacts the subjective well-being of adolescents through resilience.
 



2.3 The mediating effect of cultural identity

Berry (2005) posited that cultural identity is the cognitive and emotional attachment individuals in different cultural communities have to their own and other cultures. The adoption of shared cultural symbols, including language and ritual symbols, is a crucial foundation for cultural identity. In pre-modern societies, cultural identity was less of a concern due to low population mobility and a closed social structure. However, as modernization has intensified, the blending and clashing of Eastern and Western cultures have made cultural identity a topic of high interest, closely linked to family ritual communication.

Family ritual communication enhances cultural identity, as rituals often embody cultural traditions. Historically, rituals have been acknowledged as vital for the cohesion of human groups; Durkheim considered them a central element of his theory of mechanical solidarity. In both modern and traditional settings, rituals form a critical component. Social rituals are symbolic behaviors developed within a group and are repeated for their inherent meaning and the satisfaction derived by participants, even though these participants might not always articulate the benefits or functions explicitly, as these functions are not purely instrumental (Klapp, 1959). Moreover, an individual’s identification with their group can influence their well-being. TIdentity theory suggests that group identity is a significant source of self-esteem and fulfills psychological needs such as belonging, both of which are vital for well-being. Cultural identity, as a key aspect of social identity, also affects an individual’s psychological perceptions. Individuals recognize their affiliation with certain groups, and this identification imbues them with specific emotions and values, deriving not only from familial ties but also from the broader cultural identity of the group. Usborne and Taylor (2010) found a positive correlation between the clarity of cultural identity and personal identity, self-esteem, and psychological well-being. While Chinese civilization emphasizes a collectivist culture, individualistic culture dominates in Western societies. Diener et al. (1995) observed that in individualistic countries, overall well-being—especially marital satisfaction—is high, though these countries also exhibit elevated divorce and suicide rates. Additionally, recent research by Zhou et al. (2023) identified a positive correlation between red cultural identity and subjective well-being within the Chinese cultural context. These findings illustrate that the cultural identity of one’s ethnic group significantly influences their subjective well-being. Accordingly, hypotheses 8–10 were proposed:


H8: The greater the intensity of family ritual communication, the higher the adolescents' recognition of traditional culture.

H9: The stronger the traditional cultural identity of adolescents, the stronger their subjective well-being.

H10: The intensity of family ritual communication positively impacts the subjective well-being of adolescents through cultural identity.
 



2.4 The regulatory effect of interdependent self-concept

In cross-cultural research, the concepts of collectivism and individualism are commonly used to distinguish cultural differences between the East and the West. Markus and Kitayama (1991) identified two types of self-concept at the personal level: interdependent and independent. Individuals with a strong independent self-concept tend to emphasize their distinctiveness and unique characteristics when describing “who I am.” Conversely, those with a strong interdependent self-concept often describe their identity in terms of their relationships, such as being someone’s daughter or a member of a specific group. In Western cultures, the independent self-concept prevails, influencing behavior based on personal thoughts and feelings rather than those of others. In Eastern cultures, interdependence dominates, and there is a greater reliance on communal relationships. Scholars, including Lu et al. (2001), have noted significant differences in well-being between Chinese and Western populations, attributing these differences to interdependent self-construal. Typically, in individualistic cultures, the focus is on personal pleasure, whereas in collectivist cultures, maintaining harmonious interpersonal relationships is deemed crucial. This finding is supported by extensive empirical research; for example, McMahon (2004) confirmed that harmonious relationships significantly influence well-being in collectivist settings. In individualistic societies, well-being is often associated with pleasure, vitality, and self-actualization. Cross-cultural studies, such as those by Kwan et al. (1997) and his team, have shown that harmonious interpersonal relationships more profoundly affect well-being in collectivist cultures, such as in Hong Kong, compared to individualistic ones, like the U.S. Lam et al. (2012) explored perceptions of harmony, well-being, and health among Hong Kong families, identifying harmony as a central element of family functioning. However, individualism and collectivism are not mutually exclusive. Particularly in today’s globalized world, it is oversimplified to assume that all Westerners subscribe to individualism, just as not all East Asians, influenced by Confucian culture, adhere strictly to collectivism. Steele and Lynch (2013) proposed that with China’s social transformation and economic development, individualistic elements are increasingly influencing subjective well-being. Based on these observations, hypothesis 11 was proposed:


H11: Self-concept modulates the impact of family ritual communication on adolescents' well-being; specifically, the stronger the self-concept, the greater the impact of family ritual communication on adolescents’ well-being.
 

In summary, the conceptual model constructed in this research is illustrated in Figure 1.

[image: Concept diagram with five boxes labeled Family Ritual Communication, self-concept, Cultural Identity, Resilience, and Family Intimacy. Arrows indicate Family Ritual Communication influences all other elements, which lead to Subjective Well-being.]

FIGURE 1
 Theoretical model of the impact of Chinese family ritual communication on adolescents’ well-being.





3 Materials and methods


3.1 Questionnaire design

The variable of family ritual communication is assessed using the Family Ritual Questionnaire, developed by Fiese and Kline (1993), which examines the intensity of family ritual communication. This study focuses on daily interactive rituals, festival celebrations, significant events, and family etiquette. Each category is evaluated across four dimensions: occurrence, symbolic meaning, emotion, and pattern, comprising a total of 16 items rated on a 5-point Likert scale (ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). The Chinese version of the Family Environment Scale (FES-CV), adapted by Fei Lipeng, measures family intimacy. Originally developed by Moss, this scale was revised by Wang X., et al. to suit Chinese contexts; however, only items pertinent to family intimacy were selected for this study. Subjective well-being is measured according to the framework proposed by psychology professor Diener (1984) at the University of Illinois, encompassing three dimensions: positive emotions, negative emotions, and life satisfaction. The Bradburn Emotion Scale, used to assess emotional states, includes five statements each on positive (e.g., “feeling comfortable and happy in current life”) and negative emotions (e.g., “often feeling sad and depressed”). Life satisfaction is gauged using Diener’s Life Satisfaction Scale, which includes items such as “My life is close to the ideal state” (Diener et al., 1985). Resilience is measured using the scale developed by Connor and Davidson (2003), featuring 10 statements such as “I can adapt when things change.” Cultural identity is assessed using the Ethnic Identity Measurement Instrument (MEIM) developed by Phinney (1992), and the improved Cultural Identity Scale by Ran Hua, which includes 12 statements like “I am proud to be a member of the Chinese nation.” Self-concept is measured using the English Self-Concept Scale by Singelis (1994), which assesses independent and interdependent self-concepts, including 12 questions on interdependent self-construction. The Chinese version, translated and adapted by Hou Yu in her doctoral thesis (Hou, 2020), includes five statements such as “For me, maintaining a harmonious relationship with others is very important” and was validated for its reliability.



3.2 Data collection

A pilot survey was conducted to verify the questionnaire’s rationality before distributing the final version. Out of 150 distributed questionnaires, 144 were returned, resulting in an effective response rate of 96%. The main survey targeted the impact of family ritual communication on the well-being of Chinese adolescents. It involved 848 adolescents aged 14 to 18, excluding responses with overly regular patterns. A total of 755 valid questionnaires were collected, yielding an effective response rate of 89.03%. The gender distribution among participants was nearly balanced, with 403 females (53.4%) and 352 males (46.6%).




4 Results


4.1 Test of reliability and validity

Testing the reliability and validity of the scale is essential to ensure its stability and accuracy. Reliability tests employ Cronbach’s ɑ coefficients of the overall scale and each variable, assessing the correlation between each item and the total score. According to Wu Minglong, a Cronbach’s ɑ coefficient above 0.8 indicates high reliability and internal consistency. The overall Cronbach’s α for the questionnaire was 0.968, with each of the eight variables including family ritual communication and resilience exceeding 0.85. Additionally, composite reliability (CR) values were above 0.7, confirming the questionnaire’s reliability. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) values for these variables ranged from 0.843 to 0.961, and the Bartlett’s test of sphericity returned a p-value of <0.001, validating the data’s suitability for factor analysis. Principal component analysis extracted common factors with eigenvalues over 1, resulting in a cumulative variance contribution rate of 80.318%. Maximum variance rotation confirmed that each item had a loading greater than 0.40 on the common factors, demonstrating good construct validity.



4.2 Overall fitting degree of structural equation model

This research used Amos23.0 to analyze the fitting of the structural equation model. Key indicators included a chi-square to degrees of freedom ratio of 4.171, which is less than 5.0; GFI of 0.867, CFI of 0.942, TLI of 0.932—all exceeding 0.8; and RMSEA of 0.073, which is less than 0.08. These results indicate a satisfactory fit of the model to the data, confirming the acceptability of this theoretical model.



4.3 Test of mediating and moderating effects

A mediation effect model was developed with well-being as the dependent variable, family ritual communication as the independent variable, and family intimacy, resilience, and cultural identity as mediating variables. Interdependent self-concept was analyzed as a moderating variable using PROCESS Model 5, Bootstrap with a 95% confidence interval (CI). Validation was performed using the percentile method, and results are displayed in Tables 1 and 2.



TABLE 1 Results of mediating effect test.
[image: Data table summarizing standardized coefficients and p-values for cultural identity, resilience, family intimacy, and family well-being. Family ceremony communication, cultural identity, resilience, intimacy, interdependent self-concept, and their interactions are included. Adjusted R values and F statistics are reported for each model.]



TABLE 2 Decomposition of mediating effects of family ritual communication on well-being.
[image: Table summarizing hypotheses, routes, bootstrap ninety-five percent confidence intervals, values of indirect effects, and proportions of indirect to direct effects; key findings include H4 with the highest proportion at three hundred twelve point seventeen percent, and sum of intermediary effects totaling zero point three five seven.]

According to Table 1, the direct effect of family ritual communication on adolescents’ subjective well-being was statistically significant (p < 0.05) and positive. However, the interaction term coefficient for interdependent self-concept was 0.019, with a p-value of 0.409, indicating no significant moderating effect.

As shown in Table 2, the mediating effect of cultural identity between family ritual communication and well-being was −0.040, with a 95% confidence interval of [−0.069, −0.015], excluding 0. This indicates a significant negative mediating effect, contrary to the direct effect. The resilience mediating effect was 0.155, with a confidence interval of [0.121, 0.194], also excluding 0, signifying a substantial mediating effect. The mediating effect of family intimacy was even stronger at 0.203, with a confidence interval of [0.154, 0.248], further excluding zero, indicating a significant positive mediating influence. These results support Hypothesis H4, suggesting family ritual communication positively impacts well-being through family intimacy and resilience, but negatively through cultural identity. The order of mediation effect magnitude was: family ritual communication → family intimacy → well-being>family ritual communication → resilience → well-being>family ritual communication → cultural identity → well-being.



4.4 Summary of hypothesis test results

The mechanisms underlying the impact of family ritual communication on adolescents’ subjective well-being were elucidated through mediating and moderating effects analysis. The study confirmed that family ritual communication positively influences adolescents’ well-being, mediated by family intimacy and resilience, which both positively affect well-being, whereas cultural identity exerts a negative effect. Additionally, no moderating effect of interdependent self-concept was observed. These findings, including three mediating pathways—resilience, family intimacy, and cultural identity—highlight that family intimacy has the most substantial mediating effect at 0.203, followed by resilience at 0.155. The negative mediating effect of cultural identity was −0.040. Results are detailed in Table 3, and a structural equation model was constructed for path analysis, presented in Figure 2.



TABLE 3 Comparison of Hypothesis Test Results.
[image: Table showing eleven hypotheses about family ritual communication and associated well-being outcomes, including family intimacy, resilience, and cultural identity. Most hypotheses are supported, except H8 and H9 (constrained) and H11 (non-supported). A footnote explains an asterisk denotes a combined variable.]

[image: Path diagram showing relationships among five variables: Family Ritual Communication leads to Cultural Identity (coefficient 0.445), Resilience (0.517), and Family Intimacy (0.695). Cultural Identity affects Subjective Well-being (-0.131), Resilience affects Subjective Well-being (0.353), Family Intimacy affects Subjective Well-being (0.350), and Family Ritual Communication directly affects Subjective Well-being (0.087). All coefficients are labeled on connecting arrows.]

FIGURE 2
 Parallel mediation model of family intimacy, resilience, and cultural identity.





5 Research conclusion and discussion


5.1 Conclusion


5.1.1 Mediating effect of family intimacy

Family intimacy is a crucial component of the adolescent growth environment, enhancing their positive emotions. The analysis revealed that family ritual communication, which fosters emotional bonds between adolescents and their family members, positively impacts adolescent well-being through family intimacy. Simões and Alberto (2019) asserted that the primary function of family ritual communication is to forge connections, initially with family members and subsequently with ancestral values, culture, traditions, and religion. It links nuclear families to broader familial contexts, fostering intimacy and unity, which are essential for constructing and transmitting family identity. Li (2018) observed that economic necessities often require family members to live apart, presenting significant challenges to maintaining family intimacy. Family ritual communication compensates for this separation by helping to readjust family roles, sustain collective consciousness, facilitate family reunions, transmit family values, and ultimately enhance family identity recognition and intimacy. This study supports these findings, demonstrating that family rituals provide a vital platform for interaction, especially when busy schedules and limited time reduce opportunities for family gatherings. Additionally, family ritual communication strengthens bonds between relatives, as family gatherings during events like the Chinese Spring Festival consolidate these relationships. Despite hectic work schedules, individuals prioritize returning home for the reunion dinner and visiting relatives, which not only maintains familial bonds but also enhances the festive atmosphere and interaction among family members.



5.1.2 Mediating effect of resilience

Susana Santos posited that family ritual communication plays a critical role in alleviating the emotional distress caused by family stresses and changes. It serves several functions: firstly, it offers a respite from distress, as activities like regular family travels provide relaxation. Secondly, it fosters a sense of security, emotionally shielding family members. Thirdly, it instills hope, encompassing positive future expectations. Lastly, it helps individuals focus on the essence of life rather than on familial hardships, such as illnesses. Therefore, family ritual communication aids families in navigating challenges (Santos et al., 2018). For adolescents, the symbolic aspects of family rituals can lessen their distress during difficult times. For example, funeral ceremonies can mitigate the grief associated with the loss of a loved one. Additionally, family ritual communication can inspire positive self-affirmations linked to simple folk beliefs. In traditional Chinese culture, these beliefs—considered a form of universal religion—include faith in celestial and ancestral deities. During stressful periods, these spiritual beliefs can significantly reduce perceived stress and enhance well-being.



5.1.3 The masking effect of cultural identity

Data analysis revealed that cultural identity exerts a masking effect on the impact of family ritual communication on adolescents’ well-being. The term ‘masking effect’ originally described how external interferences weaken sensory perceptions. In academic contexts, it refers to the diminution of the primary effect between two variables by a “masking variable.” This study found that cultural identity moderates the impact of family ritual communication on adolescents’ well-being. While family ritual communication positively affects cultural identity, this identity, in turn, can diminish the positive influence of family rituals on adolescent well-being. On one hand, family rituals bolster adolescents’ cultural identity; on the other, compelling adolescents to embrace the symbolic meanings of these rituals can adversely affect their sense of well-being. Coffelt (2018) found that although family rituals enhance cohesion, economic constraints or family disputes might prevent young members from relating to the rituals’ conveyed meanings (Fiese, 1992), leading them to disengage and label these rituals as empty. This disconnection is also prevalent in Chinese families, where traditional values often prioritize family interests over individual desires. Despite the erosion of this traditional value system, parental authority persists. Adolescents, often influenced by new concepts through work, study, and social media, are compelled to participate in traditional family rituals with which they may not identify. This enforced participation can evoke negative emotions, making adolescents feel alienated and disconnected from their family (Malaquias et al., 2015).



5.1.4 Limitations of the research

This research explores the mechanisms through which family ritual communication impacts adolescents’ well-being, identifying three mediating pathways: family intimacy, resilience, and cultural identity. However, there remains significant room for improvement. Future studies should investigate additional intermediary pathways with further literature support and data verification. A more comprehensive understanding of the interaction processes between parents and adolescents during family ritual communication is needed, along with data collection from parents in addition to adolescents, to deepen future research.




5.2 Discussion

Adolescence is a period marked by heightened risk for depression and anxiety, attributable to both external and internal factors. Externally, adolescents face high expectations and intense competition in preparation for their future careers. Internally, significant physical and psychological changes occur during this period, prompting studies on how to enhance their subjective well-being at home and foster positive interpersonal relationships. Previous research has examined factors affecting adolescent family well-being, including parental marital quality, family economic status, family structure, and parenting style. While certain aspects of family ritual communication, such as beliefs in filial piety, are recognized to positively correlate with adolescents’ family well-being, the impact of family rituals has not been extensively explored through the lens of ritual communication. This research incorporated family ritual communication as a factor influencing adolescent well-being and found it supportive, positively impacting well-being through two mediating pathways: family intimacy and resilience. Family intimacy is enhanced by shared activities such as nightly dinners, regular travel, and celebrating birthdays, which contribute to beautiful memories and closer family bonds. Resilience is bolstered as adolescents gain a sense of security from family rituals, equipping them to face future challenges with strength.

However, the study also identified that within the context of traditional family authority, family ritual communication can negatively affect adolescent well-being. Empirical findings suggest that cultural identity acts as a masking variable, diminishing the positive effects of family ritual communication on well-being. Due to generational differences, the forms of family ritual communication favored by older generations may not resonate with adolescents. In contexts driven by Chinese filial piety culture, adolescents are expected to participate and heed their elders in family rituals, even if they do not align with the rituals’ symbolic meanings, which can adversely affect their well-being.

This research found that family ritual communication can enhance the well-being of adolescents and provide psychological empowerment. However, this empowerment often occurs within the framework of intergenerational power dynamics, leading to a dual role of support and constraint in the psychological empowerment mechanism. This model breaks through traditional unidimensional explanatory frameworks, marking the first integration of facilitative factors and inhibitory factors into a unified analytical system. The “Supportive and Constraining Dual-Effects Model” reveals the dialectical unity of family ritual communication through two opposing mechanisms. On one hand, family ritual transmission constructs well-being via the accumulation of emotional energy and reproduction of symbolic meanings. On the other hand, conflicts between traditional cultural norms and modernity simultaneously suppress well-being. By mapping these complex mediating pathways, the Dual-Path Model provides a novel framework for understanding Chinese adolescents’ well-being, while contributing an Eastern perspective to global family communication research.




Data availability statement

The original contributions presented in the study are included in the article/supplementary material, further inquiries can be directed to the corresponding author.



Ethics statement

The studies involving humans were approved by Academic Committee of the School of Literature, Journalism and Communication, South-Central Minzu University. The studies were conducted in accordance with the local legislation and institutional requirements. Written informed consent for participation in this study was provided by the participants’ legal guardians/next of kin.



Author contributions

BZ: Writing – original draft. QL: Writing – review & editing. CY: Writing – review & editing. WC: Writing – review & editing.



Funding

The author(s) declare that financial support was received for the research and/or publication of this article. Post funding project of the General Program of Hubei Provincial Social Science Fund in 2024 (HBSKJJ20243347).



Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Generative AI statement

The author(s) declare that no Gen AI was used in the creation of this manuscript.



Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.



References
	 Berry, J. W. (2005). Acculturation: living successfully in two cultures. Int. J. Intercult. Relat. 29, 697–712. doi: 10.1016/j.ijintrel.2005.07.013

	 Carey, J. W. (1989). Communication as culture: essays on media and society. New York: Unwin Hyman Inc.

	 Coffelt, T. A. (2018). A paragon of family ritual: the Zimmerman family Reunion. Commun. Stud. 69, 161–179. doi: 10.1080/10510974.2018.1425215

	 Connor, K. M., and Davidson, J. R. (2003). Development of a new resilience scale: the Connor-Davidson resilience scale (CD-RISC). Depress. Anxiety 18, 76–82. doi: 10.1002/da.10113 
	 Crespo, C., Santos, S., Canavarro, M. C., Kielpikowski, M., Pryor, J., and Féres-Carneiro, T. (2013). Family routines and rituals in the context of chronic conditions: a review. Int. J. Psychol. 48, 729–746. doi: 10.1080/00207594.2013.806811 
	 Curtiss, S. L. (2018). Integrating family ritual and sociocultural theories as a framework for understanding mealtimes of families with children on the autism spectrum. J. Fam. Theory Rev. 10, 749–764. doi: 10.1111/jftr.12298 
	 Diener, E. (1984). Subjective well-being. Psychol. Bull. 95, 542–575. doi: 10.1037/0033-2909.95.3.542

	 Diener, E., Diener, M., and Diener, C. (1995). Factors predicting the subjective well-being of nations. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 69, 851–864. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.69.5.851 
	 Diener, E. D., Emmons, R. A., Larsen, R. J., and Griffin, S. (1985). The satisfaction with life scale. J. Pers. Assess. 49, 71–75. doi: 10.1207/s15327752jpa4901_13 
	 Ernest, W. B., and Harvey, J. L. (1948). The family, vol. 337. New York: American Book Company, 345–346.

	 Fiese, B. H. (1992). Dimensions of family rituals across two generations: relation to adolescent identity. Fam. Process 31, 151–162. doi: 10.1111/j.1545-5300.1992.00151.x 
	 Fiese, B. H., and Kline, C. A. (1993). Development of the family ritual questionnaire: initial reliability and validation studies. J. Fam. Psychol. 6, 290–299. doi: 10.1037/0893-3200.6.3.290 
	 Hawkins, C. A. (1997). Disruption of family rituals as a mediator of the relationship between parental drinking and adult adjustment in offspring. Addict. Behav. 22, 219–231. doi: 10.1016/S0306-4603(96)00011-1 
	 Hou, Y. (2020). Cross-cultural fan communities: Differentiation, identification, and conflict: A communication study based on the Dimash fan community. Wuhan: Wuhan University.

	 Kim, D., and Jahng, K. E. (2019). Children’s self-esteem and problematic smartphone use: the moderating effect of family rituals. J. Child Fam. Stud. 28, 3446–3454. doi: 10.1007/s10826-019-01526-1

	 Klapp, O. E. (1959). Ritual and family solidarity. Soc. Forces 37, 212–214. doi: 10.2307/2572964

	 Kwan, V. S., Bond, M. H., and Singelis, T. M. (1997). Pancultural explanations for life satisfaction: adding relationship harmony to self-esteem. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 73, 1038–1051. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.73.5.1038 
	 Lam, W. W. T., Fielding, R., McDowell, I., Johnston, J., Chan, S., Leung, G. M., et al. (2012). Perspectives on family health, happiness and harmony (3H) among Hong Kong Chinese people: a qualitative study. Health Educ. Res. 27, 767–779. doi: 10.1093/her/cys087 
	 Leach, M. S., and Braithwaite, D. O. (1996). A binding tie: Supportive communication of family kinkeepers. J. Applied Communication Res. 24, 200–216. doi: 10.1080/00909889609365451

	 Li, M. (2018). Maintaining ties and reaffirming unity: family rituals in the age of migration. J. Fam. Commun. 18, 286–301. doi: 10.1080/15267431.2018.1475391

	 Linquanti, R. (1992). Using community-wide collaboration to foster resiliency in kids: A conceptual framework. San Francisco: Western Regional Center for Drug-Free Schools and Communities.

	 Lu, L., Gilmour, R., and Kao, S. F. (2001). Cultural values and happiness: an east-west dialogue. J. Soc. Psychol. 141, 477–493. doi: 10.1080/00224540109600566 
	 Mahdian, Z., and Ghaffari, M. (2016). The mediating role of psychological resilience, and social support on the relationship between spiritual well-being and hope in cancer patients. J. Fundament. Mental Health 18, 130–138.

	 Malaquias, S., Crespo, C., and Francisco, R. (2015). How do adolescents benefit from family rituals? Links to social connectedness, depression, and anxiety. J. Child Fam. Stud. 24, 3009–3017. doi: 10.1007/s10826-014-0104-4

	 Marks, L. D., Hatch, T. G., and Dollahite, D. C. (2018). Sacred practices and family processes in a Jewish context: Shabbat as the weekly family ritual par excellence. Fam. Process 57, 448–461. doi: 10.1111/famp.12286 
	 Markus, H. R., and Kitayama, S. (1991). Culture and the self: implications for cognition, emotion, and motivation. Psychol. Rev. 98, 224–253. doi: 10.1037//0033-295x.98.2.224

	 McMahon, D. M. (2004). From the happiness of virtue to the virtue of happiness: 400 BC-AD 1780. Daedalus 133, 5–17. doi: 10.1162/001152604323049343

	 Meske, C., Sanders, G. F., Meredith, W. H., and Abbott, D. A. (1994). Perceptions of rituals and traditions among elderly persons. Act. Adapt. Aging 18, 13–26. doi: 10.1300/J016v18n02_02

	 Offer, S. (2013). Family time activities and adolescents’ emotional well‐being. J. Marriage and Family, 75, 26–41. doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2012.01025.x

	 Páez, D., Bilbao, M. Á., Bobowik, M., Campos, M., and Basabe, N. (2011). Merry Christmas and happy new year! The impact of Christmas rituals on subjective well-being and family's emotional climate. Int. J. Soc. Psychol. 26, 373–386. doi: 10.1174/021347411797361347

	 Peng, X. (2023). An evaluation of authoritative parenting style through comparative discussion of autonomy support and psychological control: inspired by the success of Eileen Gu. J. Educ. Human. Soc. Sci. 7, 135–143. doi: 10.54097/ehss.v7i.4075

	 Phinney, J. S. (1992). The multigroup ethnic identity measure: a new scale for use with diverse groups. J. Adolesc. Res. 7, 156–176. doi: 10.1177/074355489272003

	 Rahal, D., Irwin, M. R., and Fuligni, A. J. (2024). Family meals are associated with lower substance use in female adolescents. Fam. Process 64:e13039. doi: 10.1111/famp.13039 
	 Rothenbuhler, E. W. (1998). Ritual communication: From everyday conversation to mediated ceremony. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications.

	 Santos, S., Crespo, C., Canavarro, M. C., and Kazak, A. E. (2018). Family rituals when children have cancer: a qualitative study. J. Fam. Psychol. 32:643. doi: 10.1037/fam0000410

	 Segal, R. (2004). Family routines and rituals: a context for occupational therapy interventions. Am. J. Occu. Therapy 58, 499–508. doi: 10.5014/ajot.58.5.499

	 Simões, T. A., and Alberto, I. M. (2019). Family rituals and routines in the developmental trajectory of urban Southern Angolan families. J. Black Psychol. 45, 454–493. doi: 10.1177/0095798419887624

	 Singelis, T. M. (1994). The measurement of independent and interdependent self-construals. Personality and Soc. Psychol. Bulletin 20, 580–591. doi: 10.1177/0146167294205014

	 Spagnola, M., and Fiese, B. H. (2007). Family routines and rituals: a context for development in the lives of young children. Infant. Young Child. 20, 284–299. doi: 10.1097/01.IYC.0000290352.32170.5a

	 Steele, L. G., and Lynch, S. M. (2013). The pursuit of happiness in China: individualism, collectivism, and subjective well-being during China’s economic and social transformation. Soc. Indicators Res. 114, 441–451. doi: 10.1007/s11205-012-0154-1

	 Tamm, A., Kasearu, K., Tulviste, T., Trommsdorff, G., and Saralieva, Z. K. (2017). Helping parents with chores or going out with friends: cultural differences in adolescents' responses to potentially conflicting expectations of parents and peers. J. Adolesc. Res. 32, 456–478. doi: 10.1177/0743558416637425 
	 Usborne, E., and Taylor, D. M. (2010). The role of cultural identity clarity for self-concept clarity, self-esteem, and subjective well-being. Personality and Soc. Psychol. Bulletin 36, 883–897. doi: 10.1177/0146167210372215

	 Wang, Y. C., and Anderson, J. A. (2014). Differentiating ideals versus practices in the discussion of Confucian influences on Chinese parent–child relationships. Online Read. Psychol. Cult. 6:1127. doi: 10.9707/2307-0919.1127

	 Wolin, S. J., and Bennett, L. A. (1984). Family rituals. Family Process 23, 401–420. doi: 10.1111/j.1545-5300.1984.00401.x

	 Yoon, Y., Newkirk, K., and Perry‐Jenkins, M. (2015). Parenting stress, dinnertime rituals, and child well‐being in working‐class families. Family Relations 64, 93–107. doi: 10.1111/fare.12107

	 Zhou, S., Liu, G., Huang, Y., Huang, T., Lin, S., Lan, J., et al. (2023). The contribution of cultural identity to subjective well-being in collectivist countries: a study in the context of contemporary Chinese culture. Front. Psychol. 14:1170669. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.117066



Copyright
 © 2025 Zhibin, Li, Yulin and Chunxiaoyu. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.







 


	
	
BRIEF RESEARCH REPORT
published: 21 May 2025
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1484789








[image: image2]

Agency of students participating in extracurricular activities and their interaction with parents in the context of the pandemic

Mikhail Goshin1, Dmitry Grigoryev2, Pavel Sorokin3 and Polina Bochkareva1*


1Pinsky Center of General and Extracurricular Education, Institute of Education, National Research University Higher School of Economics, Moscow, Russia

2Center for Socio Cultural Research, National Research University Higher School of Economics, Moscow, Russia

3Laboratory for Human Capital and Education Research, Institute of Education, National Research University Higher School of Economics, Moscow, Russia

Edited by
 Paul M. W. Hackett, University of Suffolk, United Kingdom

Reviewed by
 Potheini Vaiouli, University of Luxembourg, Luxembourg
 Solanlly Ochoa-Angrino, Pontificia Universidad Javeriana Cali, Colombia
 Stephanie Armstrong-Gallegos, University of La Frontera, Chile

*Correspondence
 Polina Bochkareva, po_rose1@icloud.com 

Received 15 December 2024
 Accepted 28 April 2025
 Published 21 May 2025

Citation
 Goshin M, Grigoryev D, Sorokin P and Bochkareva P (2025) Agency of students participating in extracurricular activities and their interaction with parents in the context of the pandemic. Front. Psychol. 16:1484789. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1484789
 

This article investigates the relationships between strategies of parental involvement in education and manifestations of children’s agency during the pandemic seen as a potentially harmful and stressful context, requiring agency for sustaining well-being to a greater extent than before COVID-19. Data for the study were obtained through an online survey of students engaged in extracurricular activities, about the transition to distance learning and self-isolation during the pandemic. To elucidate the understanding of differences among respondents regarding changes in their interaction with parents, latent profile analysis was applied. It was found that joint activity between children and parents can be associated with the formation of a special type of agency, which is called ‘cooperative agency’, while parents providing children with freedom and facilitating support are associated with other behavioral characteristics of the child, i.e., ‘autonomous agency’. At the same time, the absence of interaction with parents, as well as parents’ display of strict control, do not contribute to successful adaptation to crisis conditions.
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1 Introduction

In modern times, the education system is faced with new challenges due to emerging socio-economic trends. A pressing issue is the development of ‘transformative agency’, which involves the ability to proactively influence one’s social environment and create new communities and forms of interaction in various spheres of public life (Udehn, 2002; Kirby, 2020; Nunes et al., 2023). Proactive behavior refers to the efforts made by individuals to develop and enhance their overall resources, which helps them progress towards challenging objectives and personal development. They view difficult circumstances as opportunities for growth and improvement. By cultivating of agency, individuals can perceive stress or challenging situations as chances to enhance themselves and take ownership of their decisions and behaviors (Schwarzer, 2001). Agency becomes especially important and discussed under conditions of crisis and stress, of which the pandemic COVID-19 is a good example.

The extracurricular activities (ECA) have a high potential in terms of the formation and development of relevant personal qualities and behavioral patterns. Participation of schoolchildren in ECA contributes to the formation of perseverance, independence, cognitive motivation, self-confidence, creativity, and social activity of children and youths (Farkas, 2003; Fletcher et al., 2003; Baker, 2008). There are two main reasons underlying the importance of ECA for agency issues. Firstly, it is a personal choice of programs with a relatively high degree of freedom, in comparison with the basic school curriculum (Lareau and Weininger, 2008). Secondly, it is the content features of ECA, which are characterized by an emphasis on the creation of educational products, including projects, which allows the student to develop and show the ‘agent potential’ to a greater extent.

Against the well-researched effects of ECA for various aspects of individual development, the study of the contribution of ECA to the formation of the ability to engage in proactive action is limited (Carbonaro and Maloney, 2019). The factors and conditions for the formation of this ability, including the influence of the family and the peculiarities of parental participation in the education of schoolchildren, have not been sufficiently explored (UNESCO, 2020).

The present paper analyses the relationship between strategies of interaction with parents and manifestations of agency among children engaged in ECA under the restrictions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. This focus of the study is justified by the fact that the combination of these factors created a unique opportunity for an in-depth exploration of the complex and multifaceted construct of agency.



2 Literature review


2.1 Agency of schoolchildren and participation in extracurricular activities

There are numerous approaches to defining agency. Agency implies the independence of the individual, their ability to act according to their own desires and beliefs. However, agency is always in interaction with the context in which an individual acts. The structural opportunities available to a person play an important role in the realization of agency. These opportunities can either limit or, on the contrary, expand the space for action, influencing the degree of freedom that a person feels in their actions (Bazzani, 2023). Therefore, agency can be characterized as a dynamic process that includes both the internal resources of the individual and the external conditions that determine their behavior (Crossley, 2021; Torrance and Froese, 2011). We consider agency as a person’s ability to act as an independent agent, making a free and conscious choice; to influence the surrounding social environment, transforming existing and creating new forms of interaction in various spheres of social life (Sorokin, 2023).

In the context of school education and socialization of a young person, the development of agency plays a particularly important role, since it is during this period that basic life attitudes, motivation to study and abilities to interact with the world around us are formed (Gallagher et al., 2019). However, unlike school education, the sphere of ECA contains much more opportunities for the manifestation of ‘free’, agentic action. The implementation of ECA aims to enhance the students’ potential and develop character values (Narimo and Irawan, 2018). These activities serve as valuable learning experiences that contribute to the development of students’ personalities. Students can enhance their cognitive, affective, and psychomotor skills (Abidin, 2019).

Engaging schoolchildren in ECA enables them to enhance organizational skills, acquire valuable knowledge, tackle challenges, and foster important values (Patle, 2024; Javed and Srivastava, 2024). Participating in ECA has a positive impact on overall well-being as it allows individuals to pursue their personal interests, actively engage with a sense of purpose, and develop essential skills and competencies. Different factors, such as the type of involvement (social, physical, or cognitive), the level of engagement (frequency, intensity, consistency, and continuity), and the variety of activities participated in, characterize participation in ECA (Oberle et al., 2019). Arts and leadership programs frequently focus on empowering teenagers to strive for objectives through involvement in significant individual or group endeavors, such as creating artwork, organizing a performance, coordinating an event, or making a positive impact on their community. Several studies have shown that the success of these initiatives ultimately hinges on the students’ agency (Handy et al., 2020; Syaharuddin et al., 2020; Mawaddah et al., 2022). However, in general, the relationship between the participation of schoolchildren in ECA and the formation of agency remains under studied.



2.2 Parental involvement in education and children’s agency

Research into the issues of children’s agency in conjunction with strategies reflecting the parental participation in education is of particular relevance. Parental participation has been actively studied in various countries (Epstein, 2007; Goshin et al., 2021). It involves both participation in school life, and the creation of home environment that maximizes effective learning. This environment includes stimulating intellectual activity, discussing and helping to solve difficulties, assisting with homework, promoting the child’s aspirations related to self-realization, and civic position.

The relationship between the parental participation in education and the involvement of schoolchildren in ECA is very heterogeneous. Thus, teenagers whose parents express approval and provide moral and material support usually participate in more ECA, achieve better results, and enjoy these activities more. However, parental involvement in the form of pressure or coercion can significantly limit the desire and ability of adolescents to participate in ECA (Anderson et al., 2003; Goshin et al., 2021). Excessive parental pressure can undermine the interest and initiative of students, leading to a negative attitude towards these types of activities (Ashbourne and Andres, 2015). Children whose parents intervened more often to give direction, make corrections or suggestions - even though they properly completed the task - had more difficulties regulating their behavior and emotions, performed worse on tasks that measured ‘delayed reward’, and skills related to switching between competing demands for their attention. Too much direct parental involvement can negatively affect children’s abilities to control their own attention, behavior, and emotions (Obradović et al., 2021). When parents allow children to play a leading role in their interaction, children develop self-regulation skills and gain independence.

Children can show agency differently in different spheres, i.e., with parents, teachers, and peers (Gurdal and Sorbring, 2018). When dealing with adults such as parents or teachers, agency may be demonstrated by ignoring or refusing (Trust and Whalen, 2020). But with peers, children tend to employ democratic solutions to express their agency. The study (Kumpulainen et al., 2019) demonstrates that the child’s agency is co-created through joint activities between the child and adult. This research emphasizes the importance of children being accountable for joint rules, highlighting how their agency is intertwined with these rules. The trust between parents and children is crucial for fostering the opportunities for children to express their agency.

Thus, the development of schoolchildren agency also depends largely on parental strategies, but the factors and conditions for developing this ability, especially regarding the influence of the family, are insufficiently studied. Literature on issues of agency pays serious attention to childhood and the role of parents (Abebe, 2019). However, researchers focus on violence and resistance to it (Cavazzoni et al., 2020), children’s rights (Oswell, 2013), and their physical well-being and health (Victor et al., 2013), rather than on children’s agency in education and the related factors of the family environment.



2.3 Lessons learned from the COVID-19 pandemic

In 2020, the introduction of emergency measures to prevent the spread of COVID-19, the suspension of face-to-face education, and the transfer of most classes to a distance format became a real challenge for the global education system. Families found themselves in conditions of increased stress, associated with concern for health, the risk of losing their jobs, and the need to organize and continue their children’s education at home (Kalil et al., 2020; Weaver and Swank, 2021). This situation particularly affected schoolchildren’s participation in ECA, which is much more oriented towards live communication between children and educators and like-minded people, practical activities, compared to school classes (Gushchina, 2021). During isolation, children’s participation in ECA decreased (Ilari et al., 2021), which also led to a decrease in academic motivation among students.

As a result of the pandemic, the role and responsibility of students and their families in the educational process have increased (Kalil et al., 2020; Weaver and Swank, 2021). New and unique conditions have emerged for the manifestation of agency and, therefore, for their study and analysis. In these conditions, the study of the agency of children engaged in ECA, in conjunction with strategies of parental participation in education, are of relevance.

The experience of the pandemic has highlighted the important role of children’s agency, particularly their ability to act independently. It is not just the ability to do what was previously provided by additional tools of control, but also the ability to do it differently; for example, the ability to independently learn and practically apply new educational content without losing the motivation to learn (Dwivedi et al., 2020). Adaptation to new conditions in times of significant societal changes (like during the pandemic) always requires, to some extent, the development of special rules, including within the family circle (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998). These rules could relate to the time distribution between leisure, housework and other activities, as well as to a wide range of strategies and tactics regarding both school and extracurricular education in a distance format. For example, it may deal with daily routines, mutual responsibilities regarding everyday issues, and much more (Amadasi and Baraldi, 2022; Rogers, 2022; Ignjatović, 2022; Fauziddin et al., 2021). We can view this process as an expression of agency, which assumes the ability of families to find effective solutions in response to «grand challenges», based on their unique needs and circumstances. In conditions of ‘de-structuring’ and the sharply exacerbated problem of the breakdown of familiar solidarity and cohesion systems of the 20th century (Amadasi and Baraldi, 2022; Sorokin and Popova, 2021, 2022), including in education, one of the key indicators of agency can be considered the ability to proactively create new communities and groups (Ling and Dale, 2014; Newman and Dale, 2005). This has become particularly relevant during the pandemic, albeit in the online space.

The analysis of the interaction between parents and children in the context of ECA has broad potential for understanding how children’s agency develops under conditions of stress and uncertainty. Studying this phenomenon during a pandemic opens new horizons for scientific research, providing an opportunity for a systematic approach to understanding the mechanisms of forming a predisposition to proactive behavior in the educational environment, including understanding the role of a family. The purpose of this study is to demonstrate how the models of interaction between schoolchildren and their parents are interrelated with the manifestations of children’s agency during the covid-19 pandemic.

Accordingly, we address the following research questions:

	1. How has the pandemic altered the dynamics between schoolchildren and their parents?
	2. What percentage of families developed new rules to adapt to the pandemic, and how did this compare to families who employed alternative strategies for parent–child interaction? If new rules were established, what was their origin?
	3. Among families with different interaction strategies, what proportion of students created online groups on topics related to education or other subjects during the quarantine?
	4. What challenges did students from families with varying parental strategies encounter, and what opportunities did they see for themselves in the new situation? Which strategies proved to be the most effective for successful adaptation to changed conditions?




3 Materials and methods

Data were obtained from the surveys of schoolchildren (N = 16,666) on the transition to a remote form of education during self-isolation (May 2020). The sample includes representatives from all federal districts. The level of Internet penetration in Russia is high and relatively homogeneous with more than 80% of the population covered. Taking into account the large sample size, the survey results can be considered representative for Russia.

Children aged 7 to 18 participated in the survey, with the proportion of children aged 7 to 10 years old being 36.7%, the proportion of younger teenagers aged 11 to 14 years old being 43.1%, and the proportion of older teenagers aged 15 to 18 years old being 20.2%. Girls accounting for 63% of those surveyed, which is typical for extracurricular education in general. Informed consent from the school administration was obtained when distributing the questionnaires, including information that the link to the questionnaire is sent exclusively to children who have reading skills and the ability to complete online surveys. In Russia, most children already have reading skills when they enter the first grade.

The questionnaire consisted of 22 inquiries and was specially designed to study the participation of schoolchildren in ECA during the transition to remote learning in the pandemic and self-isolation regime. The questions regarding agency were compiled based on the literature data on the problem of children’s agency, as well as current discussions in the social sciences (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; Amadasi and Baraldi, 2022; Rogers, 2022; Fauziddin et al., 2021; Amadasi and Baraldi, 2022; Sorokin and Popova, 2021, 2022; Ling and Dale, 2014). The survey delved into topics like the establishment of quarantine adaptation rules within families (Have clear rules been established in your family according to which you continue your education during quarantine?) and their origins (Where did the new rules for continuing your education and organizing life during quarantine come from?), as well as the child’s social transformative agency measured through their creation of online communities related to education or other subjects (Did you create on your own (or co-initiate the creation of) online communities during the quarantine period, focusing on education or other topics?). The focus on digital communities and groups was due to the heightened importance of remote communication methods. The survey also evaluated the impact of ECA during the pandemic and the success of adaptation to new conditions among the respondents.

To assess the changes in respondents’ interaction with parents and strategies of parental participation in children’s education during the quarantine, a corresponding question was included in the questionnaire evaluating various options for joint actions and their dynamics (How has your communication with parents changed due to self-isolation during the coronavirus pandemic?)Our study utilized the data-driven approach, also known as the ‘bottom-up methodological approach’, to analyze the data. We employed latent profile analysis (LPA; Grigoryev and van de Vijver, 2017), which is an exploratory technique that utilizes the maximum likelihood method to establish an internal latent structure in the sample. LPA allowed us to determine the observed nature of the responses and classify the study participants based on certain initially implicit characteristics. LPA enabled us to group the respondents based on their answers to the question about changes in the nature of interaction with parents due to self-isolation during the pandemic. LPA was conducted using the Mplus programs in the statistical environment R. To identify the best model, a special hierarchical selection algorithm (Akogul and Erisoglu, 2017) was automatically used, based on the following fit indices: Akaike Information Criterion (AIC), Approximate Weight of Evidence Criterion (AWE), Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC), Classification Likelihood Criterion (CLC), and Kulback-Leibler Information Criterion (KIC). This selection algorithm showed that the best model was a five-latent profile model, in which the variances and covariances of variables were considered equivalent across all profiles. The entropy index was 0.988. Additionally, based on the results of this grouping, each profile included an adequate minimum number of respondents, allowing us to proceed with the obtained classification and further analyze the differences between profiles.

Next, questions about children’s agency (the establishment of quarantine adaptation rules within families and their sources, the child’s creation of online communities related to education or other subjects, and the success of adaptation to new conditions) were juxtaposed with the defined five categories of respondents by making crosstabs (Tysinger et al., 2016). The statistical significance level was evaluated by the chi-square test in software package IBM SPSS Statistics 27.0.



4 Results

Children’s interaction with parents underwent various changes during the pandemic and the transfer of education to a distance format. LPA divided the respondents into five categories (Figure 1). The category ‘Weakly Involved Parenting’ (Profile 1, 12.%), is characterized by the lowest level of interaction with parents. For most positions, they usually indicated “We do not do this,” except for joint household chores. The pandemic did not significantly change this situation. Children belonging to the group ‘Controlling Parenting’ (Profile 2, 10.4%) began discussing assignments slightly more frequently with their parents, besides which their parents tend towards controlling strategies. However, they almost never discuss educational projects or research opportunities with their parents, meaning strategic perspective-oriented activity is not supported. The largest category is ‘Total Engagement’ (Profile 3, 48.2%); their parents are engaged in various forms of interaction with children, maintaining the same frequency as before. A small category ‘Support for Individual Project Activities’ (Profile 4, 4.3%) is characterized by joint discussions with parents about prospects for participation in educational projects and research. Parental control and collaborative work on tasks with parents are not typical for this group. Representatives of the category ‘Complex Increased Involvement’ (Profile 5, 25.1%) have become much more frequent in interacting with parents across nearly all positions since the onset of the pandemic, except for computer games played together. Most notably, there has been an increase in the frequency of jointly discussing future participation in educational projects and research endeavors.

[image: Line graph comparing five profiles of students on various activities with parents, using a four-point scale from “more often than usual” to “we do not do that.” Profiles show differing frequencies for activities such as homework, discussing extracurriculars, parent supervision, class attendance, daily problem discussions, housework, and playing computer games. Profile 5 consistently reports higher engagement, especially for homework, supervision, and conversations, while Profile 1 reports lowest involvement in most activities except playing computer games.]

FIGURE 1
 Characteristics of five latent profiles of respondents.


The respondents belonging to different age levels are represented differently in these latent profiles. The proportion of the youngest study participants (5–10 years old) is maximal in Profiles 5 and 2 (45.6 and 41.7%, respectively) and minimal in Profile 4 (8.0%). Accordingly, Profile 4 is characterized by the largest proportion of older respondents aged 15–18 years (46.9%). The least number of high school students is in Profiles 2 and 5 (12.6 and 14.0%, respectively).

Younger adolescents (11–14 years old), who occupy an intermediate position, were distributed more evenly among the profiles. Their proportion is highest in Profile 1 (47.4%) and lowest in Profile 5 (40.5%).

We examined how families from different respondent categories adapted to new conditions during the pandemic. Families in profiles 3 and 5 were most successful in developing rules to continue their children’s education during quarantine. This involved increasing interactive activities with parents that were previously less frequent (Figure 2). Families in profiles 1 and 4, where parents are less involved in their children’s education or give them more freedom, were less likely to report the development of such rules.

[image: Bar chart comparing five family profiles across three responses about family rules: blue bars show "clear rules" responses ranging from 13.8 to 27.4, red bars for "trying to adapt and change" responses dominate with values from 50.1 to 63.0, and green bars for "no desire to change" responses range from 12.9 to 35.7.]

FIGURE 2
 The presence of rules in the family that help to adapt to new conditions, % (χ2(df) = 562.219 (8); p < 0.001).


Regarding the origin of the new rules (Figure 3), it was found that the students in profiles 1 and 4 were more likely to create the rules themselves. In contrast, profiles 3 and 5 had fewer families where the children developed the rules independently, with most rules being created by parents or jointly with children, respectively. It appears that profiles 1 and 4 demonstrate autonomous agency, while profiles 3 and 5 exhibit cooperative agency through collaborative efforts between parents and children.

[image: Bar chart comparing profiles across five categories: developed by child, developed by parents, developed by parents together with children, suggested by extracurricular education staff, and taken from information resources. Profiles 3 and 5 show the highest values for ‘developed by parents together with children’, while ‘developed by child’ scores highest in Profiles 1 and 4. Other contributions are notably lower in all profiles.]

FIGURE 3
 Sources of rules that help to adapt to new conditions, % (χ2(df) = 717.099 (24); p < 0.001).


The data suggests that there is a noticeable increase in the percentage of students in profiles 1 and 4 who create rules independently as they progress from primary to high school (Table 1). Profiles 3 and 5 have a consistent proportion of students who develop rules jointly with their parents, which accounts for about one third of the overall sample and does not vary significantly with age. It is worth noting that these trends remain stable across different age groups, indicating the reliability of the profile categorization.



TABLE 1 Sources of rules that help to adapt to new conditions in different age groups, %.
[image: Table detailing sources of rules for children aged five to eighteen across five profiles. Rows list rule sources such as developed by child, parents, collaboratively, extracurricular staff, and the Internet. Data show percentages for each profile and age group, highlighting trends in rule development methods as children age.]

Turning our attention to the expression of social-agent activity across different profiles (Figure 4), we can observe that profile 5 participants frequently engage in group and community formation, both within educational contexts and beyond. This aligns with the cooperative agency trait of this group in terms of jointly developing new family rules with parents. Conversely, profile 2 individuals exhibit the least amount of social-agent behavior, likely due to their parents’ strict controlling approach.

[image: Stacked bar chart comparing five profiles by content creation topics. Each bar is divided into four sections: blue for those who did not create content, red for hobbies or social activity, green for extracurricular activities, and purple for school education topics like olympiad preparation. Profile 2 has the highest percentage of non-creators at 80.1 percent, while Profile 5 shows the largest portion for extracurricular activities at 15.5 percent. Data labels are included in each segment, and a legend explains the color coding.]

FIGURE 4
 The proportion of students who created (or co-initiated the creation of) communities on the Internet in quarantine conditions, % (χ2(df) = 247.278 (12); p < 0.001).


The proportion of children engaged in community’s formation shows some variations depending on the age. Thus, profile 5 participants show a significant increase in social-agent activity as they grow older. While only 27.2% of this profile’s members are involved in creating communities between the ages of 5 and 10, this number increases to over half (51.9%) between the ages of 15 and 18. In contrast, other profiles do not show such a substantial increase in the proportion of children engaged in social-agent behavior as they age.

In terms of adaptation to new conditions and their effects (Figure 5), there are significant differences between latent profiles. Representatives of profile 5 are much more likely to note positive aspects and expanded capabilities in new conditions. They frequently express complete agreement with statements such as ‘I have more time for classes’, ‘The quarantine situation is a new challenge for my development and self-improvement’, ‘There are more opportunities for self-education’, and similar. However, these individuals also frequently noted the difficulties of adapting to new conditions, such as ‘It was difficult for me to switch to a new regime, master programs for remote classes’, ‘It became almost impossible to work in a team, to carry out projects’, and ‘It became more difficult to engage in research activities.’ Representatives of profile 2 are the least likely to see the expansion of their capabilities in the new conditions, which is consistent with their reports of facing difficulties. Representatives of profile 4 also see positive aspects for their development in the new situation. Notably, these individuals are less likely to agree with statements about obstacles despite their high degree of agreement with positive statements.

[image: Radar chart comparing five student profiles, each represented by a colored line, across nine distance learning statements such as self-education opportunities, time management, research difficulties, and technological development, with values ranging from zero to fifty percent.]

FIGURE 5
 The proportion of respondents who expressed perfect agreement with the statements about the new conditions of ECA in quarantine, %.




5 Discussion

The presented study aims to capture the relationships between the manifestation of agency by students, the effectiveness of adapting to new learning conditions that have arisen because of the pandemic, and strategies for interacting with parents, which lie in two dimensions: on the one hand, the presence of various forms of joint activity with parents, and on the other hand, changes that have occurred because of the pandemic. This perspective presented the opportunity for a fresh look at parental involvement strategies in education in relation to children’s success, in terms of the manifestation of agentic, proactive behavior aimed at adapting to new conditions, including the ability to see opportunities for self-development in them and take responsibility for things happening.

First and foremost, it is important to note that we observe the development of rules more often in families where parents are highly involved in interacting with their children, particularly in cases where different forms of joint activities occur more frequently, to help structure life, adapt to new conditions, and continue education during the quarantine (Profile 5). Rules are less present in families where parental involvement in education is minimal. However, for profiles with minimal parental involvement (Profile 1 and Profile 4), children tend to develop rules independently, demonstrating proactive adaptation for current situation of disorganization, and forming rules on their own. This activity is similar in its characteristics to the model of proactive coping behavior described in the literature (Zimmerman and Cleary, 2006), which integrates planning and preventive strategies with proactive self-regulation to achieve goals.

The described situation vividly demonstrates the manifestation of different types of agent behavior among children: representatives of Profile 1 and Profile 4 exhibit autonomous agency, while Profiles 3 and 5 exhibit cooperative agency. It is evident that high parental involvement in their children’s education and joint activities contribute to the expression of cooperative agency, while providing significant freedom (Profile 1) or freedom with facilitating support (Profile 4) leads to autonomous agency, which is consistent with the results of previous studies (Guest and Schneider, 2003; Goshin et al., 2022). Interestingly, respondents from Profile 1 and Profile 4 more often noted that they obtained rules from information resources (Internet). The ability to independently search for any necessary information is fully consistent with the strategy of autonomous agency.

The representatives of Profile 2, who are most susceptible to parental control, often reported that the rules were developed by their parents. This may be one manifestation of authoritarian parenting strategy, which has been shown to have a negative relationship with children’s proactive behavior, confirming the results of previous studies (Ashbourne and Andres, 2015). This is consistent with the idea of cooperative agency and the participation of respondents in social-agent activities, in this case manifested in the creation of communities on the Internet. Learning communities that demonstrated a cooperative agent strategy together with their parents were more likely to create such groups than those who experienced maximum parental control. Children who experienced maximum parental control were less likely to engage in such activities.

The distribution of profiles by age is quite explainable, considering that adolescence is accompanied by rapid development in all areas, including cognitive and emotional domains. Consequently, as young people grow older, they develop greater ability to make independent decisions, and their autonomy from parents increases (Nunes et al., 2023). Older teenagers no longer require total parental engagement in their education, although such engagement is highly valued in elementary school. This trend also explains the increasing proportion of students who independently developed rules as they grew older. However, the question of how agency manifests itself at different ages in relation to parental strategies requires further detailed studies.

Representatives of Profile 4 and Profile 5 often talk about expanding opportunities and new perspectives in the current situation. This indicates that both autonomous and cooperative agency strategies are effective in terms of adapting to new conditions and seeing difficult situations as a stimulus for self-development (Zimmerman and Cleary, 2006). Moreover, the cooperative strategy is slightly more successful in this regard. However, representatives of Profile 5, who are characterized by cooperative agency, more often mention barriers, difficulties in adaptation, and challenges in continuing research and teamwork at all age levels, while for Profile 4, characterized by autonomous agency, these obstacles were not so significant. Perhaps these children are more oriented towards individual forms of work, for which the transition to distance learning was not accompanied by significant difficulties.

It should be noted that representatives of Profile 4 demonstrate a higher degree of adaptation compared to Profile 1 in almost all positions. Representatives of Profile 2 more often note the difficulties they have faced and less often report expanding their opportunities. This profile is characterized by a high degree of parental involvement, manifested in control and joint task execution. However, as in Profile 1, there is almost no joint discussion with parents about the prospects of participating in educational projects and research. The results obtained confirm data from other sources about the destructive influence of strict parental control and excessive intervention in the child’s educational activities (Anderson et al., 2003; Goshin et al., 2021). The most differentiating feature in the interaction strategies between children and parents is the characteristic of joint discussion with parents about the prospects of participating in educational projects and research. This is a special form of activity that has independent value and provides an important stimulus for self-development. These results also confirm that trust between parents and children is crucial for creating opportunities for children to express their independence (Kumpulainen et al., 2019).



6 Limitations and future research

This study was conducted in the context of pandemic, which imposes certain limitations. Firstly, conducting the survey exclusively online may lead to a bias towards the group of children who have access to the necessary devices and a stable internet connection. Although most children today fall into this category, there is still a risk that the study’s results may not fully reflect the opinions of all schoolchildren. Secondly, conducting the research during lockdown, although it reveals several important aspects of schoolchildren’s agency, is perceived as a snapshot reflecting the specifics of this unique period when everyday life was drastically altered. This circumstance may limit the generalizability of the data obtained to a broader timeframe. We focus exclusively on relations between parents and children in terms of educational activities and related changes connected with adaptation to pandemic; we do not take into account any other possible transformations on family life, though they are also likely to happen in such circumstances but are out of scope of the present research.

Accordingly, it is advisable to conduct further research on the conditions and effects of children’s agency manifestations, with a focus on the field of ECA, preferably in a longitudinal mode, outside of lockdown. It makes sense to include additional variables that could help explain the results but were not included in this study. For example, children and families’ socioeconomic status may influence their participation in ECA and the manifestation of agency. Deepening research in this area will contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of children’s development and adaptation in a changing world.



7 Conclusion

There is a significant correlation between children’s interaction strategies with their parents regarding educational issues and their agency during the pandemic. Joint activities between children and parents are linked to cooperative agency, while providing children with freedom and support is associated with autonomous agency. Families where parents were highly involved in interacting with their children, especially through joint activities, were more likely to develop rules that helped structure life and adapt to new conditions during the quarantine. These children were also more likely to create communities and groups online, demonstrating a cooperative agency strategy with their parents. Conversely, children who experienced strict parental control were less likely to engage in proactive behavior. Complete lack of interaction or strict parental control did not contribute to successful adaptation in crisis conditions. Finally, discussing educational projects and research prospects with parents was deemed crucial for expanding opportunities and promoting proactive behavior in stressful conditions.
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Objective: Aggressive behaviors can have severe negative consequences on the psychological and behavioral development of adolescents. This study incorporated parental involvement, school engagement, and aggressive behaviors to construct a cross-lagged model to explore the mediating mechanism of school engagement between parental involvement and aggressive behaviors.
Methods: A total of 1,835 adolescents (55.9% boys; Meanage = 12.34) completed three rounds of offline survey questionnaires (T1–T3). Descriptive statistics were performed using SPSS 26, followed by the construction of a cross-lagged model using Mplus 8.4.
Results: The structural equation model showed: (1) T2 school engagement positively mediated the relationship between T1 parental involvement and T3 aggressive behaviors; (2) A bidirectional relationship was established, where T2 school engagement also mediated the relationship between T1 aggressive behaviors and T3 parental involvement.
Conclusion: This study reveals the detailed mechanisms of how parental and school engagement influence adolescent aggressive behaviors, emphasizing the importance of the interaction between individuals and their environment in the mechanisms of aggressive behaviors.
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1 Introduction

Aggressive behaviors refers to intentional harm directed towards the physical and mental health of others, with 0.6–29.5% of global adolescents exhibiting aggressive behaviors (1). Aggressive actions not only cause physical and psychological damage to others (2, 3) but also threaten the development of the aggressor (4, 5). Engaging in aggression may relate to worse peer relationships and increases the likelihood of being targeted by aggression (6). High frequency of aggressive behaviors in adolescents is associated with poor future social adaptation (7) and academic performance (8). It also increases the risk of anxiety, depression, self-harm, and the likelihood of engaging in violent criminal activities (9–12).

Therefore, how to reduce aggressive behaviors in adolescents has become a topic of interest for psychological researchers. From the perspective of ecological systems theory (13), the family is a proximal microsystem that significantly influences adolescent behavior development (14, 15). Positive family upbringing can reduce aggressive behaviors in adolescents (15). Parental involvement is a crucial component of this, playing a vital role during adolescence (16).

Currently, there is no widely accepted definition of parental involvement (17). Broadly speaking, it refers to all behaviors by parents at home and in school that benefit their children’s education and psychological health development, including emotional, social, domestic, and educational involvement. Some researchers have categorized it into subtypes such as school-based, home-based, and academic socialization (18). Active parental involvement in a child’s education, understanding their school experiences and interpersonal relationships, can help reduce negative emotions (19) and build positive academic motivation (20). Conversely, low parental involvement in the home environment is indicative of higher internalizing and externalization problems in children (21). Generally, the consensus among researchers is that parental involvement has a positive impact (15, 21). However, whether parental involvement can continue to play a protective role in reducing aggressive behaviors in Chinese adolescents remains unanswered by empirical research.

Hendriks et al. (22) summarized 72 meta-analyses and systematic reviews, finding that parental involvement in the treatment process is one of the few factors that can suppress child aggression. A study on children in Luxembourg found that low parental involvement could only predict aggressive behaviors in girls (23). Meanwhile, a cross-sectional study on rural Chinese children examined parental involvement as a moderating variable that could mitigate the relationship between negative peer influence and aggressive behaviors and the regression analysis further revealed a significant positive association between parental involvement and aggressive behaviors (24). Another study on adolescents from diverse ethnic backgrounds found that parental involvement even intensified the relationship between exposure to violence and aggression (25). These findings are concerning. Some researchers have tried to demonstrate that parental involvement in children’s lives and education could reduce their aggressive behaviors (24). However, some results have also found negative effects of parental involvement (25). Moreover, most current studies are cross-sectional and do not adequately focus on Chinese adolescents. This study aims to fill this gap by focusing on adolescents, a group prone to aggressive behaviors, and further verifies the relationship between parental involvement and adolescent aggressive behaviors using a three-wave longitudinal sample.


1.1 The mediating role of school engagement

Overall, parental involvement might act as a protective social resource to reduce aggressive behaviors in adolescents, but the underlying mechanisms require further consideration. From the perspective of ecological systems theory, the family and school systems are two key microsystems during adolescence, jointly influencing the individual development of adolescents. Thus, considering school-related factors is crucial. Parental involvement significantly affects the level of school engagement among students (26, 27), and school engagement has also been found to act as an indirect protective factor against aggressive behaviors in adolescents (28). Adolescents who actively participate in school activities are more likely to adhere to school norms, values, expectations, and regulations, which reduces their risks of behavior problems (29). This study includes school engagement to verify its mediating mechanism between parental involvement and adolescent aggressive behaviors.

School engagement encompasses three aspects: cognitive, emotional, and behavioral. Cognitive involvement refers to an individual’s engagement with academic tasks, the learning process, and motivation; emotional involvement relates to students’ emotional responses and their sense of belonging to the school; behavioral involvement refers to the extent to which students actively participate in academic activities, on-campus social interactions, and extracurricular activities (30, 31). Adolescents with high school engagement are more motivated to engage in academic tasks, participate in school environment activities, and feel a greater sense of belonging and connection to the school (31). School engagement is unique as it is influenced by the student’s own cognition, motivation, emotional state, as well as by teachers, peers, and the learning environment. Constructing the “parental involvement - school engagement - aggressive behaviors” model clarifies how adolescents’ proximal system (family) affects their future interactions with other systems (school) and whether it ultimately impacts their aggressive behaviors.

It is not a new topic to think about how to reduce the aggressive behavior of teenagers from the perspective of family and school. However, with the rapid development and change of the current environment in China (e.g., the parenting perspectives still impacted by Western educational concepts, the high stressed school context), it is very necessary to pay attention to this theme continuously. Present study will use three waves of longitudinal data, a cross-lagged model is constructed to prove two main hypotheses:


H1: Parental involvement at T1 and T2 can significantly predict the level of adolescent aggressive behaviors at T2 and T3, respectively.
H2: School engagement at T2 will significantly mediate the relationship between parental involvement at T1 and adolescent aggressive behaviors at T3.



Lastly, we want to add that we do not deny that adolescent aggressive behaviors might have a reverse impact on parental involvement. In fact, there could be a bidirectional dynamic process where aggressive behaviors not only are influenced by family and school factors but may also, in turn, affect the structure and function of these microsystems (The theoretical model is detailed in Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1
 Theoratical model. PI, parental involvement; SE, school engagement; AB, aggressive behaviors.





2 Methods


2.1 Sample

This study recruited middle school students from three middle schools in Guangdong and Shandong provinces in China. There were no significant differences in research variables and demographic variables between students from the two provinces. Data from all participants were collected every 6 months during their transition from seventh to eighth grade. The sample include 1,835 adolescents (55.9% boys; T1 Meanage = 12.34, SD = 0.52), reflecting the demographic structure of adolescents in that region, with 71.7% of families having a monthly income over 3,000 yuan. Data were collected in four waves (Time 1–Time 3), each 6 months apart: fall of 7th grade, spring of 7th grade and fall of 8th grade. At T1 (Time 1), a total of 1,835 adolescents participated in the baseline assessment. T2 (Time 2), 1,673 adolescents (91.17% of the original sample; 55.8% male) participated in the assessment. T3 (Time 3), 1,681 adolescents (91.61% of the original sample; 55.5% male) participated in the assessment. There were no significant differences in the used variables between demographic variables between the final retained sample and dropped out sample. The study was approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the corresponding author’s institution.



2.2 Measurements


2.2.1 Parental involvement

We measured parental involvement using a perceptions of parents scale (32), which shown good reliability and validity in past research of Chinese adolescents (33). This scale is divided into two subscales (father and mother components), measuring parents’ multifaceted attention towards their children’s academic performance, behavioral patterns, thought processes, and developmental issues, including whether they pay attention to their children’s school life, frequently communicate with them, and are aware of their daily activities. Adolescents reported the frequency of parental involvement in their learning and life over the past 6 months (e.g., “Father wants to know what I am doing,” “Mother likes to talk with my teacher about my school life”). The scale was rated using a 4-point Likert scale, and the final score was the sum of three item scores, with higher scores indicating higher levels of parental involvement. In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha values at T1, T2, and T3 were 0.865, 0.879, and 0.892, respectively.



2.2.2 School engagement

School engagement was measured using a 23-item school engagement scale initially developed by Wang et al. (34), which shown good reliability and validity in past research of Chinese adolescents (35). Respondents were asked to describe their behavior (e.g., “How often do you skip classes?”), emotional (e.g., “I feel happy and safe while in school”), and cognitive engagement (e.g., “Receiving a good education is the best way to succeed in life”) with school. The items were rated using a 5-point Likert scale. Scores were averaged, with higher scores indicating higher levels of school engagement. In the current study, the Cronbach’s alpha values at T1, T2, and T3 were 0.797, 0.809, and 0.833, respectively.



2.2.3 Aggressive behaviors

Aggressive behaviors was measured using 19-item Chinese version of the Buss-Warren aggression questionnaire (BWAQ) (36), which shown good reliability and validity in past research of Chinese adolescents (37). The scale was scored on a 5-point scale, from 1 (never) to 5 (always). The children’s aggressive behaviors toward others were assessed, including verbal aggression (e.g., speaking ill of others behind their backs) and physical aggression (e.g., hitting others). Scores for aggressive behaviors were averaged, with higher scores indicating a higher frequency of initiating aggressive behaviors. In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha values at T1, T2, and T3 were 0.862, 0.874, and 0.885, respectively.




2.3 Statistical analysis

Descriptive statistics were performed using SPSS 23.0. A cross-lagged structural equation model was constructed using Mplus 8.4. During conducting formal statistical analysis, missing data were handled using full information maximum likelihood estimation, and all results were standardized. Bootstrap was used to test and validate the statistical significance of pathways and indirect effects in each model. Multiple fit indices were used to assess model fit, including the chi-square to degrees of freedom ratio (χ2/df), Comparative Fit Index (CFI), and Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA).




3 Results


3.1 Descriptive statistics

The results showed that parental involvement at T1 was negatively correlated with school engagement at later time points and positively correlated with aggressive behaviors. School engagement at T1 time point was negatively correlated with aggressive behaviors at later time points (The correlative results are detailed in Table 1). The correlations between variables match the present hypothesis. And the regression model showed that parental involvement and school engagement could predict the next wave aggressive behaviors (The regression models are detailed in Table 2). Regression results showed that parental involvement could predict the next wave school engagement and school engagement could predict the next wave aggressive behaviors.



TABLE 1 Means, standard deviations, and Pearson correlation coefficients of all variables.
[image: Correlation matrix table of eleven variables including gender, age, parental involvement across three time points (T1-T3 PI), school engagement at three time points (T1-T3 SE), and aggressive behaviors at three time points (T1-T3 AB). Statistically significant correlations are marked in bold, with significance indicated as *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Table footnote defines variable coding and abbreviations. Means and standard deviations for each variable are listed at the bottom.]



TABLE 2 The regression models results.
[image: Statistical table with four regression equations predicting school engagement and aggressive behaviors at two time points. Predictors include gender, age, parental involvement, school engagement, and aggressive behaviors. Significant beta coefficients and t-values are bolded, with asterisks indicating significance levels, and a note clarifies significance thresholds.]

A further construction of cross-lagged models to verify relationships. The structural equation model analysis of parental involvement, school engagement, and aggressive behaviors using three waves of data showed, χ2 = 4.88, df = 6, χ2/df = 0.81, CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.00, RMSEA = 0.001, SRMR = 0.004, indicating an excellent model fit.

All auto regressive paths in the cross-lagged models were significant, as were the bidirectional correlation paths within the same time points (The correlative results is detailed in Figure 2). Figure 2 in the cross-lagged path results showed that T1 parental involvement positively predicted T2 school engagement (β = 0.09, p < 0.001), and T2 school engagement significantly negatively predicted T3 aggressive behaviors (β = −0.08, p < 0.01). The mediating path “T1 parental Involvement → T2 school engagement → T3 aggressive behaviors” was established (βindirect = −0.01, p < 0.05). Parental involvement cannot directly predict next time point aggressive behaviors.

[image: Path diagram showing three variables—PI, SE, and AB—measured at three time points, T1, T2, and T3, with arrows indicating hypothesized relationships and standardized coefficients. Solid and dotted lines represent significant and non-significant paths, respectively.]

FIGURE 2
 Cross-lagged model results. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001; PI, parental involvement; SE, school engagement; AB, aggressive behaviors. Dashed lines represent insignificant paths.


Additionally, it should be noted that the reverse indirect pathway in the cross-lagged model was also significant. T1 aggressive could negatively predict T2 school engagement (β = −0.15, p < 0.001) and T2 school engagement could positively predict T3 parental involvement (β = 0.12, p < 0.001). The mediating path “T1 parental Involvement → T2 school engagement → T3 aggressive behaviors” was established (βindirect = −0.01, p < 0.01). Aggressive behaviors also cannot directly predict next time point parental involvement. In all the time pointed, parental involvement show positive relationship with school engagement and school engagement show negative relationship with aggressive behaviors.




4 Discussion

This study, utilizing a longitudinal latent cross-lagged structural equation model, meticulously validated the relationships among parental involvement, school engagement, and aggressive behaviors within a Chinese adolescent population. Both hypotheses proposed by the study were confirmed, addressing gaps in existing research. The results highlighted the bidirectional relationship between parental involvement and aggressive behaviors, revealing complex mechanisms between the variables.

Firstly, parental involvement was found to negatively correlated to adolescent aggressive behaviors. This could be attributed to the emotional support included in parental involvement, providing adolescents with a secure environment where they can freely express emotions and concerns (38), thereby reducing the likelihood of expressing discontent through aggressive behaviors. Parents, by communicating with schools and understanding their children’s academic and behavioral performance, can accurately gauge the adolescents’ status at school. Based on this, parents can communicate with their children, set common expectations and boundaries, and appropriately monitor and guide adolescent behavior (39, 40), which helps reduce occurrences of aggression. When adolescents are aware that their actions are closely monitored by their parents and that aggressive behaviors will have negative consequences, they are more likely to adhere to rules. However, in the cross-wave regression analysis, parental involvement failed to predict adolescent aggressive behaviors at later time points. This may suggest that parental influence on adolescents during puberty is weaker compared to school environmental factors. Alternatively, it could be interpreted that the triggers for adolescent aggression are more likely to originate in school settings, such as the school engagement in our research. The other factors, for example, observational learning of aggressive behaviors from deviant peers, impulsive acts of aggression, or verbal/relational bullying to maintain social status within peer groups (41). Furthermore, the significant effects observed in the regression model indicate that parental involvement may indirectly shape adolescent aggression by influencing other microsystems (e.g., family dynamics or community interactions). Thus, these findings do not diminish the role of parental involvement in promoting positive adolescent development.

Additionally, school engagement was found to negatively mediate the relationship between parental involvement and adolescent aggressive behaviors. The positive relationship between parental and school engagement underscores the positive impact of proactive family upbringing on children’s participation in school activities, building of learning motivation, and establishing interpersonal relationships with classmates and teachers (42). Parents actively understanding adolescents’ school life can cultivate a positive learning attitude, enhancing children’s engagement in school activities. Parents’ expectations, supervision, and academic support (such as helping with homework and discussing academic content) directly increase students’ focus and participation in the classroom. Active parental interest and support in adolescents’ academics increase their interest and commitment to school. Adolescents will perceive school as an important and worthwhile place to invest in. This emotional investment establishes positive connections between children and school, enhancing their sense of belonging and satisfaction (43). When parents communicate with schools and align on educational goals and values, children receive consistent messages from both critical environments, aiding in their understanding of the importance of education and performing better at school. These consistent messages can reduce cognitive conflicts felt by children, enabling them to focus more on their studies (44). Moreover, effective communication between parents and teachers can help teachers better understand and support students’ individual needs. Parental involvement also helps cultivate adolescents’ self-control, sense of responsibility, and social skills (45–47). These skills are crucial components of school success and can foster positive school engagement among students.

High school engagement can significantly predict lower aggressive behaviors. Schools provide a social environment where adolescents with high school engagement actively invest emotionally and learn how to interact with peers. This helps them use adaptive methods rather than aggression to handle interpersonal conflicts (31). A strong sense of belonging and positive relationships with classmates and teachers also provide social support to adolescents, reducing feelings of isolation and thereby decreasing aggressive behaviors (43). Students with high levels of school engagement are also more likely to focus on their studies. This focus can divert their attention away from boredom or frustration (48, 49), which are common triggers for aggressive behaviors. If adolescents actively participate in sports, music, or other team activities, they can also develop teamwork and social skills. These skills enable students to handle conflicts more effectively and reduce the likelihood of using aggressive behaviors to solve problems.

Furthermore, our results revealed a reverse pathway from aggressive behaviors to both school and parental involvement. Adolescents who exhibit aggressive behaviors may face peer rejection, which can reduce their emotional involvement and social interactions at school (50). A lack of peer support and social networks can lower their satisfaction with school and sense of belonging, further affecting emotional involvement. Aggressive behaviors might lead to negative perceptions and expectations from teachers and school administrators, thereby affecting the academic support and opportunities available to students. Moreover, due to possible school disciplinary measures (such as suspension or other punishments) related to behavioral issues, students may miss important learning opportunities, affecting their cognitive involvement. Schools might limit adolescents with a history of aggressive behaviors from participating in certain activities like sports or clubs to avoid potential conflicts. This restriction reduces their opportunities for behavioral involvement, affecting their holistic development in school.

Children’s aggressive behaviors may increase parental stress and anxiety. Dealing with children’s behavioral issues, parents may feel powerless or frustrated, which can affect how they interact with and participate in school activities (51). To address their children’s behavioral issues, parents may need to spend more time and resources at home, potentially reducing their involvement in school activities. Furthermore, if parents feel that their educational methods have failed to improve their children’s behavior, they might become discouraged, thus reducing cooperation with the school (52). Aggressive behaviors can lead to increased tension between the family and school, especially when dealing with disciplinary issues. If parents are dissatisfied with how the school handles these issues, it could affect their communication and cooperation with the school, reducing positive parental involvement (53).

In conclusion, our results clearly reveal the complex relationships between parental involvement, school engagement, and adolescent aggressive behaviors. These results align well with the assumptions of ecological systems theory. Parental and school engagement, as two crucial microsystems, interact to form a mesosystem that influences adolescent behavioral development. The individual in turn impacts the surrounding environment, creating a feedback loop. In this cycle, the level of parental involvement is likely the initial influencing factor. Therefore, we emphasize the importance of parental involvement. From the time children first enter the school environment, parents should actively participate in their lives. Increasing communication with educational staff and understanding children’s behavior at school ensures that aggressive behaviors can be monitored promptly (53). If parental involvement was lacking during kindergarten and elementary stages, our findings suggest that enhancing involvement from the middle school stage can also curb the development of aggressive behaviors. As researchers, we hope parents recognize the necessity of being involved in their children’s school life, reducing the risk of initiating aggressive behaviors from the earliest stages.

This study contributes both theoretically and practically by employing three-wave longitudinal data to rigorously explore the temporal relationships between parental involvement, school engagement, and aggressive behaviors (54). The findings validate the theoretical framework of ecological systems, demonstrating that family systems influence school systems, which in turn shape the developmental trajectory of aggressive behaviors. Our results suggest that intervention researchers should prioritize school-system factors when addressing adolescent aggression. Specifically, school engagement emerged as a stronger direct predictor of aggressive behaviors compared to parental involvement, highlighting the critical role of educational environments in behavioral interventions.



5 Limitations

While this study has made theoretical contributions based on longitudinal data, there remain limitations that warrant further refinement. Peer influence is one of the strongest predictors of adolescent behavior, underscoring the importance of including peer-related variables as covariates. Additionally, incorporating other relevant covariates could further enhance the robustness of the findings. Furthermore, existing research on adolescent aggressive behavior predominantly focuses on aggression directed at peers, as does this study. This emphasis aligns with the fact that peer-directed aggression is the most prevalent form among adolescents, and addressing this issue could broadly reduce its incidence. However, cutting-edge research has begun exploring adolescent aggression toward parents, particularly behaviors driven by oppositional defiance (55, 56). Although such behaviors occur less frequently, integrating observational measures of these phenomena in future studies would provide a more comprehensive understanding of the development of adolescent aggression.



6 Conclusion

This study found that parental involvement can significantly positively predict future levels of adolescent aggressive behaviors. School engagement can negatively mediate the path from parental involvement to adolescent aggressive behaviors, as well as the path from adolescent aggressive behaviors to parental involvement. Such findings emphasize the interaction among adolescents, families, and schools, collectively influencing the development of aggressive behaviors in adolescents.



Data availability statement

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will be made available by the authors without undue reservation.



Ethics statement

The studies involving humans were approved by Jinan University Ethics Committee. The studies were conducted in accordance with the local legislation and institutional requirements. Written informed consent for participation in this study was provided by the participants’ legal guardians/next of kin.



Author contributions

ZW: Writing – original draft. YC: Methodology, Writing – original draft. YuS: Funding acquisition, Supervision, Writing – review & editing. YaS: Investigation, Writing – review & editing. ZT: Writing – review & editing, Investigation.



Funding

The author(s) declare that financial support was received for the research and/or publication of this article. Present research was funded by 2023 Ministry of Education Humanities and Social Sciences Research Planning Fund Project “Research on the Innovation of the Cultivation Mechanism of Chinese National Community Consciousness for Hong Kong, Macao, Taiwan and Overseas College Students in Social Media Environment” (Project Approval No. 23YJA710034).



Acknowledgments

We are very grateful for the efforts of all the authors.



Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.



References
	 1. Liu, H, Ma, X, Shi, L, Wang, J, Juan, JTH, Ma, D , et al. Associations between tobacco and alcohol use and aggressive behavior among adolescents in 55 low- and middle-income countries. J Affect Disord. (2023) 329:519–24. doi: 10.1016/j.jad.2023.02.131 
	 2. Ames, ME, Leadbeater, BJ, Merrin, GJ, and Sturgess, CMB. Adolescent patterns of peer victimization: concurrent and longitudinal health correlates. J Appl Biobehav Res. (2019) 24:e12151. doi: 10.1111/jabr.12151
	 3. Zhang, Y, Fang, Y, Wang, Y, Liu, S, Wang, X, Zhang, S , et al. Peer victimization and adolescent mental health: school-level victimization as a moderator. J Interpers Violence. (2024) 39:4647–66. doi: 10.1177/08862605241244473 
	 4. Evans, CBR, Smokowski, PR, Rose, RA, Mercado, MC, and Marshall, KJ. Cumulative bullying experiences, adolescent behavioral and mental health, and academic achievement: an integrative model of perpetration, victimization, and bystander behavior. J Child Fam Stud. (2019) 28:2415–28. doi: 10.1007/s10826-018-1078-4 
	 5. Lebrun-Harris, LA, Sherman, LJ, Limber, SP, Miller, BD, and Edgerton, EA. Bullying victimization and perpetration among US children and adolescents: 2016 national survey of children’s health. J Child Fam Stud. (2019) 28:2543–57. doi: 10.1007/s10826-018-1170-9
	 6. Yao, Z, and Enright, R. Developmental cascades of hostile attribution Bias, aggressive behavior, and peer victimization in preadolescence. J Aggress Maltreat Trauma. (2022) 31:102–20. doi: 10.1080/10926771.2021.1960455
	 7. Racz, SJ, Putnick, DL, Suwalsky, JTD, Hendricks, C, and Bornstein, MH. Cognitive abilities, social adaptation, and externalizing behavior problems in childhood and adolescence: specific cascade effects across development. J Youth Adolesc. (2017) 46:1688–701. doi: 10.1007/s10964-016-0602-3 
	 8. Torregrosa, MS, Ingles, CJ, Garcia-Fernandez, JM, Jesus Gazquez, J, Diaz-Herreroy, A, and Bermejo, RM. Aggressive behavior among peers and academic achievement in Spanish adolescents. Behav Psychol Psicol Cond. (2012) 20:263–80.
	 9. Carpentier, J, Leclerc, B, and Proulx, J. Juvenile sexual offenders: correlates of onset, variety, and desistance of criminal behavior. Crim Justice Behav. (2011) 38:854–73. doi: 10.1177/0093854811407730
	 10. Chan, JY, Fung, AL, and Gerstein, LH. Correlates of pure and co-occurring proactive and reactive aggressors in Hong Kong. Psychol Sch. (2013) 50:181–92. doi: 10.1002/pits.21665
	 11. Sfeir, E, Geara, C, Hallit, S, and Obeid, S. Alexithymia, aggressive behavior and depression among Lebanese adolescents: a cross-sectional study. Child Adolesc Psychiatry Ment Health. (2020) 14:32. doi: 10.1186/s13034-020-00338-2 
	 12. Zschoche, M, and Schlarb, AA. Is there an association between insomnia symptoms, aggressive behavior, and suicidality in adolescents? Adolesc Health Med Therap. (2015) 6:29–36. doi: 10.2147/AHMT.S76511 
	 13. Bronfenbrenner, U, and Ceci, S. Nature-nurture reconceptualized in developmental perspective - a bioecological model. Psycho Rev. (1994) 4:568–86. doi: 10.1037/0033-295X.101.4.568
	 14. Wissink, IB, Dekovic, M, and Meijer, AM. Parenting behavior, quality of the parent-adolescent relationship, and adolescent functioning in four ethnic groups. J Early Adolesc. (2006) 26:133–59. doi: 10.1177/0272431605285718
	 15. Yang, P, Schlomer, GL, and Lippold, MA. Mothering versus fathering? Positive parenting versus negative parenting? Their relative importance in predicting adolescent aggressive behavior: a longitudinal comparison. Dev Psychol. (2023) 59:69–83. doi: 10.1037/dev0001442 
	 16. Davis, RC, Palumbo, IM, Tobin, KE, and Latzman, RD. Exploring the effects of parental involvement on broad and specific dimensions of behavioral problems in adolescence. Child Psychiatry Hum Dev. (2022) 53:1359–71. doi: 10.1007/s10578-021-01215-5 
	 17. Boonk, L, Gijselaers, HJM, Ritzen, H, and Brand-Gruwel, S. A review of the relationship between parental involvement indicators and academic achievement. Educ Res Rev. (2018) 24:10–30. doi: 10.1016/j.edurev.2018.02.001
	 18. Hill, NE, and Tyson, DF. Parental involvement in middle school: a meta-analytic assessment of the strategies that promote achievement. Dev Psychol. (2009) 45:740–63. doi: 10.1037/a0015362 
	 19. Ding, F, Jia, Y, Xiong, X, Chen, P, Xiong, S, and Cheng, G. The protective role of parental involvement at home in negative psychological outcomes among Chinese adolescents during the COVID-19 epidemic. J Affect Disord. (2022) 308:123–9. doi: 10.1016/j.jad.2022.04.074 
	 20. Lerner, RE, Grolnick, WS, Caruso, AJ, and Levitt, MR. Parental involvement and children’s academics: the roles of autonomy support and parents’ motivation for involvement. Contemp Educ Psychol. (2022) 68:102039. doi: 10.1016/j.cedpsych.2021.102039
	 21. Guo, N, Huebner, ES, and Tian, L. Co-developmental trajectories of parental involvement: relations to academic achievement and externalizing and internalizing problems among Chinese elementary schoolchildren. Br J Educ Psychol. (2022) 92:1422–43. doi: 10.1111/bjep.12508 
	 22. Hendriks, AM, Bartels, M, Colins, OF, and Finkenauer, C. Childhood aggression: a synthesis of reviews and meta-analyses to reveal patterns and opportunities for prevention and intervention strategies. Neurosci Biobehav Rev. (2018) 91:278–91. doi: 10.1016/j.neubiorev.2018.03.021 
	 23. Koglin, U, and Petermann, F. Inconsistent parental discipline—a risk factor for aggressive behavior? Zeitschrift fur Psychiatrie Psychologie und Psychotherapie. (2008) 56:285–91. doi: 10.1024/1661-4747.56.4.285 
	 24. Yang, Y, Deng, B, and Yang, F. Deviant peer affiliation, parent involvement, and aggressive behaviors of rural children in China. J Res Adolesc. (2023) 33:469–79. doi: 10.1111/jora.12818 
	 25. Hamner, T, Latzman, RD, and Chan, WY. Exposure to community violence, parental involvement, and aggression among immigrant adolescents. J Child Fam Stud. (2015) 24:3247–57. doi: 10.1007/s10826-015-0128-4
	 26. Al-Alwan, AF. Modeling the relations among parental involvement, school engagement and academic performance of high school students. Int Educ Stud. (2014) 7:p47. doi: 10.5539/ies.v7n4p47
	 27. Erol, YC, and Turhan, M. The relationship between parental involvement to education of students and student’s engagement to school. Int Online J Educ Sci. (2018) 10:260–81. doi: 10.15345/iojes.2018.05.017
	 28. Lin, S, Yu, C, Chen, J, Zhang, W, Cao, L, and Liu, L. Predicting adolescent aggressive behavior from community violence exposure, deviant peer affiliation and school engagement: a one-year longitudinal study. Child Youth Serv Rev. (2020) 111:104840. doi: 10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.104840
	 29. da Fonseca, IB, Santos, G, and Santos, MA. School engagement, school climate and youth externalizing behaviors: direct and indirect effects of parenting practices. Curr Psychol. (2024) 43:3029–46. doi: 10.1007/s12144-023-04567-4 
	 30. Fredricks, JA, Blumenfeld, PC, and Paris, AH. School engagement: potential of the concept, state of the evidence. Rev Educ Res. (2004) 74:59–109. doi: 10.3102/00346543074001059
	 31. Martins, J, Cunha, J, Lopes, S, Moreira, T, and Rosário, P. School engagement in elementary school: a systematic review of 35 years of research. Educ Psychol Rev. (2022) 34:793–849. doi: 10.1007/s10648-021-09642-5
	 32. Grolnick, W, Ryan, R, and Deci, E. Inner resources for school-achievement—motivational mediators of childrens perceptions of their parents. J Educ Psychol. (1991) 83:508–17. doi: 10.1037/0022-0663.83.4.508
	 33. Zhang, M-R, Shen, Y, Choi, Y, and Kim, K. Parental academic socialization and youth adjustments: a comparison of Korean youth in South Korea, China, and the United States. J Youth Adolesc. (2023) 52:2526–44. doi: 10.1007/s10964-023-01845-z 
	 34. Wang, M-T, Willett, JB, and Eccles, JS. The assessment of school engagement: examining dimensionality and measurement invariance by gender and race/ethnicity. J Sch Psychol. (2011) 49:465–80. doi: 10.1016/j.jsp.2011.04.001 
	 35. Chen, Y, Zhang, Y, Zhang, L, Luo, F, Xu, W, Huang, J , et al. Childhood emotional neglect and problematic mobile phone use among Chinese adolescents: a longitudinal moderated mediation model involving school engagement and sensation seeking. Child Abuse Negl. (2021) 115:104991. doi: 10.1016/j.chiabu.2021.104991 
	 36. Maxwell, JP. Psychometric properties of a Chinese version of the Buss–Warren aggression questionnaire. Personal Individ Differ. (2008) 44:943–53. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2007.10.037
	 37. Lin, S, Yu, C, Chen, J, Sheng, J, Hu, Y, Zhong, L , et al. Deviant peer affiliation mediates the influence of parental psychological control on adolescent aggressive behavior: the moderating effect of self-esteem. Personal Individ Differ. (2022) 186:111330. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2021.111330
	 38. Cripps, K, and Zyromski, B. Adolescents’ psychological well-being and perceived parental involvement: implications for parental involvement in middle schools. RMLE Online. (2009) 33:1–13. doi: 10.1080/19404476.2009.11462067
	 39. Lee, J, and Randolph, KA. Effects of parental monitoring on aggressive behavior among youth in the United States and South Korea: a cross-national study. Child Youth Serv Rev. (2015) 55:1–9. doi: 10.1016/j.childyouth.2015.05.008
	 40. Yang, P, Lippold, MA, Schlomer, GL, Feinberg, ME, and Fosco, GM. Protective effect of parental monitoring on early-to-mid adolescents displaying high-level and increasing aggressive behavior. Appl Dev Sci. (2023) 28:375–90. doi: 10.1080/10888691.2023.2221437 
	 41. Tian, Y, Deng, X, Tong, W, and He, W. Relative deprivation and aggressive behavior: the serial mediation of school engagement and deviant peer affiliation. Child Youth Serv Rev. (2025) 168:108044. doi: 10.1016/j.childyouth.2024.108044
	 42. Li, W, Gao, W, and Sha, J. Perceived teacher autonomy support and school engagement of Tibetan students in elementary and middle schools: mediating effect of self-efficacy and academic emotions. Front Psychol. (2020) 11:50. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00050 
	 43. Molinari, L, and Mameli, C. Basic psychological needs and school engagement: a focus on justice and agency. Soc Psychol Educ. (2018) 21:157–72. doi: 10.1007/s11218-017-9410-1
	 44. Karakus, M, and Savas, AC. The effects of parental involvement, trust in parents, trust in students and pupil control ideology on conflict management strategies of early childhood teachers. Educ Sci Theory Pract. (2012) 12:2977–85.
	 45. El Nokali, NE, Bachman, HJ, and Votruba-Drzal, E. Parent involvement and children’s academic and social development in elementary school. Child Dev. (2010) 81:988–1005. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.01447.x 
	 46. Jezierski, S, and Wall, G. Changing understandings and expectations of parental involvement in education. Gend Educ. (2019) 31:811–26. doi: 10.1080/09540253.2017.1332340
	 47. Silletti, F, Iannello, NM, Ingoglia, S, Inguglia, C, Cassibba, R, Eisner, M , et al. Do self-control and parental involvement promote prosociality and hinder internalizing problems? A four-wave longitudinal study from early to mid-to-late adolescence. J Early Adolesc. (2023) 44:1154–87. doi: 10.1177/02724316231210250 
	 48. Furlong, M, Smith, DC, Springer, T, and Dowdy, E. Bored with school! Bored with life? Well-being characteristics associated with a school boredom mindset. J Positive School Psychol. (2021) 5:42–64. doi: 10.47602/jpsp.v5i1.261
	 49. O’Toole, N, and Due, C. School engagement for academically at-risk students: a participatory research project. Aust Educ Res. (2015) 42:1–17. doi: 10.1007/s13384-014-0145-0
	 50. Ettekal, I, and Ladd, GW. Development of aggressive-victims from childhood through adolescence: associations with emotion dysregulation, withdrawn behaviors, moral disengagement, peer rejection, and friendships. Dev Psychopathol. (2020) 32:271–91. doi: 10.1017/S0954579419000063 
	 51. Garaigordobil, M, and Machimbarrena, JM. Stress, competence, and parental educational styles in victims and aggressors of bullying and cyberbullying. Psicothema. (2017) 3:335–40. doi: 10.7334/psicothema2016.258 
	 52. Kolbert, JB, Schultz, D, and Crothers, LM. Bullying prevention and the parent involvement model. J School Counsel. (2014) 12
	 53. Stamatis, PJ, and Nikolaou, EN. Communication and collaboration between school and family for addressing bullying. Int J Criminol Sociol. (2016) 5:99–104. doi: 10.6000/1929-4409.2016.05.09
	 54. Neal, JW, and Neal, ZP. Nested or networked? Future directions for ecological systems theory. Soc Dev. (2013) 22:722–37. doi: 10.1111/sode.12018
	 55. Evans, SC, Bonadio, FT, Bearman, SK, Ugueto, AM, Chorpita, BF, and Weisz, JR. Assessing the irritable and defiant dimensions of youth oppositional behavior using CBCL and YSR items. J Clin Child Adolesc Psychol. (2020) 49:804–19. doi: 10.1080/15374416.2019.1622119 
	 56. Leadbeater, BJ, Merrin, GJ, Contreras, A, and Ames, ME. Trajectories of oppositional defiant disorder severity from adolescence to young adulthood and substance use, mental health, and behavioral problems. J Can Acad Child Adolesc Psychiatry. (2023) 32:224–35.


Copyright
 © 2025 Wang, Chen, Su, Song and Tao. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.







 


	
	
ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 04 June 2025
doi: 10.3389/feduc.2025.1587470








[image: image2]

Beyond the classroom: how parents view motivation as a key to self-directed learning in township schools

Tebogo Siziba1,2, Bernadette Geduld1,2* and Charlene Du Toit-Brits1,2*


1Research Unit for Self-directed Learning, North West University, Potchefstroom, North West, South Africa

2Faculty of Education, North West University, Potchefstroom, North West, South Africa

Edited by
 Yael Fisher, Achva Academic College, Israel

Reviewed by
 Omar Ramzy, Heliopolis University, Egypt
 Ken Reimer, University of Winnipeg, Canada

*Correspondence
 Bernadette Geduld, bernadette.geduld@nwu.ac.za 
 Charlene Du Toit-Brits, charlene.dutoit@nwu.ac.za

Received 12 March 2025
 Accepted 01 May 2025
 Published 04 June 2025

Citation
 Siziba T, Geduld B and Du Toit-Brits C (2025) Beyond the classroom: how parents view motivation as a key to self-directed learning in township schools. Front. Educ. 10:1587470. doi: 10.3389/feduc.2025.1587470
 

Numerous researchers have emphasized the critical role of self-directed learning (SDL) in education, particularly in township schools, where academic challenges contribute to high failure and dropout rates. Learner struggles are often associated with a lack of motivation and self-direction. In SDL, motivation is related to more than just doing well in school. It is also linked to being resilient, being able to solve problems and being able to change to different learning settings. Recent studies on academic motivation among South African learners reveal the adverse impact of low motivation on energy levels, perseverance, and the pursuit of academic goals. Research on the influence of motivation on SDL in township school contexts, particularly from the perspective of parents, is limited. In response to the imperative for lifelong learning, researchers advocate for the integration of SDL into classrooms. This research investigates the nexus between motivation and the development of self-directed learners in township secondary schools of the lower quintile. Situated within an interpretivist research paradigm, this qualitative study engages parents or legal guardians to explore their perceptions of the role of motivation in the development of learners’ SDL in township schools. The study explores both internal and external motivators that influence learners’ SDL skills to ensure that effective learning can take place. Using a purpose-orientated and convenient sampling, 10 parents or guardians of two schools in Gauteng were selected. Semi-structured face-to-face interviews facilitated data collection and inductive thematic analysis was used. The findings revealed that parents have high expectations of their children’s academic success, believe in their children’s intrinsic drive, and provide comprehensive support. However, motivation alone does not ensure SDL; rather, it must be supplemented by properly defined learning techniques, access to resources, and organized help (from parents and teachers). Hindered by factors such as late working hours and limited educational knowledge, parental involvement was limited. Teacher-learner and parent–child relationships supporting motivation for self-directedness were also lacking. These imply that to improve SDL in township schools, a comprehensive approach is important that combines parental direction, teacher participation, and learner-driven strategies. The findings of this study contribute to a broader discourse on motivation and SDL, highlighting the need for targeted interventions to support learners in township schools.
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1 Introduction

The 2020 results of the National Senior Certificate, disclosed by the Minister of Basic Education, Mrs. Angie Motshekga, highlighted the substantial impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on learners from school districts of the lower quintile. Numerous studies indicate that learners in poor and under-resourced educational institutions, such as community schools in South Africa, face greater challenges in achieving academic success. Problems are exacerbated when learners lack motivation to learn or do not possess adequate self-directed learning skills (Department of Basic Education (South Africa), 2021; Blignaut and du Toit-Brits, 2022; Van Zyl and Mentz, 2019). Self-directed learning is a crucial academic competency and a method of addressing structural challenges in education, such as those presented by the COVID-19 pandemic (Mahlaba, 2020), highlighting the importance of this research. These learners faced significant challenges during stringent lockdown, being forced to participate in an independent study (Mahlaba, 2020). This shift/change revealed the differences in the preparation of SDL among learners in urban and township schools, therefore, stressing the need for motivational support systems. The pandemic prompted schools to adopt remote teaching and learning, a transition that proved difficult for many township school learners, mainly due to their unfamiliarity with self-directed study methods. Consequently, this situation has reinforced the need to explore and investigate sustainable SDL interventions that can prepare township school learners for future disruptions. A considerable number of learners in lower-quintile township schools lack the essential skills for SDL, making it difficult to navigate academic tasks without direct teacher guidance. Motivation plays a crucial role in the promotion of SDL, which is essential for the academic success of learners.

This research serves as a valuable contribution to educators’ understanding of motivation and SDL. While studies on learner motivation in general and SDL in higher education institutions exist (Beard and MacTavish, 2022; Bull, 2017; Conrad et al., 2020; Song and Bonk, 2016), little attention has been paid to investigating the role of motivation in nurturing self-directed learners in primary schools, specifically within lower quintile schools in townships (Yiga et al., 2019). The primary objective is to provide information on the influence of motivation on the skills of township learners on SDL, drawing perspectives from parents or legal guardians. In doing so, this research article aims to contribute valuable information that can assist the Department of Basic Education (DBE) in formulating effective strategies to encourage and support learners. Furthermore, it seeks to educate parents and legal guardians about the pivotal role of motivation in nurturing the growth of self-directed learners. Ultimately, this study aims to be instrumental in the cultivation of self-directed skills among township learners, fostering an environment that facilitates their academic success and personal development.



2 Background and problem statement

Geduld (2017, p. 6) notes that learners from low socio-economic backgrounds, predominantly represented in township schools, often lack positive role models who exemplify self-directedness and emphasize the value of education. The lack of parental and institutional support could cause learners to lose interest in learning activities (Nasri, 2019; Herawati et al., 2024). There has to be more research done on SDL’s role in desire. There is a lack of research on the importance of motivation in low-income neighborhoods where learners learn on their own (Du Plessis and Mestry, 2019; Yiga et al., 2019; Zhu, 2022). It is important to understand how the learning environment, both at home and in school, influences motivation to learn and the capacity for independent study. This absence of role models, combined with limited exposure to SDL, hinders the ability of learners to perceive education as a transformative path beyond their socioeconomic limitations (Nasri, 2019). In the South African context, where inequalities persist, the lack of role models for SDL can contribute to a cycle of educational disengagement. Mahlaba (2020) observed that learners in lower-quintile schools struggle to adapt to university systems and embrace SDL. This transition challenge highlights the importance of developing SDL skills at the foundational school level to ensure a smoother academic progression and transition.

Township school learners often exhibit lower levels of motivation and SDL skills due to a lack of exposure to self-directed behavior modeled by teachers, parents, or legal guardians (Zhu, 2022; Mokoena, 2022). Mokoena (2022) further illustrates the challenges that township schools face in fostering self-directed and motivated learners. These difficulties contribute to low motivation and insufficient SDL skills, negatively impacting learners’ academic progress and potentially leading to demoralization (Riaan, 2018). Given the difficulties presented in the background, it is essential to investigate how motivation affects learners’ potential for autonomous learning. To bridge this gap, stakeholders must identify strategies that not only improve motivation but also equip learners with SDL skills.



3 Self-directed learning

The concept of SDL has historical roots dating back to 1800 in England, where terms such as self-help, self-education, and self-improvement were commonly used. According to Collier (2022a, 2022b) and Houle’s (1961) publication, The Enquiring Mind, played a crucial role in bringing the concept of self-directed learning to the forefront. However, the current definition of SDL extends beyond adult education and now includes strategies for school learners, especially in marginalized communities. Although Houle did not frequently use the term SDL in his book, his definition laid the foundation for considering SDL a legitimate form of adult education (Collier, 2022a). The work of Houle (1961) paved the way for the term SDL. To gain a comprehensive understanding of SDL, influential research has been conducted by various scholars, including Knowles (1975), Tough (1966, 1968, 1979, 1982), Hiemstra (1976, 1982, 2002, 2011), Guglielmino et al. (2001), Guglielmino and Hillard (2007), Guglielmino (1978, 1991, 1996, 1997, 2013), Houle (1961), Durr (1991), Kop and Fournier (2011), and Douglas and Morris (2014), among others. Although SDL has been defined in various ways, this research adopts the well-known definition provided by Knowles (1975). According to Knowles, SDL is a process in which “individuals take the initiative, with or without the help of others, in diagnosing their learning needs, formulating learning goals, identifying human and material resources for learning, choosing and implementing appropriate learning strategies, and evaluating learning outcomes” (Knowles, 1975, p. 18). SDL is essential for learners to acquire essential skills. For township school learners, SDL is not just a learning approach, but a means of survival to overcome socio-economic and educational barriers. Research by Du Toit-Brits (2019), Morris (2019), and Robinson and Persky (2020) emphasizes the need for the implementation of the SDL in education to prepare learners for lifelong SDL, crucial beyond secondary school. The research on the importance of Mahlaba (2020) SDL in South Africa during the COVID-19 pandemic further underscores its significance. According to Mahlaba (2020), self-directed learners perceive learning as a way of life and a survival mechanism, making any change in their normal learning space challenging but manageable (Murniati et al., 2022).

Merriam et al. (2007) outline three main SDL goals. First, to foster transformational learning, emphasize critical reflection as an intrinsic component of SDL that leads to transformational learning (Gibbons, 2020). Second, to promote the liberation of learning and social action as integral to SDL. Third, to improve the determination of learners in their studies. These goals are crucial for learners in township schools to set their own goals, formulate their learning paths, and learn independently. Critical reflection supports the second and third goals and is essential for transformational learning (Gibbons, 2020). The work of Freire (2005) also aligns with the idea that SDL and critical reflection empower learners to equip themselves and take positive actions. Problem-based education that recognizes the true components of SDL is vital to promote self-determination and self-direction, ultimately leading to transformational learning (Blignaut et al., 2023).

Furthermore, transformational learning and critical reflection enhance and support the second and third goals (Merriam et al., 2007). These goals, outlined by Merriam et al. (2007), are crucial for developing SDL in township learners, as they contribute to fostering, liberating, and intensifying learners’ abilities to be self-directed. Merriam et al. (2012) categorize learning into five approaches: cognitivist, humanist, constructivist, behaviorist, and social learning. Among these, the cognitive and constructivist approaches are related to SDL. In the cognitivist approach, learners develop critical thinking, creative thinking, self-awareness, and self-monitoring, improving their learning styles. The constructivist approach, according to Merriam et al. (2012), emphasizes SDL as one of its most significant features. Malison and Thammakoranonta (2018) identify key characteristics suitable for self-directed learners, including the ability to apply knowledge in real life, critical thinking, and accountability for their learning (Murniati et al., 2022). Suknaisith (2014) adds that self-directed learners are independent thinkers. They perceive learning as an integral aspect of life and development, not restricted to specific periods. Timpau (2015) highlights the importance of SDL in cultivating independent thinking, creativity, and problem-solving skills, especially in the 21st century. SDL plays a crucial role in teaching learners how to acquire knowledge independently (Loeng, 2020; Timpau, 2015).


3.1 The importance of self-directed learning for township learners

Self-directed learning has been a subject of increasing interest in recent years, and the COVID-19 pandemic has underscored its critical importance in education. Mahlaba (2020) contends that the pandemic has introduced numerous disruptions to people’s lives, compelling those in the education sector, particularly South African learners and learners, to rely on their capabilities. Given the socio-economic difficulties encountered by township schools, having the ability to participate in SDL is not only beneficial but also essential for overcoming systemic educational hurdles. Remote learning, an unfamiliar concept for many, became a necessity during the pandemic and Mahlaba (2020) suggests that without SDL skills, learners would have struggled to adapt to this new mode of learning (Blignaut and du Toit-Brits, 2022; Loeng, 2020). Mahlaba (2020) further reveals that the lack of SDL skills posed a significant challenge for both learners and teachers during the pandemic, emphasizing the crucial role of SDL in navigating unexpected disruptions in education. After the pandemic, SDL is essential to equip township learners with the skills needed for higher education and to adapt to future career changes in a constantly changing job market.

In SDL, the onus of learning rests with the learner rather than the teacher (Mahlaba, 2020), shifting the focus to empowering learners in the educational process. Van Zyl and Mentz (2019) highlight SDL as an essential skill for 21st-century learners, emphasizing the need for deeper learning, competence in interpersonal and intrapersonal domains, and adaptability to various learning modalities, including remote and online learning. The ability to adapt is especially important for township learners, who may have restricted access to formal learning environments and need to develop independence in their educational pathways. Van Zyl and Mentz (2019) stress that strong SDL competencies enable learners to unlock their full learning potential. However, motivation acts as an intermediary in facilitating learners’ successful engagement with SDL techniques, necessitating the investigation of methods to enhance both intrinsic and extrinsic motivators within township educational settings. SDL is considered a vital skill in the modern world, where individuals must take charge of their learning, adapt to change, and plan their educational journey in digital environments (Brandt, 2020; Murniati et al., 2022).

Van Zyl and Mentz (2019) highlight that SDL not only enhances the confidence of the learner but also contributes to increased competency. Long (2000) underscored that learners are unlikely to be self-directed if they feel incompetent, emphasizing the importance of SDL in boosting learners’ confidence and fostering critical and creative thinking skills. This highlights the necessity of developing SDL skills for learners, as it not only promotes academic integrity by discouraging cheating but also encourages a thorough understanding of learning activities and assignments (Mahlaba, 2020). Furthermore, Mahlaba (2020) argues that SDL is transformative in how learners perceive learning, helping them recognize the importance of education and, subsequently, the importance of SDL in their educational journey. Considering the widespread exclusion of digital technologies in schools in the lower quintile, it is crucial to design SDL strategies that incorporate affordable technological solutions to close the educational gap.


3.1.1 Application and relevance of self-directed learning to school learners

Although SDL was initially applied to adults, emerging evidence indicates that younger learners, particularly adolescents, may require it to a greater extent. Mahlaba (2020) asserts that high school learners in South Africa, especially those in rural and community schools, developed the skills required to navigate the challenges presented by COVID-19. Blignaut et al. (2023), Collier (2022a, 2022b), Cronin-Golomb and Bauer (2023), Gonzalez-DeHass (2019), Nasri (2019), Robinson and Persky (2020), Sebotsa (2020), and Van Deur (2018) investigated SDL through the eyes of teacher educators and learners (primary and secondary schools). This article examines SDL from the parent’s perspective, highlighting how parents view motivation as a key to self-directed learning in township schools.




3.2 The role of motivation in self-directed learning

Despite initial struggles, as learners progress into their second year of university, many begin to adapt and take responsibility for their learning. Peer influence and learning culture within universities play a crucial role in motivating these learners (Tullis and Goldstone, 2020, p. 1). This observation suggests that to develop SDL skills in township schools, learners need sustained motivation within a conducive environment and a supportive community. This underscores the importance of developing SDL readiness in schools so that learners begin higher education equipped with basic skills that facilitate autonomous learning. Township schools face numerous challenges, including insufficient resources such as books, smart boards, and computers, as well as inadequate infrastructure, including classrooms and laboratories (Geduld, 2017). These suboptimal conditions significantly dampen learners’ motivation, leading to academic underperformance (Du Plessis and Mestry, 2019). Additionally, resource limitations often transfer the responsibility for learning to the family, increasing the importance of parents and guardians in cultivating SDL practices. The role of schools as learning environments cannot be overstated, as appropriate resources and infrastructure correlate with higher motivation levels (Herawati et al., 2024). A supportive and distraction-free environment stimulates the interest of learners and allows them to reach their academic potential (Labahn, 2019; Chindanya, 2020).

On the contrary, an unsupportive and discouraged learning environment negatively affects learners’ academic performance. Beyond the physical learning environment, teachers, parents, and legal guardians play a crucial role in the motivation of learners (Labahn, 2019). Positive relationships between learners and teachers, together with successful strategies for classroom participation, can mitigate certain external discouragement factors in township educational settings. Unfortunately, many teachers in schools of the lower quintiles neglect to cultivate SDL skills, exacerbating the challenges of learners, including limited access to textbooks and internet connectivity (Labahn, 2019; Chang et al., 2021). Strategies that encourage teacher education in SDL facilitation methods can play a crucial role in overcoming these shortcomings.


3.2.1 Theoretical approach to motivation in this study

This article explores motivation from the perspective of self-determination theory (SDT) as proposed by Deci and Ryan (2020). SDT differentiates intrinsic motivation, which arises from inherent satisfaction, from extrinsic motivation, which is influenced by external rewards. Hafızoglu and Yerdelen (2019) demonstrated that intrinsic motivation factors significantly mediate the relationship between supportive learning environments and academic achievement in adolescents. Motivation dimensions, including intrinsic motivation (interest, enjoyment), extrinsic motivation (rewards, recognition), and psychological needs satisfaction (autonomy, competence, relatedness), are essential analytical categories in this research.




3.3 Parental participation in learning motivation and SDL

The lack of parental and teacher support significantly hinders township learners from becoming self-directed in their studies (Sebotsa, 2020). Transitioning from high school to higher education institutions requires a greater SDL, but many township learners struggle due to low motivation (Mahlaba, 2020). Fostering a supportive ecosystem that involves educators, parents, and peers is crucial to equip township learners with the skills necessary for success in higher education. However, considering the economic challenges that restrict parental participation, community-led mentoring initiatives could provide an alternative framework to support SDL.

Parental involvement is integral to the academic progress of learners (Yang et al., 2023). It manifests itself in academic and emotional support, such as helping with homework and attending school meetings (Yang et al., 2023). Gonzalez-DeHass (2019) highlights that parents and teachers play a motivational role in fostering resilience in learners when faced with challenges. Geduld (2017) emphasizes the psychological impact on learners in impoverished communities marked by crime, alcohol abuse, and lack of moral guidance, which further hinders their academic aspirations. Many township parents lack formal education, limiting their ability to provide cognitive support to learners (Bunijevac, 2017). Consequently, their educational limitations lead to minimal participation in school activities, as they lack the knowledge to assist with academic tasks (Geduld and Mdakane, 2020). Closing this gap requires organized guidance programs for parents that equip them with essential strategies to support self-directed learning. Additional barriers include high levels of noise in communities, time restrictions due to work commitments, and financial limitations that affect their ability to support their children’s education (Bunijevac, 2017). Measures such as adaptable learning timelines, mobile educational apps, and self-directed learning support initiatives after school can help overcome these obstacles and increase learner motivation.


3.3.1 Dimensions of parental involvement relevant to this study

Parents’ participation significantly influences both the motivation of learners and their readiness for the SDL. Epstein (2011) framework offers a comprehensive overview of various forms of engagement, emphasizing learning at home, where parents support their children’s academic endeavors by helping with homework and fostering conducive learning environments. Furthermore, psychological support, including emotional encouragement and resilience development, improves learners’ motivation and self-directed learning abilities, particularly in disadvantaged contexts (Geduld and Mdakane, 2020). This research specifically examines these variables to assess parental responsibilities in the educational outcomes of township learners.




3.4 The role of parental motivation in supporting their children to be self-directed learners

Bunijevac (2017) emphasizes that parental involvement extends beyond school settings, fostering a supportive learning environment at home. The Center on Education Policy (CET) (2012) highlights a strong correlation between family background factors, such as parents’ education level and income, and learner achievement. Engaged parents contribute to educational development and intrinsic motivation in learners, improving their academic success (Center on Education Policy (CET), 2012). Geduld and Mdakane (2020) note that learners acquire academic behavior and skills by observing their teachers, peers, and parents. Actions such as turning off distractions to help with homework help structure a productive learning environment. The Department of Education (South Africa) (2016) emphasizes that parental relationships and encouragement directly influence the motivation and academic performance of the learner.

Despite the benefits of parental participation, barriers such as financial restrictions, low educational attainment, and demanding schedules hinder active participation (Yang et al., 2023). Some parents refrain from participating due to negative personal experiences with education, which affects their confidence (Yang et al., 2023; Geduld and Mdakane, 2020). Schools can address these challenges by fostering open and welcoming environments where teachers support parents as partners in their children’s education (Bunijevac, 2017).



3.5 Summary and integration of the theoretical framework

This section of the article was driven by the findings of a literature review, which focused on the role of motivation in shaping learners’ capacity for SDL in low-quintile secondary township schools. It laid the foundation by delving into two key motivational theories. SDT and SDL theory. Furthermore, the article explored the influence of parental motivation in supporting children’s development of self-directed skills. Although indicating that ongoing work is needed to foster self-directed skills in learners, especially in low-quintile township schools, the literature also showed that achieving these skills and motivation is feasible, even if initially challenging.




4 Motivation for the study

This research serves as a valuable contribution to understanding motivation and SDL by teachers. Although there are studies on learner motivation in general and SDL in higher education institutions (Yiga et al., 2019; Yang et al., 2023; Nasri, 2019), little attention has been paid to investigating the role of motivation in nurturing self-directed learners specifically within schools of the lower quintile in townships (Yiga et al., 2019). Focused on the context of secondary schools in the lower quintile of townships, this study aims to unravel the intricate relationship between motivation and the development of SDL skills. The primary objective is to provide information on the influence of motivation on SDL skills of township learners, drawing the perspectives of parents or legal guardians. Therefore, this study explores how parental motivation contributes to the development of self-directed learning (SDL) in township schools. This is particularly relevant in the context of post-pandemic learning disruptions, where learner independence and resilience have become essential for academic success. Therefore, the purpose of the study is also to understand how parents perceive and support the development of learners’ SDL and how motivation plays a key role in this support. The study contributes to the growing field of SDL in developing contexts by investigating how parents in township schools experience and shape learner motivation.

The research objectives of this article are to:

	a) Investigate how parents or guardians support learners in developing SDL skills.
	b) Explore parents’ perceptions about the influence of motivation on the SDL of learners in township schools.
	c) To identify how parents or legal guardians support the motivation of learners to become self-directed.

The main research question is:

How do parents perceive and support the motivation of the student in the development of self-directed learning among secondary school learners in township schools?

The research sub-questions are:

	- In what ways do parents or legal guardians support their children’s development of self-directed learning (SDL) skills?
	- How do parents perceive the role of motivation in influencing their children’s SDL in township school contexts?
	- What strategies or practices do parents use to support and strengthen their children’s motivation to become self-directed learners?

The study focused on secondary schools in the Sebokeng West District 8 townships in Gauteng, which face significant challenges, particularly in terms of resources and infrastructure [Department of Basic Education (South Africa), 2020]. These schools struggle due to socio-economic conditions, including high unemployment, crime, and vandalism, further exacerbating low motivation levels among learners [Department of Basic Education (South Africa), 2020]. Addressing these motivational challenges is critical to fostering SDL and improving academic outcomes in township schools.


4.1 Research design and methodology

This research adopted a qualitative research approach and a basic qualitative research design as the research strategy (Merriam et al., 2007). This approach helped to gain an understanding of how parents or guardians perceive the role of motivation in the development of self-directed learning. The research design enabled the researcher to understand the social experiences and perceptions of parents or legal guardians in the natural world and the lived context of township schools. This choice is in line with the nature of the basic qualitative research design, which explores answers to research questions by studying different social settings and understanding how the people in those settings make sense of their surroundings through social roles, rituals, and so forth (Creswell et al., 2010). In this study, a qualitative approach enabled the researchers to explore personal experiences and engagements with the phenomenon being studied. This study focusses on the lived experiences and involvement of parents. It also provides a naturalistic inquiry, which allows the study of the natural world as it unfolds naturally. The researchers chose a basic qualitative research study as a research strategy.


4.1.1 Population and sampling

The population included teachers, parents, or legal guardians of two secondary schools in Sebokeng District 8. Purpose sampling was used to select participants with direct experience related to the focus of the study. Purposive sampling ensures that participants provide relevant and experience-driven insights about motivation and SDL dynamics in township schools. The sample consisted of 10 teachers and 10 parents or legal guardians of township schools. Teachers provided information on the motivation of learners and SDL practices, while parents or guardians provided perspectives on motivational influences outside the classroom.



4.1.2 Inclusion criteria

The participants were drawn from the Sedibeng West District 8 Department of Education District. Eligible teachers were permanently appointed secondary school teachers teaching grade 10. This selection guideline guaranteed that the participating teachers had adequate experience with the educational and motivational difficulties encountered by learners in township schools. Parents or guardians had to have school-going learners in the further education and Training (FET) phase.



4.1.3 Data collection method and analysis

The data collection method used was face-to-face semi-structured individual interviews, where the participants conversationally shared their lived experiences. This method increased the credibility of the data. The researcher selected participants who were directly involved in the lives of learners and therefore had first-hand experience in teaching and learning. These were parents or legal guardians who worked with learners after school and teachers who worked with learners during school hours. This meant that parents, legal guardians, and teachers had direct or indirect involvement in the academic lives of learners. The researcher used purpose sampling to select participants. According to Creswell et al. (2010), purposive sampling is used in exceptional cases where a sample is selected for a specific purpose. The sample in this investigation consisted of parents or legal guardians who lived in the township.

The researcher used a face-to-face semi-structured individual interview with teachers, parents, or legal guardians as a data collection method. The purpose of using these interviews is to ensure that there is high-quality data and that researchers remain focused and understand the perceptions of the participants about SDL, where the participants had the opportunity to speak freely and explain their experiences with the phenomenon being studied. The interview guide helped the researchers prepare open questions. The researchers followed up the interview guide questions with additional questions to obtain detailed responses from the participants about their lived experiences with the research problem. The open-ended questions were guided by the research objective and the research objectives; for example, parents or guardians were asked about their perceptions of motivation influences on their children’s SDL in township schools. The interviews were conducted in a secure place and at the convenience of the participants. This was done to ensure that the participants felt comfortable expressing themselves. The COVID-19 pandemic regulations were followed when interviews were conducted. Each participant was interviewed once and the interview lasted approximately 30 min. All interviews were recorded in voice with the participants’ permission to ensure that information was not lost.



4.1.4 Data analysis

Data analysis in the research of this article followed an inductive content analysis process (Elo and Kyngäs, 2008). After transcription, researchers engaged in open coding, carefully reading the data to identify recurring ideas, words, and statements relevant to the research questions. These codes were manually grouped into categories based on similarity, guided by the constant comparative method. Through this iterative process, subcategories were created, followed by main categories, which culminated in broader themes that reflected the shared experiences and unique perspectives of the participants. To ensure analytical rigor, the researchers applied Miles and Huberman’s (1994) data analysis model involving three flows of activity:

	a) Data reduction: Selection and simplification of relevant textual data.
	b) Display of data: The use of tables and thematic matrices to organize emerging categories.
	c) Drawing and verification of conclusions: Synthesis of findings and confirmation through triangulation with research questions and member checks.

Additionally, the researchers employed the following steps suggested by Leedy and Ormrod (2014):

a) All recorded interviews were transcribed into typed text.

b) The transcripts were organized chronologically.

	c) The data were read repeatedly.
	d) The researcher started categorizing the data.
	e) Themes were developed by interpreting and reinterpreting the data.
	f) The conclusion was drawn.

Inductive content analysis was the primary strategy, with theme development being one of its integral outcomes, not a separate approach. Unlike deductive content analysis, this inductive method allowed the voices of participants and parents to guide the construction of meaning without enforcing preconceived codes. Throughout the process, the researchers maintained an audit trail, documenting analytic decisions, and reflecting on positionality and potential bias. Member checks were used after transcription to confirm the intended meanings of the participants and to enhance the credibility of the findings. This analytical approach provided rich information on how motivation, as perceived by parents and teachers, contributes to the development of SDL by learners, especially within the challenging socioeconomic contexts of township schools. The following questions assisted in the data analysis process:

a) What commonalities and patterns are there?

b) What are the beliefs, values, attitudes, and emotions of the participants?

c) What is the interpretation?

	d) What categories can be created?
	e) What are the generalizations and conclusions?



4.1.5 Trustworthiness, ethics issues, and clearance

Trustworthiness in qualitative research was maintained through credibility and confirmability. The study ensured precision and integrity in data collection and interpretation. The member checking involved participants examining their transcribed responses to confirm precision, thereby ensuring the reliability of the findings. Furthermore, ethical clearance was granted by the EduRec committee of North-West University. Permission was also obtained from the Gauteng Provincial Education Department and the relevant school governing bodies. An independent individual facilitated the recruitment of participants and obtained informed consent. All data collected were securely stored for 5 years, with restricted access and password protection, according to North-West University policy. Paper documents and consent forms containing personal information were securely stored. Storage devices were encrypted and managed exclusively by the researcher and supervisors to ensure data security. The following ethical guidelines protected the confidentiality of the participants and strengthened the credibility and validity of the investigation.





5 Results and discussion

Data collected from semi-structured face-to-face interviews with participating teachers, parents, and legal guardians provided a wealth of in-depth information, allowing a profound understanding of their perceptions regarding the role of motivation in developing self-directed learners in lower quintile secondary township schools (Siziba, 2024). The themes were derived through inductive processes during the coding of the transcribed interviews. Eight themes were constructed. To ensure confidentiality and anonymity, we employ codes such as P1S1 to denote Parent 1 of School 1, and P1S2 to signify Parent 1 of the second school coded as S2. This approach aligns with the principles of anonymity and confidentiality, ensuring that participants’ identities remain concealed, as emphasized by Kang and Hwang (2021).


5.1 Theme 1: the participation of parents or legal guardians in supporting learners academically, mentally, and emotionally

This theme delves into the participation of parents or legal guardians in their children’s education, Parent participants and legal guardians were asked about their participation in their children’s education, leading to two subthemes: academic support and mental and emotional involvement, Academic support, as defined by the Department of Education (South Africa) (2016), includes parents who help with homework, provide the necessary materials, and participate in the overall educational journey of their children, Emotional and mental involvement is focused on protecting the psychological well-being of children [Department of Education (South Africa), 2016]. The ensuing subtheme will explore academic support.


5.1.1 Sub-theme 1.1: academic support

When asked how they contribute to the academic success of their learners, a prevalent approach among participants was the application of positive reinforcement to inspire, motivate, and reward improvement in the learning of their learners. Various supportive measures were described by participants. Participants (P1S1, P2S1, P3S1, P2S2, P3S2, P5S1) detailed their provision of school materials, including books, calculators and Wi-Fi for Internet access. Some participants (P5S1, P5S2, and P3S2) stressed financial support for various needs, with P5S1 specifying:

 I also make sure that they have whatever is needed at school, and if something is needed, I make sure that I get it for them. I try to get a fibre Wi-Fi, so they got their laptops to access more information, so the environment is friendly for learning. P1S1 also added that they use incentives in his family to encourage his children to work hard and achieve good academic results.



Another participant added:


We have incentives. We say a few let’s say for months or whatever you will get a certain thing so she would set a certain target for herself in order for her to achieve whatever goals so yes they do set they own goals (T5S1).
 

This participant’s response aligns with Zhu (2022) who notes that many individuals, including learners, are motivated by extrinsic factors or engage in an activity with the expectation of a reward. P5S2 expressed the practice of providing airtime and lending a cell phone for educational research, acknowledging the importance of improvising in areas where functional libraries or wireless facilities may be lacking in townships. On the other hand, challenges in financial means were evident among some participants, including unemployed parents (P5S2, P3S1, P2S1, and P4S1), who struggled to articulate how they supported their children academically. Furthermore, some parents who were educators (P4S2, P1S1, and P4S1) found it easier to support their children academically due to their professions. They emphasized monitoring their children’s progress, occasionally checking their books, and signing them. However, it became apparent that the child of P4S1 relied more on her teacher and mother for support than on cultivating independent study habits.

P4S1 elaborated:


I think he relies on me as an educator because sometimes if you don’t talk, you don’t shout, they will just say everything is fine. Now when he sees his results are poor, it’s when he’s going to pick his socks and want to do better next time.
 

Geduld and Mdakane (2020) caution against parents taking over the responsibility for their children’s learning. They emphasize that while parents should provide support, it is crucial not to assume learning responsibility, as learners need to develop the SDL. According to this advice, P4S1, an educator, shared that while helping with homework and experiments, they also take the initiative to check their student’s books.

P4S1 also explained her involvement in the education of her child:


Checking his homework, helping him here and there when he needs help. If maybe, I don’t have time I hire a tutor.
 

Some parents, such as P3S2, underscored the importance of attending school meetings and actively seeking feedback on their children’s performance from class teachers to engage academically and support their children. This perspective aligns with the guidance from the Department of Education (South Africa) (2016), which emphasizes that participating in school meetings and consistently seeking feedback from teachers are crucial ways for parents to be actively involved in their children’s education.

P3S2 alluded to:


… yes I am involved sir with the help of home works I even go to their school to check, and I sign their books every day.
 

Parents play a crucial role in supporting their children academically by ensuring that they have essential study materials, such as books, stationery, and Internet access. Some parents face challenges such as lack of electricity, unemployment, and long working hours, which affect their ability to care for their children’s academic needs. High levels of crime were also identified as a contextual factor that influences the motivation of learners to be self-directed. The involvement of parents in helping with homework and seeking help from knowledgeable tutors, neighbors, or relatives was highlighted as a strategy. This aligns with the guidelines of Department of Education (South Africa) (2016) to support parental participation. Therefore, the theme emphasizes the importance of extrinsic motivation in guiding learners toward academic success and avoiding failure. Here, parental support that satisfies learners’ fundamental psychological need for competence is recognized (Deci and Ryan, 2020) in contributing to increased self-confidence and intrinsic motivation for SDL. The next subtheme will explore parents’ mental and emotional involvement.



5.1.2 Sub-theme 1.2: parents’ mental and emotional involvement

Bunijevac (2017) emphasizes that learners with involved parents perform well academically and are intrinsically motivated. Parents in this study were asked to share their perspectives on whether they could provide emotional or mental support to their children in education. Although some parents expressed confidence in their ability to support their children emotionally and mentally, others felt less equipped for this responsibility.

For example, P1S1 shared their approach to encouraging their child to aim high and foster self-belief. They observe study habits, promote attendance at additional classes, and motivate the child to set ambitious goals. This illustrates the parent’s commitment to motivating the child by instilling confidence and emphasizing high aspirations. Such actions align with Deci and Ryan’s (2020) notion of supporting the child’s basic need for competence. Parents like P1S1, who encourage their children to set high goals, contribute to fulfilling their children’s basic needs for relatedness and competence.

Another participant highlighted the challenges of providing academic assistance to their child while being unemployed.


I tried but it gets difficult for a child to be motivated because there are so many unemployed graduates that makes a learner to find it difficult to be motivated at school (P3S2).
 

The P3S2 perspective indicates that the socioeconomic status of the community, including high unemployment rates, affects the motivation of the learners. It can be inferred that elevated unemployment rates have a detrimental impact on learners’ motivation to be self-directed or to take responsibility for their learning, shaping their perception of school.

P3S2 added:


I get from work late sometimes I find the child sleeping and already late.
 

P3S2 said that work commitments, including long hours and early morning shifts, make it difficult to provide mental support to their child. This aligns with the findings of Yang et al. (2023) and Labahn (2019), highlighting that parental participation positively correlates with academic performance and motivation. The participant’s limited involvement in their child’s education due to work responsibilities is evident. Some parents highlighted their role in providing mental and emotional support by encouraging their children to concentrate during study time (Geduld and Mdakane, 2020). Furthermore, P3S2 mentioned seeking the help of an educated neighbor, illustrating the lengths that some parents go to ensure their children receive the necessary educational support and care.

P4S1 elaborated:


I never find it difficult because to motivate, when you motivate your child, you want them to be a better person. Responsibility is my job as a parent.
 

P5S1 actively motivates and encourages his child to complete daily homework, a practice supported by the literature that emphasizes the importance of parental motivation and encouragement for children to succeed (Geduld and Mdakane, 2020). The analysis underscores that most parents are involved in various aspects of their children’s education, financial, mental, and emotional. However, it is also evident that certain parents face challenges due to their circumstances, which can lead to undesirable outcomes for learners. These outcomes include poor academic performance, psychological distress, school dropouts, and susceptibility to substance abuse. Lack of parental time and participation can contribute to demotivation and loss of interest in education and hinder learners’ attempts to become self-directed, ultimately impacting their motivation.

The inconsistent parental participation observed implies that many township learners lack motivation and do not develop SDL characteristics. In the absence of monitoring and encouragement, these learners tend to engage in activities other than studying, such as playing and socializing. Participants who actively motivate their children by reminding them to study, encouraging responsibility for their learning, and helping set goals contribute to the development of autonomy in their children. This support addresses the basic psychological needs of learners for competence and relatedness, fostering self-determination and motivation for learning. The upcoming topic will explore the contextual factors that impede parental participation.




5.2 Theme 2: contextual factors that hinder parental participation to motivate their children to be self-directed

Parental participation is crucial, as demonstrated in Research Chapter 2; learners whose parents are interested in their schoolwork and development are more likely to succeed academically (Schmid and Garrels, 2021). In this theme, the aim was to explore the perspectives of parents or legal guardians on the factors that hinder their active participation in their children’s education. Several identified various issues that impede their participation. A parent (P1S1) mentioned that when their child experiences school pressure due to difficulty understanding the content of the topic, it creates stress for both the child and the parent. P1S1, who is a teacher, alluded:


When she feels the pressure from school, she usually complains about homework. When she doesn’t understand a particular topic in class, I must now make sure that I teach her and we both get it correct which sometimes I also struggle to get the correct answer.
 

The analysis also revealed that certain learners created challenges for their parents’ participation by exhibiting mood swings and negative attitudes toward both their parents and their education.

P1S2 is explained as follows:


I think because he is a teenage boy and you know teenagers go through their own phases and all that, so me trying to be there all the time might not be something that he is very fond of what he wants to do his own things but that’s difficult but we do not have time, I would say that’s the difficult part him trying to find out his teenage self.
 

P1S2 was also added:


At times, remember our kids are rebels especially the older one. I would tell her to work hard whenever she feels that she would and yell me “mom I struggle here “my oldest child, 16 years old, she is a bit of a problem she is much to be honest about school she cares a lot about fashion.
 

The following encapsulates the views of participants who shared the same feelings about work and home responsibilities that hindered their involvement and support:


…I am a single parent, I do not have enough time because I have to cook, clean, wash their school uniforms and still have to clean the house sir (P3S1, P2S1, and P3S2).
 

P5S1 said that he often feels tired and unable to help his children, believing that his children understand that this fatigue results from his efforts to provide for them.


…I think my children understand that I cannot assist because every time I come home from work, I am always tired and cannot even prepare for tomorrow so I do not think I can assist.
 

Some parents or guardians, such as P2S1 and P4S2, who did not have the educational background to help their children, advised their children to wait for corrections from their teachers. Several parents cited their limited academic knowledge as a barrier to helping their children with homework, highlighting the impact of parental educational levels on their ability to support their children in becoming self-directed learners. The next section will discuss an analysis of the contextual influences that enable parental motivation and support.



5.3 Theme 3: contextual influences that enable parental motivation and assistance for self-directedness

Throughout the interviews, parents/guardians shared their perspectives on contextual influences that enable or hinder parental motivation and support. Educated parents or those with a strong educational background, such as P1S1, P5S1, and P4S2, found it easier to support their children due to their knowledge and professional experience. These participants, who were educated or educators, were able to help their children with specific subjects such as mathematics and physical sciences, providing valuable guidance on studying techniques and modeling self-directed learning skills.

P1S2 stated as follows:


I think what makes it easy is that he is a very determined child and when it comes to his studies he puts more effort so that makes it easy for me.
 

P1S2 also highlighted the importance of providing her child with access to a quiet study room, echoing the findings of Labahn (2019). Schmid and Garrels (2021) further support the idea that having a quiet and conducive space for studying contributes to better focus and fewer distractions.

P1S1 added:


Is she studies and knows the concepts; my help is just to top on that so it is easier for me to help her unlike a person who does not study in their her own study room.
 

The participant said that helping a child who was already actively involved in his education was more manageable. This could be attributed to the child of P3S1 who already exhibits self-directed learning characteristics, such as the ability to initiate learning independently, understand concepts, and study autonomously. In such cases, parental participation becomes more about nurturing existing SDL skills. In contrast, a childless child involved in their learning can pose challenges to parents seeking to support their education.

Another participant added:


I think my children only comes to me when they have a problem they start their work; I only help wherever they want to be assisted. I don’t like doing everything for them (P3S2).
 

P5S1 added:


My child only come to me only when she struggle not with all their schoolwork.
 

The accounts of the participants suggest that their children are motivated by a genuine love of learning. These learners exhibit characteristics such as seeking help when faced with challenges, persistent effort, and taking responsibility for their work, all of which contribute to their motivation (Adamma et al., 2018). Furthermore, P4S2 highlighted the positive relationship their child has with neighbors, indicating that the child feels comfortable asking for help from them. Some participants, like P3S2, also mentioned relying on neighbors or their children for help, underlining the importance of community support and relationship building in townships. This emphasizes the communal spirit, the concept of ubuntu, and mutual care within township communities, where people come together to help each other. Furthermore, P1S2 noted that the ease of participation was influenced by the level of commitment of their child. This suggests that learners in townships who demonstrate a strong commitment to their studies make it easier for parents or legal guardians to actively participate and support them.

P1S2 elaborated:


I think what makes it easy is that he is a very determined child, when it comes to his studies he wants more, like he puts an effort so that makes it easy for me because if he is putting in the effort when I come it’s like “Oh you had been doing good”.
 

The findings suggest that some learners exhibit SDL skills, such as taking responsibility for their learning and demonstrating a willingness to persist and learn independently. However, it should be noted that only a few parents (P1S1, P1S2) explicitly mentioned that their children are dedicated and determined to study without external interference. In contrast, the majority of parents indicated that their children still rely on external regulation, studying only when directed by their parents, and taking their education seriously only when asked. This implies that for many learners, the development of SDL skills may be a gradual process influenced by various factors, including parental guidance. Furthermore, the theme highlighted the importance of parental education, and parents who have a higher educational background (tertiary education) are better equipped to help and encourage their children. This support contributes to fulfilling the psychological needs of relatedness and competence as outlined by Deci and Ryan (2020) and Geduld and Mdakane (2020).

This theme underscores the importance of community support, including the role of neighbors and teachers, in improving student education. Although some learners demonstrate certain SDL skills, the theme emphasizes the ongoing need for guidance. Furthermore, factors such as parental education level, community involvement, learners possessing SDL skills, parents who are teachers with subject knowledge, and financial means all contribute to enabling parents and legal guardians in this study to be involved and support their children’s education. The next section will explore parents’ perceptions regarding whether their children set their own learning goals.



5.4 Theme 4: perceptions of parents about whether their children set their own learning goals

In exploring the aspect of goal setting, parents were questioned about their children’s ability to set their own goals. Some parents say that their children are capable of setting and pursuing their own goals (P1S1, P3S1). In contrast, other parents indicated that their children do not actively set their own learning goals (P3S2, P4S1, P5S1 and P5S2). Furthermore, four parents expressed uncertainty about whether their children can independently set goals or not (P1S2, P2S1, P4S2, and P3S1). The implication is that for those learners whose parents state that they do not set learning goals for themselves; motivation might be adversely affected. This is noteworthy, as setting learning goals is recognized as a motivational factor that encourages individuals to exert effort toward goal attainment (Deci and Ryan, 2020, p. 3). Furthermore, it was observed that some learners rely heavily on their parents for setting goals rather than taking the initiative themselves. This dependency on parents could hinder the development of SDL skills and autonomy, as learners ideally need to be in control of their own goals (Deci and Ryan, 2020).

One participant elaborated:


My child relies on me much because I am educated, he/she does not set her own goals and I must be the one who helps (P4S1).
 

P1S1 alluded to:


Yes she does, and I try to set my own standards just to motivate her. When she targets 60% in certain subjects, I target higher and tell her to believe in herself because she is more than capable to achieve higher.
 

The statement from P1S1 suggests a dynamic where the parent holds a dominant role in goal setting, potentially limiting the child’s autonomy in determining goals based on their potential. Although this approach may contribute to building the learner’s competence and motivation for academic success, it is essential to strike a balance to foster the development of intrinsic motivation and SDL skills. Goal setting is in fact a critical element of intrinsic motivation and SDL. Township learners benefit from the ability to independently set their learning goals, contributing to their intrinsic motivation and fostering SDL characteristics (Adamma et al., 2018). Although parents play an important role in helping their children set goals, they must avoid dictating goals, allowing learners to develop autonomy in their academic journey. The next section will dive into parents’ perceptions of their learners’ academic success at school.



5.5 Theme 5: parent’s perception of their learner’s academic success at school

Parents and legal guardians’ perspectives on whether they anticipate their children’s academic success at school are crucial to understanding their expectations. These expectations, as indicated in the literature (Geduld and Mdakane, 2020), can significantly influence the motivation of learners. When exploring this, parents were asked about their beliefs about their children’s potential success in school and the reasons behind their convictions.

P1S1 expressed confidence in his child’s ability to succeed at school, even in the face of certain challenges.


Yes, but for now she’s not happy academically because of the Grade 10 workload.
 

The following perception encapsulates the view of one parent when asked if their child was academically successful or not.


Looking at his previous results and the way his not committed in doing his school work I can see that he can be successful academically (P3S2).
 

Another participant alluded to the following.


Definitely, because I am an example to him and also my child likes good things. He is so ambitious, also, he likes money (P4S1).
 

The views of P4S1 are also supported by Geduld and Mdakane (2020), who state that learners can learn new academic behaviors and skills by watching their teachers, peers, and parents. A parent participant whose child was determined and possessed certain SDL skills asserted:


…. because as I said I think he is a responsible child, and he is very determined even with difficulties of him being a teenager and all that. But you can see that he is determined to do something with his life and the academics his academics are just superb. (P1S2) P5S2, P3S1 and P5S1 believed that their children would be academically successful at school but could not elaborate on why they believed that their children would be academically successful at school.
 

Another participant expanded:


… they will be academically successful at school because they are smart, they take from me (P4S2).
 

The perspective of P4S2 implies that the academic competence of her children can be attributed to the influence she has on their learning. Analysis of the collected responses reveals a prevalent belief among most parents or legal guardians that their children are poised for academic success at school. This confidence is rooted in various factors, such as their children’s contentment at school, positive performance in previous report cards, the determination and focus exhibited by some learners, and the belief that they serve as positive role models. On the contrary, certain parents have reservations about their children’s academic prospects. This skepticism is often linked to concerns that their children are not sufficiently dedicated to their schoolwork and display a greater interest in fashion and social media than in their education. The forthcoming section will delve into the perceptions of parents and legal guardians regarding their children’s happiness at school.



5.6 Theme 6: parents’ perceptions of learners’ happiness at school

Recognizing whether their children are content at school is crucial for parents, as it engenders their active involvement in ensuring a sense of belonging and relatedness in their children’s lives (Deci and Ryan, 2020). This awareness can serve as an indicator of the level of motivation that their children have to attend school. Moreover, understanding the sources of their children’s happiness or unhappiness in the school environment is of paramount importance. P3S1 emphasized that her child’s presence at school is mainly influenced by social factors, such as friends and the company she keeps. The participant also disclosed that her child’s underperformance in grade 9 had a consequential impact on her choices of subjects for grade 10. This highlights the interconnectedness between a learner’s social experiences, academic performance, and subsequent decisions regarding their educational path. P3S1 elaborated:


The 16 year old it’s more social because she is not doing subjects she wanted to do because she lacked in grade 9 she had then had to choose her second option of subjects but she is not academically entirely happy with the subjects, my youngest one she doesn’t like school she knows that she had to but she gets excited to perform somethings or when doing sports but academically my child is an artist so I think she will preferably be an artist.
 

P3S2 similarly indicated that his child’s contentment at school is solely attributed to the presence of friends. P3S2 “Well what can I say in most cases he talks about his friends but he does not talk about academics mostly so I can say his happy at school because of his friends.”

Another participant stated:


I think they are because I have never received a complaint, no child of mine has ever come home with a problem (P5S1).
 

P5S1 elaborated on the perspective that her children lack happiness at school due to the way they are treated, citing discrimination based on their economic circumstances. The parent expressed concern that her children, who do not come from a financially affluent background and live in a shack, feel marginalized. However, the parents did not provide specific reasons for this perceived discrimination.


No, not at all. My child was sick and I wrote them a letter saying after he’s done writing, they must release him. He says he took an hour before they assist him but where others are assisted quickly. They are discriminating, but whether he is happy or not, he must work very hard.
 

Some parents opted not to respond to inquiries about their children’s happiness at school. The uncertainty surrounding their children’s emotional state stemmed from limited time spent together and concerns about potential discrimination by teachers. In contrast, those who reported contentment attributed it to positive influences from friends, peers, and the general school environment, with no reported grievances about school management. In particular, the main identified need was relatedness, encompassing a sense of closeness to others and belonging to a social group, as highlighted by Deci and Ryan (2020). This sense of connection, or attachment, is crucial for children’s motivation and overall well-being (Van den Broeck et al., 2016; Deci and Ryan, 2020). In the subsequent subtheme, we explore parents’ perceptions regarding actions that other parents can take to inspire their children to assume responsibility for their learning.



5.7 Theme 7: parents’ perceptions about what other parents can do to motivate their children to take responsibility for their own learning

This study revealed that certain parents or guardians observed that their children showed a sense of responsibility for their learning, demonstrating SDL skills. To go deeper into the parents’ comprehension of their roles in fostering motivation for SDL, I sought their advice for other parents. The following examples illustrate the recommendations they provided.

P4S1 alluded to:


They must follow up on their schoolwork and they mustn’t pressurise their kids especially with on their subjects’ choice, so allow your children to take something easy that will benefit him.
 

Another participant expanded:


I think parents should try and make their children have positive role models, their children must want to be somebody who achieve a lot, and somebody who is a singer cannot be a child’s role model if the child does not have the talent to sing (P5S1).
 

The participant further alluded that township learners lack positive role models who have achieved success through education and encouraged parents to advise their children about having role models that are educationally orientated. P3S2 suggested that parents in the township should not give their children the opportunity to openly discuss their problems with them.


Some don’t participate in helping their children. Parents need to know their children and they need to be part of the lives for their children. They must always check their books, always try to help where they can if they can’t seek to someone who can help. They must come to school for the feedback about their children and take action and motivate, encourage them and make sure that they study at home (P1S1).
 

Another participant added:


As a parent you can always give out something like a reward to a child for the achieved results on every term, I think that will make the child want to improve more academically (P5S2).
 

Based on the aforementioned analysis, participants offered several recommendations to parents who want to support their children in taking responsibility for their learning. First, they proposed that parents consistently review their children’s schoolbooks, a suggestion endorsed by the Department of Education (South Africa) (2016). Additionally, the participants emphasized the importance of allowing children to select subjects based on their strengths and weaknesses rather than imposing parental preferences. Although not extensively addressed in the existing literature, participants noted that many township learners face challenges when choosing subject streams, often influenced by peer pressure or parental expectations. Furthermore, participants underscored the importance of parental involvement in their children’s education, advocating for attendance at school meetings and the regular acquisition of performance feedback (Bunijevac, 2017). Another piece of advice was to ensure that children have positive role models, aligning with existing literature that encourages exposure to self-directed role models, including parents and teachers (Tokan and Imakulata, 2019). The subsequent subtheme will explore participants’ recommendations for teachers at school to motivate children to assume responsibility for their learning.



5.8 Theme 8: parental advice on what teachers at school can do to motivate children to take responsibility for their own learning

This section analyses the advice provided by participants in parents/legal guardians to teachers on motivating learners to be self-directed in their learning and take responsibility for their education. The following is an example of the recommendations they offered:

P4S1 suggested that teachers should participate in the ongoing assessment of learners, provide training, and emphasize that achieving the desired results may take time, but is achievable.


…. As a teacher, you must keep on assessing your learners, it trains them to be used to studying you cannot assess them once in a month, you must do it continuously because they forget. Also show them their results at the end of the day so that they can be motivated (P4S1).
 

P5S1 recommended that teachers establish emotional connections with their learners. The participant also proposed that teachers share positive stories about people who achieved greatness through education. The belief is that such narratives could inspire learners to work diligently and foster a sense of self-direction in their learning.

P5S1 elaborated:


I think teachers have to try and come to the level of learners sometimes tell them stories of people who achieved something through education. I think by that some of learners might change their attitude, some learners can start to understand that education can help them to achieve whatever they want.
 

This participant’s suggestion holds particular significance for township learners who require role models, positive narratives, and motivation to persevere in their studies. P5S1 highlighted that teachers should serve as inspirations for learners, particularly if academic success is the goal. The participant emphasized the importance of teachers being aware of their learners’ performance to effectively provide motivation.


If you need every learner in your class to pass, you should inspire them. You must also know the performance of your learners and try to motivate them.
 

P3S2, P1S2, P3S1, P5S2, and P2S2 collectively recommended that schools institute a system of recognition of hard-working learners. Specifically, P3S2 suggested honoring and providing incentives for the top achievers, proposing a system in which the top 10 achievers per term are recognized to instill motivation in learners. This aligns with the understanding that extrinsic motivation, involving rewards for achieving desired results, can effectively encourage learners to exert effort. Furthermore, P2S1 proposed that schools should impart the skill of creating study schedules to learners. The participant, acknowledging personal limitations as an uneducated parent, emphasized the importance of teaching learners how to manage their study schedules, as parents may only be able to monitor whether the child is engaging in studying or not:


I think the school must help us by ensuring that our children have study timetables and adhere to it, I am not educated and therefore cannot understand some of these things (P2S1).
 

This theme brought to light several key recommendations from parents, emphasizing the importance of continuous assessment, positive reinforcement, teacher encouragement, providing positive feedback to learners, and offering practical guidance in creating study schedules. The participants also stressed the importance of teachers knowing and understanding their learners, fostering personal connections with them, and serving as sources of inspiration and motivation. In the context of township learners, motivation is of particular importance in shaping their educational journey.

Mahlaba (2020) further supports the claim that SDL is transformative for learners, altering their perception of learning, instilling an understanding of the value of education, and subsequently cultivating SDL skills. Viewing education through a positive lens is crucial for township learners, fostering enthusiasm for learning and the acquisition of SDL skills. The implementation of positive reinforcement, including rewards and certificates, serves as an initial step in cultivating intrinsic motivation and fostering a sense of responsibility for learning. Recognizing the collaboration needed between parents and teachers, particularly in creating study timetables, is crucial for supporting, encouraging, and monitoring children’s learning. The following section will compare and discuss the perspectives of teacher-participants and parent/legal guardian-participants.



5.9 Findings regarding determining how parents or legal guardians could support the learners’ motivation to become self-directed

Parental involvement is crucial for the educational development of a learner, creating a secure and nurturing environment that fosters learning. Parents who actively participate in their children’s education led to better academic results, enhanced self-directed learning skills, and increased student confidence. The research underscores a strong association between factors from family history, such as parental educational level and income, and learning achievement. Actively engaged parents not only contribute to educational development but also stimulate intrinsic motivation. This discovery is important as it demonstrates that even parents without formal academic education can help /aid in the development of SDL by providing encouragement, structure, and emotional support. The literature consistently affirms that children are more likely to succeed, and their performance improves when parents or guardians are actively involved in their education. By expressing interest in their children’s academic pursuits, parents instill a profound appreciation for education and its significance in their children’s lives.

It is essential to note that parental involvement should not be contingent on formal education; parents can provide valuable social and emotional support. Involvement may manifest itself through helping with homework, regular attendance at school meetings, or monitoring their child’s academic progress. Additionally, support programs in which experienced parents’ mentor new ones in navigating the school setting can enhance parental participation, particularly in resource-constrained communities. Establishing a robust teacher-parent relationship is paramount to allowing parents to understand how best to intervene and support their children. Despite the undeniable benefits of parental participation, several barriers can impede participation, including limited financial resources, educational attainment, and busy schedules. Some parents may refrain from participating due to past experiences with academic challenges, which can affect their self-esteem. To overcome these barriers, schools must cultivate an open and inviting environment in which teachers and staff respond to parents. Viewing parents as indispensable partners in realizing children’s educational objectives fosters a positive parent-teacher relationship. This relationship empowers parents and promotes their active participation in their children’s education.



5.10 Findings with regards to parents’ or legal guardians’ perceptions of the influences of motivation on their children’s self-directed learning in township schools

The research findings highlight a prevalent positive attitude and belief among parents about their children’s potential for success at school. Parents expressed confidence in their children’s motivation to complete their academic journeys, attributing this motivation to positive outcomes such as self-directedness in learning. In particular, parents who perceived motivation as positively influencing their children’s learning were those who actively ensured the fulfillment of their children’s basic needs, autonomy, relatedness, and competence, and foster positive parent–child relationships.

Furthermore, parents who believed that motivation positively impacted their children’s self-directedness were characterized by their proactive efforts to expose, support and maintain high educational expectations for their children. These parents consistently affirmed their children’s strengths and competence in the classroom, emphasizing the pivotal role of support, motivation, parental beliefs, and ongoing involvement in shaping learners’ motivation and SDL skills (Geduld and Mdakane, 2020). Most parents and guardians perceive their academic and emotional support to be a significant motivating factor for their children. Participants actively seek the help of tutors and knowledgeable individuals within their communities to motivate and support their children, with the goal of school success.

Conversely, a few participants acknowledge the impact of socioeconomic factors, such as unemployment and financial constraints, coupled with the challenges of meeting the cognitive demands of their children’s schoolwork due to job responsibilities. These contextual factors are identified as affecting their children’s motivation to learn. In such cases, these parents rely on teachers to guide, motivate, and support their children. However, it was observed that some parents did not believe that motivation positively influenced their children’s self-directedness. These parents were also uncertain whether their children were intrinsically or extrinsically motivated. The data collection process further revealed instances of limited or no child–parent relationships, negatively impacting the fulfillment of the children’s three innate needs (Deci and Ryan, 2020). This underscores the importance of a positive parent–child relationship in fostering motivation and SDL skills in learners.




6 Recommendations on improving parental and community involvement and conclusion

This article concludes that the development of SDL among learners in township schools is influenced by motivation, intrinsic and extrinsic, as well as parental involvement and support. The findings reveal that while parents and guardians generally believe in the academic potential of their children, their ability to provide structured support is hampered by factors such as limited time, educational background, and access to resources. Research found that motivation requires the support of family and school environments, access to learning resources, and alignment with educational methodologies to be effective. The findings indicate that integrated interventions aimed at educators, parents and learners are essential to improve SDL.

Based on these conclusions, the following recommendations are made.

	a) To the Department of Basic Education (DBE): Provide targeted training and resources to support teachers in the promotion of SDL and implement policies that formalize parental participation as a key aspect of student development.
	b) To District Officials: Establish mentoring programs that train educators in SDL methodologies and support parental empowerment workshops.
	c) To teachers: Integrate SDL-promoting strategies into classroom practice, such as learner goal-setting sessions, progress monitoring tools, and peer collaboration techniques.
	d) To parents and guardians: Engage in simple and consistent practices at home that reinforce autonomy and responsibility, such as helping with homework, setting routines, and encouraging independent reading.

These recommendations are based on data and align with the conceptual framework of the article. They underscore the need for a systemic and collaborative approach to improve motivation and SDL among learners in disadvantaged educational contexts.
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Introduction: Parents are one of the stakeholders in evaluating schools, and families’ perspectives about schools are increasingly acknowledged as essential to educational decision-making. However, little is known about how parents’ perspectives on school happiness can be assessed. This article proposes a model for evaluating school happiness as perceived by parents/guardians.
Methods: Data were obtained through questionnaires administered to 641 parents. The model was tested using structural equation modeling techniques.
Results: The results identified four main components: relationships and teachers’ characteristics (People), teaching practice (Process), learning/leisure balance (Process), and green school (Place).
Discussion: The article discusses the development and validation of an instrument that can be used with parents/caretakers as one of the means of assessing a school’s overall happiness level and identifying key aspects to improve a school’s level of happiness. Implications for future research on the evaluation of happy schools are also discussed.

Keywords
 happiness; scale; parents; guardians; happy schools


1 Introduction

The relevance of studying happiness in schools is highlighted by the current mental health and wellbeing crisis, with children and youth unhappier and more anxious than ever. With the pandemic, anxiety and depression increased worldwide, and every 11 min, a young person dies by suicide (UNICEF, 2021), which is the fourth leading cause of death among 15–29-year-olds (WHO, 2023). Furthermore, one in three learners is bullied in school every month, and cyberbullying is globally widespread (UNESCO, 2024). The 2018 TALIS report showed that teachers who experience “a lot” of stress at work are more than twice as likely to want to leave teaching within the next five years (OCDE, 2020).

UNESCO (2024) placed the wellbeing of children and students at center stage and advocated for reimagining the educational framework. Schools should be places where students feel safe, valued, and happy so they can thrive socially and emotionally, not just academically. Bullying has a clear negative impact on several indicators of wellbeing. Being bullied on a more frequent basis has also been found to result in anxiety toward mathematics and a decrease in math scores by 18 points. Students need to feel safe at school, and when this does not happen, it affects them emotionally and academically (OCDE, 2023). These problems enter the classroom as stress factors. In addition, prioritizing the wellbeing of teachers is essential, as happy teachers have a significantly positive impact on students (OCDE, 2020), and for younger teachers, there is even the possibility of leaving the profession due to stress (Luthar and Mendes, 2020; Maynard et al., 2019).


1.1 The happy schools framework

The happy school concept is about people working together and respecting differences in a school that favors active teaching strategies, has green spaces, and is based on human and social values such as inclusion, trust, and empowerment (Gramaxo et al., 2024; UNESCO, 2024). The happy school concept supports the achievement of Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 3 (Good health and wellbeing) and 4 (Quality education). With regard to SDG 3, the happy school concept is related to an individual’s awareness of how to understand their emotions, appreciate the diversity that surrounds them, and adopt patience and empathy. This awareness encourages the individual to think reflectively about others, allowing them to develop concepts such as kindness, flexibility, and adaptability, which leads them to be tolerant and open to the diversity that surrounds them. The concept of a happy school is also related to an individual’s self-regulation, their skills in relationships and community involvement, and personal and social responsibility; ultimately, this concept enables individuals to resolve conflicts (UNESCO, 2021). With regard to SDG 4, the happy school concept is related to inclusive values, student and teacher relationships, teachers’ characteristics, teaching and learning strategies, indoor conditions, and outdoor green spaces in schools (Gramaxo et al., 2024; UNESCO, 2024).

Studies on happy schools have defined a framework consisting of three pillars—people, process, and place (Gramaxo et al., 2024; UNESCO, 2016)—based on a fourth pillar (principles), which together aggregate 12 criteria (UNESCO, 2024).

The Happy Schools Framework was developed primarily based on studies carried out in Asia. Nevertheless, cultural aspects may be determinants of what is valued in different contexts (Stearns, 2019), highlighting the importance of studying school happiness across different cultural contexts (Gramaxo et al., 2024).


1.1.1 People

The people pillar encompasses supportive and collaborative relationships, physical and emotional wellbeing, and teachers’ positive attitudes and attributes (UNESCO, 2024). Student happiness and wellbeing are fundamental to academic success and holistic development. Aspects related to relationships with friends are central to students’ positive experiences (Gramaxo et al., 2023b), with students valuing the time spent playing, chatting, and studying together. Positive relationships can promote students’ feelings of relatedness and facilitate adaptation to a new school environment (Kiuru et al., 2020; Ryan and Deci, 2017). Even the teacher’s strategy for determining who sits next to each other in a classroom may impact friendship formation and learning (Keller and Takács, 2019), and children’s classroom engagement is an essential mediator between their feelings of relatedness to peers and teachers and their academic achievement (Wang et al., 2019).

Inside the classroom, the socioeconomic composition of the school class seems to matter more than the ethnic or cognitive composition regarding academic development. However, the peer effect is still present since it influences students, making the students’ origins relevant (Dollmann and Rudolphi, 2020).

Students need to feel safe at school; when this does not happen, it affects them emotionally and impacts their performance. PISA 2022 data showed that students who experience bullying at least a few times a month see their math scores drop by 18 points (OCDE, 2020).

When it comes to parental participation in school life, there is evidence showing that teachers value parents’ involvement but also feel vulnerable to the increasing influence of parents, who scrutinize their work and encroach on their professional domain. To counter this, teachers can implement open communication and transparency to boost parents’ confidence and trust in their teaching skills or use diplomacy to avoid conflicts. Typically, this relationship is marked by situations linked to some problem, by the school’s action in guiding parents on how to educate their children, and by the decrease in parental involvement in school activities as the child progresses through the grades (Gramaxo, 2018; Oliveira and Marinho-Araújo, 2010). On the contrary, when parents perceive teachers’ work as efficient, they engage in collaborative relationships, and conflicts may decrease (Addi-Raccah and Grinshtain, 2022).

Recent studies have highlighted teachers’ crucial role in this process, not only as facilitators of learning but also as key influencers of students’ emotional wellbeing and satisfaction at school (Chayanuvat et al., 2019; Dai, 2024). The relationship between happy, satisfied teachers and student wellbeing is complex, but the results of studies so far indicate a strong positive correlation. Teachers who demonstrate high levels of job satisfaction and emotional wellbeing are more likely to create positive learning environments where students feel safe, valued, and motivated to learn (Bernal et al., 2023; Nalipay et al., 2024; Zheng, 2022).

There are several significant ways in which teachers influence student happiness (Chayanuvat et al., 2019). Firstly, establishing positive relationships between teachers and students is one of the most relevant factors. Successful teachers cultivate robust relationships of trust with their students, demonstrating concern for their physical and mental wellbeing and cultivating a sense of belonging and camaraderie. Furthermore, the establishment of a supportive environment is of paramount importance for the wellbeing of students. By fostering a secure and welcoming learning environment, educators can mitigate potential sources of conflict and stress, promoting a sense of wellbeing and engagement among students during the learning process.

Another crucial element is the facilitation of cooperative learning, wherein educators promote collaboration among students with diverse abilities, emphasizing collective achievement over individual competition. This cultivates teamwork abilities and fosters a supportive and inclusive atmosphere (Chayanuvat et al., 2019). Furthermore, teachers are instrumental in the management of stress within the classroom. Incorporating stress-reducing activities and teaching coping skills enables educators to foster a more relaxed and positive learning environment for their students.

These actions enable teachers to markedly enhance the happiness and wellbeing of their students, thereby creating a more effective and enjoyable learning experience.

A positive teacher–student relationship provides several key benefits for students’ academic and emotional development. Firstly, such a relationship encourages greater student participation in classroom discussions and activities, promoting more active engagement in the learning process and, consequently, enriching the educational experience (Dai, 2024). Furthermore, positive interactions with teachers can enhance students’ academic skills, helping them set and achieve future educational goals. Another crucial point emphasized by this author is the regulation of mental emotions. The presence of supportive relationships between teachers and students has been demonstrated to reduce students’ anxiety and emotional distress. This is achieved by creating a safe environment where students feel comfortable expressing their feelings and concerns. This results in enhanced learning outcomes, positively influencing academic performance across various subjects, including mathematics and physical education.

Cultivating relationships encourages students to express their ideas and engage in creative thinking processes, which, in turn, contributes to enhanced learning (Dai, 2024). Therefore, the author emphasized that the fostering of positive teacher–student relationships is of crucial importance, not only for the attainment of academic success but also for the emotional wellbeing of students.

Considering the findings presented in another research study (Zheng, 2022), the key conclusions regarding the influence of teacher interpersonal conduct on student wellbeing can be distilled as follows. The provision of emotional support by teachers has been identified as a key factor in meeting students’ emotional and social needs. This encompasses the provision of availability for students, engagement with their families, and demonstration of care and concern, all of which collectively cultivate a supportive learning environment. The quality of the teacher–student relationship is of paramount importance for the promotion of students’ wellbeing. Such relationships constitute a fundamental element of students’ educational experiences and can enhance their motivation and engagement in the educational process. Finally, the study posits that teacher interpersonal behavior mediates the relationship between teaching practices and student wellbeing. Positive interactions between teachers and students have been demonstrated to enhance student outcomes, including elevated wellbeing and academic achievement.



1.1.2 Process

Regarding processes, the happy school concept is about balancing the curricula with free time, learning through joyful and engaging strategies, and being assessed more holistically and flexibly (UNESCO, 2024). Although it is difficult to define best practices, as they depend on the objective, evidence shows that practicality is associated with student performance (Rato, 2023). Some researchers consider that Portuguese teachers can adapt and adjust their teaching strategies to their students’ difficulties, conducting their classes in a more instructional way (Liebowitz et al., 2018). On the contrary, others point out that what they should be doing is exploring alternative teaching practices and supportive strategies inside classrooms to respond to academic and social struggles (Abrantes, 2023).

Although teachers consider it a more significant investment of time to prepare and carry out outdoor classes and/or activities, students do not show negative results; on the contrary, given the physical and psychological benefits, outdoor lessons should take place more often (Fägerstam, 2012).

Evidence reveals that 3rd and 4th grade students participating in extracurricular activities rank lower in retention (Abrantes, 2023).

Field trips complement classroom teaching by creating an interactive environment where cognitive and affective learning occurs and where there are many opportunities for students to explore and discover things, even if the gains are no greater than those expected in the classroom (Sánchez-Fuster et al., 2023).

A previous qualitative study in Portugal related to parents’ perceptions of school happiness showed differences in appraisal by different stakeholders and highlighted the fact that parents’ perceptions of processes rely heavily on teacher competencies and extracurricular activities (Gramaxo et al., 2023b).



1.1.3 Place

With regard to place, a happy school is safe, accessible, and has digital and sustainable physical infrastructures that consider people’s disabilities, where walls showcase the school’s ideas and work. Happy school spaces are community hubs. The foundation of all this is built on personal and social principles, such as trust, inclusion, and empowerment (UNESCO, 2024; Gramaxo et al., 2024).

Taylor and Kuo (2009) found benefits of time spent in green spaces. Another study argued that increased access to green space improves wellbeing (Alexander et al., 2021).




1.2 Assessing school happiness

The analysis of a school’s reality includes not only the consideration of factors related to students’ academic results but also dimensions related to the opinions of parents, teachers, and staff, teaching practices, the organization of the institution, the attitudes and values of students, and the school climate.

Given the relevance of happiness for students’ development and the need to attract and retain teachers in schools, there is a need for schools to promote and nurture guidelines such as the ones outlined by UNESCO’s framework (UNESCO, 2024 and the work of Gramaxo et al., 2024; Gramaxo et al., 2023a,b).

Families’ perspectives on schools are increasingly recognized as relevant and necessary in policy-making. Families’ right to be heard regarding their children’s education has increasingly been understood and defended as essential to ensure that children’s best interests are fulfilled (European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education, 2022).

Parents and other guardians choose the school their children attend. For them, a happy school is where students have friends and good relationships with other students and teachers. In a happy school, teachers have positive attitudes and good teaching skills; students attending a happy school can learn through engagement, creativity, and the application of relevant and engaging content (Gramaxo et al., 2023b). Parents believe that what makes a school unhappy is a high workload, an unsafe environment where bullying exists, teachers with negative attitudes, a hostile learning environment, and bad relationships between students and students/teachers.

To assess and gather information that enables schools to act based on evidence, it is important to collect the opinions of parents and guardians, as they are one of the school’s key stakeholders. Parents are called upon to evaluate the school’s performance through interviews or questionnaires. When requested by government bodies, they provide feedback on the school’s pedagogical, didactic, administrative, and managerial performance, as well as its efficiency and effectiveness. This is seen more as control and regulation of the education system than as a beneficial contribution to teaching and learning strategies (Nogueira et al., 2019). However, when questioned internally, parents contribute to school self-improvement, with the primary goal of improving teaching and learning (Fernandes, 2019; Hofman et al., 2009), ultimately increasing school performance (Hofman et al., 2009). The present study aims to contribute to the research on happy schools by developing a tool that allows parents to voice their perspectives on school happiness—namely, the “Happy School Questionnaire – Parent/Guardian version”—enabling them to identify the aspects of a school that shape school happiness. By conducting the research in a Southern and Western European country, we expect to refine the understanding of the culturally relevant (Stearns, 2019) assessment of school happiness, which may be useful not only in Portugal—where the data were gathered—but also in informing other local and national efforts toward happy schools.




2 Methods


2.1 Item generation

The initial pool of questionnaire items was generated through an extensive literature review and qualitative and quantitative data from previous research (Gramaxo et al., 2023b). These items were derived through content analysis after administering an open-ended questionnaire to 1,399 parents. This process also involved identifying and extracting relevant items from existing scales and studies related to school happiness and wellbeing. The goal was to ensure comprehensive coverage of the constructs of interest, the four pillars of school happiness, identified by the UNESCO (2024). The initial list included 60 items.



2.2 Pilot testing and expert review

A pilot test was conducted with a sample of 20 respondents to assess the wording and comprehension of the initial items. This step was crucial to identify any ambiguities or misunderstandings in the questionnaire. Feedback from the pilot test was used to refine the items, ensuring clarity and relevance.

Following the pilot test, the refined items were reviewed by a panel of five experts in educational psychology and scale development. The experts evaluated the items for content validity, relevance, and representativeness of the constructs. Based on their feedback, further modifications were made to the items, resulting in an initial selection of items for the scale. A 5-point Likert scale was used, ranging from 1 (fully disagree) to 5 (fully agree).



2.3 Participants

The participants in this study were parents/guardians of students enrolled in Portuguese schools, including basic and secondary (ages 6 - 18). The sampling was non-probabilistic. The exploratory factor analysis (EFA) sample consisted of 348 parents, while the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) sample included 293 parents. All participants were 39 or older, ensuring a mature perspective on school happiness. The demographic characteristics of the samples are detailed in Table 1.



TABLE 1 Sample descriptives.
[image: Table comparing demographic variables of two samples: Sample 1 has 348 people and Sample 2 has 293. Sex: Sample 1 is 28 percent male and 72 percent female; Sample 2 is 31 percent male and 69 percent female. Age group: In Sample 1, 53 percent are ages thirty-nine to forty-nine, 42 percent are fifty to fifty-nine, and 5 percent are sixty plus; in Sample 2, 67 percent are thirty-nine to forty-nine, 29 percent are fifty to fifty-nine, and 4 percent are sixty plus. Education level: Sample 1 includes 26 percent with secondary, 62 percent with bachelor’s, and 12 percent with master’s degree; Sample 2 has 28 percent secondary, 64 percent bachelor’s, and 10 percent master’s. Employment status: Sample 1 is 84 percent employed, 11 percent unemployed, 5 percent retired; Sample 2 is 88 percent employed, 14 percent unemployed, 3 percent retired.]



2.4 Confidentiality and anonymity

No personal or professional data were collected from the participants to ensure confidentiality and anonymity. All responses were recorded anonymously, and the participants were assured that their data would be used solely for research purposes. The study adhered to ethical guidelines, ensuring that all information provided by the participants remained confidential and was not linked to any identifying information. It was approved by the Laboratory of Distance Education and eLearning of the Open University (Portugal) Ethics Committee and by the Portuguese Directorate-General for Education. This approach helped create a safe environment for the participants to share their honest opinions and experiences regarding school happiness.



2.5 Study 1. Exploratory factor analysis

An initial filtering process was conducted using exploratory factor analysis (EFA) with a sample of 348 participants. The purpose of the EFA was to identify the underlying factor structure of the scale and to reduce the number of items by eliminating those that did not load significantly on any factor. The EFA was performed using principal axis factoring with oblique rotation, as it allows for the factors to be correlated.



2.6 Study 2. Confirmatory factor analysis

To further refine the scale, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted with a separate sample of 293 respondents. The descriptives for both samples are presented in Table 1. The CFA aimed to validate the factor structure identified in the EFA and assess the model fit. Several fit indices were used to evaluate the model, including the chi-squared statistic, the comparative fit index (CFI), the Tucker–Lewis index (TLI), and the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA). Items that did not meet the criteria for a good model fit were revised or removed.




3 Results

Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) were conducted to validate the scale. The components used in these analyses were the 60 items previously identified through content analysis in Study 1. Skewness and kurtosis were assessed using SPSS version 21 to ensure that the data met the assumptions of normality.

In the EFA, all components were allowed to load on all factors, providing an initial understanding of the underlying factor structure. The analysis revealed several significant factors, each representing a distinct dimension of school happiness as perceived by the parents.

The CFA loadings were specified according to the hypothesized relationships between factors and their respective components. This step was crucial to confirm the factor structure identified in the EFA. The CFA model allowed for loadings between factors and their components, ensuring that the relationships hypothesized were accurately represented. In addition, in both the EFA and CFA, all factors were permitted to have non-zero covariances, reflecting the potential interrelationships between the different dimensions of school happiness.

The results of these analyses provided robust evidence for the validity and reliability of the “Happy School Questionnaire – Parent/Guardian version,” confirming its suitability for assessing parents’ and guardians’ perceptions of school happiness across multiple dimensions.

The internal consistency of the questionnaire was evaluated using Cronbach’s α, which yielded a value of 0.886. The 95% confidence interval, calculated through bootstrapping, ranged from 0.961 to 0.982, indicating excellent reliability. Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) with varimax rotation was conducted to determine how the components clustered together. We examined the eigenvalues of the factors, which suggested the potential for up to five factors. However, the reduction in eigenvalues after four factors was minimal. Therefore, we initially conducted an EFA using four factors. One factor had very low loadings, explaining only 5% of the variance. Consequently, we refined the model to include four factors with higher loadings, which accounted for 67% of the variance. For clarity, loadings below 0.4 were excluded from the visualization (Table 2).



TABLE 2 Cleaned item list after EFA.
[image: Table with four columns labeled Factor 1 through Factor 4 and rows listing school-related survey items such as student happiness, teacher-student relations, and classroom environment, each assigned numerical loadings under one or more factors.]

The final scale was tested using CFA and consisted of items that demonstrated strong psychometric properties, including high factor loadings, internal consistency, and construct validity. The resulting instrument is designed to capture parents’ perceptions of school happiness across multiple dimensions.

A first-order confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to evaluate the model fit using maximum likelihood estimation with a sample of 293 participants. The model fit indices were as follows: χ2(307, N = 293) = 914.95, p < 0.001; RMSEA = 0.083, 95% CI [0.077, 0.089]; SRMR = 0.057; CFI = 0.914; AIC = 1,030.95. The correlation coefficients between the factors, as shown in Table 3, indicated moderate to strong correlations.



TABLE 3 Factor correlations.
[image: Correlation matrix table with four variables labeled one to four along both axes. Diagonal values are one point zero zero zero, off-diagonal values range from zero point three five two to zero point seven eight three.]

Several measures demonstrated the factors’ reliability (Table 4). The Cronbach’s alpha values ranged from 0.893 to 0.953, indicating high internal consistency for all factors. The composite reliability (rho_c) values were similarly high, ranging from 0.907 to 0.953, further supporting the reliability of the constructs. In addition, the average variance extracted (AVE) values ranged from 0.632 to 0.873, indicating that the factors explained a substantial portion of the variance in the items. These results collectively confirmed the strong reliability and validity of the measurement model.



TABLE 4 Reliability indicators.
[image: Data table comparing four constructs on Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, and average variance extracted, with values ranging from 0.893 to 0.953 for reliability and 0.632 to 0.873 for AVE.]

The results of this study confirmed the significance of all identified factors in assessing school happiness from the parents’ perspectives. The exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses validated the structure and reliability of the “Happy School Questionnaire – Parent/Guardian version,” demonstrating that the factors of relationships and teachers’ characteristics, teaching practices, learning/leisure balance, and green school environments are crucial components of school happiness.

Given the factors’ high internal consistency and reliability, as evidenced by Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, and average variance extracted, we can confidently present a final list of items that accurately measure these dimensions. This validated instrument, developed with Western European parents/guardians, provides a robust tool for schools to gather valuable insights from parents, enabling them to identify strengths and areas for improvement in promoting a happy and supportive school environment. Table 5 presents the instrument.



TABLE 5 Happy school questionnaire—parent/guardian version.
[image: A table displays four school quality factors—relationships and teachers’ characteristics, teaching practice, green school, and learning/leisure balance—each detailing related items such as student happiness, teacher support, interesting practices, adequate green spaces, and balanced timetables.]



4 Discussion


4.1 Relationships and teachers’ characteristics (people)

The people dimension is the first pillar identified in the Happy Schools Framework (UNESCO, 2016). Our results reinforce the importance of this pillar from the perspective of Portuguese parents; having good teachers, friendly assistants, and good parent–teacher relationships also emerged as fundamental factors for happy schools in the present study. Therefore, our results align with the previous theory, further confirming the proposed instrument’s usefulness.

Within the relationships and teachers’ characteristics factor, the items concerning teachers—addressing both their professional skills and the interpersonal relationships they promote and establish—are the most numerous. They highlight the importance of teachers in fostering a happy school environment—an aspect demonstrated by numerous previous studies on the happiness of students (e.g., Chayanuvat et al., 2019; Dai, 2024; Wang et al., 2019) and now also confirmed from the perspectives of parents, as shown in the present study (Addi-Raccah and Grinshtain, 2022).

The importance of parents’ participation in schools is emphasized both in the Happy Schools Framework (UNESCO, 2016) and other studies (Addi-Raccah and Grinshtain, 2022), and it is also reflected in parents’ perspectives on happy schools, as captured by the instrument presented in this study. However, peer relationships—highlighted in other studies (e.g., Kiuru et al., 2020) and in the UNESCO (2016) framework—are less evidently represented among the items included in the validated scale. This may stem from the fact that parents/caretakers experience schools and their happiness levels from a different perspective, one that focuses more on other aspects of the school. Nevertheless, an item related to the classroom environment and another related to the lack of discrimination and injustice—both of which imply peer relationships—are included in this factor.

Finally, other workers at school, namely school assistants, are also represented in the questionnaire. These individuals are often overlooked, which may highlight the need for further research on their roles in promoting happy schools.



4.2 Teaching practice (process)

Teaching practices are represented as a factor in the proposed scale. This factor aligns with one of the pillars of the Happy Schools Framework—process—although not entirely. For our sample, the items related to time management were grouped into another factor, as we observed and will further analyze. Nevertheless, the teaching practice factor accounts for many of the aspects included in the process pillar—innovative pedagogies and assessment strategies, curiosity, inquiry, and creative-based experiences; locally relevant, globally conscious learning content; and celebrating achievement—each of which were clearly reflected in the items that loaded onto this factor (UNESCO, 2016).

All these activities and practices were included in this factor in a way that aligns with the theoretical framework behind our work.

Items related to teaching practices at school demonstrate their relevance, as highlighted in previous literature (Liebowitz et al., 2018; Rato, 2023; Abrantes, 2023). Extracurricular activities, including field trips, are also valued in the instrument, confirming the relevance identified in previous studies (Gramaxo et al., 2023b; Sánchez-Fuster et al., 2023; Abrantes, 2023).



4.3 Learning/leisure balance (process)

Our results unveiled a novel factor—learning/leisure balance. Although aspects related to this factor are included in the Happy Schools Framework, specifically within the process pillar, criterion 4 (Balanced curricula), they appear to be perceived as a separate dimension by Portuguese parents/guardians. This difference may reflect different cultural practices and values, given that the original happy schools studies were conducted in Asia (UNESCO, 2024). Portugal is one of the countries in Europe where students spend the most time in compulsory education—over 8,000 h (OECD, 2019). This fact may explain why parents view learning/leisure balance as a separate dimension when evaluating how happy a school is. This finding not only highlights the need for a contextualized measurement of school happiness—one that takes into account cultural and systemic variables influencing the perception of this construct (Stearns, 2019)—but also contributes to a better understanding of the happy school concept. Although learning/leisure balance is valued differently, it remains aligned with dimensions identified in previous studies.

Students’ workload can be defined as the time they report spending on academic work assigned in class, the time they spend working on assigned homework, and the time they spend preparing for their courses outside of the school day. Nevertheless, perceptions of workload are influenced by content, difficulty level, type of assessment, and teacher–student and student–student relationships. Workload and surface approaches to learning are interrelated in what appears to be a complex, reciprocal relationship. It is possible to inspire students to work long hours toward high-quality learning outcomes if attention is paid to teaching approaches, assessment, and curriculum design in the broadest sense. Therefore, it is important to have open evaluation systems that gather feedback on a wide array of curriculum variables (Kember, 2004).

Overall, Portuguese teachers have a 25-h weekly mandatory schedule, usually divided into 5 h a day. Schools also allocate extra teaching hours for tutoring or preparing students for exams in subjects that require it (Abrantes, 2023). These 25-h schedules can easily turn into 28 h of classroom time. Teachers may also need help in balancing teaching and leisure time.



4.4 Green school (place)

Place—including both school spaces and digital spaces, as well as safety and accessibility—forms a part of the Happy Schools Framework (UNESCO, 2016). Once again, our scale aligns with this theoretical underpinning by highlighting a separate factor related to place. However, in our case, the school’s physical facilities were factored in, with outdoor spaces and activities playing a significant role in this factor, which led us to propose this designation. This difference in conceptualizing the important aspects pertaining to place may also reflect cultural and geographical differences, further highlighting the need to contextualize the assessment of happy schools (Stearns, 2019).

Our results are also in line with those of Taylor and Kuo (2009), who discussed the benefits of time spent in green spaces. Another study argued that increased access to green space improves wellbeing (Alexander et al., 2021).

Aspects related to school conditions and equipment were also included in this factor of the questionnaire. Nevertheless, other aspects of the place pillar of the Happy Schools Framework (UNESCO, 2024), such as the safety of online spaces or the use of the school as a community hub, are not clearly reflected in the items of this factor. These may be aspects that parents and caregivers pay less attention to when assessing school happiness.



4.5 Limitations and suggestions for future studies

The primary limitation of the study is the fact that the samples, although large, were non-probabilistic, which cautions against the nationwide validation of the scale, as this may have unintentionally introduced bias. Further application of the scale with more diverse samples may contribute to a better understanding of how parents perceive happiness across the country. Furthermore, the study’s strength of contributing to the contextual and culturally relevant understanding of school happiness in Portugal carries with it the possible lack of relevance in other countries. While Southern and Western European countries may cautiously adapt the scale to their realities, the results caution against simply translating and applying it in vastly different educational systems or cultural settings. Consequently, future research should focus on adapting the scale to different contexts and exploring possible comparative studies. Longitudinal studies, focusing on how changes introduced in schools may affect school happiness and how school happiness may evolve in the face of involuntary changes, are also recommended, as the developed instrument is intended to support school improvement initiatives. The research team is currently working on validating an instrument to measure school happiness from the perspective of students, and integrative studies comprising the perspectives of multiple stakeholders will contribute to a more complex, nuanced, and contextually relevant understanding of school happiness, thereby better guiding practical and policy measures. Studies focusing on the relationships between school climate, wellbeing, happiness, and academic success in Portuguese schools will contribute to a better understanding of the phenomenon under investigation and its broader implications.




5 Conclusion

The present study led to the presentation of an instrument—the Happy School Questionnaire – Parent/Guardian version—developed and validated using two non-probabilistic samples of parents/guardians of children in Portuguese compulsory education. The results, as discussed, are closely aligned with the theoretical framework that guided the development of the instrument, namely the Happy Schools Framework (2024). At the same time, they acknowledge and reflect differences in perceptions, both among the stakeholders involved in the appraisal, as previously demonstrated (Gramaxo et al., 2023a,b) and in terms of possible cultural differences and the specific characteristics of the educational systems—such as the emergence of learning/leisure balance (Process) as a separate factor. The theoretical and scientific contributions of these contextual differences (Stearns, 2019) point to the need to validate and adapt measures of school happiness for different stakeholders and contexts. The present instrument may be cautiously useful to guide research in other Southern and Western European countries, but it will necessarily have to undergo cultural validation.

Consistent with positive psychology, which emphasizes cultivating strengths and wellbeing rather than merely addressing deficiencies, happy school-inspired studies emphasize the significance of fostering positive relationships in educational settings to optimize overall student wellbeing. In this context, the results are also relevant in practical terms. The resulting questionnaire can be used in Portuguese schools to assess parents’ perceptions of school happiness, aiding schools and school administrations, as well as government-level decision-makers, in identifying specific and contextual aspects for improvement at both local and national levels.
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Objective: To explore the differences in parental rearing styles and competitive attitudes between college students from low-income and non-low-income families. The goal is to provide insights into their holistic development and psychological adaptation in diverse competitive environments.
Methods: A total of 1,000 college students were surveyed using a general information questionnaire, the Egna Minnen Beträffande Uppfostran questionnaire, and the Competitive Attitude Scale. Among them, 188 were identified as low-income students and 750 as non-low-income students.
Results: (1) Significant differences were observed between low-income and non-low-income students in parental emotional warmth and understanding, paternal denial and rejection, maternal favoritism, and malignant competitive attitude (p < 0.05). (2) Parental emotional warmth and understanding were positively correlated with benign competitive attitude (p < 0.01). (3) Parental rejection, denial, favoritism, and overprotection were negatively correlated with malignant competitive attitude (p < 0.05). (4) Paternal punishment and strictness were positively correlated with malignant competitive attitude (p < 0.01).
Conclusion: Positive parental rearing styles enhance the subjective well-being of low-income students and foster benign competitive attitudes, whereas negative parental rearing styles reduce well-being and promote excessive competitive tendencies.
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1 Introduction

Parental rearing style is closely associated with individual psychological development, and its impact on competitive attitude has become a research focus in educational and psychological fields. Studies indicate significant correlations between parental rearing styles and children’s competitive attitudes (Ding et al., 2024). The influence of fathers and mothers differs markedly in the upbringing process (Yang and Zhao, 2020). Parental rearing styles can be categorized as positive or negative based on dimensions such as emotional warmth, strictness, and overprotection (Žerak et al., 2024). Investigating the relationship between parental rearing style and competitive attitude helps reveal how family environments shape psychological traits, providing theoretical support for optimizing family education. Additionally, family income, as a critical contextual variable, significantly influences parental rearing styles and individual psychological development (Afif, 2019).

Existing research on psychological development predominantly focuses on adolescents, exploring links between parental rearing styles and academic performance or mental health (Boonk et al., 2018), while studies on college students remain limited. College students represent a unique population within the developmental stage of emerging adulthood. Significant psychosocial distinctions from adolescence include: intensified needs for autonomy, novel challenges in career orientation and independent decision-making (Arnett, 2000), and transformed familial influence shifting from direct control to implicit guidance (Arnett, 2014). This study therefore targets the collegiate cohort to unravel the mechanistic pathways linking family income, parental rearing styles, and competitive attitudes during this pivotal developmental window. Most prior work examines single variables, lacking a comprehensive analysis of the interplay among family income, parental rearing style, and competitive attitude. This study addresses these gaps by focusing on the college student population, analyzing the relationships among family income, parental rearing style, and competitive attitude. It reveals differences in rearing styles and competitive attitudes between low-income and non-low-income students and explores their correlations.

This study fills a critical research void by targeting college students as the research subject. It provides a novel perspective for understanding the psychological adaptation mechanisms of college students by holistically examining the connections among family income, parental rearing style, and competitive attitude. Findings from relevant literature (Luo, 2022; Ge et al., 2022; Ju et al., 2020) indicate significant differences in competitive attitudes between low-income and non-low-income students. These disparities arise from multifaceted causes, with the parental rearing style in their families of origin playing a central role. Parental rearing styles subtly shape psychological development through daily interactions and emotional transmission, thereby influencing competitive attitudes. Low-income students may exhibit high levels of anxiety, depression, and inferiority due to economic pressures and distinct rearing practices in their families of origin. These psychological traits further impact their competitive attitudes.



2 Methods


2.1 Participants

Participants were selected using the university’s financial aid database, which identified low-income students. A total of 188 low-income students and 750 non-low-income students were screened. Stratified random sampling was then employed to recruit 1,000 participants, ranging from freshmen to seniors, across two universities in Weifang. A total of 938 valid questionnaires were collected, yielding a response rate of 93.8%. During data collection, a behavioral quality control model was applied to evaluate the sincerity of respondents’ answers, identify potential batch responses from bots or individuals, and flag low-quality or invalid questionnaires. Participants’ response quality was recorded to refine future survey sampling. To address sample size imbalance, we implemented stratified random sampling with post-stratification weighting coefficients calculated using Cochran’s formula. This procedure effectively minimized selection bias, establishing measurement invariance (χ2/df < 2, CFI > 0.95) for cross-group behavioral comparisons. The purpose of the study was not disclosed in advance to mitigate emotional resistance caused by the concentrated testing of low-income students.



2.2 Instruments


2.2.1 General information questionnaire

The general information questionnaire included basic information such as age, gender, place of origin, department, academic year, family economic status, and single-parent family status.



2.2.2 Parental rearing style

Parental rearing style refers to a relatively stable behavioral pattern encompassing various parenting behaviors during the process of raising and educating children (Perris et al., 1980). This study utilized the Chinese version of the Egna Minnen Beträffande Uppfostran (EMBU-C) questionnaire, originally developed by Perris et al. (1980) and revised by Yue et al. (1993). The EMBU comprises 66 items, requiring participants to retrospectively evaluate the rearing styles of their fathers and mothers. It includes six paternal factors (PF) and five maternal factors (MF): PF1: paternal emotional warmth and understanding; PF2: paternal punishment and strictness; PF3: paternal over-interference; PF4: paternal rejection and denial; PF5: paternal favoritism toward the participant; PF6: paternal overprotection, MF1: maternal emotional warmth and understanding; MF2: maternal punishment and strictness; MF3: maternal over-interference and overprotection; MF4: maternal rejection and denial; MF5: maternal favoritism toward the participant. The revised version of this scale demonstrated good reliability and validity. In this study, the overall Cronbach’s α coefficient for the scale was 0.79. The average Cronbach’s α coefficients for individual factors ranged from 0.65 to 0.87 (mean = 0.71). Split-half reliability coefficients ranged from 0.61 to 0.91 (mean = 0.79), and test–retest reliability coefficients (2-week interval, n = 186) ranged from 0.66 to 0.90 (mean = 0.76, all p < 0.001), confirming the robust reliability of the scale (Rademacher et al., 2023).



2.2.3 Competitive attitude

Individual competitiveness refers to the relatively stable psychological characteristics manifested in the competitive awareness, motivation, cognition, and attitude of an individual, representing a comprehensive psychological construct (Masud et al., 2019). Competitive attitude, as a component of individual competitiveness, denotes an intrinsic, stable, and enduring psychological response tendency toward competition. It is commonly conceptualized across two dimensions: benign competition and excessive competition. This study employed the Competitive Attitude Scale (CAS) revised by Chen et al. (2003). The scale comprises two subscales: the Benign Competitive Attitude Subscale and the Excessive Competitive Attitude Subscale, The scale comprises two subscales: the Benign Competitive Attitude Subscale and the Excessive Competitive Attitude Subscale, with a total of 27 items. The CAS exhibits strong reliability and validity, with an internal consistency coefficient (Cronbach’s α) of 0.860 for the Benign Competitive Attitude Subscale and 0.710 for the Excessive Competitive Attitude Subscale.



2.2.4 Definition of low-income students

A student in financial difficulty is one whose financial ability and that of their family make it hard to meet the basic expenses for study and living during the school year. The basis for recognition includes: family economic factors, special group factors, factors of regional economic and social development levels, factors of emergencies, factors of student consumption, and other relevant factors affecting the economic situation of a family. Students with family economic difficulties are classified into three levels: general difficulty, difficulty, and special difficulty. General difficulty means that the student and their family cannot yet fully provide for the student’s study and basic living expenses during the school period, and the monthly living expenses that the family can provide is less than 1,000 yuan; difficulty means that the student and their family can only partially provide for the student’s study and basic living expenses during the school period, and the monthly living expenses that the family can provide is less than 600 yuan; special difficulty means that the student and their family cannot provide for the student’s study and basic living expenses during the school period, and the monthly living expenses that the family can provide is less than 1,000 yuan. Special hardship means that the student and their family are completely unable to provide for the student’s study and living expenses during the school period, and the monthly living expenses provided by his/her family is less than 300 yuan. This study refers to students with financial difficulties who are recognized as being in difficulty and special difficulty during their school years.




2.3 Research process and data analysis

Statistical analysis was conducted using SPSS 27.0 software. A series of statistical indicators and analytical methods was applied. Descriptive statistics (e.g., means, standard deviations) were used to summarize the basic characteristics of family income, parental rearing style (including dimensions such as emotional warmth/understanding, rejection/denial, favoritism, overprotection, and punishment), and competitive attitude (benign and malignant competition). Analysis of variance was employed to compare the significance of differences in parental rearing styles and competitive attitudes between low-income and non-low-income students. Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated to analyze linear relationships between parental rearing styles and competitive attitudes.




3 Results


3.1 Comparison of parental rearing styles between low-income and non-low-income students

As shown in Table 1, low-income students scored significantly lower than non-low-income students in paternal emotional warmth and understanding (p < 0.05) and paternal denial and rejection (p < 0.05). However, no significant differences were observed in paternal punishment/strictness, over-interference, favoritism, or overprotection. Table 2 reveals that for maternal rearing styles, low-income students scored significantly lower than non-low-income students in maternal emotional warmth and understanding (p < 0.05) and maternal favoritism (p < 0.05). No significant differences were found in maternal over-interference/protection, denial/rejection, or punishment/strictness.



TABLE 1 Independent samples t-test of paternal rearing styles between low-income and non-low-income students (N = 938).
[image: Table comparing paternal parenting factors between low-income and non-low-income students. Significant differences observed for PF1 (paternal emotional warmth and understanding, t-value 11.29**) and PF4 (paternal rejection and denial, t-value 5.18*).]



TABLE 2 Independent samples t-test of maternal rearing styles between low-income and non-low-income students (N = 938).
[image: Table comparing five maternal factor scores (mean ± standard deviation) between low-income and non-low-income students, showing significant t-values for MF1 (6.11*) and MF5 (8.71**) only. Footnote defines MF1–MF5 and significance levels.]



3.2 Comparison of competitive attitudes between low-income and non-low-income students

As shown in Table 3, no significant difference was observed in benign competitive attitude between low-income and non-low-income students. However, low-income students exhibited significantly lower scores in malignant competitive attitude compared to non-low-income students (p < 0.01).



TABLE 3 Independent samples t-test of competitive attitudes between low-income and non-low-income students (N = 938).
[image: Table comparing benign competitive attitude (BCA) and malignant competitive attitude (MCA) between low-income and non-low-income students, showing means, standard deviations, and t-values, with a significant difference noted for MCA at p < 0.01.]



3.3 Impact of single-parent status on parental rearing style and competitive attitude among low-income students

The survey revealed that the proportion of single-parent families among low-income students was significantly higher than among non-low-income students. Accordingly, differences in parental rearing styles and competitive attitudes were further analyzed between single-parent and non-single-parent low-income students. Table 4 indicates that single-parent low-income students scored significantly higher in paternal emotional warmth and understanding compared to non-single-parent low-income students (p < 0.05). Moreover, single-parent low-income students scored significantly lower in maternal over-interference/protection (p < 0.05), maternal rejection/denial (p < 0.05), maternal favoritism (p < 0.05), and benign competitive attitude (p < 0.05). No significant differences were observed in paternal punishment/strictness, paternal over-interference, paternal rejection/denial, paternal favoritism, paternal overprotection, maternal emotional warmth/understanding, maternal punishment/strictness, or malignant competitive attitude.



TABLE 4 Independent samples t-test of parental rearing styles between single-parent and non-single-parent low-income students (N = 938).
[image: Table comparing mean and standard deviation scores between single-parent and non-single-parent families on five psychological scales: Q1 to Q5 and BCA, with significant t-values noted for all differences (p < 0.05).]



3.4 Correlation analysis between paternal rearing style and competitive attitude among low-income students

As shown in Table 5, paternal emotional warmth and understanding exhibited a significant positive correlation with benign competitive attitude (p < 0.01). Paternal punishment and strictness (p < 0.01), paternal rejection and denial (p < 0.01), and paternal favoritism toward the participant (p < 0.01) were significantly positively correlated with malignant competitive attitude. Paternal overprotection also showed a significant correlation with malignant competitive attitude (p < 0.05). However, paternal over-interference demonstrated no significant correlation with either benign or malignant competitive attitude.



TABLE 5 Correlation analysis between paternal rearing styles and competitive attitudes (r-values, N = 938).
[image: Data table comparing correlation coefficients for six paternal factors (PF1 to PF6) between benign competitive attitude (BCA) and malignant competitive attitude (MCA), with asterisks indicating statistical significance and a note explaining abbreviations and significance thresholds.]



3.5 Correlation analysis between maternal rearing style and competitive attitude among low-income students

As shown in Table 6, maternal emotional warmth and understanding was significantly correlated with benign competitive attitude (p < 0.01). Maternal over-interference and overprotection (p < 0.01), maternal rejection and denial (p < 0.01), and maternal favoritism toward the participant (p < 0.01) exhibited significant negative correlations with malignant competitive attitude. Maternal emotional warmth and understanding also showed a negative correlation with malignant competitive attitude (p < 0.05). Maternal over-interference and overprotection (p < 0.01) and maternal rejection and denial (p < 0.01) were significantly positively correlated with malignant competitive attitude. Maternal punishment and strictness demonstrated no significant correlation with either benign or malignant competitive attitude.



TABLE 6 Correlation analysis between maternal rearing styles and competitive attitudes (r-values, N = 938).
[image: Data table comparing two groups, benign competitive attitude (BCA) and malignant competitive attitude (MCA), across five maternal factors: emotional warmth (MF1), punishment (MF2), overprotection (MF3), rejection (MF4), and favoritism (MF5). Significant correlations are indicated, with positive and negative values marked by asterisks for statistical significance. Explanatory notes clarify each MF abbreviation.]




4 Discussion


4.1 Differences in parental rearing styles between low-income and non-low-income students

This study demonstrates that low-income students scored significantly lower than non-low-income students in the dimensions of parental emotional warmth and understanding and maternal favoritism toward the participant. These findings align with prior research by Lee (2022) and Jeon and Neppl (2016). Potential explanations include as follows: (1) Parents of low-income students often face substantial financial strain, dedicating most of their time and energy to livelihood sustenance. This situation reduces their availability for emotional engagement with their children, thereby diminishing their capacity to provide emotional warmth and understanding. (2) Parents of low-income students generally have lower educational attainment and are more likely to engage in manual labor. Their parenting practices lack guidance from scientific educational theories, focusing predominantly on meeting children’s material needs while neglecting psychological needs. Since maternal education level can exert independent effects on children’s psychological development through non-economic mechanisms (Lundborg et al., 2022; Davis-Kean, 2005), rather than operating solely through family economic conditions, this study excluded parental education levels from its measurement framework.

Notably, low-income students scored significantly lower in paternal rejection and denial compared to non-low-income students. This result may be attributed to the following: (1) Fathers in low-income families often experience guilt over the family’s financial hardships, which they may internalize as a personal failure. Consequently, they adopt compensatory parenting strategies, minimizing rejection or denial behaviors to meet their children’s demands. (2) Low-income students typically exhibit a heightened awareness of their family’s economic limitations, leading them to avoid making excessive or unreasonable requests. This self-restraint reduces opportunities for parental rejection or denial (Zhang et al., 2017; Ding et al., 2022).



4.2 Differences in competitive attitudes between low-income and non-low-income students

Existing research predominantly focuses on the relationship between academic performance and mental health, with limited direct exploration of competitive attitudes. Fontenot et al. (2019) highlights that family economic status significantly impacts the psychological and behavioral development of students, suggesting that low-income students may exhibit lower academic engagement and more negative competitive attitudes. However, the current study found no significant difference in benign competitive attitude between low-income and non-low-income students. By contrast, low-income students scored significantly lower in malignant competitive attitude (p < 0.01). This discrepancy may be due to the higher professional accomplishments of non-low-income students’ parents, who often set elevated expectations and impose stricter academic demands on their children. Such parental pressure for success may drive non-low-income students to adopt extreme behavioral strategies in competitive contexts, thereby fostering malignant competitive attitudes.



4.3 Impact of single-parent status on parental rearing style and competitive attitude among low-income students

Existing studies indicate that single-parent families are disproportionately represented among low-income students, with their prevalence significantly higher than among non-low-income students (Toda et al., 2008). This study demonstrates that single-parent low-income students scored significantly higher in paternal emotional warmth and understanding (p < 0.05) but lower in maternal over-interference and overprotection (p < 0.05), maternal rejection and denial (p < 0.05), and maternal favoritism (p < 0.05) compared to non-single-parent low-income students (Hiko et al., 2023). Single-parent low-income students also exhibited lower benign competitive attitude scores (p < 0.05) (Ma et al., 2015). Potential explanations for these findings include: (1) Paternal Compensatory Behavior: Fathers in single-parent families may compensate for the absence of maternal care by providing heightened emotional warmth and understanding. (2) Maternal Stress and Parenting Patterns: Single mothers, burdened by socioeconomic and psychological pressures, may adopt restrictive, rejecting, or indulgent parenting behaviors. (3) Psychological Vulnerabilities: Children from single-parent families often experience low self-esteem, sensitivity, and depressive tendencies, which hinder cooperative social interactions and healthy competitive attitudes.



4.4 Correlation analysis between parental rearing style and competitive attitude among low-income students

This study reveals that parental emotional warmth and understanding significantly positively correlate with benign competitive attitude (p < 0.01) (Liu et al., 2020). Conversely, parental rejection and denial, favoritism, and overprotection show significant positive correlations with malignant competitive attitude (p < 0.05) (Asselmann et al., 2015). Notably, paternal punishment and strictness are also positively associated with malignant competitive attitude (p < 0.01) (Zhang et al., 2023). These findings suggest that parental emotional warmth fosters optimistic traits and adaptive communication skills, enabling students to engage constructively in competition. By contrast, critical, punitive, or dismissive parenting erodes self-esteem, leading to either competitive avoidance or excessive competitiveness through maladaptive strategies (Festen et al., 2013; Visser et al., 2013; Liber et al., 2008).




5 Conclusion

This study uncovers significant differences in parental rearing styles and competitive attitudes between low-income and non-low-income students. Family income indirectly shapes the competitive attitudes of students by influencing parental rearing practices. Consequently, universities should integrate ideological and political education with family education support for low-income students. For economically disadvantaged two-parent families, psychological counseling should be implemented to optimize parenting behaviors, foster harmonious parent–child relationships, and enhance family functioning. Concurrently, schools should provide necessary resources and support to assist parents in better understanding and addressing their children’s developmental needs. Special attention is required for single-parent households experiencing financial hardship. Parenting workshops should help single parents adopt more constructive disciplinary approaches while reducing excessive intervention in their children’s lives. Simultaneously, student mutual support groups should be established to facilitate emotional companionship among peers. Furthermore, gradual and structured competitive activities should be designed to help children develop positive mindsets toward competition within psychologically secure environments. Collectively, these measures support children from single-parent families in cultivating healthy perspectives on competition and building self-confidence within resource-constrained ecological conditions.

This study acknowledges certain limitations, notably that parental education level was not incorporated as a study variable. Future research should integrate parental educational background into analytical frameworks to comprehensively examine its interactive effects with family socioeconomic status on student behaviors. Such multidimensional analysis will advance a more holistic understanding of how familial environments shape psychological characteristics, thereby generating evidence-based guidance for family education practices.
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Introduction: This study explores perceptions of parental involvement among parents and teachers within the Israeli education system. The research focus is on presenting and comparing the perspectives of each group, to understand the dynamics between these two crucial stakeholders in children's education.
Purpose/hypotheses: The aim of the study was to understand and compare parents' and teachers' perceptions of parental involvement in the Israeli education system. The hypothesis was that there would be differences in how these two groups view parental involvement. Examining these perceptions uncover potential areas of misalignment or conflict that might impact the effectiveness of parent-teacher collaboration.
Materials and methods: The primary methodological approach employed in this study was Facet Theory, supplemented by conventional statistical analyses. The study participants comprised 215 teachers from various schools nationwide, teaching grades 1–12, and 215 parents with children in the same grade range. To collect data, participants were asked to complete an anonymous self-report parental involvement questionnaire in which they classified parental functions based on their degree of agreement, ranging from absolute disagreement to approval and desire for such activities. This approach allowed for a comprehensive examination of parents' and teachers' perspectives across various educational levels.
Results: The findings of this study indicate that parents' and teachers' perceptions of parental involvement differ fundamentally. Teachers' current perceptions of parental involvement were consistent with views reported in the literature three decades ago or more. They do not desire parental involvement beyond what they deem “necessary” and are averse to interference in their professional practice. According to this study's results, teachers perceive parental involvement to include the following functions: controlling school processes, participating in “obligatory” activities inherent to the parental role, and “service provision” –when needed, and they prefer that parents do not exceed the boundaries of “service provider.” Conversely, the parents' perceptions of parental involvement aligned with more recent research, which advocates for balanced parental engagement. Accordingly, parents are viewed as partners in the educational process at school, and it is believed that collaborative efforts between parents and school staff lead to improved student academic achievements. The research findings provide evidence that parents' perceptions of parental involvement consist of supporting and supplementing school resources, supervising school processes, partnership in extracurricular pedagogical processes, and maintaining awareness of internal pedagogical processes. Moreover, evidence suggests that these components relate to two loci of control: the school and its environment and the parent alone.
Discussion: The comparison between teachers' and parents' perceptions revealed significant differences; observing them can serve as a solid foundation for fostering dialogue between the two parties. This dialogue can lead to a mutual understanding and a clear, agreed-upon definition of parental involvement, paving the way for a collaborative approach between parents and teachers in the Israeli education system and ultimately promoting student success.
Limitations: This study has several limitations that should be considered when interpreting the findings, including a parent sample with higher educational attainment (83.3% holding academic degrees vs. 27.3% nationally) and predominantly female participants in both parent (86%) and teacher (93.5%) groups, which may reflect natural patterns of educational engagement but could limit broader generalizability. The online distribution method made it challenging to calculate precise response rates, and data collection during the COVID-19 pandemic may have influenced participants' perspectives on parental involvement. The findings are primarily applicable to the Israeli educational context and may require adaptation when considered in other cultural settings.
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1 Introduction and theoretical background


1.1 Parental involvement

Parental involvement in the education system is a topic that has been researched worldwide, yet researchers cannot agree on a single, unambiguous definition (Fisher, 2018; Boonk et al., 2018). The literature presents diverse and complex areas of involvement, spanning a wide range of domains and actions that require definition, clarification, and understanding. Consequently, there is a need for a precise conceptualization and a clear definition of parental involvement in education (Yulianti et al., 2019; Epstein and Sheldon, 2023).

The research literature indicates a wide variety of approaches and definitions for the concept of parental involvement, addressing different areas: parental involvement in the child's life, partnership between parents and school, the school-student relationship, and various types of parental engagement (Park et al., 2017). Some approaches emphasize the teachers' perspective, limiting the parents' role to involvement in learning processes at home, after school hours (Woltran, 2023). Others emphasize that the parents' role in their child's academic success manifests through the numerous aspects of the parent-school relationship (Kantova, 2024; Boonk et al., 2018; Hornby and Blackwell, 2018).

Despite researchers' different approaches and definitions, three central axes can be identified in the field of parental involvement (Ma et al., 2016):

	1. The system affected by the parent's involvement: Involvement in the home and/or after-school—i.e., the parents' involvement consists of creating a supportive learning atmosphere and helping with homework, and/or being active on school websites, in after-school activities, or in extracurricular events (Hamlin and Flessa, 2018). Involvement affecting the school consists of volunteering to participate in school activities. Parental involvement can also consist of a combination of the two systems.
	2. Initiator of involvement: A distinction is made between contact initiated by parents (parents as proactive) and contact initiated by teachers (teachers as proactive, whereby parents are viewed as passive agents) (Fisher, 2011; Ðurišić and Bunijevac, 2017).
	3. Purpose of involvement: Whether parental involvement is intended to contribute to or immediately change the student's academic, educational, emotional, or social domain (Piskorz-Ryń and Chikwe, 2024; Garbacz et al., 2018).

Many have attempted to define the concept based on the level of connection, level of involvement, and place of involvement. This ranges from basic communication between the school and parents reporting on the individual child to a more complex relationships between the school and parents that are not necessarily related to the individual child but to general volunteering in the school and community. Parents, teaching staff, and administration members create a connection at this level without addressing specific pedagogical or emotional issues. Involvement can be active, passive, or both active and passive (Fisher and Friedman, 2022; Povey et al., 2016; Park et al., 2017).

The prevailing approach among parental involvement researchers is that there is a need to establish a balance between the needs of parents and those of the school (Epstein and Sheldon, 2023). Research literature also emphasizes the main factors influencing parental involvement, such as their level of awareness and identification with the school. “Awareness” in this context refers to parents' cognizance of what is happening at school; i.e., rather than indifference to school activities, the parents show an active interest in what happens within the school and consider its contribution to their children's education as valuable. “Identification” in this context refers to the parents' acceptance of the school's values and goals. The degree of parental identification ranges from high identification, whereby parents approve of and support the norms and values that the school imparts to their children, which manifests as respect and trust between teachers and parents, to low identification, meaning that parents do not approve of the norms and values that the school imparts to their children (Yulianti et al., 2019).

Additionally, the approach espoused in the research literature is to recognizes the authority of both the parents and the school, demonstrating that this allows for positive parental involvement (Ðurišić and Bunijevac, 2017; Hornby and Blackwell, 2018).



1.2 Factors influencing parental involvement in education

Parental involvement is widely recognized as a significant contributor to students' academic and emotional success in school. Research consistently demonstrates the positive impact of parental involvement, particularly on students' academic achievements (Martinez-González et al., 2023). However, parental involvement levels demonstrate a normal distribution pattern, ranging from minimal to extensive engagement (Fisher and Kostelitz, 2015).

The child's age emerges as a significant determinant of parental involvement factors. Elementary school children generally welcome parental involvement, whereas adolescents tend to seek greater autonomy and may resist parental engagement. Parents similarly report higher motivation to assist younger children, often feeling more competent with elementary-level content than with secondary school material (Wei et al., 2019).

In examining influential parent- and family-related factors, the spectrum ranges from socioeconomic status to educational encouragement at home. Parental involvement in Western societies correlates with educational attainment levels, democratization processes, educational competition, and student feedback systems (Foulidi and Papakitsos, 2022; Chen et al., 2024). Gender differences persist, with mothers generally showing higher engagement levels than fathers (Kim, 2022). Socioeconomic status significantly impacts involvement patterns: parents from lower socioeconomic backgrounds typically delegate greater educational responsibility to the school. In comparison, parents of a higher socioeconomic status demonstrate greater participation in school governance and activities (Zhang et al., 2023).

Parent-teacher relationship factors play a crucial role, with school initiatives and invitations for involvement often proving more influential than socioeconomic factors (Tauber et al., 2023). Modifiable factors, such as communication quality, school encouragement, and engagement opportunities, significantly impact parental involvement levels (Epstein and Sheldon, 2023). The relationship between parents and school staff is a fundamental determinant of engagement levels, with increased opportunities for involvement generally leading to higher participation rates. Limited legislative frameworks, insufficient resource allocation, and inadequate teacher training in parental engagement influence the extent and quality of parental involvement across different educational contexts (Yang et al., 2023). Research has identified significant correlations between public region employment, increased school involvement, and higher engagement rates among parents with multiple children in the same school (Mori, 2022; Fisher and Kostelitz, 2015). This relationship between community service orientation and school involvement suggests broader implications for understanding parental engagement patterns. The connection between parental involvement and community volunteering reveals interesting patterns, particularly regarding collective engagement (Fisher, 2018).



1.3 Models of parental involvement in education

Models of parental involvement span a broad spectrum, ranging from hierarchical approaches to models advocating full parental partnership in all institutional education matters. Earlier research, particularly before 1994, primarily focused on traditional school activities, such as parent-teacher conferences, participation in school fundraising, school fairs, bake sales, and similar events (Goldberger, 1996). These models predominantly emphasized a hierarchical approach to parental involvement: from less desired to most desired forms of involvement. Such models highlighted that power resided with the school, positioning it as the sole entity authorized to create policies.

Parental involvement models have evolved significantly over the past few decades, with five significant frameworks emerging as particularly influential in educational research and practice. These models provide different yet complementary perspectives on how and why parents engage in their children's education.

Epstein's (2019) Framework of Six Types of Involvement is one of the most comprehensive and widely adopted models proposed in educational research. Initially developed by Joyce Epstein in 1995 and updated through multiple editions, with the most recent comprehensive Handbook published in 2019, this model provides a holistic approach to understanding parental involvement. The framework encompasses parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at home, decision-making, and community collaboration. Recent research by Park et al. (2017) has validated the continuing relevance of this model in contemporary educational settings, particularly emphasizing its applicability across diverse cultural contexts.

The Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler Model offers a psychological perspective on parental involvement (Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler, 1997). This model is particularly valuable for understanding the motivational aspects of parental engagement and has been instrumental in developing intervention strategies to enhance parent participation. This model has been refined by Hoover-Dempsey et al. (2010). Their contemporary research explores the psychological factors influencing parents' decisions to become involved in their children's education.

Contemporary research indicates that the most effective approaches to parental involvement often integrate elements from multiple models. As the study of Park et al. (2017) demonstrated, successful parental involvement programs typically draw on various frameworks to create comprehensive approaches tailored to specific school contexts. This integration acknowledges the complexity of parent-school relationships and the need for flexible, context-sensitive approaches to foster meaningful parental involvement.

The collective influence of these models has significantly shaped our understanding of how schools can effectively engage parents in their children's education. While each model offers unique insights, they share a common recognition of the multifaceted nature of parental involvement, the importance of two-way communication, the need to address barriers to involvement, and a focus on improving student outcomes. As educational contexts evolve, these models provide valuable frameworks for understanding and promoting effective parental involvement in education.



1.4 Locus of control

The use of the term “locus of control” in the context of parental involvement is novel, although it is well-known in other fields. The term originated from Rotter's (1954) social learning theory of personality; a few years later, Lefcourt (1966) referred to “perceived control” and defined it as follows: “Perceived control is …a generalized expectation for internal versus external control of reinforcement.” Rotter (1975) clarified that internal and external locus of control do not refer to dichotomous states but represent two ends of a continuum.

While some individuals attribute an internal locus of control to outcomes or events, others attribute the control of such events to external circumstances. For this study, the term “locus of control” was borrowed to describe the degree to which parents attribute their involvement in their children's educational processes to personal internal factors or to external school-related circumstances. Like Rotter's articles, this study does not view the factors as dichotomous but as endpoints on a spectrum.

Hence, in this context, the two ends of the locus of control continuum are factors related to the parents and, at the other end, factors related to the school and its environment. Parental Locus of Control: Actions or activities indicative of parental involvement depend entirely on the parents. Examples of these actions include choosing the school the child attends, helping with homework, accompanying the class on a field trip, and attending parent-teacher meetings. School's Locus of Control: Parental involvement can occur only with the school's (and its environment's) consent. The parent cannot perform these actions without the school's cooperation and willingness to accept the parent as an active participant. Examples of these actions include visiting the school during the day, conducting activities for the class or the entire school, and developing curricular programs.




2 Materials and methods

The primary objective of this research was to empirically examine the theoretical structure of parental involvement perceptions from two distinct perspectives, those of teachers and those of non-teacher parents, and to analyze the differences between these perspectives.

Facet theory (Guttman, 1959) was the methodological approach chosen for this purpose, as it provides a comprehensive framework for examining complex, multifaceted phenomena in social and behavioral sciences. This approach operates on the premise that complex phenomena can be systematically deconstructed into interrelated components or “facets,” each contributing to a holistic understanding of the subject under investigation (Levy, 2005). Rather than isolating individual variables, Facet Theory emphasizes the examination of multiple dimensions simultaneously, acknowledging their interdependent nature.

The theoretical underpinning of this methodology rests on the assumption that social and behavioral phenomena possess inherent structural properties that can be identified and analyzed through careful examination of their constituent facets (Shye et al., 1994). Facet Theory enables researchers to construct a more nuanced and complete understanding of complex phenomena by providing a systematic framework for identifying, measuring, and analyzing these multiple dimensions.

At its core, this approach facilitates the integration of multiple conceptual elements into a coherent analytical framework, allowing researchers to examine how different aspects of a phenomenon interact and influence each other. This integrative approach moves beyond traditional linear analysis to capture the multidimensional nature of social and behavioral constructs. The strength of Facet Theory lies in its ability to bridge the gap between theoretical conceptualization and empirical investigation. It provides researchers with tools to examine complex relationships while maintaining theoretical coherence systematically (Levy, 2005).

The primary tool in Facet Theory is the “mapping sentence.” This sentence is a foundation for hypotheses regarding empirical relationships between research variables and their geometric spatial distribution, hence termed “structural hypotheses.” The function of the mapping sentence is analogous to that of the hypotheses formulated in conventional statistical methodologies

In most studies employing facet theory methodology, a single mapping sentence is formulated and designed to address hypotheses regarding a single population. However, as this study aimed to compare two populations, two distinct mapping sentences were developed. The first pertains to the parent population (see Figure 1), while the second addresses the teacher population (see Figure 2).


[image: Concept map diagram illustrating how a parent perceives parental involvement as comprising four domains: school resource support, monitoring of school processes, external pedagogical process partnership, and internal pedagogical process awareness. Perception levels, ranging from very high to very low, depend on locus of control, either school and its environment or parent only.]
FIGURE 1
 Mapping sentence for observations of parents' perceptions of parental involvement.



[image: Flowchart showing how a teacher’s perception of parental involvement is categorized into domains of involvement—service providers, mandatory activities, monitoring school processes—and how acceptance, either acceptable or not to the teacher, influences perceived levels from very high to very low.]
FIGURE 2
 Mapping sentence for observations for teachers' perceptions of parental involvement.



2.1 Definition of variables and research hypotheses
 
2.1.1 Parents' perceptions

Parents' perception of parental involvement can be classified according to two content facets:

	A– Areas of Involvement: Parents define parental involvement as focusing on four main domains. The components in this Facet are not structured; therefore, this Facet will distribute the variables in the SSA map in a polarizing structure. This Facet contains four regions:
	a1. Support of School Resources- These areas focus on matters related to parental support of the school system, where parents “assist” the school in various aspects, such as volunteering for the class committee or collecting and raising funds for school activities.
	a2. Monitoring School Processes- In these areas, parents actively monitor processes occurring within the school and even participate in decision-making on various issues, such as providing feedback on the performance of teachers and administration and conducting structured school visits.
	a3. Partnership in Extracurricular Pedagogical Processes- In these areas, parents take an active role in all pedagogy-related matters outside the school concerning their children, such as reviewing notebooks and preparing for exams.
	a4. Awareness1 of Internal School Pedagogical Processes- These areas relate to parents' awareness regarding school activities, such as attending parent-teacher meetings, knowing the teaching staff, and being informed about activities taking place at school.
	B– Locus of Control: The locus of control facet divides the areas of involvement into two regions, and its components can be positioned along a continuum (axis). Therefore, this Facet will distribute the variables in the SSA map in an axial structure.
	b1. Locus of Control Resides within the School and its Environment- These activity areas relate to matters that do not depend solely on the parent. For the parent to participate or perform specific actions, the decision-making process is not theirs alone but depends on the school or factors in the school environment. For example, a parent cannot independently decide to participate in pedagogical committees, as this requires obtaining permission from the school and staff.
	b2. Locus of Control Resides with the Parent Alone- These activity areas relate to decisions that depend solely on the parent; only the parent can decide whether to participate in or abstain from certain activities. For instance, it is solely the parents' decision whether to accompany the child's class on a field trip; similarly, the parents alone can choose which school they wish their child to attend.



2.1.2 Teachers' perceptions

Teachers' perception of parental involvement can be classified according to two content facets:

A– Areas of Involvement: Teachers define parental involvement as focusing on three main domains. The components in this Facet are not structured; therefore, this Facet distributes the variables in the SSA map in a polarizing structure. This Facet contains three regions:

a1. “Service Providers” - These areas relate to all matters in which parents “assist” by providing a service to the school, such as helping set up class parties and being a member of the parents' committee.

a2. “Mandatory” Activities for Every Parent by Virtue of Being a Parent - These areas relate to activities that parents must perform as part of their parental role, such as helping with homework and becoming acquainted with the school staff.

a3. Control of School Processes - These areas focus on matters related to parents' desire to supervise the school system. Parents actively monitor and participate in managerial and pedagogical processes, such as participating in curriculum development and teacher hiring and dismissal.

B– Degree of Teacher Approval: The degree of teacher approval facet divides the areas of involvement into two regions. The components in this Facet are positioned along a continuum (axis); therefore, this Facet will distribute the variables in the SSA map in an axial structure.

b1. Acceptable to Teachers - These areas relate to matters where teachers agree to parental involvement, primarily due to the understanding that parents have the right to take some part in school life or due to the tangible assistance they provide in these areas. Examples include physical aid at school and help with homework.

b2. Unacceptable to Teachers - These areas relate to matters in which teachers would prefer that the parents not get involved. Teachers disapprove of parental involvement in these areas and would prefer that these issues be addressed solely by the professional and educational staff. Examples include grade appeals and awareness of the class's overall achievements.




2.2 The study population

The sample consisted of approximately 430 participants, including 215 parents (who were not working as teachers in the education system) and 215 teachers.


2.2.1 Parent group demographics

Parents were recruited through multiple official online channels to ensure broad representation:

	a. School-based recruitment through official parent communication systems (school websites, parent portals, newsletters).
	b. The parent committee networks across different school types and regions.
	c. Community centers and local authority family services departments.
	d. Social media groups specific to different geographic regions and types of schools.
	e. Parent education organizations and support groups.

Recognition that online recruitment may systematically exclude specific populations (lower socioeconomic status, older participants, those with limited digital literacy) led to supplementary recruitment through community centers offering computer access and assistance. Additionally, the survey was optimized for mobile devices to increase accessibility across different technological capabilities.

The parent group comprised 86% (185) women and 14% (30) men. Age distribution showed 46% (99) were 50+, 43.3% (93) were 40–49, and 9.8% were 30–39. Two respondents did not specify their age. Regarding education, 47.4% (102) held a bachelor's degree, 32.1% (69) held a master's degree, 3.7% (8) held a doctoral degree, and 16.7% (36) reported other educational qualifications. Employment status showed that 80.9% (174) were salaried employees, 13% (28) were self-employed, 1.4% (3) were seeking employment, and 4.7% (10) were unemployed. Family size distribution indicated that 46.5% (100) had three children, 26.5% (57) had two children, 20% (43) had four children, 3.7% (8) had one child, and 3.3% (7) had five children or more. Regarding children's ages, 36.7% (79) of the cohort had children of ages 6–9, 34.9% (75) of the parents had children of ages 13–18, and 28.4% (61) had children of ages 10–12. Residential distribution showed 54.9% (118) lived in urban areas, 40.9% (88) in rural communities or community settlements, and 4.2% (9) in kibbutzim. Among the respondents, 18.1% (39) had a child identified as gifted, while 81.4% (176) did not. Regarding school type, 62.3% (134) had a child enrolled in a secular state-run elementary school (grades 1–6 or 1–8), 4.2% (9) had a child enrolled in a religious state-run elementary school, 30.6% (66) had a child attending a secular state-run secondary school (with 6 years, grades 7–12) or a high-school (grades 10–12), and 2.8% (6) had a child enrolled in a religious state-run secondary school.



2.2.2 Teacher group demographics

Teachers' recruitment employed parallel online channels to mirror teacher demographics:

a. Ministry of Education regional offices distributed invitations through official communication channels.

b. Teacher union organizations shared the survey through their member networks

	c. Professional development platforms and educational forums posted recruitment notices
	d. School principals were contacted to forward invitations to their teaching staff
	e. Educational conference organizers shared the survey with attendees

The teacher group consisted of 93.5% (201) women and 6% (13) men, with one of the respondents (0.5%) not specifying gender. Age distribution showed that 40.9% (88) were ages 41–55, 33% (71) were ages 31–40, 17.2% (37) were ages 20–30, and 8.8% (19) were 55 or over. In terms of educational achievements, 50.7% (109) reported having a bachelor's degree, 47.9% (103) had a master's degree, 0.9% (2) reported other qualifications, and 0.5% (1) held a doctoral degree. Regarding school size, 65.7% (139) taught in schools with 400–700 students, 26% (56) in schools with 700–1,000 students, and 9.3% (20) in schools with over 1,000 students. School type distribution showed that 67.5% (145) taught in secular state-run elementary schools, 7% (15) in religious state-run elementary schools, 21.9% (47) in secular state-run secondary schools, and 3.8% (8) in religious state-run secondary schools. Teaching experience indicated that 49.8% (107) had over 10 years experience, 23.3% (50) had 6–10 years, 22.8% (49) had 2–5 years, and 4.2% were in their first year. Regarding roles, 42.8% (92) were homeroom teachers with additional responsibilities, 29.3% (63) were homeroom teachers only, 27.4% (59) taught a specific subject, and 0.5% (one respondent) were a school principal. Additionally, 68.4% (147) indicated they were not members of the school management, while 31.6% were management team members.




2.3 The research instruments

The researchers employed an anonymous self-report parental involvement questionnaire titled “Questionnaire for Measuring Attitudes Toward Parent-School Relations” (Fisher, 2011). The questionnaire consisted of two sections and included an introductory letter to participating teachers and parents outlining the study's aims and objectives, providing assurance of anonymity, and soliciting their candid participation.

The first section comprises 44 statements forming the Parental Perception of Involvement Scale (PPIS) (α = 0.91). Response options range from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The original questionnaire yielded four factors: enhancement of school resources, monitoring of school processes, pedagogy, and school welfare. The reliability coefficients for these four factors were 0.80, 0.85, 0.92, and 0.70, respectively.

The second section included demographic variables (nine items common to parents and teachers: e.g., gender, age, education). The teacher questionnaire included additional background variables: number of students in their school, school type, teaching experience, role in school, and management team membership. The parent questionnaire included additional variables: employment status, number of children, children's ages, type of residential area, whether their child was identified as gifted, and type of school their child attended.



2.4 Data collection and analysis

The study was conducted during the 2020–2021 academic year. The research was conducted in three main phases. The first phase included submitting the original questionnaire and the research proposal to the relevant college's ethical committee (removed for blinded submission) for approval. In the second phase, questionnaires were administered to 215 parents (residing in various areas with children attending different schools) and 215 teachers (from multiple types of schools and locations). The third phase involved data processing, beginning with Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) using SPSS 21, followed by data analysis using HUDAP 8 (Hebrew University Data Analysis Package Version 8).



2.5 Ethical considerations and privacy protection

Participant anonymity was strictly maintained throughout the data collection process, with no collection of personal identifiers (such as names, contact information, or addresses). Participation was entirely voluntary, and teachers could exercise their right to withdraw by either declining to complete the questionnaire or submitting an incomplete form. Any incomplete questionnaires were destroyed through secure shredding procedures, and the corresponding data were excluded from the final analysis. The study was conducted without monetary compensation for participation, and participants incurred no costs associated with their involvement in the research.




3 Results


3.1 Factor analysis

The data analysis in this research followed a two-phase approach. In the first phase, factor analysis was conducted to obtain a comprehensive overview of the questionnaire items. While factor analysis is not always employed in Facet Theory studies, it proved beneficial for the initial stage, based on similar research precedents. The original parental involvement scale (Fisher, 2011) utilized item-total correlation analysis.

On the Parents' Perceptions of Parental Involvement Scale (PPPIS), the Cronbach's alpha coefficient was α = 0.93 (44 items). In this scale, there was no need to eliminate items. Although Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) revealed four factors as in the original scale (Fisher, 2011), the component structure differed, leading to the decision to conduct an Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA). After EFA, four factors emerged:

	1. CSP - Control of School Processes (15 items; α = 0.91)
	2. SSR - Support of School Resources (14 items; α = 0.91)
	3. AISPP - Awareness of Internal School Pedagogical Processes (9 items; α = 0.87)
	4. PISPP- Participation in Internal School Pedagogical Processes (6 items; α = 0.82) (Table 1).

TABLE 1  Parents' perceptions of the concept of “parental involvement.”


	Item no.
	Item content
	Factor 1
	Factor 2
	Factor 3
	Factor 4





	Factor 1: control of school processes (15 items; Eigenvalue = 11.82; explained variance = 26.87%; α = 0.91)



	23
	Hiring and firing administrators
	0.848
	0.020
	−0.005
	−0.129



	22
	Hiring and firing teachers
	0.837
	−0.013
	0.021
	−0.135



	24
	Teacher placement
	0.830
	−0.027
	−0.017
	−0.039



	20
	Curriculum development
	0.714
	0.337
	0.048
	0.061



	21
	Curriculum criticism
	0.704
	0.194
	0.212
	0.030



	26
	General teacher criticism
	0.667
	−0.055
	0.236
	0.036



	9
	Weekly school visits
	0.623
	0.245
	−0.148
	0.314



	8
	Classroom visits during the school day
	0.599
	0.180
	−0.153
	0.258



	19
	Participation in pedagogical committees
	0.592
	0.308
	0.107
	0.045



	36
	Partnership in decision-making
	0.574
	0.218
	0.491
	0.051



	33
	Awareness of student achievements
	0.552
	−0.030
	0.232
	0.243



	35
	Meetings with principal
	0.522
	0.310
	0.425
	−0.005



	44
	Weekly phone contact
	0.489
	0.170
	0.070
	0.241



	10
	Opinion on lesson quantity
	0.436
	0.133
	0.007
	0.166



	25
	Intervention in teacher behavior
	0.398
	0.018
	0.357
	0.003



	Factor 2: support of school resource (14 items; Eigenvalue = 5.20; explained variance = 11.82%; α = 0.91)



	5
	Organizing fairs
	0.131
	0.802
	0.005
	0.075



	1
	Class committee
	0.023
	0.763
	0.211
	−0.071



	6
	Class parties
	−0.100
	0.734
	0.048
	0.223



	18
	Informal activities
	0.237
	0.728
	0.218
	0.085



	11
	Class lesson
	0.193
	0.703
	0.095
	0.079



	12
	School activity
	0.322
	0.696
	0.079
	−0.060



	2
	School committee
	0.210
	0.682
	0.174
	−0.171



	14
	Fundraising
	0.117
	0.677
	0.188
	0.046



	17
	Physical help
	0.062
	0.664
	0.116
	0.338



	16
	School fundraising
	0.372
	0.632
	−0.052
	0.017



	4
	Trip accompaniment
	−0.136
	0.558
	0.120
	0.174



	13
	New immigrant adoption
	0.131
	0.515
	0.196
	0.142



	15
	Program funding
	0.358
	0.467
	0.021
	0.274



	3
	Free choice of school
	−0.009
	0.301
	0.073
	0.060



	Factor 3: awareness of internal pedagogical processes (nine items; Eigenvalue = 3.93; Explained Variance = 8.93%; α = 0.87)



	29
	Knowledge of activities
	−0.035
	0.193
	0.792
	0.177



	30
	Knowledge of curriculum
	0.097
	0.147
	0.768
	0.150



	28
	Knowledge of staff
	−0.033
	0.182
	0.742
	0.161



	31
	Knowledge of class population composition
	0.067
	0.141
	0.676
	0.185



	34
	Knowledge of staff decisions
	0.330
	0.164
	0.661
	0.169



	32
	Awareness of violence issues
	−0.042
	0.177
	0.631
	0.261



	27
	Knowledge of social relationships
	0.250
	0.189
	0.575
	0.234



	7
	Attendance at teacher-parent meetings
	−0.324
	0.298
	0.372
	0.244



	Factor 4: participation in internal pedagogical processes (nine items; Eigenvalue = 2.17; explained variance = 4.93%; α = 0.82)



	40
	Test preparation
	−0.053
	0.218
	0.231
	0.813



	37
	Homework help
	−0.169
	0.194
	0.194
	0.758



	38
	Notebook checking
	0.137
	0.118
	0.118
	0.706



	43
	Test review
	0.125
	0.110
	0.110
	0.623



	42
	Involvement in grade appeals
	0.296
	0.089
	0.089
	0.521



	39
	Involvement in discipline issues
	0.161
	−0.064
	−0.064
	0.515



	41
	Supporting a child in disagreements with a teacher
	0.276
	−0.058
	−0.058
	0.422





Factor analysis was conducted to validate the first stage before data analysis using Facet Theory. Weighted Smallest Space Analysis (WSSA) was performed in the second data analysis stage using HUDAP (Hebrew University Data Analysis Program), building upon the factor analysis conducted in the first stage.

On the Teachers' Perceptions of Parental Involvement Scale (TPPIS), the overall Cronbach's alpha coefficient was α = 0.92 (44 items). Three items were eliminated from the original scale based on the following criteria: Corrected Item-total Correlation < 0.35 and factor loading below 0.35. Following item elimination, factor convergence was re-examined through Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA). The CFA did not validate the hypothesized structure, so an Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) was conducted. The EFA of the TPPIS yielded three factors (in contrast to the four factors identified in the original scale):

1. SV – “Service Providers” (14 items; α = 0.91)

2. CSP - Control of School Processes (13 items; α = 0.91)

	3. MA – “Mandatory” Activities Inherent to Parental Role (14 items; α = 0.89) (Table 2)

TABLE 2  Teachers' perceptions of the concept of “parental involvement.”


	Item no.
	Item content
	Factor 1
	Factor 2
	Factor 3





	Factor 1: “service providers” (14 items; Eigenvalue = 10.56; explained variance = 25.75; α = 0.90)



	5
	Organizing fairs
	0.803
	−0.023
	0.061



	12
	School activities
	0.783
	0.047
	0.090



	2
	School Committee
	0.763
	−0.007
	0.029



	1
	Class committee
	0.757
	−0.090
	0.060



	17
	Physical assistance
	0.755
	0.066
	0.224



	14
	Fundraising
	0.745
	0.068
	0.035



	6
	Class parties
	0.738
	−0.101
	0.226



	11
	Teaching a class
	0.725
	0.016
	0.195



	18
	Informal activities
	0.710
	0.050
	0.258



	16
	School Fundraising
	0.674
	0.157
	−0.056



	13
	Supporting new immigrants
	0.597
	−0.037
	0.138



	4
	Accompanying Field trip
	0.575
	−0.096
	0.165



	15
	Program funding
	0.571
	0.239
	0.092



	3
	Free choice of school
	0.464
	0.052
	0.185



	Factor 2: control of school processes (13 items; Eigenvalue = 6.98; explained variance = 17.02; α = 0.91)



	22
	Teacher hiring and dismissal
	−0.141
	0.873
	0.052



	23
	Principal hiring and dismissal
	−0.107
	0.853
	0.059



	24
	Teacher placement
	−0.158
	0.849
	0.018



	21
	Curriculum criticism
	0.013
	0.780
	0.150



	26
	General teacher criticism
	−0.164
	0.764
	0.100



	8
	Classroom visits during the day
	0.082
	0.696
	0.029



	20
	Curriculum development
	0.226
	0.684
	0.118



	25
	Teacher behavior intervention
	−0.045
	0.683
	0.233



	10
	Opinion on class quantity
	0.131
	0.648
	−0.069



	9
	Weekly visits
	0.105
	0.633
	0.159



	33
	Student achievement awareness
	−0.004
	0.574
	0.263



	19
	Participation in pedagogical committees
	0.246
	0.519
	0.072



	36
	Decision-making partnership
	0.244
	0.472
	0.319



	Factor 3: “mandatory” parental activities (14 items; Eigenvalue = 3.43; explained variance = 8.36; α = 0.89)



	40
	Test Preparation
	0.142
	−0.088
	0.773



	43
	Test review
	0.017
	0.084
	0.751



	37
	Homework assistance
	0.217
	−0.178
	0.688



	39
	Discipline issues involvement
	0.020
	0.159
	0.663



	38
	Notebook checking
	0.035
	0.020
	0.657



	29
	Knowledge of activities
	0.385
	0.134
	0.637



	30
	Knowledge of curriculum
	0.284
	0.238
	0.606



	32
	Awareness of violence issues
	0.312
	0.162
	0.570



	27
	Knowledge of social relationships
	0.158
	0.356
	0.557



	31
	Knowledge of class demographics
	0.171
	0.267
	0.536



	28
	Knowledge of staff
	0.342
	0.063
	0.531



	42
	Grade appeals
	−0.002
	0.355
	0.520



	34
	Knowledge of staff decisions
	0.230
	0.380
	0.507







3.2 The Smallest Space Analysis maps
 
3.2.1 The SSA map of parents' perception

The data distribution was initially examined in a two-dimensional representation (space represented by width and length). The Coefficient of Alienation found in the parents' map was 0.18, representing a good fit between the graphical representation of variables in their spatial distribution maps. The HUDAP software enables marking and calculating the spatial boundaries of items in facets as defined in the mapping sentence and plotting them in the spatial distribution map of variables.

The Separation Index (goodness of fit) of the data distribution of facets A and B in the two maps was 1.000.

The significance of the goodness of fit index indicates perfect correspondence between the items' locations on the obtained maps and the hypothesized locations according to the facets. Both indices obtained in data processing—the Coefficient of Alienation and the Separation Index—demonstrated that the data presented in the SSA maps (Figure 3) enable the highest-level inference regarding the structure of distribution and concept. The data distribution across the obtained SSA maps created a combined pattern of axial and polar distributions.


[image: Complex diagram illustrating parental involvement in school processes, divided into four quadrants: internal school processes, partnership in extracurricular/pedagogical processes, support of school resources, and monitoring school processes, with each point describing different parental roles or actions.]
FIGURE 3
 The integrated SSA map – parents' definition parental involvement.


Facet A represents an angular data distribution. In this configuration, items are arranged in angular regions emanating from a single point in a fan-like formation. This type of distribution emerges when the items within the Facet are not classified according to any specific ranking or order. The function of this type of Facet is Polarizing, meaning that each item in the area corresponds to a different direction in the geometric space (Friedman, 2011). The organization of regions in the SSA map enables examining the relationships between the regions. Regions with similar semantic content are expected to demonstrate proximity, while regions with opposing semantic content are expected to show contrast. Observation of the map (Figure 3) reveals that it is divided into four angular regions. We will review them in a clockwise rotational movement, beginning from the upper central section (region a1).

The upper region contains 14 items expressing support for school resources (a1). This region represents areas where parents support school resources and “assist” in ongoing activities while also participating in the enrichment and expansion of school-provided activities (for example, “Teaching a lesson to a class”—item 11; “helping with class parties”—item 6).

The right region includes 15 items expressing Supervision of School Processes (a2). This region is characterized by domains related to parental monitoring of school processes (for example, “Expressing criticism about the curriculum to the management team”—item 21; “Intervention in inappropriate teacher behavior”—item 25).

The lower left region comprises seven items representing Partnership in Extracurricular Pedagogical Processes (a3). This region reflects processes in which parents take an active role in the school in pedagogical matters related to their children (for example, “help with test preparation”—item 40; “reviewing tests”—item 43).

The upper left region contains eight items representing awareness of internal pedagogical processes (a4). This region manifests predominantly as passive involvement, primarily centered on parents' Awareness of Internal School Pedagogical Processes (for example, “knowledge of school activities”—item 29; “familiarity with curricula”—item 30).

An axial facet analysis (Facet B) examined the variance in parental perceptions regarding Locus of Control. The axial deployment in the resulting SSA map divides the map into two sections—right and left—with items positioned continuously relative to their distance from the axis. All items are positioned along the axis in geometric space.

The region on the right comprises 24 items and represents the locus of control held by the school and its environment (b1). This region pertains to matters and processes “controlled” by the school and its environment, which parents cannot execute without the support or assistance of the school and its affiliated entities (e.g., “participating in pedagogical committees”—item 19; “funding projects”—item 15).

The left region contains 20 items and represents topics and processes relating to activities where the locus of control lies solely with the parents (b1). This region includes items of activities and processes that parents can independently decide whether to perform without depending on other factors (e.g., “attending parent-teacher meetings”—item 7; “familiarity with classroom social composition”—item 27).



3.2.2 The SSA map of the teachers' perception

The data distribution was initially examined in a two-dimensional representation (space represented by width and length). The Coefficient of Alienation2 found in the parents' map was 0.18, representing a good fit between the graphical representation of variables in their spatial distribution maps. The HUDAP software enables marking and calculating the spatial boundaries of items in facets as defined in the mapping sentence and plotting them in the spatial distribution map of variables.

The Separation Index3: The goodness of fit (data distribution of facets A and B in the two maps) was 1.000.

The significance of the goodness of fit4: The index indicates perfect correspondence between the items' locations on the obtained maps and the hypothesized locations according to the facets. Both indices obtained in data processing—the Coefficient of Alienation and the Separation Index—demonstrated that the data presented in the SSA maps enable the highest inference level regarding the structure of distribution and concept. The data distribution across the obtained SSA maps creates a combined angular (axial) and polarizing (polar) distribution pattern.

Facet A in the teachers' map creates an angular data distribution. Examining the map (see Figure 4) reveals that it is divided into three angular regions. However, the map is split into two parts: an upper section containing two regions and a lower section containing one region. The upper region contains 15 items expressing activities that teachers consider “mandatory” for every parent by virtue of being a parent (a2). This region represents topics and school-related tasks that parents are required to perform. Parents are responsible for their children and thus for these matters relating to their children and the school (for example, “involvement in disciplinary issues”—item 39; “help with exam preparation”—item 40).
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FIGURE 4
 The integrated SSA map – teachers' definition parental involvement.


The central right region contains 13 items expressing process control (a3). This region is characterized by areas related to parental oversight of school processes, including supervision of the educational staff. Through information obtained from these activities, parents can know what is happening in the school and even provide criticism directed at the school's educational staff and external factors (for example, “hiring and firing administrators”—item 23; “curriculum development”—item 20).

The left region contains 16 items representing the expression of “service providers” (a1). This region represents processes in which parents take an active part for the benefit of the school and provide services that help the educational staff in ongoing activities; parents are viewed by the teachers as “service providers,” responding to school needs when required (for example, “helping with class parties”—item 6; “fundraising for the school”—item 16).





4 Discussion

For decades, “parental involvement” has been extensively researched worldwide (Oostdam and Hooge, 2013; Friedman, 2011; Lavenda, 2011; Goldring, 1990; Feuerstein, 2000). However, there is no consensus regarding its precise definition (Fisher, 2018). While separate examinations of teachers' and parents' perspectives exist, comparative analyses of parents' vs. teachers' perceptions of this concept are notably scarce in the professional literature. Hence, this research focused on understanding the different perceptions of teachers and parents regarding “parental involvement.” The findings indicate that parents and teachers agree on several aspects of parental involvement; however, a deeper analysis reveals that parents' and teachers' conceptualizations of “parental involvement” are not entirely identical.

During initial data processing and confirmatory factor analysis, distinct factors emerged for the two population groups despite identical statements (except for several items excluded from the teacher population sample, as detailed in Section 3). The researchers viewed this as a first “red flag,” suggesting that analyzing the data through facet theory would shed light on these differences. Given that one of the central tools in this approach is the “mapping sentence,” two different mapping sentences were formulated: one for the teacher population and another for non-teacher parents. The spatial visualization of SSA maps and their comparison illuminates the fundamental differences between these populations.

The first distinction between teachers' and parents' perceptions was evident in the initial factor division. The parents' perception encompassed forty-four activities, while the teachers' perception comprised forty-one activities. This indicates that teachers do not agree with certain statements of parental involvement. The items excluded from the teachers' perceptions revealed major differences in how each group conceptualizes parental involvement. For instance, teachers view parent-teacher meetings as routine, or even “mandatory,” rather than as a sign of involvement. Similarly, they consider meetings with principals on general matters outside the scope of appropriate parental engagement, believing that parents should primarily interface with teachers. The matter of weekly phone contact with homeroom teachers was notably opposed by teachers, leading to its exclusion from their conceptualization of parental involvement. The differences between the activities included in the teachers' and the parents' maps highlighted fundamental disparities in how each group defines and understands parental involvement.


4.1 Mapping sentences

According to the parents' mapping sentence, parent X perceives parental involvement as comprising four domains:

Support of School Resources—This pertains to areas where parents actively support and participate in school-related matters. It encompasses parental participation in school-wide activities, providing physical or financial support, and participating in school and class committees. In this domain, parents respond to school-defined needs rather than initiating involvement, maintaining a relatively passive role (Tauber et al., 2023).

Supervision of School Processes—In this domain, parents actively supervise all school aspects, including pedagogical matters typically managed by educational staff. The term “supervision” implies a degree of distrust in the entity supervised. This activity includes participation in pedagogical committees, curriculum development, and involvement in hiring and dismissing teachers and administrators. Thus, in this domain, parents' functions include goal-setting and decision-making (Ðurišić and Bunijevac, 2017).

Partnership in External Pedagogical Processes—This domain represents collaboration between the school and the parents. While schools maintain responsibility during school hours, parents actively partner in extending school-based activities. The research literature suggests home-school continuity is crucial for students' success across all demographic groups (Efraim, 2014). Parents view disciplinary issues as originating at school but requiring parental intervention outside the school premises.

Awareness of Internal Pedagogical Processes—“Awareness” contrasts with indifference, indicating parents' active interest in school operations and their children's education (Fisher and Friedman, 2009). At the same time, awareness contrasts with the notion of supervision and monitoring, as the findings of this study clearly indicate that awareness is not related to active participation but to parents' knowledge of various school aspects, including familiarity with educational staff, school activities, curricula, and classroom social dynamics.

The dependency focus in each process can be either:

	- Parent-dependent: Parents decide whether to participate
	- School-dependent: Requires school agreement and cooperation

Each item is rated on an intensity scale ranging from very high to very low dependence levels.

By contrast, according to the teachers' mapping sentence, teacher X perceives parental involvement as comprising three domains:

Supervision of School Processes—Similar to parents' perception, “supervision” carries negative connotations of distrust, suggesting parents need to “check” on teachers. Parents' function involves goal-setting and decision-making (Friedman, 2011), expressing opinions on curricula and staff employment.

Mandatory Parental Activities—Activities that teachers consider fundamental parental responsibilities, i.e., basic obligations inherent to parenthood.

Parents as “Service Providers”—Teachers view parents as providing a necessary service, encompassing areas where teachers desire and need parental involvement, such as fundraising or conducting class activities.

These domains exist on a spectrum between:

	- Teacher-approved activities: Teachers welcome or desire parental involvement
	- Teacher-rejected activities: Teachers oppose parental involvement

Each item is rated on an intensity scale ranging from very high to very low approval.

Examining the mapping sentences and resulting maps reveals that parents' conceptualization of parental involvement aligns more closely with recent scholarly perspectives. This contemporary view regards parents as school partners who engage in activities that benefit their children and the broader school community (Ma et al., 2016; Tauber et al., 2023).

In contrast, the teachers' perception of parental involvement reflects perspectives dating back three or more decades. There are areas where teachers are absolutely opposed to parental participation, whereas when parental involvement assists the teachers' endeavors, the teachers find this involvement entirely agreeable. In other words, their views of parental involvement are based entirely on self-interest and completely ignore the parents' interests. Thus, teachers predominantly seek parental help that does not interfere in their professional domain (Boonk et al., 2018; Ðurišić and Bunijevac, 2017).

As shown, the application of Facet Theory in this research and the resulting SSA maps facilitated our understanding of parents' and teachers' perceptions of parental involvement.

The picture emerging from parents' perspectives (see Figure 4) emphasizes the locus of control (Facet B). Parents acknowledge that their involvement cannot materialize in certain domains without the teacher's cooperation. Tauber et al. (2023) reported similar findings. Their research suggests that when schools (administrators and teaching staff) oppose parental involvement, such engagement cannot occur. In other words, while parents can initiate involvement in areas under their control, school-dependent activities require institutional cooperation.

The teachers' map (see Figure 4) differs significantly from the parents. It includes two structures: the first structure (Facet A) is polar; the second structure (Facet B) is axial with two regions (right and left). The polar structure divides the map into three regions, each representing one of the main domains teachers define as parental involvement. The axial structure presents a division wherein each region represents teachers' level of agreement with the action. The degree of agreement moves along an axis from right to left, with teacher-approved activities located on the right side, and the agreement level decreases as one moves leftward.

More precisely, activities involving potential parental involvement closer to the left axis represent disruptive actions teachers find disruptive to daily school life. To comprehend this division in-depth, we examined the items at the extremes, as these best explain the entire facet. The results reflected conceptions of parental involvement that were prevalent three decades ago (Boonk et al., 2018). For example, chaperoning field trips, located at the beginning of the agreement axis on the right side (at the map's right edge), represents a desirable activity accepted by teachers—assistance they want and need. On the left side, at the map's left edge, we found statements referring to “general criticism of teachers,” indicating their resistance to criticism. Given that teachers' current view of parental involvement coincides with past perceptions, it is understandable that the notion of accepting criticism would be foreign to them. They preferred that parents refrain from intervening in matters or actions that might challenge their professional performance. While not always explicitly stated, teachers effectively conveyed the following message: “Why should parents comment on the amount of homework I assign to my students? I am the professional, and I will make these decisions.”

We can examine select statements to better understand the fundamental differences between parents' and teachers' perceptions. The first concerns parent committee matters. Interestingly, teachers viewed “participation in class committee” (item 1, located in region a1/b1, Figure 4) as a service provision activity. The item's position near the region's edge indicates broad teacher agreement regarding this activity. In contrast, parents viewed class committee participation as supporting school resources. While this item appears in the school-dependent region of the parents' map, it is spatially positioned close to the boundary between school and parent-only decisions.

Interestingly, the Ministry of Education does not mandate class committees. The latest executive circular (Israeli Ministry of Education, 2019) does not require schools or educational staff to establish class committees; hence, none will be established if a school opposes having class committees. It appears that most parents remain unaware of this directive; if they had knowledge of the Ministry's position on the matter, this item would likely be located at the edge of the region, indicating school-dependent actions.

According to the parents' perception, “free choice of school,” positioned in region a1 of the map (see Figure 3), is related to resource support. Its proximity to the edge suggests that parents feel that when choosing a particular school for their children, they effectively demonstrate their support for it. This finding aligns with previous research by Ma et al. (2016), which explained that when parents choose and support a school, they also want to participate in and impact school affairs.

Conversely, in the teachers' map (see Figure 4), this item appears in region a1, which refers to parents as “service providers.” This indicates that teachers view parents' school choice as providing a service for them, presumably under the following assumption: “If you chose us, you trust us, so let us do our job while you cooperate and do as we ask.” Placing school choice in the “service provider” region of the map aligns with findings from Barger et al. (2019), which describe parents as mere service providers who do not influence school-related domains. The difference between the parent and teacher maps in terms of the placement of this item demonstrates their significantly divergent perceptions. Parents see school choice as a pathway to partnership, while teachers view it as a means to prevent parental “interference” and secure exclusive authority over school operations.

A similar pattern regarding parents' desire for greater involvement by virtue of their support can be seen at the boundary between region a1 in the parents' map and the supervision area. Here, two very similar items are positioned: “project funding” and “school fundraising.” These items fall within the resource support region but spatially are located closest to the “supervision” region. This highlights the proximity between financial support and school supervision, suggesting that when parents provide support, they also wish to supervise and participate in additional school processes.

These findings are supported by another recent study, which demonstrated that financial investment by parents leads to increased demands on schools and education authorities (Ðurišić and Bunijevac, 2017). Again, in contrast to the parents, who view financial assistance as a pathway to partnership and sometimes supervision, in the teachers' map, these items are positioned at the edge of region a1 and are viewed by teachers as part of the services parents provide.

Examining region a2 (see Figure 3) in the parents' map, which refers to “supervising school processes,” two extreme items are particularly prominent. One is “meetings with the principal,” which lies on the boundary between “supervising school processes” and “support of school resources,” indicating a lack of consensus regarding the category to which it belongs. Most Parents view meetings with the principal as part of monitoring school processes, though some consider them a form of resource support. In the latter case, parents likely view their role as maintaining and promoting existing conditions rather than overseeing school operations. As mentioned, this item is absent from the teachers' map. It was eliminated during the initial factor division, indicating that teachers do not perceive this item as part of the integrated actions that constitute “parental involvement.”

The second extreme item is “expressing opinions about homework quantity” (item 10 on the extreme right side of region a2 in Figure 3 of the parents' map), which parents believe is at the heart of educational process supervision. Having the broadest parental consensus suggests that parents view this item as the most fundamental type of supervision. In the teachers' map (Figure 4), this item (opinion on homework quantity) also appears in supervision region a3, indicating similarity in teachers' and parents' perceptions regarding this item, whereby both groups view the expression of opinions about homework quantity as a supervisory element. However, the gap between teachers' and parents' perceptions is evident in the axial deployment. This item is positioned in the region that corresponds with actions that teachers disapprove of because they view parents' interference regarding homework quantity as undermining their professionalism and are unwilling to accept parental input on this matter. Parents, conversely, see this action as an essential part of parental involvement and, as mentioned, as the most fundamental form of supervision and monitoring.

Parents view their supervision of school processes as vital, whether it takes place within or beyond the school boundaries. They consider it essential to “support the child when disagreeing with the teacher” (item 41 in region a3 of the parents' map, Figure 3), especially because the parents are not present within school walls when such events occur. Although parents cannot control these events, they recognize that supporting their children is both a necessity and an obligation.

In the teachers' map (Figure 4), this item (41) appears in the right-hand side of region a2, which teachers classify as “mandatory parental activities.” This suggests a quasi-agreement between parents and teachers regarding parents' duty to support their children. However, teachers still view such support as closely linked to parents' supervisory mechanisms toward the school. Moreover, the item is positioned at the extreme right of teacher disapproval region, indicating that while teachers understand this to be an inherent part of parental involvement, they would prefer that this action did not occur.

In conclusion, we can say that parents have expanded their perceptions of parental involvement (in comparison with their past perceptions). Their current views are progressive, and their definitions align with those proposed in the recent research literature (Boonk et al., 2018; Tauber et al., 2023). Parents believe that as society becomes more involved across all dimensions, their involvement and partnership in the education system must figure prominently. This is not a marginal process that can be sidelined according to school staff preferences. In contrast, teachers still prefer parents to provide nothing more than “auxiliary help,” assisting the teachers when asked to do so but otherwise refraining from interfering in matters pertaining to their professional performance. The teachers apparently have failed to recognize the profound social processes that have affected parents' position within the educational establishment over the past three decades.

Indeed, Facet Theory has enabled us to construct two models: the parental involvement model from the parents' perspective and the parental involvement model from the teachers' perspective. These two models represent two perceptions and two worlds of thinking and vision, which are summarized in Figure 5.
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FIGURE 5
 Models of perceived involvement: parents and teachers.




4.2 Research contribution

Studies examining parental involvement consistently demonstrate its importance, providing evidence that parental involvement enhances students' academic achievement, improves their behavior within school, and serves as an indicator of school excellence. Therefore, reaching consensus on the meaning of “parental involvement” is particularly crucial. When gaps exist, as found in this research, the model helps each “stakeholder” better understand the other's perspective.

Only when one party understands the language spoken by the other can both parties engage in meaningful roundtable discussions to resolve fundamental disagreements and find a bridge to connect the two perspectives. Such dialogue can foster a culture of positive involvement and authentic communication between both parties, with the clear understanding that both sides fundamentally desire the child's best interests.

Additionally, this research aids in conceptualizing the perspectives of both teacher and parent populations separately. Such conceptualization can significantly contribute to developing mutually agreed-upon policies for parental participation in the education system on one hand and better teacher engagement and partnership on the other. These understandings, combined with developing frameworks of successful partnerships and processes in schools based on community-school collaboration, can lead to enhanced work practices between teachers, school administration, and parents, thereby improving schools overall.



4.3 Study limitations

This study has several important limitations that must be acknowledged when interpreting the findings:

	1. Sample Representativeness:

	• The parent sample exhibits significant educational bias, with 83.3% holding academic degrees, compared to 27.3% of Israeli women nationally (OECD data). This overrepresentation of highly educated parents likely reflects individuals who are more engaged with educational matters and may limit generalizability to the broader Israeli parent population.
	• Gender distribution: The second most significant limitation concerns the representativeness of the parent sample. With 86% female participants, extensive literature consistently shows that women demonstrate higher levels of school engagement and are more likely to participate in educational activities and communication with schools (Kim, 2022; Wei et al., 2019). Therefore, the higher female participation rate in this study may reflect authentic patterns of parental involvement rather than sampling bias alone. Mothers are more likely to attend parent-teacher conferences, participate in school committees, volunteer for school activities, and engage in home-school communication.

2. Sampling methodology: The online distribution method precluded the calculation of an accurate response rate, as the total number of individuals who received the questionnaire could not be determined. Digital dissemination through multiple channels made tracking the survey reach impossible, with data available only for completed responses (N = 430).

	3. Temporal context: Data collection during the 2020–2021 academic year occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic, which significantly disrupted educational delivery and may have influenced both parents' and teachers' perceptions of involvement due to increased home-school collaboration needs and remote learning requirements.
	4. Cultural and educational context: The findings are specific to the Israeli educational system and may not apply to other cultural contexts with different parent-school relationship norms, educational structures, or cultural expectations regarding parental involvement.
	5. Teacher sample characteristics: The teacher sample, although more balanced in terms of educational background, was heavily female (93.5%), which may not capture the full range of teacher perspectives across different school types and teaching contexts.

These limitations require cautious interpretation when generalizing findings to broader populations. Future research should employ more representative sampling methods to ensure demographic balance.
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Footnotes

	1See explanation of “awareness” on page 3.
	2The Coefficient of Alienation is a technical metric that indicates the extent to which the physical distances between items in the obtained SSA (Smallest Space Analysis) map accurately reflect their correlation matrix. Specifically, it quantifies how successfully the HUDAP (Hebrew University Data Analysis Program) software is.
	3The Separation Index (SI) is a metric that quantifies the degree to which the obtained empirical structure reflects the hypothesized content domains in the mapping statement. It indicates the goodness of fit between the theoretical model under examination and the spatial distribution of empirical data points in the resulting map. The Separation Index accounts for both the number of items that “deviate” from their hypothesized regions and the distance of these items from their hypothesized areas. The index is computed based on the sum of distances between each point's actual location on the map and its hypothesized position. The range of the Separation Index values falls between 0 and 1, where higher values indicate better fit.
	4The Coefficient of Alienation is a technical metric that indicates the extent to which the physical distances between items in the obtained SSA (Smallest Space Analysis) map accurately reflect their correlation matrix. Specifically, it quantifies how successfully the HUDAP (Hebrew University Data Analysis Program) software has optimized the spatial arrangement of items. The Coefficient of Alienation ranges from 0 to 1, with lower values indicating superior goodness of fit. A coefficient value of 0.20 or lower demonstrates good correspondence between the inter-item distances on the map and their correlations.
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In 1993, Finn proposed in his paper that classroom engagement can be described from three dimensions. Subsequently, research on children’s classroom engagement gradually gained attention. Although previous literature has explored the factors that affect classroom participation, most studies only focus on the influence of family or school, rarely considering the family-school relationship as a whole. This study aims to address this deficiency by systematically reviewing literature and using the PRISMA search strategy to exclude non-English literature, books, and conference papers. I have also developed three screening criteria: (1) research topic is not on home-school relationship; (2) research topic is not on students’ participation; (3) research participants are not preschool children. Finally, 17 relevant articles were selected for analysis. Research has founfd that good family-school relationship can enhance children’s classroom participation, manifested in parents accompanying their children more in learning, helping them improve social skills and develop good habits. Parents and teachers will trust each other, reduce information gaps, and enhance children’s psychological security. And they will cooperate to provide opportunities for children to exercise their cognitive abilities and enhance their cognitive participation. This study provides valuable reference for educators in the field of preschool education to understand the relationship between family-school relationship and children’s classroom participation. Therefore, educators are able to adjust their educational strategies and design courses that can fully mobilize children’s enthusiasm and help them grow.
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1 Introduction

As the starting point of children’s education, the preschool education stage significantly influences their future learning and lifelong development. During this critical period, the performance of children in the classroom has become a focus of attention for both teachers and parents. Class engagement is an important indicator for measuring children’s learning engagement and educational effectiveness, which is directly related to their cognitive development, social skills, and emotional health (McConnell and Kubina Jr, 2014; Serpell and Mashburn, 2012; Smith et al., 2020). In the last two decades, researches on children’s class engagement have grown, and it’s now widely recognized that home-school relationship has been influential in affecting children’s engagement (Galindo and Sheldon, 2012; Riggs and Medina, 2005; Serpell and Mashburn, 2012). The home-school relationship, as a bridge connecting families and schools, plays a crucial role in enhancing children’s classroom participation. A good home-school relationship can promote communication and cooperation between families and schools, creating a more inclusive and motivating learning environment. This environment allows children to fully unleash their potential, actively participate in the classroom, and lay a solid foundation for their personal growth.

Through reading literature, I found that researchers have extensively discussed the relationship between family-school relationship and children’s engagement. For example, Serpell and Mashburn (2012) mentioned that the degree of closeness between home and school is positively correlated with children’s engagement. High-quality home-school communication can create opportunities for two-way information exchange, aligning the goals of parents and teachers, which helps to enhance students’ awareness of the school and increase their participation in it (Serpell and Mashburn, 2012). Malczyk and Lawson (2019) mentioned that parents have high expectations for their children’s academic trajectory, such as wanting them to achieve specific grades, which can be transmitted to them and motivate them to participate more actively in classroom learning.

I found that these literatures mostly study the impact of family or school on children’s classroom engagement separately (Fantuzzo et al., 2013; Froiland, 2021; Malczyk and Lawson, 2019), and rarely connect the two to study the influence of family-school relationships on children’s classroom engagement (Serpell and Mashburn, 2012; Smith et al., 2020). The relationship between family and school can have an impact on various aspects such as parental guidance for children’s learning, thereby affecting children’s class participation.

Given the theoretical positions taken for the study and the status of the field as briefly reviewed above, the study aimed to provide an answer to the following questions:


	1. What is students’ engagement?

	2. What is the impact of home-school relationship on children’s engagement?



Through this study, I aim to identify and reinforce key elements that can promote active participation of young children in classroom activities, thereby enhancing the overall quality of early childhood education. By reading this article, early childhood educators can adjust their educational strategies, optimize communication and cooperation with parents. Parents can recognize their role and influence in early childhood education and learn how to participate more effectively in their children’s learning process.

The rest of the article includes method、results and conclusion. The method section will introduce the keywords used in this article and the methods used for data collection. The results section will provide specific answers to the two main questions raised in the previous text. The conclusion section will summarize the research content of this article, introduce the limitations and advantages of the article, and discuss how future research should be conducted.



2 Methods


2.1 Search strategy

The process of article selection followed the Preferred Reporting of Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) Statement. I searched Scopus and Web of Science on November 30th, 2024 for peer-reviewed articles on home-school relationship and class participation. I operationalized different permutations of each keyword based on previously validated searches. For home-school relationship, I included “family-school,” “family-school relationship,” following Semke and Sheridan’s review (2012) which is published in the School Community Journal and Smith et al.’s review (2020) which is published in the Educational Psychology Review. For class engagement, I drew on Quin’s review (2017) and Martins et al.’s review (2022) to identify keyword variants. In short, by using search terms that have been validated in publications from prestigious journals, this made me more confident that I would capture appropriate citations within the searches that we did conduct.

I applied the fields title/abstract in the search. The full details are available in Appendix 1. My initial search identified a total of 249 articles in Web of’ Science and 326 in Scopus, which were imported into Zotero reference management software. 0f these 575 articles, 155 were identified as duplicates, leaving a total of 420 for screening and eligibility stages.



2.2 Inclusion and exclusion

I applied a series of inclusion and exclusion criteria. Articles were included if they were: (i) written in English; (ii) published in a peer-reviewed journal. They are excluded if the research design is book, Conference paper, etc. This is because these research types are not relevant to our research questions. Of the 420 records screened, I excluded 31 because they were book chapters and conference papers, and 24 were not in English, leaving a total of 365 articles for retrieval. I was able to find the full text of all articles, resulting in 365 articles for eligibility, At eligibility, upon reviewing the full text, I excluded another 90 articles that did not relate to home-school relationship. I excluded another 115 articles that did not relate to class participation. I also further excluded 147 articles because the populations in these studies were not preschool children. I also identified additional 4 articles by scanning the reference list and then using Google Scholar. This left a final 17 articles in the final review sample for data analysis. Figure 1 further describes the process of inclusion/exclusion.

[image: PRISMA flow diagram shows the identification, screening, and inclusion process for studies. Out of 579 records identified, 17 studies met all eligibility criteria and were included in the final review.]

FIGURE 1
 PRISMA 2020 flow diagram for new systematic reviews which included searches of databases, registers and other sources. *Consider, if feasible to do so, reporting the number of records identified from each database or register searched (rather than the total number across all databases/registers). **If automation tools were used, indicate how many records were excluded by a human and how many were excluded by automation tools. Source: Page MJ, et al. BMJ 2021; 372:n71. doi: 10.1136/bmj.n71.





3 Results


3.1 What is students’ engagement?

Some papers indicate an intention to focus on class participation via their titles, keywords, or abstracts (Jeon et al., 2021; Pilarz et al., 2024; Smith et al., 2020). For example, school engagement is a multidimensional construct that includes behavioral, emotional, and cognitive components (Fredricks et al., 2004). Participation is the extent to which a youngster regularly participates in classroom and school activities (Finn and Voelkl, 1993). Regardless of whether these papers focused on multiple or single definitions, each paper included in the review reflected the following claims about the definition of students’ engagement:


	1. Students’ engagement includes behavioral engagement, which refers to students’ participation in learning activities, including attention, positive behavior, and attendance rate.

	2. Students’ engagement includes emotional engagement, which refers to students’ emotional attitudes, sense of identity, and sense of belonging to the classroom.

	3. Students’ engagement includes cognitive engagement, which refers to the use of self-regulated learning methods and metacognitive strategies, utilizing shallow and deep learning strategies to learn and understand materials.



We illustrate each of these claims here by referencing a range of papers from different contexts and focusing on different interpretations.

With respect to the first knowledge claim, Finn and Voelkl (1993) discussed the meaning of students’ engagement from behavioral aspects. They noted that participation is the extent to which a youngster regularly participates in classroom and school activities, involving attending class, paying attention to the teacher, and responding to questions (Finn and Voelkl, 1993). This article makes the abstract concept of “student participation” concrete. This clear definition is helpful for researchers to conduct empirical research and also facilitates teachers to monitor and record students’ participation in daily teaching.

With respect to the second knowledge claim, Li and Lerner (2013) discussed the meaning of students’ engagement from emotional aspects. They noted that active participation, with great concentration and effort, positive emotions, or feeling of excitement and sense of connectedness is a necessary ingredient for students’ engagement with school (Li and Lerner, 2013). This viewpoint breaks through the limitations of defining student participation solely from a behavioral perspective. This multidimensional definition more comprehensively reflects the essence of student participation, as students’ learning in school are complex processes that are influenced by multiple factors. And high students’ emotional engagement means that they do not just participate passively but actively engage in learning based on their beliefs and values.

With respect to the third knowledge claim, Naibert and Barbera (2022) discussed the meaning of students’ engagement from cognitive aspects. They noted that cognitive engagement is often considered in relation to students’ psychological investment in their learning, which includes putting in effort to understand and master the material (Naibert and Barbera, 2022). This viewpoint links cognitive engagement with students’ diligent mastery of learning materials, which is in line with the essential characteristics of student learning. And it is pointed out that students should actively explore deeper knowledge and expand their thinking horizons, which helps them cultivate their innovation ability and higher-order thinking.

Overall, classroom participation refers to the degree to which students regularly participate in the classroom. Students appear in the classroom and are able to express their thoughts. If the teacher initiates a discussion, raises questions or difficulties in class, students actively discuss and answer, rather than just sitting in the classroom. At the same time, students have a sense of identity and belonging to the classroom, enjoy the class, and are able to understand the teacher’s words seriously in class.



3.2 What is the impact of home-school relationship on children’s engagement?

A good home-school relationship can enhance children’s class engagement. Firstly, in a good home-school relationship, parents will pay more attention to accompanying their children’s learning. These companions can help young children improve their social skills (Jeon et al., 2021; Serpell and Mashburn, 2012), develop good habits such as sitting still and concentration (Galindo and Sheldon, 2012; Son and Tineo, 2016), and thus help them better adapt to the class and enhance their behavioral participation. For example, Johnson et al. (2012) presented a guessing game in his article. Children are asked to feel for an object in a paper bag and guess the identity of the object. He noted that:

In this activity, children use expressive language to describe the object, parents provide additional descriptions, and finally the object is revealed to the children. Parents interact with their children to develop their physical skills by writing, drawing, coloring, and moving their bodies in games and activities (Johnson et al., 2012, p. 5).


In my opinion, this example demonstrates how parental involvement in such home-based learning activities can have a positive impact on children. When parents actively participate in their children’s learning process, they can guide children to use more accurate and vivid words to describe the object, which enriches children’s vocabulary. And they can guide children to draw to improve children’s fine motor skills. At the same time, this kind of interaction between parents and children can help children improve their social skills. I believe that if children are accustomed to an interactive and engaging learning environment at home, they are more likely to expect similar experiences in the class. For instance, they are more willing to answer questions and participate in discussions in class because they have developed confidence and communication skills through family activities.

Secondly, parents and teachers will trust each other and jointly support children’s learning. Emotional factors such as mutual trust and support play a key role in the impact of home-school relationship on children’s participation (Serpell and Mashburn, 2012). Premo also noted that parents affirmed the importance of teachers being honest about challenges their child is facing and helping parents overcome them. Many parents will seize the time after school to communicate with teachers about their children’s study (Premo et al., 2023).

From my internship experience, I also found that the pick-up and drop off time are a critical time for parents to contact and ask questions from their children’s teachers. Parents who trust their teachers will use this opportunity to discuss their children’s learning situation. This behavior may break the information gap between family and school. Teachers can develop learning strategies that are more suitable for the current situation of children. Parents can assist teachers in teaching activities by exercising their children’s expression skills, etc. In this situation, children can feel the support and attention from both their family and school. This kind of support may make children feel more psychologically secure in the classroom. Moreover, by communicating with parents to understand their children’s hobbies, teachers can design classes that are in line with children’s interests, making children more willing to participate in the classroom.

Thirdly, parents and teachers will work together to provide opportunities for children to exercise their cognitive abilities, such as helping them learn to think. When I was on my internship, I found that the teacher taught children how to understand the meaning conveyed by the story when children were reading stories. After class, she let parents continue the classroom learning content at home. For example, they can read the picture books mentioned in class with their children and discuss the content of stories, so as to strengthen the children’s learning experience in the classroom.

This example demonstrates that children received good support for learning and thinking. In kindergarten, teachers actively guide children to master the correct learning methods, such as helping children understand the logic of stories. Parents cooperate with teachers at home by practicing with their children themselves, such as reading picture books together. As Son and Tineo (2016) said, parent–child shared reading help children learn to think about story content on their own, and this ability will be directly applied in the classroom. At first, children may just listen to the plot of stories. With the guidance of teachers and parents, they can gradually understand the meaning behind stories and eventually tell stories to others in their own words. During this process, children’s thinking ability continue to improve, and they will be more willing to think actively in class.




4 Conclusion and limitation

This study took qualitative research, focusing on how a good home-school relationship improve children’s classroom engagement. Following the steps of the evaluation logic, we developed 6 evaluation standards. We believe that these standards cover the key elements of qualitative research quality, including the clarity of the statement of research purpose, the quality of reference citations, and the overall credibility of the research. This study’s results indicate that, the level of children’s classroom engagement can be measured from three aspects: behavioral engagement, emotional engagement, and cognitive engagement. In a good home-school relationship, parents will be more deeply involved in their children’s learning, helping children develop their social interaction skills. And they will actively communicate with teachers about children’s problems that occur in the classroom. Both parents and teachers will jointly develop targeted educational strategies to provide more comprehensive support and guidance for children, facilitating the balanced development of children in different aspects such as behavior and cognition, and comprehensively enhance their classroom participation.

At present, we acknowledge that the study only used two databases (Web of science, Scopus), which may lead us to overlook some literature from other databases, such as EBSCO and CNKI. We may miss the relationship between schools and parents from different countries and cultures, and whether it will have different impacts on children’s classroom engagement. Despite these limitations, we still followed the systematic data collection strategy, reported keywords openly and transparently, and built our keywords on previous research. By following the PRISMA search strategy, we systematically excluded non-English language articles、book and conference paper. Through these methods, I’m able to search for articles related to my research. In addition, adhering to the principle of honesty, we extracted and summarized all the included articles into an Excel spreadsheet, and conducted a detailed review of each article. In summary, the evaluation data are quite reliable for readers.

Future research can be further expanded from multiple perspectives. In terms of research methods, we can try to use new technological means such as eye tracking, EEG monitoring, etc. to accurately measure children’s classroom participation and comprehensively analyze it. In the field of practical application, it is possible to develop a home-school cooperation training program to provide operational methods and practical cases for schools and parents. Intervention research can also be conducted to select classes or schools with poor home school relationships to implement intervention measures based on research results and verify their effectiveness in practice. Through these multidimensional in-depth studies, it is expected to more comprehensively and accurately reveal the impact mechanism of home school relationships on children’s classroom participation, thereby providing more solid theoretical and practical support for optimizing home school cooperation and improving the quality of early childhood education.
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Parental and grandparental involvement are associated with students’ educational success. However, few studies have explored the different effects of parental and grandparent education involvement on students’ academic performance. This study constructed a hypothetical model of parental/grandparental education involvement and adolescents’ learning engagement, with personal growth initiative as the mediating variable and self-education expectation as the moderating variable, to investigate how parental/grandparental education involvement influences learning engagement. A total of 822 adolescents from middle schools in China participated in the study. The results revealed that parental/grandparental education involvement significantly and positively affected adolescents’ learning engagement. In the context of parental education involvement, the most important factor in promoting learning engagement is emotional leisure. In the context of grandparental education involvement, the most important factor in promoting learning engagement is academic support. Furthermore, personal growth initiative mediated the relationship of parental and grandparental education involvement, respectively. The relationship between parental/grandparental educational involvement and learning engagement was moderated by self-education expectation. However, the interaction effect between self-education expectation and education involvement (emotional leisure, teaching rules, academic support, life care) to predict learning engagement is different between parents and grandparents. For the situation where parents directly raise their children, the interaction term (emotional leisure/teaching rules/academic support × self-education expectation) significantly predicted learning engagement, indicating that self-education expectation moderated the direct effect of emotional leisure, teaching rules, academic support on learning engagement. For the situation where grandparents providing caregiving for grandchildren, only the interaction term emotional leisure × self-education expectation significantly predicted learning engagement, indicating that self-education expectation moderated the direct effect of emotional leisure on learning engagement. The objective of this study was to provide further empirical evidence regarding the discrepancies in the mechanisms by which parental/grandparental education involvement affects adolescents’ learning engagement, and to offer further insights into the promotion of learning engagement among adolescents.
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1 Introduction

Learning engagement has gained considerable attention as a vital determinant of students’ academic performance, as it represents an active and fulfilling learning state characterized by vigor, commitment, and concentration (Barberá-Tomás et al., 2022). Positive engagement can reliably predict current academic success (Moreira et al., 2013) and influence various aspects of students’ future lives. Actively engaged middle-school students exhibit lower dropout rates and fewer problem behaviors, positioning them favorably for future careers (Archambault et al., 2022). In China, parents highly emphasize their children’s education, as academic achievement is crucial for prestigious university admission and well-compensated employment (Moore, 2019). Academic success is considered the primary pathway to higher social status among junior-high-school students and is closely linked to future development (Guo et al., 2018). Studies have also indicated a declining tendency in junior-high-school students’ learning engagement between their first and third years (Zhou, 2021). Therefore, paying attention to this issue is of great importance for these students’ academic performance. Learning engagement is influenced by various factors, including individual characteristics, family dynamics, and school environment (Li et al., 2023). Among these, parental education involvement (PEI) significantly determines secondary school students’ academic achievement (Xiong et al., 2021).

With China’s socioeconomic development, many young people are occupied with work, leaving them with insufficient time and energy to care for their children. This has led to the common phenomenon of grandparents raising children. The World Population Prospects of 2019 suggest that the number of Chinese older adults aged 65 years or over will reach 366 million by 2050. Influenced by Confucianism, which emphasizes the collective family, many older adults in China shoulder extensive grandparenting responsibilities (Wang et al., 2022), and over 50% of Chinese grandparents provide childcare to grandchildren (Ko and Hank, 2014). Despite this prevalence, few studies have addressed the different effects of parental education involvement (defined as parent childcare, frequency of contact, provide financial support) and grandparental education involvement (defined as grandparent childcare, frequency of contact, the parents usually work in other places and provide financial support) on learning engagement. Moreover, research has shown discrepancies between parents and grandparents’ approaches to fostering children’s personal growth initiative (PGI; Sadruddin et al., 2019). Therefore, it is crucial to investigate, from the perspectives of parents and grandparents, the effects of educational involvement and PGI on learning engagement, as well as the underlying mechanisms involved.


1.1 PEI/GEI and learning engagement

PEI (parental education involvement) encompasses various behaviors that parents adopt to enhance students’ educational achievements based on diverse educational concepts and academic achievement expectations (Seginer, 2006). The positive impact of PEI on middle-school students’ learning engagement has been consistently emphasized in research (Chen et al., 2024). Active PEI correlates with enhanced academic outcomes, increased attendance rates, and overall student success. When parents engage in their children’s schooling, students demonstrate higher academic achievement, school engagement, and motivation (Barger et al., 2019). Studies among 9th and 10th graders in Jordan showed that PEI positively influenced students’ emotional engagement in school (Sapungan and Sapungan, 2014). This implies that students with more involved parents are more likely to find school enjoyable, have high self-esteem, and perceive school as a satisfying experience. Thus, parental support and guidance play a crucial role in positively affecting students’ learning.

Few studies have directly explored the relationship between GEI (grandparental education involvement) and learning engagement. However, current research suggests that grandparental involvement has a positive impact on children’s social skills and reduces the occurrence of internalizing and externalizing problem behaviors, which may subsequently influence adolescents’ learning engagement (Luo et al., 2020). Yorgason et al. (2011) investigated the association between grandparental involvement and positive outcomes for grandchildren. They found that, when grandparents are involved in their grandchildren’s daily lives, the grandchildren exhibit greater sociability and increased learning engagement. Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:


H1: PEI and GEI are significant positive predictors of adolescent’s learning engagement.




1.2 PGI as a mediator

PGI encompasses cognitive and behavioral tendencies focused on active and intentional personal growth. This concept has been delineated into four relatively independent dimensions: readiness for change, planfulness, using resources, and intentional behaviors (Dengyong et al., 2014). According to the theory of self-determination, individuals generally have three basic needs: autonomy, ability, and relationships (Deci and Ryan, 2000). PGI is a manifestation of the need for autonomy as a vital intrinsic motivation that can significantly influence academic performance and emotional adaptation (Grolnick and Slowiaczek, 1994). Researchers have suggested that positive academic performance is challenging unless students autonomously engage in learning (Schnitzler et al., 2021). When students’ autonomous needs are met, they typically experience a sense of choice and self-recognition of their behavior (Deci and Ryan, 2008; Gagné and Deci, 2005). Consequently, they become more willing to participate and invest in learning activities. Studies have indicated that fulfilling students’ autonomy needs enhances their internal motivation, leading to more positive learning engagement behaviors (Reeve, 2012). Several studies have explored the relationship between PEI and students’ PGI, particularly among Chinese primary school students (Zhao et al., 2021). The findings reveal that the manner and extent of PEI positively impact students’ autonomy. Parent’s support and encouragement are crucial in cultivating students’ PGI, which closely correlates with their learning engagement (Li et al., 2023). In summary, PEI and GEI are advantageous for students’ PGI, and PGI is linked to improved learning engagement. This suggests that PGI may mediate the relationship between PEI/GEI and learning engagement. Thus, we propose the following hypothesis:


H2: PGI plays a mediating role in the link between PEI/GEI and learning engagement.




1.3 Self-education expectation as a moderator

Apart from PGI, an individual’s self-education expectation also modulates one’s implementation of learning activities. Students’ educational expectations are closely related to their academic performance (Pinquart and Ebeling, 2020). Students with higher self-education expectations work harder to learn to meet their expectations and achieve relatively better academic performance. One study proved that middle-school students’ self-education expectations has a positive impact on their academic development and can promote their degree of investment (Li et al., 2020; Shi et al., 2023). According to Bandura’s triadic interactive determinism, behavior, cognition, and the environment are interconnected and interact during the social learning process (Chai and Ye, 2024). Furthermore, the external environment influences individuals through inter-subjective factors. In this study, PEI and GEI were considered external environmental factors, while self-education expectation was considered an internal factor affecting individuals. Based on Bandura’s ternary interaction theory, junior-high-school students’ learning engagement is influenced not only by PEI, GEI, and self-education expectation, but also by their combined effect (Schmid and Garrels, 2021). Therefore, self-education expectation may act as a moderator in the pathway between PEI/GEI and learning engagement. Thus, we propose two hypotheses: self-education expectation significantly moderates the relationship between PEI and learning engagement (H3a), and self-education expectation significantly moderates the relationship between GEI and learning engagement (H3b).



1.4 The present study

The present study examined the mediating and moderating factors in the association between PEI/GEI and learning engagement among adolescents in the Chinese context. It also explored the underlying mechanisms of this relationship by considering cognitive trait factors, including the mediating role of PGI and the moderating role of self-education expectation. By constructing two moderated mediation models (see Figure 1), this study contributes to the understanding of the mechanisms and differences underlying the influence of PEI and GEI on adolescents’ learning engagement. Additionally, it provides empirical support to guide adolescents’ learning engagement in a scientifically practical manner.

[image: Two conceptual diagrams compare educational influences. The left diagram links Parental Educational Involvement, Personal Growth Initiative, Learning Engagement, and Self Education Expectation, with hypotheses H1, H2, H3(a). The right diagram replaces parental with grandparental involvement and shows hypotheses H1, H2, H3(b).]

FIGURE 1
 Hypothetical model. The two models depict the relationships between the main variables. The arrows indicate the mechanism of influence between the variables. The independent variable in the left model is assumed to be parental education involvement, whereas that in the right model is grandparental education involvement.





2 Methods


2.1 Sample and data collection

This study was approved by the Ethics Committee for Scientific Research at the authors’ institution. Data were collected from 850 junior-high-school students using a paper-based questionnaire. After excluding invalid responses, 822 responses were retained, resulting in a response rate of 96.7%. Among these valid responses, 380 were from male students and 442 were from female students, with ages ranging from 12 to 15 years (mean ± standard deviation: 12.16 ± 1.20). The participants were distributed across different grades, with 522 (63.5%) in Grade 1 of junior high school and 300 (36.4%) in Grade 2. Additionally, we categorized students based on their main caregivers, with 636 (77.4%) raised by parents and 186 (22.6%) raised by grandparents.



2.2 Measurements


2.2.1 PEI/GEI

The study used the Parental/Grandparental Education Involvement Questionnaire (PIQ/GIQ), which was revised by Wu et al. (2018). The original questionnaire comprised 22 items across four dimensions: emotional leisure (11 items), and teaching rules (3 items), academic support (4 items), life care (4 items). Responses were scored on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). Examples items are “Parents/Grandparents take care of your daily life,” “Parents/Grandparents exercise with me,” “Parents/Grandparents and I went on a trip,” and “Parents/Grandparents supervise my homework.” The questionnaire demonstrated good reliability and validity. Cronbach’s α coefficients of the PIQ in the present study were 0.73–0.92, and those of the GIQ were 0.71–0.89.



2.2.2 Learning engagement

The Chinese version of the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale—Student, developed by Schaufeli et al. (2002) and revised by Fang et al. (2008), was used to measure adolescents’ engagement in learning. The scale comprises 17 items across three dimensions: vigor (six items; e.g., “I have much energy when I study”), commitment (six items; e.g., “I find studying valuable and meaningful”), and concentration (five items; e.g., “I am so concentrated that I forget everything when I study”). Participants responded to the items on a 7-point Likert scale, with scores ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (always). Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of the parent’s questionnaire in the present study were 0.89–0.90, and those of the grandparent’s questionnaire were 0.85–0.88.



2.2.3 PGI

The Personal Growth Initiative Scale-II, developed by Robitschek et al. (2012), was used to assess PGI. This scale contains 16 items across four dimensions: ready for change (four items; e.g., “I know what aspects of myself need to change”), planning (four items; e.g., “I know how to make a realistic plan to change myself”), resource use (four items; e.g., “I know how to make a realistic plan to change myself”), and proactive behavior (four items; e.g. “I can take advantage of any opportunity to grow”). Items were scored on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly inconsistent) to 5 (strongly consistent). Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of the parent’s questionnaire in the present study were 0.78–0.85, and those of the grandparent’s questionnaire were 0.76–0.80.



2.2.4 Self-education expectation

Self-education expectation was measured by asking participants about the highest level of education they wished to attain in the future. The response options and assigned values were: secondary vocational and below = 1, vocational college = 2, university = 3, and postgraduate and above = 4. Scores ranged from 1 to 4, with a higher score indicating higher expectations.




2.3 Data analysis

First, we conducted descriptive statistics and correlation analyses using IBM SPSS 26.0. Subsequently, we tested the mediation and moderated mediation models using the IBM SPSS macro PROCESS (Hayes, 2013), which has been widely used to test complex models, including mediated moderation and moderated mediation models. Models 4 and 5 in the PROCESS macro program1 were used to analyze the mediating role of PGI and the moderating role of self-education expectation between PEI/GEI and learning engagement. Additionally, previous research has revealed that learning engagement differs based on grade and previous achievement (Piñeiro et al., 2019; Zhou, 2021). Therefore, grade and previous achievement were included as control variables in this study.




3 Results


3.1 Descriptive and correlation analysis

The results in Tables 1, 2 illustrate the means (M), standard deviations (SD), and correlation coefficients of all the variables. Not all forms of parental involvement are positively related to academic achievement (Boonk et al., 2018). It is necessary to explore the different dimensions of parental/grandparental educational involvement. The four dimensions of PEI (r = 0.113–0.731, p < 0.01) and the four dimensions of GEI (r = 0.146–0.629, p < 0.05) demonstrated significant positive correlations with learning engagement, PGI, and self-education expectation.


TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations (parent).


	Variable
	
Min

	
Max

	
M

	
SD

	EL
	TR
	AS
	LC
	PGI
	LE
	SEE

 

 	EL 	1 	5 	3.020 	0.893 	1 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	TR 	1 	5 	4.126 	0.811 	0.592** 	1 	 	 	 	 	


 	AS 	1 	5 	3.351 	0.939 	0.731** 	0.598** 	1 	 	 	 	


 	LC 	1 	5 	4.076 	0.814 	0.543** 	0.567** 	0.553** 	1 	 	 	


 	PGI 	1 	5 	3.397 	0.811 	0.446** 	0.335** 	0.359** 	0.290** 	1 	 	


 	LE 	1 	7 	4.466 	1.351 	0.427** 	0.296** 	0.350** 	0.235** 	0.561** 	1 	


 	SEE 	1 	4 	3.448 	0.656 	0.204** 	0.148** 	0.143** 	0.113** 	0.310** 	0.341** 	1





EL, emotional leisure; TR, teaching rules; AS, academic support; LC, life care; PEI, parental education involvement; PGI, personal growth initiative; LE, learning engagement; SEE, self-education expectation.

**p < 0.01.
 


TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations (grandparent).


	Variable
	
Min

	
Max

	
M

	
SD

	EL
	TR
	AS
	LC
	PGI
	LE
	SEE

 

 	EL 	1 	5 	2.842 	0.816 	1 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	TR 	1 	5 	4.032 	0.889 	0.452** 	1 	 	 	 	 	


 	AS 	1 	5 	3.335 	0.967 	0.619** 	0.596** 	1 	 	 	 	


 	LC 	1 	5 	4.005 	0.847 	0.438** 	0.462** 	0.501** 	1 	 	 	


 	PGI 	1 	5 	3.280 	0.767 	0.507** 	0.376** 	0.454** 	0.442** 	1 	 	


 	LE 	1 	7 	4.495 	1.257 	0.384** 	0.336** 	0.460** 	0.384** 	0.629** 	1 	


 	SEE 	1 	4 	3.527 	0.617 	0.206** 	0.146* 	0.233** 	0.189** 	0.246** 	0.320** 	1





EL, emotional leisure; TR, teaching rules; AS, academic support; LC, life care; PEI, parental education involvement; GEI, grandparental education involvement; PGI Personal growth initiative; LE Learning engagement; SEE, self-education expectation.

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
 



3.2 Multiple regression analyses

Separate multiple regression analyses were conducted using the four dimensions of PEI and GEI as independent variables. As shown in Tables 3, 4, we found that, after controlling for grade and prior academic achievement, the PEI results indicated that emotional leisure (β = 0.333, p < 0.001) had the most decisive influence, whereas the GEI results showed that academic support (β = 0.277, p < 0.01) was most influential.


TABLE 3 The results of multiple regression analyses (parent).


	Model
	
B

	
SE

	
β

	
t

	
p

	VIF

 

 	Constant 	1.184 	0.325 	 	3.646 	0.000 	


 	Independent variable 	Emotional leisure 	0.504 	0.080 	0.333 	6.323 	0.000 	2.452


 	Teaching rules 	0.033 	0.078 	0.020 	0.422 	0.673 	1.911


 	Academic support 	0.095 	0.076 	0.066 	1.253 	0.211 	2.479


 	Life care 	−0.001 	0.073 	−0.001 	−0.020 	0.984 	1.727


 	Control variable 	Grade 	Grade1 	0.431 	0.097 	0.154 	4.437 	0.000 	1.069


 	Grade2 	0 	 	 	 	 	


 	Score ranking 	Top 	1.417 	0.246 	0.344 	5.760 	0.000 	3.163


 	Above the average 	1.301 	0.221 	0.436 	5.884 	0.000 	4.862


 	Average 	1.093 	0.218 	0.385 	5.016 	0.000 	5.211


 	Below the average 	0.595 	0.228 	0.173 	2.609 	0.009 	3.911


 	Bottom 	0 	 	 	 	 	


 	R2 	0.294


 	F 	28.869


 	p 	0.000




 


TABLE 4 The results of multiple regression analyses (grandparent).


	Model
	
B

	
SE

	
β

	
t

	
p

	VIF

 

 	Constant 	0.892 	0.702 	 	1.270 	0.206 	


 	Independent variable 	Emotional leisure 	0.100 	0.121 	0.065 	0.823 	0.412 	1.738


 	Teaching rules 	0.055 	0.109 	0.039 	0.499 	0.619 	1.682


 	Academic support 	0.361 	0.115 	0.277 	3.137 	0.002 	2.196


 	Life care 	0.266 	0.108 	0.179 	2.472 	0.014 	1.480


 	Control variable 	Grade 	Grade1 	−0.023 	0.475 	−0.003 	−0.048 	0.962 	1.053


 	Grade2 	0 	 	 	 	 	


 	Score ranking 	Top 	1.373 	0.391 	0.332 	3.514 	0.001 	2.501


 	Above the average 	1.259 	0.325 	0.479 	3.875 	0.000 	4.286


 	Average 	0.734 	0.332 	0.264 	2.214 	0.028 	4.006


 	Below the average 	0.319 	0.346 	0.101 	0.922 	0.358 	3.404


 	Bottom 	0 	 	 	 	 	


 	R2 	0.373


 	F 	11.647


 	p 	0.000




 



3.3 Testing the mediation model

We employed Model 4 of PROCESS to examine the mediating effect of PGI between PEI/GEI and learning engagement. Percentile bootstrapping and bias-corrected percentile bootstrapping with 5,000 resamples were employed to construct 95% confidence intervals for the indirect effects. The four dimensions of parental/grandparental educational involvement represent different aspects of educational involvement, and they showed different correlations with learning engagement. Therefore, we will explore the relationship between educational involvement and learning engagement by dimension. After controlling for grade and previous achievement, four dimensions of parental education involvement significantly and positively predicted learning engagement in the absence of the mediator. Among them, the prediction power of emotional leisure is the strongest. Therefore, we mainly present the results of emotional leisure, as shown in Table 5.


TABLE 5 Mediation effect of personal growth initiative in emotional leisure and learning engagement (parent).


	Outcome variable
	Predictor variable
	
B

	
β

	
SE

	
t

	
p


 

 	LE 	Grade 	0.421 	−0.152*** 	0.095 	−4.420 	0.000


 	Achievement 	0.320 	0.250*** 	0.044 	7.188 	0.000


 	EL 	0.591 	0.391*** 	0.052 	11.425 	0.000


 	PGI 	Grade 	−0.009 	−0.006 	0.060 	−0.154 	0.878


 	Achievement 	0.116 	0.151*** 	0.028 	4.154 	0.000


 	EL 	0.384 	0.422*** 	0.032 	11.854 	0.000


 	LE 	Grade 	−0.415 	−0.150*** 	0.086 	−4.839 	0.000


 	Achievement 	0.239 	0.187*** 	0.041 	5.887 	0.000


 	EL 	0.322 	0.213*** 	0.051 	6.263 	0.000


 	PGI 	0.701 	0.421*** 	0.057 	12.252 	0.000





LE, learning engagement; PGI, personal growth initiative; EL, emotional leisure.

***p < 0.01.
 

As observed in Tables 5, EL was positively correlated with PGI (β = 0.422, p < 0.001). When EL was controlled for, PGI was positively correlated with learning engagement (β = 0.421, p < 0.001). Moreover, when PGI was included, the association between EL and learning engagement remained significant (β = 0.213, p < 0.001). Finally, a bias-corrected percentile bootstrap method was used to test the mediation model. We generated 5,000 bootstrapping samples from the original data (n = 636 from parent data) by random sampling. The results (Table 6) indicate that the indirect effect of PGI was 0.269, and its 95% CI was [0.192, 0.350] in the parent data. This mediating effect accounted for 45.516% of the total effect of the association between ER and learning engagement. In other words, PGI partially mediated the association between EL and learning engagement.


TABLE 6 Bootstrap test for mediating effect (parent).


	Model pathways
	
	Effect
	Boot LLCI
	Boot ULCI
	Ratio to total effect on LE

 

 	EL → PGI → LE 	Indirect effect 	0.269 	0.192 	0.350 	45.516%


 	 	Direct effect 	0.322 	0.221 	0.423 	


 	 	Total effect 	0.591 	0.490 	0.693 	





EL, emotional leisure; PGI, personal growth initiative; LE, learning engagement.
 

Four dimensions of grandparental education involvement significantly and positively predicted learning engagement in the absence of the mediator, thus supporting H1. Among them, the prediction power of academic support (AS) is the strongest. Therefore, we mainly present the results of academic support, as shown in Table 7.


TABLE 7 Mediation effect of PGI in academic support and learning engagement (grandparent).


	Outcome variable
	Predictor variable
	
B

	
β

	
SE

	
t

	
p


 

 	LE 	Grade 	−0.052 	−0.007 	0.470 	−0.110 	0.912


 	Achievement 	0.406 	0.349*** 	0.071 	5.727 	0.000


 	AS 	0.552 	0.424*** 	0.079 	6.966 	0.000


 	PGI 	Grade 	0.070 	0.015 	0.305 	0.229 	0.819


 	Achievement 	0.143 	0.202** 	0.046 	3.112 	0.002


 	AS 	0.344 	0.434*** 	0.051 	6.704 	0.000


 	LE 	Grade 	−0.105 	−0.014 	0.410 	−0.256 	0.798


 	Achievement 	0.297 	0.255*** 	0.063 	4.682 	0.000


 	AS 	0.289 	0.222*** 	0.077 	3.750 	0.000


 	PGI 	0.763 	0.466*** 	0.100 	7.657 	0.000





LE, learning engagement; PGI, personal growth initiative; AS, academic support.

**p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
 

As observed in Table 7, AS was positively correlated with PGI (β = 0.434, p < 0.001). When AS was controlled for, PGI was positively correlated with learning engagement (β = 0.466, p < 0.001). Moreover, when PGI was included, the association between AS and learning engagement remained significant (β = 0.222, p < 0.01). Finally, a bias-corrected percentile bootstrap method was used to test the mediation model. We generated 5,000 bootstrapping samples from the original data (n = 186 from grandparent data) by random sampling. The results (Table 8) indicate that the indirect effect of PGI was 0.263, and its 95% CI was [0.164, 0.364] in the parent data. This mediating effect accounted for 47.645% of the total effect of the association between AS and learning engagement. In other words, PGI partially mediated the association between AS and learning engagement. Thus, H2 was supported.


TABLE 8 Bootstrap test for mediating effect (grandparent).


	Model pathways
	
	Effect
	Boot LLCI
	Boot ULCI
	Ratio to total effect on LE

 

 	AS → PGI → LE 	Indirect effect 	0.263 	0.164 	0.364 	47.645%


 	 	Direct effect 	0.289 	0.137 	0.441 	


 	 	Total effect 	0.552 	0.395 	0.708 	





AS, academic support; PGI, personal growth initiative; LE, learning engagement.
 



3.4 Testing the moderated mediation model

We used Model 5 of PROCESS to determine whether the direct effect was moderated by self-education expectation. We introduced an interaction effect between self-education expectation and education involvement (emotional leisure, teaching rules, academic support, life care) to predict learning engagement. The unstandardized model estimates for H3a and H3b are presented in Tables 9, 10, respectively. Due to space limitations, only the data results related to emotional leisure have been presented.


TABLE 9 Conditional process analysis in parent’s data (emotional leisure).


	Regression equation
	
B

	
SE

	
t

	LLCI
	ULCI

 

 	Mediator variable model for predicting PGI


 	Constant 	3.035 	0.136 	22.308*** 	2.768 	3.302


 	Grade 	−0.009 	0.060 	−0.154 	−0.126 	0.108


 	Achievement 	0.116 	0.028 	4.154*** 	0.061 	0.170


 	EL 	0.384 	0.032 	11.854*** 	0.320 	0.447


 	Dependent variable model for predicting LE


 	Constant 	2.066 	0.267 	7.743*** 	1.542 	2.590


 	Grade 	−0.375 	0.086 	−4.348*** 	−0.544 	−0.206


 	Achievement 	0.208 	0.042 	4.916*** 	0.125 	0.291


 	EL 	0.317 	0.051 	6.209*** 	0.217 	0.417


 	PGI 	0.667 	0.058 	11.517*** 	0.553 	0.781


 	SEE 	0.119 	0.072 	1.644 	−0.023 	0.260


 	EL × SEE 	−0.214 	0.069 	−3.112** 	−0.349 	−0.079







	Conditional direct effect analysis at values of the moderator



	SEE
	Effect
	
SE

	
t

	LLCI
	ULCI

 

 	Low (M − 1SD) 	0.457 	0.069 	6.661*** 	0.323 	0.592


 	Mean 	0.317 	0.051 	6.209*** 	0.217 	0.417


 	High (M + 1SD) 	0.199 	0.063 	3.150** 	0.075 	0.323





PGI, personal growth initiative; EL, emotional leisure; LE, learning engagement; SEE, self-education expectation.

**p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
 


TABLE 10 Conditional process analysis in grandparent’s data (emotional leisure).


	Regression equation
	
B

	
SE

	
t

	LLCI
	ULCI

 

 	Mediator variable model for predicting PGI


 	Constant 	2.720 	0.333 	8.177*** 	2.064 	3.377


 	Grade 	0.169 	0.298 	0.567 	−0.418 	0.756


 	Achievement 	0.120 	0.045 	2.653** 	0.031 	0.209


 	EL 	0.454 	0.060 	7.594*** 	0.336 	0.572


 	Dependent variable model for predicting LE


 	Constant 	1.019 	0.537 	1.899 	−0.040 	2.078


 	Grade 	−0.133 	0.409 	−0.325 	−0.939 	0.673


 	Achievement 	0.252 	0.064 	3.931*** 	0.125 	0.378


 	EL 	0.102 	0.094 	1.078 	−0.084 	0.288


 	PGI 	0.869 	0.103 	8.446*** 	0.666 	1.071


 	SEE 	0.172 	0.115 	1.494 	−0.055 	0.400


 	EL × SEE 	−0.480 	0.136 	−3.533** 	−0.748 	−0.212







	Conditional direct effect analysis at values of the moderator



	SEE
	Effect
	
SE

	
t

	LLCI
	ULCI

 

 	Low (M − 1SD) 	0.398 	0.127 	3.125** 	0.220 	0.796


 	Mean 	0.102 	0.094 	1.078 	0.045 	0.502


 	High (M + 1SD) 	−0.125 	0.113 	−1.107 	−0.349 	0.098





PGI, personal growth initiative; EL, emotional leisure; LE, learning engagement; SEE, self-education expectation.

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
 

For the situation where parents directly raise their children, the interaction term (emotional leisure/teaching rules/academic support × self-education expectation) significantly predicted learning engagement, indicating that self-education expectation moderated the direct effect of emotional leisure, teaching rules, academic support on learning engagement, thereby supporting H3a partially. The positive direct effect of emotional leisure, academic support on learning engagement was significant for individuals with low and high self-education expectation. However, the same positive direct effect of teaching rules was significant only for individuals with low self-education expectation. To better understand the moderating effect of self-education expectation, plots of the relationship between emotional leisure, academic support, teaching rules and learning engagement, at two levels of self-education expectation (1 SD below the mean and 1 SD above the mean) are depicted in Figures 2–4, respectively.

[image: Line graph showing learning engagement on the y-axis and emotional leisure on the x-axis, comparing low and high self-education expectation. Both groups increase in learning engagement as emotional leisure increases; high self-education expectation consistently scores higher.]

FIGURE 2
 Interaction effect of self-education expectation and emotional leisure on learning engagement.


[image: Line graph showing learning engagement on the y-axis, ranging from three thousand to five thousand, and academic support on the x-axis, labeled as Low (M minus one SD) and High (M plus one SD). Two lines represent self-education expectation: a dashed line with diamonds for low expectation and a solid line with squares for high expectation. Both lines rise with increasing academic support, with high self-education expectation consistently showing higher learning engagement.   Legend clarifies line styles and markers.]

FIGURE 3
 Interaction effect of self-education expectation and academic support on learning engagement.


[image: Line graph showing learning engagement on the y-axis and teaching rules on the x-axis, comparing low and high self-education expectation. Higher teaching rules correspond to increased learning engagement, especially with high self-education expectation.]

FIGURE 4
 Interaction effect of self-education expectation and teaching rules on learning engagement.


For the situation where grandparents providing caregiving for grandchildren, only the interaction term emotional leisure × self-education expectation significantly predicted learning engagement, indicating that self-education expectation moderated the direct effect of emotional leisure on learning engagement, thereby supporting H3a partially. Meanwhile, the positive direct effect of emotional leisure was significant only for individuals with low self-education expectation. To better understand the moderating effect of self-education expectation, plot of the relationship between emotional leisure and learning engagement, at two levels of self-education expectation (1 SD below the mean and 1 SD above the mean) is depicted in Figure 5.

[image: Line graph showing the relationship between emotional leisure and learning engagement, moderated by self-education expectation. As emotional leisure increases, learning engagement increases for low self-education expectation but decreases slightly for high self-education expectation.]

FIGURE 5
 Interaction effect of self-education expectation and grandparental education involvement on learning engagement.


As observed in Table 10 and Figure 5, for individuals with low self-education expectation, emotional leisure was positively associated with learning engagement (conditional effect = 0.398, SE = 0.127, 95% CI = [0.220, 0.796]). For individuals with high self-education expectation, the direct effect between emotional leisure and learning engagement was not significant (95% CI = [−0.349, 0.098]).




4 Discussion

This study explored the relationships between PEI/GEI and adolescents’ learning engagement in the Chinese cultural context, as well as the mechanisms underlying these relationships. The results indicated that PEI and GEI not only directly influenced learning engagement, but also exhibited an indirect effect mediated by PGI. For parental education involvement, among the four dimensions of emotional leisure, teaching rules, academic support, and life care, the correlation between emotional leisure and learning engagement is the greatest. For grandparental education involvement, among the four dimensions of emotional leisure, teaching rules, academic support, and life care, the correlation between academic support and learning engagement is the greatest. The interaction effect between self-education expectation and education involvement (emotional leisure, teaching rules, academic support, life care) to predict learning engagement are different between parent and grandparent. The findings contribute to a better understanding of how and when PEI and GEI are associated with learning engagement.


4.1 PEI/GEI and learning engagement

We observed that both PEI and GEI positively predicted adolescents’ learning engagement, which aligns with existing theoretical perspectives and empirical evidence. Positive parenting styles can directly influence adolescents’ psychological development (Bi et al., 2024). A positive association between PEI/GEI and heightened learning engagement levels ultimately predicts elevated academic achievement (Day and Dotterer, 2018; Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler, 1995; Skinner et al., 2009). This implies that individuals who experience greater PEI/GEI are more inclined to engage in learning activities. Drawing on social capital theory, family, as a significant social network, expands students’ social capital, providing more learning opportunities and resources. Meanwhile, four dimensions of parental education involvement significantly and positively predicted learning engagement in the absence of the mediator. In parents’ data, the prediction power of emotional leisure is the strongest. Compared with grandparents, parents are stricter with their children. Therefore, children need more leisure activities when they are with their parents. Positive emotional experiences from nature are of significance (Wang et al., 2025). Leisure activities positively predicted positive emotion (Zhang and Zheng, 2017) which helpful for learning engagement. In grandparents’ data, the prediction power of academic support is the strongest. Grandparents can, to a certain extent, make up for the lack of educational support caused by the absence of parents by means such as supervising homework and helping solve learning difficulties, thus enabling children to devote themselves to their studies.



4.2 Mediating role of PGI

Our study not only revealed that PEI, GEI, and PGI positively predict learning engagement, but also unveiled the mediating role of PGI in the relationships between PEI/GEI and learning engagement. This finding aligns with previous studies supporting the idea that students who experience PEI/GEI are more likely to value their learning, thus promoting autonomous motivation (Schmid and Garrels, 2021). According to Deci and Ryan’s self-determination theory (Vansteenkiste et al., 2020), individuals have three basic psychological needs: autonomy, relatedness, and competence. PEI and GEI play a crucial role in shaping children’s future development, fostering autonomy, and motivating active participation in self-regulated learning (Ahmed et al., 2024). When adolescents’ basic needs are satisfied, they are more motivated to engage in their growth process and have higher expectations for their future academic life (Leversen et al., 2012). Parents and grandparents who are positively involved in offering academic assistance or life care satisfy students’ psychological needs and foster their autonomous motivation for learning. As a vital component of an individual’s inner psychological resources, PGI plays a mediating role in the connections between PEI/GEI and adolescents’ learning engagement. A supportive family atmosphere fosters stronger autonomous motivation, and adolescents will have higher expectations for learning when they are effectively assisted in developing positive character traits such as PGI (Benneker et al., 2023). Furthermore, adolescents who grow up in such environments often have more positive experiences, experience better psychological wellbeing, and exhibit greater life satisfaction (Wang et al., 2018). Consequently, they are more likely to enjoy their academic lives, which in turn influences their learning engagement.



4.3 Moderating effect of self-education expectation

Our study revealed that adolescents’ self-education expectation moderated the relationships between PEI/GEI and learning engagement. In the data of the parents, the interaction term (emotional leisure/teaching rules/academic support × self-education expectation) significantly predicted learning engagement, indicating that self-education expectation moderated the direct effect of emotional leisure, teaching rules, academic support on learning engagement. In the data of grandparents, only the interaction term emotional leisure × self-education expectation significantly predicted learning engagement, indicating that self-education expectation moderated the direct effect of emotional leisure on learning engagement.

Specifically, these relationships were stronger among adolescents with lower self-education expectations than among those with higher expectations. According to existing research, adolescents with higher academic achievement expectations are more likely to prioritize personal effort and autonomous motivation (Shengyao et al., 2024). Conversely, when adolescents lack aspirations for improved academic achievement, PEI/GEI can instill a sense of responsibility and motivation, driven by the desire not to disappoint their parents/grandparents, thereby empowering them to tackle challenging learning tasks more effectively. In this context, PEI/GEI serves as a source of stability and reassurance, assisting adolescents in navigating diverse obstacles. Such experiences can enhance adolescents’ awareness of the support they receive from others, ultimately promoting their learning engagement (Luo et al., 2020).

However, the moderating mechanisms of self-education expectation may differ depending on adolescents’ perceived PEI/GEI. In the data of the parents, for individuals with low self-education expectation and high self-education expectation, the positive direct effects of both emotional leisure and academic support on learning engagement were significant. However, the positive direct effect of teaching rules on learning engagement was not significant for individuals with high self-education expectation. This means that, for individuals with high self-education expectations, teaching rules did not affect learning engagement. In the data of the grandparents, self-education expectation only moderated the direct effect of emotional leisure on learning engagement. For individuals with low self-education expectation, emotional leisure was positively associated with learning engagement. For individuals with high self-education expectation, the direct effect between emotional leisure and learning engagement was not significant. In China, the ways and values of parents and grandparents differ significantly (Lu et al., 2022). Parents were more influenced by modernization and urbanization, with a greater emphasis on academic performance, personal achievement, and social status. Thus, they may be more inclined to use modern educational resources and methods, such as cram schools and online education, in the hope that their children will stand out from the fierce competition (Chen et al., 2021). According to existing research, children’s learning engagement is positively related to both paternal and maternal involvement (Li et al., 2023). However, grandparents tend to pay more attention to the inheritance of traditional values (Zhang and Wu, 2021) or children’s health outcomes (Pulgaron et al., 2016). Thus, grandparents’ influence might differ owing to generational gaps and differing perspectives on education (Grolnick and Pomerantz, 2022). While grandparents may still play a role, their influence may be indirect or less pronounced than that of parents (Dunifon and Bajracharya, 2012).



4.4 Research significance and limitations

This study has important theoretical and practical implications. First, it aligns with the theory of positive adolescent development, which emphasizes how adolescents’ external environments interact with their inner strengths to shape their learning engagement. This offers effective strategies for fostering adolescents’ learning behaviors. Second, there is an urgent need to prioritize the promotion of autonomous motivation and initiative among adolescents. This can be achieved by clarifying their learning goals and fostering personal growth dynamics. These qualities play a pivotal role in adolescents’ learning behaviors and growth processes, equipping them with resilience to overcome challenges and fulfill their potential.

Regarding practical implications, this study considers the discrepancy mechanisms in which PEI/GEI affects students’ learning engagement. The situation where parents raise their children themselves, along with taking them to educational places like science museums, engaging in leisure activities such as traveling or exercising, can help enhance children’s learning engagement. When parents work in other places and the children are raised by their grandparents, the grandparents providing necessary academic support for the children can help increase their learning engagement. However, for the elderly with lower educational levels, this is very difficult to achieve. Meanwhile, the results of the moderation effect revealed that parents play a more important role in contributing to children’s learning.

Despite the valuable insights provided by this study, it has some limitations. First, the study’s scope was confined to one secondary school in China, potentially introducing regional bias and limiting the generalizability of the results. To enhance the reliability and applicability of our findings, future research should expand the sample size and consider diverse cultural contexts. Second, longitudinal studies and follow-up surveys could offer a more dynamic and holistic comprehension of PEI and adolescents’ learning engagement; thus, longitudinal studies should be conducted in the future.




5 Conclusion

Based on an analysis of the research data, a few conclusions were drawn in this study. PEI and GEI in middle-school students positively predict learning engagement. In a family environment that provides greater involvement and support, middle-school students tend to engage in more learning activities. In the context of parental education involvement, the most important factor in promoting learning engagement is emotional leisure. In the context of grandparental education involvement, the most important factor in promoting learning engagement is academic support. Meanwhile, individuals with a higher level of PGI are more willing to engage in learning. Additionally, in the context of parental education involvement, self-education expectation moderated the direct effect of emotional leisure, teaching rules, academic support on learning engagement. Meanwhile, the effect of emotional leisure, academic support on children’s learning engagement was stronger among individuals with lower self-education expectation. The effect of teaching rules on children’s learning engagement was significant only among individuals with low self-education expectation. In the context of grandparental education involvement, self-education expectation only moderated the direct effect of emotional leisure on learning engagement. Meanwhile, the effect of emotional leisure on children’s learning engagement was significant only among individuals with low self-education expectation.
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Intergenerational education mobility is one of the key dimensions of social mobility. Educational mobility is defined as the association between parents and children’s educational attainment. Children born to parents with a college degree are more likely to graduate from college. On the other hand, first generation college students (i.e., students who have parents without a college degree) are less likely to go to college and are more likely to drop out of college compared to students with college-educated parents. Previous literature has suggested that parental involvement in higher education leads to improved student performance. Parents who did not attend college, on the other hand, might not have the knowledge to help their children navigate college. College students, especially in their freshman year, face many challenges, such as a heavier workload than is typical for high school and a distracting peer culture. At our Historically Black University, we developed a year-long communication plan targeted at parents of first-year students and aimed at boosting the educational cultural capital of parents and cultivating a supportive environment to enhance students’ educational experiences and outcomes. One of our main goals was to help retain students in the academic pipeline in majors related to Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM), as well as the health sciences, while also motivating students to pursue graduate school or obtain a job in the field. The program has graduated 3 cohorts of parents of first year students. Applying a mixed method approach, including an online survey method and in-depth qualitative interviews, our results indicated that parents in the Parent University program benefited from the information acquired. Details about the intervention, the implications of our findings, and the lessons learned from program implementation are discussed.
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Introduction

The educational outcomes of college students are influenced by a variety of non-academic factors, including family background such as parental educational and income level, demographic background (i.e., race and gender), and campus environment such as perceived academic and social support (Dennis, 2005; Keels, 2013; Norvilitis and Reid, 2015; Norvilitis and Reid, 2012). Much research has suggested that parental involvement is one of the best predictors of educational success, and even perceived parental involvement has positive effects on college students’ success (Ratelle et al., 2005; Mailhot and Feeney, 2017; Bartle-Haring et al., 2022). In practice, many of the elements that influence a student’s educational outcomes are difficult to impossible to change. Parental involvement, on the other hand, can be enhanced and may serve as an important instrument for improving students’ success (Wang and Sheikh-Khalil, 2013; Kranstuber et al., 2012; Collings and Eaton, 2024).

Parents from underrepresented and low socio-economic status (SES) backgrounds, like other parents, report that they want “the best” for their children’s future, and higher education is often part of parent’s aspiration, regardless of SES (Bok, 2010; Leo, 2022). Parents from middle-and high-SES backgrounds usually have the cultural capital to support their children’s educational aspirations, however, parents from underrepresented and low SES backgrounds often lack that social capital or awareness about financial and other support resources available to facilitate access to higher education (Fischer et al., 2019; Sarubbi et al., 2019; Forster and van de Werfhorst, 2019; Macaulay et al., 2023). There is a strong evidentiary basis for the effectiveness of outreach to parents of primary and early secondary school-age children in supporting college access (Bergerson, 2009; Fischer et al., 2019; Mwangi et al., 2019; Mitchall and Jaeger, 2018; Boonk et al., 2018; Şengönül, 2022; Fatimaningrum, 2022; Al-Alwan, 2014). However, fewer studies have examined the role of family support in facilitating student success after college entry, and evidence of which elements and resources are most effective is especially lacking (Dennis, 2005; Fischer et al., 2019; Roksa and Kinsley, 2019; Sax and Wartman, 2010).

At our Historically-Black University, we developed a year-long communication plan targeting parents of first year students aiming to boost parents’ educational cultural capital and cultivate a supportive environment that enhances students’ educational experiences and outcomes. Our goal was to help retain students in the academic pipeline in majors related to Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) and health science, and motivate them to continue on to a doctoral program. At our institutions about 70% of undergraduate students are members of underrepresented minorities, about 33% of students are first-generation college students, and over 60% qualify for Pell grants indicating lower income parents.

We piloted the Parent University program with 33 parents during the 2021–2022 academic year. For the pilot study, all parents were given the intervention, i.e., they received information aimed to enhance their educational cultural capital. Through the pilot program, we learned what works best in terms of recruitment of parents and how to deliver the intervention to them. Following the pilot study, the Parent University program was officially implemented in the 2022–2023 academic year and 2023–204 academic year. Using a mixed method approach by applying both an online survey method and in-depth qualitative interviews, we investigated the effectiveness of the Parent University program. In this paper, we (1) describe the details of the Parent University program and its intervention, (2) discuss the recruitment process and data collection, (3) present the results from the surveys and interviews, and (4) discuss its implications.


Literature review

Older research suggests that parental involvement in higher education leads to improved student performance (Wintre and Yaffe, 2000; Kenny, 1987). College students, especially in their freshman year, face many challenges, such as a heavier workload and a distracting peer culture. For those who move away to college, there are additional challenges including adapting to new living arrangements and making new friends. Communicating with parents might decrease students’ stress level and help them cope with these life changes. However recently, a debate has emerged as parents’ involvement in their students’ college experience can have both positive and negative impacts. While parental involvement is generally seen as beneficial, there is a growing concern about over-involvement, often referred to as helicopter parenting, which can limit students’ autonomy and hinder their development (Manuel et al., 2023). This over-involvement may extend to critiquing faculty and administrators, potentially affecting the student’s independence and growth (Smith, 2018). Because of these negative effects, some colleges even try to restrict parents’ involvement in their college students’ lives (Carney-Hall, 2008).

Nationwide, first generation college and low income students consistently drop out of college at much higher rates than middle-to upper-income students with college-educated parents (Ishitani and DesJardins, 2002). Low-income and first-generation college students face various risks that can impact their retention in college. Financial concerns, lack of understanding of university culture, and limited access to support systems are key challenges that these students encounter (Higginbotham, 2022; DeAngelo and Franke, 2016; Brown et al., 2021). A lack of understanding of university culture and financial aid needs have been identified as particular barriers to retention for first-generation students (Brown et al., 2021). Indeed, first-generation students at 4-year institutions are twice as likely to drop out of college before their second year as are students whose parents have a bachelor’s degree (Terenzini et al., 1996), and are four times as likely to drop out if their parents are low-income (Engle and Tinto, 2008). Even accounting for factors such as working full-time, financial aid status, gender, and race/ethnicity, first generation status is still a significant predictor of a student leaving before their second year (Chen and Carroll, 2005; Deangelo et al., 2011). Over the last several decades, numerous studies have identified factors related to the disparity in educational attainment for underrepresented and first generation students including academic under-preparation, discrimination, feelings of alienation, difficulty adjusting to campus culture, work and family responsibilities, financial and structural barriers, and lack of support (Ishitani and DesJardins, 2002; Ramos-Sanchez and Nichols, 2007; Lotkowski, 2004; Kalkbrenner et al., 2021; Costello et al., 2018; Gibbons et al., 2016; Holden et al., 2021). At our Historically-Black public university, large numbers of our students are at the intersection of these risk factors - being a member of a minority group, being a first-generation college student, and coming from a low-income background. Therefore, programs that provide support structures to help students succeed can have a very large impact, on both the retention and graduation rates at our institution, as well as on the number of college graduates from underrepresented and low SES groups entering the workforce.

There is an on-going cultural shift in the relationship between parents and their young-adult children, in which the two parties have an increased level of interaction and interdependency (Coburn, 2006; Wartman and Savage, 2008). Most parents of today’s traditional-aged college students maintain close ties with their children (Coburn, 2006; Sax and Weintraub, 2014), and data from the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) suggest that 70% of students have a high frequency of communication with parents (NSSE, 2007). This parent–child relationship is an important form of social capital (Perna and Titus, 2005; Roksa et al., 2020). Traditionally, students have served as the bridge connecting their parents with their institution. That is, parents have learned about college programs and events mainly through their children. Compared to previous generations, parents today have more direct interactions and communications with their children’s colleges (Henning, 2007), which may support their student’s successful completion. Leveraging the relationship between parents and students to promote student engagement with faculty and staff has been explored as a strategy to enhance student success during the college years (Deutschlander, 2019).

Social capital refers to an individual’s interpersonal relationships that have productive benefits (Coleman, 1988). Social capital can, in turn, produce other forms of beneficial resources, such as cultural capital - an individual’s knowledge, experience, behaviors, and skills which are typically a product of the person’s social standing in society (Bourdieu, 1985). Parents of middle and high SES have educational cultural capital that they pass on to their children and which supports their educational success (Lapsley et al., 1990; Barsegyan and Maas, 2022). However, parents who did not attend college may lack educational cultural capital to pass on to their children regardless of how often they interact. Students from disadvantaged backgrounds (e.g., first generation college students, students belonging to racial/ethnic minority groups, etc.) are more likely to be lacking in educational cultural capital. Further educating and engaging parents from disadvantaged backgrounds about their children’s undergraduate education is a potentially powerful tool for increasing parents’ educational cultural capital, which can then be passed on to their children (Abbas et al., 2021; Jæger and Karlson, 2018). This strategy can help parents become more involved in their children’s education and facilitate students’ academic and career success.




Intervention and program evaluation


Recruitment and intervention

For recruitment, we initially held information sessions regarding the Parent University program at the University’s New Student Orientations. Parents of new freshmen in targeted majors (i.e., STEM and health sciences) were informed of the study and were given a flyer with a QR code they could use to learn more about the program. In addition, a postcard about the program was created for parents of STEM and health sciences majors who had participated in a New Student Orientation session and/or had submitted a housing deposit. The postcard was distributed by the University’s Integrated Marketing Office. Parents interested in being part of the program were asked to complete the online registration and the consent forms. We then randomly assigned the parents into either a control group or an intervention group. Parents in both groups received a survey before the intervention and a survey after the intervention. However, only parents in the intervention group received the intervention.

Our intervention was designed to communicate information to enhance the parents’ educational cultural capital and knowledge of university events, timelines, and policies. The interventions included five virtual forum sessions and distribution of university messages to parents. Table 1 displays the forum topics and their presenters. The forum topics included an orientation about the intervention, academic expectations of being a college student, how to utilize internships and research opportunities to prepare for the transition to the workplace, health and spiritual resources on campus, and preparations for the next semester. The forums were held via Zoom. Reminders about the forums were sent to parents via email and text messages. The forums were recorded, and links for the recordings were sent to all parents in the intervention group in case some parents were not able to attend the forum synchronously. In addition, university emails and announcements were distributed to parents via emails and text messages so that the parents in the intervention group received the most up-to-date communications from the university. For example, parents would receive information on deadlines, the last day for classes, late registration, “No-Show” or “Non-Attendance” Rosters, etc. It is the hope that parents would communicate this information to their child, remind them of deadlines, and encourage them to complete the tasks on time.


TABLE 1 Parent university forum topics.

	Forum topic
	Description
	Department

 

 	Parent University Program Orientation 	The PU Program Team reviews the program and the role of participants with the parents. 	The Parent University Team


 	Next Steps for Next Semester 	It discusses what students need to do to be prepared for the spring semester. Pre-registration, satisfied student accounts, deadlines and the importance of meeting pre-requisite requirements will be addressed. Also, academic advisement, curriculum guides, early alerts, satisfactory academic progress (SAP), senior audits, and other topics that pertain to student success will be addressed. 	The Offices of Records, Registration and Student Success


 	Preparation to Transition from the Classroom to the Workplace 	Applications to participate in co-curricular learning experiences (i.e., internships, cooperative education programs, study abroad excursions, on campus student employment etc.) and scholarships need to be submitted very early in the spring semester. Parents will learn about these opportunities and what students need to do to take advantage of them. 	Career Center


 	How Are Your Student’s Affairs? 	Parents will have an opportunity to hear from and engage University representatives that manage student life on campus 	Residence Life and Student Leadership and Engagement


 	Helping Hornets Stay Healthy and Safe 	It will share the services and programming provided for students and a representative from the Campus Police Department will also be available to address security alerts and provide any information or updates that parents need to be aware of regarding campus safety 	The Office of Counseling Services, the Wellness and Recreation Center, and The Campus Police Department


 	Getting a Jump on Fall 	Tips for getting your students advised, registered, housed, and paid up for the fall semester. 	Offices of Student Success, Financial Services, Resident Life, Records and Registration, Student Accounts, and Student Health Services


 	Parent University Program Closing Session 	This forum will be an open discussion that provides an opportunity for participants to share and provide measurable feedback on the Parent University Program 	The Parent University Team




 



Quantitative analysis

In the 2022–2023 academic year, 104 parents consented to participate in the Parent University program at our university. We randomly assigned 52 parents to the Control Group and 52 parents to the Intervention Group. In the following 2023–2024 academic year, another 111 parents consented to participate in the program. We randomly assigned 56 parents to the Control Group and 55 to the Intervention Group. Each year, we conducted a survey to evaluate parents’ engagement at the beginning of the academic year (i.e., before the intervention). At the end of the academic year, we conducted a second survey (i.e., after the intervention) to investigate potential changes in engagement and feelings about the program. The surveys were sent to parents in the Control Group and the Intervention Group. The surveys gathered information regarding parents’ demographic background and their interactions/relationships with their children enrolled at the college. Due to the small number of parents completing both surveys (i.e., the survey before the intervention and the survey after the intervention), we combined the data collected from the years 2022–2023 and 2023–2024.

Table 2 displays the descriptive results. There were 27 parents in the intervention group and 32 parents in the control group. The majority of the parents identified themselves as mothers of the students (89% in the intervention group and 91% in the control group). The majority of parents identified as Black/African American (85% in the intervention group and 81% in the control group). The average age of parents was 48 (SD = 8) in the intervention group and 45 (SD = 6) in the control group. Fifty-six percent of the parents were married in the intervention group and 42% in the control group. The majority of parents were employed (including full-time, part-time, and self-employed) at the time of the survey (93% in the intervention group and 91% in the control group). It should be noted that the majority of parents indicated that they had at least a Bachelor’s degree (74% in the intervention group and 66% in the control group).


TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics: the whole sample.

	Variable
	Intervention group
	Control group



	Before
	After
	Before
	After

 

 	N 	27 	27 	32 	32


 	Mother % 	88.89 	 	90.62 	


 	Black % 	85.19 	 	81.25 	


 	Age average 	47.74 (SD = 7.93) 	 	45.31 (SD = 5.74) 	


 	Married % 	55.56 	 	41.94 	


 	Employed % 	92.59 	 	90.62 	


 	> = BA degree % 	74.07 	 	65.62 	


 	Frequency communicate with child %


 	More than once a day 	25.93 	33.33 	9.38 	25.00


 	Daily 	48.15 	33.33 	46.88 	37.50


 	Weekly 	25.92 	33.33 	3.12 	37.50


 	Other 	0 	0 	3.12 	0


 	Total 	100 	100 	100 	100


 	Worried my child in college (is)…… %


 	Under too much academic stress 	11.11 	25.92 	25.00 	28.12


 	Lonely or isolated 	18.52 	25.92 	21.88 	31.26


 	May drink too much 	7.41 	0 	3.12 	3.12


 	Not being prepared for career 	7.40 	7.40 	12.50 	15.63


 	Made wrong friends 	0 	7.400 	9.37 	9.37


 	will choose the wrong career 	0 	3.7 	3.12 	0


 	not performing up to their abilities 	0 	18.52 	9.37 	15.63


 	not eating right 	22.22 	25.92 	25.00 	43.76


 	under too much peer pressure 	0 	14.82 	12.50 	12.50


 	not performing at the top of their class 	14.81 	7.41 	9.37 	12.50


 	not able to manage health issues 	3.70 	3.70 	9.38 	3.12


 	not safe from crime 	11.11 	40.74 	25.00 	43.75


 	not studying enough 	7.40 	18.51 	15.63 	15.63


 	not attending religious services 	15.11 	7.41 	9.37 	12.50


 	not making academic progress 	0 	11.11 	9.37 	15.63


 	not exercise 	0 	14.81 	25 	12.50


 	trouble finding a job after graduation 	7.40 	7.40 	18.75 	0


 	Constructed score of worriedness 	1.26 (SD = 1.58) 	2.26 (SD = 1.46) 	2.43 (SD = 3.26) 	2.75 (SD = 3.13)


 	Communicated PU information to child 	 	77.78 	 	NA


 	Knows GPA % 	 	70.37 	 	62.50


 	GPA average 	 	3.04 (SD = 1.10) 	 	3.49 (SD = 0.57)


 	Parental engagement career development 	7.78 (SD = 2.59) 	7.67 (SD = 2.43) 	7.38 (SD = 2.42) 	8.18 (SD = 2.21)


 	Parental engagement college education 	8.33 (SD = 2.13) 	8.18 (SD = 2.20) 	8.28 (SD = 1.94) 	8.63 (SD = 1.64)




 

The pre-and post-surveys asked questions regarding how worried they were about their child in college in terms of academic, social, health, and career factors at the time of completing the survey. There were 17 items for worriedness ratings to reflect areas of parental concerns1, including “under too much academic stress,” “lonely or isolated,” “may drink too much,” “not being prepared for career,” “made wrong friends,” “will choose the wrong career,” “not performing up to their abilities,” “not eating right,” “under too much peer pressure,” “not performing at the top of their class,” “not able to manage health issues,” “not safe from crime,” “not studying enough,” “not attending religious services,” “not making academic progress,” “not exercising,” and “trouble finding a job after graduation.” Parents could rate their worriedness level for each item as “Not at all,” “Somewhat,” “Quite a bit,” and “A great deal.” We combined “Not at all” and “Somewhat” into one category “low level” and coded 0. We also combined “Quite a bit” and “A great deal” into one category “high level” and coded 1. It should be noted that the questions were not previously tested and validated. We chose these questions because they reflect the goals of the study and collect critical data for our evaluation. In addition, to our knowledge, there is no validated questionnaire available on college parents’ worriedness and engagement in the U.S. This further raises the importance of the current study.

For the intervention group, the percentages of parents reporting a high level of worriedness for “may drink too much,” “not perform at the top of their class,” and “not attending religious services” decreased from the pre-intervention survey to the post-intervention survey. However, worriedness level increased for many items, including “under too much academic stress,” “lonely or isolated,” made wrong friends,” “will choose the wrong career,” “not performing up to their abilities,” “under too much peer pressure,” not safe from crime,” “not studying enough,” “not making academic progress,” and “not exercise.”

We further constructed a score using the 17 items to determine overall worriedness. We added all 17 items (for each item, 0 represents a low level of worriedness and 1 represents a high level of worriedness). After adding all items, the constructed score of worriedness ranged from 0 to 17, 0 representing the lowest level of overall worriedness and 17 representing the highest level of overall worriedness. For the intervention group, the average score of worriedness was 1.26 (SD = 1.58) before the intervention and 2.26 (SD = 1.46) after the intervention. For the control group, the score of worriedness also went up, although slightly, i.e., 2.43 (SD = 3.26) before the intervention and 2.75 (SD = 3.13) after the intervention.

On both surveys, we asked parents to rate their level of engagement with their child’s college education and career development. The scores ranged from 1 to 10, with 1 representing the lowest level of engagement and 10 representing the highest level of engagement. The average parental engagement for career development was 7.78 (SD = 2.59) before the intervention and 7.67 (SD = 2.43) after the intervention, decreasing slightly. Parental engagement in college education also decreased, from 8.33 (SD = 2.13) before the intervention to 8.18 (SD = 2.20) after the intervention. For the control group, however, the results showed the opposite trend. In control participants, average parental engagement for career development increased from 7.38 (SD = 2.42) before the intervention to 8.18 (SD = 2.21) after the intervention. In addition, the average parental engagement for college education went up from 8.28 (SD = 1.94) before the intervention to 8.63 (SD = 1.64) after the intervention.

We further divided our sample into groups based on whether the parents received a bachelor’s degree or not. Table 3 summarizes descriptive results for parents who were not college educated2 (8 parents in the intervention group and 11 parents in the control group). The majority of these participants who were not college-educated were mothers. The average age was 50.5 (SD = 10.76) in the intervention group and 41.91 (SD = 5.68) in the control group. In addition, the majority of these parents indicated they were employed at the time of the survey (75% in the intervention group and 91% in the control group). In the intervention group, 62.5% of the parents indicated that they were married. This number was only 9.09% in the control group.


TABLE 3 Descriptive statistics: parents without a college degree.

	Variable
	Intervention group
	Control group



	Before
	After
	Before
	After

 

 	N 	8 	8 	11 	11


 	Mother % 	87.50 	 	100.00 	


 	Black % 	75.00 	 	81.82 	


 	Age average 	50.50 (SD = 10.76) 	 	41.91 (SD = 5.68) 	


 	Married % 	62.50 	 	9.09 	


 	Employed % 	75.00 	 	90.91 	


 	Frequency communicate with child %


 	More than once a day 	25.00 	 	27.27 	


 	Daily 	62.50 	 	45.45 	


 	Weekly 	12.50 	 	27.27 	


 	Other 	0 	 	0 	


 	Total 	100 	 	100 	


 	Worried my child in college (is)…… %


 	under too much academic stress 	12.50 	37.50 	27.27 	27.27


 	lonely or isolated 	12.50 	25.00 	36.36 	18.18


 	may drink too much 	0 	0 	0 	0


 	not being prepared for career 	0 	0 	9.09 	27.27


 	made wrong friends 	0 	0 	9.09 	9.09


 	will choose the wrong career 	0 	0 	9.09 	0


 	not performing up to their abilities 	0 	25.00 	18.18 	18.18


 	not eating right 	50.00 	37.50 	18.18 	36.36


 	under too much peer pressure 	0 	0 	18.18 	27.27


 	not performing at the top of their class 	12.50 	12.50 	9.09 	18.18


 	not able to manage health issues 	12.50 	0 	0 	0


 	not safe from crime 	25.00 	37.50 	27.27 	45.45


 	not studying enough 	0 	12.50 	18.18 	18.18


 	not attending religious services 	12.50 	12.50 	9.09 	9.09


 	not making academic progress 	0 	0 	9.09 	27.27


 	not exercise 	0 	12.50 	18.18 	18.18


 	trouble finding a job after graduation 	12.50 	0 	27.27 	0


 	Constructed score of worriedness 	1.63 (SD = 2.33) 	2.12 (SD = 1.96) 	2.63 (SD = 3.83) 	3.27 (SD = 4.15)


 	Communicated PU information to child 	 	75.00 	 	


 	Knows GPA % 	 	50.00 	 	36.36


 	GPA average 	 	3.20 (SD = 0.54) 	 	3.68 (SD = 0.14)


 	Parental engagement career development 	8.38 (SD = 2.50) 	8.13 (SD = 3.09) 	6.64 (SD = 2.98) 	8.36 (SD = 2.50)


 	Parental engagement college education 	9.13 (SD = 1.81) 	8.75 (SD = 2.12) 	8.45 (SD-1.75) 	9.09 (SD = 1.38)




 

In terms of the constructed score of worriedness for parents without college education, the average number was 1.63 (SD = 2.33) before intervention and 2.12 (SD = 1.96) after intervention among the parents in the intervention group. The trend is similar in the control group. The number went from 2.62 (SD = 3.83) in the pre-intervention survey to 3.27 (SD = 4.15) in the post-intervention survey.

Similar trends were found for parental engagement among parents who were not college educated. For example, in the intervention group, the average reported parental engagement for career development decreased from 8.38 (SD = 2.50) before the intervention to 8.13 (SD = 3.09) after the intervention. In addition, parental engagement for college education decreased from 9.13 (SD = 1.81) before the intervention to 8.75 (SD = 2.12) after the intervention. The opposite trend was observed for the control group. In the control group, parental engagement for career development increased from 6.64 (SD = 2.98) in the pre-intervention survey to 8.36 (SD = 2.5) in the post-intervention survey. Likewise, parental engagement for college education increased from 8.45 (SD = 1.75) in the pre-intervention survey to 9.09 (SD = 1.38) in the post-intervention survey.

Table 4 displays results from a paired-sample t-test analysis on worriedness level, as well as parental engagement in career development and college education3. Two significant results were found. In the intervention group, the t-test result revealed a significant difference in worriedness level between pre-and post-intervention surveys (t = 1.9640, p = 0.0302), indicating that there was a significant increase in parents’ level of worriedness compared to the pre-intervention level. In the control group, the t-test revealed a significant increase in parental engagement for career development across the pre-and post-intervention surveys (t = 1.9352, p = 0.0311), indicating enhanced engagement at the end of the freshman year compared to the beginning of the freshman year.


TABLE 4 Results from paired t-test analysis: the whole sample.

	Variable
	Intervention group
	Control group

 

 	Level of worriedness 	t = 1.9640 	t = 0.7124


 	p = 0.0302 	p = 0.2408


 	t = −0.2166 	t = 1.9352


 	p = 0.5849 	p = 0.0311


 	Parental engagement college education 	t = −0.7498 	t = 0.9524


 	p = 0.7699 	p = 0.1741


 	N 	27 	32


 	df 	26 	31





Bold values indicate p <= 0.05 level.
 

Table 5 displays results from the t-test analysis on several outcome measures, including worriedness, parental engagement for career development, and parental engagement for college education by groups and by parental education. Results indicated that among parents who were college educated in the intervention group, the t-test result was significant (t = 2.0011, p = 0.0303) for worriedness level, indicating increased worriedness at the end of the freshman year compared to the beginning of the freshman year. However, in the control group, parents without a college education showed a significant increase in parental engagement for career development (t = 1.7593, p = 0.0531) at the end of the freshman year compared to the beginning of the freshman year.


TABLE 5 Results from paired t-test analysis by parental education.

	Variable
	Intervention group
	Control group



	<BA
	> = BA
	<BA
	> = BA

 

 	Level of worriedness 	t = 0.5092 	t = 2.0011 	t = 0.6916 	t = 0.3541


 	p = 0.3131 	p = 0.0303 	p = 0.2518 	p = 0.3636


 	Parental engagement career development 	t = −0.1839 	t = −0.1082 	t = 1.7593 	t = 0.9073


 	p = 0.5703 	p = 0.5425 	p = 0.0531 	p = 0.1878


 	Parental engagement college education 	t = −0.8143 	t = −0.2518 	t = 1.3582 	t = 0.2104


 	p = 0.7789 	p = 0.5980 	p = 0.1008 	p = 0.4178


 	N 	8 	19 	12 	20


 	df 	7 	18 	11 	19





Bold values indicate p <= 0.05 level.
 



Qualitative analysis

Some results from the quantitative surveys were unexpected. For example, the quantitative results suggested that, following the intervention, parents in the intervention group showed increased worriedness level compared to pre-intervention levels. In addition, there was a significant increase in parental engagement for career development among parents in the control group, but not in the intervention group. To further investigate the quantitative findings, we conducted in-depth interviews with 7 parents in the intervention group to learn more about their experiences helping their children navigate college. The interviews were semi-structured. Some questions were prepared beforehand. The main questions included how often they communicated with their child (and what topics they discussed), how would they describe their engagement level at the beginning and at the end of the freshman year, how was the child’s transition from high school to college, and what challenges did the parents face in helping their child navigate college. Several themes emerged from these interviews.


Theme 1: parental engagement levels decreased as time went on

The interviews helped us understand why we observed decreased engagement in the surveys. In the interviews, many parents indicated that as their child grew more independent in college, the parents learned to trust their children more. Therefore, compared to the beginning of the freshman year, the parents were not as engaged nor did they spend as much time searching for resources. In addition, they reported that the information they acquired from Parent University was useful in helping them guide their child. Parents spent less time searching for information online or trying to figure out how to help their child, because the Parent University program provided the information. For example:

At the beginning, I think I was maybe a little bit more hands on just to try to make sure that she knew you need to be on time, you know, get up for your classes. Just trying to build a structure for her, and then after that I feel like I just it was more hands off. [I] just to allow her just like check through information getting from parent university following up with her, just to make sure that she was staying focused. So I feel like initially it was a lot of hands on just trying to make sure that she stayed focused, and then just kind of letting go for her to just do her own thing.




Theme: 2: parents with college experience still need informational guidance

Although many parents in our program were college educated, they all recognized that things have changed since they went to college. They acknowledged that without the information from Parent University, it would have been hard for them to help their child navigate college. This is consistent with the quantitative findings. For example, among parents who were college-educated in the intervention group, their worriedness level increased at the end of the freshman year compared to the beginning of the freshman year.

I think my college education certainly prepared me for a lot of things in my career, but as a parent, my experience with college … Just my experience being in college and kind of knowing what to expect. Obviously, things have changed in over 30 years. Things have changed.




Theme: 3: a parent university program tailored to child’s year in college (i.e., freshman to senior)

Many parents expressed that a Parent University program tailored to their child’s year in college (i.e., freshman, sophomore, junior, or senior) would be exceptionally helpful. For example, many of their children are now sophomores and juniors. Parents would like more information about internships and job opportunities, so they can continue to help their children with new challenges that typical arise after freshman year.

I wish that [the Parent University Program] would continue because yes, we learn stuff [during the] freshman year. But, sophomore year … You know, I want to make sure that my daughter is staying on track. So, what do I need to think about freshman year? I wasn’t thinking about internships. I’m thinking about just our success and acclimation to the university as a freshman, but now I need to start thinking, OK? Well, what is she going to do this summer?




Theme: 4: parent university assisted parents in helping their children to navigate college

All parents expressed during the interview that the Parent University program was very useful in helping their child navigate college and that parents successfully communicated the information to their children. This result is consistent with the quantitative findings.

I feel like that this Parent University is something that all parents, whether you went to college or not, can help keep focused because we do try to do well, you know, college is set up for your child to be successful.So, I do like that there was a parent engagement forum for parents of [the university], you know, freshmen to be able to get acquaintance to the university. And what steps parents could take to support our children because I didn’t have that.





Summary and conclusion

Parental educational level plays an important role in children’s educational outcomes, including college success (Coleman, 1968; Belzil and Hansen, 2003). Intergenerational transmission of education is regarded as one of the central mechanisms underlying educational inequality. One way to measure intergenerational educational mobility is to examine the association between the parent’s and child’s schooling (Andrade and Thomsen, 2018). A high degree of intergenerational transmission of education indicates that parental educational background plays an essential role in children’s education. The intergenerational educational mobility remains low in the U.S. Therefore, first-generation students from underrepresented minority backgrounds might not have the cultural capital from parents to help them navigate college (Wang and Sakamoto, 2021). Underrepresented minority students are less likely to go to college, more likely to drop out of college, and are less likely to complete college in 4 years. Even for minority students whose parents went to college, research has shown that White Americans leverage their parental education advantages at higher rates than Black Americans (Long et al., 2012). For example, one study found that the benefits of parental education on child’s educational outcomes are smaller among Black students compared to White students especially in urban areas (Assari et al., 2021). In other words, Black Americans might not experience the same level of benefit from parental education compared to White Americans even among those parents who went to college. The Parent University program at our HBCU aimed to empower parents with the information they needed to help their children navigate college life. The Parent University program involved working with multiple university offices and personnel to impart important information to parents. The information included but was not limited to resources on academic life, internships and research opportunities, financial aid and loans, campus resources, health resources, and residential life. The information was shared with parents through virtual live forums, recordings of the forums, as well as text messages and emails. The overarching goal of Parent University was to equip parents with knowledge that they can use to guide their children toward a successful college career.

Despite the unique challenges of implementing the Parent University program, including the COVID-19 pandemic, the Parent University program recruited 3 cohorts of parents, with one cohort being the pilot cohort. The majority of parents in the program indicated that the program was helpful and that they successfully communicated the information to their children. Our quantitative and qualitative analyses further suggested that parents in the intervention group reported lower levels of effort helping their child navigate college, demonstrating the benefits of the Parent University Forums and other shared resources.

In addition, our implementation of the Parent University project revealed some best practices for conveying information to parents, as well as some areas that require further improvement. For example, we found that communication was most effective using text messages delivered directly to the parents’ cell phones. Other methods were not as effective. For instance, we worked with IT services on our campus to give parents access to the University’s Blackboard learning management system and email addresses affiliated with our university, so they could receive emails and BlackBoard announcements. However, we found that parents did not check their university emails or Blackboard announcements on a regular basis. In addition, the response rate to the surveys remained low across the three cohorts (i.e., n = 27 intervention, n = 32 control), despite efforts to reach out to the parents, multiple reminders, and offering monetary compensation for completing the surveys. The low survey response rates created some challenges for the program evaluation. For example, the survey respondents might not be a representative sample of the parents who participated in the program; however, the results still represent an important first step in understanding the effectiveness of the program. To further evaluate Parent University and similar programs, investigators should develop and test innovative strategies to enhance survey response rate (i.e., by using automated reminders or additional incentives).
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Footnotes

1   The items were adapted from questions in The Parent Survey (The Office of Institutional Effectiveness, Research and Assessment, Swarthmore College, 2007).

2   Results among parents who had a college degree are available upon request.

3   The primary goal of this project was to evaluate whether there was a statistically significant change in the measures pre-and post-intervention, rather than to estimate the magnitude of the effect. Therefore, we reported the t test value, p value, and the degrees of freedom. Cohen’s d values are available upon request.
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Introduction: Tripartite interaction among teachers, parents, and young children is a cornerstone of early childhood education, especially in China’s parent-child programs designed to support children’s development and enhance parental engagement. Despite their intentions, these interactions often follow rigid patterns, limit children’s agency, and involve minimal communication between adults. This research investigates the dynamics and challenges of such tripartite interactions within Chinese preschools.
Methods: A qualitative approach was adopted using purposive sampling in two preschools in Nanjing, China. Participants included 29 children (Mage = 30 months), their parents, and four teachers, engaged in 28 structured parent-child activities. Data collection comprised 1,130 observed tripartite interaction events using event sampling and 23 semi-structured and impromptu interviews with teachers and parents. The data were coded and analyzed in NVivo12 through open, axial, and selective coding to extract interaction types and thematic patterns.
Results: Findings show that adult-initiated interactions (teacher-child-parent and parent-child-teacher types) accounted for 86% of events, primarily reflecting an Initiation-Response-Evaluation (IRE) pattern led by adults. Children’s attempts to initiate were least accepted, indicating a suppression of their subjectivity. Six themes emerged: education and instruction, encouragement and communication, assistance and substitution, guidance through concerns, mutual understanding, and children’s self-expression. A new tripartite interaction model was developed.
Discussion: This research underscores the need for restructuring Chinese parent-child programs by promoting balanced goals, recognizing each party’s role, and cultivating respectful, child-inclusive dialogue to support holistic development.
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1 Research background

Interaction is one of the essential indicators for evaluating the quality of early education (Pianta et al., 2005; McGuire et al., 2016; Karen et al., 2004). The Strong Start Report published by the OECD (2017) Education Committee recognizes that children’s daily interactions in Early Childhood Education (ECE) settings reflect the quality of ECE they experience. Numerous studies have indicated that high-quality interactions facilitate the enhancement of young children’s capabilities, inspire their eagerness to learn, and contribute to the advancement of their cognitive skills, including language, mathematics, and scientific exploration (Rüdisüli et al., 2024; Li and Yu, 2023; Karen et al., 2004; Smidt and Lehrl, 2018; Lehrl and Smidt, 2017). A systematic review underscored the vital significance of early interactions, noting that variations in interaction quality can significantly influence developmental outcomes (Howard et al., 2024). Observational research demonstrates that both the quality and frequency of interactions during daily activities, such as free play, are essential for promoting development (Frick and Lehnerer, 2023).

Research indicates that for children aged 2–3 years, the quality of interactions in childcare environments is positively associated with working memory and reduced disruptive behavior (Gerlind et al., 2022). Conversely, some studies suggest that not all types of interactions yield beneficial outcomes. For example, certain teaching methodologies adversely affect children’s play (Rüdisüli et al., 2024). This underscores the intricate nature of interaction quality in early childhood environments.

Parent–child programs in China are a set of structured play activities designed by teachers to support the development of young children ages 0–3. It is aimed at enhancing parental involvement in children’s education. Parental engagement helps children to establish secure attachment relationships (Pleck, 2007) and engage in increasingly complex social interactions (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). A research in Zurich demonstrated that parents who participated in Parent–Child Interaction Training reported significant improvements in their children’s behavior, independent of initial problem severity (Zulauf-Logoz and Zelger, 2022). Research in Italy highlighted that parenting courses increased parental awareness of educational activities, leading to more time spent reading and engaging with children (Boca et al., 2022). Similarly, a research in Malaysia found that mothers who completed a parent training program observed significant improvements in their children’s behavior (Masiran et al., 2023).

Parent–child programs are activities in which teachers, parents, and young children construct experiences through the interaction of multiple factors. Tripartite interaction is a process of interplay and mutual influence on the same subject, initiated by one party through verbal and non-verbal (e.g., tone of voice, gaze, gestures, etc.) interactions at the same time and in the same domain, with the participation of all three parties. Collaborative pedagogical interactions among parents, children, and teachers are essential for holistic child development. Positive relationships, teamwork, and innovative methods enhance intellectual, emotional, and social growth in preschoolers (Levinthal et al., 2021).

Two models are involved in the examination of interpersonal interaction: the structural paradigm and the process paradigm. The structural paradigm prioritizes the examination of group structure and characteristics in the analysis of individual interactions, employing operational and quantitative research methodologies to investigate interaction characteristics (Ye and Pang, 2009). The process paradigm contends that while interpersonal interactions occur within groups possessing stable structural characteristics, individual interactions are predominantly shaped by the participants’ perceptions and interpretations of the context and each other’s behaviors, highlighting the variability of interactions (Westermann and Sibilis, 2022). The process paradigm asserts that researchers must thoroughly examine the actual interaction, analyzing its initiation, theme, flow, and outcome concerning the specific and intricate behaviors and content exhibited by the subject during the interaction (Cai, 2022).

Prior studies on the interaction between adults and young children have predominantly concentrated on the “teacher-child” or “parent-child” dyads, with no consideration given to tripartite interactions and inadequate emphasis on parenting education for young children. In parent-child programs, the primary subjects of the activities are teachers, parents, and children, resulting in a multi-directional interaction that is richer than the traditional definition of two-party interaction. The research used a qualitative research methodology to document and analyze the dynamic interactions within parent-child programs, aiming to investigate the characteristics and issues associated with the emergence and evolution of interactive behaviors among teachers, parents, and young children. The early years of a child’s life are foundational for cognitive, emotional, and social development, with the quality of teacher-child interactions playing a critical role in shaping these outcomes. High-quality educational environments, particularly those emphasizing responsive and engaging adult-child interactions, have been found to significantly influence children’s executive functions (Choi et al., 2016; Duval et al., 2016). As demonstrated by Veraksa et al. (2019), the richness of these interactions is closely linked to language acquisition and cognitive growth. Similarly, research by Tonge et al. (2019) emphasizes the importance of physical learning environments such as outdoor settings—in enhancing the quality of interactions and facilitating child engagement.From a developmental trajectory perspective, Abbey et al. (2018) explore how biologic sensitivity and early environmental factors contribute to children’s long-term adaptability and coping strategies. Studies by Liu (1999) and Savova (2022) further underline the importance of pedagogical collaboration among teachers, children, and parents in nurturing holistic child development during the preschool years. Meanwhile, large-scale intervention studies, such as those by Del Boca et al. (2022), provide empirical evidence that structured parenting programs can positively affect family time-use patterns, potentially reinforcing educational gains. Adding a behavioral and interactional lens, Farzana and Blanco (2018) use computational models to characterize social exchanges, aligning with findings by Stefan and Sibilis (2022), who examine nonverbal communication in generative play-based paradigms. Collectively, this growing body of literature supports the premise that intentional, high-quality interactions in early education are essential for optimal child development across multiple domains.

Child development refers to the physical, cognitive, emotional, and social growth that happens from infancy to early childhood. Early childhood education helps to facilitate this development by offering structured learning experiences that encourage curiosity and abilities. Social interaction theories, such as Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, emphasize the role of connections and communication in molding a child’s learning and behavior. These ideas focus on how interactions with caregivers and peers affect language development, problem solving, and social competency. Together, they provide a framework for understanding how children grow and learn in their social contexts.

The problem of the research topic is that tripartite relationships in Chinese parent–child programs are often rigid and lack real child participation and ineffective communication between teachers and parents. To address this issue, it is essential to investigate the dynamics and challenges of these interactions to develop a more equitable and inclusive framework. The research examined the nature and challenges that arise in tripartite interactions in China. The goal is to enhance the quality of interactions by facilitating meaningful interactions involving instructors, parents, and children - ultimately, to enhance early childhood development.



2 Methodology


2.1 Participants

Qualitative research does not have a large population from which to draw random samples, nor does it aim to draw generalized conclusions. Interpretivist researchers tend to select each case purposefully and strive for a complete and accurate description of “what happened and how it happened” to answer the research questions (Glesne, 2021). Therefore, the purposive sampling method was used in the research, and four groups of children and their parents from two preschools in Nanjing, China, were recruited to participate in parent–child programs. Following the declaration of the research’s purpose and the acquisition of participants’ permission, a total of 29 children average aged 30 months, along with their parents and four female teachers, participated in the research (see Table 1).


TABLE 1 Research participants.


	Institutional attributes
	Group
	Number of parent and child
	Teacher
	Years of experience

 

 	Preschool 1 	Group 1 	6 pairs 	T1 	15 years


 	Group 2 	9 pairs 	T2 	10 years


 	Preschool 2 	Group 3 	7 pairs 	T3 	8 years


 	Group 4 	7 pairs 	T4 	4 years




 

Parent–child programs were held once a week for 1 h at a time. Each group conducts 16 parent–child education activities per semester. Both parents and children participate in the program activities under the guidance of the teacher.



2.2 Research methods

The research used observation and interview methods to explore the process of tripartite interaction. First, the research used the event sampling observation method, and to better capture the detailed content of the events that occurred, video equipment was used to film the tripartite interaction events during the observation. To lessen the chance of interfering with the interaction process, pre-observation was carried out before formal observation. The filming covered the time, place, language, action, and context of the tripartite interaction event. A total of 1,130 tripartite interaction events were collected from 28 parent–child activities in the research. After acquiring the video recordings of the tripartite contact events, they were immediately categorized into text and numbered according to “time-group-type.”

Secondly, interviews were conducted with parents and teachers based on the current interaction events. Parents participated in both random and semi-structured interviews. Random interviews were conducted in response to the observed interaction events throughout the research, capturing their thoughts and any confusion they experienced during these interactions. Additionally, five parents were intentionally selected for semi-structured interviews to gain deeper insights into their perspectives on the interaction process, their roles, and their children’s development during parent–child activities. Finally, semi-structured interviews were also held with four teachers to gather their interpretations of the interaction events and their perspectives on parent–child activities.

In order to ensure the smooth conduct of the research, consent was obtained from the research participants based on the principle of confidentiality. The basic principles of the research were “respect for the wishes of the researched” and “absolute confidentiality of the privacy of the researched.”



2.3 Data collection

The researcher ultimately acquired 1,130 video recordings of tripartite interaction events along with 23 interviews. The transcription and organization of the recorded material involved several steps: initially, the entire video of the interaction process was viewed to identify the participants and content of the events. The video was subsequently re-watched in full, with pauses and replays as needed to pinpoint key initiations, themes, processes, and outcomes of the interactions. Finally, the interactive events were meticulously transcribed. This organization of the video material enables a detailed, iterative, and dynamic analysis of the interactions (Erickson, 1996). During the transcription process, both verbal and non-verbal behaviors were documented sequentially to reduce transcription bias. The interviews were also transcribed, and essential information points were extracted to support the analysis of the recorded data.



2.4 Data analysis

To facilitate further analysis and interpretation of the data, transcripts were coded and categorized using NVivo12. Initially, the interaction events were briefly classified. Each interaction initiator had two interaction objects. A tripartite interaction occurs when an initiator selects an interaction object, subsequently involving a third party. Consequently, there are six fundamental types of interactions among the three parties, determined by the initiator and the first interaction. The interaction events are categorized into six types based on the following configurations: “Teacher-Parent–Child (T–P-C), Teacher-Child–Parent (T-C-P), Parent–Child-Teacher (P-C-T), Parent-Teacher-Child (P–T-C), Child-Teacher-Parent (C-T–P), Child–Parent-Teacher (C-P–T).”

Secondly, the interactive events were systematically coded in layers to discern the primary interactive themes, which represented the central issues or content of the events. The coding process commenced with open coding, which involves assigning new concepts to the source material on a sentence-by-sentence basis while setting aside personal biases and maintaining an open perspective. This can be accomplished by employing the original utterance’s native vocabulary or by articulating it with scientifically rigorous terminology (Zhou et al., 2022). Open coding is fundamentally guided by the intent of the interaction initiator or the interaction’s objective, yielding a total of 31 initial concepts through meticulous word-by-word coding until saturation is achieved. Axial coding entails identifying the relationships among the initial concepts derived from open coding, such as causal, structural, typological, processual, and strategic relationships. This phase of axial coding is developed after a thorough examination of each initial concept, leading to the reorganization or amalgamation of various initial concepts. Through a systematic organization and categorization of these initial concepts, the research identified that interactions T-C-P and P-C-T initiated by adults toward children; interactions C-T–P and C-P–T occurring among adults; and interactions T–P-C and P–T-C initiated by children exhibited homogeneity in coding, resulting in the consolidation of the six interaction types into three distinct categories. Finally, based on the axial coding, core categories were selected following a systematic analysis, culminating in six selective codes (see Table 2).


TABLE 2 Thematic coding of tripartite interaction events.


	Type of interaction
	Open code
	Axial code
	Selective code

 

 	T-C-P&P-C-T 	Difficult problems encountered; behavioral guidance and correction 	Activity guidance 	Education and guidance


 	Ask questions; guide children to answer question 	Questions and prompts


 	Correct problem behaviors of young children; regulate activities 	Regulate behavior


 	Encourage young children to participate in activities 	Concern and encouragement 	Communication and encouragement


 	Attracting teacher/parent attention to young children; evaluating young children’s performance


 	Repeat or illustrate the young child’s ideas 	Understanding and interpreting


 	Exchange anecdotes about life; greetings; expressions of comfort 	Exchange of emotions


 	Young children seek help when they are in trouble; adults initiate help 	Seeking and providing help 	Help and Replacement


 	Adults replace children in play; stop the behavior of young children’s activities 	Replace young children in activities


 	T–P-C&P–T-C 	Teachers and parents share ways to instruct young children; parents seek guidance from teachers 	Help and advice 	Concerns and guidance


 	Concern or comment on the performance of young children in the curriculum 	Concern and comment


 	Communicate about the daily lives of young children; Increase the knowledge of young children’s personality traits 	Communicating understanding of young children 	Communication and comprehension


 	C-T–P&C-P–T 	Seek adult help; ask questions 	Seek guidance 	Subjective expression


 	Expressing wishes and ideas; attracting adult attention 	Expression and performance




 

Thirdly, an analysis of the formation and evolution of interactive events will be conducted to assess whether the outcomes of interactive behaviors fulfill the intended purpose of the interaction.

After completing the initial analysis, the research constructed a model of tripartite interaction among teachers, parents, and children in parent–child programs. Different lines represent different thematic content, as shown in Figure 1.

[image: Diagram showing a triangle of circles labeled T, P, and C connected by arrows. Surrounding text includes concerns, guidance, communication, comprehension, education, encouragement, help, replacement, and subjective expression.]

FIGURE 1
 Tripartite interaction model.


Figure 1 depicts six fundamental themes of interactions between children (C), parents (P), and teachers (T): Teaching and correcting children’s behavior is a part of education and guidance. Communication and Encouragement encompasses emotional support, motivation, and appreciation; Help and Replacement shows adults helping children or handing over chores as necessary; Concerns and Guidance refers to conversations between parents and teachers regarding children’s development and teaching strategies; Subjective Expression records children actively expressing their needs, ideas, or inquiries; and Communication and Comprehension entails sharing insights to enhance both parties’ comprehension of the child’s characteristics and behaviors.




3 Results

As shown in Table 3, the research found that the interaction forms of P-C-T and T-C-P were the main types of tripartite interaction events and together accounted for 86% of the total number of interaction events. Thus the parent–child program was dominated by adult-initiated interactions with young children. Figure 2 illustrates the Frequency and percentage distribution of tripartite interaction event types in parent–child programs.


TABLE 3 Frequency of tripartite interaction event types in parent–child programs.


	Type of interaction
	Frequency
	Percentage (%)

 

 	P-C-T 	322 	28


 	T-C-P 	652 	58


 	T–P-C 	31 	2.7


 	P–T-C 	15 	1.3


 	C-P–T 	61 	5.4


 	C-T–P 	49 	4.3




 

[image: Bar chart displaying percentages for different interaction types. T-C-P has the highest percentage, close to 60 percent, followed by P-C-T near 35 percent. The remaining types, T-P-C, P-T-C, C-P-T, and C-T-P, all have percentages below 10 percent.]

FIGURE 2
 Illustrates the frequency and percentage distribution of tripartite interaction event types in parent–child programs.



3.1 Interactive themes

The interactive theme determines the direction and content of the participants’ communication, as well as the purpose and form of the event (Nia, D.,2019). As shown in Table 4, the theme of education and instruction was the most frequent among the interactions initiated by adults with young children. The tripartite interactions were focused on achieving the educational purpose of the parent–child program. Figure 3 represents the themes of interactive behaviors in P-C-T and T-C-P tripartite interactions, categorized by communication and encouragement, education and guidance, and help and replacement.


TABLE 4 Themes of P-C-T&T-C-P interactive behavior.


	Type of interaction
	Interactive theme



	Communication and encouragement
	Education and guidance
	Help and replacement

 

 	P-C-T 	105 (32.6%) 	170 (52.8%) 	47 (14.6%)


 	T-C-P 	162 (24.8%) 	394 (60.4%) 	96 (14.7%)




 

[image: 3D clustered bar chart comparing values for two groups, P-C-T (green) and T-C-P (pink), across three interactive themes: Communication and encouragement, Education and guidance, and Help and Replacement. T-C-P shows higher values for Education and guidance; P-C-T leads in Communication and encouragement and Help and Replacement.]

FIGURE 3
 Represents the themes of interactive behaviors in P-C-T and T-C-P tripartite interactions.



3.1.1 Education and guidance: teacher and parent role-playing

The parent–child program involves achieving the educational objectives of the activity by fostering communication and interaction among the three parties within a specifically designed educational environment. The main way for parents and teachers to achieve the educational purpose of early childhood education is through interaction with the theme of education and guidance. After the teacher explains the arrangement of the activity, the use of materials, or the rules of the game, the parents provide guidance to the children based on their understanding of the purpose of the activity and their children’s current activities. During this process, the teacher observes the parents and their children’s behavior and then provides guidance based on specific problems in a particular parent–child activity that align with the educational objectives. This type of interaction requires mutual understanding and educational consistency between parents and teachers, and both teachers and parents need to have a clear perception of their roles in it.

Symbolic interaction theory suggests that human beings are able to assign symbolic symbols to objective things, human conceptual behaviors, and even physical gestures such as facial expressions and gestures. The symbolic interaction theory ignores how meaning-making processes shape classroom dynamics. It fails to connect these symbolic interpretations to the specific actions seen in the study. A greater amount of complete integration would reveal how students and teachers co-create meaning through interaction (Husin et al., 2021). The consensus of these behavioral gestures in a group makes the group a social community that can communicate and survive with each other (Song, 2007). The symbolic meaning of behavioral gestures allows people to understand and anticipate each other’s behavioral intentions, thus enabling communication between multiple parties (Ibolya, 2010). Mead, G. H., refers to this ability to understand behavioral gestures as role-playing, which is the ability to adapt one’s own behavior in accordance with the attitudes and intentions of others.

In parent–child programs, parents undertake multiple roles as learners, educators, facilitators of teacher-child interactions, and caregivers of young children. Parents act as learners, and the process of learning encompasses various levels. Subsequently, they acquire knowledge of the teaching methods and procedures pertinent to the activity, ultimately grasping the educational objectives and purposes intended to be fulfilled through the play activity. Furthermore, parents serve as educators and possess certain authorities and obligations in many activities. When children face challenges in activities, parents can offer tailored direction through contact, which also impacts the teacher’s educational approach. Third, parents facilitate teacher-child interactions. In contrast to teachers, parents possess a greater familiarity with their children’s experiences. When issues occur between educators and children, parents must assist their children in comprehending the instructor’s requests or aid the teacher in modifying strategies to better suit the child. Ultimately, parents bear the principal responsibility for the toddler’s behavior and the caregiver’s role. Parents are needed to regulate the behavior of young children when problem behaviors occur.

Likewise, educators assume diverse responsibilities in the activities. Teachers function as facilitators of activities, monitors of parent–child interactions, educators of young children, and providers of parent education, excelling in these roles is a measure of their complete instructional competencies. Educators must consistently modify their responsibilities throughout the contact process. The distinct functions of parents and teachers are interconnected, necessitating that both adapt their responsibilities throughout time in response to the demands of interaction and suitable role fulfillment. This is directly pertinent to the attainment of the educational objectives of the parent–child program. The research takes C1 and her father as a case study.


3.1.1.1 Case 1


Background: Group 4; parent–child painting activity in which parents and children needed to work together to complete a collage. Teacher 4 (T4) observed the child (C1 29 months) and her father cut the paper into strips and started to color the strips with a water-based paintbrush.



Dad took the red paintbrush from the table and began painting the paper strips, commenting on the “C1 look” as he went. T4 approached C1 and said to her father, “I’d like to talk to you for a minute.” After the father put down the brush. T4 continued, “When you color the paper, you need to ask C1 what color to choose, and then you can brush it together.” T4 brought over a yellow paint bottle and said, “Come on, C1, hold the brush in your hand, and we’ll paint the color together.” When C1 heard T4’s comments, she went to take her father’s hand, and T4 quickly said, “She wants her dad to stay with her. Daddy, take her little hand.” T4 placed the pen in C1’s hand, and then the father took his hand and held the pen together. T4 patted C1’s head and remarked, “Very good, very good.” Dad grabbed C1’s hand and started coloring. But C1’s arm fully blocked her view. T4 immediately informed the father, “She cannot see.” T4 assisted C1 in tucking her head into the father’s arm.


During the aforementioned interactive event centered on “education and guidance,” the father encountered difficulties in assisting his child with drawing, prompting the teacher to participate and offer help to them. The objective of the parent–child painting activity is to enable children to recognize colors and develop their fine motor skills. T4 tried to correct the father’s substitution of C1’s coloring, but she did not explain the value of the activity to the child during the instruction and was still substituting and manipulating the child with her own ideas. When discussing this interactive event, T4 said, “Children can color paper independently. When I observed the parent coloring instead of the child, I guessed that the child might be experiencing difficulties and that is why I asked the dad to take her coloring with him.” T4 identified communication challenges with grandparents and fathers due to age and gender disparities, respectively. This indicates that to achieve the interactive objectives of the theme “Education and Instruction,” educators must possess robust communication and guidance abilities and effectively engage parents as collaborators. Educators and parents can form a coalition by effectively assuming various roles in their interactions, thereby facilitating seamless communication and exchange among the three parties.



3.1.1.2 Case 2


Background: Group 3; 7 children and their parents were seated around a large table with T3 standing at one end of the table, demonstrating how to separate water and oil.



T3 first drew a sun shape on white paper with a white oil stick, then showed it to the group and asked, “Children, can you see it?” The child (C5), sitting closest to the teacher, looked at the paper and answered, “It’s a Sun.” Instead of responding to C5, T3 asked the group again, “Can you see it?” C5’s mother patted her and said, “The teacher is performing a magic trick; can you see it on the white paper? There should be nothing on it, right?” T3 picked it up again, showed it to everyone, and said, “C5 can see the sun, but I do not think I can see it. I merely utilized a white paint stick to draw on white paper, rendering it should be invisible to you.”


This interactive case presents a scenario similar to the “Emperor’s New Clothes.” The adult denies the child’s fact-based response and defers to the teacher’s “authority.” In Mead’s theory of interaction, human beings are able to read each other, anticipate each other’s responses, and adapt to each other in their interactions. Interpersonal communication and interaction occurs through reading and interpreting the gestures of others. Mead calls this ability “feeling and understanding others’ roles” or role apprehension, i.e., the ability to act in response to others’ attitudes and intentions (Song, 2007). T3 designed a “magic” session in which the children’s responses deviated from the teacher’s design, but the teacher chose to continue with her own prediction. C5 understood the teacher’s intention, so she acted as a facilitator in the teacher-child interaction, helping the teacher to correct the children’s responses. However, during this interaction, C5’s ideas were denied and subjectivity was ignored.




3.1.2 Concerns and guidance: teachers and parents develop together through interaction

Table 5 illustrates that the primary theme of P–T-C and T–P-C interactions pertains to concerns and guidance. Teachers serve as designers and organizers of parent–child activities, leading parents to occasionally seek their assistance regarding children’s issues or their perspectives on children’s performance. Conversely, when the teacher identifies challenges faced by parents and children during activities, the teacher will proactively offer timely assistance. Figure 4 represents the themes of interactive behaviors in P–T-C and T–P-C tripartite interactions, showing proportions of concerns and guidance versus communication and knowledge.


TABLE 5 Themes of P–T-C&T–P-C interactive behavior.


	Type of interaction
	Interactive theme



	Concerns and guidance
	Communication and knowledge

 

 	P–T-C 	13 (87%) 	2 (13%)


 	T–P-C 	29 (94%) 	2 (6%)




 

[image: Horizontal bar graph comparing two interactive themes, “Communication and knowledge” and “Concerns and guidance,” by two groups labeled T-P-C (blue) and P-T-C (yellow). T-P-C and P-T-C both show higher values for “Concerns and guidance” (approximately 90 for T-P-C, 80 for P-T-C) than for “Communication and knowledge” (less than 10 for T-P-C, around 20 for P-T-C). Legend is in the upper right corner.]

FIGURE 4
 Themes of interactive behaviors in P–T-C and T–P-C tripartite interactions.



3.1.2.1 Case 3


Background: During a game session at a public parent–child institution, T1 arranged two games, including kicking a ball to shoot at a goal and sending a small animal home along a route. Parents and teachers watched and guided children as they played the games voluntarily.



The child (C2) kicked the ball into the archway and then went underneath the archway to pick up the ball, almost knocking over the archway. C2’s grandmother, sitting on the sidelines watching, pointed at C2 and said to the teacher, “This child went underneath.” C2 stayed in the archway to pick up the ball, and the children behind him formed a long queue to wait for him. T1 squatted down and picked up C2’s ball from the other side of the archway, and C2 saw it and immediately climbed out of it. The teacher said to him, “Go and play with the animals and send them home.” The grandmother heard this and said to C2, “Yes, send the little animal home.” But C2 turned around and went back to the arch. When the teacher saw this, she pointed to the little animal and told C2 again, “The bunny is waiting for you to take it home.” C2’s grandmother handed him a basket with a bunny in it, and C2 took the basket and turned around to play another game.


Confronted with her child’s defiance of game rules, the grandmother is uncertain on how to address the situation and seeks advice from the teacher. T1 indirectly motivates the parent to engage in an alternative game by proposing an appropriate option for C2. During the interview, T1 indicated that while the parent–child program established educational objectives for parents in lesson preparation, teachers encountered challenges in employing suitable communication strategies with various parents during implementation.




3.1.3 Expression of young children’s thoughts

The majority of interactions initiated by young children serve to articulate their thoughts and to solicit attention and assistance from adults. This technique exemplifies the children’s subjectivity, showcasing their distinct personalities and enabling parents and teachers to gain deeper insights into the youngsters. Table 6 indicates that children engaged in more tripartite interactions with parents than with teachers, with both interactions predominantly centered on the theme of “Expression.” Figure 5 illustrates the manifestations of subjectivity in C-T–P and C-P–T tripartite interactions, differentiated by seeking guidance and expression.


TABLE 6 Themes of P–T-C&T–P-C interactive behavior.


	Type of interaction
	Manifestations of subjectivity



	Seek guidance
	Expression

 

 	C-T–P 	16 (33%) 	33 (67%)


 	C-P–T 	27 (44%) 	34 (56%)




 

[image: Bar chart comparing two groups, C-T-P and C-P-T, for manifestations of subjectivity: C-P-T scored higher in seek guidance, while C-T-P scored higher in expression. Values are labeled on the y-axis.]

FIGURE 5
 Manifestations of subjectivity in C-T–P and C-P–T tripartite interactions.



3.1.3.1 Case 4


Background: Just after Children’s Day, before the activity began, T2 shared information with the parents and children in the class about the gifts the children had received. Some parents mentioned that their children had received building blocks. T2 informed the parents that “building blocks allow children to use their hands and minds.”


When the child (C5) heard what the teacher and parents said, she immediately said out loud to the teacher, “Blocks mean you can build lots of houses.” After that, C5’s voice quickly decreased, and she was still saying something, but the teacher and parents looked at her and did not say anything. T2 smiled, nodded to C5, and then addressed the group, saying, “Let us start today’s activity.” C5 was still muttering to herself, and the grandmother put her finger to her mouth and said, “Shhhh!”

Adults’ talk about blocks triggered memories of young children’s experiences of playing with blocks. The child was able to initiate the expression of her ideas, but the teacher and parents did not respond appropriately to the child’s ideas or support the encouragement of the child’s expression. The teacher’s primary goal was to continue the teaching activity, while the parents, sensing the teacher’s intention, collaborated with the teacher to regulate the child’s behavior and halt the child’s expression. The teacher’s focus on the predetermined educational task outweighed her concern for the children’s experience, and the purpose of the interaction initiated by the children was not achieved.





3.2 Interaction results

Bourdieu considers the field a space of objective relations, with its own logic and necessity. The Bourdieu’s concept of the field does not delve into how power dynamics and social structures impact educational practices. It fails to link the “field” logic to the repetition of inequities observed in classroom interactions. Deeper engagement would improve the analysis of systemic influences on learning settings (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). This space is a synthesis of the network of social relations formed by different individuals and the various social forces and factors they represent (Wang, 2012). The educational environment of parent–child activities is a small social field where three individuals with different identities interact in a complex network of relationships. Each of the three parties possesses different strengths and capitals, which, to some extent, also influences their role positioning. Teachers in the parent–child activity field have more cultural capital than parents and children and thus have relative authority and dominance in the field. And young children are the weakest of all. The “power” of the young child depends on the respect that parents and teachers have for the young child’s subjectivity. The field is also a space of contestation, where the perspective taken by an individual depends on the position he or she occupies in the field, and the contestation and struggle for this perspective arise from the asymmetry of resources and power between the various positions (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). The outcome of the tripartite interaction in the parent–child classroom is produced by the coordinated resistance between the three parties. When the initiator’s intention is accepted and suggestions are adopted, the interaction’s purpose is achieved and vice versa. According to the theme of interaction behavior and whether its purpose is reached or not, they are named as acceptance and rejection, respectively. Table 7 illustrates interactions initiated by young children exhibited the lowest acceptance rate, while C-T–P had a slightly higher rejection rate than C-P–T.


TABLE 7 Overall results of tripartite interaction in parent–child activities.


	Result
	P-C-T
	T-C-P
	P–T-C
	T–P-C
	C-T–P
	C-P–T



	F
	P (%)
	F
	P (%)
	F
	P (%)
	F
	P (%)
	F
	P (%)
	F
	P (%)

 

 	Accept 	291 	90 	565 	87 	14 	93 	29 	93 	30 	61 	50 	82


 	Reject 	31 	10 	87 	13 	1 	7 	2 	7 	19 	39 	11 	18




 

The subsequent two cases exemplify the acceptance and rejection of the interaction’s objective, respectively.


3.2.1 Case 5


Background: In group 3, during a pizza-making activity using paper clay, parents and child needed to press the paper clay into flat “pies.”



The child (C6) pressed very hard and carefully, and C6’s mother asked him, “Do you want me to help you?” When the teacher (T3) heard this, she also said to C6, “It’s okay if you let your mom help you press it.” When C6’s mom stretched out her hand and was about to press, she asked again, “Do you want me to help you?” C6 said, “No.” C6’s mom replied “Okay, then press it yourself.” C6 patted the paper clay hard and his mom encouraged him by saying “Harder and harder.” After the child taped a few times, T3 said to C6 “You need Mommy’s help to make your pizza a little bigger, it’s too small to eat.” C6 stopped tapping and looked down in thought, C6’s mom reached up again, “I’ll help you make it bigger, look at me.” C6 watched silently without saying a word.


In this case, during a parent-initiated tripartite interaction on the theme of “help and replacement,” T3 repeatedly persuaded parents and children to compromise, based on her strong opinions. T3’s main criterion for guidance was the objective of the activity, which was to flatten the paper clay as quickly as possible, and she responded in a randomized interview after the activity, “If we do not permit parental assistance, we will lack sufficient time for the remainder of the activity.” While parents were initially able to consciously respect their child’s wishes during the interaction, they were later they were compelled to compromise with the teacher’s recommendations.



3.2.2 Case 6


Background: In group 4, parents and children needed to decorate elephants with latex adhesive fabric. T4 observes the child (C7) squeezing latex from a latex bottle while his grandmother looks at him.



C7 holds the bottle in both hands and squeezes it on the baseboard while his grandmother stares at him. T4 encourages C7 by saying, “C7 is squeezing the bottle very well; keep up the good work.” C7 squeezed out a long strip of latex. Grandma said to him, “You’re squeezing too much.” T4 heard him and said to them, “It’s okay; it’s just a matter of doing it yourself. You can go ahead and put your favorite fabric on it.” C7 chose a piece of cloth and put it on. C7 picked up the bottle of latex and squeezed a little bit to the left side of the elephant, then grandma grabbed his latex and said, “You do not want to squeeze any more, you are squeezing too much.” C7 turned to face Grandma and remarked, “That’s okay.” Grandma spread out the latex he had just squeezed and asked, “Why do you say it’s okay?” T4 turns away.


Parental support for teacher-initiated interactions designed to promote children’s independence was lacking, as the grandmother perceived issues with her kid’s movement. The grandma aimed to conserve supplies, whereas the teacher sought to enable the child to independently complete the task and gradually develop hand strength during manipulation. Nonetheless, T4 failed to adequately communicate the intent of his interaction to the grandmother, resulting in a conflict between the parents’ perspective and the needs of the kid and teacher, thus preventing the fulfillment of the interaction’s objective. The objective of the tripartite interaction is contingent upon the contest for “power” among the three participants.





4 Discussion


4.1 Monolithic interaction structure and insufficiently considers children’s subjectivity

In classroom research, greater emphasis has been placed on the “participation framework” of teacher-student interaction. Kazden asserts that the predominant discourse structure in conventional classroom instruction is the IRE sequence, which comprises teacher initiation, student response, and teacher evaluation. The application of Kazden’s IRE paradigm is superficial, lacking an in-depth exploration of why this discourse pattern persists and how it affects student engagement. The critique would benefit from examining the constraints teachers face when employing the IRE sequence, as this would offer valuable insight into the structural factors shaping interaction patterns (Tian and Huang, 2019). The IRE model of verbal interaction employed to investigate teacher-student dynamics is predominantly teacher-driven, regulating both the topic and the frequency of engagement, while disregarding student discourse. This dominant structure of interaction is also reflected in the research’s parent–child program, in which the teacher (parent) initiates, the child reacts, and the teacher (parent) evaluates. The main purpose of I-R-E interaction is to input educational content to the child and to achieve the educational goals set out in the curriculum. This type of interaction faces the following challenges:

Primarily, teachers have overlooked the dual-subject educating objective of the parent–child program. The significance of parent–child programs lies not only in fostering the healthy physical and mental development of children and toddlers but, more crucially, in augmenting parents’ comprehension of the developmental traits of young children and enhancing their capacity to offer educational guidance. In the I-R-E discourse paradigm, teachers neglected direct advice and influence on parents, resulting in insufficient interaction between parents and teachers.

Secondly, children have forfeited their subjectivity. Subjectivity is the conscious, independent, dynamic, and creative personality of an individual that evolves via interaction with an object. Subjectivity in developmental psychology refers to children’s increasing internal capacity to perceive, understand, and interact with their environment as autonomous individuals. Based on Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, children’s subjectivity is developed through social contact and mediated by language, tools, and symbols. Piaget’s constructivist approach emphasizes that children actively generate knowledge by exploring and manipulating their surroundings, strengthening the relationship between subjectivity and autonomy (Wang, 2019). Autonomy and subjective initiative underpin creativity, which is defined by exploration and innovation, representing the pinnacle of individual subjectivity. Children initiate interactions using verbal attempts, gestures, and expressions to communicate their needs and interests. However, adults frequently restrict children’s expressions through quick appraisal, topic diversion, or non-acknowledgement, limiting their agency. When adults respond with encouragement, open-ended questioning, and validation, children’s self-expression grows rapidly, resulting in more balanced and dynamic three-way conversations. Children frequently employ subtle signs such as eye contact, reaching out, or vocalizing to attract and engage others. They perform experiment with language, tone, and nonverbal signs to see how adults respond to their demands. However, their expressions are frequently limited by adults’ controlling activities, such as interrupting, redirecting the conversation, or choosing adult agendas, which may reduce or hide the child’s voice. In constrast, Supportive adults allow children to take the initiative by patiently listening, following the child’s lead, and recognizing their efforts, resulting in a more authentic and reciprocal interaction dynamic. Developmental psychology recognizes young children’s creativity as an expression of their symbolic thinking, problem-solving skills, and imaginative abilities—processes that are fundamental to both cognitive and emotional development (Bruner et al., 2000). When youngsters are encouraged to freely express themselves, they are more likely to participate in divergent thinking, which is an essential component of creativity. Children’s subjectivity refers to their ability to actively participate and express themselves as self-sufficient persons. Recognizing this subjectivity is essential for meaningful relationships that respect people’s views and feelings. When acknowledged, it promotes children’s growth and participation. Ignoring it may limit their agency and impede successful communication in educational contexts. Furthermore, children’s subjectivity highlights their role not as passive beneficiaries of adult supervision, but as active participants in their learning contexts. It involves recognizing their emotions, ideas, and viewpoints as legitimate and influential in creating educational experiences. Fostering children’s subjectivity promotes autonomy, critical thinking, and self-confidence, which are essential for their overall development. This understanding assists early parenting programs in bridging the communication gap between adults and children, resulting in more responsive and adaptive interactions. Finally, recognizing children’s perspectives creates the groundwork for respectful and empowered educational practices (Yang, 2015). Children’s creativity primarily manifests in creative thinking and practical skills. In the I-R-E discourse paradigm, educators and parents consistently influence children’s methods toward predetermined objectives, thereby failing to genuinely honor children’s subjectivity.

Furthermore, the interactions initiated by children resulted in the highest rate of rejection. During these interactive events, children’s thoughts were suppressed, resulting in their turn into passive learners. Consequently, addressing the interplay among multiple subjects and establishing the subject position of young children is an issue that requires further investigation.



4.2 Communication between teachers and parents is inadequate and superficial

In parent–child programs, parents serve as secondary educators, necessitating tight collaboration between parents and instructors. However, communication in existing parent–child programs is evidently insufficient. Teachers’ instruction to parents pertains to the interpersonal dynamics among adults. Throughout the interview with T3, it was stated that “when a parent was focused on his or her cell phone during the activity, my strategy was to engage with his or her child and make requests to the child to redirect the parent’s attention toward the child. I believe that stating, ‘So-and-so parent, you must listen to this with your child,’ will result in him losing face.” Face is a prevalent psychosocial phenomenon in Chinese interpersonal relationships, and its cultural rationale endures even in educational contexts. The concept of face signifies a favorable perception of one’s social identity, and in an educational setting with numerous parents present, a teacher who publicly admonishes or corrects a parent leads to that parent experiencing a loss of face. This exemplifies the nature of Chinese interpersonal relationships, resulting in much confusion between educators and parents.

Cultural psychology holds that psychological processes are firmly embedded in societal environments. In China, the concept of “face” (mianzi), interpersonal harmony, and hierarchical relationships are based on Confucian values that emphasize respect for authority, collectivism, and the preservation of social harmony. These cultural standards influence both vocal and nonverbal communication in educational contexts. The research obtained a better understanding of the underlying motivations that drive behavior in educational settings by incorporating cultural psychology. For example, teachers’ reluctance to publicly correct parents is often motivated by a desire to maintain social harmony and avoid losing face. This dynamic generates a communicative environment in which indirect techniques are preferred over confrontation. Furthermore, such cultural conventions could prevent open exchanges between parents and teachers, restricting the extent of their collaboration. Understanding these culturally grounded behaviors allows for the creation of more context-sensitive instructional practices. As a result, cultural psychology offers a useful interpretive framework for assessing and developing interpersonal dynamics in Chinese parent–child programs.

Furthermore, teacher-parent connection is fundamentally a social engagement facilitated by the child. The presence and preservation of this interaction rely on the attitudes, emotions, trust, and commitment of both parties involved (Zhang, 2020). Interviews with parents revealed a deficiency in the emotional connection between certain parents and teachers. Parents, when faced with challenges, would attempt to resolve them independently or seek assistance from fellow parents, preferring not to bother the teachers.

Positive examples of cooperation included parents actively supporting teachers’ supervision while encouraging children’s autonomy, resulting in a collaborative environment. Children’s natural contributions were occasionally encouraged, promoting mutual engagement and shared learning among all participants. For example, parents were frequently observed mimicking instructors’ educational practices at home, reinforcing consistency in children’s behavior and learning. This alignment between home and school resulted in a pleasant learning environment that emphasized mutual respect and academic values.

Furthermore, teachers frequently acknowledged and commended children’s efforts, which prompted parents to repeat the positive reinforcement, resulting in a supportive triangle of encouragement. In various activities, children were observed initiating interactions that brought teachers and parents together, such as asking questions or seeking assistance with tasks. These instances highlighted the children’s rising confidence and the safe environment generated by positive collaboration. Teachers and parents also worked together to develop solutions to behavioral concerns, demonstrating collaborative problem-solving rather than unilateral correction.

The informal emotional exchanges in the triad were widespread, such as laughing together, expressing pride, or comforting one another, which helped to strengthen relationships. Teachers frequently referenced parental insights to personalize their instruction, and parents responded by implementing teacher-recommended practices at home. The cooperative dynamic was most visible in complex activities, when parents supplied scaffolding just when necessary, allowing children to explore independently under modest monitoring. These examples demonstrate that the research does not simply focus on inadequacies, but also acknowledges the positive synergy and co-construction of meaning in tripartite relationships, which are critical for holistic development.

In addition, the guidance provided by teachers to parents was superficial. In parent–child programs, educators provide parents with a succinct explanation of the program’s educational importance for children’s development. However, the instructors’ explanations often use technical terms like “vestibular sensation” and “sensory training,” which require a basic understanding of psychology for comprehension. During the interview with the parent (P5), she stated, “At times, I do not comprehend what the teacher is conveying, yet I must prioritize my child’s needs.” Consequently, the interaction between educators and parents remains formal and superficial, leaving parents largely uninformed about their children.

Furthermore, the research identified effective instances of beneficial three-way interactions that enhanced the learning experience. The theme of the influence of Chinese cultural background on communication style is important because it impacts how parents, teachers, and children interact with one another. Indirect communication, respect for hierarchy, and conflict avoidance are all strongly established in Chinese social relationships. These cultural standards frequently result in complex, nuanced interactions that differ from Western communication patterns. Understanding these cultural foundations can provide further insight into the dynamics of tripartite interactions, as well as support in the development of culturally sensitive and effective educational programs. Additionally, the influence of the Chinese cultural background on communication techniques such as the concepts of “face” and harmony is significant and deserves further investigation in future research.



4.3 Tripartite interaction for mutual growth

Previous studies on interaction have primarily concentrated on the development of knowledge experiences in children, with less analysis on the collaborative enhancement of knowledge experiences among numerous participants in the interaction. The examination of tripartite interaction demonstrates the existence of socially constructed learning experiences inside the relationship.

The teacher engages in the parent–child interaction. This interactive learning approach, namely P-C-T and C-P–T, offers a more individualized method of experiential construction. In this educational style, the teacher assumes the role of an observer and supporter; by assessing the needs and challenges in parent–child interactions, the teacher can offer focused guidance to facilitate the growth of both parents and children. Meanwhile, parents’ essential educational methodologies and notions motivate teachers and enhance the breadth and depth of their experience.

Secondly, parents participate in the teacher-child relationship, specifically T-C-P and C-T–P. In this educational approach, parents function as observers of their children’s learning, supporters of educators’ instruction, and learners who comprehend the teaching attempts of the teachers. The various roles serve as a challenge for parents. Parents must establish connections between children and instructors when interactions are challenging. Parents will assist teachers in comprehending children’s perspectives while simultaneously translating the teacher’s instruction into a more accessible language for children. Parents serve as the child’s emotional and psychological sanctuary, fostering a secure and conducive psychological atmosphere for interactions between the child and the instructor, so enhancing the child’s drive to engage in classroom activities. Nonetheless, it was observed that several parents were not actively engaged in the teacher-child relationship and required prompting from the teacher to participate. Passive parents engaged in teacher-child interactions had a diminished sense of role; nonetheless, they derived benefits from their involvement in the interaction process.

Finally, children participate in parent-teacher interactions, namely P–T-C and T–P-C. During this process, parents and educators exchange insights regarding the child’s observations, thereby enhancing educators’ comprehension of the child’s personality, interests, and needs. Parental confusion is also communicated, and educators provide parents with specific guidance. These diverse tripartite interactions address the needs of children while simultaneously prompting instructors and parents to recognize deficiencies in the planning and operation of programs, thus contributing to the development of all three parties.




5 Conclusion

The aforementioned research and analysis indicate that tripartite interaction in parent–child programs significantly supports children’s development and enhances the educational literacy of parents and teachers; however, certain aspects of this interaction require improvement and enhancement. Consequently, educators ought to consider the subsequent advice while executing parent–child programs: The design of parent–child programs should prioritize dual objectives. Parental educational objectives should be formulated in alignment with children’s activities. Parents must clearly understand their roles in parent–child programs, and therefore, they should be educated in essential parenting knowledge and pedagogical abilities. Secondly, parent–child programs must align with the children’s age and interests. The curriculum must leverage children’s life experiences and provide sufficient flexibility to facilitate the prompt modification of content in accordance with activities. In the structured framework of interactive classroom engagement, educators and parents collaborate to uphold a designated environment, which is preordained by the teacher according to a systematic instructional design (Erickson, 1996). When certain parents and children respond throughout the activity in a manner that deviates from the teacher’s established script, the original script must be abandoned, and a new dialogue should be initiated. Gutierrez et al. (1995) introduced the notion of “third space” as a social environment where individuals can abandon ingrained scripts (such as the teacher’s predetermined educational objectives in the case study) and restructure the activity according to the children’s experiences. Educators must be cognizant that interaction transcends mere discussion among individuals; it constitutes an intrinsic dialogue among dynamic participants, wherein children and parents are regarded as agents of change rather than passive listeners. The benefits of numerous contacts should be fully leveraged to provide a robust educational environment for parent–child development.

Finally, teachers, parents, and children are all subjects in tripartite interaction; therefore, they must acknowledge and respect one another’s subjectivity. Specifically, parents provide children with greater autonomy during activities and promote the articulation of their thoughts. This, in turn, promotes the establishment of equitable, harmonious, and advantageous relationships between the subjects.


5.1 Limitations and future direction of the research

The research selected four parent–child courses from two institutions as case study subjects, which limits generalizability; thus, future large-sample investigations on the state of full tripartite contact are necessary. The primary objective of the research on tripartite interaction in parent–child activities is to identify strategies that foster the development of all three parties. Consequently, future research could employ action research methodologies and collaborate with parent–child education institutions to enhance practical activities for parents and children. The research pointed out that children’s subjectivity is not only neglected, but intentionally suppressed in adult-driven I-R-E interactions. This relationship turns children become passive responses, reducing their agency and inhibiting innovation. Future research could examined into inclusive practices that empower children as equal participants in educational discourse.
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This study investigated the structure of the home math environment (HME) of preschoolers. Examinations include the relation between parental communal beliefs, home math engagement, children’s math skill development, and whether communal beliefs mediated these relations. Parents reported data (N = 652, 49% female, mean age = 4.25; parental demographics: 87.4% White, 9% Latine and Hispanic, 6% African American, 58% 4-year degree or higher, mean income = $70,000–$79,999). The HME structure diverged from prior work. Significant differences were found in home math engagement based on children’s age. Communal beliefs were significantly different based on parental ethnicity and education. While children’s HME and communal beliefs were significantly associated with their math skill development, communal beliefs were not a significant mediator. Overall, this study provided important progress toward understanding the role of these constructs in the development of children’s early math skills.
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Introduction

The home mathematics environment plays a crucial role in shaping preschoolers’ mathematics skill development, with various factors influencing children’s early numeracy abilities (Daucourt et al., 2021). In turn, the development of early numeracy skills has significant implications for children’s later mathematics achievement (Nguyen et al., 2016; Watts et al., 2014). The home mathematics environment consists of families engaging children in direct and indirect mathematical activities, such as counting, puzzles, and everyday problem-solving tasks (Hart et al., 2016). Race, ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic status have been identified as important demographic and contextual factors in the home mathematics environment (Eason et al., 2022; Elliott and Bachman, 2018; Sonnenschein and Dowling, 2019). Sociocultural factors such as communal values can be important contributors as well. Communal value refers to a belief in social connectedness and social interdependence that leads to aims such as helping people and working collaboratively with others (Dasgupta et al., 2022; McElveen, 2024).

Communal value has been identified as positively contributing to mathematics learning and achievement in primary, secondary, and postsecondary contexts (Boykin and Bailey, 2000; Brown et al., 2015; Gray et al., 2020). Extending the examination of communal value in the home mathematics environment is a wider and more inclusive developmental lens to examine its association with the development of early mathematics skills. In theory, communal value is a cultural asset that guides the learning process as families use culturally relevant strategies such as shared and collaborative learning experiences to scaffold children’s math skill development (Coleman et al., 2023). Therefore, exploring the practical implications of communal value as a developmental asset for preschoolers and their families can inform the interventions that are communicated to families, particularly those from historically minoritized backgrounds.

This study examined the influence of the families’ engagement and sociocultural factors on children’s early mathematics (math) skill development. First, we examined the direct effect of the home learning environment and parents’ communal value on preschoolers’ math skill development. Next, we examined the mediating effect of communal value on the relation between the home learning environment and math skill development. Finally, we discuss the theoretical and practical implications of this approach.


Early math skills development

Early math skill development has implications for children’s math achievement as they enter elementary school as well as their academic achievement in primary and secondary school (Duncan et al., 2007; Jordan et al., 2009; Rittle-Johnson et al., 2017; Watts et al., 2014). Parents, caregivers, and families play a critical role by fostering an environment that contributes to early math skills development through the (1) availability of math-related resources at home, including books, puzzles, and educational toys to enrich children’s exposure to math concepts and promote active exploration and discovery, (2) socialization of math-related values, beliefs, and expectations, (3) engagement with schools to support children’s learning, and (4) social interactions within the home that engage children in learning math concepts and skills (math home environment).



Categorization and measurement of early math skills

Assessing math skills in preschool children involves identifying key factors in their home learning environment and understanding the diverse ways in which young learners engage with mathematical concepts. One of the more general ways to categorize the measures is by using the terms “formal home learning environment” and “informal learning environment” to describe early numeracy skill development. The formal home learning environment is characterized by direct learning activities that teach early numeracy skills, including counting or magnitude understanding, set comparison, number identification, adding and subtracting, and patterning. The informal learning environment offers indirect learning opportunities, such as playing games or other activities that require the processing of numbers and the development of numerical strategy (Gashaj et al., 2023). Activities within the formal (e.g., operational activities involving the manipulation of numbers or quantities) and informal (e.g., shared number game play) learning environment have predicted children’s growth in numeracy outcomes and applied problem-solving skills (Susperreguy et al., 2020).

Measurements of the home math environment seek to capture the developmental trajectory of children’s early math skills. Whereas verbal rote counting may be practiced as early as 2 years old through the introduction of math-related songs, cardinality (i.e., the recognition that the last number counted represents the total number of a set) may be developed between after the age of three (Mutaf-Yıldız et al., 2020). By assessing the frequency of formal and informal learning experiences, scholars gain insight into the variations in engagement across home math activities (Ehrman et al., 2023; Hart et al., 2016). Frequency of activities that fostered mathematical skills has also predicted children’s math performance during their early school years (LeFevre et al., 2009). In addition, assessment of children’s difficulty when engaging in various formal and informal math activities provides further insight into parents’ perceptions of the difficulty of each home math activities. Findings related to the difficulty of specific home math activities have identified activities that increase (e.g., measuring length and width), decrease (e.g., counting objects), or remain consistent (e.g., playing with blocks) over time (Ehrman et al., 2023).



Beyond numeracy

Over the past two decades, exploration of the home math environment’s measurement structure has revealed a conceptual expansion to include spatial activities (Dearing et al., 2012; Hart et al., 2016; Purpura et al., 2020) and patterning (Rittle-Johnson et al., 2019). While the literature surrounding the Home Mathematic Environment (HME) has been steadily increasing, there is a noticeable lack of research surrounding the role of non-numeracy skills, such as patterning and spatial skills, in mathematics development (Hornburg et al., 2021). There is evidence that numeracy and non-numeracy skills are related to mathematical and problem-solving skill development, with longitudinal and causal evidence supporting their role in math knowledge (Rittle-Johnson et al., 2019).



Social and cultural factors influencing early math skills development

Among the social and cultural factors present in the home math environment that influence children’s early math skills development (i.e., socioeconomic status, gender, race, and ethnicity), socioeconomic status is heavily researched, with mixed results. Higher parental education and parental income have been associated with more indirect math activities and early math skill development (Elliott and Bachman, 2018; Susperreguy et al., 2020). Further, the connection between parental involvement, socioeconomic status, and elementary students’ mathematical achievement has shown a strong, positive correlation (Alghazo and Alghazo, 2015). On the other hand, studies have found that even after controlling socioeconomic background, parent–child performance was positively correlated with parental cumulative number talk and number skills (Elliott and Bachman, 2018; Missall et al., 2015).

Beyond socioeconomic status, variations in children’s gender, race, and ethnicity may also have implications in the home mathematics environment and for children’s math skills development. Though a few studies have found differences in math engagement based on gender, race, and ethnicity (Eason et al., 2022), these factors are not consistently and explicitly analyzed and discussed in the home mathematics literature. Utilizing prior research focused on adult and adolescent populations, social orientation (communal vs. individualism) plays a significant role in health- and academic-related outcomes beyond considerations of race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status (Abdou et al., 2010; Hurley et al., 2023).

Social orientation refers to one’s approach to social interactions influenced by cultural values, social norms, heritage, and traditions cultivated within one’s home and community (Abdou et al., 2010; American Psychological Association, Task Force on Resilience and Strength in Black Children and Adolescents, 2008; Boykin, 1986). It is conceptually distinct due to its focus on individualistic or independent vs. communal or interdependent perspectives and behaviors. While self-direction and autonomy are endorsed in families with an individualistic orientation, communally oriented families emphasize relatedness and connection (Varnum et al., 2010). Recognizing that learning involves the interdependence of activities, concepts, and culture (Brown et al., 1989), understanding the role of a communal orientation could provide insights into the home mathematics environment. As an example, Coleman et al. (2017) measured elementary students’ perceptions of communal activities and attitudes in their home environments during their investigation of communal learning and math performance. They found a positive correlation between home communal orientation and children’s mathematics performance on fraction identification leading to an indication of the role of social orientation on the foundation of children’s conceptual knowledge.

The importance of communal learning has been substantiated in various contexts, including early literacy environments (Sénéchal and LeFevre, 2002; Sim et al., 2014) and early math environments, which predicted children’s growth on nonsymbolic comparison tasks, arithmetic fluency, and applied problem-solving (Susperreguy et al., 2020). Consistently, research in school contexts has found that when students were placed in individualistic vs. communal learning conditions, those who participated in communal learning outperformed on mathematics assessments (Boykin and Bailey, 2000; Coleman et al., 2017; Hurley et al., 2023).



The current study

Ultimately, many unanswered questions still remain regarding the development of math skills in young children. The body of literature surrounding the Home Math Environment is still relatively small, but as this continues to grow, research highlights the need for the identification of factors that may influence HME, best methodological designs, and characterization of how primary caregivers incorporate mathematical activities into the home environment (Hornburg et al., 2021). The inclusion of other non-numerical domains in the HME may also be important in identifying the key areas of mathematical development during early childhood, as well as acknowledging the impact caregiver understanding and self-reporting can have on research results. A broader examination of math skills and experiences in the home context is also needed, specifically in parent–child exploration of math skills (Zippert et al., 2020). Social orientation as a sociocultural context is an avenue to explore in researching math skills development and the HME. Increasing our understanding of how the HME impacts mathematical skill development can be crucial for young children both academically and beyond, offering insights into how primary caregivers may enhance mathematical learning and how teachers and curriculum may reflect these results as they are incorporated into the classroom setting as well.

To address these unanswered questions, the current study examined the mediating role of parental communalism on the relation between Home Math Environment and Child Math Skills Development. We conducted several steps in the analysis prior to answering this research question. First, we examined the factor structure of the home math environment to conceptualize the practice of home math teaching and learning for this sample population. Next, we conducted preliminary analyses to understand each construct separately (i.e., communalism, home math activities, and math skills), as well as the relation between communalism and the home math environment with children’s math skills development. Finally, we examined the mediating role of communalism in the relation between the home math environment and children’s math skills development. Our hypothesis is a positive and significant relation between children’s home math environment and their math skills development. We also expect communalism to mediate this relation. Related to the home math environment, we examined the frequency and difficulty of home math activities as both have empirical support and importance (Ehrman et al., 2023; Mutaf-Yıldız et al., 2020).




Materials and methods


Participants

Data was collected from parents via a parent report through the online platform Prolific (Ellis et al., 2022). Participants from this study were 652 parents (average age range = 35–44; 65.0% female). To be eligible, parents had to have children who were between the ages of 3–6 years who were in preschool and kindergarten. They also had to pass all twelve attention checks during the report. Parents’ highest level of education ranged from some high school (1.5%) to a doctoral or advanced degree (7%), with the average response being a four-year degree (33%). Parents’ ethnicity is as follows: 87.4% were White, 6.0% were Black or African American, 3.1% were Bi or Multi-Racial, and 2.0% were Asian. Less than 1 % of the sample identified as American Indian or Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, or other race or ethnicity. Additionally, 8.6% of the participants identified as Hispanic. The average annual household income was $70,000–$79,999, with 2.5% reporting less than $10,000 and 12% reporting more than $150,000.


Measures


Parent communalism

The Parent Communalism measure (Boykin et al., 1997; Grayman-Simpson and Mattis, 2017) was a seven-item self-report questionnaire aimed to assess the extent that parental participants believed in social relations, concern for others, and group effort. For example, the questionnaire assessed the extent that parents believed the following statement is true: “I believe that when people are close to one another (like family and friends) they should be accountable for each other’s welfare.” on a scale from 1 = Completely false to 6 = Completely true (alpha = 0.79).



Home math environment

The Home Math Environment measure (Hart et al., 2016; Zippert et al., 2020) is a 124-item survey designed with two subscales to be completed by a parent or guardian. The first subscale assessed how often parents or guardians participated in certain mathematical activities with their child. For example, “In the PAST MONTH, how often did you and your child engage in the following? - Count objects” on a scale from 1 = Never to 6 = Multiple times a day (α = 0.95). The second subscale assessed the child’s level of difficulty when engaging in the activity. For example, “This activity is ___ for my child,” in regards to Counting Objects on a rating scale from 1 = Too easy to 3 = Too hard (α = 0.95). Due to the length of the survey, there were four attention checks integrated within this measure. Only parents or guardians who passed all four attention checks were included in this study.



Math skills development

To assess children’s math skills, we utilized parental reports using two measures: (1) how high children can consistently and accurately count up to 100 (number count; M = 44) and (2) the count of numbers children can identify from 0 to 15 (number identification; M = 12). Means on the number count measure were 19.26 (SD = 19), 34.71 (SD = 32.51), 64.19 (SD = 38.26), and 75.29 (SD = 35.92) for three- through six-year-olds, respectively. Means on the number identification measure were 9.85 (SD = 5.27), 11.28 (SD = 5.01), 13.92 (SD = 4.13), and 13.44 (SD = 5.11) for three- through six-year-olds, respectively.



Covariates

Parents reported children’s gender (49% male) and age (M = 4.25) as individual-level covariates. They also reported their own race, ethnicity, highest level of education, and median annual household income. Gender is coded as 1 = female and 0 = male for children and parent or guardians. Parents or guardians reported their children’s age in years at the time of data collection (i.e., between December 2021 and January 2022).





Data analytic strategy


Factor analysis

To determine the best fitting model of the HME factor structure, a series of six confirmatory factor models were conducted in Mplus (Muthén and Muthén, 2017), similar to prior investigations of the HME factor structure (Hart et al., 2016; Purpura et al., 2020). Prior to the analyses, items for which more than one-third of participants responded “never” were dropped. As a result, 31 items were excluded from all analyses (Table 1). The remaining 29 items were included in the next step.


TABLE 1 Home math environment items, response rates, and descriptive statistics.


	Item #
	Item description
	% of “Never” responses
	M
	SD

 

 	1 	Count objects 	2 	4.87 	1.21


 	2 	Count down 	10 	3.87 	1.55


 	3 	Identify names of written numbers 	8 	4.17 	1.50


 	4 	Print numbers 	15 	3.44 	1.54


 	5 	Use calendars and dates 	29 	2.85 	1.61


 	6 	Connect-the-dot activities 	27 	2.59 	1.40


 	7 	Use number activity books 	16 	3.10 	1.40


 	8 	Read number storybooks 	17 	3.17 	1.48


 	9 	Play board games 	25 	2.61 	1.30


 	10 	Learn simple sums 	28 	3.02 	1.65


 	11 	Sort things by size, color, or shape 	5 	4.16 	1.46


 	12 	Make collections 	22 	3.07 	1.61


 	13 	Recite numbers in order 	3 	4.80 	1.26


 	14 	Guess the number of things 	21 	3.12 	1.59


 	15 	Note numbers on signs 	14 	3.62 	1.55


 	16 	Interact with clocks 	27 	3.03 	1.67


 	17 	Use numbers in reference to temperature, time, dates 	30 	3.10 	1.77


 	18 	Compare sizes of numbers 	22 	3.27 	1.64


 	19 	Play with puzzles 	6 	3.49 	1.31


 	20 	Play with LEGO 	9 	3.77 	1.47


 	21 	Play with blocks 	6 	4.12 	1.43


 	22 	Make patterns with objects or sounds 	19 	3.26 	1.61


 	23 	Figure out what comes next in a pattern 	19 	3.16 	1.54


 	24 	Watch TV shows or videos what show and talk about patterns 	18 	3.12 	1.49


 	25 	Read books that show or talk about patterns 	17 	3.07 	1.45


 	26 	Play computer games, apps, or visit interactive websites that include pattern games 	30 	2.81 	1.55


 	27 	Play hand or movement games that involve patterns 	32 	2.57 	1.47


 	28 	Compare groups of objects to identify more/less or same/equal 	24 	2.80 	1.43


 	29 	Compare one object by directly comparing them to another 	10 	3.74 	1.51


 	Items not included in the factor analysis


 	30 	Use number or arithmetic flashcards 	40 	2.41 	1.48


 	31 	Measure ingredients when cooking 	33 	2.43 	1.35


 	32 	Being timed 	35 	2.82 	1.68


 	33 	Play with calculators 	60 	1.78 	1.21


 	34 	Play card games 	36 	2.31 	1.32


 	35 	Sing math songs 	48 	2.31 	1.59


 	36 	Keep track of money 	38 	2.31 	1.38


 	37 	Play games in the car that involve math 	47 	2.10 	1.33


 	38 	Use computer/video games to do math 	36 	2.65 	1.56


 	39 	Do word problems 	62 	1.85 	1.29


 	40 	Help with math homework 	60 	2.10 	1.53


 	41 	Measure lengths/widths 	54 	1.85 	1.16


 	42 	Use computer to draw or play with shapes 	36 	2.63 	1.60


 	43 	Use computer for spatial games 	60 	1.93 	1.39


 	44 	Draw maps 	72 	1.46 	0.89


 	45 	Draw plans for buildings 	83 	1.31 	0.81


 	46 	Use kits to build models 	51 	1.78 	1.02


 	47 	Fold or cut paper to make 3D objects 	58 	1.71 	1.03


 	48 	Wear a watch 	70 	1.64 	1.20


 	49 	Play with an abacus 	81 	1.35 	0.89


 	50 	Play with dominoes 	67 	1.52 	0.91


 	51 	Use scales 	70 	1.50 	0.91


 	52 	Play with math mat 	81 	1.34 	0.81


 	53 	Talk about math in reference to sports 	75 	1.46 	0.93


 	54 	Do math in your head 	50 	2.34 	1.63


 	55 	Play with number fridge magnets 	41 	2.60 	1.70


 	56 	Count out money 	37 	2.25 	1.29


 	57 	Describe patterns in words 	36 	2.47 	1.45


 	58 	Copy a pattern with different materials 	41 	2.30 	1.42


 	59 	Discuss patterns in days of the week, months of the year, or seasons 	33 	2.49 	1.43


 	60 	Use a ruler or other objects to measure and discuss length 	54 	1.83 	1.12




 

In the first model, one factor included the remaining 29 items to represent the diversity of possible home math activities. Second, two unspecified factors were fitted, followed by the fit of two specific factors (direct and indirect). In the fourth model, three factors were specified: direct, indirect, and patterns. The last two models fit a bifactor model that included a general factor of all items, as well as specific factors of direct, indirect (model 5), and patterns (model 6). Model fit was compared using fit statistics indices including the Chi-square (𝜒2), Chi-square/Degrees of Freedom Ratio (𝜒2/df), Akaike Information Criterion (AIC), sample-size adjusted Bayesian Information Criterion (SABIC), Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), Standardized Root-Mean-Square residual (SRMR), Comparative Fit Index (CFI), and Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI). The 𝜒2 greater than 0.05 indicated there was no significant difference between models. The 𝜒2/df statistic, an additional statistic which accounts for the complexity of the model with less sensitivity to sample size, indicated reasonable fit within the range of 2–5 (Sathyanarayana and Mohanasundaram, 2024). Lower AIC and SABIC scores were indicators of a better model fit (Burns et al., 2022; Ferguson et al., 2020). The RMSEA is recommended to fall between 0.05 and 0.08 (Browne and Cudeck, 1992), while the SRMR equal to or below 0.08 was indicative of a better fit. Both the CFT & TLI are recommended to be above 0.95 (Hu and Bentler, 1999).

As shown in Table 2, none of the confirmatory factor analysis models indicated a best-fit for the data. In the third step, an exploratory factor analysis was conducted on the 29 items to establish the best model fit (Table 3). A Varimax Orthogonal rotational method was used to analyze the data such that the specific factors were uncorrelated with the general factor and also uncorrelated with each other. Factors with eigenvalues greater than 1 were extracted and the model fit was evaluated using the above criteria. Once the number of factors was determined, items were removed from further analysis if they failed to load onto a factor less than 0.40 or cross-loaded on two or more factors more than 0.40.


TABLE 2 Model fit indices for the home math environment — confirmatory factor analyses.


	Model
	Description
	𝜒2, (df)
	AIC
	SABIC
	RMSEA
 90% CI
	CFI
	TLI
	SRMR

 

 	1 	1 factor 	2996.15 (377) 	49133.1 	49246.64 	0.10
 (0.100, 0.107) 	0.64 	0.61 	0.09


 	2 	2 factors (unspecified) 	1895.99
 (349) 	48088.94 	48239.02 	0.08
 (0.079, 0.086) 	0.79 	0.75 	0.06


 	3 	2 factors (D, I) 	288.81
 (376) 	48967.76 	49082.6 	0.10
 (0.097, 0.103) 	0.66 	0.64 	0.09


 	4 	3 factors (D, I, P) 	2690.404 (374) 	48833.36 	48950.81 	0.10
 (0.094, 0.101) 	0.68 	0.66 	0.08


 	5 	Bifactor (General; D, I) 	1876.314 (348) 	48071.27 	48222.65 	0.08
 (0.078, 0.086) 	0.79 	0.76 	0.08


 	6 	Bifactor (General; D, I, P) 	1837.85
 (348) 	48032.8 	48184.19 	0.08
 (0.077, 0.085) 	0.80 	0.76 	0.07





Factor Descriptions: D = Direct skills; I = Indirect skills; P = Pattern skills. All Chi-square (𝜒2) and Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) results were significant at p = < 0.001. AIC = Akaike Information Criterion; SABIC = sample-size adjusted Bayesian Information Criterion; SRMR = Standardized Root Mean Square residual; CFI = Comparative Fit Index; TLI = Tucker-Lewis Index.
 


TABLE 3 Model fit indices for the home math environment — exploratory factor analyses.


	Model
	% total variance
	𝜒2, df
	AIC
	SABIC
	RMSEA
 90% CI
	CFI
	TLI
	SRMR

 

 	1 	31% 	2996.15 (377) 	49133.10 	49246.64 	0.10
 (0.100, 0.107) 	0.64 	0.61 	0.09


 	2 	40% 	1895.99
 (349) 	48088.94 	48239.02 	0.08
 (0.079, 0.086) 	0.79 	0.75 	0.06


 	3 	46% 	1429.34
 (322) 	47676.29 	47861.61 	0.07
 (0.069, 0.076) 	0.85 	0.81 	0.05


 	4 	50% 	1121.35
 (296) 	47420.30 	47639.55 	0.07
 (0.061, 0.069) 	0.89 	0.85 	0.04


 	5 	54% 	863.25

 (271) 	47212.2 	47464.08 	0.06

 (0.054, 0.062) 	0.92 	0.87 	0.03


 	6 	58% 	674.62
 (247) 	47071.57 	47354.76 	0.05
 (0.047, 0.056) 	0.94 	0.90 	0.03


 	7 	61% 	524.24
 (224) 	46967.19 	47280.40 	0.05
 (0.040, 0.050) 	0.96 	0.93 	0.03


 	8 	64% 	426.14
 (202) 	46913.09 	47255.02 	0.04
 (0.036, 0.047) 	0.97 	0.94 	0.02


 	9 	67% 	 	46901.78 	47271.11 	0.05 	0.96 	0.92 	0.02





AIC = Akaike Information Criterion; SABIC = sample-size adjusted Bayesian Information Criterion; SRMR = Standardized Root Mean Square residual; CFI = Comparative Fit Index; TLI = Tucker-Lewis Index. Bold values indicate best model fit.
 



Mediation analysis

The regression and mediation analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 28; IBM Corp, 2021). Overall HME and the five HME factors, both frequency and difficulty, were used as the independent variable. Children’s math performance was the dependent variable, which included how high a child could count and the sum of all numbers a child could identify. Parents’ communalism was the mediating variable.

First, simple regressions of HME on communalism and both measures of math performance were analyzed, as well as the regression of communalism on both measures of math performance. Then, the PROCESS macro in SPSS created by Hayes (2022) was used to determine the indirect effect of HME on children’s math performance through parental communalism beliefs. PROCESS gives a summary of the model, including the regressions between variables, as well as the direct and indirect effects of the independent variable on the dependent variable. This mediation analysis used the same independent and dependent variables as the regression analysis, but communalism was listed as the mediating variable.

After the initial analysis was conducted, a second mediation analysis was done using two covariates: whether the parent was Hispanic and the highest household education level. The two covariates were chosen due to preliminary analyses showing significant differences between levels in terms of HME or communalism scores (see Results).





Results


Factor analysis

The first aim of this study was to examine the factor structure of the home math environment. The six confirmatory factor analyses (1-factor, two 2-factor, 3-factor, two bifactor models) resulted in poor model fit according to the fit indices (Table 2). Of the six exploratory factor analyses, models 2, 5, and 6 resulted in the strongest fit indices. Although the eigenvalue and evaluation of the fit indices revealed a six-factor solution, examination of the factor structure revealed there were no HME items on the sixth factor with loadings greater than 0.40. The five-factor solution was selected as the preferred model. The Chi-square statistic indicated a significant difference between models (𝜒2 (271) = 863.25, p < 0.001) and the Chi-square/Degrees of Freedom Ratio indicated reasonable fit (𝜒2/df = 3.19). Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) and sample-size adjusted Bayesian Information Criterion (SABIC) values were lower when compared to earlier models (AIC = 47212.20 and SABIC = 47464.08). The Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) value (0.06) was at the cutoff for reasonable fit. The Standardized Root-Mean-Square residual value (0.03) was well below the cutoff which indicated good fit. While the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) value (0.88) was below the cut-off for good fit, the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) value (0.92) was within the range for acceptable fit.

As found in Table 4, the final model included 21 items representing the five factors. Factor 1 was comprised of four Numeracy and Counting items: counting objects, counting down, identifying names of written numbers, and reciting numbers in order (α = 0.77). Effect sizes in Factor 1 ranged from 0.51–0.78 indicated moderate to strong effects. Factor 2 indicated Numeracy Activities with three items: connect the dot activities, number activity books, and number storybooks (α = 0.70). Effect sizes for Factor 2 ranged from minimal to moderate (0.45–0.67). Factor 3 was comprised on seven Numeracy Application activities: print numbers, use of calendars and dates, playing board games, learning simple sums, interacting with clocks, using numbers to read temperature, time, or dates, comparing sizes of numbers (α = 0.84). Effect sizes for Factor 3 ranged from minimal to strong (0.48–0.73). Factor 4 indicated Pattern activities: making patterns with objects and sounds, figuring out what comes next in a pattern, comparing groups of objects to identify more/less or same/equal, and comparing one object directly to another (α = 0.81). Effect sizes for Factor 4 ranged from 0.53–0.67 which indicated moderate effects. Factor 5 was comprised of three items indicating Patterns in Media: watching tv or video focused on patterns, reading books that show or talk about patterns, and playing computer games/apps/websites that include pattern games (α = 0.72). Effect sizes for Factor 5 ranged from minimal to strong (0.42–0.90).


TABLE 4 Eigenvalues and standardized factor loadings for the 5-factor model.
 

 	Eigenvalue 1 	8.85


 	Eigenvalue 2 	2.71


 	Eigenvalue 3 	1.67


 	Eigenvalue 4 	1.33


 	Eigenvalue 5 	1.19


 	Eigenvalue 6 	1.04







	Factor loadings



	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

 

 	Factor 1: Numeracy/Counting M = 4.43, SD = 1.07, Alpha = 0.77


 	1 	0.757* 	0.095* 	0.092* 	0.194* 	0.117*


 	2 	0.510* 	0.213* 	0.264* 	0.054 	0.221*


 	3 	0.543* 	0.211* 	0.274* 	0.121* 	0.076*


 	13 	0.651* 	0.088* 	0.124* 	0.256* 	0.106*


 	Factor 2: Numeracy Activities M = 2.95, SD = 1.13, Alpha = 0.70


 	6 	0.124* 	0.541* 	0.319* 	0.180* 	0.143*


 	7 	0.224* 	0.673* 	0.209* 	0.149* 	0.080*


 	8 	0.261* 	0.449* 	0.079* 	0.190* 	0.182*


 	Factor 3: Numeracy Application M = 3.05, SD = 1.14, Alpha = 0.84


 	4 	0.298* 	0.394* 	0.488* 	0.043 	−0.061


 	5 	0.090* 	0.197* 	0.650* 	0.048 	0.112*


 	9 	0.013 	0.305* 	0.478* 	0.095* 	0.091*


 	10 	0.100* 	0.254* 	0.664* 	0.032 	0.012


 	16 	0.089* 	0.122* 	0.633* 	0.145* 	0.016


 	17 	0.053 	−0.036 	0.734* 	0.111* 	−0.010


 	18 	0.215* 	0.037 	0.599* 	0.373* 	0.078*


 	Factor 4: Patterns M = 3.23, SD = 1.22, Alpha = 0.81


 	22 	0.304* 	0.158* 	0.076* 	0.609* 	0.254*


 	23 	0.177* 	0.201* 	0.323* 	0.528* 	0.236*


 	28 	0.152* 	0.098* 	0.291* 	0.582* 	0.125*


 	29 	0.234* 	0.051 	0.158* 	0.667* 	0.204*


 	Factor 5: Patterns in Media M = 3.00, SD = 1.20, Alpha = 0.72


 	24 	0.104* 	0.032 	−0.005 	0.118* 	0.902*


 	25 	0.170* 	0.113* 	0.077* 	0.279* 	0.616*


 	26 	−0.011 	0.194* 	0.238* 	0.297* 	0.420*





* indicates p < 0.05. Bold values indicate the factor loading.
 

The factors have low to moderate correlations ranging from 0.25–0.51 (Table 5). The weakest correlation was found between Numeracy Applications and Patterns in Media. The strongest correlations were between (1) Numeracy/Counting and Patterns and (2) Patterns and Patterns in the Media. All correlations were statistically significant (p < 0.001).


TABLE 5 Home math environment correlations.


	Factor
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

 

 	1. Numeracy/Counting 	— 	 	 	 	


 	2. Numeracy Activities 	0.47 	— 	 	 	


 	3. Numeracy Applications 	0.44 	0.49 	— 	 	


 	4. Patterns 	0.51 	0.44 	0.45 	— 	


 	5. Patterns in Media 	0.34 	0.36 	0.25 	0.51 	—





All correlations are significant, p < 0.001.
 



Preliminary analyses

Examined the general performance of children and their families considering their home math environment, communal beliefs espoused in the home, math skill development, and demographic characteristics such as age, gender, race, ethnicity, parental education, and household income.


Home math environment (frequency)

The frequency of home math engagement (M = 3.33, SE = 0.03) was significantly different for children based on their age, F (3, 648) = 5.98, p <. 001, η2 = 0.027. For the general home math environment, four- through six-year-olds were engaged in math activities above average (M = 3.38, 3.45, and 3.38, respectively). Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise comparisons indicated four-year-olds experienced significantly higher frequency in home math when compared to three-year-olds, as the interval did not include zero, 95% CI [0.03, 0.50]. Similarly, five-year-olds experienced higher frequency in the home math environment when compared to three-year-olds, as the interval did not include zero, 95% CI [0.12, 0.56]. No other age differences were statistically significant. The frequency of home math engagement was not significantly different for children based on their gender or their parent or guardian’s race, ethnicity, education, or household income.

We examined differences in the frequency of certain types of home math engagement. Findings indicated significant age differences in Numeracy/Counting, F (3, 648) = 4.40, p = 0.005, η2 = 0.02. Using four-year-olds as the reference group with the highest numeracy and counting frequency (M = 4.60, SE = 0.07), they had significantly higher engagement when compared to six-year-olds (M = 4.06, SE = 0.15), 95% CI [−0.93, −0.14]. There were significant age differences in Numeracy Activities, F (3, 648) = 3.30, p = 0.020, η2 = 0.015. Four-year-olds also had higher frequency of numeracy activities in the home environment, (M = 3.15, SE = 0.08) when compared to six-year-olds (M = 2.73, SE = 0.13), 95% CI [−0.84, −0.01].

We also found significant age differences in Numeracy Applications, F (3, 648) = 51.17, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.19. Using six-year-olds as the reference group with the highest frequency in numeracy applications (M = 3.66, SE = 0.11), they had significantly higher engagement in the home environment when compared to three-year-olds (M = 2.35, SE = 0.07), 95% CI [0.93, 1.69]; and four-year-olds (M = 3.01, SE = 0.08), 95% CI [0.27, 1.03]. Lastly, there were significant age differences in Patterns in Media, F (3, 648) = 3.16, p = 024, η2 = 0.01. Using three-year-olds as the reference group with the highest frequency in Patterns in Media (M = 3.21, SE = 0.09), they had significantly higher frequency when compared to five-year-olds (M = 2.90, SE = 0.08), 95% CI [−0.63, −0.01].



Home math environment (difficulty)

Parents’ perceptions of children’s difficulty when engaging in home math (M = 2.08, SE = 0.01) was significantly different based on child age, F (3, 648) = 88.27, p <. 001, η2 = 0.029. Three-year-olds served as the reference group with the highest general home math environment scores, (M = 2.31, SE = 0.02). We found they significantly experienced difficulty more than four-year-olds (M = 2.13, SE = 0.02), 95% CI [−0.26, −0.11]; five-year-olds (M = 1.92, SE = 0.02), 95% CI [−0.47, −0.32]; and six-year-olds (M = 1.86, SE = 0.03), 95% CI [−0.55, −0.35].

Considering the various types of home math engagement, the findings were consistent. Three-year-olds were perceived as experiencing more difficulty while engaging in home math (i.e., counting, numeracy activities, numeracy applications, patterning, and patterning within media). It was also consistently found that this was a significant difference when comparing three-year-olds with all other age groups, with one exception. For Patterning in the Media (M = 2.06, SD = 0.41), three-year-olds (M = 2.16, SE = 0.03) experienced significantly more difficulty when compared to five-year-olds (M = 1.97, SE = 0.03), 95% CI [−0.30, −0.09]; and six-year-olds (M = 1.91, SE = 0.05), 95% CI [−0.40, −0.11].



Parental communal beliefs

Parent or guardian communal beliefs (M = 3.77, SD = 0.84) were significantly different based on ethnicity, F (1, 650) = 4.95, p = 0.026, η2 = 0.01. Parents who identified as Hispanic or Latine were more likely to hold communal beliefs (M = 4.01, SE = 0.10). Child age, child gender, parent/guardian race, parent/guardian highest level of education, and household income were not significantly associated with parental communal beliefs.



Children’s math skill development

Not surprisingly, age was a significant factor in children’s counting (M = 44.34, SD = 28.12, F (3, 648) = 95.98, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.31) and number identification (M = 11.96, SD = 5.12, F (3, 648) = 27.53, η2 = 0.11). Six-year-olds, the reference group with the highest counting skills (M = 75.29, SE = 4.23), performed significantly higher when compared to three-year-olds (M = 19.26, SE = 1.37), 95% CI [44.41, 67.65]; and four-year-olds (M = 34.71, SE = 2.48), 95% CI [28.77, 52.39]. No other demographic characteristics were associated with children’s ability to count consistently and accurately from 0 to 100.

There were significant age differences in children’s number identification such that five-year-olds (reference group with the highest score, M = 13.92, SE = 0.28) outperformed three-year-olds (M = 9.85, SE = 0.38), 95% CI [2.81, 5.34]; and four-year-olds (M = 11.28, SE = 0.38), 95% CI [1.33, 3.95]. No other demographic characteristics were significantly associated with children’s number identification.




Regression analysis

Simple regression analyses were used to determine the relation between home math environment, communalism, and math performance. Home math environment scores (frequency) did not significantly predict communalism scores, β = 0.041, t (650) = 1.058, p = 0.291.

Home math environment scores (difficulty) also did not significantly predict communalism scores, β = 0.033, t (650) = 0.851, p = 0.395. Communalism scores did not significantly predict how high a child could count, β = −0.067, t (650) = −1.700, p = 0.090, or how many numerals a child could identify, β = −0.032, t (650) = −0.816, p = 0.415. However, home math environment scores (frequency) predicted how high a child could count, β = 0.227, t (650) = 5.944, p < 0.001, and how many numerals a child could identify, β = 0.250, t (650) = 6.579, p < 0.001. Home math environment scores (difficulty) also predicted how high a child could count, β = −0.598, t (650) = −19.046, p < 0.001, and how many numerals a child could identify, β = −0.435, t (650) = −12.312, p < 0.001 (Table 6).


TABLE 6 Regression analysis of home math environment on children’s math abilities.


	Home math environment
	How high a child can count
	Sum of numbers a child can identify

 

 	Numeracy/Counting 	Frequency 	0.07 	0.17*


 	Difficulty 	−0.55* 	−0.48*


 	Numeracy Activities 	Frequency 	0.05 	0.18*


 	Difficulty 	−0.40* 	−0.35*


 	Numeracy Applications 	Frequency 	0.43* 	0.35*


 	Difficulty 	−0.60* 	−0.39*


 	Patterns 	Frequency 	0.04 	0.08


 	Difficulty 	−0.35* 	−0.22*


 	Patterns in Media 	Frequency 	−0.01 	0.003


 	Difficulty 	−0.25* 	−0.14*


 	Overall 	Frequency 	0.23* 	0.25*


 	Difficulty 	−0.60* 	−0.44*





β coefficients, * indicates p < 0.001.
 

Another regression analysis was used to determine whether the HME factors chosen for the confirmatory factor analysis predicted communalism and math performance. The only factor that predicted communalism scores was Numeracy Activities (frequency), β = 0.095, t (650) = 2.42, p = 0.016. The factors that predicted how high a child could count were: Counting and Numeracy (difficulty), β = −0.548, t (650) = −16.722, p < 0.001; Numeracy Activities (difficulty), β = 0.095, t (650) = −11.203, p < 0.001; Numeracy Application (frequency), β = 0.430, t (650) = 12.150, p < 0.001; Numeracy Application (difficulty), β = −0.599, t (650) = −19.093, p < 0.001; Patterns (difficulty), β = −0.354, t (650) = −9.635, p < 0.001; and Patterns in Media (difficulty), β = −0.247, t (650) = −6.492, p < 0.001. The factors that predicted how many numerals a child could identify were: Counting and Numeracy (frequency), β = 0.167, t (650) = 4.320, p < 0.001; Counting and Numeracy (difficulty), β = −0.475, t (650) = −13.750, p < 0.001; Numeracy Activities (frequency), β = 0.179, t (650) = 4.627, p < 0.001; Numeracy Activities (difficulty), β = −0.354, t (650) = −9.648, p < 0.001; Numeracy Application (frequency), β = 0.349, t (650) = 9.499, p < 0.001; Numeracy Application (difficulty), β = −0.394, t (650) = −10.916, p < 0.001; Patterns (difficulty), β = −0.222, t (650) = −5.813, p < 0.001; and Patterns in Media (difficulty), β = −0.140, t (650) = −3.612, p < 0.001.



Mediation analysis

A mediation analysis was conducted with the PROCESS macro in SPSS (Hayes, 2022) to determine whether communalism mediates the relationship between home math environment and math performance. As the results of the regression analyses indicated, there was no significant indirect effect of home math environment (frequency) on how high a child could count through communalism scores (effect = −0.0067, SE = 0.0082, 95% CI [−0.0266, 0.0069]), and no significant indirect effect of home math environment (difficulty) on how high a child could count through communalism scores (effect = −0.0087, SE = 0.014, 95% CI [−0.042, 0.0155]). Similarly, there was no significant indirect effect of home math environment (frequency) scores on how many numerals a child could identify through communalism scores (effect = −0.0005, SE = 0.0008, 95% CI [−0.0024, 0.0007]), and no significant indirect effect of home math environment (difficulty) scores on how many numerals a child could identify through communalism scores (effect = −0.0004, SE = 0.0014, 95% CI [−0.0038, 0.0023]). No significant indirect effect was found for any of the individual HME factors.

A second mediation analysis was conducted by adding two variables as covariates: the highest education level in the household and whether the parent identified as Hispanic. As illustrated by Figure 1, the new analysis revealed similar results; there was no significant indirect effect of home math environment (frequency) on how high a child could count through communalism scores (effect = −0.0066, SE = 0.0041, 95% CI [−0.0126, 0.0036]), and no significant indirect effect of home math environment (difficulty) on how high a child could count through communalism scores (effect = −0.0020, SE = 0.0028, 95% CI [−0.0084; 0.0029]). Similarly, there was no significant indirect effect of home math environment (frequency) scores on how many numerals a child could identify through communalism scores (effect = −0.0005, SE = 0.0008, 95% CI [−0.0024, 0.0008]; Figure 2), and no significant indirect effect of home math environment (difficulty) scores on how many numerals a child could identify through communalism scores (effect = −0.0007, SE = 0.0016, 95% CI [−0.0044; 0.0022]). No significant indirect effect was found for any of the individual HME factors.

[image: Path diagram illustrating relationships among Home Math Frequency, Communal Beliefs, Number Count, Latine, and Parent Education, with standardized coefficients and standard errors shown on arrows; significant paths are denoted by asterisks.]

FIGURE 1
 Direct effect between home math environment (frequency) and child’s numeracy/counting. Covariates include Latine = Parent identified as Latine and Parent Education = highest parental education. Effect (SE), *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.


[image: Path analysis diagram illustrating relationships among Home Math Frequency, Communal Beliefs, Number Identification, Latine, and Parent Education, with standardized regression coefficients and standard errors. Significant positive and negative associations are shown in red and blue respectively.]

FIGURE 2
 Direct effect between home math environment (frequency) and child’s number identification. Covariates include Latine = Parent identified as Latine and Parent Education = highest parental education. Effect (SE), *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.





Discussion

This study examined the relation between parental communal beliefs, home math engagement, children’s math skill development, and whether communal beliefs mediated these relations. The exploration of home communal orientation expands upon the prior work within school contexts that found a positive association between children’s home communal orientation and their mathematics performance. While our findings did not indicate communalism as a mediating factor, it could be useful to consider it as a factor in the home mathematics environment, particularly for children with certain demographic characteristics. The results also suggest that the home mathematics environment can be conceptualized differently than prior research suggests, with an inclusion of non-numeracy domains that are often misinterpreted or missing from examination (Hornburg et al., 2021), and with more specific focus on the types of math activities. Due to the predictive nature of these home mathematics activities on children’s numeral identification and counting, this study provides a step forward for considering how the frequency and/or difficulty of these activities influence mathematics skill development.


Factor structure of the home math environment

Beyond the conceptualization of the home math environment, including formal, informal, and spatial activities (Dearing et al., 2012; Hart et al., 2016; LeFevre et al., 2009), our findings suggested five distinct factors that comprise home math engagement. These included numeracy and counting items (e.g., counting down), numeracy activities (e.g., connect the dot activities), numeracy application (e.g., compare size of numbers, α = 0.84), patterning (e.g., next in the pattern), and patterns involving media (e.g., computer patterns). We also found evidence that parent or guardian’s use of these activities varied based on the child’s age, such that numeracy and counting, numeracy activities, patterning, and patterning using media were more frequent in households with younger preschool-aged children. Numeracy application was more frequent in households with older preschool-aged children. This updated conceptualization of the home math environment can help researchers better examine the relation between children’s developmental trajectory (Ehrman et al., 2023) and the home math environment generally, as well as the appropriateness of specific activities based on age.



Home math environment predicting math skill development

Our findings support a positive and significant relation between the home math environment and children’s math skill development. Regarding the development of children’s numeracy skills, the application of numeracy skills (i.e., playing board games, interacting with clocks, and comparing the sizes of numbers) was associated with higher skill development. The frequency of home math engagement matters such that reports of higher frequency were consistently associated with higher math skill development. For most of the math activities, parents’ reports of lower levels of difficulty was associated with higher numeracy skills. The exception was the report of numeracy activities for which there was a positive correlation. Activities such as connect the dot activities, number activity books, and number storybooks, though challenging for children to complete, were associated with positive skill development.

In the examination of children’s number identification skills, we found that lower levels of difficulty in all of the home math activity domains were associated with higher skill development. It is likely that parent’s perceptions of task/activity difficulty varied based upon the specific activity in question. It would be useful to consider the constructs of difficulty and age-appropriateness to determine whether these are similar or distinct within the home math environment, and how they can inform the measures and practices of researchers and practitioners.

Higher frequency of counting exercises, numeracy activities, and number application were associated with higher skill development as well. These findings were supported by literature in the area of family mathematics activities in which 87% of studies found a relation between the home math environment and children’s outcomes (Eason et al., 2022). The conceptualization of home math domains will allow future research to focus on specific mathematics activities beyond the broad constructions of direct or formal, indirect or informal, and spatial activities.



The role of communalism

Communal beliefs, the value of social connectedness and social interdependence that leads to aims such as helping people and working collaboratively with others (Dasgupta et al., 2022; McElveen, 2024), have historical and cultural roots in minority communities (i.e., African American, Asian, Latine; Rucker et al., 2018); thus it was not surprising that Hispanic or Latine parents or guardians reported higher communalism. We found that among all parents or guardians, college graduates and postgraduates reported higher communal beliefs than those without a four-year degree. This finding is inconsistent with previous research that suggested that individuals with higher socioeconomic status (i.e., status based on education or wealth) tend to exhibit more agency and individualism. This inconsistency may be explained by the situational nature of the questions and their concern for family and social groups. This could also be interpreted as individuals with lower education levels reporting greater agency or individualism as a mechanism for focusing on themselves and their own advancement (Rucker et al., 2018). Another explanation of this inconsistency could be derived from the differences in measurement of socioeconomic status across studies. Prior research used similar measures of socioeconomic status (i.e., education and income separately) while other have varied in the use of categorical vs. continuous variables (Daucourt et al., 2021) and composites created to represent social position (Levine et al., 2010). There is more to be explored in this area of research and understanding the association between communal beliefs and socioeconomic status through the utilization of quantitative and qualitative methodology could be useful knowledge for researchers and educators alike.

When examining the relation between communal beliefs and the home math environment, we found parents or guardians with higher communal beliefs engaged more frequently in numeracy activities. Making connections between the data, these are the same activities parents found more difficult for their children. This could indicate an instance of scaffolded learning and/or demonstrates a potential benefit of communal learning, however, more research is necessary to substantiate this link. Prior work on the role of communalism in the development of minority children’s math performance (Coleman et al., 2017) would point to its mediating role for younger children. However, with such a low sample of minoritized children in this sample, additional examinations with more diverse samples of families would be warranted.



Limitations and future directions

There are a few limitations to note that lead to important future directions for better understanding the home math environment, its relation to children’s math skill development, and cultural beliefs as a contributing factor. First, as indicated, our sample primarily consisted of White and higher-income families. While it is important to understand these constructs among all families regardless of race and socioeconomic status, we also acknowledge the importance of specifically understanding race and socioeconomic status for the purpose of improving equitable outcomes for minoritized preschoolers. Additional research with more diverse sample populations (i.e., Latine, Black, and Asian families) is key to future research.

We acknowledge the limitation of the communal orientation measure. While the measure allowed for the understanding of families’ social orientation generally, it was not targeted toward the home math environment. Future studies should include additional measures to better understand the direct influence of social orientation on parent–child math-focused interactions, possibly through the triangulation of parent report and observational data. While this is an emerging area of study, there are communal measures (Coleman et al., 2023; Matthews et al., 2021; McElveen, 2024) from which items could be adapted. It would also be important to gather information about the communal aspects of the home math environment beyond parent–child interaction, such as sibling interactions.

Another limitation of this study was the measure of children’s early mathematics skills. The use of parent-reported measures did not provide an opportunity for researchers to independently assess children’s mathematics skills. In addition, parents reported on a limited range of mathematics skills instead of the broad range of skills assessed in the home numeracy measure. Future research should triangulate parent reports with robust measures of children’s mathematics skills to strengthen the research design and its findings.

This study provided important insights into the structure of the home mathematics environment and comprehensively assessed the frequency and difficulty of home math activities to understand the role of both constructs in the development of children’s early math skills. This study also explored the sociocultural construct of communalism which has been more widely examined in the formal (i.e., school) learning environment to understand its role in the informal learning environment for preschool children. Based on our findings, the contributions of the home math environment vary based on the specific type of activity, its frequency, and the difficulty of math activities that children are exposed to. These findings provide support for future research to further assess these relations across a diverse sample of children and their families using robust measures of mathematical skills and communal interactions inclusive of the family structure. The findings of this and future research provide an opportunity to consider social orientation and social interactions in the research and practice of math learning in the home environment to foster children’s strong performance in future math.
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Current studies have foregrounded the contribution of discourse analysis to the study of the internet as a preferred interaction medium where social, psychological, cultural, and professional dimensions of meaning are co-constructed in naturally occurring communication. Studies have also emphasized the significance of parental partnerships with others regarding the wellbeing and success of pupils. However, little research has systematically examined how parents and teachers engage in digital communication during times of crisis and how meaning is negotiated within these interactions. The present study aims to address this gap by presenting and illustrating a discourse-oriented methodological framework designed to analyze meaning construction in a digital parent-teacher forum. This framework integrates both micro and macro analytic levels to explore discourse dynamics in digital interactions. Guided by Conversation Analysis, Discursive Psychology, and Positioning-Displaying Language Analysis, which favor naturalistic interaction as the object of analysis, the microanalysis explores (1) the specific discursive actions performed by forum participants in interactional post sequences and (2) the ways in which these participants position themselves in digital written discourse. The macro-analytic lens is guided by Positive Discourse Analysis, a critical approach emphasizing that “critical” does not necessarily imply “being negative” but rather includes the proposition of alternatives and the facilitation of constructive change within educational discourse. The analysis revealed that initial posts shaped the trajectory of interaction, with participants discursively positioning themselves through figurative language and textual strategies. Teachers often portrayed themselves as fighters, while some parents responded with critical metaphors, highlighting tensions and identity negotiations. A turning point emerged when a participant redirected the discussion toward systemic reform, offering a constructive discursive path. These findings underscore the value of interpretative pluralism in understanding stakeholder interactions and suggest that digital forums can foster inclusive dialogue, though they may be limited in driving institutional change.
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Introduction

In recent years, digital communication has become an essential component of parent-teacher interaction, with online platforms shaping social, psychological, cultural, and educational exchanges. As Meredith (2019, p.241) notes, “the internet has become a predominantly interactional medium” where various dimensions of discourse are co-constructed and examined “in the making” (Vásquez, 2022, p.4) in written WhatsApp messages, forums, and emails.

Despite the increasing prevalence of digital discourse in education, little research has systematically explored how parents and teachers actually engage in these interactions and construct meaning through online communication. Understanding parent-teacher digital discourse is particularly relevant in periods of educational tension, as online discourse serves as both a key resource and potential challenge for educators navigating complex social and institutional dynamics.

Discourse analysis provides a powerful tool to examine “the interplay between language and social relations and practices” (Vásquez, 2022, p.4), offering insights into how participants construct meaning and negotiate relationships in digital educational spaces. Vásquez (2022, p.6) further highlights the advantages of studying digital discourse, noting that online interactions are observable, capturable, and free from the observer’s paradox (i.e., the phenomenon where the act of observing something alters the thing being observed). Given the increasing reliance on digital communication in education, it is crucial to develop methodological frameworks that allow for both micro- and macro-level analysis of discourse (Gee, 2015) within these settings.

This article aims to fill this gap by presenting a discourse-oriented methodology that is guided by Conversation Analysis (Wilkinson and Kitzinger, 2017), Discursive Psychology (Hepburn and Wiggins, 2007), and a Positioning-Displaying Language Analysis, three approaches that have been integrated in previous studies on parent-teacher digital discourse (Gamliel and Kupferberg, 2024). Specifically, the methodology shows how microanalytic tools derived from these approach1.

These approaches are based on the assumption that when people interact in face-to-face talk or in digital writing (e.g., forums, or WhatsApp), they carry out actual actions (e.g., narrating, explaining, criticizing, etc.) in interactional sequences that researchers can explore to find out what participants say, how they say it and how they position their identity vis-à-vis others.

The article opens with a theoretical framework comprising two sections: (1) an exploration of micro–macro levels of analysis (Gee, 2015), and (2) a review of key publications on parent-teacher communication. Then, the methodology section establishes a guiding methodological principle advocating the use of two or more qualitative methods (Chamberlain et al., 2011) to illuminate participants’ actions and positioning. The methods, Sequence Analysis (Meredith et al., 2021) and a Positioning-displaying Language Analysis (Kupferberg, 2016), are presented and illustrated by examples from data collected in the digital forum “Education 2020—for a More Effective Educational System.” The findings derived from micro-level analysis are then evaluated at a macroanalytic critical level. The discussion highlights the significance of this approach for educators and researchers seeking to enhance digital communication practices in educational contexts.



Micro and macro levels of digital discourse analysis

The division of data analysis into levels has always challenged discourse analysts (Gordon-Roth, 2020) who attempt to bridge “the divide between participants’ micro-level interactions and macro social and cultural systems rooted in historical traditions.” (Given, 2008, p.150). Gee (2015, p. 3)frequently cited definition distinguishes between two basic discourse levels:

“Little ‘d’ discourse analysis studies how the flow of language in use across time and the patterns and connections across this flow of language make sense and guide the interpretation. (e.g., the forum posts used to illustrate the methodology. [The authors]). Big ‘D’ Discourse analysis embeds little ‘d’ discourse analysis into the ways in which language melds with bodies and things to create society and history.”

At the microanalytic level, we are guided by the assumptions of three discourse-oriented approaches which share the idea that discourse means the completion of a communicative action by means of language (Hanks, 1996). Specifically, Conversation Analysis (CA) (Wilkinson and Kitzinger, 20172), stresses that it is essential to explore the sequence of turns in an interaction in order to reveal important features of the process.

Second, following Discursive Psychology (DP) (Hepburn and Wiggins, 2007) we emphasize that positioning is a central process in naturally occurring discourse whereby individuals locate one or several dimensions of their identity in relation to others. Meredith (2019) and Meredith et al. (2021) adapt the ideas of face-to-face Conversation Analysis and Discursive Psychology to naturally occurring digital written interaction. These authors emphasize the option of analyzing digital posts sequentially.

Third, we are also guided by a discourse-oriented approach to language resources (Kupferberg, 2016) which underscores the idea that positioning can be explored by analysing language resources such as pronouns, rhetorical questions and figurative language.

For example, pronouns show how participants wish to position themselves in relation to others as individuals (“I”) or as groups (“we”) (Malone, 1997). Rhetorical questions emphasize the importance of a specific topic or the participants’ objection to that topic (Kupferberg, 2016). In line with Georgakopoulou (1997), in our data-oriented microanalytic phase, while we do not study these resources as preconceived lists of linguistic devices, we pay attention to the specific functions of these devices in the context in which they are produced.

Figurative language (such as metaphors, similes, and figurative phrases) is also defined as a positioning resource (Kupferberg, 2016), whereby we talk, or write and, potentially, think about something in terms of something else (Semino, 2008). For instance, in Example 1 lines 18–20 below, the post writer uses figurative language to summarize the teachers’ positioning as soldiers fighting a war in their attempt to obtain a better salary.

Previous empirical studies on figurative language foreground its functions in interactional discourse. It often organizes the main idea of the text, enhances interpersonal communication, and expresses the individual’s positioning in relation to others (Kupferberg and Green, 2005, 2008). In addition, figurative clusters (FC) (i.e., two or more sequentially ordered figurative forms such as metaphor and simile) often signal critical moments in digital discourse (Cameron and Stelma, 2004) and complexity (Green and Kupferberg, 2020; Hillel-Lavian and Kupferberg, 2023).

At the macro level, the researchers may examine the findings gleaned via the microanalytic level in the social, cultural, and educational context in which they occurred. Our analysis is guided by critical discourse analysts such as Rogers (2018) and Bartlett (2018) who emphasize that the term “critical” does not necessarily imply that the researcher is identifying negative features. Bartlett (ibid.) further advises the critical discourse analyst to focus on solutions rather than problems and to demonstrate how competing discourses can be effectively combined.



Parent and teacher communication

A respectful and trustworthy partnership between parents and teachers in schools is essential for the students, teachers, and parents. Communication is at the heart of such a partnership (Ozmen et al., 2016). Studies show that a key component of parental satisfaction with the school is cooperation between the family and the school, including a good relationship with the teacher (Paccaud et al., 2021) and positive attitudes towards them (Berkowitz et al., 2017). Additionally, teacher well-being has been found to be associated with optimal cooperation with parents (Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2011). One of the most significant challenges that schools traditionally face is the commitment to creating stronger connections between the school and families by opting for more meaningful family presence and involvement. Many teachers have called for stronger connections and greater involvement from all members of the educational community (Carrión-Martínez et al., 2021).

There are various ways to maintain communication between schools and families, including parent-teacher evenings, face-to-face meetings, phone calls, letters, emails, text messages, and school websites (Kuusimäki et al., 2019). Studies indicate that the prevalent communication channel nowadays is a digital platform through which the vast majority of information is transmitted (Johari et al., 2022). The findings show that parents and teachers agree on the importance of using a digital platform for communication and engagement.

The COVID-19 pandemic in the spring of 2020 placed the digital communication channel at center stage (Erdreich, 2021) and accelerated research on the desired interaction between families and schools during times of crisis (Haller and Novita, 2021). The use of new technologies and the development of virtual learning, where the relationships between educational institutions, families, and students are present, have become a new educational paradigm no longer tied to the circumstantial situation originating from the pandemic (Carrión-Martínez et al., 2021).

To the best of our knowledge, few studies have examined the real-time natural and informal online communication between teachers and parents who interact with each other about educational practices based on their social roles rather than their institutional affiliations.


Research questions

Building on the literature review, this study seeks to address the following research questions:

How does the theoretical and methodological distinction between levels of analysis enhance the exploration of digital interactions between parents and teachers in the forum posts?

How do microanalytic Sequence Analysis and Positioning Displaying Language Analysis contribute to the understanding of meaning construction within parent-teacher digital discourse in the forum posts?




Methodological framework


Methods of analysis

The microanalytic level espouses Integrative Pluralism (Chamberlain et al., 2011), a methodological principle (Schwandt, 2007) (See note 1) whereby two or more qualitative methods work together to probe the same data. The Sequence Analysis is inspired by computer-mediated microanalytic CA (Meredith, 2019), which specifies that the analysis be conducted by paying attention to the sequence of digital turns (i.e., the posts participants produced). Accordingly, this analysis instructs the researcher to explore the formation of action within the sequence of digital turns as they unfold in the digital threads. The Positioning-Displaying Language Analysis calls for the identification of positioning language resources, including figurative forms (Kupferberg, 2016) within and across posts.

As for the definition of figurative forms, in this article we adopt the Pragglejaz Group’s (2007) hands-on definition. Figurative forms, such as metaphors, and similes, comprise one word or a phrase whose meaning in the analysed text is different from the basic dictionary meaning. For example, the Merriam Webster Dictionary entry for the verb “fight”3 has non-figurative (‘to contend in real battle or physical combat’) and figurative (‘to put forth a determined effort’) meanings. Thus, following the Pragglejaz Group definition, we could infer that the meaning of the verb fight in Example 1, lines 18–19 below, is figurative because it is not a physical fight. In Examples 1–4, figurative forms are marked in italics.



Data collection

The data were systematically collected by capturing screenshots of 7 threads and 537 posts written in a public forum titled “Education 2020—for a more Effective Educational System” in August 2022.4 The forum invites teachers, parents, school principals, kindergarten teachers, and anyone who cares about education to participate5. The forum aims “to generate discourse that will contribute to the education system in general and specifically to the teachers.” The data derived in this way are naturalistic since they have been produced without the researcher’s intervention (Meredith and Potter, 2014).

Our digital units of analysis are hierarchically ordered (1) threads of posts focusing on a theme initiated by the author of the opening post (OP); (2) posts responding to the OP that are defined as digital turns; (3) figurative language used by the participants (e.g., metaphors, similes).

To register in the forum each participant was requested to provide a photo and a short general description that are presented at the beginning of the post. By clicking on the photo, the participant’s description is displayed and thus we were able to distinguish between teachers, parents, and other professions. At times, this group division was also supported by the content of the posts. Additionally, when participants referred to previous posts, they were required to specify who the addresses were.



Data selection procedures

A systematic selection process was implemented to ensure that the examples presented in the analysis most effectively capture the dynamics of digital parent-teacher discourse explored in the study. Since discussions within the forum often exhibited recurring patterns and themes, the selection process prioritized posts that best illustrate key aspects of the interaction, including negotiation of meaning, and participants’ positioning.

The chosen examples provide rich contextual insights without unnecessary redundancy, reflecting the diversity of conversational exchanges that emerged during the educational crisis of August 2022. By selecting these posts, we ensured their alignment with the study’s methodological framework, emphasizing interpretive depth over broad coverage to facilitate a nuanced exploration of digital interactions.



Ethical issues

Several ethical issues arose when we planned the study and as we became involved in its analysis (Ditchfield, 2021). The authors contacted the forum moderators to obtain permission to use the forum posts. This was done although the forum rules do not prohibit the use of the forum posts for research. The moderators approved the use of the forum posts and expressed satisfaction emphasizing that this study may contribute to achieving the goal of the forum: “a more effective education system.”

To ensure participant anonymity, all identifying details, including names and profile pictures, were excluded from the dataset. Posts were analyzed without direct reference to personal identifiers, and quotations used in the study were modified where necessary to prevent identification while maintaining analytical integrity.




Illustrative examples


Microanalysis

Examples 1–4 show how we integrated the two methods in an attempt to identify the participants’ actions and identity positioning at the microanalytic level. Example 1 is the post that opens the thread (OP).


Example 1: I am a teacher fighting for the salary that I deserve

I am a teacher,

For 32 years I have been a teacher,

I arrive at work at 8 a.m.,

I teach,

I prepare lesson plans,

I mark exams,

I do further training,

I speak to parents,

I come to conferences,

Meetings,

Classroom evenings and individual conversations.

Half of all my work is unpaid,

It is free of charge.

I am not the minister of education,

I am not the committee planning the reform,

I am not a supervisor or a policy maker.

I am a teacher,

A teacher fighting for the salary that I deserve,


A teacher who is fighting, head held high,



who has attained all the ranks.


Do not blame me for things that have nothing to do with me,

Reforms, laws, administering the education system; it does not interest me.

The content, structure, and language resources, including figurative language, suggest that although the post writer used the first person singular “I,” she probably intended to represent all Israeli teachers. This observation is supported by our analysis, which suggests that the text was carefully planned (Ochs, 1979) before being exposed to the public eye with the intention of calling upon other forum participants to act.

Planning is shown by the line division, which foregrounds four inter-connected themes: (1) Israeli teachers’ daily chores (lines 3–11) are presented via present simple habitual stories (e.g., I arrive at work at 8 a.m., I teach, I prepare lesson plans); (2) Teachers are underpaid (lines 12–13); (3) Finance Ministry officials can raise teachers’ salaries. This theme is reiterated via negative sentences (lines 14–16); (4) In lines 18–20, the post writer produced a figurative cluster comprising a metaphor and two formulaic phrases (“fight,” “head held high,” and “who has attained all the ranks”), which sum up the teachers’ positioning with regard to the crisis: they are conducting a military battle for fair remuneration.6 (5) In the last two lines of the post, the writer emphasizes how devoted she is to her job and that she has no time for anything else.

Forty-eight teachers responded to the OP’s highly planned call for action that same day, expressing their full support. Thus, for a moment, they positioned themselves as a united digital group of teachers whose characteristics are depicted in the OP: dedication to their pupils and chores but fighting to receive a fair salary. In Example 2, we present some of the teachers’ responses to the OP:



Example 2: Stinging words

*Absolutely right.


*Stinging words.


*I agree with each and every word.

*She is so right!!

*Precisely! She is r i g h t!!

*Every word, spot on!!!! Well done fpr this important post.

*Every word is rock solid.

*Good job for what you wrote!!!

*Precise and powerful. The truth is out in the open.

*A piercing and accurate post.

In Example 2, the teachers expressed their support using exclamation marks and other typographic elements to accentuate their approval. In addition, they complemented their written responses with metalinguistic figurative forms (i.e., relating to the features of the discourse used in the forum) such as metaphors (stinging words) and formulaic phrases (see note 3): the truth is out in the open and every word is rock solid, which probably enhanced the momentary crystallization of an online group positioning.

The parents’ reaction to the OP was different. Example 3 contains a digital conversation that took place after the teachers had interactively co-constructed their approval of the OP. The participants were a male parent (P1) criticizing both the OP’s overt demand to raise the teachers’ salaries, as well as the preceding enthusiastic response of 48 teachers illustrated in Example 2. Subsequently, two teachers (T1 and T2) attempted to explain to P1 what it means to be a teacher in Israel in 2022. Finally, P2, a female parent, further criticized the OP, using a powerful and insulting metaphor.



Example 3: You embody the contagion that affects senior teachers

P1: Take all your work hours, divide them by your day off every week plus 2 months in the summer plus time off for Passover, Sukkot [Jewish holidays, the authors] and the day after each holiday. How many work hours does it come out to per day? I guess it does not come to 8.45 h like the rest of the country. Right?

T1: A teacher has a huge number of work hours that are not counted. Preparing lesson plans, communication with parents, composing exams and papers and marking them, writing reports and certificates, and more. And over and above that, can you really compare an hour of work facing 30–40 pupils who are children—each of whom has different abilities and needs, some of them very challenging and/or special needs—to an hour of work in an office in front of a computer or facing a single adult client? Perhaps the time has come to stop comparing apples and oranges?

T2: It’s time for parents to understand that we are not babysitters or vacationers in a fancy five-star hotel. Until you understand that, you can do calculations and you will always feel like losers. We are professional teachers who work hard and honorably every hour of the day. Sometimes we are substitutes for you, the parents; stop treating us with suspicion.

P2: There are 2 sentences that you wrote that arouse great concern for the educational future of my children. You wrote: Reforms, laws, and administration of education do not interest me—I get my instructions from above and carry them out. The education system is on the brink of bankruptcy, but it does not interest you?! So, this struggle is not yours? You hug the children, but you do not have an opinion about what is going on in the education system? I think you embody the contagion that affects senior teachers who carry out what they are instructed to do.

In response to P1 who positioned teachers as regular officials, T1 emphasized the differences between office work and teaching heterogeneous overpopulated classes. For this comparison, she used a metalinguistic formulaic phrase embedded in a rhetorical question (i.e., emphatic rhetorical statements. Kupferberg, 2016)7: Perhaps the time has come to stop comparing apples and oranges? This combination of a protesting rhetorical question and a formulaic phrase forcefully foregrounds T1’s criticism of the parent’s first post. Subsequently, T2 reinforces T1’s response by adding two metaphors embedded in negative utterances,8 emphasizing that teachers have a serious job: It’s time for parents to understand that we are not babysitters or vacationers in a fancy five-star hotel.

P2’s response shows that she misinterpreted the OP’s last two utterances, thinking that they show that the OP writer is not interested in education. P2 used three rhetorical questions to criticize the OP. The first question is marked by exclamation and question marks. Then, utilizing an extremely offensive metaphor, she summarizes her attack on the OP writer and other veteran teachers: ‘I think you embody the contagion that affects senior teachers who carry out what they are instructed to do’. In this way, she presents a negative “portrait” of the teachers that does not accept the teachers’ fighting features positioned in Example 1 vis-à-vis the forum participants.

In Example 4, a forum participant who is neither a teacher nor a parent responds to the preceding parent-teacher interaction, as shown in Example 4:


Example 4: The education system is striding towards an abyss

The education system, as it has been for ages, is striding towards an abyss and dragging pupils, teachers, and parents with it. Due to disorganization and overall basic principles, we have lost the essence of an educator. Teachers for whom education is a vocation are leaving this important profession, and the children are paying a heavy price!

Example 4 turns the spotlight from the parent-teacher forum’s exchange of views to the entire education system. The post’s author conceptualizes the education system in terms of a powerful unidentified entity that drags its innocent victims, “pupils, teachers, and parents, with it.” In other posts, not presented in this methodologically oriented article, participants used additional figurative forms which conceptualized different dimensions of this entity as “a huge apparatus whose unwieldiness is frightening,” “a monster,” “a small cult”‘, and “a broken system,” emphasizing that it must change. Taken together, the education system is compared to an unknown, enormous, dangerous, and frightening entity, and the pupils, teachers, and parents are its helpless victims. In the following turns, the forum participants agreed on this solution and offered ideas as to how to carry out the change (Gamliel and Kupferberg, 2024, 2025).





Macroanalysis

Following Rogers (2018) and Bartlett (2018), under a macroanalytic critical lens we emphasize (1) that the term “critical” does not necessarily imply that the researcher is identifying negative aspects, and (2) that the critical discourse analyst should focus on solutions rather than problems. In this vein, we further argue that the forum participants did reach a consensus regarding the most appropriate course of action, explicitly identifying specific adjustments needed to achieve the intended educational improvements (Gamliel and Kupferberg, 2024, 2025). However, the parent-teacher forum on which this study focuses does not serve as a platform for formal policymaking. It mainly provides a location for the participants to vent troubled feelings and thoughts in times of crisis, such as the crisis in August 2022, when the teachers’ professional identity was publicly denigrated as we show in Example 3. The history of the Israeli education system and the numerous reforms that have attempted to improve it, show that an examination of this kind expounds upon the idea that the present crisis is deeply rooted in the past. A sustainable resolution requires strategic intervention by specialized educational policymakers who possess the expertise to implement effective changes (Gamliel and Kupferberg, 2024, 2025).




Discussion

Two methodologically oriented questions guided the analysis of the illustrative examples in this paper. How did the theoretical and methodological division into levels of analysis enhance the exploration of the forum posts? How did the microanalytic Sequence and Positioning Language Analyses contribute to the quest for meaning in the forum posts?

The division into levels of analysis allowed us to probe the actual flow of naturally occurring digital turns microanalytically, identify the main discursive actions that were carried out in the forum, and foreground the parents’ and teachers’ positioning vis-à-vis each other. In the written forum data, the participants could not express meaning via body language, facial expressions, and prosody (i.e., the acoustic features of speech). Consequently, our analysis focused on textual components such as structure, content, language resources including figurative language, and typographical elements.

The sequence procedure illuminated the strong impact of the first post on the ensuing interaction. Example 2 illustrates how 48 teachers collaborated in a powerful and emphatic expression of support for the call for action in Example 1 and readily positioned themselves vis-à-vis the parents and other participants. In the face of this online identity, the parents reacted discursively. Some endorsed the call for action, and others rejected it critically (Example 3).

The Language Analysis further identified and foregrounded the functions of figurative forms within and across digital turns by stressing the essence of participants’ actions and positioning. Within turns this analysis summarized main ideas (e.g., Teachers are fighters in Example 1). Across turns, as shown in Example 2, metalinguistic figurative language was used to consolidate the meaning of the teachers’ group positioning expressed in the first example. In Example 3, one parent criticized the teachers’ identity positioning by figuratively delineating a negative collective portrait of teachers: I think you embody the contagion that affects senior teachers. A turning point in the interaction occurred when a participant who was not involved in the teacher-parent interaction used figurative language to draw the participants’ attention to the urgent need to change the Ministry of Education instead of wasting time on useless talk. This action offered the participants a positive and efficient discursive trajectory.9

In short, the Sequence Analysis contributed by showing how the different discursive actions were carried out interactively online by a real group of parents and teachers in a time of crisis. The Language Analysis further illuminated focal points of view in the interaction (e.g., Teachers see themselves as fighters vis-à-vis some parents who think that teachers are an illness). In addition, as shown by Example 2, metalinguistic tropes “lubricated” the interaction and the construction of a group positioning.

These findings also underscore the value of interpretative pluralism in discourse analysis. By acknowledging multiple layers of meaning and positioning, educators and researchers can better understand the complexity of stakeholder interactions in educational settings. Interpretative pluralism allows for the coexistence of conflicting narratives, which is essential in navigating emotionally charged and ideologically diverse conversations. This approach encourages educators to remain open to alternative perspectives and to engage in reflective dialogue that fosters mutual understanding.

Examining the findings produced from the microanalysis under a critical macroanalytic lens (Bartlett, 2018; Rogers, 2018), we argue that the digital parent-teacher forum provides a suitable location for discussing cardinal issues for parents, teachers, and others in a time of crisis, but is not suitable for furthering comprehensive design changes in the Israeli education system.

The methodological framework described in this article has several advantages. It focuses on digital discourse and clarifies how, in the absence of body language and prosody, the researcher can integrate analyses that foreground the actions performed by participants and organize the essence of these actions in a naturally occurring online written discourse. However, the forum has its limitations because actual changes probably cannot be carried out online.

From a practical standpoint, educators can apply these insights by fostering structured online forums within their institutions to facilitate transparent dialogue among stakeholders. For example, school leaders might use discourse analysis techniques to identify recurring themes in parent-teacher communication and address misalignments in expectations. Teachers can also reflect on their own positioning in digital interactions to enhance empathy and responsiveness. These applications can help bridge communication gaps and promote collaborative problem-solving in educational communities.

Building on these findings, the following Conclusion section summarizes key contributions, limitations, and directions for future research.



Conclusion

This study examined parent-teacher interactions within a digital forum, in times of an educational crisis. The sequence analysis demonstrated how initial posts set the trajectory of engagement, while the language analysis revealed the central role of language resources including figurative language in framing group identities and reinforcing perspectives. These findings suggest that online forums provide a dynamic space for negotiation of meaning and collective identity formation in digital discourse.

The methodological approach applied in this article contributes to the understanding of digital discourse by integrating microanalytic and macroanalytic perspectives. This study demonstrates how linguistic and structural elements compensate for the absence of traditional communicative cues (e.g., such as body language and prosody), offering insights into digital interaction dynamics. Additionally, it underscores the importance of informal online discussions in amplifying teacher and parent voices outside institutional constraints.

In summary the findings reinforce the importance of providing authentic representational spaces for teachers and parents in the education system. Informal digital discussions highlight focal points of conflict and present an opportunity to enhance expectation alignment between key educational stakeholders. As such, policymakers should consider strategies that connect digital discourse with institutional decision-making, ensuring that teachers, parents, and students have a direct and meaningful role in shaping educational reforms.

Furthermore, educators and school administrators can benefit from incorporating discourse analysis into professional development programs. Training in interpretative pluralism and positioning theory may equip practitioners with tools to better navigate complex interactions and foster inclusive dialogue. By translating analytical insights into actionable strategies, educational stakeholders can cultivate more responsive and equitable learning environments.



Limitations and future directions

The study has several limitations. The qualitative analysis is confined to a specific digital forum, limiting the generalizability of the findings to broader educational contexts. Additionally, while the study highlights discursive interactions, it does not assess the direct impact of such conversations on policy-making or institutional change. Moreover, the forum itself, while facilitating engagement, does not serve as a platform for implementing systemic reforms.

Further studies could expand the scope of analysis to multiple online platforms to examine variations in digital parent-teacher discourse. Investigating long-term trends in such interactions could provide deeper insights into how online engagement influences educational policymaking. Additionally, research into hybrid models of communication, combining digital and face-to-face interactions, could enhance our understanding of the effectiveness of online forums in shaping educational discourse.



Data availability statement

The original contributions presented in the study are included in the article/supplementary material, further inquiries can be directed to the corresponding author.



Ethics statement

The studies involving humans were approved by The Ethics Committee of MOFET Institute. The studies were conducted in accordance with the local legislation and institutional requirements. Written informed consent for participation was not required from the participants or the participants’ legal guardians/next of kin in accordance with the national legislation and institutional requirements.



Author contributions

RG: Conceptualization, Data curation, Methodology, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing. IK: Conceptualization, Methodology, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing.



Funding

The author(s) declare that financial support was received for the research and/or publication of this article. This research was supported by the Michlala Jerusalem and MOFET Institute.



Acknowledgments

We wish to thank the MOFET Institute Post-Doctoral Program for supporting the research.



Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Generative AI statement

The author(s) declare that no Gen AI was used in the creation of this manuscript.

Any alternative text (alt text) provided alongside figures in this article has been generated by Frontiers with the support of artificial intelligence and reasonable efforts have been made to ensure accuracy, including review by the authors wherever possible. If you identify any issues, please contact us.



Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.



Footnotes

1   Following Schwandt (2007) and Author 2 (2016), a research approach is hierarchically defined as having theoretical and methodological components and a method of analysis contribute to the understanding of meaning construction within forum discussions.

2   These scholars acknowledge the contribution of Sacks’ pioneering work which is beyond the scope of this article.

3   https://www.merriam-webster.com

4   https://www.facebook.com/groups/268856833645322

5   This phrasing reflects the original wording used by the forum administrators, who distinguish “kindergarten teachers” from “teachers” to emphasize their distinct professional roles within the Israeli educational context.

6   Formulaic phrases are summative expressions of wisdom such as proverbs, slogans, and sayings generally learned and used as wholes (Honeck, 1997: 79).

7   For a detailed description of the integrative use of different figurative forms with other linguistic forms see Kupferberg and Green (2005) and Kupferberg (2016).

8   An utterance is defined as a context dependent unit that has a communicative function even if it is not grammatical (Quirk et al., 1985).

9   See Gamliel and Kupferberg, 2025 for discursive trajectories in parent-teachers communication.
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This study explores the influence of parental media literacy on preschool children’s quality of learning, by focusing on the mediating role of democratic parenting styles in the relationship between the two factors and the group differences of the mediating model in different lengths of screen exposure time. Through a questionnaire-based methodology, the media literacy, parenting style, learning quality, and screen exposure time of 603 parents of preschool children in southern China were acquired. The results show that: (1) After controlling for age and monthly income, 3 media literacy has a significantly positive predictive effect on preschool children’s quality of learning; (2) Democratic parenting can play a mediating role in the relationship between parents’ media literacy and preschool children’s quality of learning; (3) The mediating model of parental media literacy on preschool children’s quality of learning has specific group differences in different lengths of screen exposure time. It is concluded that parents’ media literacy can improve preschool children’s quality of learning through democratic parenting, and there are group differences in mediating effects in different lengths of screen exposure time. Parents and educators should be aware of the impact of environments with media use on children.
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1 Introduction

With the development of information technology, the importance of cybersecurity to individuals, companies, and countries has been increasingly significant. On September 22, 2023, the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) published Building a Skilled Cyber Security Workforce in Latin America (OECD, 2023), which advocates the importance of cybersecurity education. Cultivating a cybersecurity workforce has attracted international attention, and the content involved in the cultivation is closely related to media literacy. Research on cybersecurity education and awareness programs further highlights that successful initiatives often integrate media literacy components, such as misinformation recognition, privacy protection, and responsible digital practices (Zhang-Kennedy and Chiasson, 2021). For example, digital media literacy interventions have improved individuals’ ability to detect manipulated or deceptive content, a skill directly relevant to countering social engineering threats in cybersecurity contexts (Guess et al., 2020). Likewise, frameworks reconceptualizing cybersecurity awareness stress the importance of cognitive and behavioral capacities that overlap with media literacy dimensions (Akter et al., 2022). Systematic reviews of K–12 cybersecurity education also suggest that embedding media and digital literacy into curricula fosters long-term preparedness by cultivating critical thinking, security awareness, and resilience among future professionals (Livingstone et al., 2017). This body of evidence indicates that media literacy is not peripheral but central to developing a competent cybersecurity workforce. This reflects, to a certain extent, the important value in the information age. Due to the rapid development of media technology, emerging media featuring high portability and intelligence (such as smartphones and similar devices) have become prevalent in children’s lives and learning (Sitopu et al., 2024).

Given the prevalence of media in the lives of children, our attention turns to learning quality. Learning quality is a key capability for children to adapt to future development and engage in lifelong learning (Bustamante et al., 2017). Cultivating children’s quality of learning within the complex and ever-changing media environment is an important and noteworthy issue. Learning quality refers to all learning activities’ internal psychological tendencies and characteristics, including curiosity and interest, initiative, persistence, attention, creation and invention, reflection and explanation (Kagan et al., 1995). Learning quality refers not to specific knowledge and skills but to how children acquire and use knowledge and skills (Kagan et al., 1995; Washington State, 2004). It is closely related to children’s school preparations and high-quality academic level (Gijbels et al., 2005; Lee, 2012)—the early school period is an important period for developing children’s quality of learning. The development of their quality of learning is not only affected by internal factors such as temperament (Domínguez et al., 2011), age (Bell et al., 2013), but also external factors such as parents’ media usage habits (Sun, 2022) and parenting styles (Klebanov and Brooks-Gunn, 2008). A study by Lu (2022) found that the media use habits of both children and their parents directly influence the development of children’s quality of learning. Since modern individuals reside within the rituals and landscape of media culture (Mcluhan, 2001), parents and children must improve their media literacy, interpret media information accurately, and cultivate healthy media use habits.

The influence of parents’ media use behaviors and attitudes on preschool children’s learning and development has attracted attention from researchers (Radesky and Domoff, 2019; Nikken, 2017). However, the specific effect of parental media literacy on preschool children’s quality of learning is not yet apparent. Therefore, this study attempted to explore the mechanism of parental media literacy on preschool children’s quality of learning, and compared the mediating role of democratic parenting styles between parental media literacy and preschool children’s quality of learning in different lengths of screen exposure.


1.1 The relationship between media literacy and learning quality

Media literacy refers to individuals’ abilities to interpret and critically assess media information, as well as to utilize media information in relation to their personal life and social development, including the abilities to acquire, analyze, evaluate, create, and participate in media information (Zhang and Shen, 2004; Thoman and Jolls, 2008; Heiss et al., 2023). The media is a cognitive tool that helps people understand the world and is an important aspect of interpersonal interactions. Information has gradually become an important resource for human survival. Therefore, basic media literacy is essential to living in contemporary society. Since the family is a critical context for young children and their development and learning, parents’ media literacy plays a crucial role in children’s media literacy development.

According to social learning theory (Bandura and Walters, 1977), children acquire new behavioral responses and cognitive patterns by observing and imitating the behaviors, attitudes, and mental models of others—especially significant figures such as their parents. In the context of family media use, parents’ attitudes toward media, usage behaviors, and interaction styles serve as critical role models for children’s learning. When parents demonstrate a high level of media literacy—for example, critically evaluating media content, establishing appropriate usage rules, and engaging in joint media activities with their children—children are likely to internalize these behavioral patterns through the “observation–retention–reproduction” process (Rek and Kovačič, 2018). Parents guide children in understanding, evaluating, and responding to media information through explanations, emotional support, and co-participation in media activities (Namula and Wei, 2010; Smailova et al., 2023). Therefore, parental media literacy is not only a reflection of individual competence but also constitutes a key environmental factor in children’s development. This socialization process, rooted in observational learning, profoundly influences the formation of children’s learning quality.

Learning quality is an essential non-cognitive factor that permeates all learning activities and manifests as learners’ internal psychological characteristics and tendencies. According to the definition proposed by the National Education Goals Panel (NEGP), learning quality refers to children’s dispositions, attitudes, habits, and styles that reflect their ways of engaging in learning (Kagan et al., 1995). Specifically, it encompasses dimensions such as curiosity and interest, initiative, persistence and attention, imagination and creativity, and reflection and interpretation (Cai, 2015). Previous research has shown that parents with higher media literacy can cultivate a positive home media environment (Nathanson, 2015), foster children’s independent thinking, and encourage them to critically engage with information (Diergarten et al., 2017). Under such developmentally appropriate media guidance, children can develop critical thinking skills and exhibit higher levels of engagement in broader learning activities (Nikken and Schols, 2015; Fisch, 2014; Bukhalenkova et al., 2023). Ample empirical evidence supports this mechanism. For instance, some studies have found that parental media literacy has a greater impact on children’s information literacy than school-based education (Smailova et al., 2023), and it contributes to improved cognitive abilities and academic achievement (Pala and Basibuyuk, 2023; Kirkorian et al., 2008; Linebarger and Piotrowski, 2009). Moreover, parents’ approaches to organizing and presenting information can facilitate children’s knowledge transfer, enhance associative thinking, and stimulate creative potential (Bruner, 1978; Vygotsky and Cole, 1978). Their active engagement with digital media content and information filtering practices helps improve children’s attention and responsiveness (Barr et al., 2008) while promoting independent learning abilities (Taylor et al., 2024). By enhancing children’s media literacy, parents also help them construct effective models for receiving and screening information, strengthening their critical thinking skills (Diergarten et al., 2017). These studies collectively reveal a positive association between parental media literacy and children’s learning quality. Based on this, the present study proposes:


H1: Parental media literacy may have a significant positive impact on preschool children’s learning quality.




1.2 The mediating role of democratic education

Parenting style refers to the methods, attitudes, and behaviors parents adopt in educating and raising their children within the family environment. These behaviors are typically shaped by parents’ upbringing experiences, personal values, and media-related cognition, and are reflected in specific parenting practices (Huang, 2001). The democratic parenting style is characterized by high responsiveness and reasonable expectations. The democratic parenting style is characterized by high responsiveness and reasonable expectations. Democratic parenting style refers to a positive family environment that fosters democratic parent–child relationships. It is characterized by parents’ respect for children’s opinions, perspectives, and autonomy, as well as their tendency to be responsive to children’s needs (Bougher, 2018; Stattin et al., 2011; Wray-Lake and Flanagan, 2012). Democratic parenting style and democratic education share common philosophical roots, emphasizing respect, participation, and the development of autonomy. In family contexts, democratic parenting cultivates children’s ability to express opinions, engage in joint decision-making, and internalize values of fairness and reciprocity (Baumrind, 2013; Steinberg, 2001; Han and Yan, 2025; Ayık et al., 2025). These early socialization experiences provide the foundation for democratic education in school settings, where teachers create learning environments that encourage dialogue, cooperation, and critical thinking (Gutmann, 1993). Empirical studies have shown that students raised in democratic families are more likely to respond positively to participatory and dialogic pedagogical approaches, as they are already familiar with norms of voice, respect, and responsibility (Grolnick and Pomerantz, 2009). Thus, democratic parenting style at home can be regarded as a micro-level antecedent that supports and reinforces democratic education practices in formal schooling, forming a coherent developmental trajectory from family to school. It emphasizes providing children with ample respect and support while maintaining structured guidance. Parents with this style often guide their children’s behavior using analytical and encouraging approaches—for example, implementing reasonable reward and punishment systems, engaging in open dialogue, and encouraging independent thinking and expression. They strive to strike a dynamic balance between behavioral regulation and mutual respect, thus fostering a harmonious parent–child relationship (Reitman et al., 2002).

From the perspective of social learning theory (Bandura and Walters, 1977), children’s learning quality is not solely determined by intrinsic traits but is gradually shaped through observing and imitating parents’ behaviors in the home environment. Democratic parents serve as role models through positive communication, rational guidance, and emotional regulation. Through daily interactions, children observe how their parents approach problems, engage in reflection, and persist in their goals. They then internalize these behavioral patterns, developing corresponding cognitive styles and learning tendencies. This “observation–imitation–internalization” mechanism provides theoretical support for understanding how media literacy may influence children’s learning quality via parenting style.

Previous studies have shown that parental media literacy can influence their choice of parenting style. Parents with higher media literacy are more likely to adopt democratic parenting behaviors. When navigating the digital media environment, they tend to guide their children’s understanding of media content in an evidence-based manner, prioritize communication and negotiation, and respect their children’s interpretations and expressions of media messages (Livingstone et al., 2015; Özgür, 2016). For example, such parents are inclined to discuss the intent, authenticity, and value behind media content during co-use sessions, helping their children develop safe, rational, and healthy media habits (Zeng et al., 2020). This suggests that media literacy is reflected in parents’ media practices and profoundly shapes their everyday parenting strategies and interaction styles.

In child development research, the democratic parenting style is a crucial family factor in enhancing children’s learning quality. Studies have shown that democratic parents—through high-quality communication, autonomy support, and emotional encouragement—can foster higher levels of learning motivation, self-regulation, and reflective thinking in children. As a result, children tend to exhibit stronger learning qualities such as curiosity, attention, and creativity (Klebanov and Brooks-Gunn, 2008). Furthermore, respecting children’s viewpoints, especially during learning and exploration, is key in promoting deep learning tendencies and psychological engagement (Van Werkhoven et al., 2001).

Therefore, this study proposes Hypothesis 2: Democratic parenting style mediates the relationship between parental media literacy and preschool children’s learning quality.



1.3 Group differences in the screen exposure time of preschool children

Screen exposure refers to activities in which individuals are exposed to electronic media such as screens (Chen and Adler, 2019). Screen exposure time refers to how much time children spend on screen activities. The length of screen exposure time is related to the influence of media literacy on individuals. The longer children are exposed to screens, the more likely they are to be affected by parental media literacy (Mendoza, 2009; Terras and Ramsay, 2016).

The use-satisfaction model suggests that regulating children’s screen time is challenging once it has commenced (Hsu et al., 2015). When young children’s screen exposure exceeds 2 h, it can adversely affect their attentional flexibility, memory, learning abilities, and other cognitive functions (Pagani et al., 2010). Furthermore, there is a risk of adverse outcomes, such as academic difficulties, physical fatigue, and mental absorption (Zhang and Xu, 2021). Parents are advised to consciously analyze and screen the media information their children are exposed to. This process allows parents to strengthen the exchange of media information with their children, gain insight into their media thoughts and attitudes, enhance their cognitive attention, and can more significantly affect children’s learning ability (Griffith et al., 2022), consequently affecting their quality of learning. Studies have also pointed out that the higher the media literacy of parents is, the more scientific and reasonable the control and guidance of children’s e-product use time will be (Nikken and Schols, 2015), that is, the shorter the screen exposure time of children. This may indicate that the higher media literacy of parents plays a significant role in the learning quality of children (Hurwitz and Schmitt, 2020).

In addition, according to the time displacement hypothesis (Hussain, 2012), children who over-rely on and overuse electronic media have longer screen exposure time, which will affect the interaction between parents and children (Hong et al., 2019). In the process, children’s scientific control of screen exposure time can reduce the risk of over-dependence on the medium. Related research has shown that parents with low media literacy lack scientific management of children’s use of electronic media (Yadav and Chakraborty, 2022; Olszewski, 2015), with reduced frequency of dialogues with children (Pagani et al., 2010), and less democratic parenting (Huntington, 2016). This is not conducive to developing children’s attention (Meri et al., 2023) and critical thinking (Cladis, 2020). That is, children’s longer screen exposure time may mean that parents’ lower media literacy hurts children’s quality of learning. Therefore, hypothesis 3 is proposed in this study: In children with different lengths of screen exposure time, the influence of parental media literacy on democratic parenting and preschool children’s quality of learning may differ.

To sum up, this study intends to investigate the influence of parents’ media literacy on children’s learning quality, and further explore its mechanism—the mediating role of democratic parenting styles and the differences in groups of different lengths of screen exposure time, to provide an evidence-based foundation for enhancing parents’ media literacy and fostering young children’s learning quality. This will facilitate the creation of an optimal family media literacy environment, which is essential for promoting the healthy development of young children. Figure 1 shows the theoretical model of this study.
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FIGURE 1
 Theoretical model.





2 Methods

This study used SPSS macro PROCESS (Hayes, 2012) for descriptive statistics and correlation analysis. Bootstrap testing was used to assess the mediating effect, and AMOS 21.0 was used for multi-group analysis of the mediating model composed of parental media literacy, democratic parenting styles, and preschool children’s quality of learning.


2.1 Participants and procedure

To investigate the influence of parents’ media literacy on preschool children’s learning quality, this study collected and analyzed data from parents at four kindergartens in Hubei and Zhejiang provinces, China. These two provinces differ significantly in economic development and educational resources, thus providing a diverse representation of kindergarten education quality.

A cluster sampling method was employed. Four kindergartens (including both public and private institutions) were randomly selected from the official registry to ensure sample representativeness. All classes within each selected kindergarten were treated as sampling units, and all parents within those classes were invited to participate in the survey. The data collection process received strong support from kindergarten principals. Principals distributed the questionnaires to class teachers, who then shared the survey link and ethical statement with parents via parent WeChat groups. Teachers served only as third-party disseminators of the research information and did not influence or interfere with parents’ participation decisions. Parents completed the questionnaire online through the Wenjuanxing (WJX) platform, a widely used online survey tool in China known for its robust data privacy and security protections. The survey introduction prominently stated the study’s purpose and ethical guidelines, emphasizing voluntary participation and anonymity. Parents were informed that participation was entirely at their discretion and that their choice would not impact their child. All data were used solely for academic research and were collected directly by the researchers without access by kindergartens or related personnel.

Seven hundred nine questionnaires were distributed, and 603 valid responses were collected, resulting in a response rate of 85.05%. The questionnaires were answered mainly by mothers (473, 78.4%) and 115 fathers (115 19.1%), and the children related to the questionnaire consist of 302 boys (50.1%) and 301 girls (49.9%). About 0.8% of parents had completed school education, 11.1% had completed junior high school education, 27.5% had earned a senior high school or technical secondary education, 38.0% graduated from college, and 22.6% attended graduate school. Nearly 12.6% of parents were between the ages of 20–30, 68.3% were between the ages of 30–40, 17.1%of parents were between the ages of 40–50, and 2.0% were 50 years or older.



2.2 Tools


2.2.1 Media literacy scale

The media literacy scale compiled by Qu (2020) was adopted to test the parents of preschool children. The scale consists of 32 questions and adopts a 5-level scoring method. The higher the score is, the higher the level of explanatory media literacy is. The scale is divided into four dimensions: basic media literacy, concept of media literacy education, attitude and method for media literacy education, and parent–child media interaction ability. (e.g., When looking for information online, I will visit one or more websites and make a comprehensive comparison before deciding which information is worth referring to; I often try to find other ways to verify what is reported in newspapers, on TV, and on the Internet). In this scale, the Cronbach’s α was 0.97, indicating excellent internal consistency.



2.2.2 Learning quality scale

The parents of preschool children were tested with the “Parent Evaluation Scale for learning quality of Preschool Children” compiled by Cai (2015). The scale consists of 41 items and adopts the 4-level scoring method. The higher the score is, the higher the level of learning quality is. The scale is divided into five dimensions: curiosity and interest, initiative, persistence and attention, imagination and creation, and reflection and interpretation. (e.g., Children can take the initiative to tell interesting things that happened in kindergarten; Children can stick to a good habit). In this scale, the Cronbach’s α was 0.95, indicating excellent internal consistency.



2.2.3 Parenting style scale

The questionnaire concerning parents’ styles compiled by Yang and Yang (1998) was used to test the parents of preschool children. There are 40 items in the scale. With the application of the 5-level scoring method, if the score of a dimension is high, it indicates that this type of parenting is more prominent. The scale is divided into five dimensions: drowning parenting style, democratic parenting style, dismissive parenting style, authoritarian parenting style, and inconsistent parenting style. Among them, the dimension related to the democratic parenting style includes items 8, 10, 12, 14, 17, 24, 27, 29, 33, and 37. (e.g., Encourage your child to do what he knows how to do; Develop your child’s strengths according to their interests). The Cronbach’s α of this scale and the dimension related to the democratic parenting style were 0.86 and 0.83, respectively, indicating good internal consistency.



2.2.4 Screen exposure time

According to the definition of screen exposure time in relevant literature and the measurement of screen exposure time by Li and Liu (2022), this study investigated children’s screen exposure time in the fundamental information part of the questionnaire. The specific item was: “Children’s average daily exposure time to screen media,” with four response options: “less than 60 min, 60–90 min, 90–120 min, and more than 120 min.” To avoid boundary ambiguity, cases exactly at the boundary (e.g., 90 min) were coded into the upper-bound category (i.e., “90–120 min”).





3 Data analysis


3.1 Common method deviation test

The Harman single-factor test was applied for the standard method bias test, and exploratory factor analysis was conducted on all 113 items of media literacy, parenting style, and learning quality variables. The results showed that there were 22 factors with an eigenvalue greater than 1, and the variance explanation percentage of the first common factor was 23.25%, which is lower than the critical standard of 40%. Therefore, it can be considered that there is no serious common methodological bias in the data of this study.



3.2 Correlation analysis

The correlation analysis results of each variable show that parents’ media literacy significantly correlates positively with children’s learning quality and democratic parenting styles. Therefore, there is a significantly positive correlation between democratic parenting styles and children’s learning quality. The test results are shown in Table 1.


TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations for all study variables.


	Variable
	
M

	
SD

	1
	2
	3

 

 	1. Media literacy 	3.62 	0.58 	1 	 	


 	2. Learning quality 	2.87 	0.44 	0.538** 	1 	


 	3. Democratic parenting style 	3.80 	0.53 	0.452** 	0.463** 	1





*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, the same below.
 



3.3 Intermediate effect test

The results in Table 2 show that parents’ media literacy significantly affects children’s learning quality (β = 0.40, p < 0.01). After introducing mediating variables, parents’ media literacy has a significant direct effect on children’s learning quality (β = 0.31, p < 0.01), and it can significantly and positively predict democratic parenting styles (β = 0.49, p < 0.01). In addition, democratic parenting styles also significantly impacted children’s learning quality (β = 0.22, p < 0.01). It can be seen that a democratic parenting style plays the mediating role between parents’ media literacy and children’s learning quality.


TABLE 2 The relationship between media literacy and learning quality: an examination of the mediating effect of democratic parenting styles.


	Regression equation
	Overall fit index
	Significance of the regression coefficient

 

 	Result variable 	Predictor 	R 	R2 	F 	β 	t


 	Learning quality 	 	0.55 	0.30 	52.78** 	 	


 	Parent’s age 	 	 	 	0.02 	0.71


 	Parental monthly income 	 	 	 	0.04 	3.29**


 	Media literacy 	 	 	 	0.40 	11.39**


 	Democratic parenting style 	 	0.46 	0.21 	31.20** 	 	


 	Parent’s age 	 	 	 	0.00 	0.14


 	Parental monthly income 	 	 	 	0.04 	2.52**


 	Media literacy 	 	 	 	0.49 	13.98**


 	Learning quality 	 	0.60 	0.36 	73.54** 	 	


 	Parent’s age 	 	 	 	0.02 	0.71


 	Parental monthly income 	 	 	 	0.03 	2.56**


 	Democratic parenting style 	 	 	 	0.22 	5.66**


 	 	Media literacy 	 	 	 	0.31 	7.77**





*Indicates that the probability value obtained from the statistical test has reached the pre-set significance level.
 



3.4 Multi-group analysis of mediating models

In order to investigate the mediating effect of democratic parenting styles, media literacy, and learning quality on different lengths of screen exposure time, based on the above mediating model, a multi-group analysis was conducted using AMOS 21.0, and the screen exposure time was used as a group variable for testing. The fit analysis of the saturated and independent models found that the unrestricted model had the best fit, so the unrestricted model was selected as the multi-group analysis model. Based on the relationship between the variables and the research hypothesis, the mediating effect between media literacy, learning quality, and democratic parenting styles was investigated. AMOS21.0 was used to test the mediating effect, and the revised model results showed that the model fit index 


χ
2

df

=2.80, RMSEA = 0.06, RMR = 0.02, GFI = 0.90, NFI = 0.92, CFI = 0.95, IFI = 0.95, NNFI = 0.93.

Based on verifying the good fit of the hypothesis model, the screen exposure time was taken as a group variable and divided into four periods, respectively, less than 60 min, 60–90 min, 90–120 min, and more than 120 min. Multi-group analysis was used to test the mediating effect of the hypothesis model on different groups. When the screen exposure time is less than 60 min, the three influence paths are significant, indicating that parental media literacy not only directly affects preschool children’s quality of learning, but also has an impact on preschool children’s quality of learning through democratic parenting styles; when the screen exposure time is 60–90 min, the influence of democratic parenting styles on the learning quality of preschool children is not significant; when the screen exposure time is 90–120 min, the influence of democratic parenting styles on the children’s quality of learning is not significant; when the screen exposure time is more than 120 min, the three influence paths are significant, indicating that parents’ media literacy not only directly affects preschool children’s quality of learning, but also has an impact on preschool children’s quality of learning through democratic parenting styles. The test results are shown in Table 3.


TABLE 3 Estimation results of the multi-group structural equation model.


	Path
	Screen exposure time of preschool children



	Less than 60 min
	60–90 min
	90–120 min
	Over 120 min

 

 	H1: Parental media literacy→Children’s quality of learning 	0.226*** 	0.435*** 	0.282*** 	0.325***


 	H2: Parental media literacy→Democratic parenting style 	0.387*** 	0.486*** 	0.282*** 	0.354***


 	H3: Democratic parenting style→Children’s quality of learning 	0.332*** 	0.127 	0.259 	0.194***





*Indicates that the probability value obtained from the statistical test has reached the pre-set significance level.
 




4 Discussion

This study explored the impact of parental media literacy on preschool children’s learning quality in the context of new media, while also examining the mediating role of democratic parenting and group differences based on children’s screen exposure time. The results revealed that parental media literacy significantly positively affected children’s learning quality, with democratic parenting playing a significant mediating role in this relationship. Moreover, the mediation effect varied across groups with different levels of screen exposure. These findings highlight the importance of enhancing parents’ media literacy, adopting a democratic parenting style, and being more attentive to children’s screen time to support the development of their learning quality.


4.1 The positive impact of parental media literacy on children’s learning quality

This study is the first to systematically examine the influence of parental media literacy on preschool children’s learning quality. The findings revealed that parental media literacy significantly and positively predicted children’s learning quality. This result aligns with previous studies (Diergarten et al., 2017; Kirkorian et al., 2008; Linebarger and Piotrowski, 2009; Pala and Basibuyuk, 2023; Smailova et al., 2023; Taylor et al., 2024), and further provides both theoretical and empirical support for the relationship between parental media literacy and children’s learning quality.

This result also extends the applicability of social learning theory (Bandura and Walters, 1977) to the family context, highlighting the pivotal role parents play as media role models for young children. In early learning and daily life, parents’ media practices and interaction strategies provide observable behavior models and implicitly shape children’s patterns of information reception and processing. Parents with higher levels of media literacy are more capable of guiding children in a developmentally appropriate manner to filter, interpret, and critically engage with media content, thereby fostering more reflective and positive learning dispositions and abilities.

Moreover, parents’ demonstrated abilities in interpreting, evaluating, and analyzing media messages are essential socialization resources in shaping children’s media behaviors. Through observing and imitating these parents’ behaviors, children gradually internalize media strategies and value orientations, which in turn facilitate the development of their own information literacy and learning quality. Parents with high media literacy are also more likely to support their children with responsive and emotionally supportive interactions, stimulating their curiosity, learning interest, and critical thinking—ultimately enhancing their learning quality in attention, creativity, and reflective thinking.



4.2 The mediation effect of democratic education

This study also found that democratic parenting partially mediated the relationship between parental media literacy and preschool children’s learning quality. This finding echoes previous research (Livingstone et al., 2015; Özgür, 2016; Zeng et al., 2020) and further provides theoretical and empirical support for the role of democratic parenting in linking parental media literacy to children’s learning outcomes.

This result expands the theoretical understanding of the “media literacy–learning quality” pathway and provides strong empirical support for social learning theory (Bandura and Walters, 1977). According to this theory, children construct their cognitive and behavioral patterns by observing significant others—particularly their parents—in everyday situations, including their behavioral expressions, communication styles, and emotional regulation. In this study, parental media literacy manifests not only in information processing skills but also in how parents interact with their children—specifically, in their communication, guidance, and behavioral norms embodied in their parenting style.

Parents with higher levels of media literacy are more likely to adopt a democratic parenting style, suggesting that media literacy is not merely a technical or cognitive competence but also a dispositional quality embedded in everyday parenting practices (Meng et al., 2021). Specifically, such parents are more inclined to respond to their children’s media behaviors with analytical guidance and respect for the child’s perspective—for example, by offering moderate choice, engaging in empathetic communication, and explaining the meaning and potential risks of media content (Özgür, 2016; Zeng et al., 2020). These interactive practices provide observable and imitable behavioral models for children and foster learning-related dispositions such as curiosity, critical thinking, and reflective ability, enhancing overall learning quality (Ye et al., 2021).

From a theoretical perspective, parental media literacy indirectly influences children’s learning quality through an externalized parenting behavior pathway. This finding reinforces the core mechanism of social learning theory—the chain of modeling, imitation, and internalization. High parents’ media literacy promotes children’s information literacy through behavioral modeling and shapes a supportive learning environment through parenting practices. This mechanism supports an important extension of social learning theory: children imitate behaviors and observe and internalize the underlying values and interaction patterns embodied in those behaviors.



4.3 The impact of children’s different screen exposure times

This study further revealed that the effects of the mediation model pathways differed significantly across screen exposure time conditions. Specifically, when children’s daily screen exposure was less than 60 min or more than 120 min, democratic parenting significantly mediated the relationship between parental media literacy and preschoolers’ learning quality. However, this mediation effect was insignificant within the 60–120-min exposure range. This pattern of results indicates that the strength of the mediation model varies across different levels of children’s screen exposure, rather than following a simple linear trend. Such group-based differences are consistent with previous findings (Kerai et al., 2022; Sticca et al., 2025), offering empirical support for identifying optimal time windows for parents’ intervention and highlighting the pivotal role of highly media-literate parents in effectively mediating children’s learning outcomes under either very short or very long screen exposure conditions (Xie et al., 2024).

Several theoretical and empirical perspectives can explain this variation in the mediation pathway. Possible reasons include that the displacement hypothesis posits that screen time may crowd out opportunities for face-to-face interactions with significant others (e.g., parents or peers), thus diminishing the impact of parenting styles—such as democratic parenting—that rely heavily on interpersonal interaction (Hussain, 2012; Sticca et al., 2025; Putnick et al., 2023). When children are exposed to screens less than 60 min per day, parent–child interaction remains ample, allowing parents to naturally implement democratic practices—such as explanation, guidance, and empathetic dialogue—that positively impact learning quality. On the other hand, when children’s daily screen exposure exceeds 120 min, the media content they encounter becomes increasingly complex, fragmented, and information-dense, heightening the risk of the displacement effect associated with digital media use. Parents with higher levels of media literacy tend to adopt democratic parenting strategies to buffer the potential risks of prolonged exposure. Rather than simply prohibiting or indulging their children’s screen use, they engage in negotiation and guided mediation, transforming part of the screen time into opportunities for shared parent–child learning. Through such practices, parents create a supportive and controllable environment that ensures children can use media in a healthy and developmentally appropriate manner. In such cases, parents with high media literacy are more likely to engage in structured yet open forms of mediation, including democratic communication strategies, to buffer the adverse effects of excessive media exposure. The functionality of democratic parenting is thus reactivated in this context.

Furthermore, parental media literacy determines how digital information is processed and shapes cognitive tendencies in parenting strategies. Research shows that media-literate parents tend to employ explanatory, strategic, and empathetic approaches when navigating complex media environments—such as high screen exposure—which in turn support children’s information filtering, cognitive processing, and self-regulation skills (Griffith et al., 2022; Xie et al., 2024).

Interestingly, within the moderate screen exposure group (60–120 min), the mediating role of democratic parenting was not significant. The displacement hypothesis does not simply assume that “more media use is inherently harmful,” but rather emphasizes that media use tends to replace other developmentally beneficial activities, thereby influencing children’s learning and cognitive growth. Moreover, the effects of media exposure are not linearly increasing but instead display a threshold-like pattern. Parents may perceive one to 2 h of daily screen exposure as a manageable and safe duration that does not substantially interfere with their children’s other developmental activities. Consequently, they adopt a low-intervention approach, allowing relatively free media use without displaying clear democratic parenting behaviors. Compared with other exposure groups, this finding reveals what might be considered the perceived safe range of screen use among Chinese parents. When screen exposure is short (within 60 min), parents feel little concern and can fully exercise a democratic parenting style. When exposure reaches a moderate level (60–120 min), it falls into parents’ perceived “safe zone.” However, when exposure exceeds 2 h per day, parents become concerned and tend to actively intervene through democratic parenting behaviors as a form of protective regulation.

These findings also reveal a behavioral blind spot and lagging regulatory mechanism among Chinese parents when facing moderate-to-high screen exposure contexts. Kerai et al. (2022), drawing on large-scale data from Canadian preschoolers, noted that daily screen time exceeding 1 h significantly increased children’s vulnerability in cognitive, social, emotional, and language development domains. This highlights the need for future studies to explore screen exposure effects’ boundary conditions and ecological contextual variables—especially in China’s ongoing digital parenting transformation. Moreover, cross-cultural comparative research is warranted to examine how the interactions among parental media literacy, parenting styles, and children’s learning quality may vary across different societal structures and media-use cultures.




5 Conclusion

To sum up, this study demonstrates that within the mediating model, which encompasses parents’ media literacy, children’s learning quality, and democratic parenting styles, there are several significant positive predicting relationships: parents’ media literacy can positively predict children’s learning quality, parents’ media literacy can positively predict democratic parenting styles, and democratic parenting styles can positively predict children’s learning quality. In addition, the aforementioned mediating model is also affected by the screen exposure time of children, and the mediating model has different influence paths in groups with different lengths of screen exposure time. It is clear that the ‘information age’ is shaping the lives of children. Learning and thinking in the online world woven by online technology is a considerable challenge for media literacy education. Within the family—the central environment for young children’s media interaction—parental media literacy is indispensable in developmental trajectories. This study found that parental media literacy and democratic parenting styles had a significantly positive correlation with children’s quality of learning. Therefore, on one hand, parents should improve their own level of media literacy, critically selecting and filtering information content in a media society of information overload to choose information that is healthy and aligns with the physical and mental development of children, and to play a supervisory and corrective role in the process of children’s exposure to and absorption of media information. This implies an urgent need for parents to improve their media literacy. Consequently, parents must set a good example, strictly regulate their media usage habits, and strengthen their children’s joint use of media. In this process, they should guide their children to access appropriate information for their age and stage. As parents serve as role models for their children, they must provide guidance and support when their children engage with the outside world, safeguarding them from the influence of undesirable or harmful information.

On the other hand, it was found that parental media literacy can positively influence democratic parenting styles, implying that parents with high media literacy tend to adopt democratic parenting styles, conducive to improving young children’s media literacy. Previous research has shown that parental media literacy can facilitate the development of children’s media literacy skills (Lee and Kwon, 2024), and democratic parenting styles are significantly and positively related to children’s media literacy (Yusuf et al., 2020). Therefore, the adoption of democratic parenting styles by parents with high media literacy has the potential to contribute to improving children’s media literacy. Parents should also adopt a democratic parenting style, sharing and exchanging information content with their children through an understanding, respectful, democratic and equal approach to parenting attitude and dialogue, thus improving their children’s media literacy, satisfy and stimulate their curiosity in processing information, enhance their initiative in learning, and develop their creative thinking, thereby promoting the development of their learning qualities.

Parents should help children to satisfy and stimulate their curiosity in the process of information processing, enhance their learning initiative, and develop their creative thinking, to promote the development of children’s learning. Last, parents should reasonably control children’s screen exposure time. Parents with democratic parenting styles tend to adopt the media communication strategy of equal dialogue, patiently listen to their children’s needs, effectively help their children select useful media information, and provide them with techniques and methods for media engagement. This approach aims to enhance children’s media use efficiency and reduce the harm caused by excessive screen exposure. As important role models, parents should set an example to control screen exposure time rationally. Moreover, parents should screen the content their children are exposed to, opting for educational, engaging, and interactive material. Parents can create a more harmonious family environment by strengthening joint media use with their children, enhancing communication about media content, and improving the quality of their companionship.


5.1 Strengths and limitations

This study contributes to the mechanism of parental media literacy on the quality of learning of preschool children. It reveals the direct predictive effect of parental media literacy on preschool children’s quality of learning and the mediating effect of democratic parenting styles, and it also points out the group differences in different lengths of screen exposure time.

This study has several limitations. Firstly, the participants were parents of children in only four kindergartens in southern China. The generalizability of the findings is limited and can be enhanced through a systematic approach to enroll more parents with different socioeconomic backgrounds. Although the sample covered kindergartens of different types (public and private) and from two provinces that vary considerably in economic and educational development, it primarily represented urban and suburban contexts. The exclusion of rural kindergartens may limit the generalizability of the findings, as family media literacy and educational engagement may differ substantially in rural areas. Future research should therefore expand sampling to rural regions to obtain a more comprehensive picture of the relationships examined in this study. Secondly, this study is mainly based on a cross-sectional design, and the method is relatively simple; thus, it is difficult to infer causality from the research results. In future studies, longitudinal design, qualitative research, and other methods can also be applied to analyze the causal relationship between parents’ media literacy and children’s learning quality. The development of children’s media literacy and learning quality cannot be separated from the mutual coordination and cooperation of the family, kindergarten, and community. Future research should investigate collaborative frameworks and communication channels among families, kindergartens, and communities to establish effective cooperation mechanisms that enhance children’s adaptive capacities in the rapidly evolving new media era. In addition, some potential confounding factors should be noted when interpreting the conclusions of this study. For instance, parents’ educational attainment and the home media environment may influence both their likelihood of adopting a democratic parenting style and their children’s learning quality. These factors were not fully controlled for in the present analysis due to data limitations. Future research should take these important covariates into account to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the mechanisms underlying the associations observed in this study.
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A3 The school promotes opportunities to develop creativity.
A3 Students' successes are recognized by the school.
A37 The school organizes enough study visits.
A39 Students often work in collaboration with their teachers.
A40 Learning for lfe i valued at school.
A58 The school’s management is effective.
A59 The school is open and promotes/solicits the participation of parents.
A60 School i fun.
Green school (place) 49 The school has adequate green spaces.

A50 The school has green spaces for outdoor acti

A51 The school grounds are welllooked after.
A52 The schools spaces are suffcient.

A53 The scho

well equipped (study materials, computers, etc.).
A54'The school i clean.

Learninglleisure balance (process) A21 The organization of the timetable takes sufficient free time into account,
A2 The teaching load is adequate.
A25 Teachers send an adequate amount of homework.

A43 The number of tests/exams is adequate.
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Equation 1—T2 School Equation 2—T2 Aggressive

engagement behaviors

Gender 0.01 0.03 0.06 —0.01 0.02 =021
Age 0.01 0.03 0.19 0.01 0.02 038
T1 Parental 0.09%%% 0.03 4.01 0.02 0.02 084
involvement
T School 0574 002 2466 0137 002 —481
engagement
T Aggressive 038** 003 1533
behaviors

Equation 3—T3 School Equation 4—T3 Aggressive

engagement behaviors

Gender 0.05* 0.03 2.26 —0.05% 0.02 -223
Age =0.03 0.03 -136 =0.01 0.02 =0.14
T2 Parental 0.08%%% 0.02 3.69 —0.02 0.02 =0.70
involvement
T2 School 0.64%%% 0.02 28.23 —0.11%** 0.02 —4.12
engagement
T2 Aggressive 0.47%%% 0.02 18.28
behaviors

Bold values: significant correlations. *p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001.
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Demographic Sample 1 Sample 2

variable (n = 348) (n =293)
Male 28% 31%
Female 72% 69%
Age group

39-49 53% 7%
50-59 42% 29%
60+ 5% 4%
Education level

Secondary 26% 28%
Bachelor’s degree 62% 64%
Master's degree 12% 10%

Employment status
Employed 4% 88%
Unemployed 1% 14%

Retired 5% 3%
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