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Previous research has established the importance of parents’ attitudes in influencing their
children’s self-perceptions of ability (e.g., Eccles, Jacobs, & Harold, 1990; Jacobs, Finken, Griffen, &
Wright, 1998). In fact, Eccles and her colleagues have found that parents” beliefs about their children’s
abilities have a stronger influence on children’s self-perceptions of ability than children’s own grades in
school (Eccles et al., 1983; Jacobs and Eccles, 1992). Although the previous research indicates that
parents’ beliefs have a powerful impact on their children’s self-perceptions, less is known about the ways
parents communicate their perceptions to their children. Eccles” model (Eccles et al., 1983) suggests that
parents’ involvement in and support of activities will affect children’s self-perceptions of ability in
domains such as mathematics, reading, sports, and the arts. The goals of the current study were to
examine relations between parents’ attitudes, their own involvement in activities, and their children’s self-
perceptions of ability across 4 achievement domains. Differences due to age of child, sex of parent and
sex of child were also investigated.

Method. Data reported here were collected from 761 children and their parents as part of the
Childhood and Beyond (CAB) longitudinal study conducted to investigate the development of children’s
self-perceptions, task values, and activity choices. The analyses reported here are based on items drawn
from the surveys parents completed during the second year of the study that assessed their values, beliefs
about their children, beliefs about themselves, and activities with their children in the domains of
mathematics, reading, sports, and arts. These responses were related to children's reported perceptions of
their abilities in the same domains during Year 1 and Year 3 of the study. Scales used in these analyses

were created by averaging across 2-5 items (all alphas > .60).



Results and Discussion. For descriptive purposes, we first examined differences in parent
attitudes and activities due to parent’s sex and child’s grade in school. Separate ANOVA’s were
computed for each of the four domains. As predicted, mothers and fathers differed in the value they
placed on domains, with mothers valuing mathematics, reading, and arts significantly more than fathers.
Mothers also believed that their children had significantly greater ability in mathematics, sports, and arts
as compared to fathers. Fathers’ and mothers’ reports of their own skills and time in activities and their
encouragement of children’s activities differed significantly and followed traditional gender-typed
patterns, with mothers more involved in reading and art and fathers more involved in sports and
mathematics. In addition to these differences, several activities that parents participated in with their
children varied by child’s grade in school. Specifically, during earlier grades, parents were significantly
more likely to engage in reading and art activities with their children, as compared to later grades.
However, parents’ levels of art encouragement significantly increased as children progressed through
school.

We expected parent attitudes, their encouragement of their children, and their involvement in
activities to influence their children’s self-perceptions of ability in each achievement domain. To test this,
regression analyses were conducted separately for each of the four domains and separately for mothers
and fathers. We controlled for major pre-existing factors (i.e., sex of child, grade in school, and prior
self-perceptions of ability at Year 1) that we knew would be related to the child’s self-perceptions of
ability by entering them as the first block. Parents’ perceptions of the domain (immportance and child’s
ability) were entered as the second block, followed by parents’ perceptions of efficacy; parents’ perceived
skill level in certain activities and time spent; and parents’ activities with children and encouragement,

As expected based on earlier research, children’s self-perceptions of ability at Year I and parents’
perceptions of children’s ability at Year 2 both predicted children’s self-perceptions of ability at Year 3
for all four domains. In each model, children who had high self-perceptions of ability at Year 1, reported
similar perceptions at year 3. Similarly, parental perceptions of high ability were related to similar

perceptions by their children one year later. Parents’ activities predicted children’s self-perceptions in all



domains, except mathematics. As expected, both mothers and fathers who reported the highest levels of
family art activities had children with the highest self-perceptions of art ability. Contrary to our
expectations, fathers who spent the least time in reading activities had children with the highest reading
self-perceptions and mothers who spent the least time in sports activities had children who reported the
highest levels of sports ability. These findings suggest that parents become involved in some activities
only when they believe that their children need help.

The results of this study support the previous research, indicating parents’ prior perceptions of
their children’s abilities are the best predictors of children’s self-perceptions of abilities. In addition,
these findings extend previous studies and support the Eccles’” model by showing that the activities that
parents choose to engage in with their children and their support for children’s activity involvement are
related to children’s self-perceptions several years later. The role of parent gender, child gender, and

potential reasons for domain differences also will be discussed,
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