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The paths also document an interesting across subject area suppression effect.
Parents' ratings of their child's English abilities had a negative irpact on the children's
math ability self-perceptions after holding the children's math performance constant. This
finding suggests that girls' confidence in their math ability is being undermined by two
parental beliefs: first, an overestimation of how difficult math is for daughters, and
second, high ratings of their daughters' English abilities.

Two possible explanations for the parents’ beliefs regarding their children’s
differential abilities can be found in attribution theory and as a result of sex role
stereotyping. In considering the latter, the pattemns of data presented here made it seem
probable that parents might try to steer boys and girls into different academic courses and
into different occupations: courses and occupations that capitalize on what the parents
believe are their children's strongest intellectual abilities. In fact, when asked what courses
the parents considered most important as preparation for their child's future career, parents
of daughters were more likely to choose English. Parents of boys chose math as the most
important course for their son's future. Other courses that showed expected sex
differences include computer-science and mechanics/shop where parents were more likely
to endorse these for their sons than their daughters, and biological science where the
opposite endorsement pattern was found.

In addition, parents were also asked about their more general aspirations for their
child’s future. Using one-way analysis of variance by sex of child, parents of sons were
more likely than parents of daughters to say that their child should be financially self-
sufficient and be able to support a family as an adult. Mothers' concerns about future job
stability were not related to child sex, though fathers' concerns are greater for boys than for
girls.

Attribution theory would suggest that causal attributions for success and failure
influence the inferences one draws from one's experiences. If parents make differential
interpretations for boys’ and girls' math successes, then parents may develop different
views of their sons' and daughters' math competence despite similar school performance
information. As a first step toward testing this reasoning, we compared the causal
attributions made by approximately 80 parents who were asked, in a home survey, about
their child's math successes and failures. Parents rated the importance of each of the causal
attributions listed in Tables 1 and 2 on a 7-point scale ranging from not at all important to
very important. Parents, especially mothers, of boys rated talent as a relatively more

important reason for their sons' math successes than parents of daughters; in contrast,
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using strategies that is interesting. There is a negative relationship between using
motivational techniques and the child's grade. This may suggest that mothers try and
motivate children who have lower ability to begin with, thus, the negative relationship with
grade. It may also be the case that these children, regardless of their ability level, react
negatively to what might be perceived as interference from their parents.

It seems clear, then, from the data presented here that parents can have a strong
influence on their adolescent's academic motivation, Parental beliefs and attitudes, as well
as parental behavior, impact on their children's perceptions of their abilities, the value of
courses, and their future plans,
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Table 3

Mothers' success attributions ang Bath-relsted perceptions.

Success Attributions
Hath-related Perceptions

Talant ’ Effort
Required eftort ~-.3és + 30
Relative seffort —.54% .52
Talant : 67+ -.a3
Felative talant 422 -.50

Note: Relstive effcrt and relstive tamlent items are rated on 3vpoint scales. All
other items are rated on T-point scales.

tpr.05

pL gl

p5.001

*p%. 0001







