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- OVERVIEW

Parents play an early formative role in their children's development by encouraging
children to pursue some activity options while discouraging or ignoring other possible
choices. Parents may do this, in part, by providing certain opportunities and materials for
their youngsters. Research (e.g., Bradiey, Caldwell, & Rock, 1988) suggests that the
opportunity structure, including toys, books, equipment, and exposure to various activities,
that is available to a child, can play a primary causal role in the child's development and
contribute 1o the child's abilities in those activity domains. Work by Eccles and her
colleagues (e.g., Eccles {Parsons), 1984; Eccles (Parsons), Adler, Futterman, Goff,
Kaczala, Meece, & Midgley, 1983) also documents the important role of parents' provision
of opportunities and encouragement.

This study examines the factors that influence parental provision of opportunity. In
particular, it focuses on how parent sex and child sex play a determining role in the
provision of opportunities in two sex-stereotyped domains, sports and music. The parent
influence modei proposed by Eccles et al. (Figure 1) suggests that the effect of sex is most
impontant as it is mediated by the parents' perceptions of the child.

METHOD

Participants
Data were collected in the spring of 1989 from approximately 500 mothers and 300

fathers of children in the second, third, and fifth grades as part of a larger four-year study
investigating the development of children’s achievement self-perceptions. Children
attended public school in four middle income districts in primarily white suburbs of a large
metropolitan city. '

Measures
Parent Domain Beliefs postulated to mediate between exogenous variables and

opportunity structure variables:

ltems assessing parent beliefs about their child and themselves relevant to a
particular domain were factor analyzed. A five-factor solution in each domain emerged
with parallel factors: 1) Parents’ perceptions of child's ability, importance, and interest; 2)
Parents' general beliefs about domain importance; 3) Parents’ child-specific beliefs about
domain importance; 4) Parents' perceptions of their own domain apfitude, and 5) Parents'
perceptions of child's worry about domain. Factor scores were computed for each of the

five mediators.

Parent Provision of Opportunities within each domain:

Parents indicated the extent of the child's involvement as well as the parent and
child's involvement together, and parent encouragement in each of the areas. The final
two dependent variables were computed using factor analyses and providing factor
scores for two constructs in both domains: 1) Parent direct opportunity provision and 2)
parent indirect opportunity provision.



RESULTS

First-order effects of parent sex and child sex on Provision of Opportunities:

Initially a series of 2 X 2 (sex of child X sex of parent) ANOVAs were analyzed
using data from the Year 2 on a broad range of domains. Results indicated that mothers
and fathers stress involvement in different domains and are involved differentially with
girls and boys across domains (see Table 1). There were no significant interaction
effects. ltems pertaining to Music and Sports were reanalyzed for data from Year 3 and
results were in the same direction and of the same magnitude.

Parent Infiluence Model: :

A path analytic approach was then employed to assess the relative size of the
effects of parent sex and child sex on parent direct and indirect provision of opportunities
in music and in sports. The effects of child's grade level and parents' educational level
were statistically controlled. Possible interaction effects on opportunity factors were

examined.

Sex of Child Effect:

In both domains, the effect of sex on parents active/direct promotion was entirely
mediated. Of most importance in both music and sports was parent perception of child's
ability, importance, and interest. In comparing domains, however, sex of child was
related to opportunity provision in a stereotyped way, with parents more actively
promoting girls involvement in music as mediated by their perception that girls have a
greater interest and ability in music. In contrast, parenis were more directly involved in
provision of sports opportunities for their child as mediated by their perception that boys
hold more interest and have more ability in sports.

Sex of child had a direct influence on indirect promotion of sports involvement, with
both mothers and fathers taking boys more often to sporting events and buying sports
books. In the music domain, child's sex had an indirect effect on indirect cpportunity
provision, mediated by parent belief in the value of music for girls.

Sex of Parent Effeci:

In music, there is no effect for sex of parent. In sporis, however, there are both
direct and mediated effects of sex of parent on his/her direct opportunity provision.

Fathers are more involved with their children (holding constant any parent
perceptions) in terms of direct opportunity provision. Half of the total effect of sex of parent
on direct opportunity provison, however, is mediated. Parents who perceive themselves
as having more aptitude in sports are more likely to provide direct opportunities, and we
find that it is fathers who tend to feel they have more aptitude for sports. In addition,
parents whoe think their child is more interested, and able in sports, and who have stronger
general beliefs about the importance of being good at sports, also tend to be more
actively involved in directly promoting sports. Here we find that it is mothers who tend to
rate their children's talent as higher and the importance of being good at sports as higher.

On the whole, there is no sex of parent effect on the indirect provision of
opportunities. However, upon closer examination of the path coefficients, we find that
fathers who tend to perceive themselves as more athletic and better at sports are more
involved in the indirect promotion of sports, such as taking children to sporis games.
When this aptitude self-perception is held constant, then mothers are more involved in the
indirect promotion of children's sports involvement.



CONCLUSIONS

First order effects in both the music and sport domains show that sex of parent and
sex of child influence parental provision of opportunities. The proposed theoretical model
is supported in that the effects of child sex, in particular, and parent sex, t0 some degree,
are mediated by the parents' perceptions of the child. These perceptions appear to
influence parents to provide opporiunities in sex-stereotyped ways with music seen as
more of a female domain and sports as more of a male domain.

The next step will be to Iocok at how these opportunities, both direct and indirect,
may be influencing the children’s perception of their own abilities in each domain, the
value they attach to them, and their decision to engage in domain-specific activities.
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