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Abstract
Academic burnout and engagement are important indicators of students’ school success. This short-term longitudinal study
examined whether parenting styles and parental involvement (parent report, collected at Time 1) predicted adolescent-reported
academic burnout and engagement (collected at Time 3, two months later) directly or indirectly via adolescents’ perceived
parental support (collected at Time 2, one month later). A total of 285 Chinese high school students (M = 15.93 years, SD =
1.06 years, 51.9% boys) and their fathers and mothers participated in the survey over three time points (one month apart for each
data collection). Path analysis results indicated that authoritative parenting predicted less academic burnout in adolescents.
Perceived paternal support mediated the relations between paternal authoritative parenting and adolescents’ academic engage-
ment. Parents’ knowledge and skills involvement positively predicted adolescents’ perceived support, which in turn, predicted
more academic engagement. However, father’s time and energy involvement predicted lower perceived paternal support, espe-
cially for boys. Moreover, multi-group analysis suggested that fathers and mothers influenced boys’ and girls’ academic burnout
and engagement differently. In conclusion, it is important to consider adolescents’ perception of parental support, their devel-
opmental needs, and gender roles in Chinese families in order to increase adolescents’ academic engagement and decrease
students’ academic burnout.
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Academic engagement

Academic stress is common among high school students. For
example, 54.9% secondary school students in China reported
experiencing academic burnout (Zhang et al., 2013).
Academic burnout describes students’ state of feeling
exhausted, having cynical and detached attitudes to their
learning, and feeling incompetent as a student (Schaufeli
et al., 2002). In contrast, some students still display high levels
of academic emotional engagement, which reflects students’
emotional commitment to their study-related activities (e.g.,

assignments) and experiences of an increased concentration
on tasks, with the perception of “time flying” (Schaufeli
et al., 2002). Academic burnout is associatedwith compromis-
ing students’ academic achievement and well-being, whereas
academic engagement is associated with promoting students’
self-efficacy and academic achievement (Cadime et al., 2016;
Lay-Khim & Bit-Lian, 2019; Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya,
2014). As a result, it is essential to study risk and protective
factors for high school students’ academic burnout and aca-
demic engagement.

Researchers suggest that parenting practices (e.g., warmth,
harsh punishment) and parental involvement (e.g., help with
homework, communicate with teachers, volunteer at schools)
influence students’ academic burnout and academic engage-
ment (Li & Gan, 2011; Wang & Sheikh-Khalil, 2014; Wilder,
2014). However, little research has explored the underlying
psychological processes that account for associations between
parenting practices, parental involvement, and youth academ-
ic outcomes. In addition, most existing studies on parenting
focus exclusively on mothers and ignore the important
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contribution of fathers (Cabrera, 2020). Moreover, the
existing evidence between parenting practices and adoles-
cents’ academic burnout and academic engagement is mainly
based on Western samples. Given the unique cultural context
of parenting in Chinese families, more study is needed to
unpack how parenting influences Chinese youth outcomes
(Cheah et al., 2015; Chen et al., 2019). Furthermore, to ad-
dress gaps above, the current study aims to examine the mech-
anism of how paternal and maternal parenting practices pre-
dict Chinese adolescents’ academic burnout and academic en-
gagement, as well as potential gender differences using a
short-term longitudinal study based on reports from fathers,
mothers, and adolescents.

Academic Engagement and Academic
Burnout

Students’ engagement is a multidimensional concept, in
which different facets (e.g., behavioral, emotional, and cogni-
tive components) work together to indicate a positive and
fulfilling state to learning (e.g., vigor, dedication, and
absorption; Schaufeli et al., 2002; Skinner et al., 2009). The
current study focused on emotional engagement in this study.
Many studies have revealed that burnout and emotional en-
gagement are independent but negatively related phenomena
(Schaufeli et al., 2002). Thus, core dimensions of academic
engagement (i.e., vigor, dedication; Cadime et al., 2016) and
academic burnout (i.e., exhaustion, cynicism; Cadime et al.,
2016) were examined independently. Vigor describes students
with high levels of energy and mental resilience while study-
ing, who are willing to devote effort to their learning.
Dedication refers to students feeling enthusiastic, inspired,
and challenged while learning (Schaufeli et al., 2002).
Exhaustion is characterized as feeling depleted of one’s emo-
tional and physical resources. Cynicism indicates a negative,
callous, and detached attitude towards schoolwork (Schaufeli
et al., 2002).

Theoretical Framework

According to ecological systems theory, a child’s develop-
ment takes place through the complex reciprocal interactions
between the child and his or her environment (Bronfenbrenner
& Ceci, 1994). The child’s environment encompasses more
immediate social context in microsystem (e.g., family, school,
and neighborhood), mesosystem (the interaction between
family and schools, e.g., parental involvement in schools),
exosystem (e.g., parent work place), as well as indirect influ-
ences from macrosystem, including cultural values, customs,
and laws. Bronfenbrenner andMorris (2006) further enhanced
the original theory in their process-person-context-time

(PPCT) model, which emphasizes that the microsystem is
closely associated with the macrosystem, and both of them
have the most significant effects on children. For example,
family and schools can influence students’ resilience and ad-
justment (Chen et al., 2015; Gamble & Crouse, 2020).
Additionally, cultural processes can permeate in the interac-
tions between the child and parent as cultural values reflected
in parents’ childrearing beliefs, and socialization goals may
shape parenting practices and child developmental outcomes
(Chen et al., 2015; Chen et al., 2019). Traditional Chinese
culture is rooted in Confucianism that greatly emphasizes so-
cial hierarchy; academic success is regarded as a primary way
to pursue upward mobility and is strongly associated with
personal career success (Shih, 2015). Moreover, families’ pre-
vailing divisions of gender roles and gendered socialization in
Chinese society lead to different roles by mothers and fathers
at home and their interactions with boys vs. girls. For exam-
ple, Chinese parents tend to be more supportive to girls than to
boys (Xie & Li, 2018). This phenomenon has been passed
down orally as the Chinese folk wisdom says, ‘be strict to
the boy but caring to the girl (qiong yang er zi fu yang nv).’
Parental involvement in children’s education (e.g., communi-
cating with teachers, volunteering at schools) is part of the
mesosystem linking family and school systems. Parenting
practices and parental involvement may impact child out-
comes through the child’s perception of the quality of
parent-child relationship. So, it is important to examine ado-
lescents’ perception of parent-child relationship in addition to
parenting practice on adolescent adjustment (Cummings &
Warmuth, 2019).

Parenting and Adolescent’s Perceived Parental
Support in Chinese Context

As addressed in the PPCT model, cultural and ethnic back-
ground influence one’s development (An et al., 2019).
Cultural differences can also shape different parenting prac-
tices and impact how children interpret certain parenting prac-
tice. In other words, similar parenting practice may have dif-
ferent meanings for children from different cultural back-
grounds, which may have different effects on children’s out-
comes (Ng&Wang, 2019). Contemporary parenting practices
in Chinese families reflect both traditional and modern cultur-
al contexts. In a traditional Chinese context, children are ex-
pected to meet their family’s expectations while self-
expression and autonomy are discouraged (Fuligni, 1998).
On the other hand, Chao (1994) argued that for Chinese par-
ents, controlling and high-power parenting were typically as-
sociated with parental care and warmth. Explicit expression of
intimacy (e.g., “hugging and kissing”) is considered inappro-
priate in traditional Chinese culture, and Chinese parents
tended to express warmth indirectly through guidance, and
educational opportunities (e.g., “I will try to let her go to good
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schools”; Cheah et al., 2015). There are many cultural factors
permeating in dyadic interactions between parents and adoles-
cents, so understanding the adolescents’ perception in
interpreting parents’ expression of care is essential for under-
standing how the meaning of parenting may affect adolescent
outcome differently. Moreover, recent studies have found that
urban Chinese parents are becoming more supportive and
more authoritative and prioritizing child’s social-emotional
adjustment (Zhang et al., 2017). They are more likely to use
strategies that promote children’s freedom and not pressuring
children to engage in particular activities (Way et al., 2013).
Therefore, more study is needed to unpack the multifaceted
aspects of parenting in Chinese families.

Parenting Style, Parental Involvement,
and Academic Outcomes

Parenting has been linked to youth’s academic engage-
ment (Li & Gan, 2011). Many studies revealed that youth
with authoritative parents (high warmth and high control)
tended to be more competent, better adjusted emotionally,
highly engaged in school, and showed fewer problem be-
haviors across Western and Chinese cultures (Baumrind
et al., 2010; Li & Gan, 2011). In one study, Chinese
students who experienced more academic burnout report-
ed that their parents expressed less warmth and practiced
more harsh, rejecting, or overprotective parenting prac-
tices (Li & Gan, 2011). While negative outcomes of au-
thoritarian (low warmth but high control) parenting have
been demonstrated (Baumrind et al., 2010), the role of
authoritarian parenting on youth academic outcomes
needs further investigation in Chinese context.

Another dimension of parenting is parental involve-
ment, which is defined as parents’ investment and commit-
ment to their children, including time, energy, and money,
and active interactions with schools (Grolnick &
Slowiaczek, 1994). According to Hoover-Dempsey and
Sandler (1995), parental involvement entails two important
components, namely parental knowledge and skills, and
time and energy related to being involved in children’s
education. Parents may experience constraints by job de-
mands and may lack energy to help their children to work
through homework or to attend special events at school
(Hill & Taylor, 2004). Parents also differ in their knowl-
edge and skills to navigate the school system in order to get
involved effectively (e.g., how to communicate effectively
with teachers and volunteer at school). Nonetheless, stud-
ies have found that parental involvement contributes to
youth’s academic performance (Wilder, 2014) and aca-
demic engagement (Fan & Williams, 2010). Parental in-
volvement also effectively protects youth from academic
burnout (Li et al., 2018).

Adolescents’ Perceived Parental Support
as a Mediator

Perceived parental support may be the underlying psycholog-
ical processes accounting for these associations between par-
enting practices and youth learning outcomes. The attachment
theory suggests that parenting practices are closely associated
with children’s perception of the quality parent-child relation-
ship, such as perceived parental support and security
(Cummings & Warmuth, 2019). Adolescents’ perception of
parenting practices affects their willingness to accept or defy
parents’ involvement or support (Soenens et al., 2019).
Additionally, few empirical studies examined the associations
between perceived parental involvement and perceived paren-
tal support (e.g., Ruholt et al., 2015), with the majority only
using one data source (e.g., only child-reported; Dinkelmann
& Buff, 2016). Thus, the current study extends prior research
by examining adolescent perception of parental support as a
key mechanism to explain how mother- and father-reported
parenting practices impact youth learning outcomes.

Gender Differences and Dyadic Patterns

Parents’ and youths’ gender, and their interactions influence
the relations between parenting practices and youth outcomes.
According to the social role theory (Eagly et al., 2000), pre-
vailing divisions of gender roles in society lead to different
gender functions and roles by mothers and fathers. For exam-
ple, research showed that mothers spend more time with their
children, are more involved, and are more sensitive to their
needs than fathers (Hallers-Haalboom et al., 2014).
Nonetheless, fathers also play an irreplaceable role in their
children’s lives (Cabrera, 2020). Moreover, paternal and ma-
ternal parenting practices have different effects on adolescents
(Milevsky et al., 2007; Padilla-Walker et al., 2016). For ex-
ample, mother’s warmth was associated with adolescents’
prosocial behavior toward family, while father’s warmth was
associated with prosocial behavior toward friends (Padilla-
Walker et al., 2016).

Additionally, from a transactional perspective, both parents
and their children are active agents in the parent-adolescent
relationship. Adolescent’s gender can influence parenting, and
parents often apply different parenting practices on boys and
girls. For example, parents are warmer and more empathetic
with their daughters than sons, and parents are more likely to
validate their daughters’ emotions than sons’ (Lambie &
Lindberg, 2016; Mascaro et al., 2017). Furthermore, boys
and girls also have different responses to parenting practices,
showing different sensitivity to parenting, with adolescent
girls beingmore sensitive to the emotional closeness with their
parents than boys (Lewis et al., 2015).
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With the noticeable interactions between parents’ gender
and youth’s gender, the effects of different dyads (mother-son,
mother-daughter, father-son, and father-daughter) on adoles-
cent outcomes may differ (Brown & Tam, 2019). For exam-
ple, a meta-analysis of 126 studies revealed that mothers used
more psychological control and harsh physical discipline with
boys than girls because of gender socialization and gender
schema (Endendijk et al., 2016). Mothers of 7–16 years old
daughters were rated by researchers as more empathetic,
warm, accepting, and less negative than mothers of sons in
observed parent-child interactions (Mandara et al., 2012),
whereas there were no differences in father-son and father-
daughter interactions (Piko & Balázs, 2012). Paternal warmth
strengthened the negative relation between parental monitor-
ing and school trouble, and the relation was stronger for 6th to
8th grade boys than girls (Lowe & Dotterer, 2013). Therefore,
the current study examined the associations between paternal
and maternal parenting and adolescent learning outcomes sep-
arately across different dyads.

Current Study

The current study addressed gaps in the literature in four ways.
First, few researchers have examined students’ academic
burnout and engagement concurrently among Chinese adoles-
cents, which are important indicators of school success.
Second, to date, little research has investigated the youth’s
microsystem (perceived parental support) and mesosystem
(parental involvement in schools) in relation to students’ aca-
demic burnout and engagement. Third, few studies has exam-
ined how parents’ and youths’ gender, and their interactions
may have influences on the relations between parenting prac-
tices and children’s outcomes. Fourth, few studies of parents’
practices and school success focus on Chinese adolescents and
their parents.

Therefore, the current study seeks to: (a) investigate the
roles of parenting style and parental involvement on Chinese
adolescents’ academic burnout and engagement; (b) examine
the mediating role of adolescents’ perceived parental support;
and (c) explores the gender differences in how parenting pro-
cesses impact adolescents’ youth academic burnout and en-
gagement across gendered-paired dyads. We hypothesized
that authoritative parenting and high parental involvement
would positively predict adolescents’ academic engagement
and negatively predict academic burnout. In contrast, author-
itarian parenting would negatively predict adolescents’ aca-
demic engagement and positively predict academic burnout.
Adolescents’ perceived parental support would mediate these
relations. Lastly, these relations were expected to differ among
mother-daughter, mother-son, father-daughter, and father-son
dyads.

Method

Procedures

The data were collected from a high school in Hengyang,
China in 2015. The project was approved by the Committee
for Protecting Human and Animal Subjects of Peking
University. Both parent consents and adolescent assents were
obtained. Figure 1 showed the data collection process. At
Time 1, fathers and mothers of the same adolescent each com-
pleted surveys on parenting style, parenting involvement, and
demographic information. Surveys were distributed to parents
during the parent-teacher conference. A month later, at Time
2, adolescents completed a survey on perceived parental sup-
port. Another month later, at Time 3, adolescents completed
surveys on academic burnout and academic engagement.
Participation was voluntary, and no incentive was provided.
Response rate was 78.5% at Time 1. Surveys from 322 parents
and 311 of their adolescents were returned. Data from eleven
adolescents were excluded from the analysis because 75%
items were missing. Data from another 15 adolescents were
excluded from the analysis because they only completed one
wave of data collection. We only included parent data in the
analysis when we had valid data from their adolescents.

Participants

A total of 285 high school students (27.4% 10th graders,
42.5% 11th graders, and 30.2% 12th graders,M = 15.93 years,
SD = 1.06 years, 51.9% boys) in the city of Hengyang, China,
and their parents participated in this study. For fathers, 84.9%
had high school/junior college or less education background,
9.8% held a Bachelor’s, and 1.4% held a Master’s degree. For
mothers, 89.1% had high school/junior college or less educa-
tion background, 7.0% held a Bachelor’s, and 0.4% held a
Master’s degree. Approximately 92.6% fathers and 88.4%
mothers were employed. Fathers worked 8.62 h
(SD = 2.74 h), and mother worked 8.04 h (SD = 3.39 h) a
day. Fathers reported that they spent 1.10 h (SD = 1.03 h) and
mothers spent 1.15 h (SD = 0.92 h) per day supporting their
adolescents with school work. Additionally, about 60% (n =
168) of adolescents reported that fathers and mothers were
equally involved in their schooling; 12.6% (n = 36) or
22.8% (n = 65) of adolescents reported fathers or mothers as
being mainly involved; 3.86% (n = 11) of adolescents refer-
enced the other guardian to be mainly involved.

Measures

Academic Burnout

The Maslach Burnout Inventory-Student Survey Chinese
version (MBI-SS; Hu & Schaufeli, 2009; Schaufeli et al.,
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2002) was used to assess adolescents’ academic burnout. Two
core dimensions were assessed: exhaustion (e.g., “I feel emo-
tionally drained by my studies.” 5 items; α = 0.80) and
cynicism (e.g., “I have become less enthusiastic about my
studies.” 4 items; α = 0.75). Adolescents responded on a 7-
point scale (1 = never, 7 = every time). In the current study,
CFA showed that the model fit was good, χ2 = 68.05, df = 32,
CFI = .97, RMSEA = .06, and SRMR = .03.

Academic Engagement

TheUtrecht Work Engagement Scale-Student Chinese version
(UWES-S; Li &Huang, 2010; Schaufeli et al., 2002) was used
to measure adolescents’ academic engagement. Two core di-
mensions were assessed on a 7-point scale (1 = never, 7 = ev-
ery time): vigor (e.g., “When studying I feel strong and vig-
orous.” 5 items; α = 0.85) and dedication (e.g., “I am enthu-
siastic about my studies.” 5 items; α = 0.80). In the current
study, CFA demonstrated a good model fit, χ2 = 51.72, df =
26, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .06, and SRMR = .03.

Parenting Styles

Fathers and mothers of the same adolescent separately com-
pleted The Parental Authority Questionnaire Chinese version
(Zhou et al., 2010) to measure parenting styles. Authoritative
(e.g., “My children know what I expect from them, but feel
free to talk with me if they feel my expectations are unfair.” 5
items) and authoritarian (e.g., “It is for my children’s own
good to require them to do what I think is right, even if they
don’t agree.” 5 items). Each parent reported on a 7-point scale

(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). In the current
study, the model fit of paternal and maternal parenting styles
were good, χ2 = 65.20/62.50, df = 33/30, CFI = .94/.95,
RMSEA = .06/.06, and SRMR = .06/.06. The internal consis-
tencies of authoritative (α = 0.76 for fathers, 0.77 for mothers)
and authoritarian parenting (α = 0.74 for fathers, 0.73 for
mothers) were acceptable.

Parental Involvement

Fathers and mothers of the same adolescent responded sepa-
rately to two subscales of the Parental Involvement scale
(Walker et al., 2005) to measure two types of parental involve-
ment: knowledge and skills (e.g., “I know how to communi-
cate with my child’s teacher effectively.” “I know how to help
my child with homework.” 9 items) and time and energy (e.g.,
“I have enough time and energy to help my child with home-
work.” 6 items). Each parent reported on a 7-point scale
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). In the current
study, the model fit of paternal and maternal parental involve-
ment were acceptable, χ2 = 168.22/ 153.08, df = 64/62,
CFI = .95/.95, RMSEA = .08/.07, and SRMR = .05/.05. The
internal consistency of knowledge and skills (α = 0.84 for
fathers, 0.81 for mothers) and time and energy involvement
(α = 0.86 for fathers, 0.84 for mothers) were good.

Perceived Parental Support

The scale was revised from Survey of Perceived
Organizational Support (Eisenberger et al., 2002), which in-
cluded five items of adolescents’ perception of parental

Fig. 1 Flowchart of data
collection process
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emotional supports (e.g., “My father does care about my well-
being.”). Adolescents reported on their perceived paternal and
maternal support separately on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly
disagree, 7 = strongly agree). In the current study, the models
of perceived paternal and maternal support were good,
χ2 = 5.34/ 5.40, df = 3/4, CFI = .997/ .998, RMSEA = .052/
.035, and SRMR = .014/ .014. The internal consistencies were
good (α = 0.88 for paternal support, 0.87 for maternal
support).

Analysis Approach

A limited number of the participants skipped a few items. The
Little’s MCAR test in SPSS 26 was used to test whether the
data were missing completely at random (Myers, 2011). The
result revealed that the missing data were random, and there
was no pattern in the missing data, χ2 (183687) = 59,820.637,
p = 1.000. To examine the mediation model, a path analysis
using a full information likelihood on Mplus 7.4 (Muthén &
Muthén, 2017) with 5000 bootstrap was conducted. The path
or indirect effect was considered to be significant if the 95%
bootstrap confidence intervals (CI) did not contain a zero. And
the path or indirect effect was considered to be marginally
significant if the 90% CIs did not contain a zero when 95%
CI included zero, in which case the 90% CI for these paths
were reported. Separate models for fathers and mothers were
run first. Then, a multi-group path analysis was used to exam-
ine whether paternal or maternal parenting practices associat-
ed with boys’ and girls’ school outcomes differently. Then
father-son and father-daughter dyads in the paternal model
and mother-son and mother-daughter in the maternal model
were compared.

Results

Descriptive Analyses

Approximately 46.3% of students in this sample frequently
(mean score > 4) felt exhausted, and 29.5% of students had a
cynical attitude towards studying frequently. On the other
hand, 29.1% of students frequently felt vigorous while study-
ing, and 51.2% of students frequently felt dedicated. About
18.2% (n = 52) of students frequently experienced both aca-
demic engagement (mean score > 4) and academic exhaustion
(mean score > 4). Table 1 presents the means, standard devia-
tions, and bivariate correlation for the variables of interest
(i.e., parenting styles, parental involvement, perceived paren-
tal support, academic engagement, academic burnout).

A series of independent-samples t-test examined youth
gender differences on academic outcomes (academic burnout
and engagement), parenting practices (parenting styles and
parental involvement), and perceived parental support. Boys

reported a higher level of academic exhaustion (Mdifference =
0.338, t(283) = 2.994, p = .003) and cynicism (Mdifference =
0.331, t(283) = 2.917, p = .003) than girls. There were no dif-
ferences in the scores of paternal and maternal parenting
styles, parental involvement, and perceived parental support
between boys and girls. The paired-sample t-tests were used to
examine the differences between paternal and maternal par-
enting. The results showed that, for the same child, their moth-
er reported higher scores on parental involvement and author-
itative parenting (For time and energy: Mdifference = 0.166,
t(284) = 2.234, p = .026; For knowledge and skills:
Mdifference = 0.184, t(284) = 2.882, p = .004; For authoritative
parenting: Mdifference = .128, t(284) = 1.893, p = .059) than
their father. Both fathers and mothers reported using more
authoritative parenting than authoritarian parenting
(Mdifference = 0.940/ 1.152, t(284) = 10.017/ 12.604, p < .001/
p < .001). Adolescents perceived more maternal support than
paternal support (Mdifference = 0.258, t(284) = 5.782, p < .001).
Additionally, compared with their peers (n = 112), students
who reported fathers and mothers were equally involved in
their schooling (n = 168), perceived more paternal and mater-
nal support (t(283) = 2.663/2.438, p = .008/.015) and had
higher academic dedication (t(283) = 2.173, p = .031).

Mediation

In the paternal model (see Fig. 2a), paternal authoritative par-
enting predicted less academic exhaustion, β = − .181, 95%
CI [−.319, −.043], and academic cynicism in adolescents,β =
− .190, 95% CI [−.356, −.024]. Paternal knowledge and skills
involvement predicted greater academic vigor, β = .177, 95%
CI [.004, .351]. Surprisingly, paternal time and energy in-
volvement predicted lower perceived paternal support, β =
− .197 95% CI [−.370, −.023]. In the maternal model (see Fig.
2b), maternal authoritarian parenting was marginally signifi-
cant in predicting more academic exhaustion in adolescents,β
= .122 90% CI [.020, .224], but time and energy involvement
predicted less academic exhaustion, β = − .167 95% CI
[−.326, −.008]. Maternal authoritative parenting predicted less
academic cynicism in adolescents, β = − .155 95% CI [−.301,
−.010].

Parent-report of parenting practice and parental involve-
ment were associated with adolescent-report of their academic
outcomes via adolescent-perceived parental support (see Fig.
2a, b). Specifically, paternal authoritative parenting had indi-
rect effects on adolescents’ academic vigor and dedication
(indirect effect = .050/.062, 95% CI [.005, .096]/ [.018,
.107], respectively) via adolescent-perceived paternal support.
Paternal knowledge and skills involvement also had indirect
effects on adolescents’ academic dedication (indirect effect =
.056, 95% CI [.003, .110]) via adolescent-perceived paternal
support. Although maternal authoritative parenting did not
have significant indirect effects on adolescents’ school
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations for all study variables

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14

P_authoritarian –
P_authoritative −.107 –
P_time −.048 .392** –
P_skills −.117* .341** .751** –
M_

authoritarian
.447** −.092 .069 −.016 –

M_authoritative −.070 .374** .148* .140* −.106 –
M_time −.103 .118* .363** .384** −.063 .390** –
M_skills −.110 .178** .349** .432** −.043 .406** .727** –
P_support −.122* .291** .100 .202** −.025 .218** .160** .232** –
M_support −.105 .268** .112 .185** −.082 .308** .204** .304** .777** –
Exhaustion −.040 −.141* .001 −.017 .134* −.100 −.159** −.099 −.007 −.031 –
Cynicism .026 −.186** −.103 −.076 .092 −.202** −.137* −.142* −.098 −.101 .582** –
Vigor −.012 .017 .105 .177* −.038 .069 .121* .155** .223** .187** −.114 −.269** –
Dedication .024 .204** .107 .182** −.022 .069 .109 .173** .272** .193** −.112 −.328** .795** –
Mean 3.753 4.693 3.918 4.088 3.669 4.821 4.084 4.272 5.119 5.377 3.986 3.719 3.709 4.111
SD 1.102 1.027 1.156 1.041 1.059 1.014 1.060 0.978 1.164 1.081 0.967 0.972 0.892 0.950
Minimum 1.000 1.400 1.000 1.000 1.200 1.600 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000
Maximum 7.000 7.000 7.000 6.670 7.000 7.000 7.000 6.780 7.000 7.000 7.000 7.000 7.000 7.000

Note. P indicates paternal parenting. M indicates maternal parenting

* p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001

Fig. 2 Indirect effects of parental
parenting and involvement on
adolescents’ academic outcomes.
A. Father Indirect Effect. Paternal
authoritative parenting on
academic vigor via perceived
paternal support .050 95%CI
[.005 .096]. Paternal authoritative
parenting on academic dedication
via perceived paternal support
.062 95%CI [.018 .107]. Paternal
knowledge and skills on
academic vigor via perceived
paternal support .043 90%CI
[.003 .084]. Paternal knowledge
and skills on academic dedication
via perceived paternal support
.056 95%CI [.003 .110].
B. Mother Indirect Effect.
Maternal authoritative parenting
on academic vigor via perceived
paternal support .036 90%CI
[.000 .072]. Maternal
authoritative parenting on
academic dedication via
perceived paternal support .036
90%CI [.000 .073]. Note. Solid
lines indicate significant paths
(p < .05), and dash lines indicate
marginally significant paths (.10
< p < .05). †p < .10 * p < .05 **
p < .01 *** p < .001
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adjustment, maternal authoritative parenting and knowledge
and skills involvement predicted more adolescent-perceived
maternal support, β = .225/ .272, 95% CI [.105, .340]/ [.116,
.442], respectively. In sum, paternal and maternal authorita-
tive parenting and knowledge and skills involvement positive-
ly predicted adolescents’ perceived support, and when adoles-
cents perceived more paternal support, they reported more
academic vigor and dedication. Paternal and maternal author-
itative parenting also predicted less academic cynicism.
Maternal authoritarian parenting only marginally (.05
< p < .10) significantly predicted academic exhaustion.

Gender Differences

Father-Son and Father-Daughter Dyads Fathers’ parenting
practices predicted sons’ and daughters’ learning outcomes
differently (see Fig. 3a, b). Fathers’ authoritative parenting
only directly and negatively predicted their sons’ (not their
daughters’) academic exhaustion (β = − .212, 95% CI
[−.406, −.017]) and cynicism (β = − .284, 95% CI [−.504,
−.064]). Additionally, paternal authoritative parenting posi-
tively predicted perceived paternal support for both son and

daughters (β = .216/.340, 95% CI [.032, .400]/ [.184, .496]),
and when son and daughters perceived more paternal support,
they reported more academic dedication (β = .231/.232, 95%
CI [.033, .428]/ [.064, .400]). This indirect effect of paternal
authoritative parenting on daughters’ academic dedication
was .079, 95% CI [.012, .145]. However, the indirect effect
of paternal authoritative parenting on son’s academic dedica-
tion was marginally significant, .052 90% CI [.005 .099].

As for paternal involvement, fathers’ knowledge and skills
involvement directly and positively predicted their daughter’s
academic vigor (β = .409, 95% CI [.111, .708]) and margin-
ally and indirectly predicted their son’s academic vigor (.070,
90% CI [.005 .135]). Additionally, paternal involvement sig-
nificantly predicted only their sons’ (not their daughters’) per-
ceived paternal support. In specific, paternal knowledge and
skills involvement positively predicted sons’ perceived pater-
nal support (β = .289, 95% CI [.087, .490]) while paternal
time and energy involvement negatively predicted sons’ per-
ceived paternal support (β = − .221, 95% CI [−.442, .000]).
None of the indirect effect from paternal involvement to son’s
and daughter’s academic engagement was significant (with
the exception of one marginally significant indirect effect

Fig. 3 Indirect effects of paternal
parenting and involvement on
boys’ and girls’ academic
outcomes. A. Father- Son Dyad
Indirect Effect. Paternal
authoritative parenting on
academic vigor via perceived
paternal support .052 90%CI
[.005 .099]. Paternal knowledge
and skills on academic vigor via
perceived paternal support .070
90%CI [.005 .135]. Paternal
authoritative parenting on
academic dedication via
perceived paternal support .050
90%CI [.001 .099]. B. Father-
Daughter Dyad Indirect Effect.
Paternal authoritative parenting
on academic dedication via
perceived paternal support .079
95%CI [.012 .145]. Note. Solid
lines indicate significant paths
(p < .05), and dash lines indicate
marginally significant paths (.10
< p < .05). †p < .10 * p < .05 **
p < .01 *** p < .001
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from paternal knowledge and skills on son’s academic vigor
via perceived paternal support).

Mother-Son and Mother-Daughter Dyads Mother’s parenting
practices also predicted son’s and daughter’s learning outcomes
differently (see Fig. 4a, b). For maternal parenting, mother’s
authoritative parenting only directly and negatively predicted
sons’ (not daughters’) academic cynicism (β = − .216, 95% CI
[−.401, −.002]).Maternal authoritative parenting also positively
predicted perceived maternal support for both sons and daugh-
ters (β = .217/.252, 95% CI [.040, .389]/ [.090, .409]).

For maternal involvement, mothers’ knowledge and skills
involvement was only marginally significant in predicting
daughters’ (not sons’) academic dedication (β = .321, 90%
CI [053, .563]). Maternal knowledge and skills involvement
also positively predicted perceived maternal support for both
sons and daughters (β = .204/.365, 95%CI [.004, .407]/ [.063,
.630]). Additionally, maternal time and energy involvement
negatively predicted sons’ (not daughters’) perceived mater-
nal support (β = − .194, 95% CI [−.390, −.012]). The overall
indirect effects of maternal parenting and involvement on ad-
olescents’ academic engagement were not significant (some
were marginally significant for mother-son dyads, Fig. 4).

Discussion

The overall goal of the study was to examine the relations
between parenting practices (authoritative, authoritarian,
and parental involvement), perceived parental support,
and adolescents’ academic burnout and engagement over
time among Chinese high school students. In general, au-
thoritative parenting and parental involvement (knowl-
edge and skills) predicted more academic engagement
and less academic burnout in adolescents two months lat-
er. Moreover, adolescents’ perceived parental support me-
diated the relations between parenting practices (authori-
tative parenting and parental involvement) and their aca-
demic engagement. Results supported that fathers played
an important role in adolescents’ academic engagement
(e.g., perceived support from fathers were more strongly
linked to adolescents’ engagement than mothers). Fathers
and mothers reported different parenting practices and
level of involvement (e.g., mothers were more involved
than fathers for the same adolescents), and sons and
daughters responded differently to their paternal and ma-
ternal parenting practices.

Fig. 4 Indirect effects of maternal
parenting and involvement on
boys’ and girls’ academic
outcomes. A. Mother- Son Dyad
Indirect Effect. Maternal
authoritative parenting on
academic vigor via perceived
paternal support .044 90%CI
[.005 .107]. Maternal knowledge
and skills on academic vigor via
perceived paternal support .041
90%CI [.002 .119]. Maternal time
and energy on academic vigor via
perceived paternal support −.039
90%CI [−.108–.004]. B. Mother-
Daughter Dyad. Note. Mediation
models for mother-son (3A) and
mother-daughter dyads (3B) are
shown. Solid lines indicate sig-
nificant paths (p < .05), and dash
lines indicate marginally signifi-
cant paths (.10 < p < .05). †p < .10
* p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001
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Academic Burnout and Engagement

The current study suggested high levels of academic burnout
among Chinese adolescents in high school. The percentage
reported in this sample (about 46.3% frequently feeling
exhausted about schoolwork, and 29.5% frequently
experiencing a detached attitude towards learning) were sim-
ilar to prior studies in China (e.g., 36.8% students experienc-
ing academic exhaustion and cynicism, Zhang et al., 2013),
and in the U.S. (e.g., 41.8% high school students feeling
stressed, Feld & Shusterman, 2015). On the other hand, a
proportion of adolescents in the sample maintained high aca-
demic engagement (29.1% frequently feeling vigorous, and
51.2% frequently feeling dedicated while learning). One no-
table finding was that a subset of adolescents (18.2%, n = 52)
experienced academic vigor (engagement) and exhaustion
(burnout) at the same time. This finding mirrors a study
among 979 Finnish high school students, which showed that
28.0% of students classified as engaged–exhausted were
performing well academically in high school (Tuominen-
Soini & Salmela-Aro, 2014). However, this particular group
of engaged-exhausted students may need further support as
the research showed that these students were more likely to
become disengaged in later years (i.e., college) and display
high fear of failure and psychological distress while staying
academically committed (Tuominen-Soini & Salmela-Aro,
2014). Parents, educators, and mental health providers can
teach students study skills (e.g., time management) and emo-
tional regulation strategies in order to prevent academic
burnout.

Results identified positive parenting practices that may
help to reduce adolescents’ burnout and promote their aca-
demic engagement. Consistent with prior research
(Baumrind et al., 2010; Li & Gan, 2011; Wilder, 2014), when
fathers and mothers applied authoritative parenting and were
involved (through knowledge and effective skills), adoles-
cents were less likely to experience exhaustion or have a cyn-
ical attitude toward learning. Additionally, when fathers and
mothers used authoritative parenting or were more involved in
adolescents’ learning (knowledge and skills involvement), ad-
olescents perceived more paternal and maternal support, and
in turn, reported more academic vigor or dedication.
Consistent with prior research (Soenens et al., 2019), the re-
sults suggested that adolescent’s perceived parental support is
a crucial factor explaining the links between parenting prac-
tices and adolescent’s learning outcomes.

Results extend previous research by demonstrating differ-
ential effect of two types of parental involvement for Chinese
adolescents (especially boys). While parental knowledge and
skills involvement had positive impacts on adolescents’ per-
ceived parental supports, parental time and energy involve-
ment predicted less perceived parental support, especially for
boys. This may suggest that, compared with quantity (time

spent helping adolescents with homework), quality (skills)
of parental involvement is more important. When parents are
involved by spending more time in supervising adolescents’
homework but in a less skillful manner (e.g., micro-managing,
or criticizing), adolescents (especially boys) may feel that par-
ents are infringing on their autonomy and freedom, resulting
in feeling unsupported in the process (Soenens et al., 2019). In
contrast, parents who are skillful in their involvement may be
able to acknowledge adolescent’s perspectives and adjust par-
enting strategies, accordingly, resulting in adolescents feeling
more supported. Based on transactional perspectives, parent-
adolescent relationship is reciprocal, and parents need to ad-
just their parenting practice based on the adolescents’ needs,
which are likely to change over time (Bornstein, 2009).
Therefore, parents’ responsiveness in renegotiating their par-
enting practices is important for the parent-adolescent
relationship.

Parenting in Contemporary Chinese Families

Results also highlight cultural consideration in order to under-
stand how authoritative and authoritarian parenting impact
Chinese adolescents’ academic engagement and burnout.
Somewhat consistent with the cultural relativist perspective,
which suggested that one’s cultural background can influence
how the child may appraise particular parenting behaviors and
to what extent the child is internalizing such behaviors and
expectations in their own development (Soenens et al., 2019),
mixed results on the role of authoritarian parenting on Chinese
adolescents’ academic outcomes were found in this study.
While maternal authoritarian parenting marginally predicted
more academic exhaustion among sons, paternal authoritarian
parenting marginally predicted less academic exhaustion
among daughters. Furthermore, authoritarian parenting was
not related to perceived parental support. This is in line with
the research that the authoritarian parenting does not necessar-
ily result in detrimental effects among Chinese adolescents
(Dornbusch et al., 1987; Helwig et al., 2014). In the midst of
having high academic expectation in high school in China,
adolescent girls may interpret fathers’ rigid parenting strate-
gies within the context of schooling as an expression of care,
and hence, may benefit from paternal authoritarian practice.
On the other hand, some other studies also showed that a
positive individual growth can arise from negative situations,
such as family conflict (Lappalainen, 2019). Adolescents may
learn how to handle family conflict and becomemore resilient.

Although research showed that Chinese parents tend to use
less physical expression of love and instead use more indirect
ways to show supports and warmth (Cheah et al., 2015), par-
ents in the present study reported using more authoritative
parenting than authoritarian parenting. This may provide fur-
ther supports to the existing literature suggesting that author-
itative or warm parenting is normative among urban Chinese
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parents (who are more influenced by fast industrialization and
urbanization, and globalization) and is beneficial for adoles-
cents (e.g., Chen & Li, 2012; Zhang et al., 2017).

Gender Differences

Paternal and Maternal Parenting

One unique contribution of this study is collecting data from
both mother and father for the same adolescent, which allows
comparison of parents’ unique contributions to their adoles-
cent’s learning outcomes. Consistent with prior research (e.g.,
Hallers-Haalboom et al., 2014), mothers in the current study
were also more likely to use authoritative parenting strategies
and were more involved. Adolescents also reported they per-
ceivedmorematernal support than paternal support. However,
when data from parent-child dyads were analyzed separately,
adolescents’ perceived support from fathers (not mothers) pre-
dicted their academic engagement. Additionally, students who
reported both fathers and mothers equally involved in their
learning, perceived higher paternal and maternal support and
also reported higher academic vigor and dedication than stu-
dents whose parents were not involved. The results echo the
idea that both mothers and fathers play important roles for
adolescents’ academic outcomes, and they make unique con-
tributions in certain ways (Cabrera, 2020; Jeynes, 2016).
Therefore, when studying the influence of parenting on chil-
dren, it is important to analyze paternal and maternal effects
separately, not assuming “sameness” of the two or only focus-
ing on maternal effects.

Additionally, this finding may reflect the gender role in
childrearing in China. First, mothers are expected to be the
primary caregiver, and fathers to be the bread winner, for the
child. Moreover, Chinese fathers are also responsible for
maintaining family reputation (Ho, 1987) as also stated in an
old Chinese saying, “It is the father’s fault if a child is not well
educated (zi bu jiao fu zhi guo).” Chinese fathers are expected
and required to help children learn social values, develop ap-
propriate behaviors, and achieve academic success. As aca-
demic burnout and engagement in high school closely relate to
adolescents’ school and future success (e.g., college admis-
sion), hence, the paternal role is important to adolescents’
school performance. Second, 88.4% of mothers in the sample
worked full time outside of the home (on average, 8.04 h a
day). Maternal labor force participation influences paternal
and maternal roles and encourages fathers to be involved in
parenting (Lemmon et al., 2018). As a result, fathers’ involve-
ment became necessary in these families. A previous study
also found a similar result that while fathers are less involved
compared to mothers, the impact of receiving support from
fathers may communicate their care and value on child’s
school progress, which contribute to better academic engage-
ment in adolescents (Wang & Sheikh-Khalil, 2014).

Youth Gender Differences

The multi-group analysis showed that fathers’ and mothers’
parenting practices influenced sons and daughters in some
different ways. Most notably, compared with girls, boys’
burnout was more sensitive to parenting from both parents.
When both fathers and mothers used authoritative parenting,
boys tended to feel less academically exhausted, but not girls.
Maternal authoritarian parenting also marginally predicted
more academic exhaustion among boys, but not girls.
Adolescent boys may be more susceptible to the influence of
parenting, perhaps because the consequence of academic fail-
ure is communicated more saliently with boys as parents place
higher expectations for boys than girls to bring family honor
through their academic attainment (Chui & Wong, 2017).

Fathers and mothers may use different parenting strategies
for boys and girls, as the Chinese folk wisdom said, ‘be strict
to the sons but caring for the daughters.’ This strict parenting
with boys may also explain why parents’ time and energy
involvement to be negatively related to perceived parental
support among their sons (not daughters) in this study.
When parents have to spend more time with their sons due
to concerns over poor academic performance, parents may
engage in less positive interactions with their sons who, in
hence, may feel less supported. For example, parents may
set more rule, higher expectation, use more corporal punish-
ment and controlling parenting (Endendijk et al., 2017), and
use less empathetic interactions and validation of emotions
with boys than with girls (Endendijk et al., 2016; Lambie &
Lindberg, 2016; Mandara et al., 2012). Additionally, accord-
ing to the social role theory, boys are expected to be indepen-
dent and strong (Eagly et al., 2000), as a result, boys have a
stronger need for autonomy than girls. Influenced by stronger
desire for autonomy, sons may also interpret parents’ time and
energy involvement as intrusion, resulting in less perceived
support. Lastly, adolescent boys reported higher academic ex-
haustion and cynicism than girls in the study. It is important
for parents to better support their sons by using more author-
itative parenting strategies and higher quality parental in-
volvement (not only with time).

Limitations and Future Directions

The study is not without limitations. First, the data were col-
lected from one high school in Hengyang, China, composed
of largely urban parents, which may limit the generalizability
of the findings to families with different socio-economical and
regional characteristics. Future studies may collect data in
different regions, including Chinese rural families. Second,
this study only focused on two parenting styles and two types
of parental involvement. In the future, researchers may study
how other parenting styles (e.g., permissive and disengaged
parenting) may impact adolescents’ learning outcomes. Third,
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data were collected over two months, and we did not control
for prior level of burnout and academic engagement. Future
studies may want to collect data over a longer period of time
and control for prior level of burnout and academic
engagement.

Implications

The findings have multiple practical implications. First,
alarming number of Chinese high school students experienc-
ing academic burnout suggests the need for teachers and par-
ents to identify and support the students who are burnt out,
including the ones who are engaged-exhausted. School psy-
chologists and counselors should provide workshops to high
school students about learning strategies and time manage-
ment and communicate with parents about the importance of
effective parenting practices. Second, findings suggest three
ways to improve the overall quality of the parent-adolescent
relationship: (a) it is important for parents to consider and
appreciate adolescents’ needs; (b) parents should use warm
parenting to support adolescents’ needs; (c) it is essential for
parents to improve the quality of parental involvement (e.g.,
by improving their communication skills), not only the quan-
tity of parental involvement (e.g., time). Schools can provide
parenting workshops on adolescents’ psychological needs,
positive parenting skills, and parent-child communication
skills, and how to be involved in adolescents’ learning without
being intrusive. Lastly, both fathers and mothers are important
to adolescents. Therefore, the impact of fathers must be en-
couraged, perhaps by schools inviting fathers to attend PTA
meetings or to be volunteers on school events.

Conclusion

This study extended prior research by investigating the
youth’s microsystem (perceived parental support, parenting
style) and mesosystem (parental involvement in schools) in
relation to their academic burnout and engagement using lon-
gitudinal data from multiple informants (Chinese fathers,
mothers, and adolescents). Data from both mother and father
for the same adolescent allowed comparison of parents’
unique contributions to their sons’ and daughters’ learning
outcomes. Results showed that adolescents’ perception of pa-
rental support plays an important role in linking parenting
practice and adolescent learning. While parental knowledge
and skills involvement predicted more perceived parental sup-
ports, parental time and energy involvement predicted less
perceived parental support, especially for boys. This suggests
that quality (skills) of parental involvement may be more im-
portant than quantity (time spent helping adolescents with
homework) for Chinese high school students. Furthermore,
while mothers reported more authoritative parenting and

parental involvement than fathers, adolescents’ perceived sup-
port from fathers (not mothers) predicted their academic en-
gagement. In addition, compared with girls, boys’ burnout
was more sensitive to parenting from both parents. Parents
need to adjust parenting in accordance with adolescents’ dif-
fering needs and sensitivity in order to show supports. Lastly,
parental involvement needs to be understood in the context of
adolescent’s developmental needs, such as the autonomy.
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