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Abstract
Approaches to Learning (ATL) is essential for children’s learning and development. Prior research examined the role of school-
related factors, but little research focused on the impacts of family-related factors on the ATL of children. This study examines
how family socioeconomic status (SES) of preschool children affects their ATL. Data was collected from the parents and teachers
of 988 preschool children in China. The results uncover that the positive effect of family SES on the ATL of preschoolers is
mediated by positive involvement and negative discipline. Interestingly, preschool children’s gender moderates the mediating
effects of positive involvement and negative discipline: for girls, the mediating roles of positive involvement and negative
discipline are both supported. However, for boys, only positive involvement mediates the effect of family SES on ATL. By
bridging family investment theory with parenting theory, this study opens the black-box covering the relationship between family
SES and preschoolers’ ATL. By elucidating the gender-specific mediation process, this study contributes to the literature from a
Chinese parenting culture perspective. In practice, these findings suggest that educational government can boost children’s ATL
by organizing parenting training instructed by education experts to improve parents’ parenting skills.
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Introduction

Approaches to Learning (ATL) refers to the motivation and
behavior that children demonstrate in learning situations, in-
cluding competence motivation, attention/persistence, and
learning strategies. ATL describes how children initiate, par-
ticipate in, and complete their learning tasks (McDermott
et al., 2016). As a key domain of children’s school readi-
ness, ATL predicts their academic achievement and social
outcomes (Hyson, 2008). ATL has also been identified as a
key factor contributing to children’s long-term academic
achievement (Schmerse, 2020). More importantly, ATL
has a protective role for school-aged children with serious
academic failure (McClelland et al., 2000; McClelland
et al., 2014). For instance, a Head Start study showed that

the poor academic performance of children is more likely to
be associated with their insufficient learning motivation
(McDermott et al., 2014). The influence of children’s
ATL at the age of 5 was significantly correlated with their
social outcomes at the age of 9, and children’s ATL on their
social outcomes may follow the cumulative advantage
model (Razza et al., 2015).

Previous studies have explored the roles of several school-
related factors in shaping children’s ATL, such as teacher-
child interaction, classroom teaching quality, preschool
social-economic states, early-care and education quality
(Domínguez et al., 2010; Hu et al., 2017; Feng & Wu, 2018;
Schmerse, 2020). Family investment theory suggests that fam-
ily socioeconomic status (SES) is a crucial factor in shaping
children’s ATL, but the existing knowledge about how family
SES influences children’s ATL is lacking. Therefore, to com-
plement the findings from prior studies examining school-
level influence, we focus on the role of family characteristics
to advance our understanding of children’s ATL. Particularly,
the focused family characteristic is family SES, because it has
been recognized as a core family feature in relevant education
research (Yeung et al., 2014). The research question we aim to
address is: how does family SES affect ATL among Chinese
preschoolers?
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Several studies indicate that family SES may impact the
development level of the ATL of children (Wang et al.,
2010; Buek, 2019). As to the mechanism underlying the
influence of family SES, family SES may exert its impact
on children’s ATL through parenting behaviors. The family
investment theory suggests that high family SES can induce
positive parenting (i.e., positive involvement) because
wealthy parents would invest more resources and create a
better environment for children’s learning and development
than poor parents (Conger & Donnellan, 2007). Positive
involvement is one of the most important ways of invest-
ment (Bi et al., 2018; Harding et al., 2015). On the other
hand, the family stress theory indicates that low family SES
can spur negative parenting (i.e., negative discipline) be-
cause poor parents are under more stress in maintaining
and operating their families (Conger & Conger, 2002).
The family pressure, for example, would push poor parents
to spend much time making money to improve life quality,
resulting in reduced participation in children education
(Conger et al., 2012). Moreover, parents from low SES
families are inclined to perceive emotional distress or help-
fulness in balancing work and children’s education, which
would further provoke negative parenting behaviors such as
spanking children (Neppl et al., 2016; Lan, 2019).

Positive involvement includes positive reinforcement and
parental involvement when participating in children’s activi-
ties (Esposito et al., 2016). Previous studies have obtained
inconsistent results regarding the relationship between posi-
tive involvement and ATL. For example, some research found
that parental involvement significantly predicts children’s
learning motivation, attention, and perseverance, which are
important components of ATL (Fantuzzo et al., 2004), while
other studies indicated that simple or relaxed parental involve-
ment is generally not influential to children’s ATL (Nakamuro
et al., 2013). Moreover, other research does not support the
relationship between parental involvement and ATL (Dewar,
2012; Feng & Wu, 2018). This inconsistency may be ex-
plained by the fact that, although generally considered as a
positive element in parenting, parental involvement can some-
times involve negative attitudes or behaviors that are not fa-
vorable for children’s development. For example, mothers’
intensive and time-consuming involvement with children
may lead to more negative discipline (Essau et al., 2006).
Parental involvement alone is inadequate when examining
positive parenting. The positive reinforcement of parents has
also been identified as a vital predictor of the level of chil-
dren’s ATL (Feng &Wu, 2018). Therefore, these two positive
sides of parenting should be concurrently considered to better
understand the relationship between parental behavior and
ATL.

Negative discipline is a risk factor for children’s learning
and development. For preschool children, low-quality parent-
ing (negative parenting) has a severe impact on their ability to

self-regulate learning-related behaviors (Morgan et al.,
2009). Negative discipline is related to children’s self-regula-
tion, attention, executive function, and classroom adaptive
behaviors (Choe et al., 2013; Pederson & Fite, 2014). In pre-
vious studies, researchers focused on inconsistent discipline in
negative discipline (Osa et al., 2014). However, in this study,
we include corporal punishment besides negative discipline
because Chinese parents are deeply influenced by traditional
cultural values in parenting, which means that some parents
still believe that spanking and corporal punishment are effec-
tive in children’s education. Another reason for this inclusion
is that previous studies revealed the negative influence of cor-
poral punishment on children’s academic performance and
outer behaviors. It is necessary to investigate these two nega-
tive sides of parenting to better understand risky parental be-
haviors associated with the development of ATL.

Accounting for the influence of Chinese family culture
on the educational attainments of boys and girls, girls’
educational opportunities are more likely to be limited
by family background. Girls in poor family environment
have fewer education opportunities than those from rich
families (Li, 2009; Wu et al., 2020). In Chinese family
culture, girls are more likely to receive negative discipline
from their parents than boys, and even girls from high
SES families still cannot receive equal positive involve-
ment with their brothers. In this sense, high family SES
can improve girls’ ATL mainly because of the reduced
negative parenting they received. Instead, boys are more
likely to receive positive involvement in Chinese families,
because of the traditional notion of “prefer sons to daugh-
ters” in parents’ mindsets (Lin & Zhao, 2015; Liao &
Zhang, 2020). In the process of individual socialization,
boys and girls develop behaviors that are compatible with
gender norms and are affected by gender stereotypes or
gender role expectations. Boys are encouraged to be in-
dependent and self-exploring while girls are taught to be
obedient, sensitive, and to establish close and dependent
relationships with others (Milfont & Sibley, 2016). For
girls, gender role expectations make them pay more atten-
tion to relational and emotional experience than they do
for boys. Prior studies have found that parental punish-
ment and conflict between children can predict problem-
atic behaviors of girls, but not of boys (Xing et al., 2011).
Compared with boys, girls’ ATL may be more strongly
impacted by negative discipline.

In general, boys and girls are treated differently in Chinese
family culture. Based on this difference, we predict that family
SES will affect the ATL of children via different parenting
behaviors between girls and boys (girls: negative discipline,
boys: positive involvement). Overall, the uniqueness of
Chinese parenting culture (treating boys and girls unequally)
gives us an opportunity to contribute new insights to parenting
theory and its relationship with ATL development.
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The Current Study

The purpose of this study was to investigate whether positive
involvement and negative discipline mediate the relationship
between family SES and the ATL of preschool children, and
whether the mediation effects are moderated by children’s
gender. Based on the family investment model and parenting
theory, we predict that family SES will positively affect par-
ents’ positive involvement but negatively affect negative dis-
cipline, and accordingly, parents’ positive involvement can
improve children’s ATL but negative discipline will harm
children’s ATL. In this sense, positive involvement and neg-
ative discipline mediate the relationship between family SES
and the ATL of preschool children. Drawing on Chinese par-
enting culture, we further propose that children’s gender will
moderate the mediating effects of parenting behaviors among
Chinese preschoolers. These three hypotheses are presented
below:

H1: Positive involvement mediates the relationship be-
tween family SES and the ATL of preschool children.
H2: Negative discipline mediates the relationship be-
tween family SES and the ATL of preschool children.
H3: For boys, family SES positively affects ATL via
increased positive involvement; for girls, family SES pos-
itively affects ATL via decreased negative discipline.

Method

Construct Measurement

To measure the two parenting behaviors, the preschool-
version APQ (Alabama Parenting Questionnaire Preschool
Revision) scale (Shelton et al., 1996; Esposito et al., 2016)
was used. The APQ is a parent-reported scale measuring pos-
itive involvement and negative discipline. Having been vali-
dated in the Chinese context (Zhao et al., 2017; Feng & Wu,
2018), the APQ scale contains 19 items, with 12 items mea-
suring positive involvement (e.g., “You play games or do
other fun things with your child”) and 7 items measuring
negative discipline (e.g., “You spank your child with your
hands when he or she does something wrong”). The items
are rated on a 5-point Likert scale (never, rarely, sometimes,
often, and always). High scores on positive involvement indi-
cate parents manifest much positive parenting practice, while
high scores on negative discipline indicate parents manifest a
high level of negative parenting. In the original scale-
development study, Cronbach’s α for the APQ was 0.80
(Esposito et al., 2016), which is 0.80 in this study.

To measure children’s approaches to learning, the PLBS
scale (Preschool Learning Behavior Scale; McDermott et al.,

2012) was used. The PLBS is a teacher-reported scale mea-
suring preschoolers’ observable learning behaviors related to
learning process. The Chinese version of the PLBS has been
validated (Wu et al., 2019; Feng, 2020). The PLBS contains
21 items (contains four positively worded items and seventeen
negatively worded items), which are grouped into three di-
mensions: competence motivation (10 items, e.g., “Too
unenergetic for interest/effort”); attention/persistence (5 items,
e.g., “Pays attention to what the teacher says”); and learning
strategy (6 items, e.g., “Performs in own not accepted way”).
Each item is scored on a 3-point Likert scale (1 = does not
apply, 2 = sometimes applies, and 3 = often applies). In this
study, the responses for all negatively worded items were
reversed so that higher scores on the scale indicate better per-
formance in preschooler’s ATL. In the original scale-
development study, Cronbach’s α for the PLBS was 0.83
(McDermott et al., 2012), which is 0.88 in our study.

Family SES was measured based on two family back-
ground indices, i.e., parental education level, and disposable
income per capita. The parental education level indicates the
highest educational level parents received (1 = primary
school and below; 2 = junior middle school; 3 = high school
or vocational high school; 4 = junior college degree; 5 =
undergraduate; 6 = master’s degree or above). We used the
average education level of father and mother to calculate the
parental education level. Disposable income per capita was
determined by asking the parents to report their disposable
income for 2019. The following scores were used to measure
disposable income: 1 = ≤10,000 CNY; 2 = 10,001–20,000
CNY; 3 = 20,001–30,000 CNY; 4 = 30,001–50,000 CNY; 5
= 50,001–100,000 CNY; 6 = ≥100,001 CNY. Finally, paren-
tal education level and disposable income per capita were
standardized and added into a total score to represent family
SES (Perry & McConney, 2010), with a higher score indicat-
ing a higher family SES. In this study, family SES scores
range from 4.26 to 3.52.

Data Collection Procedure

Data collection was executed after approved by the ethics
review committee of the authors’ school. Also, data was col-
lected from the teachers and parents of sampled children after
obtaining the informed consent of participants. Samples were
randomly recruited from the preschools in Ningbo City, in
China. The sampling process was supported and assisted by
the local education department. To recruit representative sam-
ples, stratified random sampling was deployed. The sampling
process includes 3 layers. First, we randomly selected pre-
schools from the list of preschools in Ningbo City. Second,
we randomly selected grades from the selected preschools.
Third, we randomly selected children from the selected
grades. Finally, we invited the parents and teachers of the
selected children to respond to our questionnaire. Parents were
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required to report the basic information of family and children,
and evaluate their parenting practice on APQ scale. Teachers
were required to evaluate the ATL of the selected children on
PLBS scale. We did not collect any information that indicates
the identification of participants. Instead, we used an identical
ID number to label the parent and teacher of each child, such
that we can obtain matched data for data analysis, and mean-
while, participants can maintain anonymity throughout the
collection process. Data collection starts in 2019.12.08 and
ends in 2019.12.29. Figure 1 displays the sampling process
of this study.

Mentally retarded children are excluded in our sampling
because the ATL of children with intellectual disability main-
ly depends on genetic and hereditary factors, beyond the scope
of this paper. The sample size is 988 (48.7% girls) and the age
range of children is 32–89 months (M = 63.21, SD = 10.60).
14.9% of the questionnaires were filled in by father, 84.4%
were filled in by mother, and 0.7% were filled in by other
family members. Approximately 48.28% of the families had
an annual income higher than the average for Ningbo in 2019
(CNY50411; Ningbo Statistics Bureau, 2020). 63.2% of the
parents held a junior college degree or above. All participated
teachers are female, had been preschool teachers for at least
one year, and had taught the children in their classes for at
least two months. A total of 98.6% of the teachers had a junior
college degree or above. Table 1 shows the demographic in-
formation of the participants.

Data Analysis

In this study, confirmatory factor analysis was conducted for
APQ and PLBS to determine the goodness of fit of the mea-
surement model. SPSS (version 24) was used to perform the
descriptive and correlation analysis. Structural equation
modeling (SEM) was performed using Mplus (version 7.4)
to examine the mediating effects of positive involvement
and negative discipline on the relationship between family
SES and the ATL of preschool children. Finally, multi-

group analysis was performed to test whether the mediating
effects of positive involvement and negative discipline on the
relationship between family SES and the ATL of preschool
children differ in children’s gender. The mediation variables
of positive involvement and negative discipline were collected
from the parents of selected children. The outcome variable of
approaches to learning was collected from the teachers of
selected children. Therefore, we need to use matched data
(parents-teachers) in data analysis. If a sampled child has
missing data in mediation variables or outcome variable, s/
he will be deleted and does not enter the stage of data analysis.

Results

Before testing our hypotheses, we first performed confirmato-
ry factor analysis (CFA) to validate the measurement scales
used in this study. Table 2 displays the fit indexes of the CFA
models for APQ and PLBS. The results showed that the CFA
model for APQ reaches acceptable fit goodness. Also, the fit
indexes of the CFA model for PLBS are in an acceptable
range. Moreover, all the factor loadings of items of APQ

Stratified random sampling 

Layer-1 school: 3-4 preschools were selected from 10 districts in Ningbo City

Layer-2 grade: 96 grades were selected from each of the 37 selected preschools

Layer-3 children: 10-11 children were selected from each of the selected 96 

988 samples were obtained

Fig. 1 The sampling procedure

Table 1 Demographic information of the participants

Demographic variable Percentage

Education level of parents

primary school and below 0.1

junior middle school 16.7

high school or vocational high school 20.0

junior college degree 38.8

undergraduate 22.5

master’s degree or above 1.9

Family annual income

≤10,000 (CNY) 7

10,001–20,000 (CNY) 8.5

20,001–30,000 (CNY) 12.2

30,001–50,000 (CNY) 24.0

50,001–100,000 (CNY) 33.6

≥100,001 (CNY) 14.7

Education level of teachers

primary school and below 0

junior middle school 0

high school or vocational high school 1.5

junior college degree 67.7

undergraduate 30.6

master’s degree or above 0.3

Teaching experience a 8.41(5.96)

a teaching experience is presented by the form of “Mean (SD)”, which
means the years that preschool teachers had been teaching
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and PLBS are above 0.70. These pieces of evidence indicate
that the used scales have adequate construct validity (Marsh &
Hocevar, 1985).

Descriptive and Correlation Analysis

Table 3 summarizes the descriptive statistics of the variables.
Correlation analysis was conducted to probe the relationships
among these variables. As shown in Table 3, the results indi-
cate that family SES is positively correlated with positive in-
volvement and children’s ATL and negatively correlated with
negative discipline; positive involvement is positively corre-
lated with children’s ATL; negative discipline is negatively
correlated with children’s ATL. Overall, the results of corre-
lation analysis provide preliminary support for our theoretical
predictions. Next, we formally test our hypotheses using me-
diation analysis and multi-group analysis.

Mediation Analysis

Before testing the mediating effects of positive involvement
and negative discipline on the relationship between family
SES and the ATL of preschool children, we first ran a total-
effect model to examine the total effect of family SES on
children’s ATL. We found that family SES has a positive
effect on children’s ATL without considering the roles of the
two parenting behaviors, β = 0.139, p < 0.001. This indicates
that those children in high-SES families tend to have higher
levels of ATL relative to those in low-SES families. Figure 2
displays the mediation model analyzed using Mplus. The
model demonstrates an acceptable goodness of fit: χ2 =

157.481, df = 23, CFI = 0.930, TLI = 0.893, RMSEA =
0.077.

Table 4 shows the detailed parameter estimates of the
mediation model. The results show that family SES has a
positive effect on positive involvement (β = 0.341, p <
0.001) and a negative effect on negative discipline (β =
−0.147, p < 0.01). Moreover, positive involvement has a
positive impact on ATL (β = 0.155, p < 0.001), whereas
negative discipline has a negative impact on ATL (β =
−0.281, p < 0.001). After adding the two mediators, the
direct effect of family SES on ATL becomes non-
significant (β = 0.045, p > 0.05), which implies that
parenting behaviors are the main mechanisms by which
family SES influences ATL. Moreover, we found that
monthly age has a positive effect on ATL (β = 0.237,
p < 0.001), indicating that children’s ATL increases with
age.

We used the bootstrapping method to test the mediating
effects of positive involvement and negative discipline on
the relationship between family SES and the ATL of pre-
school children (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). This method
has been widely used in mediation analysis because it
does not require the normality of the sampling distribution
of the mediating effect. Specifically, bias-corrected confi-
dence intervals (CIs) generated from bootstrapping
resamples (k = 1000) were used to determine the signif-
icance of mediating effects. If the bootstrapped 95% CI of
a mediating effect does not include zero, then the mediat-
ing effect can be concluded to be significant (Preacher &
Hayes, 2008). The results show that the bootstrapped 95%
CI of the mediating effect of positive involvement is
[0.004, 0.016], excluding zero. Therefore, positive in-
volvement significantly mediates the relationship between
family SES and ATL, supporting H1. Meanwhile, the
bootstrapped 95% CI of the mediating effect of negative
discipline is [0.003, 0.015], excluding zero. Therefore,
negative discipline also significantly mediates the relation-
ship between family SES and ATL, supporting H2.
Overall, these results suggest that family SES can improve
children’s ATL via two concurrent routes, namely,

Table 2 The fit indexes of CFA models for APQ and PLBS

Measures χ2 df χ2/df CFI TLI RMSEA [90% CI]

APQ 502.454 142 3.538 0.926 0.911 0.051 [0.046, 0.056]

PLBS 639.704 186 3.439 0.925 0.908 0.053 [0.048, 0.057]

Table 3 Means, standard
deviations, and correlation
coefficients among studied
variables

M SD 1 2 3 4 5

1. Family SES 0.042 1.643

2. Positive Involvement 4.019 0.582 0.308**

3. Negative Discipline 2.086 0.481 −0.094** −0.020
4. Approaches to Learning 2.566 0.312 0.099** 0.180** −0.204**
5. Age 63.210 10.597 −0.052 −0.078* −0.023 0.178**

6.Gender 1.490 .500 0.020 0.081* −0.097** 0.109** −0.067*

SES - socioeconomic status; Age of preschoolers is counted by the number of months; Gender: 1 = male, 2 =
female; **p < 0.01, * p < 0.05
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increasing positive involvement and decreasing negative
discipline.

Multi-Group Analysis

We also proposed that the children’s gender moderates the
mediating effects of positive involvement and negative disci-
pline on the relationship between family SES and the ATL of
preschool children because of the uniqueness of parenting
culture in China. Here, we test the moderating effect of gender
using multi-group analysis as gender is a dichotomous vari-
able (Chou & Sun, 2017). The multi-group model reached an
acceptable goodness of fit: χ2 = 211.940, df = 57, CFI =
0.918, TLI = 0.899, RMSEA = 0.074. Figure 3 displays the
standardized coefficient estimates for the male group, and
Fig. 4 displays the standardized coefficient estimates for the

female group. Table 5 summarizes the results of the multi-
group mediation analysis.

For the male group, the results show that positive involve-
ment significantly mediates the effect of family SES on the
children’s ATL because the bootstrapped 95% CI ([0.014,
0.090]) does not include zero, but the negative discipline has
no significant mediating effect on the relationship between
family SES and the children’s ATL since the bootstrapped
95%CI ([−0.008, 0.069]) includes zero. For the female group,
we found that the bootstrapped 95% CIs of the mediating
effects of positive involvement ([0.009, 0.102]) and negative
discipline ([0.022, 0.159]) both exclude zero. Hence, the rela-
tionship between family SES and ATL is mediated by the two
parenting behaviors simultaneously for girls. Overall, the re-
sults of the multi-group mediation analysis show that the in-
ternal mechanisms by which family SES influences ATL are

Fig. 2 The mediation model with standardized estimates

Table 4 The estimated path
coefficients of the mediation
model

Path Non-standardized
coefficient

Standardized
coefficient

S.E. P
value

Family SES ➔ positive
involvement

0.112 0.341 0.012 ***

Family SES ➔ negative discipline −0.030 −0.147 0.010 0.003

Positive involvement➔ ATL 0.089 0.155 0.025 ***

Negative discipline ➔ ATL −0.262 −0.281 0.059 ***

Family SES ➔ ATL 0.009 0.045 0.007 0.232

Month➔ ATL 0.007 0.237 0.001 ***

*** p < 0.001; S.E. denotes standard error
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different for girls and boys in China, thus partially supporting
H3. Interestingly, the mediating role of negative discipline is
lacking for boys. We will elucidate these findings in the fol-
lowing section from the perspective of Chinese parenting
culture.

Discussion

The current study examines the relationship between family
SES and children’s ATL and its underlying mechanisms. On
the one hand, we clarify how family SES affects children’s
ATL by examining the mediating roles of parents’ positive
involvement and negative discipline on the relationship be-
tween family SES and the ATL of preschool children; on the
other hand, we clarify whether the mediating process differs in
gender. We found that for boys, parents’ positive involvement
has a mediating effect. But for girls, both parents’ positive
involvement and negative discipline have mediating effects.

In sum, the first and second hypotheses are supported, the
third hypothesis is partly supported. Our findings have several
implications for parenting theory and scientific intervention
related to children’s ATL.

The results show that family SES has a positive effect on
the ATL of preschool children. This finding is consistent with
the family investment theory, which indicates that the educa-
tional level of parents and family income both have significant
impacts on children’s development (Conger & Donnellan,
2007; Wang et al., 2010). Social class can influence parents’
views on the gains and risks of education investment, leading
to different parenting strategies or behaviors (Lan, 2019). The
education investment of working-class families (i.e., those
with lower SES) mainly focuses on intellectual education
and the outcomes of learning. Most working-class families
showed a stronger desire for children’s academic achievement
and fewer concerns on children’s development in other areas
such as ATL than middle-class families (families with higher
SES) (Shih, 2010). Therefore, this finding contributes to the

Table 5 The gender-specific
mediating effects of parenting
behaviors

Gender Mediating effect Point estimates Interval estimates
(bootstrapped 95% CI)

Male Family SES ➔ positive involvement➔ ATL 0.048 [0.014, 0.090]

Family SES ➔ negative discipline➔ ATL 0.021 [−0.008, 0.069]
Female Family SES ➔ positive involvement➔ ATL 0.053 [0.009, 0.102]

Family SES ➔ negative discipline➔ ATL 0.064 [0.022, 0.159]

Fig. 3 The mediation model with standardized estimates for the male group (N = 507)
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ATL literature by implying that family-related factors could
also be important in shaping children’ learning behavior and
motivation, beyond the school-related factors documented in
previous studies (Domínguez et al., 2010; Hu et al., 2017;
Feng & Wu, 2018; Schmerse, 2020). Next, we discuss the
findings of the mediators and gender difference in the media-
tion process in detail.

The Mediating Role of Positive Involvement

The current study finds that positive involvement mediates the
relationship between family SES and the ATL of preschool
children. High family SES can prompt positive involvement
from parents, which further leads to improved ATL of pre-
schoolers. The family investment model indicates that parents
with high SES are more involved in joint parent-child activi-
ties and provide children with reactive and supportive educa-
tion (Conger & Donnellan, 2007). Furthermore, high-SES
parents are more capable of promoting their children’s devel-
opment through various kinds of guidance and tend to provide
more encouragement in cultural resources.

Parents’ influence on children’s development within the
proximal environment depends on the nature and frequency
of parent-child interaction (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Positive
involvement indicates a supportive and beneficial parent-
child relationship. The influence of learning and joint activi-
ties on children’s development will be enhanced if these in-
teractions occur in a mutually supportive parent-child interac-
tion. When children are closely attached to their parents

emotionally, children will learn more from their parents.
Parents who have a higher level of positive involvement tend
to consider children’s preferences more, participate more in
children’s activities, and demonstrate better reciprocal and
positive communication with their children. Parents with a
higher level of positive involvement also give specific feed-
back to their children to help children cope with frustration
and increase the children’s interest, motivation, and effort,
which enhance their learning and thinking (McClelland
et al., 2000). Moreover, parents’ positive involvement
could convey explicit emotional acceptance or praise to
children, which can facilitate the improvement of children’s
ATL (Li & Lv, 2013; Jeon & Neppl, 2019).

The Mediating Role of Negative Discipline

This study finds that negative discipline also mediates the
relationship between family SES and the ATL of preschool
children. Low family SES can incur negative parenting from
parents, which further results in poor ATL of preschoolers.
Conger et al. (2012) suggest that parents from low-SES fam-
ilies will experience heavier family pressure, thus spending
less time with their children and tending to show more nega-
tive emotions when interacting with children. The unfavorable
factors caused by low family SES can lead to inferiority in
child development, compared to children from higher-SES
families (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002).

In contrast to positive involvement, negative discipline was
found to play a negative role in the development of children’s

Fig. 4 The mediation model with standardized estimates for the female group (N = 481)
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ATL. In the proximal family environment, a passive or ag-
gressive parent-child relationship can destroy the positive ef-
fect of joint activities between parents and their children, thus
hampering the children’s learning. This is supported by pre-
vious research that showed that parental practices involving
restrictiveness, negative emotions, and rudeness may stifle
children’s exploratory behavior and impede their initiative
and self-efficacy, which are necessary for children to develop
positive ATL (Larzelere et al., 2013; Loginova &
Slobodskaya, 2017). Therefore, parents who exhibit a high
level of negative discipline will suppress the development of
children’s ATL.

To support the development of the ATL of children in low-
SES families, it is important to formulate social policies and
preventive strategies. Such strategies include reducing family
pressure and developing support systems to help families de-
velop a constructive and satisfying family environment for
developing positive involvement of parents.

Overall, by bridging family investment theory with parent-
ing theory, our findings of the mediators open the black-box
covering the relationship between family SES and pre-
schoolers’ ATL. In practice, these findings suggest that edu-
cational government can boost children’s ATL by organizing
parenting training instructed by education experts to improve
parents’ parenting skills, despite that altering the socioeco-
nomic status of a family is often unlikely in a short time.

The Gender Difference in the Mediating Process

This study uncovered the gender difference in the mediating
process. For girls, parents’ positive involvement (e.g., support,
praise) and negative discipline (e.g., spanking, corporal pun-
ishment) both playmediating roles. However, for boys, family
SES mainly affects ATL through the positive involvement of
parents. The observed gender difference may be due to the
following two reasons: (1) Chinese society has different role
expectations for boys and girls. Parents generally want boys to
be more independent but want girls to be submissive, sensi-
tive, and dependent on others (Zuo et al., 2013; Milfont &
Sibley, 2016). Therefore, girls are more sensitive to emotional
information in parent-child relationships. Girls have more
emotional needs from their parents. Especially, girls are more
sensitive to parents’ negative discipline behavior; (2) The in-
fluence of Chinese parenting culture. The patriarchal culture is
very salient in China, and the patriarchal gender preference
leads to gender differences in children’s accessibility to edu-
cational resources within a family, which is particularly unfa-
vorable for girls (Wu & Huang, 2015; Zheng & Lu, 2018).

In Chinese society, females from poor family environments
have significantly fewer educational opportunities than other
females (Li, 2009). Compared with males, a relative lack of
family socioeconomic resources and cultural resources greatly
restricts females’ education resources in China (Niu & Qi,

2010). In Chinese culture, parents have higher expectations
for boys in terms of abilities and education compared to girls
(Hannum et al., 2009). Regardless of a family’s socioeconom-
ic status, parents tend to put more energy into boys and thus
boys receive more parental supervision (Huang &Wu, 2016).
Moreover, parents are reluctant to beat or scold boys, which
promotes the development of boys’ ATL to some extent. This
suggests that, in China, family SES does not have a significant
impact on the negative discipline that boys receive but it has a
great impact on that received by girls. In families with low
SES (limited economic, social, and cognitive resources), girls
are more likely to be ignored and are very susceptible to neg-
ative discipline, criticism, and beating, resulting in poor ATL.
However, in families with high SES, girls are considered as
the “jewels” of their parents, and thus parents will manifest
less negative discipline, which is conducive to the develop-
ment of the girls’ ATL. Overall, the finding of the gender-
specific mediation process contributes to the ATL literature
from a Chinese parenting culture perspective.

Limitations and Future Research Suggestions

We acknowledge that this study has limitations, which offer
potential directions for future research. First, this study exam-
ines the role of family SES in determining preschoolers’ATL.
As family environment is also an important factor in shaping
preschoolers’ learning behavior, we hope this study can spur
more research examining the influence of other family-level
variables (e.g. family climate) on children’s ATL. Family is a
child’s “first school”. Focusing more on family environment
can favor us comprehensively and essentially figure out the
formation of various learning behaviors. Second, this study
indicates that family SES affects ATL via different routes
between boys and girls in China. To some extent, this finding
can generalize to other eastern countries because the geo-
graphic proximity among them leads to more cultural ex-
change in ancient times, and thus more cultural similarities
in parenting preconception. However, it should be cautious
when generalizing this finding to western countries. Future
research can examine whether such a gender difference is also
present in western culture, or explore whether the effect of
family SES on ATL is different between eastern and western
cultures, which would contribute to the extant parenting and
ATL literature from a cross-cultural viewpoint.

Conclusion

Although preschool children’s ATL was identified as a key
aspect of their school readiness, few studies systematically
investigated how family SES and parenting behaviors influ-
ence children’s ATL. This study fills the gap by uncovering
the internal mechanism by which family SES affects
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children’s ATL, and further unraveling the gender difference
in the internal mechanism in Chinese parenting culture.
Interestingly, this study suggests that family SES affects
ATL via different routes between boys and girls in China,
contributing to the ATL literature from a cultural perspective.
Understanding the development of children’s ATL from the
perspective of parenting is not only meaningful for building
appropriate social structure but also informative for establish-
ing beneficial family and social environment to favor chil-
dren’s development. This study provides a theoretical basis
for policymakers to introduce policies supporting the overall
development of children, families, and society. The findings
of our study can also be used to provide child-caring advice
for parents and other caregivers.
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