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Determining the optimal approach for promoting chil-
dren’s school readiness has received extensive attention. 
One promising avenue for improving children’s educational 
prospects is the parenting process, because parental involve-
ment and parenting self-efficacy have been linked to stron-
ger positive outcomes for children. Numerous studies have 
documented the prominent role of parental involvement 
and parenting self-efficacy in children’s academic skills, 
social competence and behavior performance (Holloway et 
al., 2016; Kung & Lee, 2016; Rouse & Fantuzzo, 2009). 
However, this body of previous research has several short-
comings. Although some previous research has explored the 
effects of parental involvement and parenting self-efficacy 
on child development, many of these studies have focused 
on one aspect of the developmental outcomes rather than 
comprehensive child development outcomes, such as school 
readiness. In addition, researchers have typically examined 
the role of mothers, with few studies focusing on both 
mothers and fathers. Moreover, most previous studies have 
used cross-sectional designs, with only a few focusing on 

Early school readiness has become an important issue 
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kindergarten to primary school, adapt quickly to learning 
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However, if children are at risk regarding school readiness, 
early gaps can widen and extend throughout their school 
career.
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Abstract
The Actor-Partner Interdependence Mediation Model was employed to examine the relationships among parental involve-
ment, parenting self-efficacy, and children’s school readiness. A total of 438 Chinese couples and their young children were 
recruited to participate in a two-wave longitudinal study over a 10-month period. The results indicated that the predictive 
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potential mechanisms exploring how parental involvement 
influences children’s school readiness longitudinally.

To address these gaps, the current study examined the 
relationship between maternal and paternal involvement 
and children’s school readiness as well as the mediating 
roles of maternal and paternal parenting self-efficacy in 
such relations among a longitudinal sample of the Chinese 
population. We used data obtained from 483 Chinese fami-
lies including mothers, fathers, and a young child, because 
fathers have not received as much attention as mothers in 
previous studies, despite their important role in the parent-
ing process. Notably, dyadic data can be helpful for examin-
ing the intrapersonal and interpersonal associations between 
parental involvement and parenting self-efficacy. The Actor-
Partner Interdependence Mediation Model (APIMeM; 
Ledermann et al., 2011) provides a theoretical foundation 
to understand mediating effects in a dyadic context, for 
example, of mother and father. This allows examination of 
the effect of individuals’ own characteristics on their own 
outcomes, as well as the mutual influences between indi-
viduals in a dyad. Thus, this model was employed in the 
current study. In addition, we used a 10-month longitudi-
nal design to examine the relationships among parental 
involvement, parenting self-efficacy, and children’s school 
readiness, which contribute to understanding the predictive 
effects of the parenting process on children’s multifaceted 
development.

Parental involvement and children’s school 
readiness

School readiness can be defined broadly as an outcome of a 
child’s early years, including a set of skills and competen-
cies that help children learn and succeed in primary school 
(Ansari et al., 2021; Graue, 2006; Snow, 2006). A large 
body of research suggests that children’s school success is 
predicted by school readiness, such as their basic knowl-
edge about letters and numbers, their ability to interact with 
peers and adults, and their ability to control impulses and 
focus attention (Duncan et al., 2018; Grissmer et al., 2010; 
Romano et al., 2010). Although researchers have used dif-
ferent definitions of school readiness, there is consensus 
that school readiness is multifaceted and not only includes 
early academic skills but also language development, social 
competence, and emotion development (National Educa-
tion Goals Panel, 1995). On the basis of existing research 
(Lohndorf et al., 2021), we define school readiness as a mul-
tidimensional phenomenon involving cognitive develop-
ment, language development, mathematics skill, and social 
competencies.

Researchers have long been interested in the potential 
effects of parental involvement on children’s developmental 
outcomes (Boonk et al., 2018; Fan & Chen, 2001). Parental 
involvement refers to the proactive engagement of parents 
in various activities and behaviors that aim to promote their 
children’s development. Despite the widespread belief that 
parental involvement is closely related to children’s devel-
opment, there are mixed findings regarding the effects of 
parental involvement on children’s academic achievement 
and school readiness. A number of studies suggest that 
parental involvement is a critical component of children’s 
positive development (Dove et al., 2015; Fan, 2001; Schult-
ing et al., 2005). Parents’ active involvement in children’s 
education is thought to promote children’s positive devel-
opmental outcomes, including cognitive skills, social skills, 
and academic success (Green et al., 2007; Hill & Tyson, 
2009; Silinskas & Kikas, 2019). However, some studies 
have reported that parental involvement is not associated 
with changes in students’ academic achievement (Hind-
man et al., 2010). Moreover, other studies have reported 
that parental involvement is negatively associated with chil-
dren’s achievement (Graves et al., 2011; Hill et al., 2004; 
Sibley & Dearing, 2014; Wen et al., 2012).

Relationships among parental involvement, 
parenting self-efficacy and children’s school 
readiness

Similar to parental involvement, parenting self-efficacy has 
been found to be a key factor influencing children’s devel-
opment. Parenting self-efficacy can be defined as a parent’s 
beliefs about their own competence to parent and raise 
their child successfully (Coleman & Karraker, 1998). The 
relationship between parenting self-efficacy and children’s 
development has been well documented. For instance, par-
enting self-efficacy was found to be positively associated 
with children’s developmental status and behavior (Cole-
man & Karraker, 2000, 2003). Furthermore, longitudinal 
data support the role of parenting self-efficacy in promoting 
child development. A study conducted by Weavera and col-
leagues (2008) found that maternal parenting self-efficacy 
predicted children’s behavior problems 2 years later.

As mentioned above, parental involvement and parenting 
self-efficacy have been associated with children’s develop-
ment. Despite such significant associations, these effects 
may have more complex and indirect relationships, such 
as mediation processes. That is, parental involvement may 
influence children’s development through its association 
with parenting self-efficacy. This notion has been partially 
supported by previous studies. According to self-efficacy 
theory, positive parenting practices are an important factor 
in improving parenting self-efficacy (Bandura, 1986, 1997). 
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If parents evaluate more positive child behavior as an indi-
cator of mastery or success, promotive parenting practices 
could predict parenting self-efficacy because the most effec-
tive way of increasing a person’s sense of self-efficacy is 
through mastery experiences (Coleman & Karraker, 2000, 
2003). In addition, empirical studies have shown that paren-
tal involvement is a positive predictor of parental efficacy 
(Chung et al., 2014; Glatz & Buchanan, 2015; Slagt et al., 
2012). Furthermore, some studies have examined the medi-
ating role of parenting self-efficacy between parenting prac-
tices and child development. For example, Coleman and 
colleagues (2002) reported that parenting self-efficacy plays 
a potential mediating role in the effects of parenting behav-
ior on toddlers’ development. A study by Sagui-Henson et 
al. (2020) reported that parental emotion regulation ability 
regarding their children’s health situation influenced child 
dietary habits through the indirect effect of parenting self-
efficacy. However, studies examining the indirect effects of 
parenting self-efficacy between parental involvement and 
children’s school readiness are limited.

In addition, although the influence of parental involve-
ment and parenting self-efficacy on child development 
has received extensive attention, existing studies are still 
mainly cross-sectional (Susan et al., 2016; Xia et al., 2019). 
Although cross-sectional studies can explain the relation-
ships between variables, they have limitations in examining 
their predictive power (Maxwell & Cole, 2007). Therefore, 
it is necessary to investigate the impact of parental involve-
ment parenting self-efficacy and on children’s development 
used a longitudinal design.

Differences and interdependence between mothers 
and fathers

Although earlier studies demonstrated the impact of paren-
tal involvement and parenting self-efficacy on children’s 
positive developmental outcomes, few studies have exam-
ined how maternal and paternal involvement and parenting 
self-efficacy affect children’s school readiness. Research on 
parental involvement and parenting self-efficacy has largely 
neglected fathers, despite the growing acknowledgment 
that fathers play a vital role in child development (Jones & 
Prinz, 2005; Lamb & Lewis, 2004). For example, Lohndorf 
et al. (2021) focused only on the predictive role of the 
maternal supportive discipline in school readiness. Further-
more, although Castro-Schilo et al. (2013) examined both 
mothers’ and fathers’ optimism, they ignored the differences 
between maternal involvement and paternal involvement 
and combined positive parenting of the mother and father.

However, some empirical studies have distinguished 
between mothers and fathers in family parenting research. 
Mothers have been reported to take more responsibility for 

child-related tasks than fathers, and to be more intensely 
involved in parenting (Cerniglia et al., 2014; Flouri & 
Buchanan, 2004). Moreover, the effect of maternal and 
paternal involvement had different impacts on children’s 
outcomes in both young children and adolescents (Day & 
Padillawalker, 2009; Dubeau et al., 2013). For example, 
on the basis of data from 430 American families, Duursma 
(2014) found that maternal book-reading was a significant 
predictor of child cognitive skills only, whereas paternal 
book-reading significantly predicted children’s language 
and cognitive skills, as well as their knowledge of books. 
The above study suggests the importance of investigating 
maternal and paternal involvement and maternal and pater-
nal parenting self-efficacy, respectively, which could fur-
ther elucidate the effects of different caregivers’ parenting 
behaviors and self-efficacy on child development.

In addition, according to Kenny (1996), a mother and 
father from the same family are not independent, and 
research models should consider the family unit and the 
dynamic interdependent relationship between the mother 
and father. In other words, there is an interdependent rela-
tionship among maternal involvement, maternal parenting 
self-efficacy, paternal involvement and paternal parenting 
self-efficacy. Coincidentally, the spillover hypothesis and 
crossover hypotheses stemming from family systems the-
ory also suggest that the father’s and mother’s emotional 
and behavioral states influence each other. Specifically, the 
spillover hypothesis proposes that an individual’s mood and 
behavior can be transferred from one family member to 
another (Zemp et al., 2018), thereby representing the intra-
personal spillover effect of affect and behavior. In addition, 
the crossover hypothesis proposes that an individual’s affect 
and behavior can be transferred to another family member 
(Newland et al., 2015), thereby representing the interper-
sonal transfer of affect and behavior (i.e., crossover effect).

Motived by this notion, the Actor-Partner Interdepen-
dence Model (APIM) was used to examine both intraper-
sonal and interpersonal associations (Cook & Kenny, 2005; 
Kenny & Ledermann, 2010). This model allows research-
ers to study the impact of a person’s causal variable on his 
or her own outcome variable (actor effect) and on the out-
come variable of the partner (partner effect). The actor effect 
estimated the effect of an individual’s mood and behavior 
on their own mood and behavior. Thus, paternal involve-
ment can be associated with paternal parenting self-efficacy, 
whereas maternal involvement can be associated with mater-
nal parenting self-efficacy. The partner effect estimated the 
effect of an individual’s affect and behavior on their part-
ner’s affect and behavior. Thus, paternal involvement can 
be associated with maternal parenting self-efficacy, and 
maternal involvement can be associated with paternal par-
enting self-efficacy. Extending this standard APIM by a 
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was more than RMB 5,000. According to the data of the 
National Statistical Bureau of the People’s Republic of 
China (2020), the families were classified as middle-income.

Ten months later, we conducted a follow-up study of 438 
families (response rate was 90.7%). There were 212 boys 
and 226 girls with an average of 5.30 years old (SD = 0.83), 
74.1% of whom were the only child in their families. The 
mean age of mothers was 34.03 years old (SD = 4.19). The 
level of education of mothers was as follows: 4.7% were 
middle school graduates, 35.4% were high school gradu-
ates, and 64.6% had college education or above. The mean 
age of fathers was 35.71 years old (SD = 5.14). The level 
of education of fathers was as follows: 7.0% were middle 
school graduates, 35.2% were high school graduates, and 
57.8% had college education or above.

Measures

Parental involvement (time 1)

Parental involvement was assessed using the Chinese ver-
sion of the Family Involvement Questionnaire-Short Form 
(Liu & Li, 2019). The Family Involvement Questionnaire-
Short Form was developed by Fantuzzo et al. (2013) and 
consists of three dimensions: home-school conferencing 
(e.g. “I attend conferences with the teacher to talk about 
my child’s learning or behavior,” seven items), school-
based involvement (e.g., “I talk with other parents about 
school meetings and events,” seven items), and home-based 
involvement (e.g. “I spend time with my child working on 
number skills,” seven items). Parents responded to the items 
on a four-point Likert scale ranging from (1) never to (5) 
always. The original questionnaire consists of 21 items, 
which were revised into 20 items in China (Liu & Li, 2019). 
The item “I volunteer in my child’s classroom” with a fac-
tor load below 0.4 was deleted because parents in mainland 
China seldom work as teaching assistants in kindergartens, 
and kindergartens seldom provide parents with this opportu-
nity. The Chinese version of the Family Involvement Ques-
tionnaire-Short Form showed good reliability and validity. 
In this study, the Cronbach’s α values of the three dimen-
sions were 0.84, 0.88, and 0.92 in mothers’ reports, and 
0.84, 0.88, and 0.92 in fathers’ reports, respectively.

Parenting self-efficacy (time 1)

Mothers and fathers rated parenting self-efficacy using the 
Parenting Self-Efficacy Scale (Suzuki et al., 2009). The 
Parenting Self-Efficacy Scale is a 25-item self-report instru-
ment using a six-point scale with items rated from 1 (not 
confident) to 6 (very confident). The scale consists of two 
subscales: the maternal strategies efficacy subscale (e.g., 

third variable pair could get the APIMeM (Ledermann et al., 
2011). That is, after incorporating children’s school readi-
ness as an outcome variable into the APIM between parental 
involvement and parental self-efficacy, a APIMeM includ-
ing parental involvement, parental efficacy and children’s 
school readiness was formed. On the basis of the models 
described above, the current study sought to examine the 
dynamic interdependent relationship in the mediating model 
of parental involvement, parenting self-efficacy, and chil-
dren’s school readiness.

The present study

The present study employed the APIMeM, which was 
developed to handle dyadic relationships for investigat-
ing the association among parental involvement, parenting 
self-efficacy, and children’s school readiness. In addition, 
the longitudinal design can examine the predictive effect 
of independent variables on outcome variables. Thus, 10 
months of longitudinal data were employed to examine the 
predictive effects of parental involvement and parenting 
self-efficacy on children’s school readiness. Specifically, 
we investigated how maternal and paternal involvement 
(Time 1) affect children’s school readiness (Time 2), as well 
as examining the indirect effects of maternal and paternal 
parenting self-efficacy (Time 1) among them. Guided by 
previous studies and the APIMeM (Ledermann et al., 2011; 
Coleman et al., 2002), we hypothesized: (1) Maternal and 
paternal involvement would positively predict children’s 
school readiness; (2) Maternal and paternal involvement 
would be positively related to their own and their spouse’s 
parenting self-efficacy and would thus ultimately positively 
affect children’s school readiness.

Methods

Participants

A total of 483 families, including fathers, mothers, and their 
young children participated in the present study. Among the 
children, there were 237 boys and 246 girls with an average 
age of 4.55 years old (SD = 0.77), 76.00% of whom were 
the only child in their families. The mean age of mothers 
was 33.56 years old (SD = 4.01). The level of education of 
mothers was as follows: 3.7% were middle school gradu-
ates, 32.5% were high school graduates, and 63.8% had col-
lege education or above. The mean age of fathers was 35.41 
years old (SD = 5.04). The level of education of fathers was 
as follows: 8.0% were middle school graduates, 41.2% were 
high school graduates, and 49.2% had college education or 
above. The average monthly income of 75.3% of families 

1 3

5257



Current Psychology (2024) 43:5254–5267

& Duku, 2007). In the current study, children’s gender was 
dummy coded (0 = boys; 1 = girls). Education attainment 
was measured on a four-point scale: 1 = less than junior high 
school, 2 = senior high school (including technical second-
ary school), 3 = up to 3 years of college education, 4 = 4 or 
more years of university or higher education. Monthly fam-
ily income was measured on a four-point scale: 1 = under 
3,000 RMB, 2 = 3,001 RMB–5,000 RMB, 3 = 5,001 RMB– 
10,000 RMB, 4 = over 10,001 RMB.

Procedures

Participants were recruited from three kindergartens in 
urban areas of Beijing, China. Information about parental 
involvement, parenting self-efficacy, children’s cognitive 
and social competence was collected through survey ques-
tionnaires completed by parents. Information about chil-
dren’s mathematics skill was collected via testing conducted 
by trained researchers. Three kindergartens were selected 
using a clustered random sampling method. We then con-
tacted the kindergarten principals and obtained permission 
to conduct the study. Before asking for parents’ consent to 
participate, both mothers and fathers were well informed 
about the purpose of the study and were assured of the con-
fidentiality of their responses. Parents were asked to sign the 
consent form if they and their children wanted to participate 
in the study. Trained researchers then explained to parents 
how to fill in the questionnaires when they came to school 
to pick up their children, and both mothers and fathers were 
asked to complete them. Parents were asked to seal the com-
pleted questionnaires assessing parental involvement and 
parenting self-efficacy in an envelope and return them to the 
researcher within 1 week. We did not collect information 
about the kindergartens, such as the name of the institution 
or the name of the class teacher, to avoid potential social 
desirability bias. Therefore, a coding procedure was applied 
in the questionnaires in order to get data after 10 months.

Ten months later, researchers sent an invitation letter 
and a consent form to families who participated at Time 1. 
The mothers and fathers that participated in the follow-up 
study filled in a questionnaire assessing their children’s cog-
nitive development and social competence, and their chil-
dren participated in the Child Individual Mathematics Test. 
Trained researchers used measures to finish the two tests 
in the classroom. To avoid nervousness or fear, a familiar 
teacher accompanied the child, but was not allowed to pro-
vide any hints. All procedures performed in this study were 
in accordance with the ethical standards of and approved 
by the institutional review committee at the study’s home 
institution. The data collection process was completely 
anonymous, and participants’ responses were fully con-
fidential. Researchers gave stickers to children and sent a 

“listen to your child,” 10 items) and the child outcomes effi-
cacy subscale (e.g., “teach your child to respect adults,” 15 
items). This scale has previously been tested in a Chinese 
sample, and was reported to have good reliability and valid-
ity (Li & Wei, 2017). In the current study, Cronbach’s α val-
ues of the two dimensions were 0.89 and 0.94 in mothers’ 
reports and 0.84, and 0.92 in fathers’ reports, respectively.

Children’s school readiness (time 1 and time 2)

Language and cognitive development  The language and 
cognitive development subscale from the Early Develop-
ment Instrument (EDI; Janus & Offord, 2007) was used to 
assess children’s language and cognitive development. This 
subscale is made up of 26 items scored as 0 or 10 (for binary 
items). A sample item is “is able to write simple words.” The 
language and cognitive development subscale is reported to 
have good reliability and validity in Chinese children (Liu 
& Li, 2019). In the current study, the Cronbach’s α values 
were 0.96 at Time 1 and 0.94 at Time 2.

Mathematics ability  Children’s mathematics ability was 
assessed using the Child Individual Mathematics Test (Pan 
et al., 2006). The Child Individual Mathematics Test was 
developed to test Chinese children’s math ability and has 
demonstrated good psychometric properties. This test con-
sists of three counting questions and five arithmetic ques-
tions. In the first three counting questions, the child was 
asked to count the number of apples on three trees contain-
ing five, ten, and twenty apples, respectively. Of the five 
arithmetic questions, two were presented in a story about a 
picnic and three were demonstrated using a red ribbon. To 
answer these five questions correctly, children had to use 
addition.

Social competence  The social competence subscale from 
the EDI (Janus & Offord, 2007) was used to assess chil-
dren’s social competence. This subscale is made up of 26 
items (e.g., “is able to play with various children”) and 
scored as 0, 5, or 10 (for three-category items). The social 
competence subscale has been previously revised and used 
in China with good reliability and validity (Liu & Li, 2019). 
In this study, the Cronbach’s α values were 0.96 at Time 1 
and 0.95 at Time 2.

Control variables

Children’s age and gender, parents’ educational levels, 
and family income at Time 1, which have been found to 
be associated with children’s school readiness indicators, 
were selected as control variables (Guhn et al., 2016; Janus 
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The structural equation modeling was used to examine 
the mediating role of maternal and paternal parenting self-
efficacy (Time 1) between maternal and paternal involve-
ment (Time 1) and children’s school readiness (Time 2). In 
the structural equation modeling, children’s school readi-
ness at Time 1 and children’s age and gender, parents’ edu-
cational levels, and family income were controlled. The 
resulting standardized coefficients for tested models were 
shown in Fig. 1.

Model fit was determined using chi-square, root mean 
square error of approximation (RMSEA), standardized root-
mean-square residual (SRMR), and comparative fit index 
(CFI). A non-significant χ2, RMSEA < 0.08, SRMR < 0.08, 
and CFI > 0.90, were considered to indicate an acceptable 
model fit (Kline, 2011). As shown in Fig. 1, the model with 
maternal and paternal parenting self-efficacy as mediators 
fit the data well: χ2/df = 1.64, RMSEA = 0.05 with 95% CI 
(0.05, 0.05), SRMR = 0.04, and CFI = 0.97. Maternal and 
paternal involvement were not significantly related to chil-
dren’s school readiness (β = −0.12, p > 0.05; β = −0.08, 
p > 0.05; respectively). However, maternal involvement was 
positively related to maternal and paternal parenting self-
efficacy (β = 0.66, p < 0.00; β = 0.19, p < 0.01; respectively), 
and paternal involvement was only positively related to 
paternal parenting self-efficacy (β = 0.37, p < 0.00), and 
not maternal parenting self-efficacy (β = −0.03, p > 0.05). 
In addition, both maternal and paternal parenting self-effi-
cacy were positively related to children’s school readiness 
(β = 0.19, p < 0.01; β = 0.15, p < 0.05; respectively).

Indirect effects between parental involvement and chil-
dren’s school readiness were examined using the bias-cor-
rected bootstrap option. A total of 5,000 bootstrap samples 
indicated that the 95% CI for the indirect effect of mater-
nal and paternal parenting self-efficacy between mater-
nal involvement and children’s school readiness did not 
include zero (95% CI [0.01, 0.39], 95% CI [0.01, 0.25], 
respectively), indicating that the indirect effects (0.13, 
0.03, respectively) were significant. The indirect effect of 
paternal parenting self-efficacy between paternal involve-
ment and children’s school readiness did not include zero 
(95% CI [0.03, 0.15]) and the indirect effect (0.06) was also 
statistically significant. These results showed that mater-
nal and paternal parenting self-efficacy fully mediated the 
link between maternal involvement and children’s school 
readiness. Moreover, only paternal parenting self-efficacy 
fully mediated the link between paternal involvement and 
children’s school readiness. In terms of effect sizes, stan-
dardized indirect effects of 0.01 were interpreted as “small”, 
effects of 0.09 were interpreted as “medium”, and effects of 
0.25 were interpreted as “large” (Kenny, 2012). The magni-
tudes of all of the currently identified indirect effects were 
between “small” and “medium” (see Table 2 for details).

child development report to parents via email as a reward 
for participation.

The results of the t-test of parental involvement and 
parenting self-efficacy revealed no significant differences 
between the families that participated in the follow-up study 
and the families that did not (t = 0.56, p > 0.05; t = 0.06, 
p > 0.05; respectively).

Data analyses

Descriptive statistics on all study variables were conducted. 
A measurement model that presented all latent variable cor-
relations was conducted using Mplus 7.4. After confirming 
the fit of the measurement model, the Actor-Partner Inter-
dependence Model was investigated. As mentioned above, 
9.3% (45) of data were missing, mainly due to children’s 
illness, change schools or traveling on the days of assess-
ments. Data missing for these reasons were considered 
missing completely at random (MCAR), because these are 
objective and irresistible. The result of the t-test of parental 
involvement and parenting self-efficacy showed no signifi-
cant differences between the families that participated in 
the follow-up study and the families that did not. Any miss-
ing data from the present study were handled using the full 
information maximum likelihood (FIML) method (Acock, 
2005; Duncan et al., 1998). The indirect effect model was 
tested using bootstrapping (with 5,000 replicates) to calcu-
late the 95% confidence interval (CI). The indirect effect 
was considered significant when the CI did not include 
zero. Covariates were included in the model as exogenous 
variables.

Results

Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations for all 
study variables are presented in Table 1. Language and cog-
nitive development, mathematics ability, and social com-
petence were standardized (Z-score) and children’s school 
readiness was then identified as an observed construct by 
three standard scores. The results revealed that maternal and 
paternal involvement were positively associated with both 
maternal and paternal parenting self-efficacy. Maternal and 
paternal involvement and maternal and paternal parenting 
self-efficacy were significantly correlated with at least two 
dimensions of children’s school readiness. For example, 
maternal school-based and family-based involvement were 
positively associated with children’s language and cognitive 
development. Each of the covariates was significantly corre-
lated with at least one of the key study variables, justifying 
the necessity of controlling for their effects in the primary 
analyses.
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The direct effect of parental involvement on 
children’s school readiness

Our results revealed that the direct effect of maternal and 
paternal involvement on children’s school readiness was not 
significant. That is, the hypothesis that parental involvement 
positively predicting their children’s school readiness was 
rejected. To some extent, our results are similar to those of 
previous studies. For example, a study of 266 Chinese fami-
lies suggested that the high level of parental help was not 
a useful resource for increasing achievement (Wei, 2012). 
In addition, Chang and colleagues (2015) reported that 
parents’ informal contact with school did not show signifi-
cant effects on their children’s mathematics performance in 
Hispanic and Asian groups. No consistent conclusion has 
been reached regarding the influence of parental involve-
ment on child development, which may be related to the 
cultural context of parental involvement. Hill et al. (2004) 
found that there were racial differences in the influence of 
parental involvement on child development; that is, parental 

Discussion

In the present study, we used the APIMeM to explore the 
associations among parental involvement, parental parent-
ing self-efficacy and children’s school readiness separately 
for mothers and fathers. The present study contributes to the 
literature by showing the predicted effect of parental involve-
ment and parental parenting self-efficacy for children’s 
school readiness with a longitudinal sample of Chinese fam-
ilies. Importantly, this study revealed that these associations 
varied for mothers and fathers. The results revealed that both 
maternal and paternal parenting self-efficacy mediated the 
association between maternal involvement and children’s 
school readiness. For fathers, only paternal parenting self-
efficacy mediated the association between paternal involve-
ment and children’s school readiness. Our results revealed 
the heterogeneity of the role of maternal and paternal par-
enting process on children’s school readiness in a Chinese 
setting, suggesting some potential interventions for promot-
ing children’s school readiness in China.

Table 2  The bootstrap confidence interval and effect size of the mediation model
Specific indirect pathways tested in the model 95% CI Indirect effects
Maternal involvement → maternal parenting self-efficacy → children’s school readiness [0.004, 0.015] 0.13
Maternal involvement → paternal parenting self-efficacy → children’s school readiness [0.005, 0.029] 0.03
Paternal involvement→paternal parenting self-efficacy→children’s school readiness [-0.008, 0.018] 0.01
Paternal involvement→maternal parenting self-efficacy→children’s school readiness [0.004, 0.010] 0.06
Note. The bold indirect statistics are significant based on the bias-corrected bootstrapped 95% CI.

Fig. 1  Structural model for parental involvement, parenting self-effi-
cacy, and children’s school readiness
Note. For clarity, covariates are not shown in the figure. The solid lines 

indicate that the path is significant. *p＜0.05, **p＜0.01, ***p＜0.001 
(two-tailed)
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support for this premise. According to Bandura’s social cog-
nitive theory, direct participation in actual tasks leads to a 
sense of efficacy. Thus, individuals who have achieved posi-
tive outcomes in a particular activity report greater self-effi-
cacy in that domain. Likewise, a parent would be expected 
to experience a positive sense of efficacy as a parent when 
their participation in their children’s education activities 
leads to positive outcomes, such as greater parental knowl-
edge about the child’s life (Chung et al., 2014).

Our results indicate that parenting self-efficacy plays an 
important role in the effect of maternal and paternal involve-
ment on children’s development. When parents have high 
confidence in their parenting, they tend to interact with their 
children more safely and enjoy parent-child interaction 
more (Gondoli & Silverberg, 1997), show more warmth in 
the interaction, and have a greater ability to respond to their 
children’s behavior (Shumow & Lomax, 2002), thus pro-
moting various aspects of children’s development. In addi-
tion, parents with a higher sense of competence tend to feel 
more secure and create a more positive home environment. 
In general, high levels of self-efficacy have been found to 
predict competence in the face of environmental demands, 
conceptualize difficult situations as challenges, have less 
negative emotional arousal in the face of stress, and exhibit 
perseverance when challenged (Jerusalem & Mittag, 1995). 
A secure and positive home environment allows children to 
explore the world and gain knowledge. In contrast, a lack 
of confidence in parenting is likely to increase frustration, 
distress, irritation, and anger in parents, which has a nega-
tive impact on children’s development (Kohlhoff & Barnett, 
2013).

The indirect effect of partner parenting self-efficacy 
(partner effect)

The current results revealed that, in addition to maternal 
parenting self-efficacy, maternal involvement was positively 
associated with paternal parenting self-efficacy, which ulti-
mately predicted a higher level of children’s school readi-
ness, showing various mechanisms of maternal involvement 
in children’s school readiness. This represents the actor effect 
between parental involvement and parenting efficacy and is 
congruent with the perspective of the crossover hypothesis, 
which posits that the behavior or emotional experience of 
one individual is transmitted from one domain to another 
(Bolger et al., 1989). Thus, the mother’s parenting behavior 
may affect the father’s sense of parenting competence. This 
notion is also supported by family system theory (Minuchin, 
1985), in which family members are in different positions, 
and members interact and depend on each other.

This indirect effect can also be explained by self-effi-
cacy theory (Bandura, 1986, 1997), which proposes that 

academic involvement was positively related to achieve-
ment among African Americans, but not among European 
Americans. Importantly, some researchers have proposed 
that parental involvement is more likely to have no effect or 
a negative effect on children’s development in the context of 
Chinese culture (Guo et al., 2017). In a Confucian cultural 
environment, Chinese parents value children’s academic 
achievement, which can lead to parents behaving in a con-
trolling manner toward their children (Tan et al., 2012; Zou 
et al., 2013). In China, it is common for parents to encour-
age their children to learn literacy and numeracy early so 
that they can perform better in primary school. However, 
excessive control may prevent parental involvement from 
playing a positive role in child development. Although the 
education sector has made substantial efforts to reverse this 
unscientific educational concept and the inappropriate par-
ticipation of parents, the results have been unsatisfactory.

In addition, parental involvement may be problem-ori-
ented; thus, when children perform poorly, parents may 
have more contact with teachers and participate more at 
home. This kind of problem-oriented involvement is not ini-
tiated by parents, but is induced by problems in children’s 
development. In general, for Chinese parents who focus on 
child development, this type of parental involvement may 
be associated with negative emotion because of the child’s 
poor performance. Therefore, parental involvement may not 
play a direct positive role in promoting children’s school 
readiness. Other longitudinal studies support the current 
finding that mothers and fathers are equally distressed by 
their child’s displays of problem behavior, resulting in inept 
discipline (Meunier et al., 2010).

The indirect effect of individual parenting self-
efficacy (actor effect)

Although maternal and paternal involvement may not 
directly influence children’s school readiness, they do so 
indirectly by changing parenting self-efficacy. The results 
revealed that parenting self-efficacy mediated the association 
between parental involvement and children’s school readi-
ness for both mothers and fathers. In other words, for either 
mother or father, the research hypothesis of the mediating 
effect of their own parenting self-efficacy was supported. 
This finding suggests that there is an actor effect between 
parental involvement and parenting efficacy, which is con-
sistent with the spillover hypothesis (Zemp et al., 2018). 
Thus, paternal and maternal involvement were positively 
associated with their own parenting self-efficacy. One pos-
sible explanation is that feedback from maternal and pater-
nal involvement subsequently affects mothers’ and fathers’ 
perceptions of their ability to parent effectively (Ardelt 
& Eccles, 2001). Bandura (1986, 1997) offers theoretical 
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children’s school readiness and tolerate their children’s defi-
ciencies in the school preparation process.

Importantly, our findings highlight the differences in par-
enting between mothers and fathers. The development of 
separate intervention programs for mothers and fathers may 
be more conducive to enhancing parental involvement and 
parenting self-efficacy. We recommend separate educational 
interventions for fathers and mothers. For example, inter-
vention programs could consider encouraging fathers to 
participate in children’s education and providing skills for 
father-child interaction. In addition, family education inter-
vention involving both mother and father is also beneficial 
to child development. The concept of co-parenting should 
be known to both fathers and mothers. In the family, father 
and mother are not independent individuals, they interact 
with each other. Therefore, co-operative parenting practices 
(such as sharing parenting experiences) should be intro-
duced to parents. For mothers, intervention programs could 
guide mothers to help fathers to participate in parenting.

Limitations and future research

Several limitations of the current study and potential ave-
nues for future research should be considered. First, the 
data from one city may not represent geographic diversity. 
Given the vast geographical size of China and the diver-
sity of family parenting, future studies with larger samples 
covering different regions with urban and rural areas should 
be considered. Second, although we did our best to avoid 
social approval effects, we acknowledge that language, cog-
nitive development and social competence reported by par-
ents may produce some deviations. Observational methods 
should be used in future research. Third, the current study 
only tested parenting self-efficacy as a mediator for the 
relationship between parental involvement and children’s 
school readiness. There may be some moderating factors 
(e.g., family socioeconomic status, child gender) for this 
association, which merit future research (Jeynes, 2007). 
Fourth, in view of the three types of parental involvement 
including home-school conferencing, school-based involve-
ment, and home-based involvement, future research may 
examine the relationships among different types of parental 
involvement, parenting self-efficacy, and children’s school 
readiness. Fifth, our study includes a high proportion of 
families with a high level of education, which may not be 
very representative of the general population. Focusing on 
families with different levels of education or families with 
lower levels of education is a direction for future research. 
Sixth, this study collected both parental involvement and 
parenting self-efficacy at the same time, and a more rigorous 
longitudinal design or multiwave design is recommended.

self-efficacy can be generated not only from direct experi-
ence, but also from vicarious experience (Mandy & Francis, 
2006). Thus, maternal involvement as an indirect experi-
ence could enhance paternal parenting self-efficacy. In the 
parenting process, the mother, as an experienced child-
rearing subject, is the object of the father’s observation and 
learning. Specific gender roles in Confucian contexts may 
reinforce the result that mothers usually bear the main bur-
den of educating children in Chinese society (Jhang & Lee, 
2017). On the one hand, the father obtains self-cognition by 
observing the mother’s involvement behavior, and judges 
his own parenting self-efficacy by referring to the mother’s 
performance in participating in children’s educational activ-
ities. Therefore, when the mother participates in the educa-
tion of children for a long time, the father may think that 
he is likely to participate in the education of children just 
like the mother, and has a rich educational experience, thus 
enhancing the father’s parenting efficiency. On the other 
hand, the mother could provide indirect experience for the 
father to participate in children’s education, which is con-
ducive to the father learning effective methods and strate-
gies to participate in children’s education from the mother’s 
involvement, enhancing the father’s parenting confidence.

However, the results of this study suggest that paternal 
involvement does not promote children’s school readiness 
by enhancing maternal parenting self-efficacy. Obviously, 
the research hypothesis of the mediating effect of spouse’s 
parenting self-efficacy was not fully supported. This may be 
mainly because maternal involvement is significantly higher 
than paternal involvement in many cultural contexts, espe-
cially in Confucian cultures (Keown & Palmer, 2014; Lau 
et al., 2011; Mikelson, 2010). Generally speaking, for young 
children, the mother is the primary nurturer, has more par-
enting experience and strategies, and is more likely to be the 
object of observation and learning by the father. However, 
fathers with low levels of involvement may not serve as role 
models for mothers during the parenting process.

Practical implications

The present study has important practical implications for 
family interventions as an approach for improving children’s 
school readiness. First, some parenting programs to improve 
parental involvement and parenting self-efficacy may be 
helpful for promoting children’s development. These paren-
tal training and intervention programs could provide moth-
ers and fathers with various forms of educational support, 
such as home visits, parenting packages, and online courses. 
In addition, parental training and intervention programs tar-
geting Chinese parents should consider Chinese cultural tra-
ditions with respect to childrearing. In a Confucian context, 
parents should pay attention to the various aspects of their 
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Conclusion

The current study examined the relationship among maternal 
and paternal involvement, maternal and paternal parenting 
self-efficacy, and children’s school readiness in a longitudi-
nal sample of the Chinese population using the Actor-Part-
ner Interdependence Mediation Model. The results indicate 
that parenting self-efficacy plays an important role in paren-
tal involvement and children’s school readiness. Notably, 
the effect path of maternal involvement on children’s school 
readiness is more diversified. Specifically, maternal involve-
ment can promote children’s school readiness through its 
indirect associations with both maternal and paternal par-
enting self-efficacy. Compared with maternal involvement, 
the mechanisms of the effect of paternal involvement on 
children’s school readiness are relatively simple. That is, 
paternal involvement can only promote children’s school 
readiness via fathers’ own parenting self-efficacy. This 
study contributes to the existing literature by elucidating the 
differences and interdependence of mothers and fathers in 
the parenting process. The findings have implications for 
the development of more targeted interventions aimed at 
facilitating children’s school readiness through promoting 
the involvement and parenting self-efficacy of both mothers 
and fathers.
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