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Academic aspirations of primary school
students Iin the context of parenting styles
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Abstract—The study explored potential associations between
academic aspirations of teenage primary school students, school
achievement, parental aspirations, and parenting styles. Our findings
draw attention to the importance of evaluating and promoting the
development of academic aspirations in the sensitive period of
adolescence, as aspiration levels get reflected not only in students’
desired levels of achievement motivation, but also their school
achievement and school success in general. The study, conducted on
366 adolescents, yielded a number of interesting findings that can be
referred to in both school and home educational contexts involving
adolescent population.
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I. INTRODUCTION

ZECH educational system is — on an international scale
— exceptionally stratified and selective [1], which
encourages the formation of unequal educational aspirations in
primary school students. A lot of research has been published
concerning the effects of the socioeconomic context and
cognitive and other mental abilities on school attainment.
However, these effects are mediated by socio-psychological
variables, which play an important role in the stratification
process within the Czech society. Study of psychological
factors related to school achievement might be helpful in
designing and implementing effective strategies aimed at
encouraging the development of desirable educational
aspirations in teenagers.

Educational aspirations are a very important element in the
educational process [2]. Formed and shaped through the
various psychological processes, aspirations are conceptually
linked to theories of human motivation and achievement needs.
The present research was based mainly on Heckhausen’s
elaborated cognitive model of motivation [3], which includes
the effect of individual time perspective. Among other things,
the model attempts to address the issue of school motivation.
Heckhausen assumes that achievement needs in the academic
context are secondary (acquired) and generalized, i.e. they
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manifest in every situation that requires action resulting in
evaluable performance. The evaluation can be performed
either by other people, or by the actor herself. The
development of the need for achievement — or the need for
success — is influenced by parents’ expectations and how
strictly they require that the child meets them. If parents have
adequate expectations of their adolescent children, express an
autonomy-supporting attitude, encourage high and stable
standards of performance and appreciate their children’s
achievements, it is likely that the adolescents will develop a
high need for achievement [4]. Such individuals typically
develop appropriate self-expectations (aspiration levels) and
are ready to invest the necessary amount of effort to achieve
success in performance-related tasks. However, parental
expectations, adolescents’ own experiences with success and
failure and the consequences of these experiences are not the
only factors affecting the development of achievement needs.
Another important variable is the achievement orientation of
the parents themselves [5]. For this reason, the present study
explores the relationships between academic aspirations of
primary school students and their parents in the context of
perceived parenting styles.

Employing a quantitative cross-sectional design, we
conducted a survey in which we asked respondents to
complete a set of self-report measures. The study was largely
exploratory, as many of the relationships, to our knowledge,
have not been previously tested.

METHOD

A. Research Aim

The main objective of the study was to explore potential
associations between the students’ aspirations, parental
aspirations, school achievement, and perceived parenting
styles. The secondary objective was to examine whether there
were any gender differences in these associations.

B. Measures

The following measures were included in the survey:

A questionnaire asking about demographic and other
information regarding the respondents and their parents. The
questionnaire also contained questions about topics relevant to
the aim of the study: family situation, academic aspirations,
school marks, etc. Some of the items were free response or
multiple-choice items; others were answered on a Likert scale.

Perceptions of Parents Scale (Grolnick, Ryan, & Deci,
1991, revised by Robbinson, 1994). The original version of the
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scale, designed for children, contained two main subscales —
Autonomy Support and Involvement. Robbinson’s adaptation
for adolescents also contains a third subscale — Warmth —
which measures adolescents’ subjective perception of their
parents’ friendliness (i.e. emotional attachment). There are 42
items in total, 21 asking about the mother’s and 21 asking
about the father’s behaviour. All subscales showed good
internal consistencies in our study (Cronbach’s alphas ranging
from .792 to .845).

C. Procedure

Data were collected in a single round at randomly selected
primary schools in the Czech Republic. The questionnaires
were distributed by instructed members of school staff so that
the main instructions remained the same for all respondents.
Participation on the study was entirely anonymous, and all
relevant ethical issues were carefully considered. All
participating schools later obtained a report on the main results
of the study.

D. Sample

Our target population were students of 6th to 9th grades
(aged 13 to 15, M = 14.0, SD = .68) attending standard
primary schools. The final sample consisted of 336
respondents, 186 (55%) female.

E. Data analysis

Gender differences in aspiration levels were tested using the
non-parametric Mann-Whitney U test. Differences between
students’ and parents’ aspirations were assessed using the
Wilcoxon signed-rank test. The correlations between the
Perceptions of Parents subscales and other variables were
tested by means of the non-parametric Kendall tau rank
correlation coefficient (due to the extremely skewed
distribution of variables representing school achievement,
aspirations and parenting styles.

The key findings of our exploratory study are summarized
in this section.

RESULTS

A. Academic aspirations of students and their parents

Aspirations of both students and their parents were assessed
on a 4-point scale (1 = completely disagree; 4 = completely
agree). Descriptive statistics for the total sample and for boys
and girls separately are summarized in Table I. Apparently, the
level of academic aspirations in both male and female
adolescents as well as their parents was considerably high
(gender differences were non-significant). However, at the
same time, adolescents viewed aspirations of their parents as
significantly higher than their own aspirations (p <.001). This
difference was observed in both girls and boys, and was more
pronounced in boys. The correlation between adolescents’ and
parental aspirations was only weak to moderate (Kendall tau =
297, p <.01).
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Table I. Descriptive statistics of the aspiration levels of students and
their parents

Good school marks | Total | Boys | Girls
are really

important for me.

Mean 3.28 3.24 3.31
SD .68 .67 .69
Median 3.00 3.00 3.00
Good school marks

are really

important for my

parents.

Mean 3.51 3.55 3.48
SD .65 .61 .68
Median 4.00 4.00 4.00

B. Perceived parenting style, academic aspirations and
school achievement

Table 11 shows the Kendall tau coefficients expressing the
relationships between individual Perceptions of Parents
subscales, and (both students’ and parents’) academic
aspirations and school achievement. In addition to total
sample, coefficients are also indicated separately for boys and
girls, as we observed noticeable differences in effect sizes in
the two subsamples. In general, correlations between parenting
styles and academic aspirations were either weak (students’
own aspirations) or close to zero (perceived parental
aspirations). The Involvement and Warmth scores on the part
of the mother correlated positively with respondents’
aspirations. This relationship was somewhat stronger in girls
than in boys. The opposite was true about father’s parenting
style — father’s Involvement, Warmth and also Autonomy
Support were more strongly (positively) related to aspirations
in boys than in girls.

Table 1l. Correlations between academic aspirations, school
achievement, and perceived parenting styles
Perceptions Students’ Parents’
of Parents Sample | aspiration | aspiration | GPA
subscale S S
Mother: All 0.083 -0.100* -0.069
Autonomy Male 0.048 -0.164* -0.134*
Support Female 0.115 -0.059 -0.015
Mother- All 0.176** -0.008 -0.078
Involvement Male 0.163* -0.043 -0.080
Female | 0.176** 0.030 -0.066
Mother- All 0.172** -0.100* -0.111**
Warmth Male 0.154* -0.179** -0.155*
Female | 0.182** -0.044 -0.070
Father: All 0.108* -0.016 -0.188**
Autonomy Male 0.153* -0.063 -0.242**
Support Female 0.078 0.024 -0.137*
Father- All 0.148** -0.003 -0.160**
Involvement Male 0.195** 0.046 -0.200**
Female | 0.108 -0.038 -0.123*
Father- All 0.163** -0.030 -0.213**
Warmth Male 0.209** -0.061 -0.292**
Female | 0.128* -0.005 -0.143*
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** p< 001;* p<.01

With respect to parental aspirations, only two significant
relationships were found, both of them negative: one with
mother’s autonomy support, the other with mother’s warmth.
However, the correlations were only significant in the male
subsample. Thus, it appears that boys who perceive their
mothers as warm and autonomy supporting also tend to
perceive parental pressure towards high academic achievement
as somewhat milder.

Significant, although relatively weak correlations were also
found between academic achievement (final marks) and
respondents’ perceptions of their fathers’ parenting style. The
relationship was, again, stronger in boys than in girls. High
autonomy support, warmth and involvement on the part of the
father appears to be related to better school achievement (the
coefficients are negative due to the Czech standard grading
scale, where 1 is the best mark and 5 is the worst). The
correlation between mother’s parenting style and school marks
was much weaker and significant only in boys.

IV. LIMITATIONS

Main limitations of the study are linked to the employed
research design, which was solely based on adolescents’ self-
reports and questionnaires, and to the sampling procedure: The
research sample could be unrepresentative due to the fact that
data collection might have been permitted only at those
schools where students generally achieved good results.

V. DISCUSSION

According to the results obtained on our research sample,
academic aspiration levels of both the adolescent respondents
and their parents were considerably high, regardless of gender.
This observation might have resulted from the fact that schools
that agreed to participate on the study were especially those
which showed somewhat greater interest in the topic. Hence,
these schools might have been one of those which place
exceptional emphasis on high academic performance of their
students. This would be consistent with the findings of
Buchmann and Park [1], whose study on educational and
career aspirations in highly stratified systems showed that
school type might have a strong effect on students’ aspiration
levels.

Still, respondents rated the aspirations of their parents as
significantly higher than their own aspirations. This might
have been partly caused by the fact that most parents were at
least secondary school graduates. Research literature generally
views high level of achieved education in parents as a positive
predictor of academic aspirations in their children [6].

The observed relationships between perceived parenting
styles and academic aspirations were either weak (students’
own aspirations) or virtually non-existent (perceived parental
aspirations). Still, several correlations emerged as significant.
Two of them were identified between respondents’ aspirations
and mother’s warmth and involvement — these relationships
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were slightly stronger in girls than in boys. With father’s
parenting style, the gender difference was in the opposite
direction: Autonomy support, involvement and warmth were
all slightly more strongly related to academic aspirations in
boys than in girls, although the effects were significant for
both genders. In contrast, with perceived parental aspirations,
only two negative correlations were found: one with mother’s
autonomy support, the other with mother’s warmth. These
relationships, however, were only significant in the male
subsample. Thus, boys who saw their mothers as highly
autonomy supporting and affectionate also seemed to perceive
parental pressure regarding good grades as less intense than
other boys. These findings might find good application in
practice, especially if considered in the context of continuous
academic preparation in home environment. After all,
parenting style, the presence or absence of either parent in the
parenting process, as well as the way each parent participates
on this process, undoubtedly contribute very significantly to
the development of children’s aspirations for high-quality
school performance [7].

Regarding perceived parenting styles and children’s school
achievement, we found significant, although relatively weak
correlations between school marks and father’s autonomy
support, warmth, as well as involvement. Again, the effect of
father’s parenting approach was more pronounced in boys.
Still, the three dimensions of father’s parenting style were all
associated with better grades in both boys and girls. On the
other hand, dimensions of mothers’ parenting style showed
much weaker correlations with school achievement. In
addition, these correlations were only significant in boys. The
effects of parenting styles on academic aspirations have been
documented by a number of authors (see, for example [8]). A
deeper exploration of these effects from the perspective of
gender differences might be an interesting topic for further
research in this area.

The promising nature of this direction in academic
aspiration research is also justified by the internationally
accepted social-psychological model and its variants, which
were designed so that the path between socioeconomic
antecedents and mental abilities on the one hand and achieved
education on the other hand included social-psychological
mediators such as motivation, value orientations, educational
aspirations, parental support, parental expectations, etc. The
model has been empirically tested several times [9] with the
same general result: After controlling for the effect of social-
psychological variables, the effect of socioeconomic
background and mental abilities on achieved education was
reduced to a minimum, supporting the above assumptions, as
well as the suggestions of the present study.

VI.

The findings of the present study, which was a part of a
large-scale research project, contribute to a better
understanding of the relationships between academic
aspirations of adolescents and their school achievement,

CONCLUSION
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parents’ aspirations, and perceived parenting styles. A
supplementary objective was an exploration of potential
gender differences in the scope and size of these relationships.
The results highlighted the role of the father in children’s
education, especially in boys. The findings are applicable
especially in the context of continuous academic preparation in
home environment and can be used to help promote the
development of appropriate aspirations in teenagers in the
domain of school achievement.
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