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ABSTRACT. Parental involvement research has greatly
expanded over the past decade, but findings are mixed,
reflecting in part the conceptual and methodological limita-
tions of many studies. On the basis of longitudinal question-
naire data from 1,685 sixth-grade students, the authors
studied parental help with homework because it is the most
common and most controversial type of parental involve-
ment. Distinguishing between the quantity and quality of
parental homework involvement, the research shows that
completely different conclusions about the effectiveness of
parental homework involvement will be reached if its quan-
tity is assessed instead of its quality: How often parents
helped with homework was negatively associated with the
development of achievement, whereas homework help that
was perceived as supportive had positive predictive effects,
and homework help perceived as intrusive had negative
effects. Moreover, the results show that effect sizes would be
overestimated if students’ prior achievement and family
background were not controlled.

Keywords: academic achievement, family background,
homework, parental involvement

I n recent years, interest in parental involvement in
both educational policy and educational research has
increased. It is widely believed that parents’ involve-

ment in their children’s academic life has positive effects
on children’s academic achievement. Therefore, it is not
surprising that the promotion of parental involvement has
featured prominently in educational policies in recent
years (No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, 2002) and that a
number of meta-analyses have been published in the last
decade showing that parental involvement may indeed
have positive effects on children’s academic development

(Fan & Chen, 2001; Hill & Tyson, 2009; Jeynes, 2003,
2005, 2007, 2012). However, despite the number of studies
on parental involvement, there is still no clear consensus
of how strong its effects are and whether parental involve-
ment is always a good thing (Pomerantz, Moorman, & Lit-
wack, 2007).
In the present article, we argue that this lack of consen-

sus is to a large degree due to conceptual weaknesses in the
research on parental involvement. More specifically, some
studies have used a global measure of parental involve-
ment, combining different parental behaviors such as
parents’ attendance at school activities, parental help in
preparing for tests, and parenting styles. Even more studies
have focused on the quantity or frequency of parental
involvement instead of studying the way in which parents
become involved, that is, the quality of parental involve-
ment. Moreover, in our view, many studies also suffer from
methodological weaknesses. Only a small percentage of
longitudinal studies have adequately controlled for
students’ prior academic performance when analyzing the
effects of parental involvement. Similarly, the socioeco-
nomic background of parents is oftentimes not taken into
account, which may further bias the results.
The goal of the present study was thus to demonstrate

how the conclusions about the effectiveness of parental
involvement can be changed by the way in which parental
involvement is measured and conceptualized as well as the
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inclusion of control variables. We did so by focusing on the
most common type of parental involvement: parental help
with homework. Homework is an important part not only
of students’ but also of parents’ daily lives, and it can be
viewed as the setting in which home and school intersect
most closely. Another reason for focusing on the example
of parental help with homework is the fact that this is the
most controversial type of parental involvement. That is,
research has shown that homework help may have not
only positive but also detrimental effects on students’ aca-
demic development (H. Cooper, Lindsay, & Nye, 2000;
Desimone, 1999; Pomerantz, Wang, & Ng, 2005; Xu,
2004). In line with these findings, Hill and Tyson (2009)
reported in their meta-analysis that homework help was
the only type of involvement that was not consistently
related to academic achievement. Similarly, in a meta-
analysis by Patall, Cooper, and Robinson (2008), focusing
only on parental homework involvement, the authors con-
cluded that it has “at best a slightly positive overall impact
on achievement” (p. 1062). In our study, we made a funda-
mental distinction between the quantity and quality of
parental involvement in homework and demonstrate the
need to use multidimensional measures in order to come to
consistent conclusions about the effectiveness of parental
involvement. Moreover, we used students’ prior academic
achievement and several indicators of family background
as control variables to demonstrate how neglecting these
variables may bias the results.

Parental Involvement as a Multidimensional Construct

Even though the amount of empirical research on paren-
tal involvement has increased considerably over the last
decade, there is still no uniform definition or conceptuali-
zation of the construct. More than 25 years ago, Fehrmann,
Keith, and Reimers (1987) pointed out that

parental involvement is by no means a unitary construct.
Researchers have used the term “parental involvement” to
refer to substantially different types of involvement by
parents, and have likewise used different terms to refer to
essentially the same type of parental involvement. (p. 330)

Surprisingly, not much has changed since then. Jeynes
(2003) wrote that parental involvement is “a vague term
that can mean countless different things to different peo-
ple” (p. 204), and very recently, Karbach, Gottschling,
Spengler, Hegewald, and Spinath (2013) stated that “the
term has been loosely applied to a variety of activities and
the parental behavior subsumed under the construct of PI
[parental involvement] has been very heterogeneous”
(p. 44). It can be assumed that this variability has contrib-
uted to many of the diverse and oftentimes inconsistent
findings regarding the effectiveness of parental involve-
ment in improving students’ academic achievement.

Because of this heterogeneous conceptualization of
parental involvement, several researchers have suggested

classifications of the different types of parental involve-
ment. For instance, Grolnick and Slowiaczek (1994) dis-
tinguished between behavioral involvement, personal
involvement, and cognitive/intellectual involvement.
Epstein (1992), however, suggested six different dimen-
sions: parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at
home, decision making, and collaborating within the com-
munity. The most common distinction is the classification
of home-based and school-based involvement (Deslandes
& Bertrand, 2005; Green & Walker, 2007; Hoover-Demp-
sey & Sandler, 1997; Pomerantz et al., 2007), with home-
based involvement referring to parents’ practices related to
their child’s school life taking place outside of school, and
school-based involvement referring to practices involving
direct contact between parents and schools. Whatever cat-
egorization researchers choose to use, the important thing
is that they account for the multidimensional nature of
parental involvement and measure each dimension sepa-
rately. Although most studies have done so (Fan, 2001;
Grolnick & Slowiaczek, 1994; Hill, 2008; Karbach et al.,
2013; Shumow, 2010; Waanders, Mendez, & Downer,
2007; Wild & Remy, 2002; Xu, Kushner Benson, Mudrey-
Camino, & Steiner, 2010), there are still studies that have
collapsed very heterogeneous aspects of parental involve-
ment into one global measure (e.g., Hawes & Plourde,
2005; Hill et al., 2004; Pelegrina, Garc�ıa-Linares, & Casa-
novam, 2003).
In addition to the multidimensional nature of parental

involvement and based on the assumption that more
involvement may not always be beneficial, several research-
ers have suggested that the quantity and quality of parental
involvement be distinguished (Balli, Wedman, & Demo,
1997; Grolnick, 2003; Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005; Hyde,
Else-Quest, Alibali, Knuth, & Romberg, 2006; Pomerantz
et al., 2007). This was nicely summarized by Pomerantz
et al. (2007), who stated that “a focus on how parents
become involved in children’s schooling underscores the
importance of studying the quality of parents’ involvement
rather than simply the extent of parents’ involvement” (p.
398). Unfortunately, the majority of the studies on parental
involvement have continued to use “a relatively crude mea-
sure of the quantity of involvement,” as Hyde et al. (2006,
p. 137) pointed out. However, it is possible to come to
completely different evaluations of the effectiveness of
parental involvement depending on whether the quantity
or the quality is examined.

Previous Studies on the Effectiveness of Parental Involvement

On the basis of 25 studies, the first meta-analysis on
parental involvement (Fan & Chen, 2001) found a small
to moderate association with students’ academic achieve-
ment of r D .25. The strongest associations were observed
for studies that focused on parental aspirations, the weakest
for studies that investigated home supervision. Jeynes
(2003, 2005, 2007) also conducted three meta-analyses on
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the effectiveness of parental involvement, with each meta-
analysis focusing on a particular population. The first
(Jeynes, 2003), which focused on minority students and
analyzed 21 studies, found a positive effect of parental
involvement of at least d D 0.20, which varied depending
on the minority group as well as the parental involvement
dimension. The target population of the other two meta-
analyses was urban students. The 2005 meta-analysis
focused on elementary school students across 41 studies,
and the one published in 2007 analyzed secondary school
children across 52 studies. For the elementary school chil-
dren, Jeynes (2005) found an average effect of parental
involvement on academic achievement of d D 0.74, and
for the secondary school children of d D 0.46 (Jeynes,
2007). In both meta-analyses, the highest associations
were observed for parents’ expectations and the lowest for
homework supervision. The most recent meta-analysis on
the effects of parental involvement was conducted by Hill
and Tyson (2009). The authors focused on middle school
students and investigated 50 different studies. They distin-
guished between home-based involvement, school-based
involvement, and academic socialization. The strongest
association with students’ academic achievement—with a
weighted correlation of r D .39—was observed for aca-
demic socialization, which included aspects such as paren-
tal aspirations and communication between parents and
students. School-based involvement also served as a pre-
dictor of students’ academic achievement (weighted corre-
lation of r D .19). No effect was found for home-based
involvement; however, in-depth analyses that examined
different types of home-based involvement revealed that
parental homework involvement was the only aspect that
showed a negative association and thus cancelled out the
positive effects of other activities at home.

Based on these meta-analyses as well as on more recent
studies (Fan &Williams, 2010; Karbach et al., 2013; M€agi,
Lerkkanen, Poikkeus, Rasku-Puttonenn, & Nurmi, 2011;
Xu et al., 2010; You & Nguyen, 2011), it can be concluded
that parental involvement has an effect on students’ aca-
demic achievement. However, because the meta-analyses
used different methods to combine the results and to calcu-
late the effect sizes, it is hard to draw more specific conclu-
sions. The strongest associations were revealed for parents’
expectations and aspirations, whereas parental homework
involvement—the focus of the present study—was shown
to have only weak associations. Should we therefore con-
clude that parents’ expectations matter more than their
actual help in the homework process? We believe close
attention needs to be paid to the conceptual and methodo-
logical implementation of a study to come to a valid con-
clusion about the effect of parental involvement.

Most of the studies included in the meta-analyses mea-
sured the quantity or frequency of parental involvement,
but only a few studies looked at how parents became
involved. Moreover, as far as we can determine, most of
the studies were cross-sectional and did not control for

students’ prior achievement or their family background.
However, if wanting to study the incremental effect of
parental involvement on students’ academic achievement,
which is what policy makers are usually interested in, it is
necessary to account for students’ prior achievement. Pre-
vious studies have shown that parental involvement does
not only affect students’ achievement, but is also affected
by it. For instance, when children are not doing well at
school, parents’ involvement at home tends to be intrusive
and controlling (Ng, Kenney-Benson, & Pomerantz, 2004;
Niggli, Trautwein, Schnyder, L€udtke, & Neumann, 2007).
Therefore, cross-sectional studies with only one measure of
academic achievement cannot disentangle the effect that
parental involvement has on students’ achievement and
the effect that students’ achievement has on parental
involvement. Similarly, it is also important to control for
students’ family background to get an accurate estimate of
the effectiveness of parental involvement on students’
achievement, as previous research has shown that family
background variables have a major influence on students’
achievement (McLoyd, 1998) and that family background
variables are also associated with parents’ involvement
(e.g., C. E. Cooper, Crosnoe, Suizzo, & Pituch, 2010;
Englund, Luckner, Whaley, & Egeland, 2004; Turney &
Kao, 2009). For instance, it is well known that parental
aspirations are strongly associated with parents’ socioeco-
nomic background (Davis-Kean, 2005; Englund et al.,
2004; Suizzo & Stapleton, 2007). Thus, it could be the
case that the strong associations that were observed for
this dimension of parental involvement are driven mainly
by a confounding third variable—parents’ socioeconomic
background. Similarly, the conclusions that could be
drawn about the usefulness of parental homework involve-
ment on the basis of the meta-analyses may not be accurate
because many studies did not include prior achievement
and family background as control variables.

Parental Involvement in Homework

As mentioned above, parental involvement in home-
work is the most common but also the most controversial
type of parental involvement. This became evident when
we summarized the findings from the meta-analyses on
parental involvement. The following section provides an
overview of the empirical evidence on the effectiveness of
parental homework involvement.
Not surprisingly, with regard to the quantity of parental

involvement in homework, the results of empirical studies
vary greatly. Xu (2004), for example, reported a positive
association between parental homework involvement and
students’ homework behavior. However, researchers includ-
ing H. Cooper et al. (2000), Desimone (1999), Hill and
Tyson (2009), Pomerantz et al. (2005), and Singh, Bickley,
Trivette, and Keith (1995), to mention a few, found nega-
tive associations. Other authors, again, have suggested that
parental homework involvement has no effect at all on
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students’ academic achievement (Levin et al., 1997). In
their synthesis of previous research on parental homework
involvement, Patall et al. (2008) concluded that parental
involvement in homework was only weakly associated with
students’ academic achievement. However, as already
pointed out previously for parental involvement in general,
the majority of previous studies on parental homework
involvement have also considered only its quantity. There
is reason to believe that the use of the quantity of parental
homework involvement has contributed to the conclusion
that parental help with homework does not make a differ-
ence in students’ academic achievement.

When the quality of parental involvement in home-
work is considered, a much more consistent pattern of
its relation to academic achievement emerges. When
parents’ homework involvement has been characterized
by support of autonomy, a good structure, positive
affect, positive beliefs, and emotional support, positive
associations with academic achievement have been
revealed (H. Cooper et al., 2000; Dumont, Trautwein,
L€udtke, Neumann, Niggli, & Schnyder, 2012; Grolnick
& Ryan, 1989; Knollmann & Wild, 2007; Pomerantz
et al., 2007; Pomerantz et al., 2005). Negative associa-
tions with academic achievement have been found
when parents are not well versed in a subject; when
their homework involvement is developmentally inap-
propriate, confusing to the child, inconsistent with
school expectations, controlling, or intrusive; or when
there are negative parental emotions (Balli, 1998;
Christenson, 2004; H. Cooper et al., 2000; Desimone,
1999; Dumont, Trautwein, & L€udtke, 2012; Hoover-
Dempsey & Sandler, 1997; Ng et al., 2004; Pomerantz
et al., 2005). Many of these studies were conducted on
the bases of the self-determination theory by Deci and
Ryan (1985, 1987), which postulates three basic human
needs: the need for competence, the need for auton-
omy, and the need for psychological relatedness. These
innate needs are facilitated, when parental behavior is
characterized by autonomy support, interpersonal
involvement and structure and undermined when
parental behavior is controlling, that is characterized by
pressure, intrusiveness and dominance (Grolnick, 2003,
2009; Grolnick, Deci, & Ryan, 1997).

Taken together, there is reason to believe that it is nec-
essary to look at how parents help with homework instead
of how often they get involved in the homework process.
However, to our knowledge, the effects of the quantity ver-
sus the quality of parental homework involvement have
not been investigated together in one single study.

The Present Study

Although a large number of authors have criticized the
heterogeneous conceptualization and poor measurement of
parental involvement (e.g., Fan & Chen, 2001; Gerber &
Wild, 2009; Harris & Goodall, 2008; Hill & Tyson, 2009;

Jeynes, 2003), the field still has not overcome some of its
conceptual and methodological limitations. With the pres-
ent study, we wanted to advance research on parental
involvement by showing how the results differ depending
on the measures and control variables used. To do so, we
focused on parental involvement in homework as this has
been shown to be the most common and, at the same time,
the most controversial type of involvement.
We investigated the effects of parental help with home-

work on students’ academic achievement, distinguishing
between its quantity and quality. The quantity measure
indicated how often parents helped their children with
homework across a time period of 1 week. The quality of
parental involvement in homework was measured by two
different dimensions informed by self-determination theory
(Deci & Ryan, 1985, 1987) differentiating positive and
negative forms of parental involvement with homework,
with involvement characterized by autonomy and emo-
tional support on the one hand (hereafter called supportive
involvement) and involvement characterized by intrusive-
ness and control on the other hand (hereafter called intru-
sive involvement). Given that parental behavior, such as
checking children’s homework, may be perceived by the
child as either supportive or intrusive, we considered the
students’ response instead of the parents’ response or any
other objective measure. In fact, previous research has
shown that children’s interpretations of parental behavior
are more strongly related to their development than are
parents’ actual behaviors (Grolnick, Ryan, & Deci, 1991;
Grolnick & Slowiaczek, 1994; Hoover-Dempsey et al.,
2005; Schaefer, 1965). Hence, children’s reports have
been commonly used as indicators of parenting quality
(Schaefer, 1965).
We hypothesized that the quantity of parental help with

homework would not improve students’ achievement.
Instead, we expected the way parents become involved to
matter for students’ academic development. In addition,
we hypothesized that the effects of parental homework
involvement would be larger when prior achievement and
students’ family background were not controlled for. Using
a large and representative sample of students at the begin-
ning of secondary school, these hypotheses were analyzed
in a longitudinal structural equation modeling framework
(Byrne, 2011) in which we regressed students’ academic
achievement in Grade 6 on students’ prior achievement,
their family background and the quantity or the quality of
parental homework involvement.

Method

Sample

The sample used in the present study came from a repre-
sentative longitudinal multicohort study on the transition
process from primary school to secondary school in the
German speaking part of the canton of Fribourg,
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Switzerland. This study is currently being conducted at the
University of Fribourg in cooperation with the University
of Teacher Education Fribourg, Switzerland. Data were col-
lected in Grades 4 and 5 by the University of Teacher Edu-
cation and in Grades 6 and 9 by the University of Fribourg.
The first two measurement points placed special emphasis
on reading skills, the last two measurement point focus on
the transition process from primary school to secondary
school. For the present study, we used data from Grades 5
and 6. Hence, we had data from 1,685 students (48.9%
male) and their parents (1,498 parents responded, indicat-
ing a remarkably high participation rate of 88.8%). In the
school system of Fribourg students attend primary school
for 6 years. After the sixth year there is a transition to sec-
ondary school, which contains three different tracks. Usu-
ally students are 6 years old when entering primary school
and 12 years old when entering secondary school. At the
first measurement point, the mean age for students was
9.76 years old (SD D 0.54 years). Regarding immigration,
13.2% of the students were from immigrant families
(defined as both parents born outside of Switzerland), and
14.8% indicated that they did not speak German at home.
Regarding the educational background of parents, 25.3%
of the parents reported having a college degree or a doctor-
ate, 27.4% reported having a higher professional educa-
tion, and 47.3% reported having a professional education,
a degree from an upper secondary specialized school, or a
degree from a lower secondary school.

Procedure

With the exception of the Ein Leseverst€andnistest f€ur
Erst- und Sechstkl€assler (ELFE) test (prior achievement),
which was administered in November of Grade 5 (first
measurement point), student data were collected in Febru-
ary and March of Grade 6 (second measurement point).
Student questionnaires and the standardized achievement
test were administered during regular school hours in intact
classrooms by trained research assistants in a morning ses-
sion. Parent questionnaires were sent home with the chil-
dren at the first measurement point. The participation was
voluntary and parents were asked to give their consent for
their children’s participation. All participating students
and parents were informed about the study’s objectives and
assured that their data would be used anonymously and for
scientific purposes only.

Instruments

Family background variables. We measured students’ fam-
ily background through multiple indicators in order to
account for its multidimensional nature (Murdock, 2000;
Sirin, 2005). Students’ immigration background was mea-
sured using students’ and parents’ responses regarding
which country parents were born in. The information was
transformed into a dummy variable, which indicated

whether both parents were born in a foreign country (0 D
no immigration background, 1 D immigration back-
ground). Parents’ occupational status was measured with
the widely used International Socio-Economic Index of
Occupational Status (ISEI; Ganzeboom, De Graaf, Trei-
man, & De Leeuw, 1992) with occupational data provided
by both students and parents. The higher a person’s ISEI
score, the higher his or her status. For cases in which scores
were available for both the father’s and the mother’s occu-
pations, the higher score was included in the analyses. The
parents’ highest educational level was examined separately
for the mother and the father. We used the higher educa-
tion level of the two parents in the analyses. As there were
three educational levels, the variable was transformed into
two dummy variables representing the lower and the
higher educational level, using the intermediate educa-
tional level. Number of books possessed by the family, as a
proxy for parents’ cultural capital (Organization for Eco-
nomic Coopereation and Development, 2002), was mea-
sured via a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 0 (no
books) to 7 (more than 500 books).

Parental homework involvement. With the student ques-
tionnaire, we measured two dimensions of perceived qual-
ity of parental homework involvement, that is, supportive
involvement (e.g., “If I struggle with my German home-
work, my parents try to find out what exactly it is I didn’t
understand”; five items; Cronbach’s a D .77) and intrusive
involvement (e.g., “My parents always interfere when I’m
doing my homework”; four items; Cronbach’s a D .73).
Responses were given on a 5-point Likert-type scale rang-
ing from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree). All
items on the quality of parental homework involvement
were adapted from Wild (1999) and are reported in the
Appendix. The two dimensions of parental involvement
were specified as latent variables in the analyses. The con-
firmatory factor analysis showed a satisfactory fit to the
data, x2 (26, N D 1,660) D 91.344, comparative fit index
D .974, root mean square error of approximation � .039
(.30; .48), standardized root mean square residual D .027.
The quantity of parental involvement in homework was

measured by the question “In general, how often do your
parents help you with your homework?” Responses were
given on a 6-point Likert-type scale including 0 (never), 1
(less than once a week), 2 (about once a week), 3 (about twice,
three times a week), 4 (about four, five times a week), and 5
(always).

Academic achievement. We used two different indicators
for students’ academic achievement, our outcome variable:
a standardized achievement test in the reading domain as
an objective measure of students’ achievement and
students’ grades in German as an achievement measure
that has actual relevance for students’ school careers. The
reading achievement test was part of a school transition
exam at the end of elementary school. The content of the
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exam was based on the fifth-and sixth-grade school curricu-
lum. All exam questions were created by secondary
school teachers in collaboration with primary school
teachers who were not directly involved in the actual
school transition. In addition, the exams were validated
in different cantons that followed the same curriculum.
A secondary school teacher supervised the entire exam.
The exams were corrected by two secondary school
teachers; when there was disagreement, a third second-
ary school teacher was consulted. Cronbach’s alpha for
the test was .62. Students’ grades in German were col-
lected at the end of the first semester in the sixth grade
via teacher reports. In order to control for students’ prior
achievement for both reading achievement and grades
in German, we used a German achievement test that
students took in the fifth grade. The test was based on
three subtests (word comprehension, sentence compre-
hension, and text comprehension) of the battery ELFE
1–6 test (Lenhard & Schneider, 2006); the subtests were
then combined into a single score.

All intercorrelations among the variables used in the
present study are presented in Table 1, along with the
means and standard deviations.

Statistical Analyses

In order to address our hypotheses, we specified structural
equations models in Mplus 5 (Muth�en & Muth�en, 2010).
Separate but equivalent models were specified for the two
indicators of students’ academic achievement, standardized
reading achievement test, and German grades. Moreover,
we specified equivalent models for the quality of parental
involvement (Models a) and the quantity of parental
involvement (Models b). In Model 1, students’ achieve-
ment was regressed on prior achievement, family back-
ground, and the quality (Model 1a) and quantity of
parental involvement (Model 1b). In Model 2, students’
achievement was regressed on family background and qual-
ity/quantity of parental involvement without controlling
for students’ prior achievement. In Model 3, students’
achievement was regressed on prior achievement and qual-
ity/quantity of parental involvement without controlling
for family background. Finally, in Model 4, students’
achievement was regressed on quality/quantity of parental
involvement without controlling for either prior achieve-
ment or family background. In all models, we controlled for
sex because studies have reported that parents’ involvement
in boys’ homework is more controlling and intrusive (Bha-
not & Jovanovic, 2005; Niggli et al., 2007). The majority
of previous studies have resembled our Model 4b: an esti-
mate of the effect of the quantity of parental help in home-
work on achievement without controlling for students’
prior achievement or family background. In our view,
Model 1a represents a conceptually and methodologically
sound model to test the effectiveness of parental homework
involvement. Due to the nature of our models we were not

successful in formally testing the differences of the coeffi-
cients between these models, which is why we decided to
compare the coefficients descriptively and emphasize the
conceptual differences between the models.
As in most studies that have examined students in

school settings, students were nested within classes in the
present study. Because our research questions targeted the
individual level and we were not interested in classroom
effects, the multilevel structure (Raudenbush & Bryk,
2002) was treated as a nuisance factor. To this end, we
used the Mplus 5 (Muth�en & Muth�en, 2010) type D com-
plex procedure, which automatically adjusts the standard
errors of the regression coefficients (for more information,
see Muth�en & Satorra, 1995). Due to longitudinal drop
out, the percentage of missing values for the questionnaire
items ranged from 0.9% to 14.5%. One exception was the
battery ELFE 1–6 test, with 46.6% missing values. The
large amount of missing data was due to the fact that the
longitudinal study began with a smaller sample in Grade 5
when the ELFE 1–6 test was administered but was enriched
in Grade 6. Therefore, the students who did not participate
in the test were a random sample of the overall sample.
Multiple imputation was used to deal with missing data, as
this—together with the full information maximum likeli-
hood approach—represents the present state of the art in
dealing with missing data (Graham, 2009; Schafer & Gra-
ham, 2002). In doing so, five complete data sets were cre-
ated using the statistical package IBM SPSS statistics 19.
Mplus 5 automatically integrates the five imputed data sets
when running the models.

Results

Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations of all varia-
bles considered in the analyses are presented in Table 1.
Inspection of the intercorrelations between the dimensions
of parental homework involvement showed that there was
no statistically significant correlation between parental
support and parental interference (r D ¡.04, ns), thus con-
firming that these are two distinct dimensions. With
respect to the relation between the quality and the quan-
tity of parental homework involvement, there was a weak
positive correlation between parental support and the
quantity of parental help (r D .13, p < .001). The correla-
tion between parental interference and the quantity of
parental homework involvement was higher (r D .41,
p < .001).
We hypothesized that depending on the way parental

homework involvement was conceptualized and mea-
sured—either the quantity or the quality of parents’
involvement—the results regarding the effectiveness of
parental homework involvement in improving students’
academic achievement would differ. This hypothesis was
strongly supported by our data, both for the standardized
reading achievement test (Table 2) and for German grades
(Table 3). Looking at the quality of parental homework
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involvement (Model 1a), students who reported more sup-
portive involvement showed higher reading achievement
test scores (b D .13, p < .001) and higher German grades
(b D .12, p < .01), whereas students who reported more
intrusive involvement showed lower reading achievement
test scores (b D ¡.21, p < .001) and lower German grades
(b D ¡.21, p < .001) even after controlling for prior
achievement and family background variables.

On the other hand, we hypothesized that how often
parents helped their children with homework (quantity of
parental involvement) would not improve students’
achievement. This assumption was supported by the data
(see Model 1b). In fact, we even observed a negative associ-
ation between the quantity of parental homework involve-
ment and students’ reading achievement (b D ¡.10, p <

.001) and their German grades (b D ¡.12, p < .001): Stu-
dents who reported a higher degree of parental involvement
in homework showed lower reading performance and lower
German grades when controlling for their prior achieve-
ment and family background variables. Therefore, if paren-
tal homework involvement was measured only by how
often parents helped their children with homework, the
conclusion would be that parental homework involvement
is negatively associated with students’ achievement.

Inspection of the variance explained by all predictors
revealed that slightly more variance was explained by the
quality of parental homework involvement (reading
achievement: R2 D .53; German grades: R2 D .38) than by
the quantity of parental homework involvement (reading
achievement: R2 D .49; German grades: R2 D .34).

We also hypothesized that the effects of parental home-
work involvement would differ depending on the control
variables that were included in the models. We expected
the effects to be larger when prior achievement was not
controlled for. This was confirmed by our analyses (see
Models 2a and 2b). As for the quality of parental homework
involvement, after controlling only for family background
variables and not for students’ prior achievement, the effect
size of supportive involvement increased from Model 1a to
Model 2a from +.13 (p < .001) to +.17 (p < .001) for read-
ing achievement and from +.12 (p < .01) to +.14 (p <

.001) for German grades. The effect size of intrusive
involvement even increased from ¡.21 (p < .001) to ¡.31
(p < .001) for reading achievement and from ¡.21 (p <

.001) to ¡.30 (p < .001) for German grades. We found the
largest change in effect size when considering quantity of
parental homework involvement: It increased from ¡.10 (p
< .001) to ¡.22 (p < .001) for reading achievement and
from ¡.12 (p < .001) to ¡.23 (p < .001) for German
grades. These results suggest that the effect sizes of parental
homework involvement would be overestimated if we did
not control for prior achievement.

A similar finding was observed for family background as a
control variable. We hypothesized that the effects of paren-
tal homework involvement would be larger when family
background variables were not controlled for. Regarding the

quality of parental homework involvement, this assumption
was confirmed (see Model 3a). After controlling only for
prior achievement and not for family background, the effect
size of supportive involvement increased from Model 1a to
Model 3a from +.13 (p < .001) to +.19 (p < .001) regarding
reading achievement and from ¡.21 (p < .001) to ¡.22 (p
< .001) regarding German grades. Regarding intrusive
involvement, the effect size slightly increased from ¡.21 (p
< .001) to ¡.22 (p < .001) for reading achievement and
from ¡.21 (p < .001) to ¡.23 (p < .001) for German
grades. However, regarding the quantity of parental home-
work involvement (see Model 3b), the effect size slightly
decreased from ¡.10 (p < .001) to ¡.08 (p < .001) for
reading achievement and from ¡.12 (p < .001) to ¡.11 (p
< .01) for German grades.
In the final models (Models 4a and 4b), we examined the

estimates of the effects of parental homework involvement
on children’s academic achievement when neither prior
achievement nor family background was controlled for.
Regarding the quality of parental homework involvement

(see Model 4a), the effect size of supportive involvement
increased from Model 1a to Model 4a from +.13 (p < .001)
to +.25 (p < .001) for reading achievement and from +.12
(p < .001) to +.23 (p < .001) for German grades. Regarding
intrusive involvement, the effect size increased from ¡.21
(p < .001) to ¡.34 (p < .001) for reading achievement and
from ¡.21 (p < .001) to ¡.33 (p < .001) for German
grades. Regarding the quantity of parental homework
involvement, the effect size increased from ¡.10 (p < .001)
to ¡.24 (p < .001) for reading achievement and from ¡.12
(p < .001) to ¡.23 (p < .001) for German grades. These
results suggest that effect sizes are heavily overestimated
when prior achievement and family background variables
are not controlled for, as has been the case in the majority
of studies on the effectiveness of parental involvement. As
we already pointed out, the majority of previous studies
have resembled our Model 4b: an estimate of the effect of
the quantity of parental help in homework on achievement
without controlling for students’ prior achievement or fam-
ily background. The use of such model tests would come to
the conclusion that parental involvement in homework has
a relatively large negative effect on students’ achievement.
By contrast, a conceptually and methodologically sound
study investigating the quality of parental help and control-
ling for prior achievement and family background would
come to the conclusion that parental homework involve-
ment can be beneficial when it is perceived as supportive,
but that it can also be detrimental when children feel that
their parents are intruding in the homework process (Model
1a). These two models can be seen as the two ends of a con-
tinuum of the findings usually reported in research on
parental involvement.
Because it would be likely that there would be an inter-

action between the quality and the quantity of parental
homework involvement—in the sense that frequent paren-
tal help may be beneficial only when it is supportive and
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not intrusive—we tested for interaction effects in a further
step. However, no significant interaction effects were
found in any of the models.

Discussion

In the present study, we investigated how the results
regarding the effectiveness of parental involvement in
improving students’ academic achievement differ depending
on how parental involvement is measured. We did so by
focusing on the most common and controversial type of
parental involvement—parental help with homework—and
made the fundamental distinction between the quantity
and the quality of parental homework involvement. In line
with our predictions, we were able to demonstrate that dif-
ferent conclusions about the effectiveness of parental home-
work involvement would be reached by looking at how
often parents help their children with homework instead of
how they help with homework. We found that the fre-
quency of parental homework help was negatively associ-
ated with students’ academic achievement even after
controlling for their prior achievement. On the other hand,
when investigating the quality of parental homework help
as perceived by children, a much more differentiated pattern
was revealed: When homework involvement was perceived
as supportive, it was positively associated with students’
achievement, but when parents were perceived as intrusive
and controlling in the homework process, their help was
negatively associated with students’ achievement.

These findings also provide a possible explanation for
why the quantity of parental homework involvement has
been found to be negatively associated with students’
achievement in many previous studies: We observed a high
correlation between intrusive involvement and the quantity
of parental help, indicating that greater amounts of parental
help may be perceived as more intrusive by children. More-
over, our findings are in line with the theoretical predictions
of self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 1987),
which states that children’s innate needs for competence,
autonomy, and psychological relatedness are undermined
when parents are controlling and intrusive.

In addition to testing the quantity and quality of paren-
tal homework involvement against each other, we also
demonstrated how neglecting important control variables
can bias the results and thus the conclusions that can be
drawn about the effectiveness of parental homework
involvement. When students’ prior achievement and fam-
ily background were not controlled for, we found substan-
tially higher beta coefficients for the effects of parental
homework involvement.

The Need to Use Multidimensional Measures in Research on
Parental Involvement

What we were able to demonstrate for the case of paren-
tal help with homework applies to all research on parental

involvement. Although poorly measured parental involve-
ment has been criticized by many researchers, and the
need to use multidimensional measures is frequently called
for (Fan & Chen, 2001; Jeynes, 2003; Wild & Lorenz,
2010), many studies have continued to use global measures
of parental involvement (e.g., Hawes & Plourde, 2005;
Hill et al., 2004; Pelegrina et al., 2003), and most studies
have continued to focus on how often parents are involved
instead of how parents are involved (see meta-analyses by
Fan & Chen, 2001; Hill & Tyson, 2009; Jeynes, 2003,
2005, 2007). We believe that our study can advance
research on parental involvement by showing the impor-
tance of using multidimensional measures and carefully
disentangling the different effects that parental involve-
ment can have on children’s academic development. Sev-
eral more recent studies have already moved in this
direction (e.g., Karbach et al., 2013; You & Nguyen,
2011), and it would be valuable to have more studies of
this nature in educational research on parental
involvement.
Our focus was on parental homework involvement, but

how could the quality of parental involvement be mea-
sured for other types of parental involvement? Using com-
munication between parents and teachers as an example,
in addition to asking whether communication exists,
researchers could focus on, for example, what parents and
teachers talk about or how parents interact with teachers.
Different effects may be found depending on whether
parents simply ask the teacher for a report of their child’s
progress in school or whether the parents intervene by
challenging the teacher with regard to the child’s grades or
by discussing potential future paths for the child. Similarly,
in addition to assessing whether children regularly discuss
school matters with their parents, researchers could try to
get at the contents of parent–child communications. It is
possible to measure, for example, how parents communi-
cate their beliefs, their values, and their expectations for
children’s educational attainment or how they communi-
cate the value of education. For each type of parental
involvement, researchers should think carefully about how
to operationalize the aspect of quality. In doing so, the
data collection method may also make a fundamental dif-
ference. For instance, instead of asking students about their
parents’ involvement as we did in the present study, it is
possible also to ask the parents themselves through the use
of either questionnaires or interviews. Another possibility
would be to observe parent–child interactions and rate the
quality of the interaction as has already been done in some
studies (e.g., Hyde et al., 2006). However researchers
decide to measure the quality of parental involvement, we
believe that it is important to disentangle the different
dimensions in order to obtain an accurate estimate of the
effects of parental involvement on children’s academic
achievement and to understand the underlying processes
and mechanisms of these effects. By looking only at the
quantity of parental involvement, one may not fully
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understand how parents influence a child’s academic
development.

The Need to Control for Prior Achievement and Family
Background in Research on Parental Involvement

In our study, the effects we found for the supportive and
intrusive involvement of parents in the homework process
after controlling for students’ prior achievement and family
background may be considered small, and one may argue
that these effect sizes are too small to be of practical rele-
vance. Would our findings be considered more relevant if
we had found larger effects and had not controlled for
students’ prior achievement and their family background?
There is reason to believe that many policy makers, but
also researchers, do not take a study’s design into account
carefully enough when evaluating its findings. However, in
our opinion, given the growing interest and policy rele-
vance of parental involvement, the estimates of its effec-
tiveness should be as accurate as possible. If wanting to
study the incremental effect of parental involvement on
students’ academic achievement, it is necessary to control
for students’ prior achievement. Moreover, it is crucial to
control for family background variables when studying the
effects of parental involvement on students’ achievement.
Hence, in favor of sound methodologies, we may have to
accept smaller effect sizes even if this may not be what pol-
icy makers want to hear. It is also important to remember
that studies on parental involvement are conducted in nat-
urally occurring settings, where a number of nuisance fac-
tors are at play (Swann, Chang-Schneider, & McClarty,
2007). Finally, it is necessary to keep in mind that psycho-
logical constructs such as academic achievement are multi-
determined (Ahadi & Diener, 1989). In other words,
parental involvement in homework can be assumed to be
just one of many factors that influence how students per-
form in school.

Limitations

Even though our study had many strengths—most nota-
bly, differentiated instruments, a large sample, and a longi-
tudinal framework with a measure of prior achievement—
several limitations need to be noted. First, our findings are
restricted to the age group of fifth-and sixth-grade students.
Therefore, only conclusions for middle school children can
be drawn from our study, and different findings for other
developmental levels may be expected. For instance, it has
been suggested that parental involvement has a stronger
influence on students’ achievement for younger children
than for middle school students (Englund et al., 2004).
Also, school context (e.g., size and complexity of schools),
which may be different for elementary and secondary
schools, can have an influence on the ways in which
parents get involved in their children’s academic life (Hill
& Tyson, 2009). Studies therefore need to be transparent

and explicit about which developmental level they are
focusing on, and future studies should investigate how
developmental level influences parental involvement. Sec-
ond, we had a large number of missing data points for our
prior achievement measure. Although the students who
did not participate in the test that served as our prior
achievement measure were a random sample of the overall
sample, and we dealt with this issue using multiple imputa-
tion, it would have been more favorable to have a smaller
amount of missing data. At the same time, we believe that
it is better to use any kind of measure for prior achieve-
ment than none. Third, the present study focused on read-
ing achievement and German grades. Although we expect
our findings to be similar for other subjects, studies investi-
gating the effects of parental involvement should ideally
consider multiple domains. Despite these limitations, we
believe that our study has the potential to advance future
research on the effectiveness of parental involvement in
improving students’ academic achievement by having
demonstrated how important it is to differentiate between
the quantity and quality of parental involvement and by
controlling for important variables such as students’ prior
achievement and family background.
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APPENDIX
Means and Standard Deviations of Parental Homework Involvement

Item M SD

Support (a D .77)
My parents help me with German if I ask them. 4.35 1.10
I can ask my parents any time if I don’t understand my German homework. 4.51 0.94
If I struggle with my German homework, my parents try to find out what exactly it is that I didn’t understand. 3.93 1.22
When my parents help me with my homework, they always encourage me first to find the correct answers for myself. 4.11 1.14
If I don’t understand something in my German classes, I can always talk about it with my parents. 4.17 1.17

Interference (a D .73)
My parents sometimes help me with my German homework, even if I don’t need any help. 1.56 1.05
My parents always interfere when I’m doing my homework. 1.77 1.14
If I’m reading a text, my parents always interrupt me by asking questions. 1.60 1.05
Usually my parents sit next to me when I’m doing my homework and tell me how my homework needs to be done. 1.65 1.05
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