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We investigated whether and how adolescents’ perceived parental psychological con-
trol and autonomy support influence their maladaptive academic functioning through
their achievement goal orientations. Participants were 845 tenth-grade students (447
boys, Mage = 15.20 + 0.54 years; 398 girls, Mage = 15.13 + 0.47 years) in China. Data
were collected on their reported achievement goal orientations, perceived parental
psychological control and autonomy support, and academic-related beliefs, strate-
gies, and behaviors. Bootstrapping with resampling strategies was used for testing
multiple mediators’ model and examining mediation effect. Results indicated that,
compared with girls, adolescent boys perceived higher parental psychological control.
Moreover, we found distinct effects of parental psychological control and autonomy
support on adolescents’ maladaptive academic functioning through achievement goal
orientations. Specifically, parental psychological control led to adolescents’ maladap-
tive academic functioning, mainly through adolescents’ performance-approach goal
orientation (PAP) (0.06, BC 95% CI [0.03, 0.09]) and performance-avoidance goal
orientation (PAV) (0.02, BC 95% CI [0.01, 0.03]) rather than mastery goal orientation
(MAS) (-0.00, BC 95% CI [-0.01, 0.01]); while parental autonomy support reduced
adolescents’ maladaptive academic functioning, mainly through their MAS (-0.02, BC
95% CI[0.11, 0.19]) rather than PAP (0.01, BC 95% CI [-0.01, 0.03]) and PAV (0.01,
BC 95% CI [-0.01, 0.02]). The results suggest that adolescents will benefit from par-
ents ameliorating maladaptive academic functioning through fostering MASs and be
harmed from parents facilitating maladaptive academic functioning through enhancing
performance-approach and PAVs.

Keywords: psychological control, autonomy support, achievement goal orientation, academic functioning,
mediating effects

INTRODUCTION

Among the many constructs of parenting, psychological control and autonomy support have been
the primary focus of many studies. Psychological control and autonomy support first appeared
in the Children’s Report of Parental Behavior Inventory (Schaefer, 1965). Initially, many scholars
equated psychological control and the absence of autonomy support, computing one variable by
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reversing the other (Gray and Steinberg, 1999). Until later, Silk
et al. (2003) asserted psychological control and autonomy sup-
port should be regarded as distinct parenting constructs rather
than two ends of a continuum by revealing discrete factors for
psychological control and autonomy support.

Psychological control refers to the display of a conditionally
approving attitude toward children and involves engagement
in a host of intrusive parenting tactics to make children
think, behave, or feel in parentally approved ways (Barber and
Harmon, 2002). Autonomy support is defined as the extent to
which parents consider childrens perspective, acknowledge
children’s feelings, encourage them to solve problems by
themselves, and provide opportunities for choice (Deci and
Ryan, 1985). A bulk of evidence has indicated that parental
psychological control is detrimental, while parental autonomy
support is beneficial for children’s academic motivation and
learning (e.g., Tynkkynen et al., 2012; Vasquez et al., 2016).
However, most existing research focused on this issue has been
conducted in Western settings, with a dearth on its relations
among Chinese societies. Hence, this study investigated the
relations between parental psychological control, autonomy
support, and academic functioning in a sample of Chinese
adolescents.

Parental Psychological Control, Autonomy
Support, and Academic Functioning:

Research in the West

The nature and effects of parental psychological control
and autonomy support on children have been the focus of
considerable research. In conceptualizing the roles of psycho-
logical control vs. autonomy support, researchers based on
self-determination theory (Deci and Ryan, 2010) emphasize the
importance of satisfying children’s psychological autonomy for
people’s psychological adjustment and growth. Psychological
autonomy is the experiences of inner volition and choice
(Vansteenkiste et al., 2005). The main difference between paren-
tal psychological control and autonomy support is how parents
treat children’s autonomy. It is harmful to children’s learning
processes if children are coerced by externally or internally
pressuring demands (Ryan and Deci, 2003). Therefore, many
Western researchers assert that parental autonomy support is
beneficial while parental psychological control is detrimental
for children’s academics.

In recent years, the differentiation the dimensions of psy-
chological control and autonomy support has proved to enhance
discriminant validity in terms of their effects on children’s
academic behavior. Empirically, children who receive autonomy-
supportive parenting show adaptive learning, such as positive
attitudes toward school (Annear and Yates, 2010), high home-
work quality (Hagger et al., 2015), and academic performance
(Vasquez et al., 2016; Froiland and Worrell, 2017). In contrast,
children with psychologically controlling parents were likely
to show maladaptive behaviors, such as intervened autonomy
efforts (Vansteenkiste et al., 2005), negative attitudes toward
learning (Gonzalez et al., 2002), and undesirable school achieve-
ment (Aunola and Nurmi, 2004).

Parental Psychological Control, Autonomy
Support, and Academic Functioning:

Research in China

Researchers argued that the relations between parental psycho-
logical control, autonomy support, and academic functioning
may show differences in Asian cultures in which relatedness and
interdependence than autonomy are more highly valued (Chao
and Tseng, 2002; Nelson et al., 2006). Compared with Western
counterparts, Chinese parents use more psychological control-
ling and less autonomy-supportive practices (Ng et al., 2014;
Doan et al., 2017). In addition, Chinese parents and students
might interpret parental psychological control differently from
Western counterparts, treating it as the expression of love and
discipline while not an intrusion upon children’s sense of self
(Wang et al., 2007; Soenens et al., 2012). Therefore, more use
of parental psychological control and less autonomy support
might be perceived as normal or appropriate in China, implies
the harms of psychological control and the benefits of autonomy
support to Chinese children’s development may be weaker or
even not appear.

A few studies have examined the effect of parental psycholo-
gical control and autonomy support on children and adolescents’
academic learning in China. For parental autonomy support,
findings were consistent. Results indicated that autonomy sup-
port contributed to students’ academic functioning. For instance,
Vansteenkiste et al. (2005) found that parental autonomy sup-
port vs. psychological control was associated with more optimal
learning attitudes and academic success. Moreover, Wang et al.
(2007) found that autonomy support predicted adolescents’
increased academic functioning over time, and these beneficial
effects were weaker in China than in the United States.

As for psychological control, findings were inconsistent. Some
studies found that psychological control had detrimental effects
in adolescents’ academics. For example, Wang et al. (2012) found
that Chinese adolescents perceived higher parental psychological
control had more poor school performance. In line with this,
significant negative association between parental psychological
control and academic performance was found among students
in their late adolescence (Lu et al., 2017). However, there were
also some studies demonstrating that psychological control had
no significant relations with Chinese adolescents’ academic
functioning (Lin, 2001; Wang et al., 2007). Lee et al. (2012) even
maintained that parental higher psychological control tended to
produce greater achievement on condition children do not view
it in a negative manner. Thus, due to these inconsistent findings,
many researchers (e.g., Lu et al., 2017) asserted the necessity of
further research to examine the relations between parental psy-
chological control and adolescents’ academic functioning within
and across different countries and cultural context.

The Mediating Role of Achievement Goal
Orientations in the Relations between
Parenting and Adolescents’ Academic

Functioning
In addition to parental psychological control and autonomy
support, personal achievement goal orientations also shape
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students’ achievement strivings and influence their academic
functioning (Grouzet et al., 2004). Achievement goal orienta-
tions refer to cognitive representations of the reason students
engage in a task (Deci et al., 1996; Wolters, 2004). Achievement
goal orientations originated in the late 1970s and early 1980s
with the work of Dweck and others (Ames, 1984; Nicholls, 1984;
Dweck, 1986). Now widely used is a trichotomous achieve-
ment goal framework that includes mastery goal orientation
(MAS), performance-approach goal orientation (PAP), and
performance-avoidance goal orientation (PAV). MAS refers to
the pursuit of improving one’s ability and skills. Performance-
approach goal orientation focuses on proving one’s competence
and outperforming others. Performance-avoidance goal orien-
tation refers to trying to avoid failure or looking incompetent.

The specific reasons for examining achievement goal orienta-
tions as mediators for the relations between parental psychological
control, autonomy support and students’ academic functioning
can be summarized in two ways. First, there is substantial evi-
dence on the influence of students’ achievement goal orientations
on their learning (Diseth and Samdal, 2014). Mastery-oriented
students tend to use effective learning strategies, prefer challeng-
ing tasks, and have good grades (Diseth and Kobbeltvedt, 2010).
Performance-avoidance goal orientation is positively associated
with self-handicapping strategies and negatively with achieve-
ment (Diseth and Kobbeltvedt, 2010). In contrast, the relations
between PAP and students’ academic functioning are complex.
Some studies found it was linked to positive learning outcomes,
such as good task absorption, persistence, and high grades (Pastor
et al.,, 2007). while other studies found students with PAP have
test anxiety and shallow learning processes (Elliot et al., 1999).
Second, the mediating possibility of achievement goal orienta-
tions on the relation between parental psychological control,
autonomy support, and academic functioning is plausible based
on the empirical evidence. Although, to our knowledge, no study
has directly investigated the mediating role of achievement goal
orientations between psychological control, autonomy support
and academic functioning, the mediating role of achievement goal
orientations has been identified when the relations between some
parenting constructs and academic functioning are concerned.
For instance, De Bruyn et al. (2003) found the mediating role
of students’ goal orientations on the relations between parental
induction and students’ academic success. Grolnick et al. (1991)
and DAilly (2003) found that maternal autonomy-supportive
parenting predicted children’s motivational variables (e.g., per-
ceived autonomy, control, and competence), and, in turn, these
motivational variables positively predicted children’s academic
performance. Moreover, parental control predicted low academic
achievement partially through students’ high mastery-avoidance
and PAVs (Luo et al,, 2013). Despite the limited number, these
extant studies imply that students’ achievement goal orientations
may play mediating roles in the relations between two types of
parenting (psychological control and autonomy support) and
students” academic functioning.

The Present Study

The primary goal of the present study was to extend the literature
on the understanding of the relations between parenting and

students’ academic functioning in a Chinese context in two
important ways. One is to examine the relations between paren-
tal psychological control, autonomy support, and adolescents’
academic functioning in China; the other is to examine how
achievement goal orientations are constructed and developed by
psychological control and autonomy support and how they sub-
sequently influence students’ maladaptive academic functioning.
We focused on students in adolescence given that during these
phase parenting is particularly salient when teenagers are becom-
ing more independent and individuated from their family (Eccles
et al,, 1993) and academics often get a heightened emphasis (for
a review, see Pomerantz et al., 2008).

Based on the past research, we hypothesized that parental
autonomy support would be positively and psychological
control would be negatively linked to adolescents’ academic
functioning. However, due to the inconsistent findings in pre-
vious studies, we were also open to an alternative hypothesis
that parental psychological control would not have a negative
relation with adolescents’ academic functioning. In addition, we
also hypothesized that students’ three types of achievement goal
orientations would have mediating roles in the relations between
parental psychological control, autonomy support and academic
functioning.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants

The sample consisted of 845 tenth-grade students (447 boys,
Mage = 15.20 + 0.54 years; 398 girls, Mue = 15.13 + 0.47 years)
in four selective high schools that were in five cities in China
(Beijing, Guangzhou, Xi’an, Fuzhou, and Shenyang). Almost all
adolescents in this sample were of the Han ethnicity. 98% of the
adolescents were from intact families, and the others were liv-
ing with one parent because of parental divorce, death, or other
reasons. Most of the parents were at the age of 41-45 years old.
In collected effective data, 93% of their fathers and 93.1% of the
mothers had an educational level of high school or above; 93.5%
of the fathers and 83.4% of the mothers had their full-time jobs.

Procedure

Students completed self-report measures of personal achieve-
ment goal orientations, academic-related functioning, and their
perceived parental psychological control and autonomy support.
The data were collected online in their first semester of the
tenth grade. Every student had an account and password to log
into online assessment system, which guaranteed participants’
privacy and security and ensured the accuracy of results and
automation of data collection. A certain psychology teacher with
necessary training in each school organized the participants to
complete the online measures in their computer rooms during
the students’ leisure time. Extensive explanations were provided
to the participants if they had questions during the collection of
data. No evidence indicated that the students had difficulties in
understanding the measure items. Written consent was obtained
from all students and their parents/legal guardians through the
schools.
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Measures

The measures were initially created in English. Standard transla-
tion and back-translation procedures (Brislin, 1980) were fol-
lowed to generate the Chinese versions. A variety of strategies
(e.g., repeated discussion in the research group to modify the
wording of the items, interviews with adolescents) were made
to ensure that the Chinese versions keep similar meanings with
the English versions (Erkut, 2010). In addition, linguistic factors
were also taken into consideration so that the measures were
understandable to adolescents in China.

Psychological Control

Adolescents reported on their parents’ psychological control by
responding to an 18-item measure. The items, most of which
were selected from existing measures (Barber, 19965 Silk et al.,
2003), were used to assess psychological control by Wang et al.
(2007). Adolescents indicated how true each item was of their
parents (1 = not at all true, 5 = very true). These items tapped
authority assertion (e.g., “My Parents tell me that I should feel
guilty when I do not meet their expectations.”), guilt induction
(e.g., “My parents act cold and unfriendly if I do something they
do not like”), and love withdrawal (e.g., “My parents tell me
that what they want me to do is the best for me and I should
not question it”). The mean of all items was taken, with higher
numbers indicating greater psychological control. The measure
has proved valid and appropriate among Chinese adolescents
(e.g., Ngetal, 2014). The confirmatory factor analysis indicated
that construct validity of the instrument was acceptable in the
present study, y* = 622.81, df = 132, p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.08,
CFI = 0.89, TLI = 0.88. Internal reliability was high (o = 0.94)
in this study.

Psychological Autonomy Support

Ten items adopted from prior research were used to measure
parental psychological autonomy support (McPartland and
Epstein, 1977; Steinberg et al., 1992). Children indicated (1 = not
at all true, 5 = very true) the extent to which their parents used
autonomy-supportive practices (e.g., “My parents allow me to
make choices whenever possible” and “My parents are usually
willing to consider things from my point of view”). The mean
of the items was taken, with higher numbers reflecting greater
psychological autonomy support. The confirmatory factor analy-
sis indicated that construct validity of the instrument was good in
the present study, y* = 144.70, df = 34, p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.08,
CFI = 0.95, TLI = 0.93. Internal reliability was acceptable
(= 0.83).

Personal Achievement Goal Orientations

Students reported on their personal achievement goal orienta-
tions by responding to a 14-item instrument. The items were
selected from the Patterns of Adaptive Learning Scales (PALS)
(Midgley et al., 2000), assessing students’ purposes for engaging
in academics. Students indicated how true (1 = not at all; 5 = very
true) each statement was of them: five statements tapping Mastery
Goal Orientation (e.g., “It's important to me that I learn a lot of
new concepts this year”), five tapping performance-approach
goal orientation (e.g., “It's important to me that other students

in my class think I am good at my class work.”) and four tapping
performance-avoidance goal orientation (e.g., “I's important to
me that I don’t look stupid in class.”). Then, three variables were
formed by summing up the scores of the corresponding items.
The fit indices for the confirmatory factor test were acceptable,
¥* = 264.12, df = 74, p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.07, CFI = 0.92,
TLI = 0.90. Internal reliabilities were acceptable (o = 0.81).

Maladaptive Academic Functioning

Nineteen items were selected from the PALS (Midgley et al.,
2000), tapping into students’ academic-related beliefs, strate-
gies, and behaviors. Students indicated how true (1 = not at all;
5 = very true) each statement was of them: six tapping academic
self-handicapping strategies (e.g., “Some students purposely don’t
try hard in class. Then if they don’t do well, they can say it is
because they didn’t try”), five tapping avoiding novelty (e.g., “I
would prefer to do class work that is familiar to me, rather than
work I would have to learn how to do”), three tapping cheating
behaviors (e.g., “I sometimes copy answers from other students
during tests”), and five tapping disruptive behaviors (e.g., “I
sometimes annoy my teacher during class”). The mean of these
items was taken, with higher numbers indicating greater mala-
daptive academic functioning. The model of configurable factor
analysis fit the data acceptable, y*> = 411.77, df = 146, p < 0.001,
RMSEA = 0.06, CFI = 0.91, TLI = 0.89. Internal reliability was
acceptable (ot = 0.86).

Data Analysis

In general, the statistical analyses in the present study consisted
of two steps. In the preliminary analysis, we calculated the
means, SDs, and inter-correlations among the study variables.
In the second step, multiple mediator analyses were conducted
in which three mediators (mastery, performance-approach, and
PAVs) were entered simultaneously to test the mediating role of
achievement goal orientations on the relation between parental
psychology control, autonomy support, and students’ maladap-
tive academic functioning using the PROCESS syntax in SPSS
(Hayes et al., 2011). The mediation method is based on regression
analysis. It provided the direct effect, total effect, and indirect
effects of an independent variable on a dependent variable with
95% bias-corrected confidence intervals based on 5,000 boot-
strapped samples. If the confidence intervals include 0, the tested
mediation effect would be non-significant (Preacher and Hayes,
2008). The indirect effect further calculates contrast between
mediating variables in a multiple mediation model, allowing us
to examine differences in the extent to which one variable medi-
ates the relation between parenting and academic functioning as
compared to other mediators included in the model.

RESULTS

Preliminary Analysis

A multivariate analysis of variance was conducted to examine
the overall effects of sex on these variables. A significant effect
of sex, Wilks’ A = 0.97, F (6,838) = 4.69, p < 0.001, n? = 0.03,
was found. Follow-up univariate analyses revealed that boys had
higher scores on parental psychological control and maladaptive
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academic functioning (n? = 0.00-0.02) than girls did. There were
no significant gender differences on students’ perceived parental
autonomy support and their three achievement goal orientations.
Means and SDs of the variables for boys and girls are presented
in Table 1.

Table 2 presents the correlation matrix. The results showed
that parental psychological control was related significantly
positively to students’ PAP (r = 0.27, p < 0.01), PAV (r = 0.22,
p < 0.01), students’ maladaptive academic functioning (r = 0.29,
p < 0.01), and not significantly to MAS (r = —0.01, p > 0.05).
Parental autonomy support was related significantly positively
to students’ MAS (r = 0.16, p < 0.01), negatively to maladaptive
academic functioning (r = —0.13, p < 0.01), and not significantly
to students” performance-approach and PAVs (r = 0.00, r = 0.02,
ps > 0.05). The bivariate correlation between maladaptive
academic functioning and MAS (r = —0.13, p < 0.01) was weak
negative; while the correlations between maladaptive academic
functioning and PAP (r = 0.47, p < 0.01) and PAV (r = 0.39,
p < 0.01) was moderate positive.

Mediating Effect of Students’ Achievement

Goal Orientations

The Coefficient for Each Path

We hypothesized that the relation between perceived parenting
and students’ maladaptive academic functioning would be medi-
ated by students’ achievement goal orientations. Three regres-
sion analyses allowed us to examine mediation: (1) a regression
analysis predicting effects of parenting on students’ maladap-
tive academic functioning, (2) a regression analysis predicting
students’ achievement goal orientations from parenting, and (3)
a regression analysis that included parenting and students’ achieve-
ment goal orientations as predictors of students’ maladaptive
academic functioning. Students’ sex was controlled as a covariate

TABLE 1 | Means and SDs of variables for boys and girls.

when testing the relation between parenting and maladaptive
academic functioning (please see Figure 1).

First, parental psychological control and autonomy support
were significant predictors of maladaptive academic function-
ing (¢; = 0.15, SE, =0.02, p < 0.001; ¢; = —0.07, SE,, =0.03,
p < 0.01, respectively). Second, parental psychological control
was a significant predictor of students’ PAP (a,=0.23, SE,, =0.03,
p < 0.001) and PAV (as; = 0.21, SE,, =0.03, p < 0.001), but not
MAS (a; = 0.02, SE,, =0.03, p > 0.05). Parental autonomy sup-
port was only a significant predictor of students’ MAS (a, = 0.16,
SE,, =0.03, p < 0.001), not PAP (as = 0.05, SE,, =0.04, p > 0.05)
and PAV (as=0.06, SE,, =0.04, p > 0.05). Third, all three achieve-
ment goal orientations predicted maladaptive academic func-
tioning (b; = —0.15, SE,, =0.02, p < 0.001; b, = 0.24, SE;, =0.03,
p < 0.001; bs = 0.10, SEy, =0.03, p < 0.01). Moreover, parental
psychological control and autonomy support still predicted mala-
daptive academic functioning (c; =0.08, SE; =0.02, p < 0.001;
¢, =—0.06, SE.> =0.02, p < 0.01). The results are presented
in Figure 2.

Indirect Effect of Parenting on Students’

Maladaptive Academic Functioning

The product of the path coeflicient (ab) for the indirect path
from parenting to students’ maladaptive academic functioning
via students” achievement goal orientations was examined and is
presented in Table 3. The specific indirect effects of psychological
control on maladaptive academic functioning through approach-
and avoidance-performance goal orientations were both signifi-
cantly different from 0, while not significantly different through
MAS. The specific indirect effect of parental autonomy support
on maladaptive academic functioning through MAS was sig-
nificantly different from 0, but not significantly different through
PAP and PAV.

Comparison of Indirect Effects

We further tested whether any two indirect effects of parent-
ing variables on maladaptive academic functioning via three
achievement goal orientations differed significantly. The con-

Variables Boys (447) Girls (399) F o . , A
trasts of indirect effects from parenting on students’ maladaptive

Psychological control 266(0.94)  2.39(089) 19.06™  jcademic functioning through achievement goal orientations
Autonorny support 867(0.72) 8.74(069 255 are presented in Table 4. The two indirect effects cannot be
Mastery goal orientation 3.99 (0.70)  4.06 (0.68) 2.23 L . . . . .. . .
Performance-approach goal orientation 217 (0.78)  2.13(0.78)  0.54 distinguished regarding magnitude if 0 is included in the inter-
Performance-avoidance goal orientation ~ 2.74 (0.86)  2.68(0.83)  1.09 val (Preacher and Hayes, 2008). The results indicated that the
Maladaptive academic functioning 2.14(0.88) 2.01(0.49) 11.54™ specific indirect effect of psychological control on maladaptive
SDs are in parentheses. academic functioning through MAS was significantly differ-
“p < 0.01, **p < 0.001. ent with that through PAP and PAV. The two indirect effects
TABLE 2 | Interrelations among variables.

1 3 4 5 6
1 Psychological control
2 Autonomy support —-0.14*
3 Mastery goal orientation -0.01 0.16™
4 Performance-approach goal orientation 0.27** 0.00 0.14**
5 Performance-avoidance goal orientation 0.22** 0.02 0.22** 0.71**
6 Maladaptive academic functioning 0.29** -0.13* -0.13* 0.47** 0.39**
*p < 0.01.
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Psychological
control

Autonomy support

MAS

PAV

FIGURE 1 | Multiple mediation model depicting direct and indirect effects of parental psychological control and autonomy support on students’ maladaptive
academic functioning tested in the present study, controlling for gender. Abbreviations: MAS, mastery goal orientation; PAP, performance-approach goal orientation;
PAV, performance-avoidance goal orientation.

Maladaptive academic
functioning

Psychological
control

>‘13**

Autonomy support

FIGURE 2 | Students’ achievement goal orientations as mediators of the relation between parenting and maladaptive academic functioning. Abbreviations: MAS,
mastery goal orientation; PAP, performance-approach goal orientation; PAV, performance-avoidance goal orientation. Students’ gender was controlled as a
covariate. Values represent standardized regression coefficients. *p < 0.01, **p < 0.001.

Maladaptive academic
functioning

TABLE 3 | Indirect effect of parenting on students’ maladaptive academic
functioning through achievement goal orientations.

TABLE 4 | Contrasts of indirect effects from parenting on students’ maladaptive
academic functioning through achievement goal orientations.

Product of Bootstrapping Product of Bootstrapping
coefficients coefficients
BC 95% ClI BC 95% ClI
Point estimate SE Lower Upper Point estimate SE Lower Upper

Psychological control Psychological control
MAS —0.00 0.01 —0.01 0.01 MAS vs. PAP -0.06 0.02 —0.09 -0.03
PAP 0.06 0.01 0.038 0.09 MAS vs. PAV -0.02 0.01 -0.04 -0.01
PAV 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.08 PAP vs. PAV 0.03 0.01 0.01 0.07
Autonomy support Autonomy support
MAS -0.02 0.01 -0.04 —-0.01 MAS vs. PAP -0.04 0.01 -0.07 -0.01
PAP 0.01 0.01 —-0.01 0.038 MAS vs. PAV -0.03 0.01 -0.05 -0.01
PAV 0.01 0.00 —0.01 0.02 PAP vs. PAV 0.01 0.01 —0.01 0.02

BC, bias corrected; 5,000 bootstrap samples; MAS, mastery goal orientation; PAR,
performance-approach goal orientation; PAV, performance-avoidance goal orientation.

through PAP and PV can be also distinguished between each
other. Moreover, the specific indirect effect of autonomy sup-
port on maladaptive academic functioning through MAS was

BC, bias corrected; 5,000 bootstrap samples; MAS, mastery goal orientation; PAF,
performance-approach goal orientation; PAV, performance-avoidance goal orientation.

significantly different from that through PAP and PAV. However,
the two indirect effects of PAP and PAV cannot be distinguished
from each other. Therefore, parental psychological control leads
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to students’ maladaptive academic functioning mainly through
students’ PAP and PAV, while parental autonomy support leads
to maladaptive academic functioning only through MAS.

DISCUSSION

The present study examined adolescents’ perceived parental
psychological control and autonomy support and their relations
with academic functioning through achievement goal orienta-
tions in Chinese adolescents. This research first systematically
examined the psychometric properties of used measures with
a Chinese population and then tested the mean level scores
and the interrelations of these measured constructs. Moreover,
a mediating effect model was tested to explore the underlying
process of students’ maladaptive academic functioning affected
by parental psychological control and autonomy support via
students’ achievement goal orientations.

Gender Differences

In our study, boys perceived significantly higher parental psy-
chological control and tended to perceive lower parental auton-
omy support than girls did, although not at a significant level.
There may be two main reasons for this finding. First, boys may
manifest more disruptive behaviors, such as excessive agitation,
aggressiveness, and noncompliance than girls (Duchesne and
Larose, 2007), which may make boys receive more psychological
control from parents. Second, it is possible that adolescent boys
expect more autonomy and self-directed than girls, and thus be
more sensitive to parental psychological control and autonomy
support than girls do (Werner et al., 2016).

In addition, it is worth noting that there were no significant
gender differences on students” achievement goal orientations.
The result of MAS is consistent with Western findings (Chouinard
and Roy, 2008); however, the results of performance-approach
and PAV are inconsistent with previous findings. This inconsist-
ency may due to the emphasis on academic success and social
comparison in China, along with the one-child policy. In China,
academic success has great pragmatic value, such as being
admitted into noteworthy universities and bringing honor
to families (Ho and Hau, 2008). Chinese parents pay much
attention to their children’s academics. High academic achieve-
ment is viewed as a responsibility toward one’s family (Chao
and Tseng, 2002). Moreover, most of the participants in this
study were the only child in their families. Therefore, families
pin all their hopes on their child. Both Chinese girls and boys
must achieve by outperforming others and avoiding looking
incompetent. These explain the lack of sex differences in China
as compared to the West, where boys have higher performance
goal orientation than girls do (e.g., Shim et al., 2008).

The Relations between Parental
Psychological Control, Autonomy Support,

and Adolescents’ Academic Functioning

Previous studies concerning the relations between parenting
and child outcomes have been conducted mainly in Western
cultures. Many researchers asserted that autonomy is not

highly valued in the East; therefore, parental psychological
control and autonomy support might not have the same effects
on children’s academic functioning as found in Western sam-
ples (Chao and Tseng, 2002). However, in our study, the results
in the correlation matrix revealed that students’ maladaptive
academic functioning had a positive association with parental
psychological control (r = 0.29, p < 0.01) and a negative asso-
ciation with autonomy support (r=—0.13, p < 0.01). Moreover,
the results of mediating analyses further showed that the total
effect of parental psychological control on students’ maladap-
tive academic functioning was positive (estimate value = 0.15,
BC 95% CI [0.11, 0.19]), and that of parental autonomy
support was negative (estimate value = —0.07, BC 95% CI
[-0.12, —0.02]). The current findings were not in line with
one recent study with Chinese adolescents (Lu et al., 2017),
which indicated that the effect of maternal psychological con-
trol on academic performance should be non-significant for
adolescents aged about 15. The inconsistent findings may be
related to the methodological difference in the measurement
of psychological control. In our study, we tested parental psy-
chological control without differentiating the role of mothers
vs. fathers using items from Wang et al. (2007). Whereas, their
study only focused on maternal psychological control using the
Psychological Control Scale-Youth Self-Report (Barber, 1996).
Another possible reason for this inconsistent may be due to
the sample characteristics. Relatively speaking, compared
with students in general high schools, selective high-school
students suffer more fierce competition among students and
have heavier academic pressure and expectations from their
schools, teachers, and parents. With this schema, selective
high-school adolescents may perceive their parents to be more
psychological control than general high-school adolescents,
and this may result in the inconsistency with findings of
Lu et al. (2017). Anyway, findings in the present study seem
to support the universalistic view that the positive relevance
of autonomy support and the negative relevance of psycho-
logical control to students’ maladaptive academic functioning
apply to the Chinese culture, at least for selective high-school
adolescents.

Moreover, in our study, both parental psychological control
and autonomy support are slightly associated with adolescents’
maladaptive academic functioning. The small magnitude
association may be situated within cultural context (Lu et al.,
2017). In Collectivist cultures, people are instilled to value
interpersonal relatedness and harmony over autonomy which is
prioritized and encouraged in individualist cultures (Ho, 1986).
Thus, adolescents growing up in collectivist cultures, such as
China, may be affected comparatively smaller by parental psy-
chological control and autonomy support relative to individual-
ist counterparts (Wang et al., 2007).

Mediating Effects of Students’

Achievement Goal Orientations

In the study, the mediating role of students’ achievement goal
orientation for the relation between parental psychological
control, autonomy support, and maladaptive functioning was
supported. We found that, parental psychological control led to
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students’ maladaptive academic functioning, mainly through
students’ performance-approach and PAVs rather than MAS;
while parental autonomy support reduced students’ maladaptive
academic functioning, mainly through their MAS rather than
these two types of performance goal orientations.

These findings suggest that parental psychological control and
autonomy support have distinct influencing paths on adolescents’
maladaptive academic functioning through achievement goal
orientations. Previous studies indicated that when parents use
intrusive parenting tactics to urge children to study, children may
feel social-evaluative pressure and must achieve the expectations
set by their parents. For instance, Roth et al. (2009) found that
psychological control positively predicted children’s feelings
of internal compulsion to study, which in turn positively pre-
dicted standard-focused rather than interest-focused studying.
Standard-focused adolescents might be more likely fear of failure
in academics, which leads them to preferring PAV as well as PAP
than MAS. In contrast, when parents encourage children to par-
ticipate in decision-making and opinion exchanges rather than
coerce children to attain ambitious standards, children are more
likely to focus on learning and mastering a task rather than win-
ning and proving their ability (Gonzalez et al., 2002). Children
have their internal criteria for success or failure and have an
intrinsic motivation toward learning (Ginsburg and Bronstein,
1993). From this study, we can know parenting perceived as
psychological control was related to a motivational orientation
where students are concerned with proving their ability and not
appearing as incompetent, which enhance students’ maladaptive
academic functioning; while parenting perceived as autonomy
support was related to students’ concern of improving their ability
and attaining personal mastery, which reduce students’ maladap-
tive academic functioning.

In addition, it is worth noting that, after putting students’
achievement goal orientations as mediators into the model,
the direct effect of parental psychological control decreased
substantially (from ¢; = 0.15 to ¢ =0.08); while the effect of
autonomy support on students’ maladaptive academic func-
tioning only changed slightly (from ¢; = —0.07 to ¢; =-0.06).
It seems that, just comparing their absolute value and direction
of the direct effects, parental autonomy support has a more
direct ameliorative effect on students’ maladaptive academic
functioning. These results, to a certain extent, imply that parents
should use more autonomy support instead of psychological
control with adolescents.

Contributions and Implications

The study offered a closer look at psychological controlling and
autonomy-supportive parenting in Chinese culture, responding
the appeal of examining parenting within and across different
countries and cultures. The findings of the study also added to
a deeper understanding of how Chinese high-school students’
adoption of achievement motivations vary with parental psycho-
logical control and autonomy support, and then to affect students’
maladaptive academic functioning. It suggests that the harmful
nature of parental psychological control and the benefit of paren-
tal autonomy support through achievement goal orientations
should be concerned and addressed in Chinese parental
education.

Limitations and Future Directions

The study had two main limitations. First, all data were collected
from a single source, which may affect the objectivity of the
conclusions. Future studies should adopt multiple sources of
assessment such as including parent-reported or observed data
to avoid shared method variance. Second, we did not examine
the relations between parenting and students’ adaptive academic
functioning; therefore, we cannot compare the findings of the
effects of parenting on students’ maladaptive academic function-
ing with that on adaptive academic functioning. It is possible
that the negative influence of parental psychological control
exacerbates students’ maladaptive academic functioning, while
the positive contribution of parental autonomy support facilitates
students’ adaptive academic functioning. Future research should
simultaneously explore the relations between parenting and
students’ adaptive and maladaptive academic functioning.

CONCLUSION

This novel research helps elucidate Chinese adolescents’ per-
ceived parental psychological control and autonomy support
and the mediating effects of achievement goal orientations on
the relations between parenting and maladaptive academic func-
tioning. Distinct effects of two types of parenting on adolescents’
maladaptive academic functioning through achievement goal
orientations were revealed. Specifically, parental psychological
control exacerbated students’ maladaptive academic functioning,
mainly through students’ performance-approach and PAVs; how-
ever, parental autonomy support reduced students’ maladaptive
academic functioning, mainly through MAS.
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