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Ensuring Universality, Equity and Quality: Changes and Challenges of

Early Childhood Education Policies and Practices in China

Xiumin Hong

Institute (Department) of Early Childhood Education, Faculty of Education, Beijing Normal

University

Extended Abstract：

1. Basic Background of the Development of Early Childhood Education

(ECE) in China

1.1 Three Stages of Changes in the Positioning of ECE Supply Attributes

·Unit Welfare stage (1949–1992): ECE was provided as an employee benefit.

·Educational Industry stage(1993–2009): Socialized ECE.

·Public Service stage (2010–Present): Part of inclusive non-basic public service.

1.2 Overall Development of ECE before 2010

·Issues of Universality

·Issues of Equity

·Issues of Quality

1.3 2010: A Milestone in the Reform and Development of ECE in China

2. Major Achievements of China’s ECE Policies and Practices

2.1 Legal System: Initial Establishment of a Legal System for ECE

The introduction of the Preschool Education Law of the People’s Republic of China has

clarified educational objectives, management systems, funding guarantees, etc., providing a basis

for promoting universal access, equity, and quality in ECE.

2.2 Finance: Increased Investment and Gradual Institutional Advancement

·Policy Achievements: Administrative Measures for Preschool Education Fiscal Funds;

Opinions on Improving the Preschool Education Funding System, etc.

·Practical Achievements: Steady growth in fiscal funding; expanded coverage of per-student

allocation and inclusive subsidies; strengthened protection for vulnerable children.
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2.3 Universality: Resource Expansion and Coverage Enhancement

·Policy Achievements: Several Opinions on Current Development of Preschool Education;

Three-Year Action Plans for Preschool Education, etc.

·Practical Achievements: Growth in the number of kindergartens and enrolled children;

improved enrollment rates.

2.4 Equity: Expansion of Inclusiveness and Narrowing Gaps

·Policy Achievements: Several Opinions on Deepening Reform and Standardizing

Development of Preschool Education; Measures for Identification and Management of Inclusive

Private Kindergartens; 14th Five-Year Action Plan for Preschool Education Development and

Improvement, etc.

·Practical Achievements: Sustained improvement in facilities and teaching staff conditions in

disadvantaged areas; expanded coverage of inclusive kindergartens.

2.5 Quality: Improved Kindergarten Quality and Gradually Sound Evaluation Mechanisms

·Policy Achievements: Opinions on Implementing the New Era Basic Education Expansion

and Quality Improvement Action Plan; Guidelines for Quality Evaluation of Kindergarten Care and

Education; Measures for Supervision and Evaluation of Kindergarten Operations; Notice on

Implementing the National Training Plan for Kindergarten Teachers; Opinions on Accelerating

Educational Digitalization, etc.

·Practical Achievements: Overall improvement in care and education quality; increasingly

standardized kindergarten evaluation mechanisms; initial establishment of a support system for

teacher professional development; advancement of digitalization.

3. Current Issues and Challenges in China’s ECE Policies and Practices

3.1 Incomplete Supporting and Guarantee Mechanisms for Law Implementation

3.2 Unsound Financial Guarantee Mechanism and Mismatched Investment with Development

Needs

3.3 Demographic Changes Posing New Challenges to ECE Resources Allocation
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3.4 Insufficient Inclusive Resources and Prominent Internal Disparities

3.5 Underdeveloped Evaluation System and Unbalanced High-quality Development

4. Key Focus Areas for Future ECE Policies and Practices in China

4.1 Strengthening the rule of law to ensure the effective implementation of Preschool Education

Law

4.2 Optimizing investment efficiency to drive the reform of ECE

4.3 Exploring equity-oriented paths to gradually promote free ECE

4.4 Focusing on demographic situation to optimize resource allocation

4.5 Improving the evaluation system to continuously enhance care and education quality

4.6 Addressing public concerns to accelerate the construction of an inclusive childcare service

system
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Global Childhoods in Asia Pacific: Key Issues, Emerging Trends, and Future
Oppor tunities for Ear ly Years

SLIDE 1

1. Welcome and Acknowledgements

Good morning / Kia ora / Ni hao/ Selamat pagi
I begin by acknowledging the Traditional Owners of the land we gather on today, and I
conduct my research on. I pay my respects to Elders past and present and recognise their
ongoing connection to Country, knowledge, and culture. I also want to extend my respect to
all Indigenous peoples here, and indigenous philosophies and pedagogies whose work
informs and challenges us to reimagine childhoods in more socially just and grounded ways.

My name is Professor Marek Tesar, I am currently Dean of Education at the University of
Melbourne, and Professor of Early Childhood. Much of my work centres on the politics and
philosophies of childhood, particularly in contexts shaped by global and colonial forces. I am
researching and working with curriculum theories and pedagagies, particularly interested in a
deeper level of connecting theory and practice, and how macro-levels and educational
policies shape and render practice and our everyday experiences.

I am so grateful for this invitation to deliver this keynote, and so sorry I cannot be with
PECERA family in beautiful Shanghai due to my other commitments. PECERA is an
amazing organisation that unites colleagues and friends from around Pacific rim, and I do
hope that we will be able to re-connect next year, and hopefully also host colleagues in
Melbourne, Australia.

Over the years, I’ve had the privilege of working with colleagues across the Asia-Pacific
region, and the perspectives I’ll share today are shaped by both research, collaboration, co-
design and listening; to children, educators, communities, and scholars across different sites
of our shared region. This presentation is shaped by the knowledges and experiences through
my different roles as early childhood teacher, teacher educator, research centre director,
international Dean and an academic administrator.

Yet, you may wonder why this topic and why this title. We are living in a moment of
intensified uncertainty, climate disruptions, geopolitical shifts, ongoing pandemics, and
global conflict. And children’s lives are not only shaped by these dynamics, they are often the
first to feel their impacts, and they are right at the centre of it. In the Asia-Pacific region,
childhoods are incredibly diverse; but also deeply influenced by shared challenges: policy
pressures, inequality, forced standardisation, and rapid digital transformation. My key
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question that I want to ask the colleagues in this conference is: What kinds of futures are we
imagining for children? And whose voices shape those futures?

SLIDE 2:

The talk will take us through four main sections:

1. A brief look at the major global and regional forces shaping childhoods.
2. A deep dive into key issues confronting early childhood education today.
3. An exploration of some emerging trends and hopeful practices.
4. And finally, some provocations about what kind of future we might co-create: one

grounded in equity, sustainability, and local wisdoms.

I invite you to question the arguments critically, generously, and with imagination — and I
look forward to continuing the conversation following, but also beyond this session.

"As I continue, I want to start by posting two deceptively simple but deeply consequential
questions: Whose childhoods are centred? Whose voices are heard?

These questions speak to the heart of the early years field: not only in terms of policy and
pedagogy, but in terms of values, ethics, and power. Across the Asia-Pacific, childhoods are
shaped by enormous diversity — cultural, linguistic, geographic, economic, and political.
And yet, in much of our work: whether it’s research, curriculum development, teacher
education, or international reporting - a narrow and often Western-centric image of the child
continues to dominate.

I do think that we are at a cr itical crossroads. A point where decisions made now - in
government departments, university lecture halls, curriculum committees, NGOs - will
determine the kinds of early childhood systems that emerge in the coming decades. The Time
is Now.

Will these systems reflect the complex realities of children’s lives across villages, urban
centres, coastal islands, and remote communities of Asia Pacific? Or will they impose
uniform standards, expectations, and models that erase difference under the guise of 'best
practice'?

Let me give you a concrete example. In a recent discussion with Bina, an early childhood
educator in a coastal area of Indonesia, she shared: “Our children know the sea better than
they know the alphabet. But our curriculum doesn’t recognise that knowledge.” That single
comment encapsulates so much. It’s a reminder that many children arrive at our learning
settings with deep, situated knowledge — knowledge that may not be visible or valued within
dominant frameworks of learning or development.

At this crossroads, I want to ask: what counts as knowledge? Whose ways of knowing are
privileged? And how might we create educational spaces that honour children's identities,
families, and cultural worlds?

Like you, I get often asked: what’s the best early childhood centre in my neighbourhood,
town or city?? My answer is intentionally quiet – as it is, like perhaps for many of you, an
ordinary moment in a learning setting. Sometimes I say ‘closest to your child’s home?’.
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Nothing flashy. No policy logo or promotional banner. Because the work of early childhood
education is, most of the time, humble, intimate, and local. It happens in the small
pedagogical gestures, under the guise of curriculum creativity: a teacher crouching to listen to
a child’s story; a caregiver adjusting a rhythm to support a child’s emotional needs; a group
of children building shared understanding through play.

And yet, these moments — foundational and relational — are often invisible to systems that
prioritise metrics, benchmarks, and narrow definitions of success. At this critical juncture, we
need a collective willingness to listen differently — to children, to families, and to educators
on the ground. Not just to consult, but to co-design: to build systems and policies that are
rooted in lived realities rather than imposed from abstract ideals. Becease, as Jessica, one of
the teachers I work with shared with: “Children are not only our future — they are our
present.”

Such reframing shifts everything. It challenges us to stop seeing early childhood education
only as preparation for something else — for school, for productivity, for citizenship. And
instead, to recognise the significance of the here and now — the child as a full human being
with rights, agency, imagination, and wisdom.

It invites us to slow down, to attend to the ethics of our work, and to notice what is already
happening — the practices, relationships, and forms of resistance that educators and
communities are already engaged in.

We know that young children are active participants in society. They are citizens of now.
And when we make room for their voices — when we ask what matters to them, what they
notice, what they care about — we begin to create educational futures that are not only more
just, but also more joyful, more local, and more meaningful.

So as we move forward, I propose to keep these guiding questions close: Whose childhoods
are centred? Whose voices are heard?

SLIDE 3 - Global and Local Forces

In this section, I want to step back and situate early childhood within the broader currents
shaping the Asia-Pacific today.

Childhood doesn’t exist in a vacuum — it is continually shaped by economic flows,
technological changes, environmental events, and political decisions that often happen far
beyond the communities in which children live.

I want to briefly consider a few of these forces:

Fir st, globalisation and policy convergence.
There is increasing alignment across national systems, shaped by multilateral organisations
and transnational policy discourses. While this can bring investment and shared focus, it
often means importing one-size-fits-all metrics and developmentally sequenced curricula that
may not align with local knowledge systems or community priorities.

22



Second, the digital turn.
Children today are growing up in media-saturated environments. From remote island villages
to dense megacities, digital devices and platforms mediate how children grow up, learn, play,
and interact. This brings both opportunities for connection and creativity, and real concerns
around surveillance, addiction, and the commodification of childhood itself.

Third, climate change.
From rising sea levels in the Pacific to intensifying bushfires in Australia, the ecological
crises we face are already reshaping the landscapes of childhood. They affect children’s
health, safety, and sense of belonging — and demand that we prepare early childhood
systems that are environmentally just, resilient, and place-attuned.

Four th, mobility.
Children in the Asia-Pacific are on the move — with families seeking work, fleeing conflict,
or relocating for climate or economic reasons. Migration and displacement shape how
children experience continuity, care, and cultural identity. We need systems that support
transitions rather than punish movement.

And finally, the geopolitical and economic pressures — including growing inequality.
Many countries in our region have expanding wealth gaps, affecting access to quality early
childhood provision. And in many cases, funding is directed more toward monitoring or
testing than toward deep relational care.

So when we talk about early years policy, we must keep this global-regional-local layering in
view. These forces are not abstract, they enter early childhood classrooms, shape daily
routines, and are absorbed into the textures of children’s lives and their families.

In the face of this, I argue that early childhood educators are not simply service providers —
they are cultural workers, mediators, and in many ways, first responders to the world’s most
pressing challenges. This framing matters, because it helps us ask not just what we do, but
why, and for whom. What kind of world are we preparing children for? And what kind of
world are we preparing through our work with children?"

Slide 4 - “You can’t measure a child’s story with a developmental checklist.”

In this section, I name some of the key issues and tensions that are currently shaping early
childhood education across the Asia-Pacific — many of which are not new, but are becoming
more acute in this moment of intersecting crises and reforms.

The first is equity.
Despite growth in early childhood provision across many countries, there are still deep gaps
in access, quality, and outcomes — particularly for Low Socio-economic bracket of society,
for Indigenous children, migrant children, those in rural or remote areas, and children with
disabilities. Equity is too often seen as an ‘add-on’ to policy, rather than as a foundational
principle that must shape every decision.

Second, there’s a growing tension between global agendas and local practices.
Global frameworks like the Sustainable Development Goals or OECD early learning
benchmarks often guide funding and reform in local countries, states, provinces and
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municipalities. But the risk is that these external pressures begin to override community-local
driven approaches and erase culturally rooted ways of knowing, being, and learning.

We also see the effects of standardisation.
Standardised curricula, assessments, and ‘school-readiness’ targets are becoming increasingly
dominant. While these may help with accountability, they can also narrow the scope of
learning, restrict teacher autonomy, and marginalise the creative, relational, and place-based
aspects of early years pedagogy.

Another critical issue is the ongoing impact of colonial legacies.
In many parts of the Asia-Pacific, early childhood systems have inherited structures that
reflect Western, Eurocentric values. This often means local and Indigenous epistemologies
are treated as supplementary — if they appear at all. The opportunity here is not just about
adding in diverse perspectives, but rethinking what knowledge is, who holds it, and how it is
taught.

We must also speak to the precar ity of the ear ly childhood workforce.
Educators are often underpaid, overworked, and undervalued — and this is particularly acute
in early childhood. They are expected to implement complex reforms, manage family needs,
and support children’s wellbeing, all while receiving minimal systemic support or recognition
as professionals. This is not sustainable — nor is it just.

We’re also seeing a rise in what some call the “datafication” of childhood. Children are
increasingly monitored, assessed, and quantified from earlier and earlier ages. While data can
be a tool for equity, it can also reduce children to numbers — and lead to over-surveillance,
loss of autonomy, and even harm, especially when used without cultural sensitivity or
consent.

Finally, there are persistent policy disconnects. We often see early years education siloed
from broader social services, health, and community wellbeing. This fragmentation means
that children’s and families’ needs are not always addressed holistically. An early childhood
system that operates in isolation cannot effectively respond to the complex social, cultural,
and economic realities of the communities it serves.

All of these tensions — equity, standardisation, cultural erasure, workforce conditions, data
control — they are interconnected. And they demand more than surface-level fixes. They call
for bold rethinking. For listening to those who are too often excluded from decision-making:
educators, families, children themselves.

I want to end this section with a quote from a teacher in Samoa, who said to me:

“You can’t measure a child’s story with a developmental checklist.”
That one sentence says so much. It reminds us that every child comes to us with histories,
identities, and relationships that exceed any framework we try to apply. And that our task is
not to sort or streamline children — but to create systems that respond with care, complexity,
and respect.”

Slide 5 = Reimagining Early Childhood: Trends and Innovations
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After outlining the challenges, I want to now shift to some of the emerging trends and
innovations that give us reason to be hopeful — and more importantly, offer concrete ways
to reimagine early years education across the Asia-Pacific.

Despite the tensions, we’re seeing bold and creative practices emerge from within
communities, classrooms, and centres — many of which challenge dominant models and
offer alternatives grounded in cultural knowledge, relational care, and ecological
sustainability.

One key trend is the renewed emphasis on play-based and inquiry-led pedagogies.
We know from decades of scientific research — and from Indigenous and local knowledges
— that play is not trivial. It is how children make sense of the world, of each other, and of
themselves. Across the region, educators are re-centering play not just as a method, but as a
philosophy — one that values imagination, experimentation, and co-construction over
transmission and compliance.

In places like Australia, New Zealand, Singapore, and parts of Indonesia and the Pacific
Islands, we’re seeing strong moves towards culturally responsive pedagogies.
This involves rethinking not just what we teach, but how and why. It means drawing from
Indigenous stories, languages, and ways of knowing. It means placing relationships at the
centre, and affirming children’s identities rather than expecting them to assimilate into
predefined norms. In many ways, this is a decolonising move; one that disrupts the idea of
‘one right way’ and reclaims the richness of multiple educational traditions.

We are also witnessing exciting policy shifts in some jurisdictions.
For instance, policies that extend early learning to include community and intergenerational
learning — recognising the role of elders, caregivers, and kin networks in children’s growth.
There are moves to link early learning with sustainability education, with growing interest in
‘bush kindy’, outdoor classrooms, and eco-pedagogies that nurture children’s relationship
with place.

A number of promising teacher education innovations are also emerging. These focus on
preparing educators not only with technical competencies, but with ethical, cultural, and
political awareness. Programs that engage educators in action research, reflective practice,
and community-led learning are equipping them to respond to complexity rather than apply
fixed methods.

Across many of these trends is a common thread: a shift from control to collaboration.
We are moving — slowly, and unevenly — from systems that try to manage children’s
development, to systems that trust children as active, capable participants. And from systems
that prescribe what educators must do, to systems that position educators as co-researchers,
community leaders, and change agents.

Importantly, these innovations are not all coming from the centre — they are coming from
the margins. From rural communities. From Indigenous collectives. From early career
teachers questioning the systems they’ve inherited. From families resisting narratives of
deficit and demanding joy, justice, and inclusion for their children.
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If we want to scale these innovations, our job is not to extract or replicate them — but to
listen, to support, and to learn how to adapt policy and funding structures in ways that are
genuinely responsive to context.

So as we consider the future of early years education, I want to ask:

 Are we open to approaches that don’t fit the mould?
 Are we investing in relationships as much as results?
 And are we willing to step aside, when necessary, to let other voices lead?

These are the kinds of questions that helps us, I argue, to move from reform to
transformation.”

Slide 6 - Reimagining Early Childhood: Trends and Innovations

The challenges I’ve discussed are real. They are systemic, structural, and often exhausting.
But they are not immovable. Across the region, there are opportunities to build something
better — not by starting from scratch, but by amplifying what already works and imagining
boldly where we need to go.

The future of early years education in the Asia-Pacific must be inclusive, sustainable, and
adaptable — able to respond to the diversity of children’s lives, while also preparing them to
live ethically and relationally in a rapidly changing world.

First, this means designing systems that are grounded in context — not imported
blueprints. One-size-fits-all models don’t serve diverse realities. We need systems that can
flex and evolve alongside communities.

Second, we must keep children’s voices and r ights at the centre. Not just as rhetorical tools,
but as drivers of how we design curriculum, assess quality, and set priorities. The most
powerful learning emerges when children feel seen, safe, and empowered.

Third, this is about cultural, ecological, and ethical responsibility. We have a duty to future
generations — not only to educate, but to model care, justice, and reciprocity. Early
childhood settings can be sites of climate learning, cultural revitalisation, and social repair.

Fourth, we must value the ear ly years workforce. This is not an add-on. No system will
flourish if the educators at its heart are overworked, underpaid, and unheard. Dignifying their
labour and professional status is foundational.

Fifth, the future depends on suppor ting local leadership and Indigenous-led initiatives.
These are not niche innovations — they are models of the future. When we create space for
Indigenous knowledge systems, community-based approaches, and multiple ways of knowing,
we move toward equity not only in rhetoric, but in structure.

And finally, we must reimagine accountability. Instead of surveillance and audit cultures,
what would it mean to build trust into our systems? To see educators as professionals, not
technicians? To let relationships and reflection guide improvement?
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This future — just, inclusive, and sustainable — won’t happen by accident. It will take
courage, collaboration, and a willingness to let go of inherited models that no longer serve us.

But, as I argues, we are not starting from zero. The seeds are already there — in classrooms,
communities, and courageous conversations like this one.”

Slide 7

I want to begin this next section by focusing on what is already strong in many parts of our
region — the r ichness of local and Indigenous knowledges that have sustained childhoods
for generations.

Too often, early childhood education is framed as something modern, institutional, and
centrally governed. But of course, childhood has always been held and nurtured by families,
communities, and lands — through deeply embedded ways of knowing and being.

Across the Asia-Pacific, I’ve encountered through my research extraordinary examples of
place-based pedagogies:

 Children learning to weave, not just as a craft, but as a lesson in patience, care, and
intergenerational connection.

 Storytelling practices that pass on not just moral lessons, but ecological knowledge
and cultural memory.

 Sea-based literacies — reading tides, navigating weather, harvesting with respect —
often dismissed by systems that only count phonics and numeracy.

These are not charming ‘extras’. They are full, legitimate knowledge systems. And when we
centre them, we begin to rethink what early childhood education is for.

Importantly, many of these practices are community-led — arising from within, not imposed
from above. They often function as forms of resistance, keeping alive cultural identity in the
face of colonisation, economic pressure, and policy erasure.

But I propose thatwe must be careful. Valuing Indigenous and local knowledges doesn’t
mean extracting them into standard curricula. The challenge is to support and honour without
appropr iating or diluting — to ensure the leadership stays with those to whom the
knowledge belongs.

This philosophical point of departure urges us to ask:

 What would it mean to structure our systems around this knowledge, not just add it in?
 How might we measure learning differently?
 What kinds of professional development do educators need to work with deep cultural

integrity?

Ultimately, valuing local knowledges is not about looking backward. It’s about building
futures that are rooted — in place, in culture, and in respect.

Slide 8
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I want to now draw your attention on something that often goes unnoticed early childhood
education settings: the hidden curr iculum — that is, everything children learn that we don’t
explicitly teach.

While policy tends to focus on the visible curriculum — learning outcomes, developmental
milestones, standards — children are also constantly learning from the textures of practice:
how space is organised, how time is managed, how adults relate to them, and how power
flows in a room.

Let me give you an example:
A centre might proudly promote creativity and play, but if children are constantly told to sit
still, line up quietly, and speak only when asked — what are they really learning?
They are learning compliance.
They are learning which voices carry authority, and which are ignored.
They are learning the rules of power before they even reach primary school.

The physical architecture of our settings also teaches. Who gets to move freely? Who is
always being monitored? Are there places for retreat, for reflection, for mess, for risk? Or
only brightly coloured corners of control?

And then there are the routines:

 How do we handle transition times?
 Who decides when it’s time to stop a child’s play?
 What happens when a child resists or cries?

These micro-moments carry huge pedagogical weight. They teach children about autonomy,
trust, safety, and belonging; or the absence of those things.

We also need to consider the emotional cur r iculum.
Children learn a great deal from how we respond to their emotional lives. Are feelings named
and supported, or are they dismissed? Are children allowed to express frustration or sadness
— or are we only comfortable with compliant joy?

All of this points to a central tension:
While we may speak the language of inclusion, creativity, and child-centred practice — our
environments and habits can still reproduce systems of control, silence, and hierarchy.

So key provocations are;

 What are children learning when we’re not looking?
 What values are we unintentionally embedding?
 How do our daily actions either liberate or limit?

This is not a call for perfection. It’s a call for awareness. For noticing. For critically
examining the small things — the things we take for granted — because these, too, are the
curriculum."
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Slide 9

One of the most persistent, yet under-examined concepts in our field is the idea of ‘quality.’
It’s a word we use all the time — in policy documents, funding proposals, programme
evaluations — and thus, we must stop to ask: Who defines what quality means?

Across the Asia-Pacific, early childhood systems are increasingly shaped by global
frameworks that come with their own assumptions about what high-quality early education
looks like. These often include standards around literacy and numeracy, teacher-child ratios,
readiness indicators, and physical infrastructure.

Now, let me be clear — standards and accountability are important. But the problem arises
when these global indicators over r ide local meaning-making. When they become the only
lens through which value is judged.

For example:
In a rural Solomon Islands preschool, the most meaningful learning experiences may involve
gardening with elders, speaking local dialects, or engaging in seasonal rituals.
Yet none of that would ‘count’ in a global quality rating tool.
Whose standards are those? And what are we missing when we reduce learning to a checklist?

We must move toward a broader understanding of quality as a process, not simply an
outcome. Quality is relational. It’s about the ethics of care, the strength of trust between
child and teacher, the way children feel seen and heard.

Children themselves are powerful judges of quality — though we rarely ask them.
Parents too, especially those from marginalised communities, may define quality not by
inspection reports, but by how their child is treated, whether their culture is respected,
whether the teacher knows their child’s name and story.

There’s also a risk in international benchmarking and rankings. These can create hierarchies
between countr ies, reinforce colonial dynamics, and put pressure on governments to adopt
models that may not fit their context.

So I encourage us to ask:

 What does quality look and feel like — here, in this place?
 Who has the authority to define it?
 And how can we develop tools for reflection and evaluation that are rooted in local

values, rather than imposed from outside?

When we rethink quality, we open up space for innovation — for diverse pedagogies, for
cultural relevance, for deeper forms of justice.

I argue, that in Early childhood education, we have a different type of measurement for
quality, apart from the Quality that is imposed. Quality is also something we co-create and
co-design.

Slide 10
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The COVID-19 pandemic was — and remains — a profound global disruption. And like all
disruptions, it not only created crisis, but also revealed deeper truths and knowledges about
our systems.

For early childhood education, the pandemic pulled back the cur tain on several
longstanding issues.

It exposed the fragility of access — for many children, education stopped entirely during
lockdowns (and some are still recovering from that). It showed us that when systems rely too
heavily on institutions, they often fail those on the margins: families without stable housing,
access to devices, or language support.

But, on the other hand, it also revealed just how central care is to the work we do. What our
research shown, ws , that Early childhood education was no longer seen as ‘babysitting’.
Suddenly, it was essential. Not just for economic reasons, but for children’s mental health,
secur ity, and wellbeing.

And we saw something remarkable: educators and families adapting with immense
creativity and resilience.

 Teachers made videos in their kitchens, read stories via WeChat, WhatsApp,
delivered learning packs on bicycles.

 Parents became co-educators, often without formal training but with deep insight into
their children’s lives.

 Communities developed home-based and hybr id learning spaces, many of which
offered models more flexible, local, and culturally responsive than traditional systems.

What emerged was not perfect. But it was rich with possibility.

The pandemic also forced us to rethink what “school readiness” means. Does it mean
sitting still and following instructions? Or being emotionally supported, socially connected,
and confident in one’s identity? Many children returned to early years settings needing care
more than cur r iculum, and that, too, is a lesson.

We are now, in many ways, at a decision point: Do we simply rebuild what we had before?
Or do we use this moment to reimagine?

The pandemic has reminded us that change is possible; systems can adapt when they need to.
So I want us to hold on onto that idea for a moment – of a flexibility, that imagination, and
that deep sense of shared responsibility. Because the next disruption may not be viral; it
may be ecological, political, or economic.

I want us to build systems that are resilient not only to cr isis, but to inequality. Systems
that care, not just per form."

Slide 11
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‘In many dominant discourses - and still in many policies - young children are spoken about
primarily in futures-or iented terms. They are the ‘leaders of tomorrow,’ the ‘future
workforce,’ the ‘next generation.’

While well-meaning, this framing often sidelines who they are now.

We must ask: what do we lose when we view children only through the lens of potential?
We risk erasing their cur rent capacities, their wisdom, and their ways of being.

The idea of children as citizens of now shifts this paradigm. It recognises that even the
youngest children are participants in their families, communities, cultures, and ecologies.
They have opinions, preferences, and insights; and these matter.

This is not just a philosophical stance; it has real implications for policy, curriculum, and
pedagogy. It means valuing play not only as preparation, but as a way of being and knowing.
It means making room for children’s voices in decisions that affect them: in classrooms, in
communities, in research.

It also aligns with r ights-based approaches that have gained traction globally, such as the
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. These approaches affirm that children are not the
property of adults or the passive recipients of care, but individuals with agency.

At this point, it is prudent to draw on the work of Er ica Upr ichard (2008), who critiqued the
dominant developmental discourse that positions children solely as becomings — people not-
yet-complete, always on the way to adulthood. In contrast, she argues that children must be
recognised both as beings and becomings.

To see the child only as a becoming is to reduce their present to a means to an end.
It renders invisible their lived experiences, thoughts, relationships, and sense-making in the
here and now. But the child as being is already social, already relational, already an actor in
the world.
They laugh, struggle, create, question, and contribute meaningfully: not later, but now.

This dual framing is powerful. It allows us to value children’s current lives, without denying
the care and preparation we also provide for their futures.

In practical terms, Uprichard’s argument challenges educators, policymakers, and researchers
to reframe early childhood spaces: Are we simply preparing children for school, or are we
also inviting them to shape their present communities?

Are we documenting development, or are we witnessing being? Are our assessments
measuring potential, or are they honouring present voices?

Importantly, this also asks us to rethink how we engage with difference.
If children are citizens now, they are also diverse now:

 in ability
 in language
 in gender expression
 in cultural knowledge systems
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Are our early years systems genuinely responsive to these diversities?
Or do we ask children to conform to narrow norms in order to be seen?

This is where pedagogy becomes political. Because to value children as citizens now is to
challenge adultism. It is to challenge systems that speak about children but not with them.

One example from my research:

A group of preschoolers engaged in a project about their neighbourhood.
Rather than drawing what adults expected — parks or schools — they drew traffic lights,
cracks in the pavement, and a neighbour's dog.

This was their world. Their lived experience.
And it mattered.

So when we ask, ‘Whose childhoods are centred? Whose voices are heard?’ — this is not a
rhetorical question.

It is a call to action.

Let us build early childhood systems that don’t just prepare children for life,
but enable them to live it fully, r ight now — as both beings and becomings.

Slide 12

Across the Asia-Pacific — and indeed globally — early childhoods unfold within vastly
uneven terrains. These are not simply differences of geography or economy, but deep
structural inequities that are patterned by colonial histories, racialised policies, gendered
labour dynamics, and the entrenchment of neoliberal governance.

Nancy Fraser ’s (2008) triad of redistribution, recognition, and representation helps us
interrogate justice beyond access. Many children may enter early childhood settings, but are
they seen, heard, and valued in ways that affirm their identities and life worlds? Too often,
funding structures prioritise quantity over quality, and diversity over justice — resulting in
performative inclusion rather than transformative pedagogy.

This is where Paulo Freire’s (1970) notion of education as liberation is instructive here.
Freire reminds us that education should not be an act of depositing knowledge into passive
recipients (the banking model), but a dialogic process rooted in the lived experiences of the
oppressed. In many early childhood contexts, this dialogic pedagogy is hindered by
regulatory regimes and standardised curricula that constrain educators’ ability to respond
ethically and politically to children’s realities.

Sara Ruddick’s feminist philosophy of maternal thinking also resonates here. Ruddick
writes of the labour of “preserving, fostering growth, and accepting socialisation,” pointing to
the moral and political labour inherent in early childhood care. Yet this labour is rendered
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invisible, poorly remunerated, and feminised — particularly in communities where early
childhood workers are women of colour or from migrant backgrounds. This devaluation is
not accidental but systemic, as Silvia Feder ici and others have shown, in how reproductive
labour is extracted but not recognised.

From a poststructural lens, Michel Foucault’s ideas about power, surveillance, and
governmentality illuminate how early childhood education becomes a site of subtle regulation.
Educators are not only caregivers and teachers but also bureaucratic agents — collecting data,
producing documentation, and ensuring compliance. These regimes often discipline not just
children but educators too, shaping what is speakable and doable in the classroom. This
reduces the space for political agency and responsive pedagogy, particularly in marginalised
communities.

We must also consider postcolonial and Indigenous philosophies. Scholars such as Linda
Tuhiwai Smith and Bagele Chilisa challenge the dominance of Western developmental
norms and call for epistemological pluralism. For many Indigenous communities in the
region, childhood is not an individualised developmental phase but a relational,
intergenerational becoming — a space where the child is embedded in land, kinship, and
language. These worldviews are often erased or co-opted by early childhood systems
structured around Eurocentric assumptions of child development, time, and autonomy.

A further layer of inequity lies in the economisation of care. Neoliberal policies have
redefined early childhood not as a public good but as a private investment. This shift has
created education marketplaces where quality is unevenly distributed. Parents become
consumers, and children are positioned as future human capital. Under such logic,
marginalised children — particularly those from low-income, rural, Indigenous, or refugee
communities — are rendered ‘at-risk’ or ‘deficient,’ needing intervention rather than
affirmation.

Judith Butler ’s concept of precarity is useful here: certain lives are rendered more
vulnerable, more exposed to harm — and less grievable — by the structures we inhabit. In
early childhood education, this means asking: Whose childhoods are we planning for? Whose
futures are being secured? And whose present realities are neglected, denied, or
misrepresented?

So all of these theories - While much of the global discourse celebrates progress in early
childhood access and quality, we must confront the deeply uneven terrain on which
childhoods unfold. Structural inequities — shaped by geography, ethnicity, gender, ability,
class, and migration — significantly determine the kind of early education a child receives.

In many parts of the Asia-Pacific, rural and Indigenous communities continue to face
underfunded services, teacher shortages, and limited infrastructure. Refugee and migrant
families are frequently excluded from mainstream systems, or only partially included through
temporary or low-resourced programs.

Even in urban centres, market-driven models of early childhood provision often benefit those
who can afford it, exacerbating inequality. Teachers — especially women, and especially
women of colour — often bear the burden of under-resourced systems while receiving
inadequate recognition or compensation.
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The digital divide compounds these injustices, with children in lower-income settings missing
out on digital literacies that are becoming increasingly foundational.

Ultimately, the question: Who are our ear ly years reforms for? Who do they serve? And
who continues to be marginalised despite our best intentions?

Slide 13 Rethinking Theory and Method from the Asia-Pacific

If we are to reimagine childhoods in the Asia-Pacific, we must also rethink the theories and
methods we use to understand them. For too long, dominant Western paradigms have been
exported across the region, often marginalising or flattening local knowledges. But what we
are now witnessing is a powerful theoretical resurgence: one that is rooted in place, language,
kinship, and lived philosophy.

Indigenous and local Pacific epistemologies offer vibrant alternatives to Cartesian dualisms
and colonial logics. These traditions emphasise interconnection — between human and more-
than-human worlds, between ancestors and futures, between knowledge and ethics.

Here, we find deep resonance with some strands of Western posthumanism and new
materialism — especially their challenge to human exceptionalism, and their reorientation
towards affect, agency, and relationality. But rather than simply importing those theories,
educators and researchers across the Pacific are asking: what happens when we read
posthumanism through Country? Through Pacific genealogies of land, sea, and story?

In Aotearoa, for example, Māori concepts such as whakapapa (genealogy) and manaakitanga
(relational care) reshape our understanding of agency and learning. In the Torres Strait,
ontologies of tidal time and kinship complicate linear developmental frameworks. In
Indonesia, gotong royong (communal labour and reciprocity) reframes what it means to learn
and grow together.

These are not just cultural overlays. They are profound theoretical interventions. They remind
us that new materialist thinking does not originate solely in the Global North — and that the
Asia-Pacific is not just a site of application, but of innovation.

By taking seriously these intellectual offerings, we can move toward what Walter Mignolo
calls a pluriversal education — one that allows many worlds, many childhoods, and many
futures to coexist.

This is not about replacing one theory with another, but about creating new conversations,
new solidarities, and new methodologies — grounded in context, animated by ethics, and
open to the entangled vitality of life in the region.

To further expand our theorisation of early childhood education in the Asia-Pacific, we could
also seriously engage with Asia as Method, as proposed by Kuan-Hsing Chen. Their
proposition is not merely about privileging Asian content, but about shifting the
epistemological and methodological centre of gravity. Asia as Method invites us to use the
diverse intellectual, spiritual, and philosophical traditions within Asia as sources of critical
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reflection and conceptual development — thereby disrupting the habit of always referencing
the West as the theoretical anchor.

When we adopt Asia as Method in early childhood education, we reposition Asia-Pacific not
as a recipient of theory, but as a producer of epistemologies, pedagogies, and worldviews.
This reframing challenges the colonial inheritance of Western-centric curricula and research
agendas that dominate much of global education discourse. It allows educators, scholars, and
communities in the region to critically reframe questions, reclaim narratives, and reimagine
futures from within their own histories, languages, and cultural continuities.

Importantly, this reorientation does not require a wholesale rejection of Western theoretical
tools. Rather, it enables a decolonial strategy of critical syncretism— an approach that puts
diverse traditions into dialogue without subsuming one under the other. This resonates with
the pluralist and relational philosophies already embedded in many Asia-Pacific cultures,
which do not depend on universalising binaries, but instead value fluidity, reciprocity, and
co-existence.

For instance, when posthumanist theories draw on concepts like assemblages, relationality, or
the more-than-human, we can trace striking parallels with Indigenous and local ontologies in
the region. From the animist practices of Southeast Asia to the kincentric ecologies of the
Pacific Islands, we encounter worldviews where rocks, rivers, winds, and ancestors are not
metaphorical actors but real participants in children’s lifeworlds. These are not pre-modern
beliefs to be outgrown, but enduring intellectual frameworks that inform how children are
taught, cared for, and known.

What Asia as Method does is allow us to read these frameworks alongside posthumanist
thought, not as local colour or cultural context, but as robust theoretical interlocutors. This
kind of epistemic engagement destabilises hierarchies of knowledge and disrupts the pipeline
through which theories typically travel — from Euro-American centres to global peripheries.

Moreover, from a methodological standpoint, adopting Asia as Method can revitalise how we
conduct research with and for children. It prompts us to consider approaches that are more
circular, embodied, and communally anchored. For example, research rooted in yarning,
talanoa, or hikoi can resist extractive paradigms and centre collective knowledge-making
processes. These approaches are not only culturally appropriate but philosophically rich —
offering alternative modes of relational ethics and temporality.

In early childhood education, such methodological reimaginings can reshape how we
document learning, how we conceptualise development, and how we co-construct knowledge
with children and communities. They encourage us, researchers and educators, to ask: What
counts as data? Who is the knower? What does rigour look like when we are accountable to
land, kin, and story?

Ultimately, the Asia-Pacific is not merely a region of difference — it is a region of theory.
Embracing Asia as Method enables us to break open the boundaries of what counts as
educational thought and to build a more pluriversal, respectful, and imaginative future for
children; one that emerges not from the shadows of empire, but from the brightness of many
interconnected worlds.

Slide 14 = The danger of a single story

35



Turning the page, recently, a disturbing case emerged from an early childhood education
centre in Victoria, Australia, involving allegations of abuse by a male teacher. As one would
expect, such a case drew widespread public attention; but the intensity of the media coverage
and the framing of the story reignited a familiar and deeply troubling narrative: that male
presence in early childhood settings is inherently risky.

What followed was swift and sector-wide fallout. Practicum placements for male early
childhood teacher candidates were suddenly withdrawn by some centres. Questions were
asked about ‘safety’, with the implication that gender alone might correlate with risk. Entire
cohorts of future male educators - many of whom were passionate, skilled, and highly
committed - faced mistrust.

This response did not occur in a vacuum. It reflects long-standing gendered tensions in early
childhood education, a profession that is overwhelmingly feminised, yet constantly haunted
by cultural anxieties around intimacy, care, and authority. Male teachers often find
themselves either hyper-visible or invisible: caught between demands to ‘normalise’ male
care and fears that their very presence might invite scrutiny.

This case also highlights what Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie calls "the danger of a single
story." When one individual’s horrific actions are allowed to define an entire profession, we
miss the broader context: systemic vulnerabilities, underfunded services, and a media
landscape hungry for outrage. It’s a stark reminder of what Michel Foucault might frame as a
‘regime of truth’ — a particular story, told in a particular way, that becomes taken as natural
and inevitable.

The effects ripple well beyond one centre, one case, or one individual. Trust in the sector is
undermined. Recruitment suffers. A culture of suspicion replaces one of care.

In our efforts to make childhood safer, we must not do so at the expense of just, fair, and
thoughtful treatment of educators — especially those from already marginalised or
underrepresented groups. We must resist narratives that flatten complexity and hold space for
nuanced, systems-informed conversations about accountability, ethics, and care.

Slide 15
Innovations and Possibilities in the Asia-Pacific

As you can see in my keynote, I argue that early childhood education in the Asia-Pacific is
situated at a complex and often contradictory crossroads; shaped by global pressures, policy
logics, and systemic inequities, yet also alive with possibility, resilience, and radical
imagination.

What is emerging across the region are not just reforms but transformations — ways of
rethinking what education is for, and who it is for. These are pedagogies and practices that
push beyond technocratic fixes and towards deeper, more culturally rooted and ecologically
attuned engagements with childhood.

In places like Aotearoa New Zealand, Te Whāriki remains a living document — a philosophy
of weaving that recognises children as competent and connected beings. In parts of the
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Pacific, Indigenous knowledges and kinship structures are not only being acknowledged but
centred — reframing curricula through land, ancestry, and relational time. These are not
nostalgic recoveries, but contemporary, situated epistemologies that ask: what does it mean to
learn in and with place, community, and culture?

Educators across the region are also experimenting with digital storytelling, intergenerational
learning, and multimodal approaches that honour children’s meaning-making capacities.
There is growing interest in climate-responsive and place-based pedagogies — where
children are not just learning about the world but learning with it, entangled in more-than-
human relations.

And here, I want to return briefly to Uprichard’s (2008) framework of ‘being and becoming’.
These innovations refuse the linear model of childhood as only preparation for adulthood.
They insist that children’s beings: their agency, affect, and relations in the now matter. And
they hold space for ethical becomings that are not universalised, but shaped by histories,
communities, and hopes specific to each place.

Philosophically, this aligns with the work of Maxine Greene, who reminds us that
imagination is not an escape but a responsibility: to see the world as if it could be otherwise.
Or with Arendt, who challenges us to think politically with children’s presence — their
ability to renew, to interrupt, to act.

But let me be clear: these practices are often under-resourced, marginalised, or reliant on
individual champions. Innovation cannot be a synonym for precariousness. If these
possibilities are to endure, they must be embedded systemically: in policy, in teacher
education, in governance, in funding.

We must support relational pedagogies not as side projects but as central to the future of early
years education. And we must do so in ways that honour Indigenous sovereignty, ecological
responsibility, and pedagogical integrity.

The future is not found. It is built. And these examples show us how it’s already being shaped
— not in distant policy rooms, but in kindergartens, on forest walks, in community language
classes, and in the quiet acts of care and listening that educators undertake every day.

As we journey through the diverse educational landscapes of the Asia-Pacific, we witness a
region marked by deep historical entanglements — where colonial pasts, global neoliberal
logics, and Indigenous ways of knowing converge, clash, and reconfigure. Early childhood
education here is not neutral. It is shaped by the legacies of empire, by ongoing cultural
hegemony, and by the uneven flows of globalisation.

The tension between East and West is ever present. On one hand, we see Western
developmental discourses — standardised assessments, school-readiness metrics, policy
borrowing from the Global North — continuing to dominate. On the other, we witness a
resurgence of local epistemologies, philosophies, and pedagogical traditions that disrupt these
imposed universalisms. The Asia-Pacific becomes a space of negotiation: between global
templates and local needs, between homogenising policies and plural ways of being.
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In this context, innovation must be decolonial. It could begin by asking: Whose futures are
we imagining? Whose knowledge counts? Whose rhythms of time, care, and learning are
legitimised in our systems?

Across the region, there are powerful examples of educators and communities reclaiming
pedagogical space. In Aotearoa New Zealand, the enduring strength of Te Whāriki resists
linear, technocratic childhoods by positioning children within woven, relational, and
bicultural frameworks. In parts of Southeast Asia, we see early years centres drawing on
Buddhist, Confucian, or Islamic ethics of care and community — offering different
orientations to time, learning, and authority. These are not merely cultural add-ons, but
philosophical alternatives.

Here, the child is not only a ‘learner’ in a narrow cognitive sense, but a being-in-relation —
with land, language, ancestors, and more-than-human worlds. These framings align with
Karen Barad’s notion of intra-action, where subjects and objects do not pre-exist but emerge
through entangled relations. And with Arendt’s call to attend to natality — to the child as one
who brings something new into the world.

Importantly, these practices enact Uprichard’s (2008) duality of being and becoming —
seeing children not only as future citizens but as present subjects, with ethical and political
presence now. This reframing helps challenge colonial teleologies that cast the Global South
as always ‘catching up’ — always in a process of development toward a Western ideal.

From a postcolonial philosophical standpoint, we might also turn to thinkers like Gayatri
Spivak, who cautions against the desire to simply ‘give voice’ to the subaltern without
addressing structural silencing. In early childhood education, this means not just ‘including’
Indigenous or minority children in mainstream models, but transforming the very foundations
of what counts as education, learning, and childhood.

Innovation, then, is not just about new programs or technologies: it’s about epistemic justice.
It’s about unsettling the dominance of white, middle-class developmentalism, and making
space for ontologies rooted in land, kinship, story, and resistance.

And let’s be honest — these innovations often arise despite policy, not because of it. They are
fragile, often underfunded, and reliant on committed educators. This speaks to a deeper issue:
innovation without structural support is unsustainable. We need systems that protect, amplify,
and embed these critical pedagogies into the fabric of early years education.

Slide 16 – Conclusion – Future of Childhoods

This is where I believe it is up to us to be brave. To imagine futures that are not simply better
versions of the present, but qualitatively different. Futures that emerge from the South, not as
mimicry, but as intellectual and pedagogical leadership. Futures that honour complexity,
plurality, and justice: not as abstract values, but as daily practice in early childhood centres,
kindergartens, and classrooms.

Let us not be satisfied with inclusion. Let us work toward transformation.

Slide 17
Thank you
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Keynote 4

Conceptualizing quality in infant-toddler curriculum and pedagogy.

Whose ‘quality’ arewe talking about?

Sheila Degotardi, Ph.D. Australia
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Parental involvement and children’s readiness for school in China

Eva Y.H. Lau*, Hui Li and Nirmala Rao

Faculty of Education, The University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong, China

(Received 14 June 2010; final version received 5 November 2010)

Background: The remarkable academic advancement of Asian students in cross-
national studies has been attributed to numerous factors, including the value
placed on education by Chinese parents. However, there is a dearth of research on
how exactly Chinese parents are involved in children’s early learning.
Purpose: This study has two major research questions: (1) How are Chinese
parents involved in young children’s learning?; and (2) What is the relationship
between their involvement and children’s readiness for school?
Sample: A total of 431 kindergarten students (194 girls) with a mean age of
72.24 months (SD ¼ 4.34) from five kindergartens in Hong Kong and five
kindergartens in Shenzhen and their parents participated in the study.
Design and methods: Children’s Chinese literacy and cognitive readiness were
assessed. Their parents were surveyed on their child’s readiness for school and
their own parental involvement with their children. Means across parental
involvement dimensions were compared to explore the pattern of Chinese
parental involvement in early childhood education, while correlational and
regression analyses were conducted to examine the relationship between parental
involvement and children’s readiness for school.
Results: Chinese parents had a higher level of home-based involvement than
school-based involvement during the early years. Parental involvement was highly
correlated with overall readiness for school. Parent Instruction, Language and
Cognitive Activities and Homework Involvement were the significant predictors of
overall readiness for school, whereas home-based involvement predicted more
variance of readiness for school than did school-based involvement. Only
Language and Cognitive Activities and Home–school Conferencing were associated
with children’s Chinese literacy and cognitive readiness.
Conclusion: Cross-cultural studies are needed to explore the real reasons for
Chinese parents to practise more home-based than school-based involvement.
The importance of parental involvement during the early years for maximising
children’s readiness for school has also been emphasised. Nevertheless, the
present study is limited in its lack of ability to be generalised to the whole of
China and other cultural contexts. This study is also limited as it relied on
parents’ report for assessing parental involvement. Finally, the present study is
limited in its lack of longitudinal assessment of parental involvement as well as its
lack of examination of other dimensions of parental involvement, the quality of
parental involvement activities, and other possible mediators or moderators
(e.g. parent education) of parental involvement, which may have limited the
understanding of Chinese parental involvement in the early years.
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Introduction

Cross-cultural comparisons have repeatedly shown that Chinese and Asian students
outperform their European–American counterparts in major academic domains
(Chen and Stevenson 1995; Mullis et al. 2007; Schneider and Lee 1990; Stevenson
and Stigler 1992). These societal differences in academic achievement have always
been attributed to differences in curriculum, student attitudes, teacher practices and
parents’ value towards education (Eng et al. 2008; S.J. Lee 1996; Lewis, Tsuchida,
and Coleman 2002). Chinese parents, for instance, place a high premium on
education and academic success and thus, are actively involved in children’s
learning (W.O. Lee 1996; Stevenson et al. 1993; White 1993). However, although
Chinese parents are more involved and might contribute more to children’s
academic achievement than western parents, we know little about the nature of
their involvement in the early years and its association with children’s readiness
for school. For instance, do parents support their children’s early learning through
hands-on activities with their children, by participating in school events, or both?
Hence, the present study aimed to address this gap by exploring the pattern of
parental involvement and the relationship between parental involvement and
children’s readiness for school in Hong Kong and Shenzhen, two somewhat
comparable cities in southern China. Findings from these two cities will have
implications for local schools as well as for schools in other countries for
enhancing children’s readiness for school by encouraging and facilitating parents’
involvement.

Parental involvement in the Chinese context

Parental involvement is a multifaceted concept that encompasses a broad range of
parenting practices, such as shared-book reading and communicating with the
child’s teacher (Fan 2001; Grolnick et al. 1997; Raffaele and Knoff 1999). Thus far,
there has been no agreement on the dimensions of parental involvement. Greenwood
and Hickman (1991) identified five different parental roles in children’s education:
parents as audiences, parents as learners, parents as teachers, parents as volunteers
and parents as decision makers. However, this model neglects the influence of school
on parents’ involvement and thus, has been replaced by Epstein’s model (1995,
2001), which focuses on the school’s role in facilitating the home–school partnership:
parenting, home–school communication, volunteering at school, home learning
activities, decision making and collaborating with the community.

The above models were developed in western contexts and might not be
acceptable to Chinese scholars. Therefore, Ho (1995) categorised parental involve-
ment in the Chinese culture into four types: home discussion, home supervision,
school communication and school participation. In particular, Ho (1995) proposed
that parental involvement should be conceptualised by focusing on the locus of
involvement (home vs school). School-based involvement refers to the practices that
require parents to have actual contact with the school, such as attending parent–
teacher conferences and school events, volunteering at school and participating in the
school governance. On the other hand, home-based involvement are those practices
related to children’s development that usually take place at home, such as assisting
with children’s homework, talking with children about school issues, and engaging
children in intellectual activities (Ho 1995).

96 E.Y.H. Lau et al.
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It is found in the Chinese context that home-based involvement is strongly
encouraged, whereas school-based involvement is not so welcome (Ho 1995).
Chinese parents are less likely to be involved in the school than at home because
both principals and teachers are very reluctant to get parents involved in the school
management (Ng 1999). Chinese teachers do not believe that parents should be
involved in the decision-making process, but they do wish to inform and consult
parents about students’ learning in order for them to assist learning at home (Ho
2003). These studies, however, just focused on the attitudes of parents of school-
aged students, whereas the authentic practices of Chinese parental involvement in
the early years have not been examined. The present study aimed at addressing this
gap.

Parental involvement and readiness for school

Children’s early learning outcomes influence their later school success (Gutman,
Sameroff, and Cole 2003; Ladd 1990; Scott-Little, Kagan, and Frelow 2006); thus,
the importance of getting young children ready for school has been well recognised
worldwide. Researchers generally agree that school readiness is a multidimensional
concept, which includes physical development, social/emotional development,
approaches to learning, language development and cognitive development (Hair
et al. 2006; La Paro and Pianta 2000; Pelletier and Brent 2002). In many western
contexts, school readiness is aimed to aid in the transition from the home
environment to the school context. However, because of the differences in the
educational contexts, Chinese kindergartens provide children with different early
formal learning experiences (e.g. instructions of literacy and numeracy skills)
before the school years. Hence, the concept of ‘school readiness’ needs to be
adapted to the Chinese context and the present study utilised the term ‘readiness
for school’ to refer to children’s readiness for the education in school. In order to
capture the multidimensional nature of readiness for school, children’s language
development, cognitive readiness and parents’ reports of overall readiness for
school were utilised as the indicators of children’s readiness for school in the
present study.

Parental involvement is associated with a wide range of positive child outcomes
in primary and high schools, such as academic skills, positive attitudes and social
competence (Griffith 1996; Hill and Taylor 2004; Zellman and Waterman 1998), but
its influence on young children’s preschool learning outcome is less clear (see La Paro
and Pianta 2000, for a review). Parental involvement in preschool years is supposed
to be very important, as children are developing basic skills, adjusting themselves to
the new school environment and realising their role as learners during this critical
period (Pelletier and Brent 2002). Although studies have suggested a strong
relationship between parental involvement and children’s school readiness (Bates
et al. 1994; Li and Rao 2000; Marcon 1999), more empirical evidence is needed in the
Chinese context.

In addition, most of the research has only focused on the association between
specific dimensions of parental involvement and child development. For example, in
one study, home–school communication was associated with mathematics and
reading achievement (Griffith 1996; Reynolds 1992), while in another study, parental
involvement in home educational activities was related to children’s school grades
and literacy development (Li and Rao 2000; Li, Corrie, and Wong 2006). Very few
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studies, however, have compared the association between home-based involvement
and school-based involvement, as two broad dimensions, and child outcomes.
Researchers have suggested that home-based involvement and school-based
involvement could have different influences on children because of their nature. It
has been suggested that school-based involvement increases parents’ skills and
knowledge to make them better equipped to assist children’s learning activities (Hill
and Taylor 2004), whereas home-based involvement improves the parent–child
relationship and accordingly increases parents’ warmth and encouragement of
independence, which facilitates children’s readiness for school (Parker et al. 1999).
Western studies comparing the impact of home-based involvement and school-based
involvement found that although they were both related to children’s pro-social
behaviours during peer play (Fantuzzo, Tighe, and Perry 1999), home-based
involvement was found to be the strongest predictor of children’s positive outcomes
(Fantuzzo et al. 2004). This study aimed to compare further the influence of home-
based involvement and school-based involvement on young children’s readiness for
school in the Chinese context.

Finally, there are many limitations in the existing studies of parental
involvement and readiness for school. First, these studies (e.g. Marcon 1999;
Reynolds 1992) have relied heavily on teacher reports of parental involvement in
school and have failed to capture parents’ involvement in the home context.
Second, most existing studies have used very few items to assess one single
dimension of parental involvement (e.g. Griffith 1996; Hill and Taylor 2004), which
may not have been able to gauge the complicated associations between many
parental involvement dimensions and children’s outcomes. These limitations are
also evident in some school readiness studies (see Meisels 1999, for a review).
Teachers’ and parents’ reports are widely used to judge children’s readiness for
school, which might be biased as a result of teachers’ and parents’ recent
interactions with the child or preservation of the children (La Paro and Pianta
2000; Meisels 1999). Therefore, a variety of measures (report, test, interview) and
sources (child, parent, teacher) need to be used to assess children’s readiness for
school (Blair 2006; Fiorentino and Howe 2004; Forget-Dubois et al. 2007; Lemelin
et al. 2007).

The present study

The present study explored the pattern of parental involvement as well as the
relationship between parental involvement and children’s readiness for school in
the Chinese context. It attempted to move beyond teacher reports to focus
primarily on parents’ reports of their involvement both at home and in school. It
utilised a parent rating that was developed to capture the distinct multidimensional
nature of Chinese parental involvement in early childhood education. Both
parents’ reports of their children’s readiness for school and child tests were
employed to establish the triangulation of assessment. Two research questions
guided this investigation:

(1) How are Chinese parents involved in young children’s learning?
(2) What is the relationship between parental involvement and children’s

readiness for school? Are there differences between home-based involvement
and school-based involvement in predicting children’s readiness?
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Methods

Research sites

Hong Kong and Shenzhen are the most similar of all the cities in China in terms of
geography and economy, while having different educational policies and cultural
backgrounds under the ‘one country, two systems’ policy.

Hong Kong

Hong Kong, with a population of 7 million, was a former British colony before it
became a Special Administration Region of China in 1997. Hong Kong strives to be
a trilingual (Cantonese, English and Putonghua) and biliterate (Chinese and English)
society, and it is also one of the world’s major centres of trade and finance. Unlike
other cities in China, Hong Kong receives a high autonomy in developing and
implementing contemporary educational policies because of the ‘one country, two
systems’ policy. Although preschool education is not required by law in Hong Kong,
almost every child goes to a kindergarten before entering primary school.

Shenzhen

Shenzhen is a sub-provincial city of China and has a population of 8 million.
Putonghua is the official language in China, while simplified Chinese character is the
written form of Chinese. Because Shenzhen was designated as a Special Economic
Zone in the early 1980s, its living standard is higher than those in other Chinese cities
and it is more comparable with Hong Kong. Similarly to preschool education in
Hong Kong, preschool attendance is not mandatory in Shenzhen, yet most
preschool-aged children in Shenzhen attend preschool before entering primary
school.

Participants

In both Hong Kong and Shenzhen, one kindergarten with students coming from low
SES families, two kindergartens serving middle SES families and two kindergartens
with students from high SES families were purposefully sampled to represent
different socioeconomic variations within each city. Altogether, 431 upper
kindergarten class students who were entering primary school the following
academic year as well as their parents were recruited. Of these students, 194 were
girls and 237 were boys, with a mean age in months of 72.24 (SD ¼ 4.34). The higher
proportion of boys in Shenzhen reflects the one child policy in China against the
background of preference for sons. There was a significant difference in children’s
ages between Hong Kong and Shenzhen (F(1, 417) ¼ 57.42, p 5 0.001), with
Shenzhen children having a higher mean age than Hong Kong children. This
significant difference was expected, as the minimum age of admission to primary
school is higher in Shenzhen (six years and up) than in Hong Kong (five years and
eight months). About 81% and 95.3% of the participating parents in Shenzhen and
Hong Kong respectively were mothers and reported being married. The median age
range of these parents was 31–40 years (77%), and their median education level was
‘college’. A comparison between Hong Kong and Shenzhen children and their
parents can be found in Table 1.
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Procedure

About two months before the end of the academic year, two questionnaires were sent
to parents, who were asked to report their own parental involvement behaviours and
to assess their children’s readiness for school. At the same time, the first author and
three student research assistants (majoring in psychology) visited each school to
assess participating students.

Measures

Early Parental Involvement Scale (EPIS)

This scale was developed and validated using the focus group approach in another
study as part of a larger project. The 26-item EPIS covers six parental involvement
dimensions, and parents reported on their own involvement behaviours using a
5-point Likert scale. The first four dimensions concerned home-based involvement:
Parent Instruction, consisting of items assessing parents’ direct instruction to
promote children’s self-care ability and socio-emotional development; Parent
Discussion, referring to parents’ conversation with their children about issues
related to primary school, such as teachers and routines in primary school;
Language and Cognitive Activities, assessing parents’ participation in home learning
activities (e.g. reading stories to children and playing chess or card games with
children); and Homework Involvement, examining parents’ engagement in monitor-
ing and assisting their children’s completion of school work. The final two
dimensions of parental involvement concerned school-based involvement: Home–
school Conferencing, assessing parents’ communication with the school, and School
Involvement, examining parents’ participation in school as volunteers and/or
administrators. Cronbach’s alphas for the six subscales of the EPIS ranged from

Table 1. A comparison between Hong Kong and Shenzhen children and parents.

Variable Hong Kong Shenzhen

Children
Number of children 221 210
Distribution of children
across SES classes

High SES: 115; middle SES:
88; low SES: 18

High SES: 66; middle
SES: 115; low SES: 29

Girls 104 (47.1%) 90 (42.9%)
Boys 117 (52.9%) 120 (57.1%)
Child age (months) 70.78 (SD ¼ 3.69) 73.81 (SD ¼ 4.47)

Parents
Percentage of fathers
among parents

20.9% 17.4%

Age range (median level) 31 to 40 (50.7%) 31 to 40 (63.3%)
Marital status Married: 96.8%;

divorced:0.6%;
remarried: 1.3%; others:
1.3%

Married: 93.8%; divorced:
5%; remarried: 0.6%;
others: 0.6%

Parent education Below high school; 3.8%;
high school: 63.3%;
college 26.6%; above
college: 6.3%

High school: 24.8%;
college: 60.1%; above
college: 15%
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0.60 (School Involvement) to 0.90 (Parent Discussion). The mean of each dimension
was computed for later analyses. It is necessary to note that school solely refers to
the formal education beginning after the kindergarten year in most western contexts.
However, ‘school’ was used in ‘School Involvement’ and ‘school-based involvement’
in the present study to refer to Chinese parents’ involvement in the kindergarten
context because of the formal instruction of academic skills in Chinese
kindergartens. The use of ‘school’ can also help to better differentiate between
parents’ involvement in the informal home learning context and the formal
kindergarten learning context.

Chinese Readiness for School Scale (CRSS)

Similarly to the development of the EPIS, CRSS is also a culturally
appropriate scale developed using the focus group approach for assessing
Chinese children’s readiness for school. The CRSS contains 35 items making up
six subscales: General Preparedness for School, General Knowledge and Cognitive
Development, Social Development, Behavioural and Emotional Development,
Approaches to Learning, and Physical Development. These dimensions were
also regarded as important aspects of readiness for school by previous
researchers (La Paro and Pianta 2000; Pelletier and Brent 2002). Cronbach’s
alphas for the six subscales ranged from 0.77 (Approaches to Learning and
Physical Development) to 0.87 (General Preparedness for School). The total
mean score of the CRSS was calculated and used as an indicator of children’s
overall readiness for school.

Preschool and Primary Chinese Literacy Scale (PPCLS)

This is a reliable and valid measure of young children’s Chinese literacy widely used
by different researchers (Li 1999; Li, Corrie, and Wong 2008; Li and Rao 2005;
Chow and McBride-Chang 2003). The PPCLS consists of four subscales: picture–
character matching (Character Identification), listen-and-point (Visual and Auditory
Discrimination), point-and-read (Word Recognition) and read-and-say (Expressive
Vocabulary). It has 200 items, and the total PPCLS score was regarded as the
indicator of a child’s Chinese literacy attainment and was used in the main analyses
in the present study.

Bracken Basic Concept Scale-Revised (BBCS-R)

This revision of the Bracken Basic Concept Scale (BBCS; Bracken 1984) has 11
subtests, in which the first six subtests comprise the School Readiness Composite
(SRC). The SRC has been shown to be a reliable and valid measure of children’s
early cognitive readiness (Bracken 1998). Because English is not the first language of
Chinese children, and some participating kindergartens do not emphasise the
teaching of English letters, the subtest of Letters was not administered to children in
this study. Altogether, 72 test items making up five subtests were utilised: Colours,
Numbers/Counting, Sizes, Comparison, and Shapes. The concepts were presented
orally in complete sentences and visually in a multiple-choice format. The SRC score
without the letter subtest was used in the main analyses to indicate a child’s
cognitive readiness.
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Results

The purpose of this study was to investigate the pattern of Chinese parental
involvement in the early years as well as the relationship between parental
involvement and children’s readiness for school. Multivariate analysis of variance
(MANOVA) was first conducted to examine whether the levels of parents’
participation in different parental involvement dimensions differed between Hong
Kong and Shenzhen. Then, preliminary analyses were conducted to explore the
pattern of Chinese parental involvement as well as to determine the association
between different assessments of readiness for school. Finally, correlational and
regression analyses were conducted to test the relationship between parental
involvement and children’s readiness for school as well as to compare the difference
between home-based involvement and school-based involvement in predicting
children’s readiness for school.

The Chinese pattern of parental involvement

MANOVA results indicated that there was a city effect in Parent Instruction
(F(1, 298) ¼ 12.11, p 5 0.01; d ¼ 70.40) and Homework Involvement
(F(1, 298) ¼ 40.47, p 5 0.001; d ¼ 70.73). In particular, Hong Kong parents
were found to have higher levels of involvement in both Parent Instruction and
Homework Involvement. The differences in parents’ practices of parental involvement
between the two cities may be a function of school policies and cultural factors. For
example, Hong Kong kindergarten children are given more homework than
Shenzhen kindergarten children, which may have resulted in Hong Kong parents’
higher level of Homework Involvement. On the other hand, the lack of city effect in
other parental involvement dimensions might be related to similarities in contexts.
For example, the low level of school-based involvement in both cities can be
attributed to Chinese teachers’ unwillingness to involve parents in school settings.
Nevertheless, the finding that the two cities only differed in two dimensions of
parental involvement indicated a common pattern of parental involvement shared by
Hong Kong and Shenzhen parents. Therefore, participants in the two cities were
combined to form a larger sample for all further analyses.

It was found that the levels of Chinese parents’ participation varied across
different parental involvement dimensions (Table 2). The highest level of parental
involvement dimension reported by the participating Chinese parents was Parent
Instruction (mean ¼ 4.37; SD ¼ 0.50), followed by Homework Involvement (mean
4.13; SD ¼ 0.64), Home–school Conferencing (mean ¼ 4.07; SD ¼ 0.85), Language
and Cognitive Activities (mean ¼ 3.85; SD ¼ 0.62), Parent Discussion (mean ¼ 3.61;
SD ¼ 0.82) and School Involvement (mean ¼ 3.27; SD ¼ 0.74). A paired-samples
t-test was also conducted and results indicated that there was a significant difference
(t(297) ¼ 9.05, p 5 0.001) in the means for Chinese parents’ home-based involve-
ment (mean ¼ 3.99; SD ¼ 0.50) and school-based involvement (mean ¼ 3.67;
SD ¼ 0.71).

Parental involvement and readiness for school

As shown in Table 3, all parental involvement dimensions were significantly
correlated with each other, ranging from 0.33 (Parent Discussion and Home–school
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Conferencing) to 0.60 (Home–school Conferencing and School Involvement). The
significant correlations found confirmed that the six parental involvement dimen-
sions shared some common characteristics of the parental involvement construct,
whereas the moderate corrections indicated that each dimension could provide
unique information about different aspects of parental involvement. The reliability
of different measures of readiness for school was also assessed. Results from PPCLS
(mean ¼ 45.73; SD ¼ 29.56) and Bracken’s (mean ¼ 67.08; SD ¼ 3.80) were
significantly correlated with each other (r ¼ 0.31, p 5 0.001), while the mean score
of parent reports of overall readiness for school (mean ¼ 4.10; SD ¼ 0.47) was
significantly correlated with both PPCLS and SRC scores (PPCLS: r ¼ 0.14,
p 5 0.05; SRC: r ¼ 0.20, p ¼ 0.001).

The relationship between parental involvement and children’s readiness for
school was then tested using both bivariable correlation and regression analyses.
Firstly, all parental involvement dimensions were significantly correlated with
children’s overall readiness for school (r � 0.28, p 5 0.001) (Table 3). To examine
the association of parental involvement and readiness for school further, a
hierarchical regression analysis was conducted. In this analysis, parents’ reports of
children’s overall readiness for school was entered as the dependent variable, and all
dimensions of parental involvement were entered as the independent variable, while
child age and city were included in the first and second step, respectively. Although
multi-collinearity could be an issue for the model involving all six significantly inter-
correlated parental involvement dimensions, the problem is likely to be minimised
with the large sample size utilised in this study to identify the unique effects of each
dimension. Results indicated that the first two models were not significant
(p 4 0.05), however, parental involvement in step three did explain a significant
amount of unique variance in children’s overall readiness for school, 4R2 ¼ 0.33,
F4(6, 258) ¼ 21.658, p 5 0.001. Among the six parental involvement dimensions,

Table 2. Mean and standard deviation of parental involvement variables and children’s
reported readiness for school.

Variable
No. of
items Alpha Hong Kong Shenzhen Total

Home-based Involvement 19 0.77 4.09 (0.46) 3.90 (0.52) 3.99 (0.50)
Parent Instruction 7 0.87 4.47 (0.46) 4.27 (0.53) 4.37 (0.50)
Parent Discussion 5 0.90 3.68 (0.81) 3.54 (0.83) 3.61 (0.82)
Homework Involvement 2 0.70 4.35 (0.53) 3.91 (0.67) 4.13 (0.64)
Language and Cognitive
Activities

5 0.76 3.86 (0.62) 3.83 (0.62) 3.85 (0.62)

School-based Involvement 7 0.75 3.70 (0.77) 3.64 (0.65) 3.67 (0.71)
Home–school Conferencing 3 0.71 4.05 (0.94) 4.09 (0.74) 4.07 (0.85)
School Involvement 4 0.60 3.35 (0.77) 3.19 (0.70) 3.27 (0.74)

Overall Readiness for School 35 0.88 4.12 (0.44) 4.05 (0.50) 4.08 (0.47)
General Preparedness 8 0.87 4.19 (0.52) 4.23 (0.54) 4.21 (0.53)
Language and Cognitive
Development

7 0.86 4.17 (0.57) 3.96 (0.63) 4.07 (0.61)

Social Development 6 0.86 4.04 (0.53) 3.95 (0.62) 4.00 (0.58)
Emotional and Behavioural
Development

5 0.84 3.96 (0.68) 3.93 (0.69) 3.95 (0.68)

Learning Approaches 3 0.77 3.82 (0.71) 3.65 (0.74) 3.74 (0.73)
Physical Development 6 0.77 4.23 (0.49) 4.28 (0.51) 4.25 (0.50)
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only Parent Instruction (p 5 0.001), Language and Cognitive Activities (p 5 0.001),
and Homework Involvement (p 5 0.05) were significant predictors of overall
readiness for school. Next, analyses were conducted to examine overall readiness
for school variances that were explained by home-based involvement and school-
based involvement independently. Results indicated that home-based involvement
(F4(1, 267) ¼ 132.09, p 5 0.001) and school-based involvement (F4(1, 277) ¼
28.35, p 5 0.001) predicted 33% and 9% of overall readiness for school variance
respectively after controlling for child age and city (Table 4).

Lastly, to examine the association between parental involvement and PPCLS and
SRC, analysis of variance (ANOVA) was first conducted to examine whether there
were significant effects of age, gender, city and family income in PPCLS and SRC
scores. Only age effect was found in SRC scores (p 5 0.01). Next, correlational

Table 4. Summary of hierarchical regression analysis for variables predicting overall
readiness for school.

Variable B b R2 F

Parental involvement dimensions
Step 1 0.00 0.67
Child age 70.01 70.05

Step 2 0.01 0.77
Child age 70.00 70.03
City 0.06 0.06

Step 3 0.34*** 160.53
Child age 70.00 70.01
City 70.04 70.04
Parent Instruction 0.20 0.22**
Parent Discussion 0.07 0.13
Homework Involvement 0.13 0.17**
Language and Cognitive Activities 0.19 0.24**
Home–school Conferencing 0.03 0.06
School Involvement 70.03 70.05

Home-based involvement
Step 1 0.00 0.38
Child age 70.00 70.04

Step 2 0.01 0.67
Child age 70.00 70.02
City 0.06 0.06

Step 3 0.33*** 440.70
Child age 0.00 70.00
City 70.03 70.04
Home-based involvement 0.55 0.58***

School-based involvement
Step 1 0.00 0.34
Child age 70.00 70.04

Step 2 0.01 0.88
Child age 70.00 70.01
City 0.07 0.08

Step 3 0.10*** 100.10
Child age 0.00 0.01
City 0.07 0.08
School-based involvement 0.20 0.30***

Notes: 4R2 ¼ 0.33 for Step 3 of parental involvement dimensions. 4R2 ¼ 0.33 for Step 3 of home-based
involvement and 4R2 ¼ 0.09 for Step 3 of school-based involvement. **p 5 0.01. ***p 5 0.001.
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analyses revealed that only the dimensions of Language and Cognitive Activities
(PPCLS: r ¼ 0.12, p 5 0.05; SRC: r ¼ 0.14, p 5 0.05) and Home–school Conferen-
cing (PPCLS: r ¼ 0.15, p 5 0.05; SRC: r ¼ 0.21, p 5 0.001) were correlated with
children’s PPCLS and SRC scores (Table 5). Regression analysis revealed that the
contributions of the two predictors to both PPCLS and SRC scores were very minor.
Results indicated that the two predictors of PPCLS scores had an adjusted R2 of 0.04
(F(2, 276) ¼ 7.28, p 5 0.01), which explained a total of 4% of the variance. On the
other hand, after controlling for child age, the two predictors of SRC scores had a R2

change of 0.03 (F4(2, 278) ¼ 4.14, p 5 0.05) and uniquely explained 3% of the
variance.

Discussion

The present study is the first empirical investigation of Chinese parental involvement
in the early years as well as its association with children’s readiness for school in the
Chinese context. This study demonstrated that Chinese parents tend to practise more
home-based involvement than school-based involvement in early childhood years. It
was found that parental involvement could predict the increases in children’s overall
readiness for school, with home-based involvement evidencing the strongest
relationship to overall readiness for school. Finally, it was found that only Language
and Cognitive Activities and Home–school Conferencing were related to children’s
Chinese literacy and cognitive readiness. This section will discuss these findings and
their implications.

Parental involvement during early years in Chinese context

The present study found that the Chinese parents practised more home-based
involvement than school-based involvement during the early years. In particular,
Home–school Conferencing and School Involvement only ranked the third highest and
the last among the six parental involvement dimensions, respectively. Previous
studies have suggested the tendency for Chinese parents to conform to the school
requirements and supervise their children’s learning at home during the school years
(Ho 1995; Pang 2004). However, findings from the present study suggested that such

Table 5. Summary of hierarchical regression analysis for variables predicting the Preschool
and Primary Chinese Literacy Scale (PPCLS) and School Readiness Composite (SRC).

Variable B b R2 F

PPCLS
Step 1 0.05** 7.28
Language and Cognitive Activities 3.74 0.08
Home–school Conferencing 6.47 0.19**

SRC
Step 1 0.03** 9.62
Child age 0.16 0.18**

Step 2 0.06** 6.04
Child age 0.15 0.18**
Language and Cognitive Activities 0.49 0.08
Home–school Conferencing 0.57 0.13*

Notes: Adjusted R2 ¼ 0.04 for Step 1 of PPCLS.4R2 ¼ 0.03 for Step 2 of SRC. **p 5 0.01. **p 5 0.05.
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tendency is likely to appear starting from the early childhood years. Although
Chinese parents value education very much and are eager to get involved in their
children’s education, many of them might feel that they do not have the expertise to
assist the teachers in the school, which results in their low level of involvement in the
school context and mainly support their child’s learning at home (Liu and Chien
1998). Furthermore, the Chinese teachers resisted involving parents in decisions
about school governance, although they were willing to communicate with parents
about issues related to students’ learning (Ho 2003; Ng 1999; Pang 2004). As a result,
the parents may have noticed the teachers’ negative attitudes toward their
participation in school administration and became reluctant to get involved. Thus,
the Chinese parents in the present study were still taking a relatively passive role in
school-based parental involvement.

The association between parental involvement and readiness for school

The present study found that parental involvement could predict children’s readiness
for school, which shows the important role of parental involvement in early
childhood education. In particular, Parent Instruction, Language and Cognitive
Activities, and Homework Involvement were found to be the three significant
predictors in the regression model. The significant effect of Parent Instruction on
readiness for school is consistent with the findings of Parker and others (1999), which
suggested that parents’ encouragement of independence can facilitate children’s
readiness for school. Findings from the regression model are also in line with the
previous studies (Li and Rao 2000; Li, Corrie, and Wong 2006; Ortiz, Stile, and
Brown 1999), showing that parents who practise Language and Cognitive Activities
can promote preschoolers’ literacy development by carrying out different learning
activities at home. Consistently with findings from existing studies (Copper et al.
1998; Copper, Lindsay, and Nye 2000; Sanders 1998) suggesting the positive impact
of parents’ homework involvement on school-aged and high school students, the
present study found that Homework Involvement can promote children’s readiness
for school because children’s school knowledge is reinforced and the connection
between school education and home learning is strengthened. Although the
dimensions of Parent Discussion, Home–school Conferencing and School Involvement
were not significant in the model, their relationships with children’s outcomes have
been evidenced in previous studies. For example, Coleman (1998) and his colleagues
suggested that when parents communicate with their school-aged children about
school issues, children are more satisfied with the school and have higher academic
achievement. Marcon (1999) also found that increased parental involvement in
school was associated with preschool children’s positive development and mastery of
basic academic skills.

It is very important to note that only Language and Cognitive Activities and
Home–school Conferencing were found to be correlated with children’s Chinese
literacy and cognitive readiness in the present study, which is also consistent with
findings in previous studies (Connell and Prinz 2002; Li and Rao 2000; Arnold et al.
2008; Zellman and Waterman 1998). Parents’ practice of Language and Cognitive
Activities is directly associated with children’s Chinese literacy and cognitive
readiness, as these activities are aimed at promoting children’s language development
and cognitive functioning. On the other hand, Home–school Conferencing has a
relatively indirect relationship with children’s Chinese literacy and cognitive
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readiness. In fact, Hill and Taylor (2004) suggested that Home–school Conferencing
helps to equip parents with skills and knowledge regarding the developmentally
appropriate activities for facilitating their children’s readiness for school through
parents’ communication with teachers. The knowledge and skills that parents
acquire can then be used to enhance their practice of Language and Cognitive
Activities. This finding has verified the unique relationships between parental
involvement dimensions and specific child outcomes, whereby school and parents
can work together strategically to promote targeted child outcomes. However, the
above findings should be considered as exploratory because of the small percentage
of variance explained by the two parental involvement dimensions.

Home-based involvement vs school-based involvement

Parental involvement in school is receiving increasing attention from scholars and
educators, but research and policy sometimes fail to look beyond parents’
participation in schools for ways to facilitate their involvement in improving
children’s educational achievement. The present study is the first Chinese
investigation comparing the influence of home-based involvement versus school-
based involvement on young children’s learning outcomes. The finding could also
lend cross-cultural support to Fantuzzo et al. (2004), who found that parental
involvement at home was the strongest predictor of children’s readiness for school. It
highlights, again, the importance of parental involvement in supporting children’s
learning in the home environment.

It is very important to note that parents’ practices of school-based activities
predicted fewer variances of Chinese young children’s readiness for school outcomes
than their practices of home-based activities, although it has been widely advocated in
the field. Instead, it seems that the engagement of parents in learning in the home is
more likely to result in a positive difference to learning outcomes during the early years
in the Chinese context. Involving parents in school activities has important social and
community functions, but the interactions between parents and children are limited
during the process and therefore, its impact on children’s readiness might be weaker
than home-based involvement. However, parental involvement in school has been
found to be highly associated with a range of positive outcomes for high school
students in western studies (Barnard 2004; Oyserman, Brickman, and Rhodes 2007).
This implies that the impact of school-based involvement on children might emerge in
later school years, or it is simply a cultural difference. Nonetheless, more studies are
needed to explore further the nature of school-based involvement. When parents
practise school-based parental improvement, they can gain knowledge from the school
to improve their parenting and help make decisions that will affect school functioning
and their children’s learning (Pomerantz, Moorman, and Litwack 2007; Sussell, Carr,
and Hart 1996). Therefore, the indirect impact of parental involvement in school
during the early years on child outcomes should not be overlooked, and it is important
to continue to encourage parents’ involvement in early childhood education in order to
help them establish a foundation for school-based involvement in later schooling.

Conclusions

The findings that Chinese parents tend to practise more home-based than school-
based involvement in early years learning highlights the importance of examining its
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influencing factors in order to motivate parents’ school-based involvement. Findings
also suggested that promoting parental involvement in early childhood education in
the Chinese context is an effective way to promote children’s readiness for school.
The implications, limitations and future directions of the present study are discussed
in this section.

Implications

The present empirical study provides advanced knowledge and localised information
about parental involvement. The findings could be widely used to develop seminars
and training programmes for Chinese educators, teachers and parents to promote a
nurturing environment that secures a smooth school transition for children.
Promoting parental involvement during the early childhood years lays a strong
foundation for later involvement, and so more joint efforts by kindergarten teachers
and parents are needed to improve the home learning environment, or to promote
involvement at kindergarten to facilitate children’s positive outcomes.

Despite the fact that Hong Kong and Shenzhen might not be representative of
other regions in China, they are amongst the most westernised cities in China and are
likely to have more western educational influences, such as the inclusion of parents in
children’s education, than other cities of Mainland China. However, the findings
that parents in these two most westernised cities still tend to practise less school-
based involvement than home-based involvement during the early childhood years
calls for further cross-cultural studies to explore the real reasons for this
phenomenon. The present study also built upon previous parental involvement
research and has consolidated the relationship between parental involvement and
readiness for school by proving that parental involvement can significantly predict
the variation in children’s overall readiness for school. Therefore, promoting
parental involvement in early childhood education could be an effective way to
improve preschool programmes. The finding that home-based involvement predicted
more variance of children’s readiness for school than school-based involvement can
be utilised to extend, enhance and facilitate parental involvement at home to
maximise children’s readiness for primary school.

Limitations

The present study has several limitations that could be further improved in future
studies. First, findings of the present study are likely to be regional because parental
involvement was only assessed in two Chinese cities, which limited the ability for the
present study to be generalised to the whole of China and to other cultures. For
example, unlike preschool education in western contexts, formal instruction of skills,
such as literacy and numeracy, is introduced in Chinese kindergartens. As a result,
homework is often assigned to strengthen children’s knowledge and Chinese parents
are more likely to be involved in supervising their child’s homework than parents in
other cultures. Nevertheless, the question of whether or not there are cross-cultural
differences in the pattern of parental involvement cannot be confirmed without
cross-cultural data. Second, this study may be limited in the assessment of parental
involvement. Similar to most existing parental involvement research (e.g. Griffith
1996; Marcon 1999; Seefeldt et al. 1998), the present study relied on single-informant
ratings. Because parents’ reports are based on the respondents’ subjective judgment,
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their responses may be affected by many personal factors, such as recalling details of
more recent parental involvement events. In addition, this study examined the
concurrent association between parental involvement and readiness for school,
whereas the longitudinal relationship between the two variables is not known.
Furthermore, this study only focused on assessing the quantity of certain parental
involvement behaviours, whereas other possible dimensions of parental involvement
as well as the quality of parental involvement activities were not assessed. For
example, urban Chinese parents often send their children to tutorials as well as
purchasing and using enrichment programmes to promote their children’s learning.
The lack of examination of parent attitudes toward and their actual practices of
parent investment may have limited our understanding of Chinese parental
involvement in the early years. Finally, parent education was found to be
significantly correlated with many measures of young children’s development (e.g.
Fan 2001; Grolnick et al. 1997). However, the lack of consideration of this
demographic factor in the main analyses failed to address the issue of whether the
relationship between parental involvement and child outcomes is mediated or
moderated by other factors.

Future directions

In the future, researchers should conduct more parental involvement research in the
local context for facilitating Chinese parental involvement starting from the early
years. Cross-cultural data of parental involvement are highly desired in order to
conduct cross-cultural comparison of parental involvement patterns. When assessing
parental involvement, future studies should utilise multi-informants and longitudinal
approaches to gain a more thorough understanding of both the concurrent and the
longitudinal influence of parental involvement on children’s outcomes, as well as to
investigate the changes across school contexts and over time. Because of the complex
nature of parental involvement, future studies should also examine Chinese parents’
allocation of resources and its relationship to readiness for school, the non-
behavioural aspects (e.g. parents’ value of education) of parental involvement, the
way that parents practise their involvement (e.g. how they read to their children), as
well as the influence of other demographic factors (e.g. parent education, family
income and parents’ marital status) on parental involvement.
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AMixed-methods Study of Paternal

Involvement in Hong Kong

Eva Y. H. Lau*
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The research reported here examined Chinese fathers’ direct interaction or engagement in chil-

dren’s education both at home and in preschool during the early childhood years using a Hong

Kong sample in two studies. In Study 1, comparisons between father and mother involvement prac-

tices and examination of the associations between family background variables and father involve-

ment as well as between father involvement and school readiness were conducted. In Study 2,

father and teacher focus-group interviews were conducted to explore fathers’ and teachers’ beliefs

and practices concerning father involvement. Consistent with previous studies, the findings showed

that teachers and fathers acknowledged the importance of fathering for children’s positive develop-

ment as well as supportive marital relationships. While fathers were found to be involved in various

educational activities both at home and in preschool, the findings showed that the influence of fam-

ily background may depend on the context of fathers’ involvement. In particular, family income,

parental education background, parental work status, and fathers’ perception of child and teacher

invitations were found to affect fathers’ preschool-based involvement, but not fathers’ home-based

involvement. Finally, father involvement, however, was not found to associate with children’s

school readiness. These findings are likely to contribute to the literature on father involvement

regarding its determinants and influence on child outcomes during the early years in Chinese cul-

ture, drawing important implications for father education, teacher education and family policy.

Keywords: father involvement; focus-group interviews; mixed-methods approach; school

readiness

Introduction

After more than a century of research in which parenting was addressed almost exclu-

sively in terms of mothering, the past few decades have witnessed a substantial growth

in the study of fathering (Marsiglio et al., 2000; Cabrera & Garcia Coll, 2004).

Researchers now recognise that fathering matters, and that fathers play an important

and multidimensional role in their children’s lives. For instance, Lamb and his col-

leagues (Lamb et al., 1985, 1987; Lamb, 1987) developed a three-part model of

paternal involvement (interaction or engagement, accessibility and responsibility)

that can be used to categorise various forms of paternal participation in childrearing.

The first category of paternal involvement, namely interaction or engagement,

describes time spent in one-on-one interaction with the child (e.g. feeding or playing

with the child). Paternal involvement in the second category, accessibility, entails the
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physical and psychological availability of the father to the child, regardless of whether

direct interaction occurs (e.g. watching television while the child plays in the same

room). The final category concerns the degree to which fathers take responsibility for

their children’s welfare and care (e.g. childcare arrangements). The focus of this

study is Lamb’s (1987) first category, in which Chinese fathers’ direct interaction or

engagement in their children’s early education is examined using a framework of

parental involvement that recognises the multifacetedness of parental involvement

during the early years in the Chinese context (Lau et al., 2012). Specifically, a mixed-

methods and multi-informants research design is employed to examine Chinese

fathers’ involvement in the home (e.g. reviewing homework) and preschool (e.g. com-

municating with teachers and volunteering) contexts using a sample of Hong Kong

preschoolers. The use of both qualitative and quantitative research designs enables a

more thorough and systematic exploration of Chinese paternal involvement. The use

of parent reports for assessing home-based involvement and teacher reports for

assessing preschool-based involvement also reduced the risk of self-report bias by par-

ents.

Paternal involvement and positive child outcomes

Researchers have provided clear evidence that fathers play an important role in their

children’s developmental well-being. Specifically, paternal involvement has been

found to be associated with a wide range of positive development outcomes for chil-

dren (Flouri, 2005; Caberra et al., 2007; Sarkadi et al., 2008). The children of highly

involved fathers exhibit greater cognitive competence and academic achievement

(Flouri & Buchanan, 2004; McBride et al., 2005), higher self-esteem (Deutsch et al.,

2001), fewer behavioural problems (Flouri & Buchanan, 2003) and greater social

competence (Parke et al., 2002). Recent research suggests that the benefits of

involved fathering remain significant even after controlling for mothers’ involvement

(Marsiglio et al., 2000). Parental involvement during early childhood is acknowl-

edged to be very important, as children develop basic skills, adjust to their new school

environment and realise their role as learners during this critical period (Pelletier &

Brent, 2002). However, despite ample evidence of the importance of parental

involvement during early childhood (Lau et al., 2011), researchers investigating

early-childhood parenting have typically paid much less attention to fathers than to

mothers. As a result, little is known about the specific mechanisms by which fathers’

educational involvement affects preschool-aged children’s learning outcomes. Hence,

the present study aimed to examine various forms of paternal involvement and their

association with children’s school readiness.

Determinants of paternal involvement

Given the overwhelming evidence for the positive influence of parental involvement

on children’s development, as outlined above, the importance of assessing the deter-

minants of paternal involvement cannot be overstated. The results of numerous stud-

ies have confirmed that fathers’ education and family income independently affect

the duration and breadth of paternal involvement (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler,
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1997; Bulanda, 2004). First, less well-educated fathers tend to hold lower-income

jobs with longer working hours, which limit their availability and thus their involve-

ment. Second, fathers with a low socioeconomic status (SES) tend to lack the skills

and knowledge required to support parental involvement. Researchers have also sug-

gested that fathers’ involvement is sensitive to contextual factors such as family size

(Lamb, 1997; Bonney et al., 1999). As the number of children in a household

increases, the father’s involvement in each child’s education decreases. In addition,

the number of hours worked by the mother per week has been found to be one of the

most consistent predictors of paternal participation, mainly due to the extent of the

mother’s availability for involvement (Barnett & Baruch, 1987; Crouter et al., 1987).

Researchers have also suggested that gender-role attitudes and fathers’ perceptions

of the extent to which their involvement is valued by others influence actual paternal

involvement (Sanderson & Thompson, 2002). For instance, fathers’ beliefs, that their

input is not valued by children or teachers may act as a major barrier to paternal

involvement. Both Parke (1996) and Lamb (1997) used role theory to explain fathers’

decisions to involve themselves in their children’s lives, arguing that fathers’ percep-

tions of appropriate paternal behaviour are influenced by both culturally defined

norms of behaviour and individual beliefs. As predicted by role theory, fathers’ partic-

ipation in childcare has in some cases been found to be determined by their beliefs

about appropriate roles for men and women. Fathers with more egalitarian attitudes

towards parental roles demonstrate greater paternal involvement than fathers with

more traditional attitudes. Parents’ educational involvement is also likely to be influ-

enced by the expectations of their behaviour held by their partners and other signifi-

cant groups (e.g. teachers; Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997). In this study, both

quantitative data reported by parents and teachers as well as qualitative data gathered

in interviews with fathers and teachers were used to investigate the determinants of

fathers’ involvement in their children’s early education.

Paternal involvement in Hong Kong

Chinese parents place a high value on education and academic success and thus, are

actively involved in children’s learning starting from the early childhood years. How-

ever, Asian families hold distinct cultural values and gender-role attitudes, shaped by

a societal emphasis on collectivism and filial piety, which may affect the way fathers

are involved. In traditional Chinese culture, fathers are regarded as the family bread-

winners; they are considered responsible for all matters external to the household,

while childrearing is left to mothers (Kwok et al., 2012). Over the last few decades,

however, China has undergone notable socio-cultural and economic changes, of

which the country’s dramatic economic growth and women’s entry into the workforce

are the most striking. In Hong Kong, of the children from birth to 9 years old and liv-

ing with two parents, the proportion whose parents both worked full-time increased

by a substantial 6.1% from 43.8% in 2001 to 49.9% in 2011 (The Hong Kong Coun-

cil of Social Service, 2013). The increase in dual-earner nuclear families in Hong

Kong is undermining the traditional division of parental roles by gender, with grow-

ing social support for gender equality (Beckert et al., 2006; Ho et al., 2011). As a

result, parenting responsibilities are becoming less gender-bound and fathers are
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becoming more involved in raising their children. Nevertheless, few studies have been

conducted on parenting roles and practices in non-western contexts such as Hong

Kong. As cultural context affects the ways in which paternal involvement is mani-

fested, it is necessary to examine the involvement of Chinese fathers to gain insight

into parenting in diverse contexts. While many Hong Kong dual-earner families rely

on domestic helpers or extended family members to provide child care, the present

study focuses on Chinese fathers’ involvement in children’s learning and education,

rather than just care, during the early childhood years.

The present research

A mixed-methods and multiple-informant research design was adopted, and the par-

ticipants were recruited from six kindergartens in Hong Kong using a stratified ran-

dom sampling strategy. Specifically, two kindergartens were recruited in each of the

three strata (i.e., high-, middle-, and low-income) based on the median monthly

household income of the districts to ensure the representativeness of the sample. It is

important to note that while preschool education is not compulsory in Hong Kong,

nearly all Hong Kong children aged three to six years attend kindergarten. Therefore,

Hong Kong provides an interesting context in which the understanding of the varia-

tions in fathers’ involvement can be extended by investigating paternal involvement,

in both home and kindergarten contexts. Specifically, the research was divided into

two parts (Study 1: quantitative study; Study 2: qualitative study) to address the fol-

lowing research questions.

Research question 1: How does the involvement of fathers and mothers differ during

early childhood? (Study 1)

Research question 2: What are the factors influencing fathers’ involvement? Specifi-

cally, the demographic determinants (Study 1) and fathers’ and teachers’ perceived

influencing factors (Study 2) of paternal involvement were examined.

Research question 3: What is the relation between paternal involvement and child

outcomes? In particular, the relation between paternal involvement and children’s

school readiness (Study 1) and fathers’ and teachers’ perceived influence of paternal

involvement on children’s learning and development (Study 2) were examined.

Method

Study 1: Quantitative study

All children attending upper kindergarten class (the year before children enter pri-

mary school) and their families in the six participating kindergartens were invited to

participate in this study. A total of 129 families (128 mothers and 125 fathers) agreed

to participate, with a 76% response rate. Each family had an average of 1.73 children

(SD = 0.69), and the majority of the mothers (69.5%) and fathers (47.2%) were

between 31 and 40 years old. Most of the parents were married (92.2%). Of the

fathers sampled, 92% worked full-time and the remaining 8% worked part-time. In

contrast, 57% of the mothers were housewives; only 31.3% and 11.7% worked full-

time and part-time, respectively. The median monthly family income level was

1026 E. Y. H. Lau
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HKD10,001 to HKD20,000 (37.8%), and the median level of education completed

by the fathers (29.8%) and the mothers (28.9%) was high school. This sample can be

considered as lower-middle class in Hong Kong. Both the fathers and the mothers

were asked to complete questionnaires on their families’ demographic characteristics

and their own educational involvement at home, and the teachers were asked to

report on the preschool-based involvement of both parents and the school readiness

of each participating child.

Parental involvement. The parents’ involvement was assessed using the Chinese Early

Parental Involvement Scale developed by Lau et al. (2012) on a 5-point Likert scale.

The parents reported their home-based involvement on a 3-item Homework Involve-

ment subscale (e.g. instruct child to complete homework). A mean score for home-

based involvement was then computed for each parent (Cronbach’s-alpha values:

fathers = .84; mothers = .80). On the other hand, the teachers assessed the parents’

preschool-based involvement using a 4-item Home-school Communication subscale

(e.g. call the teacher to communicate) and a 2-item Preschool Involvement subscale

(e.g. attend parent-teacher meetings). A mean score for preschool-based involvement

was computed for each parent by averaging his/her scores for the six items of the two

subscales (Cronbach’s alpha values: fathers = .89; mothers = .88).

School readiness. The teachers were asked to rate the school readiness of the partici-

pating children using the 35-item Chinese Readiness for School Scale (CRSS) devel-

oped by Lau et al. (2011) (e.g. completes learning tasks seriously and is able to retell

stories). The responses were given on a 5-point Likert-style scale. The scale received

a Cronbach’s alpha score of .96. Mean score in the CRSS was treated as an indicator

of the children’s overall school readiness.

Study 2: Qualitative study

In each of the six participating kindergartens, one teacher and one father of a child in

each grade (lower, middle and upper kindergarten) were invited to participate in the

teacher and father focus groups, respectively. One father was sick during the day of

the interview and therefore, the focus-group interviews were conducted with 17

fathers and 18 teachers (see Tables 1 and 2 for background information of the inter-

viewees). All of the interviews were conducted by the author, and lasted for 24 to

38 minutes. A semi-structured interview protocol was used to ensure the consistency

of the interviews while allowing new issues to be raised and explored. Several inter-

view techniques were used throughout the interviews, such as encouraging individual

comments, avoiding leading questions, and not providing comments on responses.

All interviews were conducted in Cantonese and were audio-taped for later transcrip-

tion and translation. The constant comparative method of the grounded theory

approach developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) was used to analyse the data.

Specifically, the responses to each interview question were compared and contrasted;

categories were formed; codes were assigned to the categories; the content of each

category was summarised to identify developing themes; and negative evidence was

sought (Boeije, 2002). The internal consistency of each interview was carefully
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assessed. As soon as the first interview was complete, comparison of interviews within

groups began. Once the within-group analysis was complete, the interviews were

compared between groups to determine whether the teachers and fathers reported

similar perceptions and experiences of paternal involvement.

Results

Study 1: Quantitative study

The paired-sample t-test revealed that the mothers reported a significantly higher

level of home-based involvement than the fathers [t (122) = 6.71; p < .001; mothers:

M = 4.10; SD = .82; fathers: M = 3.32; SD = .99]. Similarly, the teachers reported

that the mothers were significantly more involved in preschool-based activities

(M = 2.67; SD = .96) than the fathers (M = 1.54; SD = .85) [t (126) = 12.48;

p < .001].

Several rounds of one-way analysis of variance were conducted. Gender of child,

paternal work status and maternal work status were entered separately as independent

variables, and the parental-involvement variables were entered together as dependent

variables. Effect size, r, was calculated when appropriate (Rosenthal, 1991). Child

gender was found to have no significant effect on any of the paternal-involvement

variables (ps = n.s.). Maternal work status had a significant effect on fathers’ involve-

ment in home-based settings only: F(2, 122) = 4.76, p < .01 (r = .07). Similarly,

paternal work status significantly affected fathers’ home-based involvement: F(1,

123) = 13.37, p = .001 (r = .10). Post-hoc analysis of the three groups of mothers

differentiated by self-reported work status (‘full-time’, ‘part-time’ and ‘not working’)

Table 2. Background information of focus group teachers

Participant Class taught

Total years of

teaching

Years of teaching at

current kindergarten

Kindergarten A Teacher A K2 20 10

Teacher B K3 15 11

Teacher C K1 12 6

Kindergarten B Teacher A K1 10 1.5

Teacher B K2 20 15

Teacher C K3 17 4

Kindergarten C Teacher A K2 22 1

Teacher B K3 7 3

Teacher C K1 18 3

Kindergarten D Teacher A K1 19 2.5

Teacher B K2 30 5

Teacher C K3 22 8 months

Kindergarten E Teacher A K1 20 16

Teacher B K2 20 15

Teacher C K3 22 15

Kindergarten F Teacher A K2 17 6

Teacher B K3 16 12

Teacher C K1 17 5

Mixed-methods study of paternal involvement in Hong Kong 1029
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revealed that the mothers who worked part-time (M = 3.95; SD = .74) had spouses

with higher mean scores for home-based involvement than the spouses of mothers

who did not work (M = 3.14; SD = 1.06). The fathers who worked part-time

received higher mean scores for home-based involvement (M = 4.10; SD = .65) than

the fathers who worked full-time (M = 3.25; SD = .99). Pearson correlation coeffi-

cients were also calculated to examine the relationships between paternal involvement

and several demographic variables, namely number of children, father’s age, family

income and father’s education. As shown in Table 3, fathers’ preschool-based

involvement was found to be significantly associated with family income, mothers’

education and fathers’ education. However, fathers’ home-based involvement was

not related to any of the demographic variables under study.

Finally, the results of the correlation analysis suggested that fathers’ involvement

(both at home and in preschool) was not significantly correlated with children’s

school readiness. Several rounds of regression analysis were conducted to examine

the role of paternal involvement in predicting children’s school readiness, with child

gender and maternal involvement entered in Step 1 and paternal involvement entered

in Step 2. Neither of the two models tested were significant, suggesting that paternal

involvement does not make a unique contribution to children’s school readiness.

Study 2: Qualitative study

General perceptions of fathers’ involvement. In both father and teacher focus-group

interviews, paternal involvement was generally conceptualised as multidimensional in

nature and consisted of two major domains: home-based involvement and preschool-

based involvement. The fathers described playing with their children and engaging in

parent–child discussions at home. Some reported engaging in activities traditionally

regarded as the responsibility of mothers, such as feeding and helping to bathe their

children. In terms of involvement in preschool, the fathers reported participating in

parent–child activities organised by the kindergartens, attending parent seminars and

supervising children’s homework. The excerpt below illustrates the range of activities

comprising the fathers’ involvement in their children’s education.

There is quite a lot. Let me go first. Reading storybooks together, spending time playing

toys together and doing homework together is important. Actually, I sometimes help bathe

my daughter. And because she is still small, sometimes I feed her . . . that’s about it. (Kin-

dergarten B – Parent B)

Table 3. Correlations between fathers’ involvement, demographic variables and school readiness

Number of

children

Family

income

Father

education

Mother

education

School

readiness

Father preschool-based

involvement

�.04 .47** .41** .51** .16

Father home-based

involvement

�.13 �.03 .06 �.01 �.00

Note: **p < .01;Number of participants ranged from 123 to 127.
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The participating teachers suggested that paternal involvement has many impor-

tant positive effects on children’s development. The teachers believed that paternal

involvement not only enhances children’s learning through various types of direct

parent–child interaction, but improves their psychological well-being by increasing

their sense of acceptance and meeting their need for attention. The teachers observed

that as fathers are generally busy at work, children regard time spent with their fathers

as particularly valuable, and are eager to tell their peers and teachers about activities

undertaken with their fathers. One of the teachers noted in interview that children are

more motivated to learn when their parents are more involved in their education and

thus perceived to be more interested in their development. The teachers also sug-

gested that paternal involvement promotes communication between parents and pos-

itive co-parenting behaviour, which in turn enhance children’s learning and

development. The following excerpts illustrate the points discussed above.

Children’s learning would be more proactive and active. They know that their parents love

and care about them. If they can see that the parents volunteer or are a part of school talks

and activities, they are happier and more active. For example, if there are parent-child

games, they are happier if their parents are playing. Such moments are very warm. (Kin-

dergarten B –Teacher A)

If a father participates, his communication with his wife will be better and their way of

teaching their kids will be in sync. (Kindergarten B –Teacher C)

Similar to the findings from teacher interviews, the fathers recognised the impor-

tance of paternal involvement and its benefits for children. The fathers believed that

involving themselves in their children’s education at an early stage would help them

to understand their children and thereby enhance their parenting skills. When their

children responded positively to their fathers’ involvement, paternal involvement was

reinforced. In the interview quoted next, for example, one father shared a positive

experience of volunteering at his child’s kindergarten.

For instance, when I come to school as a parent volunteer and they see me while I am tak-

ing the children to the bathroom, they will introduce me to their friends. I feel that they

are happy, even though this sounds clich�ed. Although I always come back to volunteer, I

won’t say that I am here for the school’s benefit. I come back because it makes him very

happy. (Kindergarten F – Parent A)

Changes in paternal involvement. In general, fatherhood has been perceived to experi-

ence a lot of changes in recent decades. Both focus group teachers and parents identi-

fied a generational change in fatherhood and a change in attitudes towards

fatherhood, reporting that both the extent and the frequency of fathers’ engagement

with children’s education have increased. These developments are indicative less of

the decline of the male-breadwinner model than of an increasing trend towards

involved fatherhood. The fathers suggested in interview that compared with their

fathers’ generation, men today feel more comfortable to show their love for their chil-

dren. Parents in the previous generation were less involved in childrearing and

expressed less concern about their children’s development. Although fathers’ tradi-

tional breadwinning role remains important, the paternal role is now recognised to be

Mixed-methods study of paternal involvement in Hong Kong 1031
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much broader, reflecting societal change in role expectations for women and increas-

ing emphasis in the media on fathers’ contribution to children’s developmental well-

being. The following excerpts illustrate these points.

Parents nowadays are a new generation. They understand that it doesn’t have to be that

men are the breadwinners and women are the homemakers. They know that cooperation

and understanding the different roles in the family are important. That’s why we put more

time into the children, participate more in school’s activities, try to understand more and

work more together. Because there are more mothers who work these days, things may

have changed. (Kindergarten A –Teacher A).

As parents today are generally more educated than their forebears, they are also

more concerned about their children’s academic competence. Compared with the

previous generation, families today have fewer children, which allows parents to

mobilise more time and resources to care for and teach their children. The parents

consistently observed in interview that as academic competition between children

becomes more and more vigorous, they seek to involve themselves as much as possi-

ble in their children’s education to ensure better child outcomes. In the following

interview excerpt, one father discussed changes in paternal involvement caused by

developing societal expectations.

Society is pretty stable now. The lives in our parents’ generation were not as stable. They

must save up to buy property. Educating the next generation may not be as important.

Lots of things were done by us. But we have higher expectations of quality in this genera-

tion. In terms of our expectations of our children, no longer do we just expect them to help

with chores; we have academic expectations too. Competition within society is fierce. I

have expectations for their attitudes towards people and life, and their academic knowl-

edge. (Kindergarten D – Parent B)

The increasing number of women in the labour force has also helped to increase

paternal involvement. The fathers with working partners reported greater levels of

involvement with childcare. As employment decreases the time available to spend

with children, fathers with working spouses are more likely to share childcare respon-

sibilities, which would increase paternal educational involvement. In the interview

quoted next, one father explained that his involvement is crucial because his wife’s

job involves shift work and long working hours. He has thus tried to increase his

involvement in and responsibility for childcare.

My situation is special. My wife’s job requires shift work. She works long hours and she is

tired when she gets off work. So when I see this, I do more. In other families, the mother

usually participates more. I think we contribute equally. Although she is tired, she will do

what she has to do. Seeing her finish what she has to do even when she’s tired makes me

want to participate more. (Kindergarten A – Parent A)

Although the fathers and teachers highlighted similar factors that increase paternal

involvement, they identified different constraints on fathers’ involvement. With the

exception of one non-working father, all of the fathers involved in the focus groups

were employed full-time. Due to high expectations of work performance in Hong

Kong, most of the participating fathers worked long hours, making it difficult for

them to be extensively involved in their children’s education. In the first of the follow-

ing two excerpts, one father explained that he usually leaves work too late to help with
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his child’s homework. The teacher quoted in the second excerpt below agreed that

the fathers of her kindergarten pupils are very busy at work; indeed, it was not unusual

for her never to meet the fathers of some students.

I help with homework. But my wife has greater involvement, because the kids often do

their homework as soon as they get home. Unless I get off work early, or if there are special

projects that require parents to participate, I don’t participate. On weekdays, I don’t get

involved as much. (Kindergarten E – Parent B)

Fathers nowadays are busy. Even if I’ve taught a child for three years. I’m not surprised if

I’ve not seen the father. But I’ve also not seen the mother. The responsibility falls on the

domestic helper or the grandmother. I think lives in today’s society are too hectic. It’s not

that parents don’t want to take care of them. They are just too busy. (Kindergarten C –
Teacher C)

Several fathers found involvement in preschool-based activities embarrassing. Most

kindergarten teachers and principals in Hong Kong are female, and the predomi-

nantly feminine preschool environment made some of the fathers uncomfortable or

self-conscious about participating in activities. In addition, it is usually easier for

mothers than fathers to take part in kindergarten activities. For instance, mothers are

more likely to volunteer to help with cookery or arts and crafts. The father quoted in

the next excerpt reported that teachers rarely approached him to discuss his child’s

learning and development.

I am a man, but all of the teachers are female. Because of this, they rarely take the initiative

to talk to us. The teacher will usually look for the mother, meaning the teacher will talk to

the mother in the first instance. They won’t come to me and talk about how the child is

doing. (Kindergarten F – Parent C)

Similarly, the teachers mentioned that the overwhelming majority of kindergarten

teachers are female, and that this gender disparity makes it difficult for them to com-

municate with their pupils’ fathers. Interestingly, the teachers also reported that

fathers are generally more careless about childcare than mothers. As a result, teachers

may prefer to discuss children’s learning progress with mothers than with fathers.

The following excerpt reveals one teacher’s perceptions of the differences between

fathers’ and mothers’ involvement.

Because mothers are females, it’s easier for us to communicate. It’s easier to talk to people

of the same gender. We also talk to the fathers, but mostly on the phone. Because when

fathers talk to teachers, they tend to be shy. As Teacher B said, they usually respond with,

‘Oh really?’, ‘Good, good’. They don’t share as much. (Kindergarten D –Teacher C)

Due to the above gender-related issues, it is suggested that fathers’ decisions to

become involved in their children’s education often depend on the extent to which

they feel that their input is welcomed by teachers. Teachers may invite involvement

by expecting or requesting that parents discuss their children’s learning progress,

attend or help out with preschool events and supervise children’s homework. Home-

school cooperation requires interaction between kindergartens and parents, and invi-

tations for involvement extended by teachers may reassure fathers that their input is

highly valued. The father quoted in the first excerpt below reported that his child’s
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kindergarten is extremely accepting and welcoming of paternal involvement, which

has enhanced his sense of belonging in the preschool environment and encouraged

him to pursue further involvement in his child’s education. Similarly, the teachers

acknowledged the importance of considering fathers’ needs when designing home–
school collaboration activities, to maximise paternal involvement. For instance, the

teacher quoted in the second excerpt below described strategies successfully imple-

mented by her kindergarten to increase paternal involvement, such as taking fathers’

availability and parenting interests into account.

My daughter has been studying here for three years. Every time I come in, I get asked,

‘Mr. C, did you take a day off? Why are you so free today?’ The whole school is like this,

it’s not just the principal; even the teachers ask if I am taking a day off today. They are like

your friends greeting you. (Kindergarten B – Parent C)

We plan activities on Sundays, to accommodate parents’ holidays. We give out notices, or

give parents questionnaires asking about their availability so that we can plan appropriate

activities. According to the questionnaires, many people are actually free on Saturdays. So

Saturday it is. Sundays are also doable. The school then has to find time to discuss with

the teachers to see how practical this is and what elements to include in the activities. To

make the activities attractive, we have to be child oriented. The activities have to be related

to the children, but we must also make accommodations with the timing and other things

to attract male parents to participate. (Kindergarten C –Teacher A)

Discussion: integrating quantitative and qualitative findings

The early research on parental involvement in education was conducted largely with-

out distinguishing between mothers and fathers. Little attention was paid to fathers in

the early educational literature, because they were not perceived as having primary

responsibility for their children’s education (Parke, 2002). However, as expectations

of fathers have increased, this mixed-method and multiple-informant study was con-

ducted to examine the involvement of Hong Kong fathers in their children’s early

education. The nature and determinants of paternal involvement and its influence on

children’s outcomes were examined.

Fathers’ involvement versus mothers’ involvement

The focus-group interviews revealed that the teachers and fathers shared similar per-

ceptions of paternal involvement, especially the importance of fathering in early years

to children’s learning and development. Accordingly, the fathers who participated in

the focus groups were generally motivated to maintain good father–child relationships

to promote their children’s social and academic development. The findings of existing

studies have suggested that fathers’ involvement positively influences children’s well-

being, father–child relationships and marital relationships (Lamb, 2000; Schoppe-

Sullivan et al., 2004). Similarly, the fathers and teachers suggested in interviews that

paternal involvement helps to promote positive father–child relationships, which

enhance children’s motivation to learn. Family interaction is believed to be a dynamic

process; interaction between parents is related to parents’ interaction with children.
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More cooperative co-parenting may improve parents’ marital relationships and

thereby increase their ability to support their children’s learning and development

(Pedro et al., 2012). Therefore, more-involved fathers share the childcare responsibil-

ities traditionally assumed by mothers, helping to reduce mothers’ workloads and

improve co-parenting behaviour and marital relationships.

Consistent with previous findings (Gronlnick & Slowiaczek, 1994; Esptein, 2001),

the fathers and teachers who participated in the focus-group interviews agreed that

fathers should involve themselves in their children’s education both at home and in

preschool. The interviews confirmed that the fathers were involved in a variety of edu-

cational activities. However, consistent with Lamb’s (2010) findings, the quantitative

results suggested that although fathers are increasingly involved in their children’s

educational lives, their involvement is still smaller than that of mothers. In a meta-

analysis conducted by Kim and Hill (2015), no significant differences were found in

the mean school involvement of mothers and fathers. However, studies of Asian

families were excluded from the meta-analysis. Despite the global decline in gender-

stereotyped parenting, it seems that traditional gender-role attitudes may remain

salient in Eastern contexts, as Chinese mothers still have a greater input than fathers

into their children’s educational development.

Factors influencing fathers’ involvement

Parents’ perceptions of the value placed by others on their involvement have been

found to predict their involvement decisions (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997).

Similarly, the focus-group participants explained that fathers’ perceptions of the

extent to which their involvement is welcomed by children and preschools have

important effects on their involvement both at home and in preschool. Specifically,

positive responses from children were reported to encourage fathers to involve them-

selves further, motivated by their children’s acceptance of and appreciation for their

existing involvement. Previous researchers have found that parental involvement is

most effective when actively encouraged by teachers (Eccles & Harold, 1993; Epstein,

2001). The teachers who participated in this study expressed positive attitudes

towards paternal involvement and reported using various strategies to facilitate

fathers’ involvement in preschool-based activities (e.g. taking fathers’ availability and

particular interests into account). Nevertheless, the female-dominated kindergarten

environment reduced the fathers’ motivation to become involved in their children’s

learning; one of the major themes to emerge from the fathers’ discussion of factors

that influence their involvement was the embarrassment they experience when taking

part in preschool activities. Similar to the findings of Kwok et al. (2012), who

reported that Chinese teachers perceive fathers to exhibit less competence in parent-

ing than mothers, the results of this study indicated that many teachers still hold gen-

der-stereotyping beliefs. For instance, the teachers felt that mothers are more likely

than fathers to pay detailed attention to their children’s education. This perception

may have a negative influence on fathers’ involvement, especially if mothers are more

frequently invited to take part in preschool activities.

Bulanda (2004) suggested that family SES, which is partly determined by parental

education and income, is particularly salient, because families with a low SES may
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have limited skills and resources available to help their children to succeed. Although

factors relating to SES were not mentioned by the focus-group participants, the

study’s quantitative results suggest that the influence of family SES on paternal

involvement depends on the context of involvement. Specifically, only fathers’ pre-

school-based involvement was found to differ as a function of family income and par-

ental education. It is possible that fathers with a higher SES may have more flexibility

to arrange their work and childcare responsibilities in order to get more involved in

the kindergarten. Because of their higher social status, these fathers are also likely to

have higher levels of parental efficacy, defined as parents’ belief in their ability to exe-

cute childrearing tasks, which supports their involvement in preschool-based

activities (Sanderson & Thompson, 2002; Salonen et al., 2009). However, consistent

with previous findings (Lee & Bowen, 2006; Hartas, 2012) that parents across socio-

economic groups are involved just as frequently in children’s education at home, the

lack of associations found between family income and parental education and fathers’

home-based involvement in the present study may suggest that fathers’ involvement

in children’s early education at home is relatively simple, not requiring advanced skills

or additional resources, and is thus less affected by family SES.

Similar to previous findings (Bonney et al., 1999), the quantitative and qualitative

results obtained in this study suggested that fathers’ working hours are an important

determinant of their engagement. For instance, fathers who worked part-time

reported higher levels of involvement than fathers who worked full-time. The fathers

who participated in the focus-group interviews also explained that despite their will-

ingness to support their children’s learning and development, they are constrained by

their long working hours. In contrast, previous researchers have found mothers’

working hours to be positively related to fathers’ engagement (Yoshida, 2012;

Hofferth et al., 2013). Similarly, the results of this study indicated that fathers’ home-

based involvement differed as a function of mothers’ work status: fathers’ involve-

ment was greater in families in which mothers worked part-time than in families with

non-working mothers. However, fathers’ involvement was not found to differ

between families with full-time and part-time working mothers, or between families

with full-time and non-working mothers. It is possible that as dual-income families in

Hong Kong are more likely to have extra resources for supporting their children’s

learning at home (e.g. hiring a tutor), the fathers in such households are less likely

to be involved in their children’s education solely due to mothers’ work-related

unavailability.

Parental involvement and child outcomes

The focus-group responses revealed that the traditional division of parents’ childrear-

ing roles in Hong Kong society has become less clear, and that fathers’ involvement is

widely recognised to have many positive effects on children’s development (Sarkadi

et al., 2008). Consistent with previous findings (Fan & Chen, 2001; Hill & Taylor,

2004), the parents and teachers believed that parental involvement in children’s edu-

cation is related to positive learning outcomes. Children with fathers who take a more

active role in their education and show more understanding of their academic pro-

gress are more willing to share information with their fathers about their learning
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experiences, show more interest in attending school and are more likely to enjoy the

learning experience. It has been suggested that parents’ educational values, goals and

aspirations for their children may be communicated indirectly through academic

socialisation practices such as supportive parental involvement at home and in school

(Hill & Tyson, 2009). However, similar to the results of a meta-analysis conducted

by Kim and Hill (2015), in which the relationship between parental involvement and

achievement was found to be stronger for mothers than for fathers, the present study

found no significant association between fathers’ involvement and children’s readi-

ness for school. It is possible that the quality, rather than the quantity of fathers’

involvement assessed in the present study, plays a more significant role in children’s

learning outcomes. It is also possible that the influence of paternal involvement on

children’s development does not appear until later. Thus, the association between

paternal involvement and children’s school outcomes can only be ascertained with

advanced research design.

Implications, limitations and future directions

The mixed-methods and multiple-informants research design enabled data on paren-

tal involvement and child outcomes to be collected from a range of sources, providing

important insights into the perceptions of paternal involvement held by fathers and

teachers. Although fathers’ involvement was not found to be related to children’s

school readiness, the focus-group fathers and teachers discussed numerous benefits

of paternal involvement for father–child relationships and marital relationships, con-

firming the need to encourage paternal involvement from early childhood. Together

with the lack of connection observed between fathers’ involvement and school readi-

ness, the finding that mothers are still more involved than fathers in their children’s

learning suggests that fathers should be provided with support (e.g. father support

groups) at an early stage to facilitate fathers’ involvement in their children’s educa-

tion. Such support will also serve as a protective factor in children’s later school years

when expectations of academic achievement are higher and when children are more

likely to struggle and parental involvement tends to be lower (Eccles & Harold,

1993). The finding that teachers hold gender-stereotyping attitudes towards fathers’

involvement also indicates the need for both pre-service and in-service teacher train-

ing to develop effective strategies for collaborating with fathers. Finally, the finding

that fathers’ long working hours inhibit their involvement in children’s education also

suggests that workplaces should implement more family-friendly policies to support

fathers’ engagement in their children’s development.

Like most other research studies, this research is to some extent limited by its

design. First, the data were drawn solely from parents’ self-reports and teachers’

reports of parental involvement, and thus failed to capture the actual experience, or

children’s and spouses’ perceptions, of fathers’ involvement for a more objective

examination. Second, as no focus-group interviews were conducted with mothers,

the results do not represent the views of all important stakeholders on paternal

involvement. Third, although several interview techniques were utilised to ensure the

fidelity of the data collected, the limitations of focus group interview need to be

acknowledged. For example, in the Chinese context where collectivism is particularly

Mixed-methods study of paternal involvement in Hong Kong 1037

© 2016 British Educational Research Association

 14693518, 2016, 6, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://bera-journals.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/berj.3248 by T

he E
ducation U

niversity O
f H

ong K
ong (E

duhk), W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [30/06/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense

88



salient, participants’ responses may be biased as a result of social desirability. Fourth,

the cross-sectional design failed to capture the longitudinal and reciprocal relation-

ship between fathers’ involvement and children’s school readiness.

Future researchers should utilise direct observation to understand the nature of

paternal involvement and should elicit children’s and mothers’ attitudes towards and

perceptions of paternal involvement, as both children and mothers play important

roles in shaping fathers’ involvement in the family system. Future studies should also

utilise individual interviews to avoid the effect of peer co-construction for better cap-

turing individual differences. Finally, a longitudinal design should be used to explore

the possible delayed effect of fathers’ involvement on children’s learning outcomes as

well as the potential reciprocal causality between paternal involvement and child

readiness.
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A B S T R A C T

The changes in maternal involvement during the transition to primary school and the bidirectional relations
between maternal involvement and school adjustment were explored in this study using a two-wave longitudinal
design with a 8-month interval. The participants were children (mean age: 5 years 10.39months at Time 1 and
6 years 4.98months at Time 2), mothers, and kindergarten and primary school teachers from 324 and 247 Hong
Kong middle- and upper-middle-class families at Time 1 and Time 2, respectively. Approximately three months
before the children finished kindergarten (Time 1), and 3months after they entered primary school (Time 2),
mothers and teachers reported on the mothers' involvement and teachers rated the children's school adjustment.
Data related to children's school adjustment were also collected in a child assessment session. Results revealed
that mothers' involvement in language and cognitive activities during kindergarten predicted better school
adjustment after the school transition. Mothers were also more involved at their children's primary schools when
their children demonstrated lower cognitive skills in kindergarten. The findings highlight the importance of
examining both home-based and school-based involvement over time during the transition to primary school and
the bidirectional relations between maternal involvement and children's school adjustment.

1. Introduction

Parental involvement is a multifaceted concept that encompasses a
broad range of parenting practices, such as shared-book reading and
communicating with teachers, that mobilize the resources of parents
both at home and in school to maximize the benefits for their children
(Fan & Chen, 2001). The typology of parental involvement developed
by Epstein (2001, 2010) is widely recognized in the field. It focuses on
the role of the school in facilitating different dimensions of the home-
school partnership at home (e.g., learning at home, which involves
families in learning activities at home), at school (e.g., volunteering at
school, which involves families as volunteers to support school pro-
grams), and in the community (e.g., collaborating with the community,
which involves coordinating community resources to strengthen school
programs and family practices). Pomerantz, Moorman, and Litwack
(2007) proposed that the broad distinction between parental involve-
ment in different contexts could offer a useful way to investigate the
processes and outcomes of parental involvement. In this study, we focus
on both home- and school-based involvement and their bidirectional

relations with children's school adjustment.

1.1. Parental involvement during the transition to school

During the first year of primary school, children are presented with
new academic challenges while adjusting to a new school environment
and experiencing a major transition with new and diverse develop-
mental challenges that require emotional, social, and cognitive com-
petence at home and in school (Cabrera, 2010; Rimm-Kaufman &
Pianta, 1999). Children who enter school with more advanced cognitive
abilities are more likely to benefit from classroom instruction and de-
monstrate more advanced skills in school (Duncan et al., 2007). How-
ever, the developmental trajectory of children who adjust poorly during
school transition is discouraging, resulting in academic difficulties and
antisocial behavior, which may further increase their likelihood of
disliking school and eventually dropping out (Gutman, Sameroff, &
Cole, 2003).

Although high-quality preschool programs and school transition
practices have been found to enhance children's school readiness skills
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(Schulting, Malone, & Dodge, 2005), other researchers have found
parental involvement to be crucial during the early school transition
(Fantuzzo, McWayne, & Perry, 2004). According to social support
theory (Cohen & Wills, 1985), parental involvement is an important
social resource that helps children cope with different challenges in
their learning and development and may be a strong and reliable de-
terminant of children's outcomes. Consistent with this view, findings
from cross-sectional studies have suggested that parental involvement
is associated with positive child outcomes, such as academic achieve-
ment and social-emotional development (Cheung & Pomerantz, 2011;
El Nokali, Bachman, & Votruba-Drzal, 2010; Lau, Li, & Rao, 2011;
Phillipson & Phillipson, 2007). It has been suggested that when parents
and teachers work collaboratively to support children, children are
more likely to experience a successful school transition and show en-
hanced school adjustment, which is generally defined in terms of aca-
demic performance (i.e., language and cognitive skills) and school en-
gagement (Birch & Ladd, 1997). Within the family context, processes
related to home learning stimulation have also been found to enhance
opportunities for optimal academic achievement for children from di-
verse cultural backgrounds (Fantuzzo et al., 2004; Li & Rao, 2000).

In fact, the view of parental involvement as a dynamic versus static
variable represents a major conceptual shift in the literature that ac-
knowledges parents' accommodation of changes in children's develop-
ment and age-graded expectations (Hill & Taylor, 2004), as child de-
velopment is viewed as a product of the continuous dynamic
interactions of a child and the experiences provided by his or her family
and social context (Bell, 1968; Sameroff, 2009; Sameroff & Mackenzie,
2003). Although an increasing number of studies have explored par-
ental involvement at the time of school entry, they have been limited in
their cross-sectional designs (e.g., Graves & Brown Wright, 2011;
Nelson, 2005) and the relations between children's outcomes and their
parents' involvement are far more sparse than the reverse (Ansari &
Crosnoe, 2015; Barbot, Crossman, Hunter, Grigorenko, & Luthar, 2014;
Crosnoe, Augustine, & Huston, 2012; Lugo-Gil & Tamis-LeMonda,
2008).

While parental involvement has generally been linked to positive
child outcomes, there remain many conflicting findings about the re-
lation between parental involvement and children's outcomes (for a
review, see Fan & Chen, 2001). When findings are inconsistent with the
expected positive relation between parental involvement and child
adjustment, the reactive hypothesis is often used. The reactive hy-
pothesis claims that any negative correlation or relation between par-
ental involvement and academic achievement stems from a reactive
parental involvement strategy, whereby a student who has academic or
behavioral difficulties at school encourages greater levels of parental
involvement (e.g., Epstein, 1988, 1992). For instance, McNeal (1999)
found that parents talking to teachers was negatively related to chil-
dren's academic achievement and speculated that parents could use this
particular practice reactively when their children needed help. How-
ever, most of the research that has found negative relations between
parental involvement and child outcomes has relied on cross-sectional
studies, in which the causal links between parental involvement and
child outcomes have been unclear. Studies that have examined the bi-
directional relations between parental involvement and child outcomes
using longitudinal research design have typically used only one di-
mension to investigate the associations between either home-based or
school-based involvement and child outcomes (Ciping, Silinskas, Wei, &
Georgiou, 2015; Daniel, Wang, & Berthelsen, 2016; McNeal, 2012).
Thus, further studies that use longitudinal designs to assess the relations
between parental involvement in both home and school contexts and
child outcomes are desired.

1.2. Studying parental involvement and school adjustment in Hong Kong

Culturally responsive research conducted to understand the features
of parenting in different cultures is important for successfully

enhancing learning opportunities for children from diverse cultural
backgrounds. The majority of studies that have confirmed a positive
relation between parental involvement and child outcomes across racial
groups relied on using samples of minority children from a single
country (see Jeynes, 2007 for a review). As a result, relatively less is
known about parental involvement in non-Western cultures outside of
the United States. In particular, Asian parents are known to have high
expectations for their children, to be highly responsive to their chil-
dren's needs, and as a result to be involved more frequently in their
children's education (Cheung & Pomerantz, 2011). With such parenting
behaviors in mind, it would be interesting to examine whether parental
involvement has a similar influence in Asian societies and whether
children's developmental characteristics influence parental involve-
ment.

To our knowledge, only one such study has been conducted in China
to investigate the cross-lagged relations between parental involvement
and children's school outcomes (Ciping et al., 2015). Its results suggest
that children's reading and mathematics abilities negatively predict
informal home literacy activities and formal home numeracy activities,
respectively, such that parents engage more frequently in home activ-
ities when they notice that their children experience learning difficul-
ties, to meet the expectations of the school system (Ciping et al., 2015).
Their findings highlight the fact that parents modify their use of par-
enting techniques in the home learning environment based on their
children's actual behavior. However, like most studies that have relied
heavily on the reports of single informants on the behavior of parents in
one dimension of involvement (e.g., Baker, Cameron, Rimm-Kaufman,
& Grissmer, 2012; Cooper, 2010; Durand, 2011), Ciping et al. (2015)
fail to capture the other dimensions of involvement (i.e., school-based
involvement) and their bidirectional relations with children's achieve-
ment. We examine the bidirectional relations between home- and
school-based involvement and their effects on children's school ad-
justment during the transition from kindergarten to primary school in
Hong Kong.

Hong Kong, with a population of 7 million, was a British colony
before it became a Special Administrative Region of China in 1997.
Unlike other cities in China, Hong Kong has high autonomy in devel-
oping and implementing contemporary educational policies due to the
“one country, two systems” policy. Hong Kong is regarded as the most
Westernized and urban city in China and probably has more Western
educational influences, such as the inclusion of parents in children's
education, than other cities in mainland China. All kindergartens in
Hong Kong are privately run and provide services for children from
three to six years old. Nearly all children in Hong Kong start kinder-
garten at age three. Most Hong Kong kindergartens operate on a half-
day basis. The aim of kindergarten education in Hong Kong is to nurture
children to attain all-round development and to thereby lay the foun-
dation for their future learning. However, with the exception of a few
schools, nearly all primary schools operate on a whole-day basis.
Students are expected to master a wide range of academic skills in
primary schools, such as biliterate (Chinese and English) and trilingual
(Cantonese, English, and Putonghua) abilities. As in most other child-
hood educational contexts, Hong Kong kindergartens and primary
schools differ in terms of their learning environments, curricula, ped-
agogies, routines, teacher expectations, and peer groups, with the
transition from kindergarten to primary school representing a major
milestone for children during which they must cope with various
adaptation problems (Wong, 2003).

The Hong Kong Guide to the Pre-primary Curriculum (Curriculum
Development Institute, 2006) states that the transition between kin-
dergarten and primary school should be taken into consideration in the
pre-primary education curriculum. The Guide to the Pre-primary Cur-
riculum also highlights the establishment of a home-school partnership
as an important strategy for supporting young children's positive de-
velopment. However, the design and implementation of transitional
activities (e.g., primary school visits and parent seminars) and the
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involvement opportunities and resources allocated to involve parents
varies across different kindergartens in Hong Kong. For instance, while
most kindergartens require parents to complete home activity packets
and read with their children, only some kindergartens have a Parent
Teacher Association to coordinate and plan parent activities and very
few kindergartens have a parent resource room or a parent liaison staff.
As a result, researchers found that Hong Kong parents desired more
involvement opportunities during the transition period to facilitate
their child's adjustment outcomes (Chan, 2010, 2012; Lau, 2013).
Hence, studying parental involvement in Hong Kong is timely and im-
portant for providing insights about what can be done to facilitate
quality education during the early years. Most importantly, as nearly all
kindergarten-aged children in Hong Kong attend kindergarten (Rao &
Li, 2009), Hong Kong is an interesting context to examine how parental
involvement affects children's school adjustment beyond preschool.

2. This study

We used a two-wave longitudinal design involving multiple in-
formants to examine the bidirectional relations between parental in-
volvement by mothers and children's school adjustment. First, based on
prior theory and research, we expected mothers' involvement to predict
subsequent school adjustment assessed using child tests and teacher
ratings. However, we also expected school adjustment to predict mo-
thers' involvement in primary school. Findings of this study will have
potential implications for developing strategies to facilitate parents'
involvement for enhancing school adjustment in general and for ex-
ploring the characteristics of children that elicit higher levels of in-
volvement by parents for identifying the group of parents that may need
more support in their involvement practices.

3. Methods

3.1. Participants

Stratified random sampling was used to recruit 10 kindergartens in
each of the three strata (i.e., high, middle, and low income) developed
based on the median monthly household incomes of the districts (Hong
Kong Census and Statistics Department, 2012). Invitation letters were
sent to kindergartens and phone calls were made to the principals.
Eleven kindergartens (three from the high-income stratum and four
from both the middle- and low-income strata) agreed to participate in
the study. A total of 24 classes from the 11 kindergartens were invited
to participate (see Table 1). All teachers of the participating classes
consented to participation. All of the kindergarten teachers were fe-
male. The teachers' median age range was 31 to 40 years old (29.2%).
Their average years of kindergarten teaching experience was
15.25 years (SD=9.10) and their median education level was post-
secondary diploma (62.5%) (see Table 2).

The teachers then distributed introductory letters about the study to
all parents in their class. Consent was received from the parents of 324
children (out of 621), with 53 children (16.3%) from the high-income
strata, 103 children (31.8%) from the middle-income strata, and 168
children (51.9%) from the low-income strata. Because the school size of
each kindergarten varied and that not every parent accepted our in-
vitation to participate, the number of participants from each income
strata varied. The participating children completed the child assess-
ments and their teachers rated their school adjustment. For 319 chil-
dren, the mothers completed the questionnaires to report on their de-
mographic information and their involvement behaviors; and for the
remaining five children, the mothers failed to return the questionnaires.

At the initial assessment, the children (168 girls, 156 boys) were on
average 5 years 10.39months old (SD=3.94months). The children
and their mothers participated in the study and were followed after
they entered primary school. The median age range of the participating
mothers was 31 to 40 years old (70.3%). The median range of monthly
household income was HK$20,001–30,000 (US$1=HK$7.78), which
is very similar to the median monthly household income of Hong Kong
families (HK$24,890) (Hong Kong Census and Statistics Department,
2016). The socioeconomic status of the sample was mostly middle class.
At their time of entry into the study, the parents of 301 children were
married, five sets of parents were divorced, four sets of parents were
remarried, and five sets of parents reported their marital status as

Table 1
Background information of the participated kindergartens.

Kindergarten Income strata Participating classes Participating children School sizea Median range of monthly household income (HK
$)

Median of the mother education

School A High 1 25 114 40,001–50,000 Diploma or Associate Degree
School B High 1 13 90 10,001–20,000 Secondary
School C Low 2 18 252 30,001–40,000 Diploma or Associate Degree
School D Middle 4 24 229 10,001–20,000 Secondary
School E Low 1 12 91 40,001–50,000 Secondary
School F Middle 3 40 273 10,001–20,000 Secondary
School G High 1 15 172 30,001–40,000 Secondary
School H Middle 2 23 209 10,001–20,000 Secondary
School I Low 1 22 424 30,001–40,000 Secondary
School J Middle 5 59 115 40,001–50,000 Bachelor
School K Low 3 73 480 20,001–30,000 Secondary

a Total number of permitted accommodation of classrooms in use (Education Bureau, 2017).

Table 2
Descriptive statistics for participant characteristics.

Variables N Mean SD Median (%)

Child characteristics
Child sex (1= girl; 2= boy) 323 1.48 0.50 1 (52.0%)

Mother characteristics
Mother age 316 3.10 0.55 2a (70.3%)
Mother education 314 3.05 1.38 2b (55.1%)
Mother employment status 314 1.89 0.93 2c (12.1%)
Marital status 315 1.09 0.45 1d (95.6%)
Household income (HK$) 309 3.68 1.61 3e (20.4%)

Teacher characteristics
Teacher age 24 3.21 0.98 3a (29.2%)
Teaching experience (years) 24 15.25 9.10 16 (12.5%)

a Mother and teacher age (1= 20 or below; 2= 21–30; 3= 31–40; 4= 41–50; 5= 51
or above).

b Mother education (1=Primary or below; 2= Secondary; 3=Matriculation;
4=Diploma or Associate Degree; 5=Degree (Bachelor); 6=Master or above;
7=Other).

c Employment status (1= Full-time; 2= Part-time; 3=Not working).
d Marital status (1=Married; 2=Divorced; 3=Remarried; 4=Others).
e Household income (HK$) (1= $10,000 or below; 2=$10,001–20,000;

3=$20,001–30,000; 4= $30,001–40,000; 5= $40,001–50,000; 6= $50,001 or
above).
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“other” (e.g., widowed or cohabiting). The median education level was
secondary education (55.1% of the mothers), which was also the
median education level of the population in 2011 (Hong Kong Census
and Statistics Department, 2012), whereas 49.7% and 50% of the mo-
thers were employed full time at Time 1 and Time 2, respectively.

3.2. Procedure

A two-wave longitudinal design was used. Time 1 data were col-
lected in March and April 2015, whereas Time 2 data were collected in
November and December 2015. The time between assessments was
approximately eight months (approximately three months before and
after the children entered primary school). Class teachers and parents
received their questionnaires approximately three months before the
end of the kindergarten school year. During the same period, the re-
search assistant (RA) and student research assistants (SRAs) visited each
kindergarten to conduct the child tests. The tests lasted approximately
20min. The RA and SRAs received three hours of training on research
protocols and data collection before administering the tests. A pilot
study involving a convenience sample of 56 preschool children and
their parents and teachers was conducted to ensure the clarity and
validity of the questionnaire items and the instructions for the child
tests, and for training purposes. The RA and SRAs remained blind to the
research hypotheses. All of the measurements conducted at Time 1 were
repeated at Time 2.

At Time 2, the participating children were invited to a research
session either at the kindergartens the children attended, the university,
or their homes. During the research session, the children and mothers
completed the tests and questionnaires, respectively, in separate rooms.
Over the course of the study, 77 families (24%) dropped out. Therefore,
we were able to conduct follow-up assessments with 247 children (126
girls, 121 boys) and their mothers (237 mothers). The attrition was
mainly due to parents no longer wishing to participate because of busy
work schedules, lack of interest in the study, migration, or illness. The
attrition rate was considered acceptable due to the difficulty involved in
retaining families when the children changed schools. Nevertheless, a
one-way analysis of variance was conducted. According to the results,
the families that dropped out did not differ significantly from those that
remained in the study in terms of socio-demographic variables, such as
child age, child sex, and the education levels of mothers. No significant
differences were found between the two groups in terms of the mothers'
involvement and school adjustment variables at Time 1.

During the follow-up research session, the parents were also asked
to provide consent and contact information so that the research team
could obtain their children's primary school teachers' ratings of mo-
thers' involvement and the children's school adjustment. Of the 247
children who participated in the follow-up assessment, 241 parents
granted approval to contact their children's primary school teachers.
Some of the participating children were in the same primary school
classes. As such, some of the primary school teachers completed more
than one survey (i.e., two teachers had five children, five teachers had
four children, seven teachers had three children, 27 teachers had two
children, and 136 teachers had one child in their classes). Phone calls
were made to 177 primary school teachers in 119 primary schools to
explain the study. The information letter, consent form, questionnaires,
and return envelope were then sent to all of the teachers. A total of 198
(82%) completed questionnaires were received from 148 primary
school teachers. It is important to note that because of the attrition and
the use of multi-informant approach, the sample sizes varied across
different analyses.

3.3. Measures

The measures were carefully selected to address the research
questions in the specified cultural context. Specifically, a Chinese par-
ental involvement scale was selected to capture the multidimensional

nature of parental involvement during the early childhood years in the
cultural context being studied. However, we did not expect Hong Kong
children to differ from children in other developed countries in terms of
school adjustment skills. Hence, measures developed in Western con-
texts that were found to be reliable and valid were utilized to assess
children's general basic concept skills and school adjustment.

3.3.1. Parental involvement
Mothers' involvement behavior was assessed using the 26-item

Chinese Early Parental Involvement Scale (CEPIS) developed by Lau, Li,
and Rao (2012). The CEPIS includes six dimensions that capture the
multidimensional nature of Chinese parental involvement during the
early childhood years. The first four dimensions, namely parental in-
struction, parental discussion, language and cognitive activities, and home-
work involvement, are related to home-based involvement, whereas the
other two dimensions namely home-school conferencing and preschool/
school involvement, are related to school-based involvement. In this
study, each mother reported on her home-based involvement and
school-based involvement using the five-item language and cognitive
activities and four-item home-school conferencing subscales respectively.
The teachers rated mothers' involvement using the home-school con-
ferencing subscale only. Among the types of involvement, language and
cognitive activities and home-school conferencing were selected because of
their associations with academic socialization around the goals and
purposes of education, which were also found to have the strongest
positive association with children's achievement (Hill & Tyson, 2009).
These two parental involvement dimensions were also found to be as-
sociated with children's school adjustment in the Chinese context (Lau
et al., 2011).

All items are shown in Table 3. Each respondent reported on the
accuracy of each item in describing the mother's involvement behavior
using a 5-point Likert scale (1= highly inaccurate; 5= highly accurate).
The items in each subscale were summed, with higher scores indicating
higher levels of involvement. The internal consistencies of the subscales
ranged from 0.62 to 0.82 (Table 5). Although the alpha for mother
reports of home-school conferencing at Time 2 was marginal, this

Table 3
Items in Chinese Early Parental Involvement Scale and Teacher Rating Scale of School
Adjustment.

Chinese Early Parental
Involvement Scale

Teacher Rating Scale of School Adjustment

Language and cognitive activities School liking
1. Read stories to my child 1. Likes to come to school
2. Let child read stories to me 2. Dislikes schoola

3. Give extra-curricular
knowledge

3. Has fun at school

4. Give safety knowledge to my
child

4. Is happy at school

5. Play cognitively stimulating
games

5. Enjoys most classroom activities

Home-school conferencing Cooperative participation
1. Attend parent-teacher

conferences
1. Follow a teacher's direction

2. Participate in parent-child
activities

2. Uses classroom materials responsibly

3. Use written means to
communicate

3. Listens carefully to teacher's
instructions and directions

4. Call the teacher to
communicate

4. Is easy for teacher to manage
5. Responds promptly to teacher's

requests
6. Accepts teacher's authority
7. Accepts responsibility for a given task
Independent participation
1. Seeks challenges
2. Self-directed child
3. Works independently
4. Needs a lot of help and guidancea

a Reversed item.

E.Y.H. Lau, T.G. Power Children and Youth Services Review 88 (2018) 257–266

26095



measure was retained, because it was made up of a small number of
items (n=4).

3.3.2. Cognitive skills
The children's cognitive skills were assessed using the Chinese ver-

sion of Bracken Basic Concept Scale-Revised (BBCS-R; Bracken, 1998).
Researchers have found this scale to be a valid and reliable instrument
for assessing young children's acquisition of concepts and receptive
language skills (Bracken, 1998; Panter, 2000). The 308-item BBCS-R
consists of 11 subtests for children 2 years and 6months old to 7 years
and 11months old: colors, letters, numbers/counting, sizes, comparisons,
shapes, direction/position, self/social awareness, texture/material, quantity,
and time/sequence. The first six subtests comprising the School Readi-
ness Composite were administered at Time 1, and the whole scale was
administered at Time 2. As English learning is not compulsory in Hong
Kong kindergartens, the letters subtest was not conducted at either time
point. As a result, 72 items from 5 subtests and 292 items from 10
subtests were administered at Time 1 and Time 2, respectively. For each
item, there were four pictures shown on a page and children were asked
to choose a picture that best represents the description read by the
administrator in Cantonese (the official spoken language in Hong
Kong). Each subtest was terminated when the children provided three
incorrect answers consecutively. Most of the children were able to
complete this assessment within 8 and 15min at Time 1 and Time 2,
respectively. The total score obtained at each time point (Time 1:
M=65, SD=4.40; Time 2: M=264.21, SD=20.98) was considered
to indicate the children's cognitive skills.

3.3.3. School adjustment
The teachers rated the children's school adjustment using the 16-

item Teacher Rating Scale of School Adjustment (Birch & Ladd, 1997;
Ladd & Burgess, 2001). The scale includes three subscales: school liking
(e.g., “Likes to come to school”), cooperative participation (e.g., “Follows
a teacher's direction”), and independent participation (e.g., “Seeks chal-
lenges”). The teachers indicated how true each item was of each child
(1= very untrue; 5= very true). The items were translated and back-
translated into Chinese by the first author and RA and were tested in the
pilot study before being used in this study. All of the items from the
three subscales were summed, with higher scores indicating higher le-
vels of school adjustment (Time 1: M=4.09, SD=0.58; Time 2:
M=3.99, SD=0.58).

3.4. Data analyses

To examine child sex differences in mothers' involvement, as well as
examine changes in mothers' involvement over time, three mixed
models analyses were run: one for maternal self-reports of involvement
in cognitive/language activities, one for maternal self-reports of home-
school conferencing, and one for teacher reports of home-school con-
ferencing. Independent variables for these analyses were timepoint and
child sex. Timepoint was treated as a repeated measure on families. The
child sex by timepoint interaction was examined as well. Similar mixed
models analyses were run on the two child measures (i.e., cognitive
skills and school adjustment). For these analyses, missing data were
imputed through multiple imputation: 100 imputations were calculated
and the parameters from the pooled analyses are reported. Estimated
marginal means and standard errors were calculated and presented in
the tables.

To provide information on the simple bivariate relations between
the variables, Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated between
the types of involvement by mothers and the two measures of child
outcomes. Finally, to examine the degree to which changes in mothers'
involvement and child outcomes predicted one another over time,
cross-lagged panel analyses were run involving a series of structural
equation models. This approach made it possible to examine what
predicted changes in both child outcomes and parent involvement over
time and provided insights into the possible direction of effects—that is,
from parent to child versus from child to parent (Selig & Little, 2012).
Separate analyses were run for each of the two child variables: basic
concept skills and teacher ratings of school adjustment (Fig. 1). The
involvement measures were mother self-reports of language and cog-
nitive activities in the home and both self- and teacher-reports on
home-school conferencing.

An example of the cross-lagged panel analyses conducted is pre-
sented in Fig. 2—the model for mother involvement and children's
cognitive skills. All of the paths between the three control variables and
the Time 1 and Time 2 variables were tested in each model (for sake of
clarity, the paths to the Time 2 variables are not shown in the figure).
All of the autoregressive and cross-lagged paths between Time 1 and
Time 2 were also included in the model. It was necessary to specify a
priori some correlated errors in the models. As we expected rater ef-
fects, the errors of the two parent reports at each time point were al-
lowed to correlate. Furthermore, as the mother and teacher reports on
home-school conferencing were expected to be associated, the errors of
these two measures were also allowed to correlate. The model for

Child sex

Child age

Mother 
education

Time 1

Cognitive skills or
School Adjustment

Mother report: 
cognitive/ language activities

Teacher report: 
home-school conferencing

Mother report: 
home-school conferencing

Time 2

Cognitive skills or
School Adjustment

Mother report: 
cognitive/ language activities

Teacher report: 
home-school conferencing

Mother report: 
home-school conferencing

Fig. 1. Conceptual model showing all pathways that all DVs being predicted by the IVs (Note. paths between the three control variables and the four time 2 variables were included as
well, but not shown in figure).
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teacher reports of child adjustment required specifying two additional
correlated errors a priori due to expected rater effects—the errors be-
tween the teacher ratings of home-school conferencing and children's
school adjustment. All of the analyses were run with SPSS AMOS,
Version 24. Model fit was assessed using the chi square statistic/df
(< 3.0), the CFI (≥0.95), and the RMSEA (≤0.08; Hooper, Coughlan,
& Mullen, 2008; MacCallum, Browne, & Sugawara, 1996). The control
variables in the analyses were child sex, child age, and mother educa-
tion. Missing data were imputed through full-information maximum
likelihood. We could not run multi-level models that accounted for
nesting within schools, as we did not have a sufficient number of
schools for such an analysis.

4. Results

Estimated means and standard errors for all the variables derived
through the mixed model analyses are presented in Table 4. The mixed
model analyses showed no significant effects of child sex for the three
measures of mothers' involvement. However, maternal self-reports of
home-school conferencing increased over time, F(1, 633)= 11.90,
p < .001. Teacher ratings of maternal home-school conferencing
showed no significant effects of child sex or timepoint. For the child
measures, both cognitive skills, F(1,355)= 32,582.90, p < .001 and
school adjustment, F(1, 644)= 3.73, p= .05, showed significant
changes over time. As shown in the table, cognitive skills increased and
school adjustment decreased. The child sex effect was also significant
for school adjustment, F(1,644)= 43.55, p < .001. Girls showed
greater school adjustment than boys (see Table 4). Table 5 presents the
correlations between all of the variables at both time points. For Time
1, the two dimensions of involvement, which were subsequently in-
cluded in the cross-lagged panel analyses, showed moderate correla-
tions (r=0.53 for the mother ratings). The correlation between the
parent and teacher reports on home-school conferencing was low
(r=0.34).

Fit statistics for the path models are shown in Table 6. All of the
models demonstrated acceptable fit. Regarding the paths between the
control variables and the Time 1 variables, only one significant effect of
child sex was found. In the model predicting teacher ratings of school
adjustment at Time 1, boys were rated as having poorer adjustment
than girls, standardized beta=−0.27, p < .001. Across the models,
mother education was positively associated with mother reports of in-
volvement in cognitive/language activities, standardized beta= 0.15
p < .01, and with teacher reports of home-school conferencing, stan-
dardized beta= 0.17, p < .01. Mother education was positively

associated with children's cognitive skills, standardized beta= 0.29,
p < .001, and with teacher ratings of school adjustment, standardized
beta= 0.15, p < .01. Child age was significantly associated with
cognitive skills, standardized beta= 0.22, p < .001. Finally, child age
was positively associated with mother involvement in cognitive/lan-
guage activities, standardized beta= 0.12, p < .05.

Only four unique controls of Time 2 effects (controlling for the
controls of Time 1 effects) were significant. Three concerned mother
education and child outcomes. Mother education positively predicted
Time 2 cognitive skills, standardized beta= 0.12, p < .05, and Time 2
school adjustment, standardized beta= 0.16, p < .05. The remaining
significant control of a Time 2 finding concerned a sex difference in

.26***

Child sex

Child age

Mother 
education

Time 1

Cognitive skills

Mother report: 
cognitive/ language activities

Teacher report: 
home-school conferencing

Mother report: 
home-school conferencing

Time 2

(R2= .41)

Mother report: 
cognitive/ language activities 

(R2= .46)

Teacher report: 
home-school conferencing 

(R2= .12)

Mother report: 
home-school conferencing 

(R2= .33)

.12*

.15**

.17**

.22***

.29***

.58***

.15*

.55***

-.15*

.60***

Fig. 2. Cross-lagged effects model representing reciprocal relationships between mothers' involvement and cognitive skills. The paths between variables are based on standardized
estimates. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.

Table 4
Estimated means and standard errors of study measures derived from the mixed models
analyses.

Parental involvement N (range) M (SE)

Time 1 Time 2 Time 1 Time 2

Mother self-report
Language/cognitive
activities

319 (1.40–5.00) 237 (2.00–5.00) 3.76
(0.04)

3.70
(0.04)

Home-school
conferencinga

319 (1.00–5.00) 237 (1.00–5.00) 3.29
(0.04)

3.48
(0.05)

Teacher report on
mother

Home-school
conferencing

324 (1.00–5.00) 202 (1.00–5.00) 3.64
(0.04)

3.65
(0.06)

Child measures Overall

Cognitive skillsa 247 (44–72) 235 (151–289) 64.98
(0.24)

264.21
(1.18)

Girl
168 (55–72) 121 (160–287) 65.42

(0.34)
263.85
(1.61)

Boy
155 (44–72) 113 (151–289) 64.55

(0.35)
264.57
(1.68)

Overall
School

adjustmentb,c
324 (1.47–5.00) 202 (2.31–5.00) 4.08

(0.03)
3.99
(0.04)

a Change over time significant, p < .001 (see text).
b Change over time significant, p= .05 (see text).
c Sex difference significant, p < .001 (see text).
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teacher reports of mothers' home-school conferencing. However, be-
cause this was only significant in one model and was not significant for
the Time 1 variable, it was not considered further.

The autoregressive coefficients across the time points for mother
ratings of involvement were all significant, with the coefficients ranging
from 0.53 to 0.58. The autoregressive coefficients for teacher ratings
were much lower, but this was expected given that the teachers
changed each year, standardized beta= 0.26–0.28. The autoregressive
values for the child measures were all significant, but varied con-
siderably in size: cognitive skills, standardized beta= 0.60 and teacher
ratings of school adjustment, standardized beta= 0.34.

Finally, the cross-lagged coefficients were significant between the
child and parent measures—the analysis of mothers' involvement and
cognitive skills in Fig. 2 and the analysis of mothers' involvement and
school adjustment in Fig. 3. Only significant (p < .05) paths are shown
in the figures. In one case (Fig. 2), the child development measure at
Time 1 predicted mothers' involvement at Time 2 (and not the other
way around). In the other case (Fig. 3), the mothers' involvement
measure at Time 1 predicted the child development measure at Time 2
(and not the other way around). Specifically, as shown in Fig. 2, the
mothers of children with lower cognitive skills tended to become more
involved in home-school conferencing over time (and not the reverse).
However, as shown in Fig. 3, the mothers who engaged in more cog-
nitive/language activities at home tended to have children who showed
better school adjustment over time (and not the reverse). As these were
only two of the 12 possible parent-child/child-parent cross-lagged paths
examined (two outcome variables X six possible parent-child/child-
parent cross-lagged paths per model), these two findings should be
interpreted very cautiously.

5. Discussion

The aims of this study were to differentiate the bidirectional rela-
tions between mothers' involvement practices and children's school
adjustment during the transition from kindergarten to primary school in
a Hong Kong sample. Because only two of the 12 cross-lagged paths
examined were significant, the results should be interpreted with cau-
tion. Below we discuss both the significant and non-significant findings.

Only one significant finding emerged to support the hypothesis that
mothers' involvement would predict subsequent school adjustment. The
findings are consistent with social support theory (Cohen & Wills,
1985), which suggests that parental involvement serves as an important
social resource and is a strong and reliable determinant of children's
outcomes. Specifically, before the children entered primary school, the
more the mothers engaged in language and cognitive activities at home
and communicated with the teachers, the better their children's ad-
justment outcomes were. Our findings are consistent with previous
findings of the positive correlation between mothers' involvement in a
variety of activities and their children's achievements (Barnard, 2004;
Lamb & Tamis-Lemonda, 2004; Lau et al., 2011; Phillipson & Phillipson,
2007). The finding that mothers' involvement in language and cognitive
activities in kindergarten predicted teacher-rated school adjustment in
primary school was also consistent with other findings highlighting the
effect of home-based involvement, above and beyond school-based in-
volvement, on children's positive outcomes (Fantuzzo et al., 2004;
Powell, Son, File, & Froiland, 2012). Although studies have shown that
Chinese parents are more involved in children's education than their
American counterparts (Cheung & Pomerantz, 2011; Huntsinger, Jose,
Liaw, & Ching, 1997), our results contribute to the literature by pro-
viding evidence that mothers' involvement translates into significant
gains in their children's school adjustment. One practical value of our
findings would be to encourage kindergartens to not only support
parents by increasing parent-teacher communication in school, but also
by supporting parental involvement at home through various means,
such as designing parent-child learning activities before the school
transition. For example, kindergartens could provide ideas and ex-
amples of home activities through school newsletters and parent
seminars/workshops. Kindergartens could also assign interactive home
parent-child activities for parents to complete with children to facilitate
their adjustment.

However, the mothers' home learning involvement did not predict

Table 5
Reliabilities and correlations of parental involvement dimensions and child outcomes.

α 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9.

Mother self-report at Time 1
1. Language/cognitive activities 0.78⁎⁎⁎ –
2. Home-school conferencing 0.72 0.53⁎⁎ –

Teacher report at Time 1
3. Home-school conferencing 0.68 0.20⁎⁎ 0.34⁎⁎ –

Child outcome at Time 1
4. Cognitive skills a 0.18⁎⁎ 0.13⁎ 0.08 –
5. School adjustment 0.92 0.11⁎ 0.06 0.18⁎⁎ 0.36⁎⁎ –

Mother self-report at Time 2
6. Language/cognitive activities 0.73 0.63⁎⁎ 0.44⁎⁎ 0.16⁎ 0.16⁎ 0.06 –
7. Home-school conferencing 0.62 0.24⁎⁎ 0.51⁎⁎ 0.14⁎ −0.06 −0.02 0.44⁎⁎ –

Teacher report at Time 2
8. Home-school conferencing 0.81 0.19⁎⁎ 0.17⁎ 0.27⁎⁎ −0.00 −0.00 0.27⁎⁎ 0.32⁎⁎ –

Child outcome at Time 2
9. Cognitive skills a 0.16⁎ 0.11 0.08 0.64⁎⁎ 0.22⁎⁎ 0.13⁎ −0.10 −0.01 –
10. School adjustment 0.93 0.26⁎⁎ 0.16⁎ 0.13 0.40⁎⁎ 0.41⁎⁎ 0.22⁎⁎ 0.11 0.29⁎⁎ 0.34⁎⁎

Note. N ranges from 202 to 319.
⁎ p < .05.
⁎⁎ p < .01.
⁎⁎⁎ p < .001.

Table 6
Fit statistics for the two cross-lag panel analyses examining parental involvement and the
child measures over time.

Model χ2 df p χ 2/df CFI RMSEA

Cognitive skills 40.70 20 .004 2.04 0.96 0.057
School adjustment 36.81 18 .006 2.05 0.96 0.057
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cognitive skills. Furthermore, the mothers' communication with schools
did not predict cognitive skills or school adjustment. The home learning
activities that were assessed might have involved general and informal
language and cognitive activities that promoted overall skills, abilities,
and attitudes in the children that contributed to their adjustment after
entering school, but that did not directly promote cognitive skills.
Nevertheless, mothers' communication with schools may do more to
enhance their knowledge about their children's learning progress and
school functioning than directly affect their children's adjustment out-
comes (Hill & Taylor, 2004). Therefore, a delayed effect on children's
learning outcomes may be possible.

On the other hand, we only find one evidence to support the re-
active hypothesis (Bell, 1968). Specifically, we find that children elicit
the involvement of their parents with children's lower cognitive skills in
kindergarten predicting higher levels of mothers' home-school con-
ferencing in primary school. Our finding may suggest that early
learning difficulties may lead to more mother-teacher contact as they
unite to help children, which reflects children's influences on their
mothers due to the active role that children play in influencing their
social environments (Epstein, 1988, 1992). This finding also supports
the genotype→ environment perspective, which suggests that children
with different characteristics elicit diverse reactions from others in their
environment and that children are not simply passive recipients of
environmental stimuli (Scarr & McCartney, 1983). In particular, the
transition to primary school is critical, as it establishes children's po-
sitions in the highly stratified and cumulative curricular pipeline
characteristic of contemporary Hong Kong education (Wong, 2003).
This finding and the lack of finding for paths from school adjustment to
mothers' involvement may suggest that once children go to primary
school, mothers tend to communicate more with primary school tea-
chers if they notice their children encountering difficulties in acquiring
cognitive skills, which are considered important foundation for formal
education than general school adjustment skills before the transition to
school. It is possible that when mothers maintain closer communication
with schools, they can gain inside information about their children's
learning progress and the schools' functioning (Epstein, 1992, 2010;
Fan & Chen, 2001). Their communication with school may act as a
mediator to facilitate their involvement at home because of their en-
hanced knowledge about children's learning. This is consistent with the
widely held belief among Chinese families that a child's performance
reflects on the family and that parents should therefore help their
children learn and achieve, particularly when children experience
problems (Huntsinger & Jose, 2009; Luo, Tamis-LeMonda, & Song,
2013).

Only one study has been conducted in China to investigate the bi-
directional relations between parental involvement and children's
school outcomes (Ciping et al., 2015). Its findings suggest that Chinese
parents engage more frequently in home activities when they notice
that their school-aged children experience difficulties in learning to
meet the expectations of the school system (Ciping et al., 2015). We
extend their findings by finding evidence to show the influence of child
outcomes on school-based involvement. In particular, the participating
mothers modified their school-based involvement according to the ac-
tual behavior exhibited by their children. Mothers' involvement in
kindergarten predicts children's adjustment to primary school. Fur-
thermore, the skills children develop in their early years influence
mothers' orientations toward involvement in their children's education.
Thus, a practical implication for teachers would be to encourage mo-
thers' involvement from the early years, particularly when their chil-
dren are experiencing adjustment difficulties, by engaging in commu-
nication with parents about their children's needs and giving parents
precise instructions on how to teach specific concepts at home. Speci-
fically, other than relying on the formal parent-teacher meetings, tea-
chers can engage parents in regular and frequent conversation through
a variety of traditional commination channels such as home-school
communication books and phone calls, as well as communication
technologies such as Email and Chat Groups to keep parents with busy
work and life schedules well informed of their children's learning pro-
gress.

5.1. Limitations and future directions

Several limitations of this study must be acknowledged. First, al-
though both the teachers' and parents' reports were used to assess
school-based involvement, information about home-based involvement
was collected only using the mothers' self-reports. This might have re-
sulted in inflated values due to a social-desirability bias. Future studies
should consider assessing home-based involvement using spouse-re-
ported or direct observations. Second, while fathers' involvement in
raising their children has been highlighted in recent years (e.g., Lamb,
2010; Pleck, 2012), this study failed to capture the involvement of both
mothers and fathers in the home and school contexts. Researchers have
suggested that fathers' involvement peaks in the early childhood period
(Yeung, Sandberg, Davis-Kean, & Hofferth, 2001) and that it is there-
fore important to understand the role fathers play in preparing their
young children for early school success. Third, the limitation of utilizing
a maternal involvement measure, namely mother reports of home-
school conferencing at Time 2, with low reliability should be noted. The
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Child age

Mother 
education

School adjustment

Mother report: 
cognitive/ language activities

Teacher report: 
home-school conferencing

Mother report: 
home-school conferencing

School adjustment   
(R2= .20)

Mother report: 
cognitive/ language activities 

(R2= .46)

Teacher report: 
home-school conferencing 

(R2= .12)

Mother report: 
home-school conferencing 

(R2= .29)

.12*

.15*

.17**

.16**

.58***

.53***

.15**

-.27***

.15*

.28***

.16*

.34***

Fig. 3. Cross-lagged effects model representing reciprocal relationships between mothers' involvement and school adjustment. The paths between variables are based on standardized
estimates. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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low reliability would have worked against us finding significant find-
ings, so future research needs to be done to create or utilize a scale with
higher reliability for a stronger test of the hypothesis. Fourth, this
study's examination of the bidirectional relations between mothers'
involvement and school adjustment was limited by its inclusion of only
two involvement dimensions (i.e., language and cognitive activities and
home-school conferencing) and the lack of examination of moderation
effects (i.e., teacher and school factors as moderators of the relations
between parental involvement and child outcomes). Due to the complex
nature of parental involvement, future studies should assess the bidir-
ectional relations between other dimensions of parental involvement
and children's school adjustment and the role that teachers and schools
play as the moderators of such relations. Fifth, although most of the
families were retained in the follow-up assessment, many primary
school teachers failed to return the completed questionnaires, such that
the data related to teacher-reported school-based involvement and
school adjustment at Time 2 had a smaller sample size. Sixth, because of
insufficient number of schools, our findings were limited by the failure
to run multi-level models that accounted for nesting within schools.
Seventh, as Hong Kong is considered the most westernized city in
China, our findings may not be generalized to parents in Mainland
China. Finally, this study was strengthened by the use of longitudinal
data from kindergarten and primary schools. However, like most
longitudinal studies on bidirectional parent-child influences, we only
collected data at two time points and focused on brief temporal periods
of 8months. Nonetheless, entering first grade in Hong Kong is a sig-
nificant life event in the life of a young child and we made sure we
provided significant time before and after this event in order to docu-
ment changes in maternal behavior. In the future, studies should con-
sider multiple points of data collection to determine whether bidirec-
tional effects are relatively stable across development.

5.2. Conclusion

The parents engaged in higher levels of involvement over time. The
mothers' involvement in language and cognitive activities during kin-
dergarten predicted better school adjustment after school transition.
Furthermore, the mothers were more involved at their children's
schools when their children demonstrated lower cognitive skills in
kindergarten. Altogether, the findings have important practical values
for improving home- and school-based involvement during the early
transition period in general. Specifically, our findings suggest that
primary schools may respond to parents' needs by providing more op-
portunities for parents to become involved in their children's learning
both at home and in school, particularly during the first year of primary
school. Doing so would help parents obtain information about school
expectations and their children's learning progress. This may further
increase parents' discussions with their children or impart knowledge
and strategies for teaching specific concepts at home, thereby facil-
itating a smooth school transition.
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A B S T R A C T

This study used interviews with three important groups of stakeholders in kindergartens, namely principals,
teachers, and parents, to explore their perspectives on, and practices of, home-school partnership in early
childhood education. The participants were six kindergarten principals, 12 teachers, and 12 parents, from six
Hong Kong kindergartens. The study reveals that principals, teachers and parents have consistent perceptions of
the importance of home-school partnership. They also show a wide range of home-school partnership activities
have been implemented, even though the establishment of a parent-teacher association (PTA) is not common.
Participants saw time limitations and the parents' lack of knowledge relevant to home-school partnership as the
main barriers to its implementation. While strategies have been suggested to tackle time barriers, no strategies
were discussed to overcome educators' and parents' worries over parents' lack of competency. The findings
suggest that more teacher training should be provided to focus on skills that enable educators to better com-
municate and work with parents from diverse backgrounds to overcome barriers related to parents' lack of
competency perceived by principals and teachers.

1. Introduction

Home-school partnerships refers to the collaboration between
school and family for maximizing students' learning outcomes (Epstein
& Dauber, 1991). Despite the existence of strong empirical and theo-
retical grounds for home-school partnership, important gaps in the
literature have yet to be addressed. For instance, the majority of the
existing studies on home-school partnership are based on Western fa-
milies (e.g., La Paro & Pianta, 2000; Lagacé Séguin & Case, 2010). Few
empirical studies have focused specifically on home-school partnership
during the early childhood years and outside Western cultural contexts,
as in China for example. There is also a commonly reported decline in
parents' involvement in school as children get older (Izzo, Weissberg,
Kasprow, & Fendrich, 1999). This is believed to happen for a variety of
reasons, including reduced opportunities for involvement in the later
years of education and the fact that parents find it harder to help with
advanced learning materials in the higher grades (Eccles & Harold,
1996). As it would thus be beneficial to initiate and support sustainable
home-school partnership during early childhood education, it is im-
portant to derive from empirical findings more strategies to support
home-school partnership from the early years. Recent studies indicate
that schools and families have different views that may hinder the
positive influence of home-school partnership (Hedges & Lee, 2010;

Lau, 2014; Lau, Li, & Rao, 2012). However, they are limited in their
examination of the perspectives of different stakeholders because they
focus on just the teachers or the parents, and also fail to obtain in-depth
individual responses from respondents by the use of a focus group in-
terview approach. Because home-school partnership is a product of the
interrelationship between individual barriers and school barriers
(Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997), our study moves away from
studying only the characteristics of teachers or parents that influence
home-school partnership. Theoretically, our study of the perceptions of
teachers, parents, and principals will better capture the current part-
nerships in the early childhood context in Hong Kong. Practically, our
investigation of the barriers that might offer insights on whether such
partnerships can be promoted in the education setting and on ways to
provide further support to kindergartens and families, particularly in
the Hong Kong context.

1.1. Importance of home-school partnership

Home-school partnership has been suggested as a way of increasing
the effectiveness of schools in helping students with diverse needs
(Brown & Medway, 2007; Epstein, 1995). Cross-cultural studies show
that when home and school work together, they form a partnership that
is important not only to the school (e.g., improvement of school
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programs and school climate) and the family (e.g., a sense of parental
efficacy and positive parenting behaviors), but also the child (e.g.,
school adjustment) (El Nokali, Bachman, & Votruba-Drzal, 2010;
Epstein, 2001; Fantuzzo, McWayne, Perry, & Childs, 2004; Lau &
Power, 2018; Phillipson & Phillipson, 2007). Existing studies suggest
that PTA or parent involvement in schools is a form of social capital that
contributes to the wider school community. Studies have found that
parent participation in PTAs, and school-based partnership activities,
may not only contribute to school morale and a sense of community but
also provide a valuable additional resource for school operation (Flessa,
2008; Westrich & Stroebel, 2013). A recent study has also found that
parents' active participation in school, as, for instance, active members
of a PTA, contribute to positive school functioning, measured by school
administrators' perception of leadership support, spirit of collaboration,
and lower teacher turnover. These are all vital parts of creating an
optimal learning environment (Park, Stone, & Holloway, 2017). Schools
with active PTA members were also found to be more responsive to
parents' needs and concerns, which helps develop a school program
more sensitive to families' needs (McMillan, 2000). Home-school part-
nership has also been associated with a wide range of positive child
outcomes in elementary and high schools, in terms of such factors as
academic skills and social competence (Hong & Ho, 2005). Home-
school partnership is considered crucial during early childhood edu-
cation because this is a period in which children are adjusting them-
selves to the new learning environment (Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta,
2000). According to the theory of social support (Cohen & Wills, 1985),
parents' involvement in home-school partnership can be an important
social resource for helping children cope with stress related to learning.
It may also be a strong and reliable determinant of their adjustment.

1.2. Perspectives of principals, teachers and parents

Previous studies have suggested that the culture and organization of
teaching influence the values and practices of teachers during home-
school partnership. Existing studies suggest that the principals' per-
ception of home-school partnership influences how other school sta-
keholders create involvement opportunities, as well as the resources
available in schools to support home–school collaboration (Epstein,
2001; Ho, 2009). Different school management philosophies determine
the partnership practices being implemented in the school: home-school
partnership is higher in schools that have clear and well-established
policies for collaborating with parents (Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta,
2000). Researchers have also identified the influence of teachers' per-
ceptions of the effectiveness of home–school collaboration on their
implementation of such practices (Epstein, 2001). While some teachers
are positive about home-school partnership, others may have been
discouraged by their previous attempts to involve parents or the lack of
trust between teachers and parents (Schulting, Malone, & Dodge, 2005).

Other studies have shown that the variation in the level of home-
school partnership depends largely on the socioeconomic status of the
parents (Ho & Willms, 1996; Ice & Hoover-Dempsey, 2010). It is gen-
erally agreed that parents of higher socioeconomic status may have
more resources to arrange child-care services or household chores and
more flexibility in their employment, which gives them more oppor-
tunities to get involved in home-school partnership than parents of
lower socioeconomic status. However, Bandura (1977) asserts that fa-
mily socioeconomic status exerts only an indirect effect on child out-
comes and that parental efficacy, defined as the beliefs of parents about
their contribution to their child's schooling and development, may in-
fluence their choices regarding home-school partnership. Specifically,
parents who are confident in their ability to promote their child's aca-
demic achievement are more likely to have higher levels of home-
school partnership than those who are not (Waanders, Mendez, &
Downer, 2007).

1.3. Home-school partnerships in Hong Kong

Chinese parents are known for their enthusiasm for, and dedication
to, children's education as a result of their strong traditional belief that
education is the key for success (Cheung & Pomerantz, 2011; Chiu &
Ho, 2006). Living in one of China's major cities, Hong Kong parents are
expected to be highly involved in the school to promote its success.
Home-school partnership has become a general focus of government
policy and educational initiatives in Hong Kong. Following the re-
commendation of the Education Commission Report No. 5 (Education
Commission, 1992), the Committee on Home–School Co-operation was
established to encourage schools to involve parents in their children's
learning as a way of promoting quality education in Hong Kong. In the
Guide to the Pre-primary Curriculum (Curriculum Development Council,
2006), parents are also acknowledged as having both a direct and in-
direct influence on their children's development, and so home-school
partnership has been highlighted as an important strategy to support
young children's positive development. The Hong Kong Government
more recently implemented a free quality kindergarten education
policy, from the 2017/18 school year, to improve the quality of various
aspects of kindergarten education through a number of measures, in-
cluding the enhancement of parent engagement and parent education
(HKSAR, 2016). To further promote the involvement of parents, the
Hong Kong Government recently established the Task Force on Home-
school Co-operation and Parent Education to review and follow up the
existing home-school co-operation and parent education (Education
Bureau, 2018). Although home-school partnership has been promoted
in Hong Kong, it has been found that while parental involvement at
home is strongly encouraged in Hong Kong, school-based involvement
is not so welcome (Ho, 2003; Lau, Li, & Rao, 2011). Further studies are
needed to investigate barriers that might affect home-school partner-
ship in the Hong Kong context to inform future practices and policies.

1.4. The present study

The current study is part of a larger longitudinal and mixed-methods
project examining the influence of parental involvement on children's
school adjustment in Hong Kong. This study involves interviews with
three important groups of stakeholders in kindergartens, namely prin-
cipals, teachers, and parents, on topics related to home-school part-
nership. Four major research questions are addressed: (1) How is home-
school partnership perceived by different stakeholders during the early
education years? (2) What are the home-school partnership practices
during the early education years? (3) What are the barriers that influ-
ence home-school partnership in early childhood settings? and (4) What
strategies have been employed to address the barriers in home-school
partnership?

2. Method

2.1. Participants

Stratified random sampling strategy has been used to recruit two
kindergartens in each of three strata based on the median monthly
household income of the districts. From among each of the six kin-
dergartens, two upper kindergarten (K3) classes with children aged five
to six years were randomly selected. All participating kindergarten
principals (N1= 6), the lead class teachers (N2= 9), and one randomly
selected parent from each class (N3= 12) participated in the individual
interviews. All participants were female.

The majority of the principals (four principals) are above 51 years of
age. Three of the six have Master degrees. Their mean number of years
as a principal in kindergartens was 20.2 (SD=12.8). Most teachers
(five teachers) are between 41 and 50 years old, and most teachers
(seven teachers) have completed Diplomas, with an average of
19.9 years (SD=8.87) of teaching experience. Of the 12 participating
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mothers, 11 report being married. The majority report an age of 31 to
40 years (eight mothers) and have completed secondary education
(seven mothers) (see Tables 1–4).

2.2. Procedure

Based on a review of the literature and interview questions devel-
oped in previous studies in the Chinese context (e.g. Lau, 2014; Lau
et al., 2012), six main interview questions were used: (1) What are your
kindergarten's philosophies toward home-school collaboration? (2)
What are your attitudes toward home-school collaboration? (3) What
are some home-school collaboration activities available in your kin-
dergarten? (4) What are some resources available for facilitating home-
school collaboration in your kindergarten? (5) What are some diffi-
culties associated with home-school collaboration? and (6) What are
some strategies that schools could adapt to promote home-school col-
laboration?.

All interviews were conducted by the authors and the research as-
sistant (RA). A semi-structured interview protocol was used to ensure
consistency across participants while allowing the exploration of new
issues. Several techniques were used by all interviewers across inter-
views, such as avoiding leading questions, utilizing probing techniques,
and letting the interviewee lead. Each interview took approximately
30min. All interviews were audio-taped and later transcribed by re-
search assistants for analysis.

Table 1
Background information of participating kindergartens.

Schools Districta Categoryb Sessionsc Total number of teaching
staff

Total number of enrollments in all
sessions

Number of registered
classrooms

Parent-teacher
association

1 HKI NGO HD, WD 11–15 <100 6 No
2 NT NGO HD, WD 11–15 100–200 6 No
3 KLN NGO HD, WD 16–20 200–300 10 No
4 NT NGO WD 16–20 100–200 3 Yesd

5 NT NGO HD, WD 21–25 200–300 7 No
6 NT NGO HD 16–20 >400 7 Yese

a HKI=Hong Kong Island, NT=New Territories, KLN=Kowloon;
b NGO=Non-profit organization;
c HD=Half-day, WD=Whole-day;
d Established in 2007;
e Established in 2003.

Table 2
Demographic information for principals.

Principals Schools Age Experience as kindergarten principal (Years) Education

Principal 1 1 51 or above 30 Bachelor
Principal 2 2 41–50 5 Master
Principal 3 3 51 or above 17 Master
Principal 4 4 51 or above 37 Diploma
Principal 5 5 51 or above 25 Master
Principal 6 6 41–50 7 Bachelor

Note. Diploma=Diploma in Early Childhood Education.

Table 3
Demographic information for teachers.

Teachers Schools Age Experience as kindergarten teacher
(Years)

Education

Teacher 1A 1 41–50 26 Diploma
Teacher 2A 2 41–50 30 Diploma
Teacher 3A 3 41–50 28 Diploma
Teacher 3B 3 41–50 25 Diploma
Teacher 4A 4 41–50 23 Diploma
Teacher 5A 5 31–40 17 Diploma
Teacher 5B 5 21–30 4 Diploma
Teacher 6A 6 31–40 17 Bachelor
Teacher 6B 6 31–40 9 Bachelor

Note. Diploma=Diploma in Early Childhood Education.

Table 4
Demographic information for parents.

Participants Schools Age Income Education Work Status Marital Status

Parent 1A 1 31–40 >HK$50,001 Master or above Full-Time Married
Parent 1B 1 31–40 NA Diploma or AD Not Working Married
Parent 2A 2 41–50 HK$10,001-20,000 Secondary Not Working Divorced
Parent 2B 2 41–50 HK$30,001-40,000 Secondary Not Working Married
Parent 3A 3 21–30 HK$10,001-20,000 Secondary Not Working Married
Parent 3B 3 31–40 HK$10,001-20,000 Secondary Full-Time Married
Parent 4A 4 31–40 >HK$50,001 Master or above Full-Time Married
Parent 4B 4 31–40 HK$30,001-40,000 Secondary Full-Time Married
Parent 5A 5 31–40 HK$30,001-40,000 Diploma or AD Not Working Married
Parent 5B 5 41–50 HK$40,001-50,000 Secondary Not Working Married
Parent 6A 6 31–40 HK$30,001-40,000 Secondary Not Working Married
Parent 6B 6 31–40 >HK$50,001 Master or above Full-Time Married

Note. HK$=Hong Kong Dollars.
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The constant comparative method of the grounded theory approach
developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) were used. Specifically, the
method of comparing and contrasting the respondents' responses to
each interview question was used to form categories, assign codes to the
categories, summarize the content of each category for developing
themes, and find negative evidence (Boeije, 2002). Each interview was
carefully studied to examine its internal consistency. As soon as more
than one interview was completed, comparisons between interviews
within the same kindergarten were conducted. Upon the completion of
all within-group analyses, between-group comparisons were conducted
with regard to the experience of home-school collaboration to validate
the story told by one group. Different aids (i.e., memo writing, close
reading and rereading, and coding) were used to facilitate the identi-
fication of relevant quotes and to support the systematization of the
analysis process. The second author analyzed all interview responses.
However, 6 randomly selected transcripts (two transcriptions of each
stakeholder) were cross-coded by the authors. The authors also held
discussions to ensure the congruency between the emerging findings
and the respondents' responses.

3. Results

3.1. Perceptions and practices of home-school partnership

3.1.1. Acknowledgements of the importance of home-school partnership
When asked about the schools' philosophy and their attitudes to-

ward home-school partnership, stakeholders (i.e. principals, teachers
and parents) were remarkably consistent. Home-school partnership was
consistently viewed by principals, teachers and parents as a way to
increase parents' understanding of the child's learning process and the
schools' practices as well as the rationale behind them. This helped
parents formulate with the school a consistent approach to better sup-
porting their children at home. Stakeholders across schools also con-
sistently felt that parents' involvement enhanced their understanding of
teaching practices, promoted a closer parent-teacher relationship, and
increased parents' support for the school. Principal 1, for example,
noticed that parents understood and appreciated teachers' work more if
they had volunteered to help in the schools. Parents then became more
supportive of the teachers, which in turn facilitated problem solving.
Similarly, Principal 5 thought that parents could get a better idea of
education philosophy from the school. She believed that encouraging
parents to participate in school activities helped to introduce the school
philosophy to the home and boost their children's all-round develop-
ment.

Principal 1
From the activities, they can feel that what teachers have prepared is
very thoughtful. Besides the thoughtfulness, they will agree with us
about what we are doing, and then they will be very supportive of
us. During this process we also invite parents to become volunteers,
and when participating in activities, our relationships will be closer.
If there's any problem, we can settle it easily with communication.
Principal 5
Because for kids at this age, they can't make decisions for themselves
and they rely on the things that parents do, and the kind of en-
vironment that parents provide for them. So if a parent comes to
school more often or participates in more different activities to learn
about the school's philosophy, then the things that parents do to
nurture the child would be consistent with the school.

Teacher 3B pointed out that, in addition to facilitating parent sup-
port, home-school partnerships can help teachers learn from parents,
through mutual dialogue, how the school could improve. Parent 5B
reiterated a similar view from a parent's perspective. She regarded
parental involvement in homework as a good way to strengthen the
parent-child relationship. She also suggested that parents could offer
more appropriate assistance if they had a better idea of the school's

needs.

Teacher 3B
In other words, we actually want parents to know about what the
school is doing, and what children are doing, and also wish to im-
prove parents' knowledge through their participation. About their
child, at least they know whether the child is weak or not, what the
child is good at, and what could be done to help her/him. So, related
to her is important. At least they can support the school when they
participate. Also, we could actually know the areas that the school
could improve from the parents' point of view.
Parent 5B
A lot of homework would require parents' participation to complete
together, and they build the parent-child relationship. Actually, I
think beside children learning from school, parents should more or
less participate, and will need to know the insufficiency of the
school so that parents can help.

3.1.2. Diverse home-school partnership practices
Because of their strong belief in the positive impact of home-school

partnership, the kindergartens have introduced a wide variety of in-
itiatives, particularly in terms of home-school communication, vo-
lunteering and parent education. Specifically, the schools have opened
up frequent and varied channels, both formal and informal, written and
oral, to communicate about school practices and children's learning.
The means of home-school communication ranged from newsletters,
kindergarten notices, handbooks, students' portfolios, to regular phone
calls, sending messages via WhatsApp group, and teacher-parent con-
ferencing. Given that home-school communication is regarded as the
most important aspect of home-school partnership, principal 2 men-
tioned that apart from regular use of handbooks, teachers in her kin-
dergarten were required to phone parents at least 3 times every month

Principal 2
For example, we request the class teacher make at least three phone
calls per month with parents to communicate. So, we would also
mark something special in the children's handbook. If parents have
any special questions, there is a message box in the handbook for the
parents to leave messages, and teachers would also write some
notes. The communication would be mainly through the handbook
and phone call.

Volunteering was also a common practice. Three different concep-
tions and practices of handling parent volunteers were noted. Parent
volunteers were viewed (1) as a teaching resource, (2) as learners of the
teacher pedagogy, and (3) as a logistic resource. In terms of the value of
parent volunteers as a teaching resource, it is believed that the expertise
of different family members can enhance the curriculum. On the other
hand, volunteer activities by parents are also considered opportunities
for them to observe teachers and acquire relevant skills to help their
child learn. Teacher 3A talked about how parent volunteers can come to
class to enrich teaching and learning by sharing experiences relevant to
the subject being taught, as well as to provide logistical assistance.
Principal 6 explained how parents who volunteered could be con-
sidered learners of teachers' pedagogy.

Teacher 3A
Sometimes, parents' helps are needed for some events. For example,
parents would be invited in some special activities for festival cel-
ebrations. For the last Chinese New Year event, some parent vo-
lunteers were invited to teach children how to make sticky rice balls
with peanuts. The volunteers would assist many activities outside
classroom, like visiting. Apart from keeping discipline, volunteers
could assist teachers on group activities and activity arrangement.
They could provide great assistance on safety and children's in-
volvement in the activities, so it is quite positive.
Principal 6
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There is a team of parent volunteers in school. Our parent volunteers
would be regularly invited to come to school to assist school events.
Actually, we also educate the parents how to teach children during
the event because they could observe how teachers deal with the
students.

Teachers can also extend children's learning from school to home by
involving parents in helping their children complete home activities.
These activities were designed to extend class learning to home and to
encourage parents supporting children's home assignments. Teacher 2A
gave an example of the work they wanted parents to do with their child
at home, related to the learning theme of environmental protection. As
discussed by Parent 4B, such activities are valuable in promoting
parent-child interaction and developing closer relationships.

Teacher 2A
For instance, this time we learn about green environment, and we
asked parents to make some art and craft about green environment
to show children and to give parents and children some time to work
together.
Parent 4B
For example, doing some news sharing and weekly diary, which
must be done by both parents and children as children might not be
able to finish them alone. So, I think the school would like to take
these as opportunities to guide us on how to build a good re-
lationship with our child in early childhood by doing everything
together as a family, so that the relationship can be built more ea-
sily.

The final type of partnership that was commonly reported in-
corporates parent education. Specifically, parents are equipped with
skills, such as parenting strategies or reading skills, through partici-
pating in parent workshops and seminars. This type of partnership is
considered necessary in helping parents acquire the knowledge valued
by the kindergarten to support children's learning and development at
home. The principal below discussed parent training provided in parent
workshops by her kindergarten that focused on the skills to read with
children.

Principal 2
There is a training called “Bring Me A Book”. After training our
teachers, the teachers would then train some parents who volunta-
rily participated. The parents would get some basic skills on how to
train children's reading skills after they received the training.

3.2. Barriers and strategies to home-school partnership

3.2.1. Barriers perceived by stakeholders
While it is common for kindergartens to implement a variety of

home-school partnership practices, four out of six of the sampled
schools did not have Parent-teacher Associations (PTA). In the two
kindergartens with PTAs, it is described as an importance resource for
the kindergarten as well as a platform for frequent home-school con-
tact. As described by principal 4 below, the many activities organized
by the PTA in her kindergarten give parents a better understanding of
the school's work and help maintain the relationship between the kin-
dergarten and the parents. In the remaining schools, various reasons
were given for the lack of a PTA, ranging from parents' SES background
to parental lack of interest or unavailability. For instance, families in
principal 3's kindergarten are mostly low-income families. While they
may not have a deep understanding of the role of a PTA, they did co-
operate with the kindergarten by reading notices issued by the kin-
dergarten, and so the principal saw no need to establish a PTA to fur-
ther strengthen the partnership. On the other hand, principal 2 said that
parents were often unavailable to join PTAs because most families are
dual-income families who did not have time and did not show a high
interest in getting involved in them

Principal 4
We have parents' meeting, parent organization and always keep in
touch with our parents. We always accommodate parents based on
their preferences…… With these multiple arrangements, the parent-
child relationship as well as the parent-school relationship are well
maintained. Our belief is to encourage parents to join us, to involve
in more school (activities), and to know how our school operate. By
doing this, parents are able to incorporate our message into daily
parenting.
Principal 3
The educational background of the parents is lower than the average
family, and it would be more difficult for them to understand. We
did not establish one, as we are happy to see that the parents would
read the notices and follow the notices to do activities. In fact, it is
possible to have these kinds of democratic thing (PTA) because there
are parents who are more educated. But we did not end up having
one, as we have heard some negative things about it.
Principal 2
Basically, our district is categorized as middle class with mostly
dual-income families. So, for example, if you ask them to spare time
to join a Parent-Teacher Association, it could be difficult.

Parents' lack of time was consistently raised by participants across
different kindergartens as a barrier to participating in general school
activities. Both working and full-time mothers felt that time is a barrier
to home-school partnership. In particular, after working long hours,
most parents need to be involved in supervising children's homework. It
is also common for Hong Kong children to be involved in extra-
curricular activities after school and during weekends. Hence, Parent
5B, as a working parent, said she experienced the tensions and com-
petition for time, even on weekends, between school activities and
activities arranged by parents. While Parent 2A is a full-time housewife,
she said she could not volunteer in school due to her child care and
housework commitments.

Parent 5B
I did not because of time conflict. Saturday, my child's school often
holds activities on Saturday. We have to learn other things on
Saturday or have classes outside the school. For weekdays, I do not
have time.
Parent 2A
The school recommended it but I have never joined because of time
conflict, as I have to look after my child. I could not focus on the talk
and so it does not work. They hold talks on Saturday or after school,
but I still have to prepare dinner and do not have much time.

In addition to time barriers, principals and teachers spoke of the
pressure they experienced in managing parents' feedback and behavior
during partnership activities. Specifically, as parents often did not un-
derstand the school curriculum and expectations, they sometimes
challenged school practices or failed to provide expected help. For in-
stance, Teacher 5B described how parents sometimes misunderstand
their teaching approach in the class observation and misinterpret
children's responses. Principal 1 and Teacher 3A said that parents
would often focus on their own children and not take care of other
children properly when they volunteered in the school. Often, children
behave differently when their parents are around which makes it hard
for those parents to take care of other children.

Teacher 5B
The High Scope curriculum was used for group activities, in which
we let children plan and choose by themselves. But some parents
may not understand this teaching style and they would say: “Why
are the children walking around?” So, some parents may have lower
trust toward the school because of their lack of understanding. And
when the parents come, and the children see them, they might be-
have differently than usual.
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Principal 1
Inviting some parent volunteers over for some performances. Having
parents' engagement in some activities could help with the caring,
but it also causes problems related to discipline, since children
would rely on their parents and have tantrums. Throwing tantrums
during the activities would then cause disciplinary problems. Some
parents are also quite self-centered and would disappear when the
activities begin. This aspect bothers us the most.
Teacher 3A
We had some parent volunteers who only focused on taking care of
their own children and overlooked our procedures. It has been
chaotic. That is, they only focused on their own children and ne-
glected the tasks we have assigned them. So, we have experienced
some disorder.

3.2.2. Strategies for overcoming barriers
While principals and teachers discussed the difficulties of home-

school partnership in terms of parents' lack of knowledge of the curri-
culum and the differences in their goals, none of them could suggest
strategies to tackle this barrier. Instead, the principals and teachers
mainly discussed strategies to address time barriers. For instance, sev-
eral kindergartens reported the use of advanced communication stra-
tegies to inform parents well in advance about school activities. Some
examples included planning the schedule ahead and informing them
well in advance so they could rearrange their work (see principal 1
below). Teacher 1A pointed out that their kindergarten also offered a
child care service for participating parents so they would not need to
arrange child care to be available for those activities. When stressed by
limited time, working parents say they prefer to be involved in activ-
ities that have practical value or are directly related to their children's
learning, such as parents' conferences and class observation. Also, while
parents' physical participation is highly valued, parents also recognize
the value of kindergartens sharing information with parents who cannot
attend events in person. They suggested different ways of disseminating
information to parents who have no time to attend talks or seminars.
Parent 5B, for example, suggested giving brochures to parents to read in
their own time

Principal 1
We will plan our parents' activities in advance, and let parents know

when the activities will begin and when to participate, so that they can
rearrange their work schedule.

Teacher 1A
It is ok with us if parents bring their kids. We have a classroom for
children to do some activities so that parents can be at ease to
participate in an interest class.
Parent 5B
Could provide more information so that we don't have to participate
or attend seminars. Giving brochures, so we could read when we
have time, as we might not be able to spare time to attend seminars.
We have time to read brochures or leaflets.

Last but not least, all three groups of participants mentioned that
when principals, teachers, and parents enjoy very good relationships,
parents participate more. Principal 3 encourages parents' participation
by utilizing relationship-building strategies, for example, inviting im-
migrant parents, mainly from a low SES background, to a social gath-
ering in the parents' chat room. According to her, the initiative was very
successful as immigrant parents who were not so confident in expres-
sing themselves were more relaxed when involved in the informal
games and activities. Parent 6A, a working mother, took up the position
of PTA chair because of her perceived positive relationship with the
kindergarten.

Principal 3
The Parent Chat Room, since we included the play element, parents
are so involved, like children. We would first be gentle and play

some games. After warm-up games we will introduce the theme.
There is a message in the theme. And if there is time left, we will get
into groups and analyze what they found useful……I think they,
especially for lower socio-economic classes, did not have many ac-
tivities like the ones we designed. Maybe some of them are new
immigrants who do not have a broad social network and so they
think they are very happy here. We design games for them to play,
provide food for them to eat and take care of their children. They
can be free during these few hours and they really enjoy it. So, they
love to participate.
Parent 6A
School invited the children to join our workshop after school.
Perhaps children think that it is so fun that they can gather with
other classmates after school. Since nobody is leaving, we parent
volunteers continued to work, and children worked on their home-
work so that they would not waste their time. We could not leave
anyway as there was heavy rain. The children really enjoyed, except
we did not cook. The school feels like home and they would not urge
us to leave school or find ways to make you leave, which makes you
feel nice.

4. Discussion

The study aimed to describe the perspectives of principals, teachers,
and parents on home-school partnership in kindergartens. It considered
the ways in which they perceive and practice home-school partnerships,
the barriers to home-school partnerships and effective strategies for
overcoming those barriers. Consistent with existing studies (Lau, 2014;
Pang, 2004), our findings indicate that Hong Kong Chinese principals,
teachers and parents do understand the value and function of home-
school partnership. Because of their strong belief in home-school part-
nership, kindergartens have offered a wide range of activities to involve
parents both at home and in school in supporting children's learning
and development. These activities were effective in informing parents
about the child's learning progress, helping them understand the child's
development, and providing information about learning in school to
help them implement effective strategies to help a child at home.

While the findings showed that different stakeholders in kinder-
garten and family are ready for their partnership, different barriers that
prevented them from working together to promote children's develop-
ment. Prior research has pinpointed time limitations as a major global
barrier to parents' active participation in home-school partnership
(Bryan & Henry, 2012; Mendez, Carpenter, LaForett, & Cohen, 2009).
We consistently found that time was an obstacle to parents' involve-
ment. Existing studies also suggest it is important for teachers to sup-
port parents through regular contact and by utilizing different strate-
gies. This is strongly related to the engagement of parents (Patrikakou &
Weissberg, 2000). Principals and teachers in the current study were
well aware of this issue and have employed various strategies, such as
providing childcare and arranging activities well ahead of time, to
promote home-school partnership. Nevertheless the time barrier means
that working parents or parents with heavy household responsibilities
often prioritize activities they perceive to have practical value or to be
directly related to their children's learning, such as parents conferen-
cing and class observation. Hence, when designing home-school part-
nership activities, schools may be well advised to relate the activities to
practical needs and identify the practical value of the activities ex-
plicitly.

However, consistent with previous studies on home-school part-
nership in Chinese contexts (Ho, 1995; Lau, 2014; Lau et al., 2011; Ng,
1999), our study finds that while educators in kindergartens are im-
plementing a variety of activities to facilitate parental involvement,
Chinese parents rarely engage in the management of kindergartens or
undertake active school-based involvement in general. Most im-
portantly, while principals and teachers expressed concerns, such as the
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parents' lack of understanding of school management or curriculum and
instruction, about involving parents in school and setting up a PTA,
they also perceived parents' low SES background as a potential barrier
to active partnership in the kindergarten. Such findings are consistent
with others that show low SES is related to less involvement by parents
(Fantuzzo, Tighe, & Childs, 2000; Kohl, Lengua, & McMahon, 2000;
Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2005). It is possible that parents with low SES
may feel that they are not as well equipped to help. As teachers were
found to have lower expectations of students with low SES background
(De Boer, Bosker, & Van der Werf, 2010; Hinnant, O'Brien, & Ghazarian,
2009), it is also possible that these biases in expectations extend to the
families of these students and that this results in low levels of support
for less educated parents (Murray et al., 2014).

Studies on home-school partnership have provided evidence to
show the positive influence of both home-based and school-based in-
volvement on children's outcomes, parenting beliefs and behaviors, and
school function (El Nokali et al., 2010; Fantuzzo et al., 2004; Jeynes,
2005; Lau & Power, 2018; Phillipson & Phillipson, 2007; Yamamoto &
Holloway, 2010). Due to the benefits of home-school partnership for
schools, parents, and children, and the lack of strategies adopted by
some educators to involve parents in school management and the es-
tablishment of a formal parent-teacher association, it appears that
there's a need for more support for finding and implementing strategies
to involve parents in school governance or decision-making. In fact,
more research attention has been given to the lack of preparation tea-
chers receive to work with parents. In their studies, Morris and Taylor
(1998) and Uludag (2008) found that teacher education programs in
which home-school partnership instruction and activities are integrated
into courses and field experiences, and thus allow preservice teachers to
interact with parents, enhance their perceptions of comfort and com-
petence in working with families. In terms of effective teaching ap-
proach, Kroeger and Lash (2011) have described an inquiry-based
method of home-school partnership construction in teacher training as
an important strategy for facilitating teachers' understanding of their
relationships with families. Taken together, our results suggest the need
for teacher training to focus on skills that enable educators to better
communicate and work with parents from diverse backgrounds and
address concerns about facilitating parents' all-round involvement.

5. Limitations and future directions

Several limitations of this study should be noted. First, Hong Kong is
considered the most westernized city in China, so our findings may not
be generalized to parents in Mainland China and other cultures. Future
studies should include parents in other cultural contexts to further
identify the support needed for strengthening home-school partnership.
Second, the small sample size and the qualitative design of the study
limit the generalizability of the findings beyond the study participants.
Future studies should conduct home-school partnership research using
a larger sample size and a quantitative research design that can depict a
pattern of a wider scope for a more thorough examination of home-
school partnership. This will enable effective programs to be designed
to facilitate the partnership between home and school in different
contexts across developmental and educational stages (e.g., from kin-
dergarten to primary school). Quantitative studies for assessing the
impact of different strategies and behaviors to determine what re-
sources are needed to truly promote home-school partnership. Finally,
while fathers' involvement in home-school partnership has been high-
lighted in recent years, we only included mothers in our interviews and
failed to capture the perspectives of fathers on home-school partner-
ship. It is important for future studies to include both mothers and fa-
thers to explore what form and level of support might encourage fa-
thers' participation.

6. Conclusion

Principals, teachers and parents within and across kindergartens
held consistent views on the importance of home-school partnership.
While a wide range of activities have been implemented in the parti-
cipating kindergartens, they were mostly initiated and organized by the
kindergartens. The establishment of a PTA is not common in the par-
ticipating kindergartens. Different barriers, including time and parents'
lack of relevant knowledge for home-school partnership, were discussed
by principals, teachers, and parents. While various strategies were im-
plemented to tackle the time barrier, no strategies were discussed to
overcome the educators' and parents' concerns over the parents' lack of
competence in active involvement in home-school partnership. The
findings suggest that more teacher training should be provided to focus
on skills that enable educators to better communicate and work with
parents from diverse backgrounds to facilitate their participation in
home-school partnerships.
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INTRODUCTION

Executive functions (EFs) are a set of neurocognitive 
processes that involve top- down control and are crucial 
for attention, information retention, response control, 
planning, and evaluating consequences (Diamond, 2013; 
Hofmann et al., 2012). The three core components of EFs 
in adults are working memory (i.e., the retention and 
manipulation of information); inhibitory control (i.e., 
the ability to resist impulsive actions and temptations); 
and cognitive flexibility (i.e., the ability to flexibly shift 
attention and ways of thinking) (Miyake et  al.,  2000). 
In early childhood, however, there is evidence suggest-
ing that these EF components may not be as distinctly 
separable as they are in adults. Instead, they may be 

structured as a single latent factor, meaning that the 
various tasks requiring EF skills are underpinned by 
a common underlying ability (Garon et  al.,  2008). EFs 
are cornerstone elements to both academic achievement 
and socio- emotional development for children as they 
enable children to navigate the learning environment 
more efficiently. Research consistently demonstrates 
that EFs play a vital role in the early development of 
children, contributing to improved school readiness and 
increased resilience during the transition to school (Best 
et al., 2011; Lau et al., 2023; Li & Lau, 2019). Specifically, 
children with well- developed EF skills are better able 
to maintain focus, follow instructions, regulate their 
behaviors, and effectively problem- solve (Blair & 
Razza, 2007; Fitzpatrick et al., 2014; Liew, 2012; Nguyen 
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were significant, with the intervention group demonstrating greater improvements 
in EFs compared to the control group.

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs License, which permits use and distribution in any 
medium, provided the original work is properly cited, the use is non-commercial and no modifications or adaptations are made.
© 2024 The Author(s). Child Development published by Wiley Periodicals LLC on behalf of Society for Research in Child Development.

110

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1111%2Fcdev.14208&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-12-12


782 |   LAU et al.

& Duncan, 2019). With the growing evidence highlight-
ing the vital role of EFs in enhancing children's school 
readiness and that EFs are broadly malleable through 
intervention (Diamond & Lee, 2011), a video- based in-
tervention program that is cost- effective, easy to imple-
ment, and scalable was designed for 5-  to 6- year olds as 
they transition into formal schooling. The primary ob-
jective of this intervention program was to enhance EF 
skills to better support children during this critical pe-
riod of school transition. In the present study, we inves-
tigate the effectiveness of this new intervention program 
in enhancing children's EFs.

Training executive functions

The early childhood years are a pivotal period for EF 
maturity, with EF skills growing rapidly, and promot-
ing expeditious development and malleability during 
this phase (Best et al., 2011; Garon et al., 2008; Howard 
et  al.,  2015). Prior studies have demonstrated that EFs 
can be improved through a variety of interventions, in-
cluding physical activity training (Li et al., 2020; Ludyga 
et al., 2023), music training (Shen et al., 2019; Williams 
et al., 2023), and play (Schmidt et al., 2020; Tominey & 
McClelland,  2011). Among these interventions, cogni-
tive training approaches have garnered significant at-
tention because of their direct focus on improving EF 
skills. However, despite this targeted approach, the ef-
fectiveness of cognitive training interventions in enhanc-
ing EF skills has yielded inconsistent results (Kassai 
et al., 2019; Li et al., 2020; Ludyga et al., 2023; Nguyen & 
Duncan, 2019; Scionti et al., 2020; Wollesen et al., 2020).

A range of factors have likely contributed to inconsis-
tent effects observed across cognitive training approaches 
to date. First, some programs directly target isolated 
and specific EFs (e.g., Bergman Nutley et al., 2011; Liu 
et al., 2015; Passolunghi & Costa, 2016). However, as EF 
skills are interrelated, targeting only one or two skills 
may not fully address the complexity of EF develop-
ment and its impact on other domains (Diamond, 2013). 
Second, the duration and dosage of training programs 
vary (Blakey et  al.,  2020; Schmidt et  al.,  2020), and in 
cases where programs are brief compared to longer pro-
grams, they may not provide sufficient opportunities for 
children to consolidate and develop their skills. Third, 
a number of existing EF training programs may be re-
petitive or boring for younger children, leading to dis-
engagement and reduced motivation (Blair, 2017; Scionti 
et al., 2020). Fourth, the lack of parental involvement in 
most EF training programs to date diminishes parents' 
role in supporting child development and encourag-
ing engagement of children during the training (Marti 
et al., 2018). Finally, there are varying constraints asso-
ciated with delivering EF interventions through curricu-
lum in education settings compared to individual child 
training. Specifically, curriculum- based interventions 

delivered in education settings tend to show modest ef-
fects and often require excessive time, intensive teacher 
supervision, and other resources (Diamond & Lee, 2011; 
Otero et  al.,  2014; Shen et  al.,  2019; Shuai et  al.,  2021; 
Traverso et  al.,  2015). On the other hand, individual 
child training, although effective, is resource- intensive 
in terms of time and personnel resources, which lim-
its its accessibility for many children both at home and 
in school (Bergman Nutley et  al.,  2011; Röthlisberger 
et al., 2012; Traverso et al., 2015).

The intervention: The parent–child brain camp

The limitations of existing cognitive training programs 
suggest a clear need for innovative approaches to EF 
training for young children. In response to the above 
considerations, the Parent–Child Brain Camp (The 
Camp), a video- based parent–child EF program for en-
hancing EF, was developed and tested. Since Cantonese- 
Chinese serves as the official language of Hong Kong 
alongside English and is the primary language used 
in everyday communication, education, media, and 
government affairs, we designed the intervention in 
Cantonese- Chinese. Recognizing the significance of 
maintaining children's motivation for engagement, the 
importance of dosage in the intervention, and the need 
to target all dimensions of EF, The Camp incorporates 
play- based and age- appropriate activities that target all 
three components of EFs in children across 12 sessions 
over 4 weeks. The Camp also stands out from previous 
EF interventions in two key ways. First, it is conducted 
in the home environment through a series of video ses-
sions. The video- based approach effectively reduces the 
time and personnel resources required in traditional 
curriculum- based or individual intervention designs 
(e.g., Otero et al., 2014). Second, The Camp actively in-
volves parents in engaging with their children during EF 
training activities. While parental involvement has been 
rarely emphasized in EF interventions for typically de-
veloping children, it has been shown to be crucial in EF 
interventions for school- age children with neurodevelop-
mental disorders (e.g., Molinary, 2023; Shuai et al., 2017, 
2021). By involving parents, we aim to increase children's 
interest in participating in the activities and their mo-
tivation to apply learned EF skills in real- world situa-
tions (Blair, 2017). To our knowledge, there is currently 
no other intervention that specifically focuses on video- 
guided parent–child activities to promote children's EFs.

In The Camp, each of the 12 videos (~20 minutes 
each) contains four playful and interactive activities 
for individual EF training, including a warm- up ac-
tivity (~3 minutes), two EF cognitive training games 
(~14 minutes), and a mindfulness exercise (~3 min-
utes; Table 1). There are no repetitions in the content 
of the 12 videos. The provision of a novel experience 
each time aims to boost engagement and motivation 
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TA B L E  1  Description of activities included in the Parent–child Brain Camp.

Activity Episodes Content

Executive functions

WM IC CF

Section 1: Rhythm and music

Musical roller coaster 12 Parents and children clap, sing, and gesture along 
theme songs, synchronizing their movements with 
the evolving rhythms. As sessions become more 
challenging, the variety of rhythms expands, while 
incorporating lyrics, dances, and props

✓ ✓

Section 2: Executive function games (high motor movement level)

Head, hands, bottom, 
and feet

3 Participants engage in a dynamic game that combines 
vocalization of the game chant with synchronized 
physical gestures. They recite the chant while 
performing coordinated body movements. As the game 
advances, participants maintain the chant but receive 
prompts that challenge them to pause specific actions 
or perform movements that contradict the chant

✓ ✓ ✓

Adventure of the pirates 3 Participants memorize eight specific actions. Once 
the music begins, they move in sync with the beat. 
When the beat stops, signaled by distinct sound alerts, 
participants make a swift decision between freezing 
in their position and performing designated actions 
indicated by the prompt cards on the screen. As the 
level of difficulty increases, parents and children are 
assigned different actions

✓ ✓ ✓

Superpower GO! 3 Participants memorize body movements as different 
superpower abilities to evade attacks from villains. 
Attacks focus on specific areas, requiring participants 
to execute corresponding body movements. 
Additionally, attacks may target specific individuals, 
requiring either the parent, the child, or both to move 
accordingly

✓ ✓

Rhythms of shapes 3 Before each set, participants memorize hand gestures 
corresponding to specific shapes. They perform the 
gestures in synchrony with the rhythm. The level of 
difficulty escalates due to the changing representations 
of the shapes and colors, with unrelated shapes being 
introduced to create distractions

✓ ✓ ✓

Section 3: Executive function games (low motor movement level)

Digit span 2 The parent reads out sets of numbers displayed on 
the screen. Facing away from the screen, the child 
repeats the numbers they hear in reverse order, with 
the number of digits gradually increasing in each 
subsequent set

✓

My funny diary 2 The parent performs actions related to the morning 
routine or weather as shown on the screen. Looking 
away from the screen, the child proceeds to perform 
the same actions in reverse order, with the number of 
actions gradually growing

✓

Line up, animals! 2 The parent reads out a list of animals. Turning away 
from the screen, the child repeats the names of animals 
they hear in reverse order. The level of difficulty 
increases as certain animals are substituted with 
clapping or skipping

✓ ✓ ✓

Story detective 3 Parents and children memorize their own set of 
specific target words. As they attentively listen to a 
detective story, they raise a prop sign whenever they 
hear their respective target words being mentioned

✓ ✓ ✓

(Continues)
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throughout the program to maximize participant in-
terest and involvement in the training activities. The 
order of the 12 videos in the intervention program was 
decided and fixed during the design and development 
phase. While there was no specific criterion for deter-
mining the order of the EF games, we ensured that each 
rhythm and music activity, EF game, and mindfulness 
exercise progressively built upon the learning from 
previous episodes. Parents and children complete The 
Camp with three videos per week for 4 weeks at home. 
Each activity features an adult host and a child host 
who demonstrate and provide clear instructions on 
how to complete the activities in the video. Parents are 
required to participate with their children to increase 
motivation and engagement, and reduce the likely iso-
lation if children were to complete the cognitive tasks 
on their own. The role of parents encompasses both 
joining in alongside their children (e.g., participating 
in singing and dancing), as well as having a distinct 
role as partners to enable the completion of activities 
(e.g., responding to different stimuli and acting as dis-
tractions as part of inhibitory control training).

During the warm- up activity, children are asked to 
sing and dance as well as engage in rhythmic exercise 
(i.e., beat synchronization), as research confirms that 
rhythm and movement activities positively influence 
EFs in children (Bentley et  al.,  2023). For EF cogni-
tive training, a total of nine games are included. In line 
with recommendations that EFs are best trained with 
increasing difficulty to stretch skills (Diamond, 2013), 
each game appears in two or three episodes, but with 
different levels of difficulty each time. Given that pre-
vious studies reveal gains in one single component of 
EFs are not transferred to untrained components, and 
the impurity problem of EF tasks (Kassai et al., 2019), 
each EF game in The Camp targets one or more core 
EFs. Specifically, working memory training involves 
tasks such as remembering and repeating sequences of 
numbers, objects, or actions. Inhibitory control train-
ing involves tasks in which children respond quickly 

to one stimulus but inhibit their response to another, 
as well as challenges where parents and children are 
prompted to provide different responses. Cognitive 
f lexibility training involves tasks in which children 
switch between different rules in response to chang-
ing cues. Apart from one EF game adapted from an 
established EF test (i.e., Digit Span), all other games in 
the training program have been developed specifically 
for The Camp. Lastly, each episode of The Camp ends 
with a guided mindfulness exercise. This inclusion is 
based on consistent findings that mindfulness exer-
cises improve EFs in children by helping them develop 
attentional control and self- regulation skills (Zelazo 
et al., 2018). The intervention videos were carefully re-
viewed by the project team to ensure that the parent–
child activities adequately covered all components of 
EF.

The present study

The primary objective of this study was to assess the 
effectiveness of The Camp in enhancing children's EF. 
Specifically, the research question guiding this study 
was: Did the implementation of The Camp have a posi-
tive influence on children's EF, encompassing inhibitory 
control, working memory, and cognitive flexibility? We 
hypothesized significant differences between the control 
group participants and the intervention group partici-
pants in post- intervention EF tests, with the intervention 
group having higher scores.

M ETHODS

Participants

In Hong Kong, the majority of children begin their kin-
dergarten education at the age of three. The primary 
goal of kindergarten education in Hong Kong is to foster 

Activity Episodes Content

Executive functions

WM IC CF

Multitasker 3 Participants utilize both their left and right hands to 
execute distinct hand gestures, swiftly swapping the 
gestures between hands in each set

✓ ✓ ✓

Section 4: Mindfulness exercises

Mindful breathing 8 Participants are instructed to seek a comfortable 
position, close their eyes, and focus on their breathing 
while engaging in soothing body movements

✓ ✓ ✓

Mindful story time 4 Participants are guided to seek a comfortable position, 
close their eyes, and center their attention on their 
breathing while immersed in a calming story

✓ ✓ ✓

Note: Each episode includes sections 1–4 and contains one activity from each section.

Abbreviations: CF, cognitive flexibility; IC, inhibitory control; WM, working memory.

TA B L E  1   (Continued)
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the holistic development of children and establish a solid 
foundation for their future learning endeavors, includ-
ing the transition from kindergarten to primary school 
(Curriculum Development Council, 2017). Kindergartens 
in Hong Kong typically offer center- based programs that 
can be either half- day or full- day, catering to children 
aged three to six. These programs are divided into differ-
ent levels: nursery class (K1) for 3-  to 4- year- olds, lower 
kindergarten class (K2) for 4-  to 5- year olds, and upper 
kindergarten class (K3) for 5-  to 6- year olds. After com-
pleting K3, children move on to primary school, mark-
ing the official commencement of their formal education 
journey.

This project spanned the initial stages of the 
COVID- 19 pandemic, which resulted in school closures 
in Hong Kong. Prior to the school closures during the 
period of this study, our recruitment efforts for the 
study targeted K3 students in kindergartens. We ap-
proached six kindergartens and requested their assis-
tance in disseminating project information to parents 
of K3 children. Although the intervention was designed 
to be completed independently by parents and children 
at home following the fixed order and schedule, the ini-
tial plan for this effectiveness study was to conduct the 
intervention within the school premises, where parents 
and children would complete the videos in a controlled 
environment. However, due to the COVID- 19 pan-
demic and subsequent school closures from January to 
April 2022, the response rate to recruitment was low 
and conducting the intervention in schools became im-
practical. To address this, this study was adapted to an 
online format and the research team conducted open 
online recruitment. An invitation poster was published 
on one of the Facebook pages of the first author's uni-
versity, providing brief project details to encourage the 
participation of families with K3 children.

A total of 448 families expressed interest (64 from 
the six kindergartens approached, 384 from public so-
cial media posts). After contacting the families to pro-
vide comprehensive project information and confirm 
availability, a total of 212 parents provided consent to 
participate in the study. To be eligible for the study, 
families had to meet the following inclusion criteria: (1) 
the child was currently enrolled in K3 which is the last 
year of kindergarten before entering primary school, 
(2) the family had access to a laptop, desktop, or tab-
let with the Zoom video conferencing application 
installed, and (3) the child had not previously been di-
agnosed with special educational needs. Two families 
did not meet the inclusion criteria (e.g., children were 
not enrolled in K3) and were subsequently excluded 
from the study. The remaining 210 families (50.3% 
girls; Mage = 68.51, SD = 6.34) were then randomly as-
signed to either the intervention group (ni = 101) or the 
control group (nc = 109). Among them, a total of 209 
families (ni = 100; nc = 109) provided consent and com-
pleted the pre- test. Participants from both the control 

and intervention groups completed pre-  and post- test 
assessments. Participants in the intervention group re-
ceived the intervention after the pre- test assessment, 
while the control group continued with business as 
usual and only received the intervention after the post- 
test assessment was completed.

Participants were selected for inclusion in final anal-
yses based on a range of attendance and intervention 
fidelity factors. Within the intervention group, a total 
of 21 (21.00%) families were excluded from the analysis 
due to low attendance of the intervention (i.e., attended 
nine or fewer sessions from the 12 scheduled sessions; 
n = 4), poor observer- report fidelity to intervention 
implementation (i.e., passed nine or fewer sessions; 
n = 7, see further fidelity measures information below), 
both low attendance during the intervention and poor 
observer- report intervention fidelity (n = 6), and fam-
ilies withdrawing from the study (n = 4), resulting in 
a post- test sample size of 79. Among the 79 children 
in the intervention group, 74 participated with their 
mothers, while five children participated with their 
fathers. Each child had a consistent parent through-
out the intervention. In the control group, 15 (13.76%) 
families withdrew from the study, leaving a post- test 
sample size of 94. The participant f lowchart is depicted 
in Figure 1.

Attrition analyses were performed to examine po-
tential bias between those who included (n = 173) and 
excluded (n = 36) from the final analyses. No significant 
differences were found between the two groups in most 
demographic variables, that is, child age, child gender, 
and family status (ps > .05), except for the monthly house-
hold income (χ2(5, n = 181) = 11.979, p = .024; see Table 2). 
Also, at baseline (pre- test), there were no significant dif-
ferences in the scores of the individual EF tasks between 
the included and excluded groups (ps > .05).

The final analytic sample comprised 173 (83%) chil-
dren (ni = 79, nc = 94; 52.9% girls; Mage = 68.86 months, 
SD = 6.39). A priori power analysis for the repeated mea-
sures ANOVA within- between interaction indicated that 
a minimum sample size of 60 was necessary to achieve 
a power of 90% (β = .90; α = .05) with a small to me-
dium effect size (Cohen's d = .35; Carr et al.,  2021; Faul 
et al., 2007; Koydemir et al., 2021). Therefore, our sample 
size was deemed sufficient.

All the participating families were Chinese families 
in Hong Kong. As shown in Table  2, the majority of 
children came from intact families (93.5%), with small 
proportions from single- parent families (3.2%), fami-
lies with parents living apart (n = 3; 1.7%), and families 
not specifying family status (n = 2; 1.6%). The average 
monthly household income for 49.7% of families ex-
ceeded HK$40,001 (US$1 = HK$7.78), surpassing the me-
dian monthly household income of Hong Kong families 
in 2022 (HK$28,300) (Hong Kong Census and Statistics 
Department, 2023). Hence, this sample can be character-
ized as middle- class.
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Procedure

The study received approval from the Institutional 
Review Board of the corresponding author's affiliated 
university. During the study period, which was impacted 
by the COVID- 19 pandemic and government- imposed 
school closures, the pre- test (mid- March 2022) post- test 
(late April 2022), and the 12 intervention sessions were 
conducted remotely via Zoom. In this study, the first 
video session was delivered to parents 1 week after the 
pre- test assessment and parent survey. The post- test as-
sessment was conducted within 7–14 days after the end of 
the last video session for each participating child. Pre-  
and post- test assessments for participating children in 
the control group were conducted in the same periods as 
the intervention group, to ensure that the time frames for 
both groups were similar.

For the pre-  and post- assessments, trained RAs con-
ducted the assessments, while simultaneously recording 
children's responses on the scoring sheet. Children were 
instructed to stand up and face the camera for the four 
tasks, while parents were instructed to (a) enable the 
camera and audio, (b) use loudspeakers during the as-
sessment, (c) ensure that no other individuals (e.g., other 
children or family members) or obstacles were present 
in the assessment environment, (d) ensure that elec-
tronic devices used during the test would not cause any 

interference (e.g., alarms, notifications), and (e) ensure 
that the camera lens captured the child's entire body. 
Parents were requested not to assist their children during 
the assessments, including providing prompts or helping 
with task completion, even if the child sought assistance 
from the parent. The entire assessment session lasted ap-
proximately 20–30 minutes.

For the intervention group, the delivery schedule 
consisted of three videos per week, with at least 1 day 
lapse between each video, spanning over a 4- week pe-
riod (12 videos in total). The 12 intervention videos 
were played to each family in the intervention group 
individually, with the videos being presented in a fixed 
order during 12 Zoom sessions scheduled by the re-
search team for each family to suit their schedule. In 
most cases, the sessions were delivered on Mondays, 
Wednesdays, and Fridays or Tuesdays, Thursdays, and 
Saturdays at a fixed time. Only one family participated 
in each Zoom session, and an RA was in charge. Twelve 
RAs were trained to host the Zoom sessions and con-
duct the fidelity assessments. Although the interven-
tion was designed from the outset to allow participants 
to independently complete the program following di-
rections in an online mobile app allowing for scalabil-
ity, we had originally planned to undertake this first 
trial of the intervention on school premises. This plan 
was to allow researchers to more easily observe families 

F I G U R E  1  Participant flowchart.
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engaging in sessions, and allow for close monitoring of 
fidelity. However, due to COVID- 19- related school clo-
sures, we adapted our research plan to deliver the vid-
eos online through scheduled Zoom sessions hosted by 
the research team and attended by families from their 
own homes. After careful consideration, we found this 
alternative approach suitable as it closely aligned with 
the ultimate intention for home completion, albeit with 
potential issues related to online connectivity that 
could affect the scheduled delivery. To mitigate these 
issues, we provided guidelines for parents prior to each 
scheduled session that aimed to create optimal condi-
tions for the intervention.

Specifically, prior to each session, parents were asked 
to ensure a disturbance- free environment (e.g., no other 
people or obstacles). During each session, one RA was 
responsible for playing the intervention video and con-
ducting fidelity checks. Upon completing each session, 
parents were invited to provide feedback on their sat-
isfaction with the intervention by accessing an online 
survey via the link shared in the Zoom chat room. The 
survey consisted of four items (i.e., the activities were 
appealing and interesting; the activities taught me some 
games that I can play with my child on regular days; the 
activities promote the development of young children; 
the activities enhance parent–child interaction) on a 4- 
point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree) (M 
of all four items = 3.46 out of 4; SD = 0.48). For the partic-
ipants in the control group, they were given access to the 
intervention through the mobile app after the post- test 

assessment. They could independently complete all the 
intervention videos, following the same order and sched-
ule as the intervention group. Each participating family 
received a token of appreciation in the form of super-
market coupons (HK$200 = US$25.71) for completing the 
intervention (for the intervention group) and the two- 
wave assessment.

Fidelity

To ensure intervention fidelity, all videos were shown 
via Zoom to make sure that families in the interven-
tion group received the identical intervention at regular 
intervals. Attendance at the scheduled Zoom sessions 
was monitored as a criterion for sample exclusion. On 
average, the 100 families assigned to the intervention 
condition participated in 11.36 of the 12 sessions, with 
a range in participation rates from 7 to 12 sessions. Two 
implementation factors were coded by observers using a 
checklist. Exposure to interruptions, which referred to 
the smoothness of the sessions conducted, was coded on 
seven items (e.g., There are no interruptions, including 
video issues due to internet delay or child distraction or 
refusal; 0 = fail, 1 = pass). Adherence to activities referred 
to the degree to which parents and children followed in-
structions to participate in the activities in each session. 
The adherence to each of the four activities in each ses-
sion was rated separately for both parent and the child 
(i.e., the parent/child were able to follow the instructions 

TA B L E  2  Baseline demographic characteristics.

Intervention group (ni = 79) Control group (nc = 94) All analyzed sample (n = 173) Excluded sample (ne = 36)

Child mean age in 
months (SD)

69.16 (6.29) 68.58 (6.52) 68.86 (6.39) 66.85 (6.01)

Child gender

Female 37 (48.7%) 53 (56.4%) 90 (52.9%) 12 (35.3%)

Male 39 (51.3%) 41 (43.6%) 80 (47.1%) 22 (64.7%)

Family status

Intact 69 (94.5%) 76 (92.7%) 145 (93.5%) 22 (84.6%)

Single- parent 4 (5.5%) 1 (1.2%) 5 (3.2%) 3 (11.5%)

Others 0 (0%) 5 (6.1%) 5 (3.2%) 1 (3.8%)

Monthly household income

Less than HK$ 10,000 2 (2.7%) 2 (2.4%) 4 (2.6%) 2 (7.7%)

HK$10,001–HK$20,000 13 (17.8%) 7 (8.5%) 20 (12.9%) 5 (19.2%)

HK$20,001–
HK$30,000

20 (27.4%) 10 (12.2%) 30 (19.4%) 4 (15.4%)

HK$30,001–
HK$40,000

11 (15.1%) 13 (15.9%) 24 (15.5%) 5 (19.2%)

HK$40,001–
HK$50,000

4 (5.5%) 14 (17.1%) 18 (11.6%) 7 (26.9%)

HK$50,001 or above 23 (31.5%) 36 (43.9%) 59 (38.1%) 3 (11.5%)

Note: 1 US Dollar = 7.78 Hong Kong Dollars.

Abbreviation: HK$, Hong Kong Dollars.
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to participate in the activity), resulting in eight items (two 
participants X four activities) for each session. Observers 
(trained research assistants [RAs]) rated items on a 3- 
point scale (1 = not focused at all, 2 = focused most of the 
time, 3 = always focused). Implementation adherence was 
high with a mean of .94 (SD = .13) out of 1 for lack of 
interruptions and a mean score of 2.89 (SD = .31) out of 
3 and 2.84 (SD = .34) out of 3 for parents and children, re-
spectively, for adherence to activities. The passing scores 
for each session were set at 80% for lack of interruptions 
and adherence to activities, respectively (i.e., pass if the 
score for lack of interruptions was higher than .80 and 
the score for adherence to activities higher than 2.40), 
in any particular session. To be included in the analysis, 
the participating families needed to pass both dimen-
sions for every session attended. Among all the sessions 
(4 activities per session), 124 sessions (i.e., 496 activities) 
were randomly selected from a total of 1136 sessions 
and observed simultaneously by two RAs, resulting in a 
percentage agreement of 89.5% for exposure to interrup-
tions and 93.5% for adherence to activities.

Measures

Both the intervention and control groups completed pre-  
and post- tests to assess their EF. All RAs conducting the 
assessments were blinded to the intervention and con-
trol condition of the child. To assess the three core EF 
components, a battery of child tasks that were not part 
of the training program and did not share similar sur-
face features or instructions as the training tasks were 
administered. Specifically, the Simon Says task assessed 
inhibitory control, the Mr. Cucumber task evaluated 
working memory, the Dimensional Change Card Sort 
task measured flexibility, and the Head–Toe–Knee–
Shoulders task assessed the aggregate EF, including in-
hibitory control, working memory, and flexibility. To the 
best of our knowledge, these tasks have not been previ-
ously adapted for online delivery. In the current study, 
the online adaptation was considered successful as no 
floor or ceiling effects were observed in either the pre-  or 
post- tests.

During both the pre-  and post- tests, the four EF tasks 
were administered in the same sequence, as follows: (1) 
Simon Says, (2) Mr. Cucumber, (3) Head–Toe–Knee–
Shoulders, and (4) Dimensional Change Card Sort. These 
tasks, with the exception of the Mr. Cucumber task, 
have been previously implemented in the Hong Kong 
Chinese context in prior studies (Caldwell et  al.,  2022; 
Li et al., 2021; Li & Lau, 2019; Zhang, Hu, et al., 2018; 
Zhang, Sun, et al., 2018).

Simon Says task (Strommen, 1973). To ensure cultural 
appropriateness, the original command “Simon Says” 
was replaced with “Teacher Says.” The experimenter 
began with two practice trials, explaining to the child 
that they should imitate the action if the command was 

prefaced with “Teacher Says” (imitation), and remain 
still if it was not (inhibition). Once the child had per-
formed the two practice trials correctly, the test trials 
would begin. There were a total of 20 commands, with 
half of them including “Teacher Says” (imitation) and 
half without (inhibition), presented in a pseudorandom 
order. During the test trials, children received a score of 
2 if they did not perform any action within 3 seconds, a 
score of 1 if they corrected their action and remained 
still for 3 seconds, and a score of 0 if they fully or par-
tially imitated the action within 3 seconds. The total 
scores of all the trials were calculated to represent the 
overall inhibitory control ability.

Mr. Cucumber task (Case,  1985; Morra,  1994). 
Children were shown an outline of a character named 
Mr. Cucumber, with colored stickers placed on different 
body parts on the screen using a PowerPoint presenta-
tion. The test trial consisted of eight levels, starting with 
one sticker and progressing up to eight stickers. In the 
first five levels, the stickers were shown for 5 seconds be-
fore being covered by a black square. For levels six to 
eight, the stickers were shown for the same duration as 
the number of stickers attached. In the original design, 
children completed the test in a face- to- face setting where 
they were required to physically point at the positions on 
the picture. However, in this study conducted via Zoom, 
a different approach was used. After the presentation 
of the colored stickers, a picture of Mr. Cucumber was 
presented with numbers and letters covering the original 
positions of the stickers. Children were asked to recall 
and indicate the position of all the stickers by verbally 
reading aloud the corresponding number or letter (refer 
to Figure 2). If the child pointed at the position instead 
of naming the letter or number, the RAs reminded the 
child to verbally state the letter or number attached to 
Mr. Cucumber. Only verbal responses made directly by 
the child were recorded and counted as valid responses.

To accommodate the larger number of positions on 
the picture, both numbers and letters were used. The 
inclusion of letters was necessary to prevent exceed-
ing double- digit numbers due to space limitations on 
the picture. According to the Kindergarten Education 
Curriculum Guide in Hong Kong (Curriculum 
Development Council, 2017), K3 children should be gen-
erally capable of understanding the English alphabet 
and simple English words, as well as be able to count and 
write from 1 to 20. To ensure clarity and minimize con-
fusion caused by the screen display (e.g., “8” and “B”), 
we carefully selected additional alphabet characters 
(specifically, “A,” “C,” “D,” “F,” and “H”) that are easily 
distinguished from single- digit numbers (i.e., “1” to “9”). 
Each level included three trials, and if the child recalled 
inaccurately in all three trials within the same level, the 
task was terminated. Scores were assigned based on ac-
curacy. A score of 1 was given for two or three accurate 
recalls within a level, and a score of 0.33 was given for 
one accurate recall beyond that level. The total scores 
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were calculated by summing scores for all trials as an 
index of working memory.

Head–Toe–Knee–Shoulders (Ponitz et  al.,  2009). In 
this task, the children were instructed to touch the oppo-
site part of their body from the given instruction. For ex-
ample, if the experimenter asked the child to touch their 
toe, they were expected to touch their head instead. The 
task was divided into two sessions, each consisting of 10 
test trials. Level one involved touching one pair of body 
parts, specifically the head and toe. Level two involved 
two pairs of body parts, including the head and toe, as 
well as the shoulder and knee. There were six practice 
trials for level one and five practice trials for level two to 
familiarize the children with the task. For each test trial, 
the children received a score of 2 for a correct response, 
1 for a self- corrected response, and 0 for an incorrect re-
sponse. The total score was calculated as the sum of the 
scores from the 20 test trials.

Dimensional Change Card Sort task (Zelazo, 2006). At 
the beginning of this task, a series of PowerPoint slides 
displayed two boxes (Box A and Box B) at the bottom 
of the screen. Box A contained a picture of a blue rab-
bit, while Box B contained a picture of a red boat. Each 
child was presented with a deck of cards with different 
colors (red, blue) and shapes (rabbit, boat) on the screen. 
The children were then required to sort the cards by 
saying “A” or “B” to indicate their answers across three 
phases: the pre- switch phase (sorting the cards by col-
ors), the post- switch phase (sorting the cards by shapes), 
and the border phase (sorting by color for cards with a 
black border and by shape for cards without a black bor-
der). There were six test trials for both the pre- switch and 
post- switch phases and 12 test trials for the border phase 

(including five trials with borders). The number of cor-
rect responses in the border phase was calculated.

Data analysis

The data were analyzed using SPSS version 28.0. The 
analyses presented represent a confirmatory effort as 
the study involves a well- defined sample for testing its 
hypothesis. Preliminary analyses were conducted as fol-
lows: (a) descriptive analyses, including means (Ms) and 
standard deviations (SDs) were conducted to determine 
the central tendencies of the individual and composite 
EF scores during the pre-  and post- tests; (b) analyses 
of skewness and kurtosis were examined to assess the 
distribution of the measured variables; (c) a set of inde-
pendent sample t- tests was carried out to examine the 
differences among the four individual tasks scores, com-
paring groups at baseline (pre- test) and after interven-
tion (post- test), respectively; (d) bivariate correlations 
were also conducted to examine the associations among 
the individual EF scores in the pre-  and post- test.

To assess the effectiveness of this program in target-
ing all three core components of EFs (namely inhibitory 
control, working memory, and cognitive flexibility), 
composite scores, including all four tasks, were calcu-
lated for the pre- and post- tests, respectively, for further 
analyses. Specifically, the proportion of maximum scal-
ing approach (POMS) (Moeller,  2015) was employed 
by transforming each task score to a metric of 0 to 1. 
Next, the four individual scores were averaged to cre-
ate a composite EF score for the pre-  and post- test, re-
spectively (Camerota et al., 2020; Williams et al., 2023). 

F I G U R E  2  Sample pictures of the Mr. Cucumber task. The first slide displayed colored stickers (as shown in the figure on the left). 
Following that, a second slide showed a picture of Mr. Cucumber with numbers and letters covering the original positions of the stickers (as 
shown in the figure on the right). Children were instructed to recall and indicate the position of all the stickers by reading the corresponding 
number or letter aloud. In this example the correct response would be F, 8, 9 (provided in any order).
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We then conducted a one- factor confirmatory factor 
analysis (CFA) separately for the pre-  and post- tests. 
The results indicated that, at both time points, the 
composite EF scores demonstrated satisfactory con-
struct validity (pre- test: χ2/df = .021, p = .884, CFI = 1.00, 
TLI = 1.06, RMSEA = .000, SRMR = .002; post- test: χ2/
df = .647, p = .421, CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.02, RMSEA = .000, 
SRMR = .014).

Finally, to examine the main effect of Time and 
Group, as well as the interaction effect between Time 
and Group on the composite EF score, a two- way mixed 
ANOVA with repeated measures (RMANOVA) analysis 
was conducted. The analysis included one within- subject 
factor, Time (pre-  and post- test), and one between- 
subjects factor, Group (control and intervention group). 
To determine the effect size, Partial eta- squared (ηp

2) 
was utilized, with the ηp

2 values smaller than .06 and .14 
representing small and medium effect sizes, respectively 
(Cohen, 2013). If RMANOVA revealed a significant Time 
× Group interaction effect, a Bonferroni correction post 
hoc test was conducted to identify specific differences 
in the composite EF scores between the groups over the 
intervention period. Further, gain scores (post- test – 
pre- test) and descriptive statistics of the four individual 
EF tasks and the composite EF were compared using the 
independent sample t- tests to assess changes in scores for 
both groups. Based on the RMANOVA and the current 
sample size of 173, we were able to detect a medium effect 
size with a power of >.79 (α = .05) (G*Power version 3.1).

RESU LTS

Table 3 displays the Ms and SDs for the four individual 
EF tasks, and the composite EF scores at pre-  and post- 
test for both the intervention and control groups (see also 
Figure S1). The skewness and kurtosis for all variables 
were within acceptable ranges (skewness from −3 to 3 
and kurtosis from −10 to 10) (Kline, 2009). Independent 
sample t- tests were conducted to examine differences in 
the scores of the individual EF tasks between the inter-
vention and control groups at pre-  and post- test. No sig-
nificant differences were found (ps > .05) in the four tasks 
at pre- test, except for the Simon Says task, where the 
control group had significantly higher scores (Mc = .798, 
SD = .231) compared to the intervention group (Mi = .697, 
SD = .304) (p = .015). There were no significant differ-
ences between the groups in the four tasks at post- test 
(ps > .05). In addition, Table 3 shows significant correla-
tions between the four EF tasks and the composite score 
at pre-  and post- tests.

The RMANOVA with the composite EF scores re-
vealed a significant main effect of Time with a medium 
effect size, F(1,171) = 51.535, p < .001, ηp

2 = .232. There were 
significant differences between composite EF scores 
at the pre- test (Mpre = .663, SD = .160) and the post- test 
(Mpost = .731, SD = .146). The main effect of Group was T
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not significant, F(1,171) = 1.552, p = .215, ηp
2 = .009. The 

averaged composite EF scores of the intervention group 
(Mi = .683, SD = .145) did not significantly differ from 
the composite EF scores of the control group (Mc = .709, 
SD = .133).

However, there was a small yet significant interac-
tion effect between Time and Group, F(1,171) = 6.765, 
p = .010, ηp

2 = .038. Post hoc tests using Bonferroni cor-
rection revealed that the control group (Mpre = .687, 
SD = .148; Mpost = .732, SD = .143) had higher compos-
ite EF scores than the intervention group (Mpre = .635, 
SD = .169; Mpost = .731, SD = .151) at both the pre- test 
and post- test. However, at the post- test, the gap be-
tween the two groups narrowed because of the sharper 
increase in EFs in the intervention group (Figure 3), in-
dicating the effectiveness of the intervention program 
in stimulating steeper growth in EFs than experienced 
by typical developmental processes. Gain scores (i.e., 
post- test – pre- test) were calculated to further com-
pare the immediate training effects of the intervention 
program on the Ms and SDs of the individual tasks 
scores and the composite EF scores (Figure  4). The 
gain scores were higher for all individual tasks and 
the composite EF scores. Results of the independent 
sample t- tests showed that the intervention group had 
significantly higher gain scores on the Mr. Cucumber 
task, t(171) = 2.047, p = .042, and the composite EF 
scores, t(171) = 2.601, p = .010, indicating that their EFs 
increased more compared to the control group at the 
post- test. No significant differences were found in the 
gain scores on the Head–Toe–Knee–Shoulders task 
and the Dimensional Change Card Sort task between 
the intervention and the control group.

DISCUSSION

Cognitive training programs have shown success in 
improving children's EF skills, particularly during the 
preschool years when EF demonstrates expeditious 

development and malleability (Scionti et  al.,  2020). 
Prior studies have shown inconsistent effects and sev-
eral limitations in program design, including targeting 
only isolated and specific EFs, varying duration and 
dosage, being repetitive or boring for younger children, 
lacking parental involvement, and being highly demand-
ing with curriculum-  and individual- based designs (e.g., 
Bergman Nutley et  al.,  2011; Blair,  2017; Diamond & 
Lee, 2011; Marti et al., 2018; Otero et al., 2014). To ad-
dress these considerations, the present study developed 
a video- based parent–child EF intervention program, 
The Camp, to complement existing EF interventions. 
Using a randomized control trial, we tested the effective-
ness of The Camp in improving an index of EFs which 
included three cognitive components (inhibitory control, 
working memory, cognitive flexibility) among children 
aged 5–6 years. Our findings indicated that though chil-
dren from the control group had higher EF scores than 
those from the intervention group at both the pre-  and 
post- tests, children who were trained in The Camp evi-
denced a sharper increase in EF scores across the 4- week 
program period. The narrowed gap in EFs between the 
intervention and the control groups at the post- test sug-
gests the effectiveness of The Camp. Follow- up analyses 
of the gain scores of the individual EF tasks corrobo-
rated this finding. From pre-  to post- training assessment, 
children in the intervention group showed significantly 
higher gains in the scores of the two individual EF tasks 
and the composite EF scores compared to those in the 
control group. Taken together, our newly developed EF 
intervention program was effective, as demonstrated by 
the greater improvements in EFs among the intervention 
group compared with the control group.

One recurring question in the EF literature is whether 
EFs are malleable and could be promoted through 
training efforts. Meta- analytic studies have shown that 
training children's EFs is possible (Kassai et  al.,  2019; 
Li et  al.,  2020; Scionti et  al.,  2020), although interven-
tions may vary in their effect sizes. Our results are con-
sistent with the general picture proffered by existing 

F I G U R E  3  Profile plots of the composite EF scores (n = 173).
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meta- analyses that EFs are by and large trainable. It is 
worth noting that our randomization procedure unex-
pectedly did not create two groups with comparable pre- 
test characteristics. In fact, we are not the only research 
group to have encountered this issue recently (Williams 
et  al.,  2023). The control group displayed stronger EF 
skills than the intervention group at pre- test, and this 
advantage of the control group remained at the post- 
test. Nonetheless, the children who were engaged in The 
Camp with their parents exhibited more pronounced im-
provements in EFs over the training period compared to 
the control children. Thus, the initial gap in EF abilities 
between the two groups was significantly reduced at the 
post- test. This finding is encouraging since it implies 
that it is possible for children who possess weaker EFs 
to catch up with those with stronger EFs when they are 
supported by well- designed intervention. Indeed, there is 
evidence that parent- based language intervention for 2-  
to 4- year olds not only resulted in greater language gains 
compared to a control group receiving no intervention, 
but also led to a smaller gap in the language development 
trajectory between the intervention group and their typ-
ical developing peers compared with the control group 
(Buschmann et al., 2009; Roberts & Kaiser, 2012).

Similar findings of the potential for intervention to 
stimulate a “gap closing” across the early childhood and 
transition to school period have been reported in relation 
to a teacher- delivered rhythm and movement interven-
tion for self- regulation, executive function, and school 
readiness (Bentley et  al.,  2023; Williams et  al.,  2023). 
Our video- based parent–child EF program succeeded in 
closing the EFs gap between the intervention and control 
groups and extends these prior findings to the medium 
of parent- involved and video- mediated interventions, 
showing high potential to target children who struggle 
with EFs and support them to catch up to peers.

We would like to highlight two merits of the newly 
developed EF intervention program, The Camp. First, 
our use of video sessions and the involvement of par-
ents demonstrate the effectiveness of video- based EF 
interventions in the family context, particularly during 
the transition to primary school. Past researchers have 
raised concerns that EF interventions for young chil-
dren could be rather costly, time- consuming, and labor- 
intensive (Otero et  al.,  2014; Shen et  al.,  2019; Shuai 
et al., 2021; Traverso et al., 2015). The effectiveness of The 
Camp suggests the possibility of applying video- based 
sessions in EF training in the family context supported 
by parents or caregivers. The Camp offers a low- resource 
alternative approach to training EFs in young children. 
This approach is arguably more feasible and acceptable 
to children, parents, and even teachers and schools, due 
to its low costs and wide accessibility. This merit is par-
ticularly relevant in times or contexts where resources 
are tight and face- to- face training by teachers or other 
professionals is less feasible. The study was conducted 
during the prolonged period of school closure due to 
COVID- 19, during which children were isolated from 
the vivo modeling of new skills by teachers in the school 
settings. The Camp, enabling quality parent–child inter-
actions in the family context, significantly promoted EF 
skills in this specific period.

Another merit of The Camp is the active involvement 
of parents in the EF training activities as required by 
the training protocol. In the current study, parents' ac-
tive participation in the sessions was high as evidenced 
by the observed fidelity scores for parents, and parental 
satisfaction with the training activities was also high, as 
indicated by the survey they completed after each ses-
sion. (M = 3.46 out of 4). Parental involvement has rarely 
been emphasized in existing EF interventions. However, 
the significance of parental involvement for intervention 

F I G U R E  4  Comparison of the Ms and SDs of the gain scores (post- test − pre- test) of the individual EF tasks between the intervention and 
control groups (ni = 79, nc = 84). DCCS, Dimensional Change Card Sort; EFs, executive functions; Gain score, post- test − pre- test; HTKS, Head–
Toe–Knee–Shoulders; MC, Mr. Cucumber; SS, Simon Says.
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success has been highlighted in the child development 
literature (Marti et  al.,  2018). Prior systematic reviews 
and meta- analyses have also indicated the effects of 
parents as crucial intervention agents for improving the 
language skills of young children with or at risk for lan-
guage impairment (Buschmann et  al., 2009; Heidlage 
et al., 2020; Roberts et al., 2019; Tosh et al., 2017). Rojas- 
Torres et al.'s (2023) review also concluded that the inclu-
sion of parents in treatment increases the effectiveness 
of interventions for children with ASD. Our findings 
extend the literature by showing that parent–child inter-
ventions that involve home practices were also effective 
in improving EFs among typically developing children, 
possibly due to increased child engagement encouraged 
by parents.

Implications, limitations, and future directions

This study holds significant implications and practical 
value for education and intervention programs. The find-
ings suggest the potential for widespread dissemination 
of The Camp among Cantonese- speaking cities, allowing 
for the broad implementation of effective interventions 
to enhance children's EF. Our vision for the intervention 
is to ensure it is accessible to all families, regardless of 
their socioeconomic status. The intervention was de-
signed to be low- cost, widely accessible, and easy to use, 
making it suitable for all families. We have already made 
the app available for free download. All kindergartens 
in Hong Kong have been invited to share information 
about this app with K3 parents each year to encourage 
its use in the home context. The success of The Camp 
also serves as a model for designing similar interventions 
in other languages, enabling adaptation and implemen-
tation in diverse cultural and societal contexts. Finally, 
by leveraging video- based methods, The Camp can be 
utilized as an exemplar for developing similar interven-
tions aimed at training children's EFs. This research 
opens up avenues for enhancing cognitive development 
in children and provides valuable insights for educators 
and practitioners seeking evidence- based interventions 
for EF enhancement using alternative approaches.

While we obtained initial evidence regarding the ef-
fectiveness of a novel, video- based, and parent–child 
program in training children's EF, several limitations of 
this study should be noted. First, the online format of the 
pre-  and post- tests may have posed additional challenges 
for young children when engaging with the four assess-
ment tasks. For instance, the online implementation of 
the DCCS task and Mr. Cucumber using PowerPoint re-
quired a higher cognitive level of verbalizing responses, 
as opposed to the physical sorting of cards and pointing 
at the body part, respectively. Although no floor or ceil-
ing effects in the four tasks were found and normality 
in the data was established, future studies with online 
adaptations shall also carefully examine the reliability, 

validity, and distribution of the data. Second, while our 
study demonstrated the effectiveness of a video- based 
EF intervention for young children with parental in-
volvement, our current design could not disentangle the 
exact mechanism(s) driving the training effects for EF. 
Future studies may therefore compare the effects of EF 
interventions with similar features with and without pa-
rental involvement. Recognizing that parental involve-
ment might not be feasible for all families, future studies 
should also consider the effectiveness of involving non- 
parental caregivers at home or professionals such as 
teachers and social workers to assist children from di-
verse households to complete the intervention. Third, 
it is important to note that our study only assessed the 
immediate effect of The Camp through a post- test. The 
long- term sustainability of the program's effects remains 
unknown. To address this knowledge gap, future studies 
should evaluate whether the positive effects of the pro-
gram are maintained over an extended period by includ-
ing a follow- up data collection point. Lastly, our current 
data did not speak to the issue of far- transfer effects. 
Doebel  (2020) suggested that the development of EFs 
is better understood as the emergence of skills in using 
control in service of specific goals. Specifically, this per-
spective posits that skills in using EFs develop through 
the acquisition of various kinds of mental content such 
as knowledge, beliefs, and values that support its use in 
relation to specific goals. Evidence of the far- transfer 
effects of existing EF interventions has been mixed (Li 
et al., 2020; Scionti et al., 2020). Taken together, future 
studies are warranted to follow up on the efficacy of our 
developed EF intervention program in impacting skills 
that are not directly trained in the program.

CONCLUSION

This study addresses the shortcomings of existing EF 
training programs, which tend to lack variety and be-
come monotonous for children, leading to disengagement 
and reduced motivation. The results offer pioneering evi-
dence that engagement in a video- based parent–child EF 
intervention holds promise for promoting the develop-
ment of EF skills in 5-  to 6- year- old children. Notably, 
the intervention group exhibited significant improve-
ments across all EF tasks compared to the control group 
at the post- test. These findings suggest that video- based 
training represents a cost- effective approach that can be 
readily disseminated in the family context by parents 
and other caregivers to enhance EFs in young children. 
This research contributes valuable insights to the field 
and highlights the potential of video- based interventions 
in fostering cognitive growth during early childhood.
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Play-Based Early Childhood Education in the Digital Era: Korea’s Creative

Integration of Technology and Practice

Hong-Ju Jun (Professor, Sungshin Women’s University, Korea)

1. Introduction
As digital transformation reshapes education globally, early childhood education (ECE) faces a dual

imperative: to preserve developmentally appropriate practices while preparing children for a rapidly

changing future. Artificial intelligence, robotics, and ubiquitous digital media have heightened

interest in how young children interact with technology and what kinds of digital competencies they

should develop.

In Korea, these shifts raise specific tensions. On one hand, there is a deep societal emphasis on

school readiness and academic achievement; on the other, national education policy affirms the

importance of play-based, child-led learning. The question arises: How can Korea integrate

digital competencies in early education without compromising the relational, joyful, and

exploratory nature of play?

2. Policy Context in Korea
Korea’s Nuri Curriculum, the national framework for children aged 3 to 5, was revised in 2019 to

emphasize play-based learning, autonomy, and holistic development. The revised curriculum

aims to center the child’s perspective, supporting emotional, social, cognitive, and physical growth

through exploration and meaningful engagement.

Simultaneously, the Ministry of Education and other stakeholders have begun to explore how digital

literacy and future-oriented skills can be introduced in a manner that respects the principles of

developmentally appropriate practice. This has led to new initiatives focused on creating a balanced

approach to technology integration in early learning environments.

3. Technology in Early Childhood Settings
Recent efforts in Korea emphasize the importance of meaningful, developmentally appropriate uses

of technology with young children. Rather than promoting early exposure for skill-building alone,

these approaches support active, creative, and ethical engagement with digital tools.

Examples include:
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 Digital expression: Encouraging children to use tablets, cameras, and audio tools for

storytelling, art, and communication.

 Unplugged coding: Introducing basic computational thinking through non-digital methods,

such as pattern games, directional movement, and storytelling with sequence cards.

 Balanced media use: Supporting children’s ability to engage with media critically and

safely, with guidance from educators and families.

This approach aims to shift the discourse from "screen time" to "screen purpose"—highlighting the

quality and context of digital experiences over mere exposure.

4. Building Teacher Capacity
The success of any innovation in early childhood education depends largely on the professional

capacity of educators. In Korea, several initiatives now focus on strengthening teacher readiness to

integrate technology within a play-based pedagogical approach.

Key elements of teacher support include:

 Training in digital tools that are appropriate for young learners, such as storytelling apps,

child-friendly cameras, and classroom audio recorders.

 Workshops on play-technology integration, helping teachers to maintain child agency and

creativity when using digital resources.

 Peer collaboration and reflective practice, encouraging communities of teachers to

experiment, adapt, and share emerging strategies.

Teachers are not seen as implementers of a fixed curriculum but as co-creators of learning

environments that respect both the developmental needs of children and the affordances of

technology.

5. Field-Based Practices
Across Korean kindergartens and childcare centers, innovative practices are emerging that

demonstrate how technology can support, rather than detract from, play-based learning. These

practices are often low-cost, scalable, and grounded in the realities of diverse local contexts.

Examples include:

 Digital play corners, where children create digital drawings, take photos of their

construction projects, or record sounds from nature walks.

 Child-led multimedia projects, such as making digital books about their classroom garden

or recording puppet shows with narration.
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 Collaborative family activities, where parents and children co-create digital stories at home,

or document weekend explorations to share with peers.

These examples show that technology is not treated as a subject, but rather as a tool for

exploration, expression, and communication—used within the context of meaningful, play-based

experiences.

6. Implications for Policy and Practice
Korea’s evolving approach to play and technology integration highlights several important insights

for early childhood education worldwide:

 Technology can support—not substitute—play.When intentionally integrated, digital

tools can extend children’s natural curiosity, creativity, and agency. The goal is not to replace

hands-on learning, but to offer new ways to engage with the world.

 Pedagogical intentionality is key. Not all uses of technology are beneficial. Educators must

carefully design learning environments where technology aligns with developmental goals.

 Teachers are essential change agents. Sustainable integration of technology requires

investment in teacher training, planning time, and collaborative communities.

 Cultural context matters. Korean parents often express concern about digital distractions

or premature exposure to technology. Addressing these concerns openly, and involving families in

the design of digital experiences, is critical.

 Equity must be considered. Access to devices, internet, and professional development

varies widely. Equity in digital literacy starts with recognizing and addressing these disparities.

7. Conclusion
Technology and play are often framed as opposing forces in early childhood education. However,

Korea’s experience shows that they can coexist—and even enhance one another—when guided

by strong pedagogical values.

By embedding digital tools into play-based environments, empowering teachers as designers of

learning, and involving families as partners, Korea is forging a path where innovation does not

come at the cost of joy, agency, or meaning.

Rather than preparing children for a distant future, this approach invites us to nurture their capacity

to live fully now—curious, connected, and creative.

“The best way to prepare for tomorrow is to give children the tools to wonder today.”
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This perspective affirms that when technology is used with purpose and care, early childhood

education can remain both rooted and visionary—grounded in relationships, and open to possibility.
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