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The purpose of this study was to extend the understanding of contextual factors that
are associated with children’s motivational development in early childhood. The study
examined the relations between family social class, maternal values of self-direction and
conformity, and child persistence in accomplishing a challenging task, which was
conceptualized as one of the component processes of motivation. Two hundred thirty one
mothers and their 3.5-year-old children participated in the study. Consistent with Kohn’s
(1979) theoretical perspective, the findings indicated that middle-class mothers valued
self-direction in their children more and conformity less than mothers of the working
class. Children of mothers who valued self-direction more than conformity showed
higher levels of persistence. The study also tested a model in which maternal values
served as a mediator between family social class and child persistence. No direct
association between family social class and child persistence was found, thus the
mediational model was not supported. Implications for developmental programs and
directions for future research are stated.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Parental Values of Self-Direction and Conformity
One of the cornerstone questions of developmental science, stated simply, is the
relationship between family socio-economic status (SES) and child outcome. Research
results show that children from higher SES families generally fare better than children
from lower SES in many domains, especially cognitive development and school
achievement (Booth & Dunn, 1996; Davis & Ginsburg, 1993).
Frequently, SES is included in research models as a proxy for a spectrum of processes
that form family life style. Besides educational level, occupation, income, and other
correlated variables, SES also captures “the intricate interplay of all these variables [that]
create different basic conditions of life at different levels of social order” (Kohn, 1963, p.
471). Members of different SES families (or social class families, using Kohn’s
terminology) experience different conditions of life in terms of financial wealth and
stability, standards of living, educational attainment, and prestige; as a result, they form
different views of social reality and acquire different hopes, aspirations and ideas about
what is important and desirable in life. To Kohn, social class is defined as a group of
individuals who hold similar education and occupational prestige. It is the level of
education and associated with it occupation – manual versus non-manual – that become
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the main separating variable between working and middle social classes and that explains
differences in their perception of social reality and, therefore, of the desirable in life.
According to Kohn (1963), people’s conception of what is important, or their values,
influences what they see as desirable characteristics for their children to have, thus
determining what people perceive as goals of parenting. Thus, differences in values,
which originate in different experiences of social life encountered by members of
working and middle classes, become the primary mechanism that explains the emergence
of different parenting goals and strategies of middle- and working-class parents.
When examining parenting goals, it is important to acknowledge that the contrast
between parents of different social classes may not be sharp and that there may be
similarities in ways parents of working and middle classes raise their children.
Differences in perception of social reality is only one of many aspects that can potentially
influence the formation of what parents see as desirable characteristics for children to
have. Ethnicity, religious beliefs, political views, cultural traditions, urbanization, and
child gender also contribute to formation of parenting goals and perception of desirable
characteristics (Kohn, 2006). These aspects of social life influence parental values,
beliefs, practices, and overall parent-child relationships, thus contributing to
heterogeneity within social classes, as defined by Kohn, as well as to the similarities
between social classes. At times, using only SES as a predictor of children’s outcomes
may blur these between and within differences and similarities of social classes. As a
result, significant differences in children’s outcomes may be attributed to SES when in
fact they may be associated with another predictor that correlates with SES. On the other

2

hand, having SES as a predictor variable may fail to explain particular differences in
children’s outcomes which could be explained by certain aspects of families’ social lives
if such relations were tested directly.
Kohn explicitly acknowledged the limitations of a clear-cut division between social
classes. He focused, however, on differences in values of self-direction and conformity,
values that have been shown to reliably differentiate between social classes across a few
decades of research (Kohn, 1979; Kohn, 2006). Parents of both classes value
characteristics such as honesty, respect for the rights of others, and positive demeanor, to
name a few. However, working-class parents put greater emphasis on child obedience to
imposed rules and standards, while middle-class parents are more attentive to the child’s
internal dynamics and emphasize curiosity, consideration, and self-control. Thus, Kohn
concludes that in regard to compliance and self-direction, working-class parental values
center around conformity to external prescriptions, and middle-class parental values
center on children’s abilities of self-direction and self-governance. Taking into
consideration that other aspects of parents’ social life influence parental values and
beliefs about child rearing, it cannot be expected that conformity – self-direction values
will be the only ones that influence parenting; therefore, only a modest relationship
between social class and parental valuation of individual characteristics such as
obedience and self-direction have been observed in previous research, usually not higher
than 0.2 to 0.3 (Campbell, 1978; Kohn, 1976; Kohn & Schooler, 1973; Wright & Wright,
1976). What makes the class differences in these parental values so notable is their
consistency, regardless of national, religious, ethnic, and regional differences.
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Kohn explains such stability by the experiences parents encounter daily while
functioning in society. Parental education and occupational prestige, the defining
characteristics that separate the classes in the first place, prescribe different roles and sets
of skills that people need to perform their jobs. Kohn distinguishes three aspects that
separate middle-class occupations from working-class occupations. First, members of the
middle class tend to deal with interpersonal relations, ideas, and symbols, while members
of the working class tend to deal with manipulations of concrete objects. Second, middleclass occupations are usually subject to self-direction while working-class occupations
are subject to set rules, standards, and direct supervision. Third, career growth and
prosperity for middle-class occupations is more a result of one’s own efforts and
achievement, while prosperity in working-class occupations depends more upon
collective actions (such as those of unions) and systems of promotion and pay increases
established by management (Kohn, 1963; Kohn, 1979). There are certainly exceptions to
such a classification, but it holds for the majority of occupations. Based on these
differences, it is evident that occupations of middle class employees tend to promote selfdirection and initiative, while working-class occupations tend to promote explicit
adherence to the rules set by authority figures. The role of education in separating
middle-class members from their working-class counterparts, besides the association
between the highest level of schooling attained and occupational prestige, is important in
its own right. The completion of a 4-year college degree usually requires self-discipline,
self-organization, creativity, and ability to think for oneself, while the completion of high
school or vocational school usually entails following teachers’ instructions. It is,
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therefore, precisely because of differences in their educational backgrounds, daily work
experiences, and circumstances of daily life that parents of middle and working social
classes come to value different characteristics in their children. Middle-class parents are
more likely to value self-control and self-direction, and working-class parents are more
likely to value conformity and obedience to externally imposed rules.
As a consequence of this difference for parent-child relationships and parenting
practices, Kohn proposed that middle-class parents will be more supportive of their
children’s initiative, self-guidance and self-control, while working-class parents will be
more restrictive and demanding that their children follow rules and regulations imposed
on them by parents and other adults. Such parenting positions will ultimately result in
differences in children’s development.
Several studies based on Kohn’s hypotheses (Luster, Rhoades, & Haas, 1989; Tudge
et al., 1999; Tudge, Hogan, Snezhkova, Kulakova, & Etz, 2000) examined the extent to
which parental values are associated with parenting practices and children’s outcomes,
particularly the differences in initiative expression and cognitive development. The
empirical findings of these studies suggest that social class indicators (occupational
prestige and educational level) are related to parental conformity – self-direction values
and parental beliefs about whether being responsive to their child is beneficial for the
child or can spoil the child, and whether restraints on children’s exploratory behavior and
strict discipline should be imposed. The results also suggest that parents who value selfdirection tend to create more supportive home environments for their children and to be
more involved with them.
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There is ample evidence of a positive impact of supportive and involved parenting on
different aspects of children’s outcome (Grolnick & Apostoleris, 2002; PaulussenHoogeboom, Stams, Hermanns, & Peetsma, 2007; Tamis-LeMonda, Shannon, Cabrera,
& Lamb, 2004). Parental values and beliefs are also shown to be associated with the
degree to which young children were engaged in cognitively stimulating activities, such
as academic lessons, academic play, skill and nature lessons, and conversations with
adults (Tudge et al., 1999). Looking more directly at self-direction, Tudge et al. found
that three-year-old middle-class children were more likely than their working-class
counterparts to initiate these activities. The results suggest that initiation of academically
related activities serves as an indication that children interiorize their parents’ values for
self-direction, and this effect is observable at a young age.
From the standpoint of motivational development initiation in general and the
initiation of goal-oriented behaviors in particular can be perceived as a part of any
motivational process. As such, these results provide enough ground to suggest that other
aspects of motivational behavior, for example, persistence in task solving or level of task
engagement, may have similar associations with parental values of conformity and selfdirection, as has been shown in the case of initiation.
Motivation
The body of literature currently available on the development of motivation provides
a wide range of terms that may be appropriate to describe goal-oriented behaviors, such
as achievement motivation, competence motivation, effectance motivation, and mastery
motivation. There is also a wide range of conceptualizations of what motivation is and
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what processes should be included in this construct. Motivation implies a tendency or
desire to act on the will, and as a psychological concept it can be interpreted in different
ways. Some researchers take a narrow focus on individual, self-defining
accomplishments in school and sports, whereas others take a more inclusive approach
that examines creativity, cognitive strategies, self-regulated learning, coping and
disengagement, which support or impede a person’s goal achievement (Elliot & Dweck,
2005). The inclusion of different component processes as ways to reflect the level of
motivation inevitably leads to a lack of coherence in operationalization of the construct.
The concept of motivation is presumed, although it is rarely stated explicitly, to tap into
internal processes that are set off during activity involvement or goal achievement. As
such, motivational processes cannot be observed directly and have to be inferred from a
range of behavioral manifestations and other evidences of an individual’s response to
contextual events.
There is a consensus among motivational researchers that many questions concerning
the contextual influences of motivational development are understudied (Elliot & Dweck,
2005; Pomerantz, Grolnick, & Price, 2005). The substantial body of work reflects
familial associations with motivational development of infants and toddlers (for review,
see Busch-Rossnagel, Knauf-Jensen, & DesRosiers, 1995). Research has been conducted
on contextual effects, including family, teachers, and peers, on development of
achievement motivation among school age children (for review, see Pomerantz et al,
2005). However, there is a considerable gap in the theoretical and empirical literature
about motivational processes in preschool age children. At the same time, most
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researchers agree that elementary school children have individual differences in terms of
their motivational tendencies by the time they reach kindergarten and that these
differences are an important part of school success. Children’s academic achievement is
perceived in our society as one of the key indicators of children’s future success in life.
Much educational and developmental literature is dedicated to the problems of academic
accomplishment, including its biological, psychological, and contextual determinants.
Children’s motivation for academic achievement is identified as one of these
determinants (Pintrich & Schunk, 2002). It is important, therefore, to understand the
reasons for individual differences in children’s motivation development and processes
that lead to these differences. Thus, research on development of motivation in early
childhood can further contribute to our understanding of children’s differences in
motivation as they reach school age.
Undoubtedly, there are family processes that contribute to the development of
motivation in early childhood. For example, empirical research on parental support for
autonomy provides evidence that children of parents who support autonomy have higher
levels of engagement in mastering their environments (Frodi et al., 1985; Kelly,
Brownell, & Campbell, 2000), have higher levels of intrinsic motivation for schoolrelated achievement (d’Ailly, 2003; Ginsburg & Bronstein, 1993), and show higher levels
of academic success when compared to children of more controlling parents (Grolnick &
Ryan, 1989). Thus, examining the associations between parental values of self-direction
and conformity and achievement motivation in early childhood expands our knowledge
about parental characteristics that support or hinder children’s motivational development.
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Traditionally, the behaviors that are referred to as achievement motivation in children
of school age were studied in infants and toddlers under the name of mastery motivation
(Harter, 1981). Mastery motivation was operationally defined as the amount of taskdirected behavior infants and toddlers exhibited while manipulating toys that posed
challenging problems (Yarrow, Morgan, Jennings, Harmon, & Gaiter, 1982). The
persistence with which children were performing these task- and goal-directed behaviors
is considered to be the most age-appropriate behavioral expression of motivational
processes in early childhood (MacTurk & Morgan, 1995). Several motivational theorists
have pointed to persistence and effort as the defining characteristics of motivational
behavior in general (e.g., Atkinson, 1957; Harter, 1981; Yarrow et al., 1983), and
measures of persistence are used to assess individual differences in motivation in young
children (e.g., Dichter-Blancher, Busch-Rossnagel, & Knauf-Jensen, 1997; Messer,
Rachford, McCarthy, & Yarrow, 1987). The tasks that are commonly used for such
purposes are developmentally appropriate puzzles and shape-sorters. Following suit, the
present study examined the level of children’s motivation through their level of
persistence with a developmentally appropriate shape-sorter, the pieces of which can be
placed into a board or simply used as play materials.
Any association between parental characteristics and child outcomes cannot be
understood without examining the processes through which these parental characteristics
are linked to child development. It is not the purpose of the present study to examine
possible processes though which parental values of self-direction and conformity
influence children’s motivational development. I would like to suggest, however, that the
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process of children’s interiorization of parental values, as described by Vygotsky (1986)
and suggested by Tudge et al. (1999) about the association between activity initiation and
parental values, may be one of the mechanisms through which the associations examined
in the present study can occur. Proximal processes, outlined by Bronfenbrenner as an
essential part of child development, (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998), take place in daily
interactions between parents and children and may serve as a vehicle for children’s
acceptance of parental ideas, thus explaining the influence of parental values on
children’s motivation. Another possible explanation of the associations between parental
characteristics and child outcomes may be the bidirectional effects of parent-child
relationships. Parents of children who possess certain traits such as assertiveness and
capability may come to appreciate these characteristics of their children and be
supportive of them. Another possibility is that these children, having met parental
expectations of capability and assertiveness and having shown that they are competent in
certain tasks, may be granted more autonomy from their parents, which in turn leads to
increased capability and assertiveness (Bell, 1968). It is also plausible to assume that
parents may affect their children’s motivational development by providing them with
social environments that match parental values. For example, parents may engage their
children in activities with children of other parents who possess similar values, thus
employing peer group socialization processes in order to socialize their children in a
certain way. The particulars of “how” and “why” these associations happen are an
important direction for future research that goes beyond the scope of the present report.
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The hypotheses of the present study are that (1) parental values of self-direction and
conformity are related to parents’ social status such that middle class parents value selfdirection in their children more and value conformity less than do working class parents;
(2) parental values of conformity and self-direction across social classes are related to
children’s behavior in such a way that children of parents who value self-direction show
higher levels of achievement motivation; and (3) parental values of self-direction and
conformity mediate the link between parental social status and their children’s level of
achievement motivation.
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CHAPTER II
METHOD
Participants
The participants were 231 3.5-year-old children and their mothers participating in a
larger longitudinal study that focuses on cognitive and socio-emotional development of
young children. The dyads were recruited from day care centers and pre-schools in
Guilford and Forsyth counties of North Carolina. The sample consists of representative
numbers of Black (38%) and White (62%) families to reflect the demographic
composition of the population of these counties.
Of 261 families participating in the larger study from which the data were drawn, 30
mother-child dyads were excluded from the current report for the following reasons: in 9
cases the motivational task was not administered, in 6 cases children had at home the toy
that was used in the task, in 5 cases mothers were explicitly directing children how to
complete the shape-sorter, and in 10 cases the parental values questionnaire was either
completed incorrectly or not completed at all. The two groups (those included in the
present study and those that were not) were compared using independent sample t-tests
on all demographic variables. There were no significant differences between the two
groups.
Procedure
Mother-child dyads were invited for a laboratory visit when focal children were
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between 40 and 44 months of age. An experimenter ran a series of tasks with the child,
while the mother remained in the room and completed a series of questionnaires. The
total duration of each visit was approximately 2 hours. At the end of the visit children
selected a prize from a treasure chest, and mothers received incentive payments.
Measures
Demographic information was obtained from the mother, and included information
about child gender, race, parental education level and occupation (reported for both
parents separately if a spouse or a partner were present at home), family composition, and
income level. Table 1 shows the demographic characteristics of the sample.
About half of the focal children were boys (47%). Of the 231 mothers, 144 selfidentified as White, 81 as Black, and 6 as Biracial. Since there were only a few in the
latter category, they were combined with the Black category to form the Non-White
group.
Parental education was reported in terms of the highest level of education completed.
Education and occupation of mothers or mothers and fathers (if a spouse or a partner
were present at home) were used to calculate the Hollingshead Index of Social Status
(Hollingshead, 1975). The possible scores range from 8 to 66, reflecting social status as a
continuous variable. Following the theoretical perspective of this study that social classes
encounter different experiences in their day-to-day life, the social status variable was
used to create the middle class and the working class groups. The middle class group
included all professional categories (the Index ratings 40 to 66), and the working class
group included all non-professional categories (the Index ratings 8 to 39). A majority of
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participants provided enough information to classify their occupation according to the
Hollingshead Index of Social Status. However, there were 8 cases when such information
was not provided; therefore, the classification of these families was conducted on the
basis of the participants’ highest education level attained. Thus, 1 family where mother
completed a 4-year college degree was included in the middle class category, and 7
families where both mothers and fathers (if present at the home) did not complete a 4year college degree were included in the working class category.
The demographic data were examined to determine the breakdown of race and class
categories. 77% of White participants were classified as middle class and 23% as
working class. Among Non-White families, 57% were classified as middle class and 43%
as working class. Thus, racial and social class stratification, obtained in our sample,
allows the examination of race and class issues separate from one another, without the
threat of a confounding effect.
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Table 1
Descriptive data of the study sample (N = 231)
%
Gender (male)

47.2

Ethnicity

---

White

62.3

Non-White

37.7

Maternal education (4 years of College or more)

51.1

Maternal occupation (180 working)

---

Professionals and technicians

66.1

Clerical workers and manual workers

33.9

Paternal education (4 years of College or more)
Paternal occupation (182 working)

52.1
---

Professionals and technicians

64.3

Clerical workers and manual workers

35.7

Social Class*

---

Middle class

67.5

Working class

32.5

Income to Needs Ratio

---

<2

35.4

2-5

51.9

>5

12.7

Two Parent Families

81.0

*Note. Social Class is based on Hollingshead Index of Social Status

15

Parental values were assessed through the Parental Values Q-sort (Kohn & Schooler,
1973) that was transformed by our research team into a questionnaire (see Appendix A).
Out of a list of 13 characteristics that are considered as desirable for all children, mothers
were asked to choose three that were the most desirable for their children to have, and
three that were the least important for them. The top three choices were not to coincide
with the lower three choices, and out of the top three and the bottom three characteristics
mothers had to choose the one most desirable, and the one least important. The 13 child
characteristics included five self-direction features (e.g., “That he/she is interested in how
and why things happen” or “That he/she has self-control”), four conformity features (e.g.,
“That he/she has good manners” or “That he/she obeys his/her parents well”), and four
neutral features (e.g. “That he/she is honest”). The characteristic rated as the most
desirable gets a score of 5, the next two most desirable choices get scores of 4; the one
least important characteristic gets a score of 1, and the two next least important get scores
of 2. Each of the remaining items, not chosen as either most desirable or the least
important, receives a score of 3. The mean scores for the self-direction and conformity
items are then calculated. The possible range of the mean scores for self-direction is 2.2
to 3.8, and for conformity is 2.0 to 4.0, with the higher mean score representing higher
regard for child’s characteristics of self-direction and conformity.
This calculation method takes into consideration the possibility that any respondent
may receive high (or low) scores on both self-direction and conformity values, although
these constructs are often perceived as opposites of each other. The preliminary analysis
determined that these two variables were significantly but not perfectly correlated (r = -
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.65). Therefore, they may represent related but different values. Skinner, Johnson, and
Snyder (2005) showed that certain psychological constructs that are often perceived as
opposite sides of a bipolar dimension, for example, warmth and rejection, may in fact
represent two related but different unipolar dimensions, especially if the correlation
between them is not extremely high. Thus, maternal values of self-direction and
conformity were treated as separate variables in the main analyses.
Child persistence was assessed during an observational task that lasted 4.5 minutes
and was videotaped. A child was presented with a wooden shape-sorter in a form of a
clock with 12 uniquely shaped slots, 18 wooden pieces of which 12 corresponded to the
board slots and six were extra, and a jar containing the pieces. The child was instructed to
play with these toys any way they wanted and the mother was asked not to help the child.
The experimenter sat at the table facing away from the child and worked on the
computer. Persistence is measured as time (in seconds) spent in task engagement at the
high level (for the complete coding scheme, see Appendix B). Twenty percent of the
videotapes were coded independently by two coders. Inter-rater agreement was calculated
by correlating time spent in high engagement reported by both coders. Inter-rater
agreement for the entire sample was r = .96.
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CHAPTER III
RESULTS
Preliminary Analyses
Preliminary analyses were conducted to examine differences by child gender, race,
and social class in the key study variables (values of self-direction and conformity, and
child persistence) before testing the hypotheses. Descriptive information on the key study
variables and t values are presented in Table 2. There were no significant group
differences in terms of child persistence. There were, however, several significant group
differences in maternal values of self-direction and conformity. The value of conformity
was higher for girls than for boys. However, there was no gender difference in the value
of self-direction, thus providing additional evidence that values of self-direction and
conformity may be separate psychological constructs. Secondly, values of self-direction
and conformity were significantly different for White and Non-White mothers and for
middle class and working class mothers.
In order to distinguish the effect of class from the effects of race when testing
proposed hypotheses, race was used as a control variable in the main analyses. Child
gender was also used as a covariate due to the differences in maternal values of
conformity for boys and girls.
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Table 2
Group Mean Comparisons of the Study Variables
Total sample

Boys

Girls

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

t

3.14 (.33)
2.94 (.34)

3.17 (.33)
2.88 (.33)

3.11 (.34)
2.99 (.35)

-1.37
2.49**

166 (83)

174 (78)

159 (88)

-1.37

White

Non-White

M (SD)

M(SD)

t

Maternal Values
Self-direction
Conformity

3.22 (.31)
2.89 (.34)

2.99 (.33)
3.05 (.34)

5.39***
-3.60***

Persistence (in sec.)

172 (78)

153 (93)

1.69

Middle Class

Working Class

M (SD)

M (SD)

t

Maternal Values
Self-direction
Conformity

3.20 (.32)
2.88 (.32)

2.97 (.33)
3.08 (.35)

5.10***
-4.34***

Persistence (in sec.)

167 (83)

160 (87)

.64

Maternal Values
Self-direction
Conformity
Persistence (in
sec.)

** p<.01, *** p<.001
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Parental Social Class and Values of Self-Direction and Conformity
To address the hypothesis about the association between families’ social class and
maternal values, separate hierarchical multiple regression analyses were used to examine
the values of self-direction and the values of conformity. Table 3 displays the results of
the regression analyses. In the first step child gender and race were entered
simultaneously as the control variables. Family social class was entered in the second
step. Social class was significantly related to both self-direction and conformity values,
accounting for 10% of variance in the model with values of self-direction as a dependent
variable and for 8% of variance in the model with values of conformity. Thus, middle
class mothers valued self-direction in their children more and valued conformity less than
their working class counterparts.
Because the preliminary analyses showed that there were group differences in
maternal values, the potential moderating effects of child gender and race (as interaction
terms of gender and social class and of race and social class) were also tested in the third
step of each regression analysis. None of the interaction terms were significant for either
self-direction or conformity values; therefore, these results are not presented.
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Table 3
Regression Analyses Examining the Relation Between Family Social Class and Maternal Values
Values of Self-Direction

Values of Conformity

2

b

SE

β

∆R

∆F

b

SE

β

∆R2

∆F

Step 1
Child gender
Ethnicity

--.06
.16

--.04
.04

--.08
.23***

.11

14.1***

---.08
-.11

--.04
.05

---.12
-.15*

.07

8.3***

Step 2
Family
social class

--.01

--.00

--.32***

.10

28.5***

---.01

--.00

---

.08

21.3***

Values of Self-Direction Adj. R2 = .19, F (3, 230) = 28.47, p < .001
Values of Conformity Adj. R2 = .13, F (3, 230) = 13.11, p < .001
Note. Family social class is based on Hollingshead Index of Social Status
* p < .05, *** p < .001
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-.29***

Maternal Values and Children’s Motivation Level
Correlational analysis was used to examine the associations between maternal values
of self-direction and conformity and children’s level of motivation, expressed as
persistence in completing the challenging puzzle task. The correlation for the association
between maternal self-direction values and child persistence was r = .17 (p < .05), and
between conformity values and child persistence was r = -.19 (p < .01). Thus, both
correlations are small but significant and reflect the direction of the associations as
predicted in the second hypothesis such that children of mothers who valued selfdirection demonstrated higher levels of persistence.
Maternal values as a mediator between family social status and children’s motivation
The third research question, whether parental values mediate the association between
family social status and child persistence, was examined following Baron and Kenny’s
(1986) approach. First, the correlation between family social class and maternal values
was calculated, yielding r = .39 (p < .01) for self-direction values and r = -.32 (p < .01)
for values of conformity. Next, the correlation between family social class and child
persistence was obtained, yielding no significant result (r = .05, p < .42). Because no
association between family social status and child motivation level was established, the
mediation effect of maternal values between family social status and child outcome of
interest could not be tested.
Maternal Values and Parental Education and Occupation
In the case of two-parent families, Hollingshead Index of Social Status is calculated
by taking into account education level and occupation of both parents. Having found a
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significant association between family social status and maternal values, it was worth
while to examine whether maternal values of self-direction and conformity were related
to each factor that is included in Hollingshead Index. It is possible that maternal values
could have a stronger association with maternal education (thus reflecting mothers’
personal attainments and, possibly, their backgrounds more than overall family social
status) than with any other factor of the Hollingshead Index. Our sample contains 149
two parent families in which both mother and father are gainfully employed; the
correlations were run for these families. The results are displayed in Table 4. Maternal
values of self-direction and conformity were moderately and significantly related to both
mothers’ education and occupation. In fact, the correlation with fathers’ occupation is
nearly the same as for mother’s occupation.
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Table 4
Correlations Between Maternal Values and Parental Education and Occupation
Values of self-direction

Values of conformity

r

r

Maternal education

.36**

-.35**

Maternal occupation

.37**

-.35**

Paternal education

.23**

-.26**

Paternal occupation

.35**

.-33**

Family social class

.41**

-.40**

Note. Family social class is based on Hollingshead Index of Social Status
N = 149; ** p < .01
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CHAPTER IV
DISCUSSION

The overall goal of the present study was to examine the associations between family
social class, maternal values of self-direction and conformity, and child persistence,
which is viewed as one of the component processes of child motivational development.
Drawing on theorizing of Kohn (1963; 1979) who emphasized the differences in values
of self-direction and conformity between members of the middle class and the working
class, we hypothesized that maternal values would be related to mothers’ social class
membership. Results obtained in this study provide support for this hypothesis. We found
evidence that mothers from the middle class value self-direction in their children more
and conformity less than their working-class counterparts. Consistent with Kohn’s
findings (1979; 2006), the associations between social class and maternal values of selfdirection and conformity were moderate in size, accounting for a significant portion of
variance in values. These findings correspond to the proposition that differences in day-in
and day-out circumstances of life, experienced by the two social classes, contribute to the
formation of different value systems.
As expected, we also found support for the associations between maternal values and
child persistence in the predicted direction: children of mothers who value self-direction
were more persistent in accomplishing a challenging task than children of mothers who
value conformity. These findings are consistent with the literature that examines the
relations between parental values, beliefs, and practices and child outcomes (Luster et al.,
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1989; Tudge et al., 1999), suggesting that even in early childhood children differ
according to their parents’ values. Modest but significant correlation size for these
associations may reflect the fact that although children of 3.5-years of age already show
signs of parental socialization, this particular age may be just the beginning of the process
of interiorization of parental values and belief system. We also cannot exclude the
possibility of reciprocal effects between child characteristics and what mothers come to
value in their children. It is possible that mothers of more competent and self-directed
children support these traits in their children, and the same is true for mother-child dyads
where children tend to be more conforming. The cross-sectional design of the present
study does not permit us to examine the directionality of effects. Another possible
explanation for the modest associations between maternal values and child persistence is
possible dynamic changes in maternal values as a function of children’s age. In their
longitudinal study Tudge et al. (2008) showed that mothers of infants differ in their
values of self-direction and conformity according to their social class. By the time the
focal children were 3 years of age, the class differential in maternal values of practically
disappeared, but became evident again when children were 6 years of age. Perhaps,
certain experiences parents have while caring for their 3-year-old children, such as
establishing authority, monitoring children’s activities, and having children to behave in
ways parents want them to behave, may account for these changes in parental values.
Again, the cross-sectional nature of the present study does not allow us to examine the
issue of child age and its links with maternal values. Other aspects of parenting that were
not examined in the present study, such as parenting style, parental support, and parental
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involvement, may be important contributors to children’s motivational development
(Grolnick & Ryan, 1989), as may be child characteristics such as temperament, selfregulatory abilities, or propensity for exploratory behaviors and curiosity, thus
emphasizing the need for further studies that focus on early childhood motivation.
The associations between maternal values and child persistence, found in the present
study, nevertheless, have important implications for the research in children’s
motivational development. These findings suggest that parental value systems may be an
important factor in children’s motivational development. Parents socialize their children
according to their values and beliefs, and set goals for their children that correspond to
parents’ perception of what is important in life. In a society such as the United States
where independence, autonomy, and self-direction are viewed as traits that facilitate life
success, it is important to know how parental values are associated with children’s
achievement motivation. Such understanding can provide grounds for interventions and
parent education programs, which may have long lasting impact of children’s school
achievements and beyond.
The present study also examined group differences in maternal values in terms of
child gender and race, as well as possible moderating effects of gender and race on the
associations between the social class and maternal values. No moderating effects were
found, suggesting that the links between social class and maternal values does not differ
by child gender or ethnic origin. The results indicate, however, some group differences in
maternal values. The gender difference in maternal values of conformity, found in the
present study, correspond to the literature on gender issues in parenting (Leaper, 2002),
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which suggests the differential in parental encouragement of dependency and
independency for girls and boys. Parents of girls encourage dependency and conformity
in their daughters more than in their sons. The opposite is true for boys. The metaanalyses of Lytton and Romney (1991) and of Leaper, Anderson, and Sanders (1998)
suggest that parents tent to promote their sons’ self-control and independence more than
their daughters’. Leaper et al. (1998) also found that mothers appeared to be more
verbally directive with their daughters than with their sons, and that the magnitude of this
effect increased with child age. The authors also argued that parents’ differences in
socialization of their sons and daughters may be related to the types of activities parents
encourage in their children. Many feminine-stereotyped activities tend to emphasize
collaborative behaviors that require participants to follow the rules of an activity or the
rules of a group, whereas masculine- stereotyped activities focus on competitive,
instrumental behaviors, thus potentially eliciting more conformity from girls than from
boys.
The lack of gender differences in maternal values of self-direction in our sample
provide support to a proposition that values of self-direction and conformity are related
but separate constructs. This finding also supports Alwin’s (1996) argument that parental
values of self-direction in their children and social regard for autonomy and
independence (i.e., constructs that are similar to self-direction) grew in salience over the
last several decades in our society, and may be reflected in the similar importance
contemporary mothers place on self-direction for both boys and girls. This finding also
may provide evidence for blurring in stereotypical gender roles and attributions which
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mothers have for their sons and daughters. Empirical findings suggest that daughters of
mothers employed outside of the home, especially of single-parent mothers, tend to be
less likely to adopt traditional gender stereotypes (Etaugh, 1993). Given the fact that 78%
of mothers in our sample were employed outside of the home and 19% are single-parents,
it is plausible to suggest that employed mothers, due to their own life experiences, tend to
value self-direction as an important quality to have for their daughters equally as for their
sons.
Another important finding of the present study was the racial differences in maternal
values. We found that White mothers valued self-direction more and conformity less than
Non-White mothers. Given that the Non-White group consists predominantly of Black
participants, such results can be attributed to the cultural traditions of interdependence
among Black populations or to the history of oppression of Black people in the United
States and their involuntary need to conform to the external rules. It is possible that
values of self-direction became more salient among Black parents over the last few
decades as they did in the society in general (Alwin, 1996). Our results elucidate,
however, that Black mothers value self-direction less and conformity more than White
mothers. Having a racially and socially diverse sample, we are able to attribute these
findings to the cultural particularities of Black and White subsamples and to overrule the
possibility of the confounding between race and social class.
The hypothesized mediational model, where the proposed association between
families’ social class and children’s persistence would be mediated by maternal values,
was not supported by the data. Even though the results suggest the indirect effect of
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social class on child persistence, because social class membership is associated with
maternal values, and values are associated with child persistence, the lack of a direct link
between social class and child persistence in some respect is a welcome finding. Having
this direct link would imply that children from the working class were in a disadvantaged
situation in regard to one more aspect of their development. Secondly, working-class
mothers may support their children’s motivational development in other ways, for
example, by providing them with a structured environment, a factor that is considered to
be one of the important elements in children’s motivational development (Skinner et al.,
2005).
Results regarding the associations between maternal values and paternal education
and occupation provide support for the theory of assortative mating (Sweeney & Cancian,
2004). The theory proposes that some of the criteria for choosing a partner include the
similarity in educational attainment and economic status, which roughly can be assumed
from a potential partner’s occupational status, and the similarity in values, beliefs, and
viewpoints. Both of these criteria are reflected in our data, suggesting that parents from
two parent families in our sample are functioning as a unit rather than as two independent
individuals. The results also support the inclusion of both parents’ education and
occupation in calculating overall family social class, thus providing validation for the use
of Hollingshead four factors Index of Social Status.
Overall, the current findings are consistent with the theoretical background of the
study and indicate the associations between social class, maternal values of self-direction
and conformity, and child persistence. The results highlight that the parental value system
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is related to children’s motivation and that the process of children’s motivational
development is intertwined with the broader aspects of children’s environment, such as
social class of their families. An important implication of the findings is that educational
and developmental programs that aim at facilitation of children’s motivation should take
into account the effects the parental value system may have on children’s outcomes. The
finding that children’s motivation is linked to parental values of self-direction is valuable
information for parents and teachers alike. If parents or teachers would like to support
motivational development of young children, one of the ways they can do that is through
encouragement of children’s self-direction.
The present study extends our understanding of the contextual factors that are
associated with the development of child motivation. It also has some methodological
limitations. Our sample consisted of mother-child dyads, therefore only maternal values
of self-direction and conformity for their children were assessed. In order to understand
the links between parental value systems and child development, it is important to assess
also fathers’ values of their children’s characteristics and include them into the
conceptual models along with mothers’ values. The cross-sectional design of the study
limits the interpretation of the results to the level of associations and does not permit the
examination of the direction of effects found in the analyses. The main goal of the study
was to establish the connections between the key variables, and therefore it did not assess
any particular processes through which maternal values of self-direction and conformity
are related to child persistence.
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Despite some limitations, the present study possesses several strengths. The size of
the sample provided enough statistical power to have confidence in the obtained results.
The sample was representative to the population of the area from which it was drawn and
diverse in terms of participants’ race and social class, thus allowing us to separate the
effects of race from the effects of social class. Considering limited information that is
currently available in the research literature on the subject of child motivation in early
childhood, and particularly for the age group between 3 and 6 years of age, this study is a
successful attempt to bridge the gap in the scientific understanding of children’s
motivational development and illuminate the relations between motivation and the
broader factors of children’s environment.
The present study raised several important questions that can be answered only
through the implementation of a longitudinal design. The direction of effects between
maternal values and child persistence, the dynamic changes in maternal values as a
function of children’s age, and the stability of the relations between maternal values and
child persistence are examples of such research questions. Future research in this area
should also include the assessment of children’s personal characteristics that may be
associated with their motivational orientations, as well as other characteristics of
parenting, such as parental support and involvement that are hypothesized to facilitate
children’s motivation. In order for us to understand the underpinnings of children’s
school success, greater emphasis should be placed on children’s motivational
development, particularly in children of pre-school age. Only then can basic research be
useful and informative for intervention programs, practitioners and policy makers.

32

REFERENCES
Alwin, D. F. (1996). Parental socialization in historical perspective. In C. Ryff & M.
Seltzer (Eds.). The parental experience in midlife (pp. 105-167). Chicago: University
of Chicago Press.
Atkinson, J. W. (1957). Motivational determinants of risk taking behavior. Psychological
Review, 64, 359-372.
Baron, R. M. & Kenny, D. A. (1986). The moderator-mediator variable distinction in
social psychological research: Conceptual, strategic, and statistical considerations.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 51, 1173-1182.
Bell, R. Q. (1968). A reinterpretation of the direction of effects in studies of socialization.
Psychological Review, 75, 81-95.
Booth, A. & Dunn, J. F., Eds. (1996). Family-school links: How do they affect
educational outcomes? Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.
Bronfenbrenner, U. & Morris, P. A. (1998). The ecology of developmental processes. In
W. Damon & R. M. Lerner (Eds.), Handbook of child psychology, Vol. 1: Theoretical
models of human development (pp. 993-1023). New York: John Wiley and Sons, Inc.
Busch-Rossnagel, N. A., Knauf-Jensen, D. E., DesRosiers, F. S. (1995). Mothers and
others: The role of the socializing environment in the development of mastery
motivation. In R. H. MacTurk & G. A. Morgan (Eds.), Mastery motivation: Origins,
conceptualizations, and applications (pp. 117-145). Westport, CT: Ablex Publishing.

33

d’Ailly, H. (2003). Children’s autonomy and perceived control in learning: A model of
motivation and achievement in Taiwan. Journal of Educational Psychology, 95, 8496.
Davis, J. C. & Ginsburg, H. P. (1993). Similarities and differences in the formal and
informal mathematical cognition of African, American, and Asian children: The roles
of schooling and social class. In J. Altarriba, (Ed), Cognition and culture: A crosscultural approach to cognitive psychology (pp. 343-360). Amsterdam, Netherlands:
Elsevier Science Publishers.
Dichter-Blancher, T. B., Busch-Rossnagel, N. A., & Knauf-Jensen, D. E. (1997). Mastery
motivation: Appropriate tasks for toddlers. Infant Behavior and Development, 20,
545-548.
Campbell, J. D. (1978). The child in the sick role: Contributions of age, sex, parental
status, and parental values. Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 19, 35-51.
Elliot, A. J. & Dweck, C. S. (2005). Competence and motivation. In A. Elliot & C.
Dweck (Eds.), Handbook of competence and motivation (pp. 3-12). New York:
Guilford Press.
Etaugh, C. (1993). Maternal employment: Effects on children. In J. Frankel (Ed.), The
employed mother and the family context (pp. 68-88). NY: Springer.
Frodi, A., Bridges, L., & Grolnick, W. S. (1985). Correlates of mastery-related behavior:
a sort term longitudinal study of infants in their second year. Child Development, 56,
1291-1298.

34

Ginsburg, G. S. & Bronstein, P. (1993). Family factors related to children's
intrinsic/extrinsic motivational orientation and academic performance. Child
Development, 64, 1461-1474.
Grolnick, W. S. & Apostoleris, N. H. (2002). What makes parents controlling? In E. Deci
& R. Ryan (Eds.), Handbook of self-determination research (pp. 161-181). Rochester,
NY: University of Rochester Press.
Grolnick, W. S. & Ryan, R., M. (1989). Parent styles associated with children’s selfregulation and competence in school. Journal of Educational Psychology, 81, 143154.
Harter, S. (1981). A model of mastery motivation in children: Individual differences and
developmental change. In W. Collins (Ed.), The Minnesota symposium on child
psychology: Vol. 14. Aspects of the development of competence (pp. 215-255).
Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.
Hollingshead, A. B. (1975). Four factor index of social status. Unpublished manuscript.
New Haven, CT.
Kelley, S. A., Brownell, C. A., & Campbell, S. B. (2000). Mastery motivation and selfevaluative affect in toddlers: Longitudinal relations with maternal behavior. Child
Development, 71, 1061-1071.
Kohn, M. L. (1963). Social class and parent-child relationships: An interpretation.
American Journal of Sociology, 68, 471-489.
Kohn, M. L. (1976). The interaction of social class and other factors in the etiology of
schizophrenia. American Journal of Psychiatry, 133, 177-180.

35

Kohn, M. L. (1979). The effects of social class on parental values and practices. In D.
Reiss & H. Hoffman (Eds.), The American family: Dying or developing (pp. 45-68).
New York: Plenum Press.
Kohn, M. L. (2006). Change and stability: A cross-national analysis of social structure
and personality. Boulder, CO: Paradigm Publishers.
Kohn. M. L. & Schooler, C. (1973).Occupational experiences and psychological
functioning: An assessment of reciprocal effects. American Sociological Review, 38,
97-118.
Leaper, C. (2002). Parenting girls and boys. In M. Bornstein (Ed.), Handbook of
parenting: Vol.1. Children and parenting (pp. 189- 225). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence
Erlbaum.
Leaper, C., Anderson, K. J., & Sanders, P. (1998). Moderators of gender effects on
parents’ talk to their children: A meta-analysis. Developmental Psychology, 34, 3-27.
Luster, T., Rhoades, K., & Haas, B. (1989). The relation between parental values and
parenting behavior: A test of the Kohn hypothesis. Journal of Marriage and Family,
51, 139-147.
Lytton, H. & Romney, D. M. (1991). Parent’s differential socialization of boys and girls:
A meta-analysis. Psychological Bulletin, 109, 267-296.
MacTurk, R. H. & Morgan, G. A., Eds. (1995). Mastery motivation: Origins,
conceptualizations, and applications. Westport, CT: Ablex Publishing.

36

Messer, D. J., Rachford, D., McCarthy, M. E., & Yarrow, L. J. (1987). Assessment of
mastery behavior at 30 months: Analysis of task-directed activities. Developmental
Psychology, 23, 771-781.
Paulussen-Hoogeboom, M. C., Stams, G. J. J., Hermanns, J. M. A., & Peetsma, T. T. D.
(2007). Child negative emotionality and parenting from infancy to preschool: A metaanalytic review. Developmental Psychology, 43, 438-453.
Pintrich, P. R. & Schunk, D. H. (2002). Motivation in education: Theory, research, and
applications. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice-Hall.
Pomerantz, E. M., Grolnick, W. S., & Price, C. E. (2005). The role of parents in how
children approach achievement. In A. Elliot & C. Dweck (Eds.), Handbook of
competence and motivation (pp. 259-278). New York: Guilford Press.
Skinner, E., Johnson, S., & Snyder, T. (2005). Six dimensions of parenting: A
motivational model. Parenting: Science and Practice, 5, 175-235.
Sweeney, M. M. & Cancian, M. (2004). The changing importance of White women’s
economic prospects for assortative mating. Journal of Marriage and Family, 66,
1015-1028.
Tamis-LeMonda, C. S., Shannon, J. D., Cabrera, N. J., & Lamb, M. E. (2004). Fathers
and mothers at play with their 2- and 3-year-olds: Contributions to language and
cognitive development. Child Development, 75, 1806-1820.
Tudge, J. R. H., Hogan, D. M., Lee, S., Tammeveski, P., Meltsas, M., Kulakova, N. N.,
Snezhkova, I. A., & Putnam, S. (1999). Cultural heterogeneity: Parental values and
beliefs and their preschoolers’ activities in the United States, South Korea, Russia,

37

and Estonia. In A. Goncu (Ed.), Children’s engagement in the world: Sociocultural
perspectives (pp. 62-96). New York: Cambridge University Press.
Tudge, J. R. H., Hogan, D. M., Snezhkova, I. A., Kulakova, N. N., & Etz, K. E. (2000).
Parents' child-rearing values and beliefs in the United States and Russia: The impact
of culture and social class. Infant and Child Development, 9, 105-121.
Tudge, J. R. H., Lopes, R. S., Piccinini, C. A., Sperb, T. M, Chipenda-Dansokho, S.,
Marin, A. H., Vivian, A. G., Oliveira, D. S., Sonego, J., & Frizzo, G. B. (2008).
Parents’ child-rearing values in southern Brazil: Mutual influences of social class
and children’s development. Unpublished manuscript.
Vygotsky, L. S. (1986). Thought and language. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Wright, J. D. & Wright, S. R. (1976). Social class and parental values for children: A
replication and extension of the Kohn hypothesis. American Sociological Review, 41,
527-537.
Yarrow, L. J., McQuiston, S., MacTurk, R. H., McCarthy, M. E., Klein, R. P., & Vietze,
P. M. (1983). Assessment of mastery motivation during the first year of life:
Contemporaneous and cross-age relationships. Developmental Psychology, 19, 159171.
Yarrow, L. J., Morgan, G. A., Jennings, K. D., Harmon, R. J., & Gaiter, J. L. (1982).
Infant’s persistence at tasks: Relationships to cognitive functioning and early
experience. Infant Behavior and Development, 5, 131-142.

38

Appendix A
Parental Values Q-Sort
Most Desirable

Least Important

Every parent desires that their child have certain
qualities. Listed below are several qualities that
many parents consider to be important. Please
check the 3 most desirable characteristics for
your child to have from the list below:

All of these qualities may be desirable, but some
are more important than others. Please check the 3
least important characteristics for your child from
the list below (must be different from your
choices for the most desirable):

Please check the THREE most desirable:

Please check the THREE least important:

1. _____ That he/she is considerate of others.

1. _____ That he/she is considerate of others

2. _____ That he/she is interested in how and
why things happen

2. _____ That he/she is interested in how and
why things happen

3. _____ That he/she is responsible

3. _____ That he/she is responsible

4. _____ That he/she has good manners

4. _____ That he/she has good manners

5. _____ That he/she is neat and clean

5. _____ That he/she is neat and clean

6. _____ That he/she acts like a boy/girl should

6. _____ That he/she acts like a boy/girl should

7. _____ That he/she has self-control

7. _____ That he/she has self-control

8. _____ That he/she is a good student

8. _____ That he/she is a good student

9. _____ That he/she obeys his/her parents well

9. _____ That he/she obeys his/her parents well

10. _____ That he/she has good sense and sound
judgment

10. _____ That he/she has good sense and sound
judgement

11. _____ That he/she gets along well with other
children

11. _____ That he/she gets along well with other
children

12. _____ That he/she is honest

12. _____ That he/she is honest

13. _____ That he/she tries hard to succeed

13. _____ That he/she tries hard to succeed

Of the 3 most desirable characteristics checked
above, please write the corresponding number of
the 1 most desirable.

Of the 3 least important characteristics checked
above, please write the corresponding number of
the 1 least important.

Of the three chosen,
the ONE most desirable is

Of the three chosen,
the ONE least important is

NUMBER

NUMBER
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Appendix B
Persistence Coding Scheme
Start coding when the jar hits the table.
Stop coding when either the child finished the task, or the experimenter indicated the
end by talking to child after 4.5 minutes
Time the duration of the actual task
Code whether task is completed
If there is a bathroom break – stop interval and start again when the child is back to
the table
No engagement
•

not touching or purposefully looking at any part of the toy

•

walking away from the table, even if holding a block

•

turning away from the toy to talk to mother or experimenter

•

looking away even if holding a block, touching the toy, or manipulating it

Low engagement
•

manipulating the toy but without task-directed behavior (task-directed =
trying to fit blocks into the shape sorter)

•

touching clock hands

•

stacking blocks or otherwise manipulating blocks

•

playing with the jar

•

putting blocks back in the jar

•

offering pieces to the mother or experimenter
40

•

holding a block without studying the block shape or without studying the
sorter slots

•

picking up pieces off the floor

•

picking pieces out of the sorter and putting them into the jar or on the table

•

trying to get mother’s or experimenter’s attention to the game

•

non-discrete movements of blocks around the clock

High engagement
•

efforts to place blocks in shape sorter

•

taking pieces out of the jar to put them in the sorter

•

looking at the blocks or slots carefully to select the right shape

•

picking a block out of the sorter and putting it back in
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