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Abstract: 

The contribution of parental support to academic achievement has been adequately 

explored. However, the mediating mechanisms between parental support and academic 

achievement should be more studied, especially in teaching English as a foreign language 

(EFL). Consequently, this study was designed to examine whether academic self-concept 

a mediating between parental support and academic achievement among Chinese EFL 

learners. Participants were 499 Chinese secondary EFL learners selected through 

convenience sampling. The relationship between parental support, academic self-

concept, and English achievement was explored by structural equation modelling 

analysis (SEM) and mediation analysis while controlling for gender and age. Results 

showed that parental support could affect English achievement directly and indirectly 

through academic self-concept. Additionally, academic self-concept fully mediated the 

relationship between parental support and English achievement. Theoretical and 

practical implications, limitations and directions for future research are discussed. 

 

Keywords: parental support, academic self-concept, English achievement, mediating 

mechanisms 

 

1. Introduction 

 

With the deepening of the positive psychology movement in education, social support, 

including parental support, has received more and more attention from scholars and 

educators. Adolescents perceive parental support as respect, care and help from parents, 

and parents’ assistance for their own choices (Pierce et al., 1996). From the self-

determination theory perspective, Cheung and Pomerantz (2011) argued that parental 

support enables individuals to acquire autonomy. Given that parental support is of 

important for a kid’s stable development (Bean et al., 2006), the facilitative effect of which 
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on the key indicators of school outcomes has been confirmed in several empirical studies. 

For instance, researchers documented that parental support could positively promote 

self-efficacy and academic well-being (Ruholt et al., 2015), self-regulated learning (Choe, 

2020), and academic engagement and achievement (Bradley et al., 2021). 

 However, the impact of parental support on academic achievement needs to be 

further explored. Studies on the influence of parental support on academic achievement 

were mainly conducted in general academics or in the field of mathematics education, 

and few studies have explored the linkage between the two constructs in the field of EFL 

education. Furthermore, the mediating mechanisms between parental support and 

academic achievement need to be further explored. Chohan and Khan (2010) documented 

that parental support had a positive effect on academic self-concept. Furthermore, the 

predictive effect of academic self-concept on academic achievement was verified (Wu et 

al., 2021). Accordingly, this study hypothesized that academic self-concept plays a 

mediating role between parental support and academic achievement. And the primary 

purpose of this study was to verify this hypothesis among 499 Chinese secondary EFL 

learners. 

 

2. Literature Review 

 

2.1 Parental Support  

Parental support is the most important source of social support for adolescents (Simons 

et al., 2013), referring to the respect, care, and help that individuals experience from their 

parents in daily life, as well as parents’ assistance and encouragement for their 

independent decisions and choices (Pierce et al., 1996; Ryan et al., 2015). Adolescents who 

receive support and help from their parents could develop more positive qualities and 

prevent or reduce psychological and behavioral problems (Lu et al., 2021). In addition, 

the positive relationship between parental support and academic achievement was also 

verified (Hill & Tyson, 2009). Given the importance of parental support, its impact on 

academic performance and the mediating mechanisms have been considerably explored. 

The relationship between parental support and academic achievement has been studied 

using correlational design. For instance, in a study with American college students, 

Cutrona et al. (1994) explored the predictive effects of parental support, friend and 

romantic partner support on academic achievement from the perspective of attachment 

theory and found that only parental support significantly predicted participants’ 

academic achievement. Additionally, studies have begun to explore the mediating 

mechanisms between parental support and academic achievement. Previous studies have 

verified that motivational beliefs and emotions (Ahmed et al., 2010), emotion-related self-

regulation and adaptive skills (Liew et al., 2014), and learning strategy (Amalia & Latifah, 

2019) mediated the relationship between parental support and academic achievement.  

 However, few studies have explored the impact of parental support on academic 

achievement in the field of EFL education. To our knowledge, no studies explore the 

mediating mechanism between parental support and English achievement. Given that 
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the predictive effect of parental support on academic self-concept (Chohan & Khan, 2010) 

and the predictive effect of academic self-concept on academic achievement (Perinelli et 

al., 2022) was confirmed in the existing literature, the present study hypothesized that 

parental support could affect English achievement directly or indirectly through 

academic self-concept. And the core objective of the present study was to investigate the 

potential mediating role of foreign language self-concept (FLSC) between parental 

support and foreign language (FL) achievement in a sample of Chinese secondary EFL 

learners. 

 

2.2 Foreign Language Self-Concept 

Academic self-concept refers to students’ perception of their academic ability or self-

assessment of whether they can achieve their academic goals (Marsh & Martin, 2011; 

Wigfield & Karpathian, 1991). Arens et al. (2011) documented that academic self-concept 

was a domain-specific construct, suggesting that academic self-concept should be in a 

specific subject domain (e.g., English and mathematics). This study explored academic 

self-concept in the EFL context and defined foreign language self-concept as EFL learners’ 

perception of their ability to learn English well. The self-determination theory (SDT) 

proposed by Ryan and Deci (2000) argued that competence, relatedness, and autonomy 

are the three psychological needs determining an individual’s motivation. According to 

the SDT, the higher the level of FLSC of EFL learners, the stronger their competence and 

motivation to learn English.  

 Given the importance of academic self-concept, the antecedents and consequences 

of academic self-concept have been examined. For instance, from an empirical approach, 

Chohan and Khan (2010) found that parental support consistently affects children’s self-

concept. In a study with Hong Kong secondary school students, McInerney et al. (2012) 

documented that academic self-concept could affect academic achievement directly or 

indirectly through learning strategies. In another study with Taiwan college students, 

Chen et al. (2015) even explored the impact of parental support and academic self-concept 

on academic achievement, ignoring the correlation between parental support and 

academic self-concept. To our knowledge, research on the correlation between parental 

support and academic self-concept was relatively limited. Furthermore, even fewer 

studies were conducted on the mediating mechanisms between parental support and 

academic self-concept, especially in EFL education. This study was to confirm whether 

foreign language self-concept mediated between parental support and English 

achievement among Chinese EFL learners. 

 

2.3 Foreign Language Schievement 

Academic achievement is one of the commonly studied variables in the educational 

context, referring to the extent to which a student progresses in realizing the educational 

goals (e.g., acquiring knowledge, skill or materials) (Bolt, 2011). On the one hand, 

academic achievement is crucial to the development of students, which is closely related 

to their further education, performance tracking and honours (Guterman, 2021; York et 
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al., 2015). On the other hand, improving students’ academic achievement is the core goal 

of school education services (Mislevy, 2018). In most studies, academic achievement was 

characteristics by students marks (grades) (Guterman, 2021), and higher marks indicate 

higher academic achievement of students. 

 Given the importance of academic achievement, the antecedents of academic 

achievement have been extensively studied. For example, parental emotional support 

(Bean et al., 2006; Kim et al., 2003) and parental academic support (Choe, 2020; Hill & 

Tyson, 2009) have positively predictedchievement positively. In addition, in a meta-

analysis conducted by Wu et al. (2021), the predictive effect of academic self-concept on 

academic achievement was confirmed. However, research on the relationship between 

parental support, academic self-concept, and academic achievement is limited, especially 

in the EFL context. 

 

2.4 The Present Study 

This study aimed to validate the following three hypotheses based on the literature: 

 H1: Parental support would positively correlate with foreign language self-

concept among Chinese secondary EFL learners. 

 H2: Parental support would positively affect foreign language achievement in the 

Chinese EFL learning context. 

 H3: Foreign language self-concept mediates the relationship between parental 

support and foreign language achievement while controlling for gender and age. 

 

 
Figure 1: The proposed model 

 

3. Methodology  

 

3.1 Participants, Ethics Statement, and Procedure 

Four hundred ninety-nine students (aged between 12 and 15 years) recruited from 12 

classes in one secondary school participated in the questionnaire survey. There were 262 

male participants (52.5%) and 237 female participants (47.5%). Two hundred six 

participants were seventh-graders (41.3%), and 293 were eighth-graders (58.7%). The 

mean age of the participants was 13.66 (SD = 0.62).  
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 The research school is located in Foshan City, Guangdong Province, China, which 

is determined using convenience sampling. After obtaining the consent of the head 

teacher and the English teachers, the questionnaire survey was conducted in the English 

class with the help of the English teachers. First, written informed consent was obtained 

from the participants, and verbal informed consent was obtained from the participants’ 

parents. Second, the participants completed the questionnaire with the assistance of their 

English teachers. Third, the English teacher collected the questionnaires and checked that 

the questionnaires were answered completely. The questionnaire survey lasted 20 

minutes. 

 

3.2 Measures 

3.2.1 Parental Support Scale 

Participants’ parental support was measured by the five items adapted from the Child 

and Adolescent Social Support Scale (Malecki & Demaray, 2002). Participants answered 

the five items of the parental support scale (e.g., “my parents give me good advice”) on 

a five-point Likert scale (from 1-strongly disagree to 5-strongly agree). Furthermore, 

parental support was calculated by the mean value of the five items. Previous studies 

have shown that the parental support scale had good psychometric properties (e.g., Soylu 

et al., 2022). The reliability of the parental support scale was good (Cronbach’s α = 0.82). 

The factor loadings of the items ranged from 0.67 to 0.71, all meeting the criterion of 0.35+ 

suggested by Byrne (2010). 

 

3.2.2 Foreign Language Self-Concept Scale 

Participants’ foreign language self-concept was measured by the related items adapted 

from the Program for International Student Assessment 2015 (OECD, 2016). This scale 

has five items (e.g., “I get good marks in English”), and participants were asked to rate 

the degree to which the item statement matched their actual situation on a 5-point Likert 

scale. The psychometric properties of this scale have been confirmed to be good in 

previous studies (Kang & Wu, 2022; Wu & Kang, 2023). This scale demonstrated excellent 

internal consistency with Cronbach’s α = 0.86. Besides, the factor loadings of each item 

were examined, ranging from 0.58 to 0.86, showing that the factor loadings met the 

criterion (Byrne, 2010). 

 

3.2.3 Foreign Language Achievement  

For Chinese secondary school students, academic achievement, including English 

achievement, is one of the most critical determinants for further study. In addition, the 

Confucian tradition that highly values academic achievement in the Chinese scenario 

reinforces the importance parents, teachers, and students place on academic achievement 

(Hau & Ho, 2010). To Chinese secondary school students, academic achievement is 

mainly represented by academic performance. So, we collected participants’ English 

scores in the most recent final-term examination to represent their foreign language 

achievement. The curriculum-based English examination paper was designed by the 
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Municipal Bureau of Education, which could guarantee the face validity of the 

examination paper. The full score of the examination paper is 100 points; the higher the 

score, the higher the foreign language achievement. 

 

3.2.4 Covariates 

Existing literature documented that there are gender differences (Guez et al., 2020) and 

age differences (Artieda et al., 2020; Gentry et al., 2002) in academic achievement, 

indicating that these two variables should be controlled while investigating the 

relationship between parental support, academic self-concept, and academic 

achievement. In the present study, gender and age were treated as covariates in the SEM 

analysis. 

 

3.3 Data Analysis  

The data analysis in this study consisted of five steps to verify the research hypotheses. 

In the first step, common method bias would be excluded because the participants all 

self-reported the data. Second, descriptive statistics of the studied variables were 

presented, which include mean, standard deviation (SD), skewness, kurtosis, Cronbach’s 

α, and factor loadings. Third, measurement models were evaluated by conducting a 

series of confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). Fourth, SEM was applied to investigate the 

relationship between parental support, academic self-concept, and English achievement. 

Fifth, mediation analysis was conducted to verify the mediating effect of academic self-

concept between parental support and English achievement.  

 

4. Results  

 

4.1 Common Method Bias 

All items of the studied variables (i.e., parental support and academic self-concept) were 

combined to conduct Harman’s single-factor test (Podsakoff et al., 2003). The common 

method bias could be excluded if the fit of this single-factor model is poor. The model fit 

was poor, with 2(35) = 669.458, p < .001, CFI = .677, TLI = .585, RMSEA = .191, 90% CI 

[.178, .204], SRMR = .142, showing that common method bias was negligible in this study. 

 

4.2 Descriptive Statistics 

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics of the studied variables. Based on the criteria of a 

variable’s normality proposed by Roever and Phakiti (2017), |skewness| < 2 and 

|kurtosis| < 2 mean that the variable had satisfactory normality for conducting maximum 

likelihood (ML) estimation. The absolute value of skewness and kurtosis for parental 

support, FL self-concept, and English achievement is less than 2, indicating that these 

three variables had good normality and the proposed model’s (i.e., “parental 

support→FL self-concept→English achievement”) parameter estimation could be 

applied.  
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics of the studied variables 

  Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis Cronbach’s α Factor loadings 

Parental support 3.66 .74 -.28 .14 .82 .67-.71 

FL self-concept 2.59 .61 .06 -.26 .86 .58-.86 

FL achievement .00 .99 -.86 -.08 - - 

 

4.3 Measurement Models and Latent Bivariate Correlations 

Mplus 8.3 (Muthén & Muthén, 2013) was applied to conduct CFA, SEM, and mediation 

analysis. In this study, model fit was evaluated by the criteria of comparative fit index 

(CFI ≥ .90), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI ≥ .90), root mean square error of approximation 

(RMSEA ≤ .08), and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR ≤ .10) (Chen, 2007; 

Hu & Bentler, 1999). The model (“parental support→FL self-concept”) fit the data well: 

2(34) = 81.244, p < .001, CFI = .976, TLI = .968, RMSEA = .053, 90% CI [.038, .068], SRMR 

= .038. When FL achievement was added to the model (“parental support→FL self-

concept→FL achievement”), the model fit the data well, with 2(58) = 147.875, p < .001, 

CFI = .960, TLI = .946, RMSEA = .056, 90% CI [.045, .067], SRMR = .038. 

 
Table 2: Results of correlation matrix  

1 2 3 4 5 

1. Parental support -     

2. FL self-concept .40*** -    

3. FL achievement  .21*** .64*** -   

4. Gender .01 .05 .10* -  

5. Age .04 -.02 -.08 -.06 - 

*p < .05; ***p < .001. 

 

Table 2 presents the correlation matrix for the studied variables. It was found that 

parental support was positively correlated with FL self-concept and FL achievement. The 

positive correlation between FL self-concept and FL achievement was also confirmed. 

Moreover, gender was found to be positively correlated with FL achievement, indicating 

that there is a gender difference in FL achievement. 

 

4.4 Structural Equation Modelling 

The model fit of the proposed model (see Fig. 1) was evaluated using the SEM. The model 

fit was adequate: 2(60) = 148.474, p < .001, CFI = .960, TLI = .949, RMSEA = .054, 90% CI 

[.043, .066], SRMR = .040. The relationships between parental support, FL self-concept, FL 

achievement, gender, and age are shown in Figure 2 with standardized regression 

weights. Specifically, there are four major findings. First, parental support positively 

predicted FL self-concept (β = .40, SE = .05, p < .001). Second, FL self-concept positively 

predicted FL achievement (β = .66, SE = .04, p < .01). Third, gender (male = 0 and female = 

1) was positively correlated with FL achievement (β = .07, SE = .04, p < .05), indicating that 

female students have higher FL achievement than male students. Fourth, parental 

support explained significant variance in FL self-concept (16.1%) and FL achievement 

(42.6%). 
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Figure 2: Relationships between parental support, FL self-concept, FL achievement  

(‘ns’ denotes insignificant coefficients. *** p < .001; * p < .05.) 

 

4.5 Mediation Analysis 

The possible mediating effect of FL self-concept between parental support and FL 

achievement was tested using the bootstrapping method with 5000 re-samples. Suppose 

the lower and upper bounds of the 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals (95% CIs) do 

not include zero means that the effect of the model path is significant. First, the indirect 

effect of “Parental support → FL self-concept →FL achievement” was significant (95% 

CIs [.19, .34]), indicating that FL self-concept mediates the relationship between parental 

support and FL achievement. Second, the direct effect of parental support on FL 

achievement was not significant (95% CIs [-.14, .04]) when taking the indirect effect via 

FL self-concept. Therefore, it could be inferred that FL self-concept fully mediated the 

relationship between parental support and FL achievement.  

 
Table 3: Results of mediation analysis 

Model path Effect SE 
Bias-corrected CIs 95% 

Lower Upper 

Total effect .21 .05 .12 .30 

Indirect effect: Parental support → 

FL self-concept → FL achievement 
.26 .04 .19 .34 

Direct effect -.05 .04 -.14 .04 

 

5. Discussion 

 

This study is the first to investigate the mediating effect of academic self-concept between 

parental support and FL achievement in a cross-sectional design in an EFL context. The 

existing literature has validated the positive predictive effects of parental support and 

academic self-concept on academic achievement. The present study found that parental 

support and FL self-concept positively correlated with English achievement in the EFL 

context in China. Moreover, the mediating effect of FL self-concept between parental 
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support and FL achievement was confirmed, which revealed the mediating mechanism 

between parental support and FL achievement. That is, parental support indirectly affects 

FL achievement through FL self-concept. The full mediating effect of FL self-concept on 

the linkage from parental support to FL achievement indicates that only through FL self-

concept can parental support affect children’s FL achievement. 

 First, this study found that parental support positively predicted students’ FL self-

concept, suggesting that H1 holds. This finding is in line with existing research (Chohan 

& Khan, 2010; Demaray et al., 2009; Xu et al., 2019), which showed that parental support 

positively affects students’ self-concept. Drawing upon the social support theory, the 

relationship between social support and academic motivation (Legault et al., 2006), 

academic stress (Rayle & Chung, 2008), school engagement (Wang & Eccles, 2012), and 

academic achievement (López et al., 2002) have been explored. In this study, it was found 

that parental support was conducive to the improvement of students’ FL self-concept, 

which provides empirical evidence for the social support theory.  

 Second, this study demonstrated that parental support was positively related to 

FL achievement, indicating that H2 was supported. This finding is consistent with the 

existing literature (Lee & Smith, 1999; López et al., 2002). Although the association 

between social support and academic achievement has been widely explored, research 

focusing on parental support and academic achievement is relatively scarce. This study 

contributes to the literature by confirming the positive impact of parental support on FL 

achievement. 

 Third, this study found that parental support enhanced FL achievement, and FL 

self-concept fully mediated the association between parental support and FL 

achievement while controlling for gender and age, showing that H3 was supported. On 

the one hand, the current finding extended previous findings (Chohan & Khan, 2010; 

Perinelli et al., 2022) on the relationship between parental support, academic self-concept, 

and academic achievement. On the other hand, the finding that FL self-concept plays a 

mediating role between parental support and FL achievement reveals the mediating 

mechanism between parental support and FL achievement. 

 The aforementioned findings provide empirical evidence for the social support 

theory, demonstrating that parental support could promote students’ FL self-concept and 

FL achievement. Meanwhile, these findings have several practical implications. First, 

parental support could directly affect FL achievement or indirectly via FL self-concept, 

suggesting that support from parents contributes to students’ EFL learning. Thus, parents 

are recommended to keep intimate communication with their children and provide 

adequate emotional and academic support for their children. Second, the FL self-concept 

fully mediated the relationship between parental support and FL achievement, which 

clarified the complex relationship between parental support and FL achievement. 

Furthermore, English educators could adopt targeted policies (e.g., improving parents’ 

responsibility, parent collaboration and communication) (e.g., Mestry & Grobler, 2007; 

Widding, 2018) according to the direction and strength of the mediating effect of FL self-

concept (Fairchild & MacKinnon, 2009). 
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 The present study explored the mediating mechanism between parental support 

and academic achievement in the EFL context, which identifies the positive role of 

parental involvement in children’s English learning. However, three limitations need to 

be addressed. First, in addition to gender and age, factors such as socioeconomic status 

(Yeung et al., 2022), psychological capital (Wu & Kang, 2023a), and prior achievement 

(Hemmings & Kay, 2010) are also possible predictors of academic achievement; thus, 

future studies are suggested to control more factors to deepen the understanding the 

relationship between parental support, FL self-concept, and FL achievement. Second, the 

cross-sectional design of the present study determines that the causal relationships 

between studied variables could not be drawn. Further studies are required to explore 

the causal link between the studied variables based on longitudinal data. Third, the 

participants were Han students from one public secondary school. Thus, the research 

conclusions might not be applicable to students in private schools or minority areas 

(Hongboontri & Keawkhong, 2014; Yang, 2015). It is recommended that future research 

select participants from a broader range of fields better to represent the population of 

Chinese secondary school students.  

 

6. Conclusion  

 

This cross-sectional research with Chinese secondary school students found that parental 

support facilitates children’s foreign language learning. Students who perceived more 

parental support had higher levels of foreign language self-concept and obtained higher 

English achievement than those who perceived less parental support. Parental support 

could be enhanced by enhancing parents’ sense of responsibility, improving home-school 

collaboration and communication, and advancing parenting styles. 
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