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ABSTRACT A longitudinal study examined the relations of maternal
autonomy support to children’s school adjustment. Autonomy support
and other parenting dimensions were measured when children were 5
years old. School measures were teacher-rated academic and social ad-
justment and achievement in reading and math in grade 3. Regression
analyses controlling for age 5 family and child factors (e.g., socioeco-
nomic status [SES], kindergarten adjustment, IQ) revealed that autonomy
support was positively related to grade 3 adjustment (social and academ-
ic) and reading achievement. Maternal emphasis on school performance
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was positively related to achievement measures but negatively related to
social adjustment. Maternal use of rewards and praise was unrelated to
grade 3 school measures. Finally, supplemental analyses revealed that
autonomy support was associated with greater consistency in children’s
adjustment across social and academic domains as well as higher overall
adjustment. These results highlight the developmental significance of pa-
rental autonomy support in early childhood.

The way children adapt academically and socially to early grade
school is highly predictive of their later adaptation (Cowen et al.,
1996). Indeed, early school failure has been shown to set in motion a
sequence of academic, social, and emotional difficulties that com-
promises individuals’ capacities to develop into healthy teenagers
and young adults (Levine & Perkins, 1997). All parents are eager to
facilitate their young children’s successful transition to grade school,
yet many are uncertain about what form their involvement should
take. For example, many parents wrestle with whether to intervene
directly to control their children’s behaviors (by offering rewards, for
example) or simply to provide structure and demonstrate empathy
for their children’s socialization experiences. The present study used
a prospective longitudinal data set to examine the relation of early
experiences of parental autonomy support on children’s academic
and social adjustment in third grade.

The study is based in self-determination theory (SDT; Deci and
Ryan, 1985, 1991, 2000), which posits that humans have a basic,
psychological need for autonomy (along with relatedness and com-
petence), and to the extent that this need is satisfied in the social
environment, it will facilitate individuals’ internalization, well-being,
and even their health (Deci and Ryan, 2000). Autonomy refers to
feeling as if one is the origin of one’s own actions, that one has input
into determining one’s own behavior. Social environments support
autonomy when they provide choices, encourage self-initiation,
and promote full internalization. Children’s autonomous internali-
zation of values and guidelines are thought to require (a) acknowl-
edging their perspective and feelings, (b) providing a meaningful
rationale, (c) avoiding controlling language, and (d) offering choices.
Autonomy support has been operationalized by these four elements
in previous studies (Deci, Eghrari, Patrick, & Leone, 1994; Jousse-
met, Koestner, Lekes, & Houlfort, 2004; Koestner, Ryan, Bernieri,
& Holt, 1984).
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The positive impact of autonomy support on interest, perform-
ance, and adjustment has been demonstrated in various domains,
particularly education (see Ryan, 1995; Vallerand, 1997; Deci &
Ryan, 2000, for reviews). For example, studies showed that teachers’
autonomy support positively influences children’s motivation, feel-
ings of competence, and actual performance in class (e.g., Deci,
Nezlek, & Sheinman, 1981; Ryan & Connell, 1989; Ryan & Grol-
nick, 1986). Other studies have shown links between mothers’ au-
tonomy support and intrinsic motivation in their children, even in
their infants (Deci, Driver, Hotchkiss, Robbins, & Wilson, 1993;
Grolnick, Frodi, & Bridges, 1984). A recent study showed that ma-
ternal autonomy support was associated with better performance on
a homework-like task (Grolnick, Gurland, DeCourcey, and Jacob,
2002). By contrast, a growing body of research has revealed negative
effects for parental psychological control (which represents the op-
posite of autonomy support) on various aspects of children’s
adjustment (see Barber, 2002, for a review). The construct of psycho-
logical control has received renewed scientific attention since Stein-
berg (1990; Steinberg, Elmen, & Mounts, 1989) noted how it differs
from behavioral control (or structure) and how it relates negatively
to children’s school success.

Experiences of autonomy support in the family context can spill
over to promote successful adaptation in the school context. For
example, Grolnick, Ryan, and Deci (1991) showed that parental au-
tonomy support, as rated by children, was positively associated with
children’s self-esteem, sense of competence, and achievement at
school. Grolnick and Ryan (1989) further showed that autonomy-
supportive parenting relates to children’s adjustment and compe-
tence in school even when parent and school measures are assessed
separately. Parents of children in grades 3 to 6 were interviewed
about how they motivate their children to do such things as home-
work, cleaning one’s room, and going to bed on time. Results re-
vealed that children whose parents were autonomy supportive
reported better self-regulation and performed better on objective
achievement indexes. Parental autonomy support was also associat-
ed with teachers’ reports of behavioral adjustment.

Present Study

Grolnick and Ryan’s (1989) study was the first to demonstrate di-
rectly the link between parental autonomy support and children’s
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adjustment at school. The purpose of the present study was to build
on this work to examine the relations between maternal autonomy
support and children’s adjustment over time. We analyzed data from
Sears, Maccoby, and Levin’s (1957) classic study of parenting influ-
ences on child behavior. This archival data set contains interviews of
mothers when their children were 5 years old and teacher ratings in
kindergarten, as well as teacher ratings of these children’s adjust-
ment 3 years later, in third grade. We were thus able to replicate and
extend Grolnick and Ryan’s work (1989) by examining children of
younger ages, over a 3-year period.

Following Grolnick and Ryan’s (1989) study, we coded maternal
autonomy support from interviews about childrearing.! The selected
interview sections were about motivating children to engage in de-
sirable behaviors and follow rules at home. Our component sub-
scales were the four autonomy support “ingredients” (Koestner
et al., 1984), that is, rationale for requests, empathy, choice, and
noncontrolling language. These behavioral components of autono-
my support have been shown in experimental studies to promote
integrated internalization of desired norms and behaviors (Deci et al.,
1994; Joussemet et al., 2004; Koestner et al., 1984) and, together,
they are comparable to Grolnick and Ryan’s (1989) autonomy-
oriented techniques and nondirectiveness subscales.

In addition to autonomy support, we also examined the relations
of other motivational factors to child adjustment. Specifically, the
Sears et al. (1957) data set included information about mothers’ use
of rewards and praise, as well as their investment in their child’s
performance at school. Behaviorist approaches to parenting high-
light the importance of rewards and praise in the socialization of
children (e.g., Eisenberger and Cameron, 1996), and parental
values about school achievement have been associated with chil-
dren’s higher school achievement (e.g., Georgiou, 1996; Marchant,
Paulson, & Rothlisberg, 2001; Steinberg, Lamborn, Dornbush, &
Darling, 1992).

Stressing the importance of doing well may convey more than the
importance of education, and to the extent that it conveys pressure,

1. Only maternal autonomy support was coded since fathers were not interviewed
in the Sears et al. (1957) study. Our analyses will be limited to the primary care-
giver, but Grolnick and Ryan (1989) found nearly identical results for parental
and maternal autonomy support.
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maternal investment in the child’s performance could have detrimen-
tal effects on children’s adjustment (Deci and Ryan, 1985, 1991,
2000). For example, Georgiou (1996) identified six forms of
parental involvement in children’s education and found that pressure
was the only one that was negatively correlated with school achieve-
ment. Similarly, when Steinberg and colleagues (1992) studied how
involvement interacts with authoritativeness (a democratic and au-
tonomy-supportive parenting style), they found that though there
was a positive relation between involvement and adolescents’
academic achievement, this relation was weaker when parents were
controlling.

The school measures that we focused on roughly matched those
used in Grolnick and Ryan’s (1989) study. Children’s social and ac-
ademic adjustment was evaluated by their third grade teachers, and
standardized test scores in math and reading provided objective
measures of their academic achievement. We hypothesized that ma-
ternal autonomy support at age 5 would be associated with better
social and academic behaviors at age 8, as well as with greater ac-
ademic achievement. These effects were expected to remain signifi-
cant after controlling for several child factors that could possibly act
as third variables responsible for the relation between autonomy
support and later adjustment. Thus, we controlled for socioeconom-
ic status (SES), gender, 1Q, and kindergarten adjustment.

Two additional hypotheses were tested in supplemental analyses.
First, we examined the extent to which children demonstrated
consistency across both the academic and social domains. SDT
(Deci and Ryan, 2000) states that humans have an innate tendency
toward coherence but that this integration process needs environ-
mental support for autonomy to function optimally. Similarly, re-
cent educational research by Wentzel (2001) has shown that
democratic and empathetic socialization practices seem to help
children to coordinate the multiple demands of teachers, peers,
and their own needs. We thus tested whether experiencing maternal
autonomy support would be associated with more consistency in
adjustment, as reflected in congruent levels of academic and social
competence. Finally, we predicted that autonomy support would
also be associated with high overall adjustment by testing whether
maternal autonomy support increases the odds of children simulta-
neously showing high competence in both the academic and the
social domains.
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METHOD
Participants

The sample consisted of a subsample of the original Sears et al. (1957)
study of 379 5-year old children. These researchers selected a stratified
sample by sex and ordinal position of the child, and by socioeconomic
status of the family. Approximately one half of the sample was from
public schools in the upper-class Boston suburb of Newton, whereas
the other half was from public schools in the working class suburb of
Watertown. All children in this study were from White, two-parent
households. Full details of the sampling are available in Sears et al.
(1957). A subsample of 132 participants for whom adjustment and
achievement measures were available at age 8 was used for the current
investigation.

Age 5 Measures

Maternal interview. Extensively trained, college-educated women inter-
viewed mothers in their homes. The interview format was standardized
and included 72 questions as well as dozens of preselected probes. All
questions were open-ended and were asked of every mother. Probes were
used only when necessary. The interview questions focused primarily on
each mother’s self-reported actions and feelings toward her child. For
example, mothers were asked, “Some parents praise their children quite a
bit when they are good, and others think you ought to take good behavior
for granted and that there’s no point in praising a child for it. How do you
feel about this?”” Some questions focused on the mothers’ descriptions of
their child’s temperament and personality and on the personality and
behavior of their husband.

The interview covered the central areas of the child’s functioning such
as eating, sleeping, neatness, rules, obedience, response to limits, rewards,
punishments, aggression, dependency, learning, achievement, and rela-
tionships with parents, siblings, and peers. Extensive sociodemographic
information was also gathered. All interviews were transcribed (average
length = 50 pages). Sears et al. (1957) report that these transcriptions
were rated by two trained raters on over 100 different dimensions.
The inter-rater reliability of all of the scales that we selected from the
maternal interviews was superior to alpha = .80. It should be noted that
the interview transcriptions were also used to make new ratings of
maternal autonomy support.

Socioeconomic status and child’s gender. Familial SES was a composite
index (ranging from 1 to 9) of the status level of the father’s occupation,
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the family’s annual income, and the education levels of both the mother
and the father. The child’s gender was also coded.

Maternal use of rewards. Two raters coded the extent to which mothers
used rewards such as privileges, money, points, and gold stars. A 9-point
scale was used with “1” indicating that rewards were never used and **5”
indicating occasional use. A rating of “9” indicated that the mother reg-
ularly gave rewards for good behavior, had developed an elaborate sys-
tem for earning rewards, and believed that rewards were highly effective.

Maternal use of praise. Two raters coded the extent to which the mother
praised the child’s behavior. A 9-point scale was used with ““1”* indicating
no use of praise and ““5” indicating occasional use. A rating of “9” in-
dicated that the mother regularly praised, admired, and showed affection
for a wide range of good behaviors.

Maternal investment in school achievement. This variable was coded by
two raters based on a mother’s response to the question ““How important
is it for your child to do well in school?” A 9-point scale was used with
“1” indicating that doing well in school was not important, ““5”” indicating
that it was important but with reservations (e.g., doesn’t want to push the
child too hard), and “9” indicating that it was very important (e.g., great
emphasis placed on it).

Autonomy support rated from interview transcripts. The original Sears
et al. (1957) study did not code interviews for maternal autonomy sup-
port. We therefore obtained the original interview transcripts and devel-
oped a rating scale to measure this construct. Grolnick and Ryan (1989)
had developed a system to rate parental autonomy support and showed
that it could be reliably rated and that the ratings were predictive of var-
ious child outcomes. We used this system to code four distinct aspects of
autonomy support that have been shown in experimental studies to pro-
mote internalization of desired norms and behaviors (Deci et al., 1994;
Koestner et al., 1984). Raters reviewed the sections of each interview that
focused on mothers’ efforts to socialize their children’s behavior in such
domains as table manners, interpersonal relations, performance of house-
hold tasks, general obedience, responsiveness to the rules of the house,
standards of surveillance, and use of discipline. In each of these domains,
the following four items were used to judge the extent to which mothers
displayed the following autonomy-supportive behaviors: (a) provided
rationale and explanation for behavioral requests; (b) recognized the
feelings and perspective of the child; (c) offered choices and encouraged
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initiative; (d) minimized the use of controlling techniques. Raters used 5-
point rating scales and calculated a global score for each autonomy sup-
port element, averaged across socialization domains.

Three raters coded 20% of the interviews, and their ratings showed
acceptable levels of inter-rater reliability: providing rationale, alpha =
.80; recognition of child’s perspective, alpha = .70; offering choice, alpha =
.75; minimizing controlling techniques, alpha =.86. These reliabilities
were similar to those obtained by Grolnick and Ryan (1989). The
averaged ratings on the four subscales of autonomy support were high-
ly positively correlated (average r=.54) and were therefore combined
(average) to form a global index of maternal autonomy support. For the
subset of interviews coded by three raters, scores were averaged across
raters.

Teacher-rated social and academic adjustment at age 5. Kindergarten
teachers rated children on six behavioral dimensions, using a 7-point
scale. Three items reflected a social adjustment construct (i.e., “shows a
conscience,” ‘“‘not impulsive,” and “does not quarrel with other chil-
dren”) and formed a scale with an internal reliability alpha of .66.
Two items reflected an academic adjustment (i.e., “‘emulates teacher”
and “works well with classmates’). These two items have an internal
reliability alpha of .66. The final item assessed dependency and was not
included.

Age 8 Measures

Intelligence Quotient (IQ). The Kuhlmann-Anderson Intelligence Test
(form C) was used. It was a widely used, standardized, group test of
intelligence that yields a mental age and an intelligence quotient score
for each participant. It was administered and scored by school guidance
personnel.

Academic adjustment at age 8. Third-grade teachers completed the
Classroom Behavior Scale (Abbott, 1960), which consists of 10 ques-
tions regarding the display of desirable academic behaviors. Teachers
used 9-point scales for which they were given three or four behavioral
anchor points. Representative examples of the questions included
the following: “How promptly does he begin his work on assigned
academic tasks?” “What kind of standards does he set regarding the
appearance of his work?” “What does he do with remaining time if he
finishes assigned work early?” “How well does he listen when you are
talking in class?”” The internal reliability of the scale was acceptable,
alpha = .84.
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Social adjustment at age 8. Third-grade teachers completed the Social
Development Scale (Abbott, 1960), which consists of seven questions
regarding desirable social behaviors. Teachers used 3-point scales, labeled
“seldom,” “‘at times,” and “‘not at all,” to rate the following behaviors:
“is courteous to others,” “cooperates well in a group,” “shows good
sportsmanship,” “‘accepts responsibility willingly,” “demonstrates self-
control,” “‘respects the property of others,” “‘respects the rights and
opinions of others.” The internal reliability of the scale was acceptable,
alpha = .81.

EEINA3

School achievement (age 8). The Stanford Achievement Test, Elemen-
tary Battery, Form J, was used to measure math and reading. It is a well-
known, standardized test used to measure important skills and knowledge
of children in the elementary school years. The test was administered and
scored by the children’s teachers. Scores for math and reading are used in
the present study.

RESULTS

Description of the Current Sample

Preliminary analyses of the subsample of 132 participants used in the
present study indicated that it was highly representative of the 379
participants in the original Sears et al. (1957) sample. 7-tests re-
vealed no group differences on demographic or parental ratings.
Fifty-four percent of the current sample was female. Regarding SES,
the sample was evenly distributed from upper-lower to upper-middle
class. Fathers’ occupations ranged from unskilled laborers to pro-
fessional and managerial positions (Sears et al., 1957).

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics of the study’s variables.
In general, children’s social and academic adjustment was rated
high in both kindergarten and grade 3. Children had somewhat
above average 1Qs. Parents tended to be invested in their children’s
educational achievements, and they used both praise and reward
moderately in regulating the behavior of their children. Ratings of
autonomy support were also moderately high in this sample.

Table 2 reports the correlations among all the measures. It can be
seen that being a girl was positively associated with higher
kindergarten adjustment ratings, with academic competences in
third grade, and with maternal use of praise. As expected, 1Q was
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Table 1
Means and Standard Deviations of Studied Variables

Mean SD
Age 5
SES 4.49 2.39
Soc. Adj. K 5.15 1.36
Acad. Adj. K 4.44 1.54
Invest. Perf. 5.18 2.06
Rewards 4.75 2.57
Praise 4.70 1.76
Autonomy Support 3.57 0.80
Age 8
1Q 107.10 9.57
Acad. Adj. 6.29 1.74
Social Adj. 2.84 0.29
Math. 93.66 9.08
Reading 97.06 12.47

Note. N =113 to 132. SES = socio-economic status; Soc. Adj. K = social adjustment
in kindergarten; Acad. Adj. K =academic adjustment in kindergarten; Invest.
Perf. = investment in child’s performance; IQ = intelligence quotient; Social Adj.
=social adjustment in third grade; Acad. Adj.=academic adjustment in third
grade.

associated with all of the academic measures in the study. While SES
was positively related to autonomy support, it was (surprisingly)
negatively associated with maternal investment in school perfor-
mance. In kindergarten, teachers’ ratings of social and academic ad-
justment measures were positively related to each other, and both
were linked with later reading performance. Social adjustment was
also positively related to classroom behaviors in grade 3. Regarding
maternal motivation strategies, autonomy support and investment in
performance were negatively related to each other. Mothers’ use of
rewards was negatively associated with social adjustment in kinder-
garten. Autonomy support was related positively to academic and
social adjustment in third grade, while stressing the importance to
perform was linked with better academic adjustment in grade 3 but
worse social adjustment that year. Finally, in third grade, academic
adjustment was significantly positively related to the other school
adjustment measures. Math and reading achievement were highly
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positively related, and social adjustment was (surprisingly) signifi-
cantly negatively related to math achievement.?

Central Analyses

To examine the relation between preschool maternal autonomy sup-
port and child adjustment in third grade, four separate hierarchical
linear regression analyses were conducted with social adjustment,
academic adjustment, reading achievement, and math achievement
as the dependent variables. Participants’ gender, SES, 1Q, and their
kindergarten adjustment measures were entered together as a first set
of predictors. The four maternal ratings were entered as a second set
(investment in performance, use of rewards, use of praise, and au-
tonomy support). The four gender x parenting interaction terms
were entered as a third set of predictors. Because none of the inter-
actions with gender approached significance for any dependent var-
iable (ps>.10), we report the multiple Rs and omnibus significance
tests from after the entry of the second set of variables.

Table 3 presents the standardized regression coefficients for all
four dependent variables. First, for social adjustment, the regression
yielded a significant multiple R of .47, F(8,106) =3.41, p = .002.
Maternal investment in the child’s educational performance was
significantly negatively related to social adjustment whereas mater-
nal autonomy support was significantly positively related to this
outcome. No other effects approached significance.

Second, for academic adjustment, the analyses yielded a significant
multiple R of .53, F(8,118) = 5.48, p<.001. It can be seen that gender
was significantly positively related to academic adjustment, reflect-
ing that girls were rated more highly by teachers on this dimension
than boys. Children with a higher 1Q were also rated more positively
on this rating. Regarding maternal variables at age 5, investment in
child’s educational performance and autonomy support were both
significantly positively related to children’s academic adjustment at
age 8. No other effects approached significance (ps>.10).

2. It was surprising that the age 5 and age 8 school-adjustment measures were not
more highly correlated. This may relate to the greater structure and demands that
are present in grade 3 relative to kindergarten. It was also surprising that parental
autonomy support was unrelated to adjustment in kindergarten; it seems that it is
only later in school that this parental variable begins to show its relationship with
adjustment.
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Table 3
Standardized Regression Coefficients of Third Grade Adjustment by
IQ and Age 5 Variables

Adjustment Achievement
Social Academic Reading Math

Step 1

Gender (female) 14 21% 13 13

SES .04 — .01 .06 — .10

1Q .10 34 45w L e

Acad. Adj. K n/a .06 .09 —.02

Soc. Adj. K 13 n/a n/a n/a
Step 2

Invest. Perf. — 277 .18* 27 25

Rewards .08 .00 —.13 —.02

Praise —.07 —.02 —.03 —.01

Autonomy Support 24%* Q3% A7 —.02

Note. *Beta significant at p<.05. **Beta significant at p<.01. **Beta significant at
p<.001. SES = socio-economic status; I1Q = intelligence quotient; Soc. Adj. K = so-
cial adjustment in kindergarten; Acad. Adj. K = academic adjustment in kindergar-
ten; Invest. Perf. = investment in child’s performance.

For reading achievement, the regression yielded a significant mul-
tiple R of .62, F(8,119) = 8.68, p<.001. It can be seen in Table 3 that
1Q was positively related to children’s reading performance. Mater-
nal investment in the child’s educational performance and maternal
autonomy support were both significantly positively related to chil-
dren’s reading achievement at age 8. No other effects approached
significance (ps>.10).

Finally, for math achievement, the regression yielded a significant
multiple R of .45, F(8,119) = 3.49, p = .001. It can be seen on Table 3
that IQ and maternal investment in the child’s educational perform-
ance were significantly positively related to children’s math achieve-
ment in third grade. No other effects approached significance
(ps>.10).°

3. Maternal affection and strictness were available in the Sears et al. (1957) data
set. When these parenting style variables were included in the linear regression
analyses, the main effects remained significant.
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Figure 1. Reading performance as predicted from the social adjust-
ment of children receiving low, medium, and high maternal autonomy
support.

Supplemental Analyses

In order to examine whether autonomy support relates to consist-
ency across the social and academic adjustment at age 8, moderator
multiple regressions were performed. In three separate regression
analyses, each of the academic measures was regressed on social ad-
justment, maternal autonomy support, and the interaction of social
adjustment and autonomy support, which was calculated as a prod-
uct term. All three regressions revealed significant interaction effects
between autonomy support and social adjustment: p =.32, p<.001
for academic adjustment, p=.28, p<.01 for reading achievement,
and B =.21, p<.05 for math achievement. Figure 1 depicts how
maternal autonomy support moderates the relation of social adjust-
ment to reading performance (Aiken and West, 1991). For children
whose mothers are high in autonomy support, social adjustment
tends to be positively related to academic measures. In contrast, ad-
justment levels in the social and academic domains tend to be in-
congruent for children whose mothers show low autonomy support.

Finally, a series of logistic regression analyses were conducted to
test whether maternal autonomy support is associated with higher
global adjustment, that is, simultaneously showing high adjustment
in both the social and the academic domains. First, all adjustment
measures were recoded as high versus low, following a median split.
Next, categories of high social/high academic (adjustment, reading,
math) adjustment were created. Group membership was regressed
on the same child and mother factors used in our previous linear
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Table 4
Odds of Being High on Social and Academic Measures, by IQ and
Age 5 Measures

High in Social Adj. High in Social Adj. High in Social Adj.
and Acad. Adj. and in Read Perf. and in Math Perf.

Gender 0.5 0.5 0.6
SES 1.0 0.9 1.1
1Q 1.1 1.1 1.0
Soc. Adj. K 1.6 1.5% 1.2
Acad. Adj. K 1.3 1.5%* 1.2
Reward 1.0 1.0 1.0
Praise 1.3 1.0 1.0
Invest. Perf. 1.2 1.0 1.0
Autonomy 3. 1% 3.0%H* 1.6

Note. Data are given as odds ratio. *Beta significant at p<.05. **Beta significant at
p<.01. **Beta significant at p<.001.

regressions. The logistic regressions’ results can be seen in Table 4
and consist of odds ratio. Results reveal that among these factors
(entered together in the same set of predictors), only social adjust-
ment in kindergarten and maternal autonomy support are charac-
teristics that were statistically significant in distinguishing
membership in the group of children high in both social adjustment
and in academic adjustment. In distinguishing membership in the
group of children high in social adjustment and in reading perform-
ance, maternal autonomy support was also a statistically significant
factor, along with IQ and kindergarten measures of social and
academic adjustment. Finally, no child or maternal characteristic
could distinguish membership in the group of children high in both
social adjustment and in math performance. Autonomy support was
found to increase the odds of children being high in both social and
academic adjustment, as well as high in both social adjustment and
in reading achievement.

DISCUSSION

The goal of the present study was to examine the over-time relations
of maternal autonomy support and other motivational strategies to
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children’s social and academic adjustment. The most important
finding was that maternal autonomy support measured in kinder-
garten was positively associated with social adjustment, academic
adjustment, and reading achievement in third grade. These results
are in line with Grolnick and Ryan (1989) and also extend that work
by their longitudinal nature. Regarding achievement, it is intriguing
that autonomy support was related to better reading, while it was
unrelated to math achievement. In the Grolnick and Ryan (1989)
study, autonomy support was also related to academic achievement,
but no differential performance effect was examined since math and
reading were aggregated in achievement indexes. The positive finding
for reading in the present study may be due to the fact that parents
tend to be more involved in children’s acquisition of reading than
math skills. For example, parents buy books for children as early as
age 2 and read to them at home. It is possible that there is greater
generalizability of autonomy effects to reading achievement because
there has been direct parental involvement in this domain. Similar
differential effects on performance were found in other studies. For
example, Grolnick and colleagues (2002) found positive effects of
maternal autonomy support on poems but not on a more structured
map task.

A related but different hypothesis was that autonomy support
would also be associated with more consistency across the two de-
velopmental domains. As predicted, results suggested that when
mothers were autonomy supportive with their preschoolers, children
later showed more congruence between their academic and social
adjustment. For these children, showing good classroom behaviors
or getting high grades was associated with being socially competent.
In contrast, low levels of autonomy support seemed to forestall equal
development across the social and academic areas. These results are
consistent with self-determination theory’s proposition that support
of autonomy facilitates healthy and integrated functioning (Deci and
Ryan, 1985, 1991, 2000). Recent laboratory studies (Deci et al., 1994;
Joussemet et al., 2004) found that autonomy-supportive contexts
promote consistency among various aspects of behavior.

Studies typically report that social and academic adjustments tend
to go together. Wentzel (1991, 1993, 1999) investigated the nature of
this relation and found that it was mediated by socially responsible
(1991) and academically oriented behavior (1993). Wentzel (1999)
outlines possible underlying mechanisms: (a) having social goals can
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foster learning through positive academic exchanges; (b) self-regu-
latory skills can represent a common precursor to social and aca-
demic functioning; and (c) supportive relationships may foster the
internalization of adults’ valued goals. In the present study, the
strength of the relation between social and academic adjustment de-
pended on the level of maternal autonomy support. Perhaps this
parental dimension affects social-academic consistency by influencing
self-regulation and internalization processes (Deci & Ryan, 2000).

Previous researchers have noted that equal development across
the social and academic domains is a particularly strong sign of
healthy child adaptation (e.g., Barber, 1996), but another important
school outcome is children’s global adjustment (having equal but
low adjustment in both areas is certainly a problem). As predicted,
logistic regressions revealed that maternal autonomy support was
associated with higher odds of children being “globally well-adjusted.”

A complex set of results emerged for maternal investment in
school performance. While it was positively associated with chil-
dren’s academic adjustment and with achievement in third grade, it
was negatively associated with their social adjustment. Communi-
cating the importance to do well seems to have a beneficial effect on
children’s academic behaviors in class, as well as on their actual
performance in math and reading. However, emphasizing the value
of performance might also have a cost since it is associated with
significantly poorer social adjustment. This detrimental social effect
was unforeseen. Perhaps mothers who stressed the importance of
doing well in school placed a strong emphasis on performance goals,
which would be less compatible with social goals and the spontaneity
involved in making friends. Unfortunately, the meaning of this one-
item variable is uncertain as it may reflect two dimensions (valuing
school and pressuring child). Therefore, we can only speculate about
why it relates differentially to academic and social adjustment.

The use of reward or praise was not found to relate to any of the
child-adjustment measures. The regression analyses suggest that the
mothers’ use of tangible or verbal rewards with their preschoolers
was unrelated to their children’s adjustment or achievement in third
grade. This absence of long-term association partially supports SDT
(Deci and Ryan, 1985, 1991, 2000), which states that rewards don’t
promote long-term internalization and adjustment (Deci, Koestner,
& Ryan, 1999). In fact, rewards can be experienced as controlling
and even have detrimental effects, depending on how salient and
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expected they are and the type of contingency that is used (Deci et al,
1999). No negative effects of rewards were found in the present
study, but such specific information about the type of rewards used
was not available. Moreover, Deci and his colleagues’ meta-analysis
(1999) reveals that while rewards have a robust and consistent neg-
ative effect on intrinsic activities, the effect on extrinsic motivation
(such as in the present study) was negative but nonsignificant.

It is important to acknowledge limitations of our investigation.
First, our maternal variables apply only to the first 5 years of life,
but the meaning and effects of parenting practices may change with
children’s age (Darling & Steinberg, 1993). Second, the data were
collected in a very different sociohistorical context, and the
nature of the sample (homogenous population of middle-class Amer-
ican families) poses a generalization problem. Not only is the
traditional family structure no longer the norm but also conformi-
ty and compliance in children were more highly valued by these
parents and teachers (e.g., items of the teacher-rated academic scale
were mostly about obedience and a receptive learner role). It is thus
open to question whether similar patterns of results would be found
within a more recent and diversified sample of families and
for school adjustment measures that would include skills such as
leadership and critical thinking. However, the study Grolnick and
Ryan conducted in 1989 used a contemporary and heterogeneous
sample of families and suggested similar positive results for auton-
omy support.

Finally, it is important to keep in mind that a longitudinal design
does not demonstrate causal relations. As Harrington et al. (1987)
remarked, “It is almost always possible to suggest that the correla-
tions between child-rearing practices and subsequently observed
characteristics are entirely spurious and due completely to the ef-
fects of unmeasured third variables such as genetically transmitted
behavioral dispositions or socio-cultural factors that influence both
the child rearing practices and children’s later behavior” (p. 855).
Although we controlled for some possible third variables, such
as SES, kindergarten adjustment, and 1Q, there are others that could
possibly have been involved. Likewise, even though the central anal-
yses controlled for children’s kindergarten functioning and IQ,
it is not possible to disentangle fully the bidirectional nature of the
relation between children’s adjustment and mothers’ autonomy
support.
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The present investigation explored autonomy support as an im-
portant alternative to controlling parenting practices. This longitu-
dinal study showed that maternal autonomy support was associated
with social and academic adjustment in the classroom as well as ac-
tual achievement. Moreover, consistently high functioning across
both the social and academic developmental domains was also as-
sociated with maternal autonomy support. Since it promotes healthy
and integrated adjustment in children, autonomy support merits
attention in research that explores the role of family factors in
children’s educational adaptation.
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