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Although parental strictness has been identified in classic studies as a beneficial
component in protecting the student education process, especially in school, more
recent studies question its benefits. The present study examines the relationship
between academic adjustment and parenting styles among students from middle
(grades 7-8) and high school (grades 9-10). Participants were 437 Spanish
adolescents aged 12-18 years, 266 females (56.4%). Participants were classified
into one of four families (authoritative, indulgent, authoritarian and neglectful)
based on their responses to parental warmth and strictness. School adjustment was
assessed based on engagement (behavioural, affective and cognitive), school
satisfaction, academic self-concept, and academic achievement. The main
objective was to identify which parenting style best supports adolescent academic
adjustment in both middle and high school. A multivariate 4 x 2 x 2 factorial
MANOVA was applied for all school adjustment components, whereas parenting
style, sex and educational level were the independent variables. Main and
interaction effects were examined to test differences on academic adjustment
depending on parenting styles, sex and educational level. Overall, worse academic
adjustment was observed in high school and among male students. Parenting and
school adjustment showed a relative common pattern by sex and educational level,
although more evident in males and in middle school. The indulgent style was a
more positive style than the authoritative style, which was associated with
outcomes as negative as the authoritarian and neglectful parenting. Contrary to the
general belief about the benefit of parental strictness to achieve good students,
parental warmth without strictness could be especially beneficial for good
academic adjustment in middle and high school.
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INTRODUCTION

Success or failure in school depends on students having adequate orientation in coping
with the requirements and demands of the school environment (Siacor et al., 2024;
Wentzel et al, 2019). Academic adjustment, which predicts meaningful student
learning, depends on multiple influences, including instructional practices and the
immediate school context, but also on other influences beyond the instructional
environment (Ari, 2025; Wang et al., 2026). The reduced influence of family and
teachers compared with that of peers may help explain the decline in academic
adjustment sometimes identified from middle school to high school. Academic
adjustment problems represent a serious risk factor for educational trajectories,
potentially leading to school dropout but also serious problems in personal and social
adjustment (Cupar et al., 2025; Harma et al., 2025; Morris et al., 2021). However, the
family as an informal learning setting can act as either a protective or a risk factor
through parental socialization (i.e., warmth and strictness), not only during middle
school but even at the period of greatest psychosocial vulnerability usually identified in
high school (Bartolo et al., 2023; Krauss & Orth, 2024; Wang & Zheng, 2024).

For decades the classic literature mainly from European-American families has
indicated that parental strictness is a protective for school adjustment when combined
with high warmth (i.e., authoritative parenting), and even when parental strictness
occurs with low warmth (i.e., authoritarian parenting). By contrast, based on classical
evidence lack of strictness is a serious risk factor for school adjustment even when
warmth is present: adolescents with indulgent parents (i.e., warmth but not strictness)
tend to be disengaged from school and show other forms of deviance such as substance
use and school misconduct, probably because they are especially oriented to peers and
more vulnerable to peer pressure toward group norms that sometimes contradict social
standards (e.g., misbehaving in class or alcohol use). However, the authoritative style
(i.e., strictness and warmth) is the only one parenting consistently associated with
optimal scores (Lamborn et al., 1991; Morris et al., 2021; Steinberg et al., 1994).
Among high-strictness parenting, the authoritarian style (i.e., strictness without
warmth), although associated with good scores on measures of obedience and
conformity to social standards (e.g., doing well in school and low involvement in
deviant activities), is related to poor self-confidence and low self-perceptions.

However, emerging research, mainly from Southern Europe and Latin America,
questions the benefits of parental strictness as protective against deviance and for
healthy development. Contrary to what classic research would predict, the indulgent
style (i.e., warmth without strictness) is associated with equal or better outcomes than
the authoritative style (i.e., strictness with warmth) on school maladjustment indicators
(e.g., poor academic performance) and other serious outcomes of maladjustment such as
alcohol and drug use, aggression, and even delinquency (Climent-Galarza et al., 2022;
Garcia & Gracia, 2009; Garcia, Serra et al., 2020; Perez-Gramaje et al., 2020; Villarejo
et al., 2024). Lack of warmth combined with strictness (i.e., authoritarian parenting) is
related to poor development and serious adjustment problems similar to those found in
the neglectful style (i.e., neither warmth nor strictness). The benefits of combining
strictness with warmth (i.e., the authoritative style), mainly identified in
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European-American family contexts, may not be universal across cultures (Baumrind,
1972; Chao, 2001; Darling & Steinberg, 1993; Garcia & Gracia, 2009; Garcia et al.,
2019; Palacios et al., 2022; Pinquart & Lauk, 2024). Previous evidence on parenting
styles and academic functioning has sometimes been limited to academic achievement
or school misconduct. The present study aims to clarify whether the four parenting
styles (authoritative, authoritarian, indulgent, and neglectful) act as protective or risk
factors for students’ school adjustment across six key indicators: behavioral, emotional,
and cognitive engagement; school satisfaction; academic self-concept; and academic
achievement.

The optimal parenting for psychosocial adjustment and school success

In general, studies conducted with European-American families widely identify that the
authoritative style (i.e., high strictness and high warmth) is related to greatest scores on
psychosocial adjustment (Baumrind, 1971; Morris et al., 2021; Steinberg & Morris,
2001). Children with strict and warm parents tend to show higher scores on a broad set
of indicators such as self-esteem and peer group orientation (Durbin et al., 1993), peer
and romantic relationships (Morris et al., 2021), maturity (Darling & Steinberg, 1993)
and lower scores on maladjustment such as behavioral and substance use problems
(Lamborn et al., 1991; Steinberg et al., 1994). By contrast, the neglectful parenting (i.e.,
neither warmth nor strictness) is related to the lowest adjustment. In the middle position
between the optimal scores (i.e., authoritative parenting) and the lowest (neglectful
parenting) were found the parenting styles characterized by low scores on parental
warmth (i.e., authoritarian parenting) and parental strictness (i.e., indulgent parenting),
both related to a mixture of positive and negative traits (Lamborn et al., 1991; Steinberg
etal., 1994).

The broad benefits of the combination of parental strictness and warmth among
European-American families extend to school success (Gonzalez et al., 2002; Pinquart
& Kauser, 2018; Spera, 2005; Steinberg et al., 1992). Children from authoritative
families are more likely to achieve higher school performance (Gonzalez et al., 2002),
to achieve better results in specific subjects such as mathematics (Pratt et al., 1992), to
use adaptive learning strategies (Aunola & Nurmi, 2005), to make functional
attributions of school success as dependent on their high ability or effort (Glasgow et
al., 1997), and to engage less in deviant behavior at school (Lamborn et al., 1991).
Children from authoritarian families benefit from the strict component by achieving
obedience and conformity to authority such as teachers and parents, they do well in
school and are less involved in deviant activities, e.g., school misconduct, but they may
pay the cost of low parental warmth by having poor self-confidence, in terms of low
self-reliance and academic self-concept (Darling & Steinberg, 1993; Lamborn et al.,
1991; Steinberg et al., 1994). On the opposite side, children from indulgent families
may pay the cost of having poor parental strictness by reporting poor school
achievement, are less engaged in school, and tend to have more deviant activities in
school, but they have some positive traits (shared with children from authoritative
families) such as higher self-confidence and self-conceptions (Lamborn et al., 1991;
Steinberg et al., 1994). The lowest scores in school outcomes and adjustment
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correspond to those from neglectful families characterized by neither warmth nor
strictness (Lamborn et al., 1991; Steinberg et al., 1994).

However, optimal parenting does not always seem to be the same across cultures (Chen
et al., 2024; Darling & Steinberg, 1993; Garcia & Gracia, 2009; Martinez-Escudero et
al., 2023; Pinquart & Lauk, 2024), the authoritative style cannot be related to universal
benefits for all adolescents (Palacios et al., 2022). Studies conducted in US minority
ethnic groups such as African-American (Baumrind, 1972) or Chinese-American (Chao,
2001) as well in Arab societies (Dwairy & Achoui, 2006) revealed some benefits related
to the authoritarian parenting. In this sense, the relationship between authoritarian
parenting and child and adolescent adjustment might not be the same as in European-
American families (Chao, 2001; Wang & Phinney, 1998). For example, the
authoritarian parenting is related to academic performance in Chinese-American
adolescents (Chao, 2001) or offer protection against maladaptive behaviors such as
alcohol abuse among ethnic US minorities (Clark et al., 2015). In school settings, well-
adjusted Asian adolescents from authoritarian households reported high self-esteem,
strong self-reliance, good interpersonal relationships, and a low sense of inadequacy. In
collectivistic societies that value hierarchical rather than egalitarian relationships,
authoritarian parenting may promote adolescent academic success and positive attitudes
toward school and teachers (Ang & Goh, 2006).

Additionally, a growing number of recent studies conducted in different European and
Latin American countries suggest that the indulgent style (i.e., warmth without
strictness) is associated with broad psychosocial benefits (Alcaide, Garcia, Gomez-Ortiz
et al., 2025; Calafat et al., 2014; Garcia et al., 2019, 2024; Martin-Blesa et al., 2024;
Martinez et al., 2020). Indulgent parenting is related to equal or even greater positive
scores in different indicators such as personal competence (Villarejo et al., 2020),
internalization of social values (Jacome-Mora et al., 2025; Martinez et al., 2020),
including greater priority toward environmental values (Queiroz et al., 2020), self-
concept and self-esteem (Palacios et al., 2022; Perez-Gramaje et al., 2020), and
cognitive and effective empathy (Fuentes et al., 2022). Overall, parental warmth seems
always benefits whereas parental strictness might be unnecessary or even detrimental to
help adolescents to protect against social deviance, for example, in terms of lower levels
drug use (Calafat et al., 2014; Villarejo et al., 2024), including specifically alcohol
related outcomes (Garcia, Serra et al., 2020), aggression (Alcaide et al., 2023) and
delinquency (Climent-Galarza et al., 2022).

Warmth, involvement, and support for a child's autonomy may be sufficient for
effective socialization toward social norms and self-regulation, even without a strictness
component (Axpe et al., 2023; Escamilla et al., 2024; Rodriguez-Menendez et al.,
2026). This emerging evidence comes mainly from contexts in Europe and Latin
America (e.g., Italy, Spain, Greece, the Czech Republic, and Mexico), where the family
is culturally highly valued and relationships among members are relatively egalitarian
(Koutra et al., 2022; Krejcova et al., 2023; Melero & Sanchez-Sandoval, 2026; Rinallo
et al., 2025; Vazquez-Valencia & Campos-Uscanga, 2024). By contrast, lack of
strictness—when combined with warmth in the indulgent style—does not produce the
severe maladjustment outcomes (e.g., substance abuse) predicted by U.S.-European
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research (Escamilla et al., 2024); moreover, components of parental strictness itself may
be harmful (e.g., behavioural control by both mothers and fathers), particularly for
children’s emotional self-regulation (Rodriguez-Menendez et al., 2026).

Additionally, recent evidence seems to suggest that parenting based on warmth without
strictness (i.e., the indulgent style) may be especially beneficial for school success. The
indulgent style is associated with indicators of school adjustment such as greater
academic performance and academic self-concept, and lower rates of failing grades and
school misconduct (Fuentes et al., 2015; Garcia & Gracia, 2009; Reyes et al., 2023).
Adolescents with indulgent parents score as well as or better than their peers from
authoritative families on other school outcomes, including overall academic
engagement (Martinez et al., 2019), self-regulated learning (Fuentes et al., 2019) or
school-related problems within the context of peers such as traditional bullying and
cyberbullying problems (Martinez et al., 2019). These results seriously question
whether optimal parenting for academic success is always associated with parental
strictness. In studies of European-American families, adolescents with warm and firm
parents (i.e., authoritative) tend to show the best academic adjustment across broad
indicators, although those from strict but non-warm families (i.e., authoritarian)
sometimes also do well in school (Lamborn et al., 1991; Steinberg et al., 1994). By
contrast, emerging studies, mainly from Europe and South America, indicate that
loving, involved and close parents are the ones who help their adolescents adapt more
successfully to school demands and become good students.

School adjustment across middle and high school

Parents play a key role in the way their adolescent develop, either positively or
negatively, but socialization also take place in other relevant context: the school. From
middle to high school, there has been described a decline not only in school
achievement, but also in some components related to the adjustment (Daily et al., 2020;
Salmela-Aro et al., 2021; Wigfield et al., 2015). For example, compared to middle
school, students in high school might have lower levels of school involvement
(Salmela-Aro et al., 2021; Wigfield et al., 2015); the most drastic decline seem to be in
sense of school belonging and, to a lesser extent, in school participation (Wang &
Eccles, 2012). Similarly, students in high school tend to report lower academic self-
concept (Marsh, 1989) and school satisfaction (Daily et al., 2020) than their peers from
middle school. The decrease in school adjustment seems to be more pronounced in
males, while females tend to report more positive academical outcomes such as greater
academic engagement and school satisfaction (Fredricks et al., 2004), academic
achievement (Voyer & Voyer, 2014), and lower school misconduct (Garcia & Gracia,
2009).

Overall, the decline in academic adjustment is especially marked from primary to
middle school, and to a lesser degree, from middle to high school; over the high school
years academic adjustment tends to stabilize (Eccles et al., 1993; Garcia-Ros et al.,
2018; Wigfield et al., 2015). Academic adjustment is necessary to educational success
and in turn to become competent member of society and it is positively related to
completing secondary education and preparing for a career and/or entering the world of
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work (Benner, 2011). Middle and high school is a preparation in many cases for higher
education, in which students, who are adults, must be especially responsible for their
learning (Mafiez et al., 2024). However, school adjustment can be undermined during
adolescence (Veiga et al.,, 2023; Wentzel et al., 2019), a period related to greater
vulnerability compared to childhood and adulthood.

Compared to middle school, high school is related to more difficulties for most students
such as an increased school size, disintegration of peer groups, lessening of adult
support, more challenging subject matter, and greater numbers of teachers with
differing instructional styles (for a review, see Benner, 2011). The mismatch between
adolescence characteristics and school demands can seriously undermine school
adjustment. In general, adolescents are positive helped by their peers to develop
independence and autonomy (Ertema et al., 2025; Morris et al., 2021). The
intensification of peer relationships and the need for social approval is normative and
developmentally beneficial because it allows for the consolidation of a sense of self,
both distinct and belonging to a social reference group. However, peer standards can be
sometimes contrary to social standards (Fuentes et al., 2020; Morris et al., 2021). When
peer standards are contrary to the social standard (e.g., school achievement), the
adolescent can either be guided by his or her own criteria, rejecting peer pressure, or
follow the group norm (e.g., school misconduct) (Eccles et al., 1993; Garcia & Serra,
2019). Although in general a decreasing trend in school adjustment from middle school
to high school has been described in part due to adolescence characteristics, there are
also important differences between those students with good school adjustment, who
then manage to achieve graduation and begin university studies, and those with poor
school adjustment who are more likely to drop out of school (Cairns & Cairns, 1994;
Wang & Fredricks, 2014)

The present study

The present study examines the relationship between parenting styles (authoritative,
indulgent, authoritarian and neglectful) with school adjustment based on six indicators
especially beneficial for school success: school engagement (behavioral, cognitive and
emotional involvement), school satisfaction, academic self-concept and academic
achievement. Additionally, the main effects of sex and educational level on school
adjustment in adolescence will be also analyzed, as well as their potential interaction
effect with parenting styles. Traditional studies mainly conducted with European-
American families highlight that authoritative parenting (i.e., warmth and strictness) is
associated to the highest school adjustment, including the greatest school achievement
(Lamborn et al., 1991; Spera, 2005; Steinberg et al., 1992, 1994). However, emergent
research seriously questions the benefits of parental strictness, indulgent parenting
seems to be related to greater or even more positive scores than authoritative parenting
(Garcia & Gracia, 2009; Garcia et al., 2019), although academic outcomes have been
less explored.

It is expected lower scores on school adjustment indicators in high school students (9th
to 10th grade) than in their peers from middle school (7th to 8th grade) as well as
females will show significantly higher scores than males. Parenting styles characterized
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by warmth (i.e., authoritative and indulgent parenting), in comparison to parenting
without warmth (i.e., authoritarian and neglectful parenting) will be related to greater
school adjustment in terms of school engagement (behavioral, cognitive and affective
involvement), school satisfaction, academic self-concept and academic achievement.
Additionally, within families characterized by warmth, it expected that adolescents from
indulgent homes (without strictness) will show significantly equal or higher school
adjustment than their peers from authoritative homes (with strictness).

METHOD
Participants and procedure

Participants were 472 Spanish adolescents from six public schools, 206 males (43.6%)
and 266 females (56.4%), aged 12-18 years (M =13.9 years, SD =1.38). Participants
were from middle school, including 7th grade (n = 86) and 8th grade (n = 138), and
high school, including 9th grade (n = 116) and 10th grade (» = 132). Based on an a
priori power analysis, the minimum sample needed to detect with a statistical power of
0.95 a small-medium effect size (f = 0.20) for the univariate F-test with comparisons
between the four parenting styles was .436. In addition, a sensitivity analysis for the
four parenting styles revealed that the detection of an effect size minimum of 0.191 (f=
0.191, a = 0.05, 1 — B = 0.95). The G*Power software was used to calculate the
statistical power. The study was reviewed and approved by the Ethics Committee of the
University of Valencia (code H1523870265031). Schools were contacted based on an
official list and principals were asked to participate. After obtaining the informed
consent of the schools and families of the participants, the students filled out the
instruments collectively and voluntarily during school hours the week before the first
semester exams. The instruments were administered by collaborating psychologists
from the research team in a 50-minute session.

Measures
Parenting

Parental warmth was measured with the Warmth/Affection Scale and parental strictness
was measured with the Parental Control Scale, both integrated in the Parental
Acceptance-Rejection/Control ~ Questionnaire  (Rohner et al, 1978). The
Warmth/Affection Scale includes 20 items assessing the dimension of warmth, in which
adolescents rated how often they perceive their parents to be caring, responsive and
involved with them (e.g., "They are interested in what I think and they like me to talk
about it"). The alpha value was .91. The Parental Control Scale integrates 13 items that
assess the dimension of strictness, in which adolescents rate the frequency with which
their parents control them in an imposing, firm and demanding way (e.g., "They are
always telling me how I should behave"). The alpha value was .93. The
Warmth/Affection Scale and the Parental Control Scale have a Likert-type 4-level
response scale (1 = "never", 4 = "always"). Greater scores on both scales represent a
higher sense of parental warmth and strictness.

Then, considering the participants’ scores in Warmth/Affection and Parental Control
dimensions, their families were classified within one of the four households. To do so,
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taking into account the sex and age of the participants, the sample was dichotomized at
the median (Pc50), considering both dimensions simultaneously, so that (1) families
that scored above the median on both dimensions were defined as authoritative (high
warmth/affection and high control), (2) families that scored above the median on
warmth/affection and below the median on control were classified as indulgent (high
warmth/affection and low control), (3) families that obtained scores below the median
on warmth/affection and above the median on control were defined as authoritarian
(low warmth/affection and high control), and (4) families that scored below the median
on both dimensions were classified as neglectful (low warmth/ affection and low
control) (Lamborn et al., 1991; Steinberg et al., 1994).

School adjustment

School Engagement. Multidimensional school engagement based on behavioral,
emotional and cognitive engagement was measured with the School Engagement
Questionnaire (Lam et al.,, 2014). The questionnaire integrates three subscales or
complementary dimensions of the student engagement. The behavioral subscale
integrates 12 items assessing the effort and persistence in schoolwork and participation
in school activities (e.g., "In class, | work as hard as I can"). The alpha value was 0.80.
The emotional subscale integrates 9 items assessing feelings linked to the school
learning and context (e.g., "I like what I am learning in school"). The alpha value was
0.78. The cognitive subscale integrates 12 items assessing the cognitive and
motivational strategies used in learning (e.g., "When learning things for school, I try to
see how they fit together with other things I already know"). The alpha value was 0.78.
The questionnaire has a five-level Likert-type response scale (1= "strongly disagree", 5
= "strongly agree"). High scores represent a high degree of emotional, behavioral and
cognitive engagement, respectively.

School satisfaction. It was assessed by satisfaction with school subscale from the
Multidimensional Students' Life Satisfaction Scale (Huebner, 1994). The subscale
includes 8 items that assess the degree to which the students feel satisfied with their
school (e.g., "I enjoy school activities"). The subscale uses a five -level Likert-type
response scale (1 = "strongly disagree", 6 = "strongly agree"). Alpha value was .86.
Greater scores represent a higher sense of school satisfaction.

Academic Self-Concept. It was assessed through the general academic self-concept
subscale of the Self-Description Questionnaire II-Short Form (Marsh, 1989). It
integrates four items that assess general academic self-concept based on the degree to
which the students perceive their ability, enjoyment and interest in school subjects (e.g.,
"I'm good at most school subjects"). The subscale uses a six -level Likert-type response
scale (1 = "strongly disagree", 6 = "strongly agree"). Alpha value was .86. Higher
scores imply a greater sense of school satisfaction.

Academic achievement. It was assessed through the students’ grade point average
(GPA) (Garcia & Gracia, 2009; Lamborn et al., 1991). The grades were provided by
administrative services of the participating centers at the end of the academic year. To
ensure comparability across middle and high school grade levels, the GPA was based on
the following subjects: math, science, national language (Spanish) and foreign language
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(English). In this sense, to permit comparability across different grades and educational
levels, GPA was based on common subjects rather than on a global average (Steinberg
et al., 1989). The GPA was assessed on a scale of 0 to 10. Higher scores represent more
academic achievement.

Statistical analyses

Partial bivariate correlations (controlling for sex and educational level) were computed
between the two parenting dimensions (i.e., warmth and strictness) and school
adjustment indicators. A 4 x 2 X 2 multivariate factorial analysis of variance
(MANOVA) was then conducted on school adjustment indicators: school engagement
(behavioral, cognitive, and emotional dimensions), school satisfaction, academic self-
concept, and academic achievement. Parenting style (authoritative, indulgent,
authoritarian, neglectful), sex (male, female), and educational level (middle school, high
school) were included as independent variables to test main and interaction effects.
Follow-up univariate ANOVAs were performed for statistically significant multivariate
effects, and post hoc Bonferroni tests were applied for comparisons between pairs of
means (o =.05).

FINDINGS

Parenting dimension and school adjustment

Table 1 showed the partial correlations (controlling for sex and educational level)
between parental warmth and strictness and the school adjustment components. Parental
warmth and strictness were not correlated (» = .03, p > .05), consistent with theoretical
orthogonality. Parental warmth showed significant positive correlations with all school
adjustment indicators. Parental strictness was significantly negatively related to
behavioral engagement, school satisfaction, and academic achievement, but positively
related to cognitive engagement. All school adjustment indicators were positively
correlated between them.

Table 1
Descriptives and partial correlation matrix of the main parenting dimension and school
adjustment indicators controlling for sex and educational level.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Parental Warmth -

2. Parental Strictness .03 -

3. Behavioral Engagement — .25%** - 11* -

4. Emotional Engagement — .25%** -.07 Se¥ER

5. Cognitive Engagement de**x 1% A4EEE o A3EEE

6. School Satisfaction 20%%*% - 10* R Y Ak A

7. Academic Self-Concept ~ .34*** - 06 STHREER ASHxE Rk 37REE

8. Academic Achievement ~ .28%¥* -2 ¥*  S4%kk  3gkkk 3 ki 034%*x  55%k*

Mean 3.18 2.65 3.43 3.42 3.27 433 3.67 5.47
Standard Deviation 0.58 0.38 0.62 0.67 0.75 0.82 1.06 2.05

Note. *p <.05, **p <.01, ***p <.001
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Parenting Style Groups

Adolescents were classified into four parenting groups (authoritative, indulgent,
authoritarian, neglectful; see Table 2). The authoritative group included 90 adolescents
(19.1%), characterized by high warmth (M = 3.65, SD = 0.17) and high strictness (M =
2.94, SD = 0.24). The indulgent group had 134 adolescents (28.4%), with high warmth
(M =3.66, SD =0.21) and low strictness (M = 2.51, SD = 0.31). The authoritarian group
contained 96 adolescents (20.3%), characterized by low warmth (M = 2.79, SD = 0.51)
and high strictness (M = 2.89, SD = 0.36). The neglectful group included 152
adolescents (32.2%), with low warmth (M = 2.74, SD = 0.46) and low strictness (M =
2.46, SD = 0.30). The distribution of parenting styles did not differ by sex, ¥*(3) = 6.49,
p > .05, or educational level, ¥2(3) = 1.70, p > .05.

Table 2
Number of cases in parenting style groups and descriptives on measures of parental
dimensions.

Total Authoritative Indulgent Authoritarian Neglectful

Frequency 472 90 134 96 152
Percentage 100 19.1 28.4 20.3 322
Parental Warmth

Mean 3.19 3.65 3.66 2.79 2.74

SD 0.58 0.17 0.21 0.51 0.46
Parental Strictness

Mean 2.65 2.94 2.51 2.89 2.46

SD 0.38 0.24 0.31 0.36 0.30

Multivariate factorial effects

The MANOVA on school adjustment indicators indicators showed significant main
effects of parenting style, A = .80, F(18, 1365) = 5.84, p <.001, #*>= .07, sex, A = .90,
F(6, 453) = 8.42, p <.001, n*= .10, and educational level, A = .85, F(6,453)=12.87, p
<.001, #* = .15. The interaction effect of parenting styles by sex, A = .89, F(18, 1281.8)
= 2.94, p < .001, #*> =.04, and parenting style by educational level, A = .91, F(18,
1281.8) = 2.26, p < .05, n* = .03 reached the statistical significant level, but not sex by
educational level, A = .99, F(6,453) = 1.13, p > .05, n?> =.02. The interaction effect of
parenting style by sex by educational level was statistically significant, A = .95, F(6,
451)=4.36, p < .01, #*> =.06.

School adjustment in middle and secondary school

Differences by educational level in school adjustment indicators reached statistical
significance in the univariate results (see Table 3). There was a significant decrease
associated with educational level on all school adjustment indicators (p < .05), except
cognitive engagement. High school students reported lower behavioral and emotional
engagement, school satisfaction, academic self-concept, and academic achievement
than middle school students; cognitive engagement was higher in high school students
than in those from middle school. Some sex-related differences reached statistical
significance (p < .05): females scored higher than males on behavioral engagement,
school satisfaction, and academic achievement.
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Table 3
Descriptive statistics (mean and standard deviations in parenthesis) for sex and
educational level, univariate F-values, and effect size on school adjustment indicators

Males  Females F(1,458) n? Middle school  High school  F(1,458) 12

Behavioral 3.33 3.51 3.52 3.35

Engagement _ (0.57) _(0.65) 17T 003 oe8) (0.56) 793 002
Eﬁ’g‘?;‘é’iﬁlm ?(.)?648) ?6‘.?5) 3.05 0.01 ?('),6?4) 3(‘)?623) 47.38%%% 0,09
gﬁg:;te’ffem ?()?794) ?(.)?736) 0.66 0.00 ?(')%707) ?6?733) 0.10 0.00
Satishation ?(.)?836) ?(')‘.‘785) 1906 =% 004 ?6.6738) ?6(.)755) 31,60 0.10
SelfConeept (004 (15 %13 000 G Gon 1346 003
Aebiorement fz'(.)(fn fi§909) 22.540%  0.05 (527182) (51'%9?6) 556 001

Parenting and school adjustment

Differences by parenting styles showed a relative consistent pattern on the six indicators
of school adjustment (see Table 4). Parenting styles based on warmth were associated
with the highest scores, but indulgent parenting tended to be associated with more
positive scores than the authoritative. On the opposite side, the lowest scores on the six
indicators corresponded to parenting without warmth (i.e., authoritarian and neglectful).
The general pattern between parenting styles and school adjustment components,
nonetheless, showed some nuances related to both educational level and sex. The
interaction between parenting style and education level was statistically significant on
behavioral engagement, F(3, 458) = 2.72, p < .05, #*> =.02, cognitive engagement, F(3,
456) = 6.57, p <.001, 52 =.04, and school satisfaction, F(3, 456) = 3.46, p <.05, *>=.02
(see Figure 1). Also, the interaction between parenting style and sex was statistically
significant in behavioral engagement, F(3, 456) = 7.92, p < .01, * =.05, cognitive
engagement, F(3, 456) = 4.21, p < .01, #? =.03, and school satisfaction, F(3, 456) =
2.79, p < .05, n? =.02 (see Figure 2). The interaction effect of parenting style by sex and
educational level did not reach statistical significance for any of the six indicators in the
univariate tests (p > .05).

Table 4
Descriptive statistics (mean and standard deviations in parenthesis) for parenting style,
univariate F-values, and effect size on school adjustment indicators

School adjustment Authoritative Indulgent Authoritarian  Neglectful F(3,458) n?
Behavioral 3.372 3.67! 3.302 3.342 63555 0.04
Engagement (0.51) (0.64) (0.68) (0.60) ) )
Affective 3.352 3.70! 3.292 3.282 7 16 0.05
Engagement (0.62) (0.66) (0.76) (0.56) ) )
Cognitive 3.46! 3.26 3.34 3.102 4.88%* 003
Engagement (0.64) (0.66) (0.86) (0.79) ) )
School satisfaction ?0197 42) ?0679 41) ?02; 42) ?016592) 9.79%xx 0.06
Academic Self- 4.001 4.171 3.352 3.232

Concept (0.90) (1.10) (1.10) (1.44) 1444w 0.09
Academic 5.262 6.40! 5.102 5.022 11,67+ 007
Achievement (1.79) (1.87) (1.96) (2.16) ) )

Note. * p <0.05; ** p <0.01; *** p<0.001; 1 >2

International Journal of Instruction, July 2026 e Vol. 19, No.3



646 Parenting Styles and School Adjustment: Which is the Optimal ...

In engagement, the results showed benefits of parental warmth—especially the
indulgent style—whereas parenting without warmth (i.e., authoritarian and neglectful)
was associated with low scores. (i) For behavioral engagement, indulgent parenting was
related to higher scores compared to authoritative, authoritarian, and neglectful
parenting. The parenting profile by educational level showed that indulgent parenting
was associated with the highest behavioral engagement in both middle and high school,
while the lowest behavioral engagement was related to authoritarian and neglectful
parenting in middle school and to authoritarian parenting in high school. The parenting
profile by sex showed a pattern similar to the main effects among females; differences
among males did not reach statistical significance (p > .05). Daughters from indulgent
homes reported higher behavioral engagement than daughters from authoritative,
authoritarian, and neglectful homes. The highest levels of behavioural engagement were
observed in females from indulgent homes, whose scores exceeded those positive rates
of males with indulgent parents. Conversely, the lowest scores were found in males
from authoritarian homes, who scored even more negatively than their female
counterparts. (ii) For emotional engagement, the indulgent style was associated with the
highest scores, while authoritative, authoritarian, and neglectful parenting yielded the
lowest scores. (iii) For cognitive engagement, main effects of parenting style showed
that authoritative parenting was associated with higher scores than neglectful parenting.
The parenting profile by educational level showed differences only within middle
school (p < .05): parenting styles characterized by warmth (i.e., indulgent and
authoritative) were associated with higher cognitive engagement compared to neglectful
parenting. Although neglectful parenting was related to low cognitive engagement,
scores were lower in middle school than in high school. The parenting profile by sex
showed higher cognitive engagement in males from authoritative parents than in
females from indulgent and neglectful parents.

(iv) In school satisfaction, results showed benefits associated with the indulgent style:
the highest satisfaction corresponded to indulgent parenting, while authoritative,
authoritarian, and neglectful parenting were related to the lowest scores. Across
educational levels, all parenting styles were associated with lower satisfaction in middle
school than in middle school, except neglectful parenting, which showed low school
satisfaction at both levels. Within high school, indulgent parenting was associated with
higher school satisfaction than authoritative, authoritarian, and neglectful parenting. By
sex, indulgent parenting benefited both females and males: daughters from indulgent
homes reported higher school satisfaction than daughters from authoritarian and
neglectful homes, and sons with indulgent parents reported higher satisfaction than sons
from authoritative, authoritarian, and neglectful families. Males scored lower than
females across all parenting groups except in indulgent households, where males and
females reported equally high school satisfaction.

(v) In academic self-concept, results showed differences by parenting style: both warm
parenting styles (i.e., authoritative and indulgent) were associated with the highest
academic self-concept, whereas, authoritarian, and neglectful parenting were associated
with the lowest scores. (vi) For academic achievement, the indulgent parenting style
was the only parenting style associated with optimal scores: indulgent parenting was
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related to higher academic achievement than authoritative, authoritarian, and neglectful
parenting.

DISCUSSION

The findings from the present study show significant variations between middle school
and high school in terms of academic adjustment. In almost all the adjustment
components examined, high school students report worse outcomes than their middle
school peers. High school students show lower behavioral and emotional engagement,
although they do not differ in cognitive engagement. In line with lower emotional
engagement, which represents not identifying with school, high school students reported
lower school satisfaction than their middle school peers. Academic self-concept and
achievement were also lower in high school students than in middle school students. As
in previous research, this profile seems to suggest that higher education students present
more difficulties, in a critical moment that will mark not only the academic/professional
trajectory, but also the personal one (Garcia-Ros et al., 2018; Wigfield et al., 2015).
Additionally, the present study showed that males and females differ in the school
adjustment. Females scored more positively than males in behavioral engagement,
school satisfaction, and academic achievement. The results of the present study are
crucial because they show greater vulnerability in high school, as well as more
difficulties for men. However, family seems to be a crucial factor, also in high school,
both positive and negative.

Overall, according to the present findings, the use of strictness is especially negative for
academic adjustment, not only without the warmth component (i.e., the authoritarian
style) but even when parents are warm and involved (i.e., the authoritative style). In this
sense, the use of strictness appeared to be related to impairment in almost all
components of adolescent academic adjustment similar to that resulted by the neglectful
style. In contrast, the findings from the present study revealed that warmth without
strictness (i.e., indulgent parenting) was beneficial for academic adjustment. In
engagement, indulgent parenting was related to more positive results in the behavioural
and affective dimensions than the authoritative style, which was associated with scores
as negative as the authoritarian and neglectful styles. In the cognitive dimension, the
differences according to parenting style were small, and only the authoritative style was
found to be more positive than the neglectful style. In school satisfaction, the highest
scores were associated with the indulgent style while the most negative scores were
related to the authoritative, authoritarian and neglectful styles. In academic self-concept,
the authoritative and indulgent styles were associated with higher scores than the
authoritarian and neglectful styles. In academic achievement, the indulgent style was
associated with higher scores than the authoritative style, which showed scores as low
as those of the authoritarian and neglectful styles. This pattern of relationship between
parenting styles and adjustment was slightly different by educational level and sex in
both behavioral and cognitive engagement, and in school satisfaction.

Profiles by educational level indicate that middle school students score lower than high
school students, and that differences between parenting styles are smaller in high
school, although a common pattern related to parenting style appears. The same is true
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for sex-related differences; in general, females tend to score more positively than males,
but these variations appear to be more marked among males than females. Increasing
demands as we move through the educational system place serious demands on students
for self-regulation. No one can learn for them, not even their parents. Even so, despite
increased demands in high school, parenting characterized by warmth seems to be the
most positive style for promoting good academic adjustment.

Classical research identified the broad benefits associated with parental strictness in
achieving obedience and conformity, also at the school context. Mainly in previous
studies with European-American families, the most successful adolescents in school
were those of strict and warm parents, although their peers from authoritarian families
also benefited from the component of strictness shared with their peers from
authoritative families (Lamborn et al., 1991; Steinberg et al., 1994). It is argued that
parental strictness could prevent deviation from the norm through negative peer
influence, whereas children from indulgent families, despite the warmth component
shared with their authoritative peers, seemed to have serious maturity and self-
regulation problems probably because of the cost associated with the lack of parental
strictness (Lamborn et al., 1991; Steinberg et al., 1994). Other previous studies even
pointed to large benefits particularly among ethnic minorities associated with parental
strictness even without warmth (i.e., authoritarian parenting), especially in academic
performance (Chao, 2001; Ho, 1986).

However, the findings of the present study seriously question the benefits associated
with parental strictness in combination with warmth (i.e., authoritative parenting).
Neither parents nor teachers can learn for the students. Socialization requires children to
be able to act autonomously and responsibly for themselves, especially since permanent
surveillance is not possible; adolescence is a stage of vulnerability in which the success
or failure of parenting becomes more evident (Darling & Steinberg, 1993; Lamborn et
al., 1991). Other recent previous studies, mainly conducted in Europe and Latin
America, identify broad benefits associated with warmth even without the component of
parental strictness (Calafat et al., 2014; Villarejo et al., 2024). The indulgent style is
associated with equal or even better developmental outcomes than the authoritative
style (Garcia et al., 2018; Garcia, Fuentes et al., 2020). The findings of the present study
extend the evidence on the benefits of warmth without strictness (i.e., indulgent
parenting) to different components of academic adjustment.

The present study represents an important advance in identifying the effects associated
with informal family education on learning in school, in terms of academic adjustment.
Children's development, and particularly school adjustment, depends on multiple
influences both inside and outside the instructional context such as socioeconomic
status, parental education, parenting competence and self-care, peer relationships,
teacher support, and children's mental health (Gomez-Ortiz et al., 2025; Siacor et al.,
2024; Sujarwo & Herwin, 2023; Zakaria et al., 2025; Zaman et al., 2025). However, for
decades a coherent and consistent relationship has been identified between parenting
(authoritative, authoritarian, indulgent, and neglectful) and the differences observed in
academic adjustment across various indicators such as school engagement and academic
performance (Chao, 2001; Harma et al., 2025; Lamborn et al., 1991; Pinquart & Kauser,
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2018; Steinberg et al., 1992). In general, classic research with European-American
families have identified high school as more difficult for students and teachers.
Although parenting based on strictness (i.e., the authoritarian and authoritative styles)
can offer a protective effect on academic outcomes—especially by counteracting the
potential negative influence of peers who often do not value academic success—, the
authoritative style has been consistently associated with the most positive outcomes
(Lamborn et al., 1991; Steinberg et al,, 1992). The results of the present study,
nonetheless, seriously call into question the benefits of strictness for adequate school
adjustment.

Although causal relationships cannot be established nor the influence of third variables
cannot be excluded, the results of the present study offer a coherent pattern across six
indicators of academic adjustment —behavioral, emotional, and cognitive engagement;
school satisfaction; academic self-concept; and academic performance obtained from
official school records— and their relationship with educational level, sex, and
parenting styles. The present study generally highlights the benefits associated with
indulgent parenting for fostering students' strong engagement; school satisfaction;
academic self-concept, and performance, whereas the authoritative style is related to
negative outcomes similar to those of the authoritarian and neglectful styles (i.e., both
defined by low warmth). The study identifies some interactions between parenting style
by educational level that nuance this general relationship. Future research should
continue comparing middle- and high-school students in studies of parenting
(authoritative, authoritarian, indulgent, and neglectful), and educational outcomes.

The relationship between parenting and academic success should continue to consider
the cultural context of the families. For example, comparisons between Western
families (e.g., the United States and Europe) and Asian families (e.g., Chinese families)
have been studied for years; current findings from Chinese families in the People's
Republic of China question the idea that the authoritarian style is beneficial for
adjustment and academic outcomes (Chao, 2001; Ho, 1986), while suggesting benefits
for self-esteem and self-concept (including the academic dimension) associated with
parenting characterized by warmth, both authoritative and indulgent (Alcaide, Garcia,
Chen et al., 2025; Chen et al., 2024). The findings are preliminary and future studies
should include a longitudinal follow-up of sons and daughters from the four families
(authoritative, indulgent, authoritarian and neglectful). The findings come from the
children rather than the parents, but children are more reliable and accurate reporters
than parents (Barry et al., 2008), and academic adjustment also includes an external
indicator based on school records. The non-experimental methodology also does not
allow us to establish causal relationships between variables.
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