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Abstract 

This qualitative study examines Hong Kong Chinese parents’ perceptions and experiences of 

involving in their primary school children’s homework process. It draws upon the theoretical 

frameworks of family capital theory and family resource management perspective to 

explicate the role of parents in enhancing children’s homework outcomes. Information was 

collected through individual and focus-group interviews with 52 parents who had at least one 

child attending primary school. Findings of this study provide a glimpse into the range of 

homework-involvement strategies used by Chinese parents, and reveal parental goals and 

cultural values embedded in the generation of family capital. Such understanding on parental 

involvement is helpful for schools and policy-makers in cultivating parents’ participation in 

home-based learning processes for children. 
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Chinese culture regards education as the most effective avenue to social and economic 

advancement and for the improvement of the person (Salili et al. 2003). Chinese parents in 

general hold high aspirations toward children’s educational achievement as a promise for a 

bright future for the family. With a strong cultural value on effort, Chinese people believe that 

intensive drilling and practice provided through homework assignments enhances children’s 

academic performance. Hence, homework is often seen as a crucial part of learning. Previous 

studies have shown that Chinese children in general spend large amount of time on 

homework (Stevenson and Lee 1996; Tam 2009). To support the importance of homework, 

Chinese parents often offer help to their children by providing support and assistance as well 

as by monitoring the homework process. They consider such involvement a preferred form of 

home-school collaboration that serves to promote children’s learning (Ho 2003). Yet, few 

research studies to date have focused specifically on Chinese parents’ homework involvement. 

Hong Kong poses an interesting case for such investigation as its examination-oriented 

system exerts heavy pressure on students with respect to academic performance (Hong Kong 

Federation of Youth Groups 1998). Studying in a prestigious secondary school is considered 

by students and parents as crucial for future academic and life successes. Intensive drilling 

and practice are emphasized in the primary school curriculum so to ensure good academic 

results that increase the chance of placement into prestigious schools through the central 

Secondary Schools Place Allocation System (Pong and Chow 2002). Such competitive and 
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selective nature of the Hong Kong school system reinforces the importance of homework, 

thus making it a remarkable ecological setting for research on parental involvement. 

Theoretical Framework 

Studies on parental involvement in education often draw upon Coleman’s family capital 

theory (1988). The theory focuses on three main types of family resources available to 

children, including (a) financial or physical capital, in terms of family income or physical 

resources; (b) human capital, pertaining to parents’ education that provides the potential for a 

cognitive environment for the child that aids learning; and (c) social capital, referring to 

interactions and relations between children and parents. Previous studies show that financial 

or human capital alone does not guarantee desirable child outcomes (Parks-Yancy et al. 2007; 

Simmons et al. 2007). If human capital possessed by parents is not complemented by social 

capital embodied in family relations, it is irrelevant to the child’s educational growth. Social 

capital serves as the medium through which children access their parent's financial and 

human capital (Schlee et al. 2009). Parents’ human capital and physical capital available to 

the child may be multiplied if the social capital of involvement and networking between child 

and parent is sufficiently strong (Ho 2006). Coleman (1988) points out that social capital 

within the family that gives the child access to the adult’s human capital depends both on the 

physical presence of adults and on the attention given by the adults to the child. Parental 

involvement in homework can thus be perceived as a form of social capital. Through 

 4



intensive purposive interactions with the child, parents assist children in the homework 

process thereby developing human capital in children. Furthermore, social capital is often 

found outside the family when the community provides important family resources of value 

to children (Sandefur et al. 2006). In summary, family capital theory conceptualizes parental 

involvement as a process that mobilizes social capital, physical capital, and human capital for 

children’s learning. The concept of family capital has been used in studies of Chinese 

families on aspects such as second language acquisition (Li 2007) and social disparity of 

family involvement (Ho 2006). Research focus thus far has been put on the link between 

social class and social capital. Little attention is directed to examining Chinese cultural values 

that potentially forms the core of family capital.  

Family resource management frameworks offer another perspective on understanding 

parental involvement in children’s homework by focusing on specific family practices, 

activities, and behaviors. This perspective sees families as providing a variety of resources to 

children that can be instrumental in enhancing educational attainment (Sandefur et al. 2006) 

and meeting developmental needs (Sharpe and Baker 2007). Deacon and Firebaugh’s (1988) 

model considers the family a decision-making unit that endeavors to meet its goals. These 

goals are achieved through planning the use of human and material resources and 

implementing the plans. The planning process involves the two components of (a) standard 

setting, the establishment of criteria by which to judge future outputs; and (b) action 
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sequencing, an ordering of activities to be completed. Parental involvement in homework is 

thus conceptualized as a sequence of resource-mobilization and management behaviors or 

strategies that are ordered with respect to supporting children in their achievement of 

desirable academic performance standards. Studies on family resource management show that 

perceptions are important aspects of managerial behaviors (e.g. Rettig et al. 1999). It is thus 

essential to examine parents’ perceptions so as to understand their involvement in children’s 

educational processes. In this regard, qualitative research approaches should be employed. 

This study examines Hong Kong Chinese parents’ perceptions and experiences of 

involvement in their primary school children’s homework process using qualitative research 

methods. It draws upon the theoretical frameworks of family capital and family resource 

management in explicating the engagement of parents. Findings of this study provide a 

glimpse into the range of strategies used by Chinese parents, and examine cultural values 

embedded in the generation of family capital. Such understanding on parental involvement is 

helpful for schools and policy-makers in cultivating parents’ participation in the home-based 

learning processes for children. 

Method 

This study is part of a research project on primary school students’ homework process in 

Hong Kong (Tam and Chan 2005). Findings reported here drew from eight individual and 

eight focus-group interviews involving fifty mothers and two fathers whose children enrolled 
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in four primary schools. Schools A and C are located in two regions in the New Territories 

remote from the city center with a mix of subsidized housing and village dwellings, whereas 

Schools B and D are in two separate urban areas with mainly private housing. Recent census 

data (Census and Statistics Department 2007) show that the four regions vary tremendously 

in median household income, thus representing a diverse range of socio-economic 

background. Mean age of the parents, as found in data on these four schools from the 

research project, is 40.3 years. Over 95% of them were married. Informants’ children enrolled 

in the entire span of primary school levels from Primary 1 to Primary 6, which typically 

admit children at age six to age twelve. Furthermore, 82.1% of the informants who reported 

on their occupation status identified themselves as full-time homemakers. 

Informants were invited through school personnel to attend focus group or individual 

interviews on school premise. Eight focus group interviews were arranged, each involving 

four to seven parents with children attending the same class. Focus group method was used 

because it renders a relatively informal atmosphere for informants to discuss specific topics 

so that underlying norms, beliefs, and values common to their experiences might be 

uncovered (Parker and Tritter 2006). In addition, eight individual interviews were carried out 

so as to explore in depth specific experiences of parental involvement. All interviews were 

conducted by a member of a three-person research team using Cantonese, the local Chinese 

dialect. The interviews, each lasting from 30 to 60 minutes, were semi-structured in nature 
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and used a protocol covering questions on topics including involvement of students and 

parents in homework, attitudes toward homework, and perceived functions of homework. 

Verbatim transcripts of the interviews were analyzed by the first author using approaches 

suggested by Taylor and Bogdan (1998). First, the transcripts were read several times so as to 

gain an in-depth understanding of the content. A scheme of 19 codes was developed, which 

include “expectation on homework”, “practices of homework involvement”, and “perception 

of children’s homework attitudes”, and it was applied to code the transcripts. The coded data 

were then sorted into respective coding categories so that comparisons could be made. 

Questions such as “what does this tell us about how parents view their involvement?” and 

“what do these quotes in common?” were raised so as to allow an in-depth interpretation of 

the interview content and the development of themes that captured the parents’ experiences 

and that gradually moved the analysis to a higher level of conceptualization. These themes 

developed were phrased using informants’ first-person perspective so as to highlight their 

perceptions and experiences, e.g., “homework is important for learning” and “we use direct 

parental involvement strategies”. Finally, the themes were compared, refined, and selected to 

give an integrative theoretical narrative on parents’ homework involvement (Auerbach and 

Silverstein 2003). These procedures adhere to the idea that data analysis is a transformative 

process that generally involves moving beyond descriptive characteristics to propose 

elaborate conceptual framings of the observed phenomena (Lofland et al. 2006). Quality of 
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the analysis was checked using the strategy of peer review. Specifically, discussion was made 

with the team members so as to ensure the congruency between the emerging findings and 

the raw data. 

Results 

 Findings of this study are presented in the form of a theoretical narrative comprising 

major themes that depict Hong Kong Chinese parents’ involvement in their children’s 

homework process. These themes, presented as headings in the following sections, are 

grouped into the four categories of (a) perceptions on homework; (b) strategies of parental 

involvement; (c) goals of involvement; and (d) benefits and problems of involvement. 

Verbatim quotes extracted from the interviews and translated into English are provided to 

illustrate the perceptions and experiences of the informants. 

Parents’ Perceptions on Homework 

Informants shared in the interviews how they perceived the importance of homework, its 

functions, as well as children’s attitudes towards assignments. Their views explained why 

they believed parental involvement was necessary and important.  

Homework is important for learning. Chinese parents interviewed in this study 

considered homework an essential part of schooling. B11, mother of a Primary 2 student, 

asserted such view with a rhetorical question: “What is the point of going to school if there is 

                                                 
1 Each informant is identified by a school code (A, B, C, or D) and an identifier digit. 
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no homework?” Parents in general supported the assignment of homework to children. D1 

found it necessary to have homework so that she could monitor her Primary 5 son’s learning. 

She remarked: “[If there is no homework] I won’t be able to tell what my kid has learned in 

school. Kids often don’t have good communication skills so I am not able to know what he 

has learned. I think there should be some homework.”  

Informants drew upon the language context in Hong Kong to explain the importance of 

homework. D2, mother of a Primary 5 boy, gave her views: “Chinese Language is different 

from English Language in that the latter does not require reciting or hard work….We have to 

practice writing and to memorize the strokes of Chinese characters. If there is no homework, 

we cannot remember the strokes.” To these parents, the drilling and practice required for 

learning Chinese language rendered it necessary to assign homework to children. 

The importance of homework was further exemplified in cases in which homework 

assignments were accorded priority over other individual or family activities that competed 

for the child’s time. D3 described how she resolved time conflict for her Primary 2 son who 

was taking piano lessons: “When there is much homework to do, [my son] has to give up 

piano practice. It takes daily practices to learn to play the piano…. [But] when there is not 

much time left, I have to let him give up piano practice.” From a family resource 

management perspective, this arrangement reflects parents’ active planning on the use of 

their children’s time around the important goal of education. 
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Homework serves learning and non-learning functions. Homework was deemed 

important as it served crucial functions. Informants cited a host of learning and non-learning 

purposes that could be fulfilled through homework. First, parents believed that homework 

helped children consolidating learning, especially in promoting comprehension and 

enhancing recall. When asked why children had to do homework, these parents with children 

attending Primary 2 replied: “To consolidate learning” (B1); “To reinforce learning…. To 

review things learned in class…. They may forget everything” (B2); “I feel that if there is no 

homework, children may not remember what they have been taught” (B3). Second, from an 

instrumental perspective, homework assignments benefited students by helping them to 

prepare for tests and examinations. This view was expressed by A1, mother with a son in 

Primary 5: “ I feel that [homework] can help him consolidate learning so that he can have an 

easy time when revising for examination. If he completes his homework all by himself, then 

it takes shorter time for revision before examinations, tests, dictations, etc.” Third, homework 

was deemed helpful in acquiring and practising learning skills. C1, mother of a Primary 6 

student, remarked, “I find doing assignments very helpful in promoting the application of 

skills.” Similarly, A4 believed that homework provided practice opportunities for her Primary 

3 child, “otherwise students will not be able to retain their learning.”  

Other than learning gains, parents mentioned non-learning functions of homework. They 

found that doing homework contributed to the development of responsibility. A2, mother of a 
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Primary 3 student, said, “From my son’s point of view, doing homework is like eating; it is a 

natural demand on him. I tell him all the time that this is the responsibility of a child.” 

Furthermore, homework kept children busy and away from what parents considered 

meaningless activities. This point is vividly reflected in a remark by A3, mother of a Primary 

3 girl: “It will be a disaster if there is no homework. Children will become lazy and idle 

around all day…. They will just sit around and play games.” In such regard, parents found 

self-discipline in doing homework a positive trait that should be cultivated early in life. D4 

was happy with her Primary 5 daughter’s self-disciplined behaviors: “Basically [my daughter] 

can finish assignments for Chinese Language and Mathematics in school…. But for English 

Language, she takes the assignments home when she runs into difficulty.… She is on the 

whole self-disciplined and I feel quite satisfied with her.”  

In the eyes of these Chinese parents, children acquired learning and developed positive 

attributes through doing homework. Homework was thus a tool for the development of 

human capital in their children. From a family resource management perspective, these 

learning and non-learning functions of homework relate to parental goals for child 

development, towards which family resources are mobilized and managed. 

Children have to be pushed to do homework. Yet, given the importance of homework, 

children did not necessarily appreciate its value. According to the observation of the 

informants, children by nature did not enjoy doing homework: “I think no kids want their 
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parents to ask them to do homework… Really, they are not willing to do it; they just do it out 

of their duty” (B1); “They are just kids. How many of them really take the initiative to do 

revision?” (B4); “They are so happy when they come home from school [after exam] without 

any homework” (A4). Consequently, parents had to push their children to complete 

homework, as in the experience of D1: “Kids have to be pushed, really. If you don’t push 

them, they just forget everything you tell them.”  

Taken together, these perceptions on the importance and functions of homework as well 

as beliefs of children’s attitude towards homework explained why parents were willing to 

spend time on engaging in their children’s homework process.  

Strategies of Parental Involvement 

Informants reported two major types of strategies that they used in engaging in their 

children’s homework process, namely direct and indirect. From a resource management 

perspective, these strategies illustrate parents’ active managerial behaviors that mobilized 

resources towards enhancing children’s homework completion. They also provide good 

examples demonstrating how children were rendered access to their parents’ human capital 

and physical capital through parental involvement as a medium of social capital. 

Direct parental involvement strategies. Direct parental involvement strategies entail 

face-to-face parent-child contact that leads to the completion of homework. These include 

homework supervision measures such as checking or correcting homework and explaining 
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learning materials. Checking homework was a major form of involvement reported by the 

informants. B6 with two school-age children checked the completed assignments to make 

sure that they are done correctly. She said, “When I notice that there are mistakes, such as 

misspelling a word, I mark down the word and teach them how to spell it correctly.” Another 

commonly used direct involvement strategy was explaining learning materials. C2 described 

how she explained mathematical concepts to her son studying in Primary 3, 

For example, [my son] does not understand an application problem and he doesn’t know 

whether to use addition or multiplication. I use a simple method to teach him, such as “If 

your brother owes you a certain amount of money, and I owe you a certain amount of 

money. How much money do we owe you altogether?” 

Some parents admitted that they occasionally finished homework for their children by 

providing answers to problems, though they understood that the practice was inappropriate. 

A1 shared her reservation:  

At times [my son] doesn’t know the answer and cannot figure it out even after thinking 

hard for quite a while. Then I tell him the answer. I don’t really want to do this, and I try 

hard to help him coming up with the right answer. This should be the better way.  

This example shows parents’ awareness of the improper use of direct parental involvement 

strategies and the potential problems generated. 

In summary, the above experiences in employing direct homework supervision strategies 
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give a vivid portrayal of parents’ emphases on the importance of homework completion and 

their value over good academic performance with error-free homework. 

Indirect parental involvement strategies. Parents mentioned in the interviews how they 

took part in their children’s homework process without face-to-face parent-child contacts. 

These indirect involvement strategies provided homework support through establishing daily 

routine, setting up rules, and seeking other sources of homework help. These strategies entail 

the provision of an optimal homework environment as well as the utilization of financial 

capital to acquire services for homework support.  

Most parents reported that they set up daily routine schedule for children, showing how 

homework was structured into family life. B7 described the daily schedule of her three 

school-age children attending a half-day p.m. school: 

They finish school at around 6 p.m. and when they get home they have dinner right 

away. I usually allow them to watch TV for a while. At around 7:30 to 8 p.m. they start 

doing homework. This is how I arrange their schedule. I want them to complete all 

assignments in the evening. In the morning [before going to school], they do revisions.  

Some parents went a step further to set up and enforce rules that ensured compliance with the 

daily routine. D5, a working mother with a boy attending Primary 2, believed that it was 

essential to intervene so as to get her son to finish homework while she was away at work:  

If I don’t intervene, [my son] will not do homework. I tell him that I have set up a 
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timetable. If he is not able to finish homework by a certain time, I will not let him do 

certain things. I ask my domestic helper to record his schedule. If he is able to meet the 

timeline…, I will encourage him and give him rewards so that he will do better next 

time. So the first and foremost thing is to finish homework after school. 

These strategies of setting up daily routine and rules are ways to ensure homework 

completion. They also illustrate the primary importance accorded to school assignments. 

Some parents arranged additional sources of homework help. These strategies illustrate 

how parents’ human capital was substituted by services acquired through financial capital. 

Private tutoring services were popular alternatives when parents were unavailable or felt 

incompetent to supervise homework. A5 had a private tutor for her Primary 3 daughter. She 

explained, “I am not competent enough to supervise my daughter, so I arrange a private tutor 

for her.… The curricula for Primary 3 and Primary 4 are quite difficult.” B8 sent her Primary 

1 daughter to a tutorial school as she found it time consuming to help the young girl with 

homework:  

It is better to help your child yourself if you have the time. But my daughter just spends 

her time at home watching television, so it is better to send her to a tutorial school. The 

tutors are of course not as good or as supportive as the parents, but I have no choice.  

However, parents showed concern that tutoring services might not be helpful as it might have 

masked children’s learning problems. D6 whose daughter was in Primary 2 complained about 
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the tutorial school as it failed to guarantee error-free homework completion. She said: “I 

browsed through my daughter’s homework after she came back from the tutorial school and 

found that there were still mistakes…. I might as well supervise her myself. So I stop sending 

her to the tutorial school.” These examples on the use of tutoring services demonstrates that 

parents made active consideration on the use of other forms of homework support by 

assessing effectiveness as well as comparing with parental supervision.  

 Parental involvement is tailored to the characteristics of children. Given the wide 

variety of involvement strategies, parents were aware of the need to tailor involvement to 

children’s characteristics including age and personality. D7 believed that different children 

required different parental involvement strategies. She shared her experiences with her two 

children:  

My elder kid [who is in Primary 4] comes home after school and finishes his homework 

by himself. I just check his Mathematics homework and mark those with incorrect 

answers with crosses for him to make correction…. But I can’t do the same for the 

younger daughter [attending Primary 2] because her personality is different. I have to sit 

with her to ensure that she finishes her homework. 

In another case, a Primary 6 boy resisted parental monitoring of homework. His mother, C1, 

had to adjust her strategy accordingly: “I started supervising [my son] in Primary 1, but he 

wanted to be independent and told me not to look at him while he was working. He now 

 17



shows me his work only after homework is done.” These considerations for children’s 

developmental needs and characteristics reflect parents’ active thinking in managing 

resources for achieving parental goals. 

Goals of Parental Involvement in Homework 

Underlying informants’ engagement in homework process are parental goals, that is, 

desirable ends that parents strive to attain for their children. The range of goals identified in 

the interviews illustrates different expectations held by parents, which form the bases for the 

selection of homework-involvement strategies. 

Parental involvement is linked to task-oriented goals. In many instances, parental goals 

were task-oriented, aiming at error-free, efficient homework completion. To achieve these 

goals, parents monitored homework performance and progress closely. C3 pointed out that 

she checked her Primary 3 child’s homework so as to make sure that homework was done 

properly “because basically parents do not want to see crosses marked all over the homework 

[by the teacher].” Other instances show that parental involvement was also motivated by the 

objective to get the child to finish homework sooner: “[My son who is in Primary 5] 

sometimes takes two to three hours to finish homework. If I sit next to him and push him, he 

will finish it sooner” (A1); “My younger girl [studying at Primary 2] is easily distracted. If I 

don’t sit next to her, she will walk away.… If she doesn’t know how to do her homework and 

I don’t teach her, she will just give up. So I have to supervise her” (D7).  
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To summarize, these task-oriented goals were mainly achieved through direct parental 

homework involvement of homework supervision and monitoring. They vividly 

demonstrated Chinese cultural values on effort and practice. Parents’ participation in the 

homework process was a way to help children achieving better academic performance. 

Parental involvement is linked to child-centered goals. At the same time, some parents 

focused on a broader perspective by emphasizing the intrinsic value of homework in learning 

enhancement. C1, mother of a Primary 6 boy, remarked, “We parents do not intend to control 

anything; we just want to see what children have learned, what they don’t know, and whether 

they grasp the materials.”  

Other parents mentioned involvement goals that focused on children’s psycho-emotional 

needs beyond academic learning. Some wanted to show concern and give support to their 

children through supervising homework. B6 had a daughter in Primary 1. She said, “It is a 

kind of emotional support. I don’t mean to teach her or to help her. In fact, she feels that her 

parents care about her and do not leave her to face this painful process of studying all on her 

own.” Other parents aimed at developing children’s independence. A1 described her son’s 

behaviors and how she changed her involvement strategy in order to promote the boy’s 

self-discipline in doing homework:   

When he was in Primary 2, I sat next to him while he did homework. I found that he 

became dependent on me. If I walked away, he started shouting, “I don’t know how to 
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do this or that.” …. Now [in Primary 5] I tell him that I am busy and that he should 

figure out the problems on his own. Gradually he finishes his homework by himself, 

though it takes longer.  

With a child-centered focus, homework was taken not just as assignments to be completed 

and submitted; it was a means through which broader goals of child development could be 

attained and the human capital of the child was developed. Homework thus offered an avenue 

through which parents could assist in their children’s multifaceted growth. 

Benefits and Problems of Parental Involvement 

Finally, informants expressed in the interviews their perceptions on the impact of 

parental homework involvement. Their focus was often on direct parental involvement 

strategies such as homework supervision and monitoring. While the views were in general 

positive, queries and reservations were also expressed.  

Parental involvement may or may not be effective. Generally speaking, parents 

considered their own participation in children’s homework as beneficial to their children. 

They believed that parental involvement rendered children more attentive to homework as 

parents were able to explain materials and concepts better than others. B7 shared her 

experience with her three school-age children: “As I stay home all day, I am very clear about 

what my children need or what they don’t understand… I can explain to them when they 

don’t understanding their schoolwork.” The human capital provided by the parents and the 
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social capital generated through parent-child interaction were often deemed superior than 

other form of homework support. A6, mother of a Primary 5 girl, compared direct parental 

involvement to the indirect involvement strategy of using tutoring services: “Of course, the 

kid’s mood is going to be different. In front of the tutor, she sometimes feels that she is too 

competent to admit that she does not understand. But she is willing to admit it to the parents.”  

Yet there were parents who had doubt in their academic or emotional competence in 

supervising children’s homework, thus feeling stressed over the task. A3 was concerned that 

she might teach her Primary 3 daughter something wrong: “It has been a long time since I 

went to school. I worry that my methods are wrong….I teach my daughter how to solve a 

Mathematics problem. She says, ‘My teacher does not do it this way.’ The methods may be 

different now.” Another mother, C3, found it too emotion-draining to supervise her Primary 3 

daughter’s homework. She said, “I really don’t know of any other way to teach my child. I 

simply give her the answers so that she can complete homework.” She understood that this 

approach was inappropriate and eventually sent her child to a tutorial school for homework 

support. In these instances, parent’s human capital was insufficient to meet the learning 

demands of the child. Parental homework involvement was deemed inadequate or ineffective. 

Parental involvement changes the parents and their relationship with children. 

Homework provided gains to not just children, but also their parents. In a positive light, some 

parents were able to find personal gain through homework supervision. A7, mother of a 
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Primary 3 boy, remarked, “I am able to have self development as there are many things that I 

can learn through him. Things taught in school in the older days are different… I can learn a 

great deal, such as General Studies.” 

The close contact involved in using the direct involvement strategy of homework 

supervision sometimes led to changes in parent-child relationships. C4 with a child attending 

Primary 6 believed that parental engagement in children’s homework process strengthened 

parent-child relationship. A8 was happy to find the relationship between her husband and 

their Primary 5 daughter improved as a result of the father’s homework supervision: “The 

daughter ends up learning more and the [father-daughter] relationship improves. There is 

better communication between them.” 

At the same time, negative perceptions of parental involvement were noted in the 

interviews. Supervising homework might take a toll on parent-child relationship when one of 

the parties found it a nuisance. A5 shared her feelings: “I once spanked [my Primary 3 

daughter] because I was mad that she still did not get it after much explanation. She cried…. I 

was very agitated.” Other parents were aware of the negative consequences of homework 

supervision that children relied too much on parents for assistance and support. C2 with a son 

attending Primary 3 complained about her boy’s overdependence: “He keeps saying that he 

does not know how to do homework and asks me to help him out, though I query whether 

this is the case.” A1 related concern over her Primary 5 son’s academic development: 
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It is not good if you keep reminding the child what to do and if you provide answers 

when he does not know how to do homework. As a result, he will have weak thinking 

skills…. He just relies on you for answers every time he runs into difficulty.  

In such instances, direct parental involvement strategies were deemed ineffective when 

parents intervened too much into the homework process, thus jeopardizing children’s 

academic development.  

The above views on the impact of parental involvement reflect parents’ appraisal on the 

utility of family capital mobilized in the process. Taken together, these parents’ perceptions 

show that direct parental involvement as social capital can augment or deflate human capital 

of children and their parents. These instances thus are good examples demonstrating the 

dynamic flux and flow of resources available in the family. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

This study examines the perceptions and experiences of Hong Kong Chinese parents’ 

homework involvement from the frameworks of family capital theory and family resource 

management. A diverse range of experiences and views were reported in the themes 

developed. In summary, homework was considered an essential part of learning, especially in 

the unique educational context of Hong Kong. Homework was perceived by parents to fulfill 

learning functions mainly, including consolidation of learning, preparation for tests and 

examinations, and learning skills development. Parents also identified non-learning functions 
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of homework, namely the development of responsibility and self-discipline. Findings of this 

study reveal two major categories of practices in which Hong Kong Chinese parents involved 

in their children’s homework. Direct involvement strategies included checking homework 

and explaining learning materials while indirect involvement strategies comprised 

establishing daily routine, setting up rules, and seeing additional help. Underpinning the 

involvement strategies were parental goals that are in general task-oriented while goals that 

pertained to children’s psycho-emotional development were also identified. 

On the whole, findings reported in this study concur with research conducted in Western 

countries. Hoover-Dempsey et al.’s (1995) study on parents of elementary school students in 

USA revealed similar parental assumptions that homework a normal part of their children’s 

lives and that parents should be involved in children’s homework efforts. Yet parental 

involvement practices reflect goals that are embedded in and specific to the socio-cultural 

context. Results of this study demonstrate that homework involvement strategies among 

parents of primary school students are linked to Chinese cultural values on effort, 

self-discipline, and responsibility that pertain to educational achievement. These 

task-oriented values are the core virtues in traditional Chinese culture which continue to 

prevail in contemporary Chinese societies (Yang 2005). In the competitive education system 

of Hong Kong with a strong examination orientation, these virtues are considered to be 

crucial for success. Similarly, task orientation is identified as a typical parenting style in 
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Chinese families with primary school children in Hong Kong (Tam and Lam 2003). Findings 

of this study thus demonstrate how cultural values relate to the goals and behaviors of parents 

in their homework involvement. At the same time, this study also identifies changing 

sentiments among Chinese parents that deviate from traditional patterns. At least some of the 

participating parents show a shift to child-centered orientation, with concerns for emotional 

and psychological well-being of children. These reflect psychological transformation as a 

result of modernization among Chinese people (Yang 2005). Future research should track 

changes in cultural values and beliefs among parents in Chinese communities outside of 

Hong Kong and observe the impact of such transformation on parenting practices and 

behaviors in Chinese families. 

The narratives provided through this study illustrate Hong Kong parents’ planful 

behaviors that mobilize resources and sequence activities towards the goals of enhancing 

children’s academic performance. It is important to note that the parents’ homework 

involvement level varies tremendously across families. Quantitative data from the large 

research project encompassing this study report that at least one third of parents with children 

in primary school do not spend time on homework supervision (Tam and Chan 2005). It thus 

shows that parents differ in terms of the extent and the type of resource management behavior 

they adopt. While the qualitative analysis reported here shows a repertoire of strategies 

employed by various parents in engaging in their children’s homework process, further 
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research is needed to explore demographic and psychological factors affecting parents’ 

decision making in the type and use of homework involvement strategies. 

From the perspective of Coleman’s family capital theory (1988), the cultural virtues 

embedded in Hong Kong parents’ homework involvement strategies relate to human capital 

to be developed in children through social capital derived from parents’ homework 

involvement. Through providing direct parent-child contact that allows adults’ intervention 

into the homework process, the various direct involvement strategies of homework 

supervision are good examples of social capital that serves as the medium through which 

children access their parents’ human capital. Daily routine and family rules constitute the 

structure of a stable family learning environment that potentially generates social capital 

conducive to academic success. Moreover, the use of indirect strategies that involve 

arranging paid tutorial assistance exemplifies the mobilization of physical capital that makes 

up for unavailable human capital of the parents. Similarly, parents in this study pointed out 

their reservation and dissatisfaction about tutorial help for their children. It shows that even in 

the eyes of parents, physical capital does not determine the quality of family environment in 

supporting learning, which concurs with findings of previous studies (e.g., Li 2007). 

Hong Kong Chinese parents interviewed in this study share concerns on problems 

emerged from their homework involvement, including children’s over-reliance on parents as 

well as parent-child conflicts. It thus shows that parents’ homework involvement can be 
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potentially damaging when it fails to pay due regard to the child’s autonomy development 

and developmental needs. These types of parental involvement should also be tailored 

according to children’s characteristics and grade level. In such regard, these findings support 

the conclusion of Li (2007) that not all investment of family capital was beneficial to 

children’s education; only investment that addresses children’s specific developmental needs 

can be translated into success in learning. 

It is important to note that informants participating in this study are predominantly 

female. Hence the findings by and large reflect mothers’ experiences and strategies in 

involving in children’s homework. Given the central role of mothers in child-rearing in Hong 

Kong (Law 1994; Tam 1999), the findings describes parental involvement in authentic 

real-life settings. Yet gender difference has often been raised as a major issue in 

understanding parental engagement and investment in children (Monna and Gauthier 2008). 

Future studies should expand the focus to include fathers’ perceptions and experiences in 

homework involvement. Such investigation will provide insight on promoting paternal 

engagement in children’s education. Furthermore, the scope of this study is delimited by the 

socio-cultural background of the families and the age range of children as specified in the 

research objectives. Within the sociocultural setting of Hong Kong, further investigation may 

include a broader range of schools with various funding sources and student ability 

background so as to reach a comprehensive understanding on parental involvement in 
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homework across settings. Future studies should also look at Chinese families with preschool 

children and adolescents as parental goals and involvement strategies are likely to vary with 

children’s developmental stage.  

The notion of social capital identifies connection between family and the outside 

community as between-family social capital that can augment within-family capital (Hao and 

Bonstead-Bruns 1998). It points to the potential role of schools in supporting and facilitating 

parents’ homework involvement. School-based parent education programs should be devised 

to focus on developmentally appropriate homework involvement strategies. These programs 

benefit families by helping parents intervene more effectively in children’s homework 

process. On an informal basis, parent-teacher discussion on homework supervision can also 

strengthen parents’ commitment and enhance their involvement strategies and skills 

(Hoover-Dempsey et al. 2001). These school practices serve to strengthen between-family 

social capital thus creating potential impact on children’s academic achievement. Findings of 

this study will be helpful for school personnel and policy-makers such that relevant school 

practices supporting parents’ homework involvement can be designed and implemented. 
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