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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study is to identify maternal childrearing practices (achievement values, monitor-
ing, and discussion) among employed and unemployed Malaysian mothers. Generally, these mothers
have similar levels of childrearing practices. They instill high achievement values, conduct consistent
monitoring on their children, and carry out regular discussions with them. They only differ in terms of
monitoring. Discussion, implications, recommendations, and suggestions for future study are included.

ABSTRAK

Objektif kajian ini adalah untuk mengenal pasti tahap penglibatan ibu yang bekerja dan tidak bekerja
dari segi nilai pencapaian, pengawasan, dan perbincangan. Secara keseluruhannya, kedua-dua golongan
ini mempunyai tahap penglibatan yang tinggi untuk ketiga-tiga dimensi penglibatan. Namun demikian
mereka hanya berbeza dari aspek pengawasan sahaja.  Perbincangan, implikasi, cadangan, dan kajian
turut dikemukakan.

INTRODUCTION

Over the years, the increasing number of
Malaysian women in the work force may have
had an impact on their childrearing practices. Al-
though most women with children work, they still
continue to bear primary responsibility for
childrearing (Hochschild, 1989). The circum-
stances of mothers, the attitudes and expectations
of mothers, and the distribution of time available
have important implications on their children.
They spent hours shopping, house cleaning, cook-
ing, doing laundry, and childcare.  Thus, these
tasks they perform daily may leave an impact on
their childrearing practices.

Research on family studies in Malaysia
has yet to examine the consequences of working
mothers balancing the demands of work and fam-

ily life. Studies have not been clear in pointing
out this shift in the role of a woman as a tradi-
tional homemaker to a career woman and its in-
fluence on family life, especially in childrearing
practices. Thus, this study calls for an investiga-
tion of the research agenda that searches for con-
sequences of maternal employment and maternal
involvement.

The objectives of this study are: (1) to
examine the level of achievement values, moni-
toring, and discussion among employed and un-
employed mothers. (2) to investigate whether there
is any relationship between the variables. This
study is considered important for a number of rea-
sons. First, the findings in this study will provide
a guide in identifying the practices that will be
included in a parenting program for employed and
unemployed mothers. Secondly, the results will
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be disseminated to parents, teachers, and
counselors to further understand the importance
of conducting such a study.

The study used categorical scale which
is most appropriate to identify the level of mater-
nal involvement (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison,
2001; Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Black, 1998;
Black, 2001). Thus, the findings in this study will
only reflect the maternal involvement of employed
and unemployed mothers in this study and not on
mothers in general.

The survey was conducted on children
(girls and boys), excluding their parents. This was
found to be the most common method used in
measuring parental involvement (Seginer, 1983),
as children were better in perceiving their parents’
involvement than parents themselves (Paulson,
Hill, & Holmbeck, 1991; Paulson, 1994a). In ad-
dition, parents tend to perceive themselves as be-
ing more involved in parenting than their children
(Schwatrz, Barton-Henry, & Pruzinsky, 1985).
Thus, children’s perceptions would be more reli-
able in this study.

Mothers’ involvement is defined in terms
of achievement values, monitoring, and discus-
sion. These dimensions measure general mater-
nal practices. Achievement values refers to prac-
tices that are inclined towards academic perform-
ance, for example, aspirations, importance of
homework, and going to university. Monitoring
practices are geared towards rules pertaining to
watching TV and outings. Discussion is defined
as mother-child discussions on general matters
pertaining to the child’s daily life. Employed re-
fers to jobs that generate income. The job could
either be performed outside or inside the home
(for example, baby-sitting).

The importance of family influence on
various aspects of child development has been
stressed in the Ecological Theory
(Bronfenbrenner, 1986). According to the Ecologi-
cal Theory, the child is placed in the center of the
Ecological system (Microsystem) and the imme-
diate influence will be from the child’s parents.
In this study it will be the mothers. The child will
experience various interactive influences within
this microsystem. Thus, the existence of strong
reciprocal links between mothers and children can
have positive influence. A lack of such links will

have a negative impact on the child’s develop-
ment (Dauber & Epstein, 1993).

METHODOLOGY

A total of 535 respondents were involved in this
study. The respondents were all Form Five stu-
dents, aged between 16-17 years, studying in three
different secondary schools in a district in Kedah.
From the 535 respondents, it was found that these
respondents had 173 employed mothers and 359
unemployed mothers.

The schools were selected based on pur-
poseful sampling to ensure the presence of Chi-
nese students. As most of the schools in the dis-
trict had more Malay students compared to Chi-
nese, it was necessary to select schools with Chi-
nese students. From the 535 respondents, there
were 173 employed and 359 unemployed moth-
ers. Three respondents did not report on their
mother’s working status.

The instrument used in this study is
adopted from the parental involvement scale
(Zahyah Hanafi, 2003), and is designed to assess
maternal involvement from adolescents’ perspec-
tives. This instrument was previously adapted
from the “Parental Involvement Scale” by Paulson
(1994b). Separate subscales of maternal values
towards achievement, monitoring, and discussion
are created in keeping with the different ways
maternal involvement is defined in the literature.
There are 5 items for achievement values, 5 items
for monitoring and 5 items for discussion (Table
1). To determine the level of these dimensions,
the mode technique is used. The levels are then
categorized into 1= low, 3= undecided, 5= high.

The English version of the questionnaire
(Table 1) was then translated into Bahasa Malay-
sia for purposes of easy comprehension by re-
spondents. The translation procedure is the back-
translation method. To ensure the reading levels
do not impede respondent’s ability to reliably com-
plete the items, the instructions and individual
items are read aloud by the Bahasa Malaysia
teacher while the respondents read along silently.

In this study categorical rating scale is
used. This will reflect all respondents assigned to
the same category will be alike with respect to
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Table 1:
Maternal Involvement Items

Achievement values:
1. My mother has high aspirations for my future.
2. My mother tries to get me to do my best on everything I do.
3. My mother thinks I should go to the university.
4. My mother thinks that getting ahead in life is very important.
5. My mother thinks homework is a very important part of school.

Monitoring:
6. My mother sets rules on the number of hours I can watch TV during school days.
7. It is okay with my mother if I do not follow certain rules.
8. My mother usually wants to know where I am going.
9. My mother makes most of the decisions about what I am allowed to do.
10. My mother expects me to be home at a certain time after school or in the evening.

Discussion:
11. My mother encourages me to talk with her on all matters.
12. My mother would rather I not tell her my troubles.
13. My mother expects me to do what she says without having to tell me why.
14. My mother takes an interest in my activities.
15. My mother usually tells me the reasons for rules.

some of the maternal involvement attributes
(Nunnally, 1978). The anchor, 3= undecided, is
included in the ordinal scale as the researcher feels
that there could be respondents who actually feel
that way and do not wish to be forced into agree-
ing or disagreeing (Ary, Jacobs, & Razavieh,
2002). The “undecided” category could also refer
to respondents who are unaware of the maternal
practices and thus, are undecided whether the
behavior existed or not. In addition, most social
and behavioral sciences and education measure-
ments are at best ordinal even though most re-
searchers treat them as interval (Mason & Bram-
ble, 1997). To determine the level of maternal in-
volvement, the mode technique is used to iden-
tify the most frequently cited anchor. This is done
by inspection rather than by computation.

To meet the first objective of this study,
a descriptive analysis of frequencies and percent-
ages on respondents’ profile, mothers’ achieve-
ment values, monitoring and discussion practices
are tabulated. The mode value (tri-modal) deter-
mined a distribution that occurred most frequently.
In addition, the chi-square test would show
whether there are differences between employed

and unemployed mothers’ achievement values,
monitoring, and discussion level.

FINDINGS

Table 2 shows majority of employed mothers have
secondary school education (41.6%), followed by
those with tertiary level (19.7%), and primary
(17.9%). A small group of these mothers have no
form of education at all (2.9%). There are also
respondents (17.9%) who are unable to identify
the educational level of their mothers.

On the other hand, there are 37.8 per-
cent unemployed mothers with secondary school
education, 33.9 percent primary schooling, 1.4
percent have no form of education at all and only
0.8 percent with tertiary education. Quite a pro-
portion of the respondents (25.8%) are unable to
identify their mothers’ educational level.

Based on this report, it could be con-
cluded that there are more unemployed mothers
with primary and secondary schooling (71.7%)
compared to employed mothers (59.5%). On the
other hand, there are more employed mothers with
tertiary education (19.7%) compared to unem-
ployed mothers (0.8%).
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Table 2 :
Frequency Distribution of Educational Level Among Employed and Unemployed Mothers

don’t       no primary secondary tertiary total
know schooling

Employed 31 5    31 72 34 173
(17.9) (2.9) (17.9) (41.6) (19.7)

Unemployed 93 5  122 136 3 359
(25.9) (1.4) (34.0) (37.9) (0.8)

129 10 153 208 37 532
(24.2) (1.9) (28.8) (39.0) (7.0)

Note: Figures in parentheses indicate valid percentages

Objective: (1) To examine the level of achievement values, monitoring, and discussions among em-
ployed and unemployed mothers.

Table 3 :
Frequency Distribution of Maternal Childrearing Practices

low high undecided total

Achievement Values
Employed mothers 1 176 5 182

(0.5) (96.8) (2.7)

Unemployed mothers 3 320 30 353
(0.8) (90.7) (8.5)

4 496 35 535
(0.7) (92.7) (6.5)

Monitoring
Employed mothers 65 66 51 182

(35.7) (36.6) (28.0)

Unemployed mothers 80 164 109 353
(22.7) (46.4) (30.9)

145 230 160 535
(27.0) (43.0) (30.0)

Discussion
Employed mothers 47 67 68 182

(25.8) (36.8) (37.4)

Unemployed mothers 75 131 147 353
(21.2) (37.1) (41.6)

122 198 215 535
(22.8) (37.0) (40.2)

Note: Figures in parentheses indicate valid percentages
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Overall, children perceived both employed and
unemployed mothers as possessing high achieve-
ment values (Table 3). However, the Chi-square
test shows no difference in both these mothers’
achievement values. Mothers’ monitoring prac-
tices are high and there are differences between
these mothers’ monitoring practices. Unemployed
mothers (46.4%) are perceived by their children
to be more serious in monitoring compared to
employed mothers (36.6%). Similarly, children
perceived their mothers as having high discussion
level. However, there is no difference between
both mothers’ discussion level.

Objective: (2) To investigate whether there is any
relationship between the variables. The Chi-square
tests show no relationship between the variables
except for unemployed mothers’ educational level
and achievement values. Even this relationship is
low (r = .181, p = .001).

DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS

The results in this study only reflect mothers’ in-
volvement with children in the three schools.
Therefore, it should not be generalized to repre-
sent all Malaysian mothers. The objectives of this
study are to identify the level of mothers’ achieve-
ment values, monitoring, and discussion and to
examine whether there is any difference between
these variables.

The findings revealed children in this
study perceived their mothers to have high
achievement values, conduct consistent monitor-
ing, and discussions with them. The findings in-
dicate that mothers whether they are employed or
unemployed are aware of the importance of edu-
cation. This sense of awareness is again reflected
when there is no significant difference between
these mothers’ achievement values. This may be
true as studies have shown achievement values
have been reported by children to be high among
parents irrespective of parents socioeconomic sta-
tus (Kaplan, Liu, & Kaplan, 2000; Mickelson,
1990) and living in different geographical settings
(Moller, 1997).

These achievement values could have
been conveyed through mother-child interactions

(Table 1), where mothers may set high aspirations
(Item 1), encourage the child to do the best in eve-
rything the child does (Item 2), expects the child
to go to the university (Item 3), getting ahead in
life is important (Item 4), and homework is an
important part of school (Item 5). In addition, these
achievement values practices could have been
transmitted during mother-child daily discussions
where mothers encourage children to talk on all
matters (Item 11), explain to the children when
they tell the children to do something (Item 13),
take an interest in the child’s activities (Item 14),
and explain the rules that they sets (Item 15). These
consistent mother-child discussions may be per-
ceived by children as a mother’s way of showing
her interest in the child’s daily life.

The present findings thus supports the
belief that Asian parents are generally achieve-
ment oriented (Keith, T. Z., Keith, P. K., Quirk,
K. J., Sperduto, J., Santillo, S., & Killings, S. 1998;
Marjoribanks, 2002; Mau 1995; Peng & Wright,
1994). Since the respondents are in Form Five, an
examination year, this could have initiated the high
achievement values in this particular maternal
practice.

Monitoring has been reported to be a
common parenting practice among Asian parents
and more prevalent among mothers (Paulson &
Sputa, 1996; Shek, 2000; Yau & Smetana, 1996).
This characteristic among mothers could be due
to the nature of their role of being in charge of
domestic affairs of childrearing (Shek, 1998,
2000). In this study, monitoring is the only dimen-
sion that showed a difference between the way
employed and unemployed mothers conduct their
monitoring practices. The children perceived un-
employed mothers as conducting more monitor-
ing on them compared to mothers who are em-
ployed. This difference could be attributed to the
absence and presence of these two groups of moth-
ers in the home.

With the lower educational level (Table
1), unemployed mothers may find difficulties in
acquiring jobs. This may lead them to be full-time
housewives instead. Since they are at home when
the children are back from school, these mothers
may have more time and opportunity to be with
their children compared to mothers who are away
working. Therefore, unemployed mothers can
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monitor more often.  On the other hand, the work-
ing hours of employed mothers may have resulted
in less time at home for monitoring. As a conse-
quence, they face the constraint of finding time to
monitor the whereabouts and activities of their
children (Fatimah Abdullah, 1987).

The discussion dimension is identified
as a source of stimulation in the home environ-
ment which mothers and children could use as a
platform for daily interactions. In this study there
is high mother-child discussion. Mothers can use
this form of communication to listen to problems
and difficulties as well as achievement, and pro-
vide a supportive role when schoolwork or rela-
tionships at school are problematic (Steinberg,
1996). Similarly, for mothers who spent more time
on mother-child discussions, the more likely that
their children would perceive it as a positive indi-
cation of mothers’ interest in their learning
(Trivette & Anderson, 1995).

Parent-child discussion has also been
reported to increase with age. For example,
Gauvain and Huard (1999) found that during pre-
school years, children rarely initiate parent-child
discussion. However, when the child reaches nine
years old, she/he becomes more involved and this
involvement increases towards adolescent. The
topic of discussion too changes from daily activi-
ties into long-range plans, which extends further
into the adolescents’ future.

The study points to the fact that there is
not much difference between employed and un-
employed maternal practices. Even though unem-
ployed mothers are found to have less educational
levels compared to employed mothers there is no
indicator showing that unemployed mothers in-
still less achievement values and conduct less dis-
cussion with their children. The only difference
is in the way they monitor their children. The un-
employed mothers are found to carry out more
monitoring practices as they are present in the
home most part of the day. Thus, the difference is
due to the time factor.

RECOMMENDATIONS

This study could be looked upon as an initial step
into identifying mothers’ involvement in their

children’s life. No doubt this study did not try to
relate these maternal practices to specific chil-
dren’s development but it has made us more aware
of the level of childrearing practices among these
two groups of mothers. Indirectly, it also tells us
the type of mothers these children are living with.

Findings on parents with high achieve-
ment values have been reported to be the most
important factor in raising children’s academic
achievement (Patrikakou, 1996). High monitor-
ing (demand) skills have also been consistently
related to children with better performance in
school (Darling, 1999), less likely to play truant,
unlikely to indulge in alcoholism, and delinquency
in children and adulthood (Lamborn, Mounts,
Steinberg, & Dornbusch, 1991). Similarly, high
mother-child discussion have also been found to
relate to better academic achievement (Desimone,
1999; Moller, 1997), positive parenting style
(Gauvian & Huard, 1999), and higher interest in
school (Trivette & Anderson, 1995; Patrikakou,
1997). Thus, these practices are found to contrib-
ute to positive behaviors in children. As such, the
importance of these parenting practices should be
conveyed to parents so that they can be more fo-
cused in raising their child.

Based on the findings and discussion, the
following recommendations are formulated for
schools to play a more aggressive role in educat-
ing parents on the importance of getting involved
in their children’s daily lives.

The first step will be to implement
parenting programs in schools. However, this step
needs to be planned and implemented effectively.
It will be appropriate to invite researchers to con-
duct a study to identify mothers that would par-
ticipate in the program. It is from these findings
that programs could be built to cater for the dif-
ferent levels of involvement.

A recommended sample for school-fam-
ily program would be Form One students. The
reasons being, first, these students are in their first
year of secondary school. They are on the verge
of entering early adolescence. For these students
it is a transition period and they would need a lot
of guidance and help in adapting to the new life
style and school environment.

Second, parents too need to change their
approach to childrearing as the children move into
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secondary school. Certain skills need to be em-
phasized while others may need lesser attention.
It will also be the right time to get parents more
involved in their children’s learning as parents
would generally feel that once their children step
into secondary school, there is less need for them
to be involved (Epstein, 1987; Snodgrass, 1991).

Third, studies have shown that in order
for parenting skills to have an influence on learn-
ing, they have to be consistently instilled through-
out the schooling years (Hoge, 1997; Trusty,
2000). This will mean starting from the first year
of secondary schooling. Once parents are prop-
erly guided and taught the basic skills of parenting,
it can be assumed that after two years the parenting
practices will have had an impact on the child’s
development. Thus, schools need to play an ag-
gressive role in ensuring parents are monitored
and that parents meet the expectations of the pro-
gram.

Parenting programs will benefit not only
adolescents and the school but also parents (Noller
& Taylor, 2001). The ability to be able to engage
in one’s child development at home will boost
parents’ sense of efficacy (Hoover-Demsey,
Bassler, & Brissie, 1992). It is important that par-
ents feel they can contribute to their child’s posi-
tive development as this will motivate them to be
more involved.

Since this study did not look at maternal
practices and its influence on the development of
children, it is suggested that future studies exam-
ine parenting practices and its influence on chil-
dren’s learning and psychological development.
These studies could either be conducted as a case
study in the case of initiating a parenting program
or it could be conducted with the intention of ex-
ploring the parenting practices of parents in gen-
eral. Such studies will provide a clearer picture of
Malaysian parents’ involvement in their children’s
development.
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