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Abstract
Asian American children exhibit stronger math and reading skills than white children at school
entry, a pattern that has motivated scholars to examine early childhood to determine when and
why these gaps form. Yet, to date, it has been unclear what parenting practices might explain this
“Asian Advantage.” Analyzing more than 4,100 children from the Early Childhood Longitudinal
Study–Birth Cohort, we find that the role of parenting is complex. Asian American parents
have high educational expectations compared with whites but are less engaged in traditional
measures of parenting (e.g., reading to the child, maternal warmth, parent-child relationship),
and these differences matter for understanding the Asian American/white math advantage in
early childhood. Thus, even by age four, Asian American parents (across ethnic subgroups) play
an important but complex role in the development of a child’s cognitive skills in the first few
years of life.
Keywords
achievement gap, Asian Americans, parenting
Unlike most other racial/ethnic minority groups, Asian Americans achieve household incomes
above the average and are overrepresented in prestigious occupational careers (Kao and
Thompson 2003; Sakamoto, Goyette, and Kim 2009; Xie and Goyette 2004). Because this favorable economic outcome is closely linked to educational success, scholars have turned their attention toward understanding why Asian Americans have performed so well in school. Asian
American students excel across several educational measures, such as grade point average (GPA),
high school completion rates, college entrance exams, and enrollment rates at prestigious universities (Aud, Fox, and Ramani 2010; Kao and Thompson 2003; Lee and Zhou 2014), prompting
the label “model minority.” Most existing research, however, has focused on adolescence, a
period when the Asian American advantage is already well established. Scholars know less about
when and why the Asian American advantage in schooling emerges.
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Several recent studies indicate a sizable Asian American advantage at kindergarten entry that
does not increase during later school years (Choi, Hsin, and McLanahan 2015; Fryer and Levitt
2004; Han 2008), suggesting that early childhood processes are key to understanding the gap.
Yet, as scholars have begun to examine early childhood to understand the origins of the gap, they
struggle to evaluate the family’s role. Using the high quality Early Childhood Longitudinal
Survey–Birth Cohort 2001 data, Yongmin Sun (2011) concluded that “much of the cognitive
advantages of East Asian Americans at the ages of two and four are explained by differences in
parental resources” (Sun 2011:377), including maternal warmth and parent cognitive support. We
broaden the scope of that analysis to include a wider array of parenting indicators. We separate
parenting by abstract ideals and tangible behaviors to distinguish among the types of parenting
that may matter for understanding the Asian American cognitive skill advantage. In addition,
unlike previous work, we go beyond pan-ethnic or regional Asian comparisons to examine specific countries of origin.

When and Why Does the Asian American Advantage Develop?
The Asian American/white academic achievement gap in adolescence is well documented (Aud
et al. 2010; Harris, Trujillo, and Jamison 2008; Kao and Thompson 2003; Kao, Tienda, and
Schneider 1996; National Center for Education Statistics 2013; Xie and Goyette 2004), but when
and why does it emerge? Recent research analyzing the nationally representative Early Childhood
Longitudinal Study–Kindergarten Cohort (ECLS-K) indicates that the Asian American advantage over whites in math and reading skills is sizable at kindergarten entry, about .250 standard
deviation units, and then changes only slightly (or in some cases appears to decline) during elementary school years (Choi et al. 2015; Fryer and Levitt 2006; Han 2008). This pattern directs
our attention to early childhood processes as the source of the gap.
We group previous explanations for the emergence of the Asian American advantage in cognitive skills into three broad and interrelated categories: (1) favorable family socioeconomic characteristics, (2) immigrant drive, and (3) parenting.

Socioeconomic Status
Socioeconomic explanations of the Asian American achievement advantage attribute the pattern
to better-educated parents with more resources to invest in their children’s education (Sakamoto
et al. 2009). Several studies find support for this view. For example, Angel L. Harris and colleagues (2008) demonstrate that approximately one-third of the Asian American/white gap in
grades is accounted for when controlling for socioeconomic status. And in research examining
early childhood, Roland G. Fryer and Steven D. Levitt (2004) explained roughly half the Asian
American/white gap in math and reading skills at kindergarten entry with parents’ socioeconomic
status.
But these patterns supporting the socioeconomic explanation are not without nuance. Some
scholars find that parents’ socioeconomic status explains a portion of the Asian American advantage in reading and verbal skills but not math (Choi et al. 2015; Han 2008). Research on the Asian
American/white gap in early childhood finds that socioeconomic status explains, at best, 18
percent of the gap between whites and East Asians’ math skills at age four (Sun 2011).1 In early
childhood years, socioeconomic status may play a role in the gap but it appears to be modest,
varies by cognitive skill type, and does not reveal the specific within-home mechanisms that
might account for its benefit.
In addition, socioeconomic factors do not operate uniformly across Asian American subgroups. The limitations of the socioeconomic explanation are particularly evident when considering the extraordinary achievement of refugee children from disadvantaged families. Several
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researchers have found that students from Southeast Asia, particularly Vietnamese youth, excel
academically despite coming from underprivileged backgrounds (Bankston, Caldas, and Zhou
1997; Caplan, Choy, and Whitmore 1992; Han 2008; Lee and Zhou 2014; Portes and Rumbaut
2001).2 And while parents’ socioeconomic status helps explain some of the advantage of Filipino
and Japanese Americans, it is less useful for when accounting for the academic success of
Chinese, Korean, and Southeast Asian American students (Kao 1995).

Immigrant Background
Relatedly, another key explanation for the academic success of Asian American students is the
importance of the immigrant experience. Immigrants are unique in their “educational selectivity”
(Feliciano 2005), and scholars argue that as newcomers to the United States, they (and their children) have a strong desire to make a better life in their new homeland (Ogbu 1991b; Portes and
Zhou 1993; Schneider and Lee 1990). The desire to improve their family’s social and economic
circumstances, as well as their comparatively high educational status, prompts immigrant parents
to emphasize the socioeconomic advancement of their children via school success (Feliciano
2006; Ogbu 1991b; Schneider and Lee 1990; Sue and Okazaki 1990).
Among immigrant children, this drive to excel is bolstered by the need to justify their parents’
sacrifices (Fuligni 1997; Ogbu 1991a). For example, Vivian Louie (2001) found that when
Chinese immigrant parents experienced downward mobility as a result of immigration to the
United States, their children’s academic success was perceived as a validation of this sacrifice.
Other immigrant families view the difficulties and disadvantages encountered in the United
States (in contrast to their homeland) as temporary and surmountable. For children of these
immigrant families, this “immigrant optimism” encourages a focus on academic excellence
because they believe it will “payoff” (Fuligni 1997; Ogbu 1991a).
One way to measure the impact of the “immigrant drive” is to examine whether Asian immigrants have higher academic gains than U.S.-born Asian Americans. To date, there is some
empirical evidence that immigration is associated with higher scores among Asian adolescents
(Fuligni 1997; Kao 2004; Pong, Hao, and Gardner 2005; Sun 1998).3 Andrew Fuligni (1997)
surveyed schoolchildren between sixth and eighth grade and found that, even when accounting
for socioeconomic status, Asian adolescents from immigrant families had higher grades than
Asian children from nonimmigrant families. Similarly, Suet-Ling Pong and colleagues (2005)
found that first-generation Asian Americans in junior and senior high school had higher GPAs
than second-generation Asian Americans and white students,4 even when controlling for a number of covariates (i.e., parenting style, involvement, socioeconomic status). And, most recently,
Amy Hsin and Yu Xie (2014) note that as much as 80 percent of the “academic effort” advantage
of Asian American tenth-graders could be attributed to immigrant status.5
While immigrant status appears to play a meaningful role in understanding the Asian American
advantage among adolescents, it is unclear whether the processes at work among adolescents
would apply to young children. While there are several studies that examine early childhood
while accounting for racial/ethnic variations, they seldom examine immigration status (i.e.,
Hillemeier et al. 2009; Koury and Votruba-Drzal 2014; Lynch 2011; Mollborn and Lovegrove
2011; Sun 2011). Kate H. Choi and colleagues (2015) focused on mother’s English proficiency
(a likely correlate with immigrant status) and its link to early math and reading development, and
found that it had no relationship to Asian/white gaps in early childhood development at school
entry. Likewise, Amanda S. Koury and Elizabeth Votruba-Drzal (2014) found no significant relationship between immigration status and math or reading performance at the start of kindergarten. These studies suggest that immigrant status may play a less significant role in understanding
the emergence of the Asian American advantage in early childhood, even if it matters at other
developmental periods.
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Parenting
While socioeconomic status (and to a lesser extent immigration status) may explain part of the
Asian American advantage, the more proximate mechanisms that produce cognitive skill advantages of very young Asian American children are still not clear. There is a considerable body of
research suggesting that Asian Americans’ parenting practices differ from those of other racial/
ethnic groups. On average, Asian American parents have high educational expectations for their
adolescent children and these play a key role in explaining their children’s successful school
performance (Goyette and Xie 1999; Kao 1995; Kao and Tienda 1998; Qian and Blair 1999;
Sakamoto et al. 2009). These “success frames” appear to be an important path by which Asian
American adolescents overcome socioeconomic disadvantage (Lee and Zhou 2014). However,
we know little about the specific parenting practices among younger children that may be responsible for the emergence of the Asian American advantage in cognitive skills.
Sun’s (2011) analysis of 7,800 infants and Koury and Votruba-Drzal’s (2014) examination of
6,850 infants, both using the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study–Birth Cohort, provide two of
the more important studies of parenting across racial/ethnic groups among young children. Sun
(2011) found no Asian American advantage in cognitive skills at nine months, but noted that East
Asian American (Chinese, Japanese, and Korean) children made greater gains between nine
months and two years of age than white children. By age four, East Asian American children
outperformed peers from all other racial/ethnic groups in math and literacy by a large margin.
Sun concluded that parenting resources explained much of the advantages of East Asian children.
Along with socioeconomic status, Sun measured parental resources with indicators of parentchild communication (e.g., reading books together, telling stories, or singing songs), as well as
direct observations of maternal care during the interview (e.g., gave the child a toy, kissed or
hugged the child, spoke to the child spontaneously twice or more, and kept the child in view).
Sun’s study provides important evidence that the Asian American advantage emerges in force
between ages two and four, but it raises additional questions about why the gap emerges. It is difficult to discern from Sun’s study precisely the role that “parenting” plays in explaining the gap in
cognitive skills between Asian American and white children because indicators of parenting (i.e.,
parent-child communication) were entered into the model along with a wide range of other family
characteristics (i.e., family income, parents’ education, maternal care). While all of these family
characteristics together reduced the East Asian American/white gap in a meaningful way (an 18
percent reduction of the East Asian American/white gap from previous models), it is difficult to
know the extent to which parent-child communication (as opposed to income and education) was
responsible for that reduction. In addition, key measures of parenting identified in Asian families
as significant—parental educational expectations—were excluded from analyses.
Compared with Sun (2011), Koury and Votruba-Drzal’s (2014) results are hard to reconcile.
Using the same measures of parenting, the size of the East Asia/Pacific Islander, Indian Asian, and
U.S.-born Asian early math and reading gaps (relative to white children) increase when “parenting” is statistically controlled, suggesting that Asian children outperform white children despite
the way they are parented. The pattern holds when socioeconomic and other factors are considered. Thus, parenting seems to explain none of the Asian American advantage, a pattern inconsistent with Sun’s (2011) study when grouped with socioeconomic status. Neither study, however,
examined the role of parental educational expectations or a broader array of parenting indicators.

Parenting: Abstract Ideals and Tangible Behaviors
Our first contribution is to separate “parenting” into two dimensions: abstract ideals and tangible
behaviors. Abstract ideals are beliefs parents have about the importance of schooling and the
kinds of skills necessary for school success. In contrast, tangible behaviors encompass specific
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and observable parenting behaviors that reflect how abstract ideals are put into action. These two
dimensions of parenting represent what parents think (attitudes) and do (behaviors).
Although these measures can conceptually overlap, they are also distinct in ways that have
value for understanding Asian American parenting styles, which appear to be characterized by
high levels of abstract ideals but lower levels of tangible behaviors. For example, Asian American
parents are more likely than white parents to expect their child to perform well in school
(Dornbusch et al. 1987; Lamborn, Steinberg, and Dornbusch 1991; Steinberg, Dornbusch, and
Brown 1992), but are less likely to engage in a wide variety of parent-child interactions such as
helping with homework, participating in academic planning, volunteering at their child’s school,
participating in Parent Teacher Association/Organization (PTA/PTO), attending school events,
and visiting libraries (Hao and Bonstead-Burns 1998; Kao 1995; Massey et al. 2003; Robinson
and Harris 2014; Sun 1998).6 The extent to which Asian American parents exhibit these seemingly contradictory parenting attitudes and behaviors—high expectations with less parental
involvement—in early childhood is yet unknown.

A Subgroup Focus
Our second contribution is to move beyond the examination of parents and their children by
Asian regions to focus more specifically on the parents’ countries of origin. As pan-Asian categories obscure important nuance, so, too, can groupings by Asian regions (e.g., Koury and VotrubaDrzal 2014; Sun 2011) hide very different advantages as each country has specific cultures and
immigration histories that can then shape the home environment for young children. For example, Chinese and Vietnamese immigrants are noteworthy groups. Chinese Americans represent
the largest Asian American population, and have the largest academic advantage over other
Asians and whites (Blair and Qian 1998; Huntsinger et al. 1997; Pang, Han, and Pang 2011), but,
surprisingly, are not as socioeconomically advantaged as other Asian subgroups such as Indian
and Filipino (Pew Research Center 2012). Even more puzzling, Vietnamese parents have children who outperform their white counterparts despite considerably lower socioeconomic
resources than most Asian subgroups and whites (Lee and Zhou 2014).
We argue for a more country-specific approach. For example, it is likely that the Chinese and
Vietnamese advantages are the result of something more than “filial piety.” Defined, filial piety
is an ideology that focuses on forming interdependence—rather than independence—among children, and is present across East Asian countries (China, Korea, Japan) and in Vietnam (Chao and
Tseng 2002). As Vietnamese parents are less likely to value independence and social skills
and more likely to value compliance than whites (Wise and da Silva 2007), so, too, do Japanese
and Korean parents (Chao and Tseng 2002). Likewise, Chinese parents are less likely to focus
on promoting self-esteem than white parents (Chao 1995), but more likely to focus on selfdevelopment through learning as a part of moral development (Li 2004). So while filial piety is
distinct in comparison with western learning, it is a more common tenet of Confucian-based
learning that has heavily influenced many East Asian countries—not just China and Vietnam.
Therefore, it is hard to explain differences between various Asian American households with the
concept of filial piety.
In support of a more country-specific approach, Min Zhou and Jennifer Lee (2014:8322)
argue that unlike other Asian American groups, “Chinese and Vietnamese immigrant communities have developed an elaborate system of supplementary education—private afterschool services, such as tutoring, examination cram and drill classes, college prep courses, and enrichment
programs.” These forms of supplementary education vary in cost and quality and are available to
families with differing resources (Zhou and Lee 2014). Also, Chinese and Vietnamese Americans
have some of the lowest intermarriage rates among Asian subgroups—lower than Japanese,
Filipinos, and Koreans (Pew Research Center 2012).
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To date, most “Asian advantage” studies use more universal pan-Asian cultural themes to
account for achievement gaps, primarily in adolescence, while these patterns have yet to be documented in early childhood. Finding specific advantages among Chinese and Vietnamese cases
compared to other Asian American groups would suggest that these unique advantages result
from practices and behaviors that 1) extend into early childhood and 2) are yet to be articulated
as country-specific. Thus, finding large cognitive skill advantages among Chinese and Vietnamese
Americans would not only turn attention toward early childhood as a way to understand the
source of Asian American advantages, but also further motivate inquiry into the diverse contexts
of early child development across Asian American homes.

Data and Measures
We use the Early Childhood Longitudinal Survey–Birth Cohort 2001 (ECLS-B). The ECLS-B is
a large nationally representative study of approximately 10,000 children. The data are well suited
for studying the origin of racial/ethnic group differences in cognitive skills given that direct child
assessments were conducted at five points during the early childhood years. The five waves of
the ECLS-B were administered at approximately: nine months (2001–2002), 24 months (2003–
2004), 48 months (2005–2006), Kindergarten Fall 2006, and Kindergarten Fall 2007.
Because the primary focus of this research is the origin of the Asian American/white cognitive
skills gap, we restrict the analysis to Asian American and white children, resulting in 4,175 cases.
Parents reported the child’s race during the parent interview. The Asian group includes all children reported as “Asian.” Only children identified as “Asian” who had either a single mother or
both parents from the same country of origin were grouped into country categories. In line with
previous studies that have separated Asians into subethnic categories (Choi et al. 2015; Han
2008; Hsin and Xie 2014; Kao 1995), we created subcategories of Indian, Chinese, Filipino,
Korean, Vietnamese, and “Other Asian.” The “Other Asian” category includes groups with too
few cases to analyze reliably, such as Japanese Americans (fewer than 25 cases). We use multipleimputation procedures to compensate for missing data for independent and control variables (von
Hippel 2007). Missing data range across variables from less than 1 percent to 16 percent.

Dependent Variable—Preschool Math Skill
The ECLS-B children were administered a series of direct cognitive assessments at wave three
(otherwise designated as “T3”) when the child was 48 months, or four years of age. The objective
of the assessments was to understand the cognitive skills of children before the onset of formal
schooling. For the current study, we focus specifically on the math cognitive assessments.7 Early
math skills are a key measure of school readiness and an important predictor of later academic
achievement (Duncan et al. 2007). Math skills also are less sensitive to language variations across
immigrant backgrounds (Crosnoe 2007). The direct cognitive assessment determined a child’s
math skills using an adaptive two-stage approach. The first stage entails the use of a core set of
questions, which routed the child to the appropriate difficulty (low or high) for the second stage.
Test items included early math skills related to number sense, counting, operations, basic geometry, and pattern understanding.8 The Item Reponse Theory (IRT) Math scale scores range from
9 to 66.
The IRT Math scale exhibits both validity and reliability. Individual items display concurrent
validity within acceptable standards (see Najarian et al. 2010). There is no evidence of ceiling or
floor effects, and the IRT score appears to capture a single underlying factor across waves, suggesting reasonable vertical scaling over time. The math scores at 48 months correlate with mathematics assessments at kindergarten entry (.72), and the alpha reliability is high (.89; see Najarian
et al. 2010, Table 21). For ease of interpretation, we standardized the measure.
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Independent Variables—Socioeconomic Status, Immigration Status, and
Parenting
The role of a family’s socioeconomic status is of particular importance for the performance of
Asian American youth given that many Asian American parents were favorably selected for
immigration in terms of education (Feliciano 2005; Kao and Thompson 2003). To gauge the role
of socioeconomic status, we use measures of the parents’ combined highest level of education,
household income, and whether either parent is searching for a job but is currently
unemployed.9
To assess the extent to which the immigrant drive explanation accounts for Asian American
performance, we are limited to an indirect measure—the mother’s immigrant generation status.
Mother’s immigrant generation status is specifically used because information about parent’s
immigration history was captured with wave three parent interviews, which were overwhelmingly completed by mothers. Unfortunately, very limited information was reported about the
father’s immigration history. Mother’s immigrant generation status is determined using information about the mother’s country of birth (United States or abroad) and the age at which the mother
immigrated.
We divided immigration status into three subgroups (Rumbaut 1994, 2004). Mothers who
were born abroad and were 13 years of age or older when they came to the United States were
categorized as “1st Generation.” Mothers who were born abroad and came to the United States
prior to the age of 13 were categorized as “1.5 Generation” immigrants. As the term suggests,
individuals that are part of the 1.5 Generation straddle the first- and second-generation immigrant
groups. They immigrate so early in life that their life experiences are very similar to children of
immigrant parents that were born and raised in the United States (Glick, Bates, and Yabiku 2009).
Last, the category of the “2nd+ Generation” are mothers who were born in the United States.
Second-generation immigrants cannot be distinguished from third and higher generations because
no country of birth information about the mother’s parents is available.
The third major explanation for Asian American academic advantage focuses on parenting. As
discussed earlier, abstract ideals are aspects of parent’s attitudes about learning and education, as
well as ideas about the appropriate behaviors for children. We gauge abstract ideals with two
measures: “Parent’s Educational Expectations” and “Importance of Academic Skills.” Parent’s
educational expectations measure the level of formal education a parent expects their child to
achieve. Responses ranged from 1 to 6, where 1 = child will receive less than high school education and 6 = finish a PhD, MD, or other advanced degree. The importance of academic skills is
a factor derived from two measures—parents’ attitudes about the importance of knowing the
alphabet and counting numbers at the start of kindergarten. These measures reflect the importance parents place on key skills and abilities salient for cognitive development and learning in
the classroom. Response categories originally ranged from 1 = essential to 5 = not at all important, and were then reverse coded so that higher values represented higher levels of importance
of academic skills. We created a factor of both measures with an alpha score of .75.
We constructed the second major dimension of parenting, tangible behaviors, with five standalone variables and two indices. These measures represent several facets of parenting, including:
learning resources provided to the child, parent-child interactions, and the quality of the parentchild relationship. Learning resources include the number of children’s books and whether or not
the parent provides a computer for child use. We include a measure of how often the parent (or
adult in the household) reads to the child, with response categories ranging from 1 = not at all to
4 = every day. We created a factor of library-related activities from three variables (visited library:
1 = yes, 0 = no; borrowed books to read to child: 1 = yes, 0 = no; and attended library children’s
programs: 1 = yes, 0 = no) with an alpha score of .76. We also include an indicator of whether
parents placed their child in music lessons (1 = yes, 0 = no; e.g., piano, instrumental music,
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singing lessons) and organized athletic activities (1 = yes, 0 = no; e.g., basketball, soccer, baseball, or gymnastics).
We also used measures derived from the Home Observation for Measurement of the
Environment (HOME) scale. These include maternal warmth—whether the interviewer witnessed the parent caressing, kissing, or hugging the child; responding verbally to the child’s
speech; or spontaneously speaking to the child during the interview. These measures are consistent with the conceptualization and measurement of maternal warmth elsewhere (Bradley and
Caldwell 1981; Caldwell and Bradley 2001; Guo and Harris 2000). These measures combine for
an alpha score of .68.
Our final parenting measure is an assessment based on a task that required the parent and child
to interact. The assessment is designed from the “Three Bags Task” used in the Early Head Start
Research and Evaluation Project and revised as the “Two Bags Task” to allow for shorter assessment time. Christine Nord and colleagues (2006:23) describe the assessment in detail:
During this 10-minute task, the parent and child were asked to play with two different sets of toys,
each placed within a separate numbered bag. Bag number 1 contained a set of dishes, and bag number
2 contained a children’s picture book, Good Night, Gorilla, by P. Rathmann (1994). Both parent and
child were told that they had 10 minutes to play with the two bags, the only restriction being that they
had to play with the bags in numerical order.

Specifically, we include ratings of parental stimulation of the child’s cognitive development,
child’s engagement with the parent, and parental sensitivity developed from this assessment.
These measures focus on how the parent observes and responds to the child’s cues (including
gestures, expressions, and signals), the parent’s effort in teaching the child with the intent to
enhance perceptual, cognitive, and language development, and how much the child is engaged in
the learning activity (Nord et al. 2006). A high-scoring parent is aware of the child’s developmental level and aims to bring the child to the next level. If the parent’s actions are not matched to or
slightly above the child’s developmental level or interest, then the parent’s behavior is not seen
as stimulating cognitive development. We factored these measures with an alpha score of .80. Of
all the parenting measures, this assessment appears to be the most promising “tangible parenting
behavior” that could account for any Asian American advantage.

Control Variables
We also include several other predictors of cognitive development as controls in analyses. First,
to isolate the growth of early math advantage from 10 months of age to age four (when the Math
IRT measure was collected), we control for prior cognitive skill. We use the Bayley Short Form–
Research Edition (BSF-R), administered when children in the sample were 10 months of age.
The BSF-R assesses child development in terms of exploring objects (e.g., reaching for and holding objects), exploring objects with a purpose (e.g., attempting to determine what makes the
ringing sound in a bell), babbling, early problem solving (e.g., using an object to retrieve an outof-reach toy), and communicating with words. Trained assessors visited each child’s home and
administered the standardized assessment during a 25 to 30 minute period (see Mulligan and
Flanagan 2006).
As assessment times varied slightly across race/ethnic groups, we include a measure of the
child’s age in months at the time of the assessment. We consider gender of the child, coded 1 =
female and 0 = male. We account for whether the child lives with both biological parents, coded
as 1 = both biological parents in home, 0 = other. In addition, we include the number of children
living in the household, given that increases in sibship may strain the parent’s ability to nurture
their child and encourage cognitive development (Downey 2001).
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Because language is an important part of the immigrant experience and the child’s preparation
for school, we also account for the primary language spoken in the child’s home, given that a
sizable portion of Asian American parents are immigrants from non-English speaking countries.
Lack of familiarity with English can influence cognitive development and acquisition of skills
important for learning (Mouw and Xie 1999). The primary home language is gauged using a
dichotomous measure of whether the primary language spoken in the home is English or a nonEnglish language.
Last, a control for the child’s weight at birth is included given that lower birth weight is associated with slower cognitive development, and is often higher for Asian groups compared with
whites (Lynch 2011). Child’s birth weight is measured using three dichotomous categories for
weight: normal (5.5 pounds and above), moderately low (3.5 to 5.5 pounds) and very low (below
3.5 pounds).

Analytic Strategy
We first present descriptive results for all measures for the sample, then across Asian subgroups
in Tables 1 and 2. We report multivariate analyses of standardized IRT early math scores using
ordinary least squares (OLS) regression. The OLS models assess the relationship of family socioeconomic status, immigration status, and parenting for children’s early math-related achievement
(Table 3). As Sun (2011) did not separate the impact of income, education, and parent-child communication in his analyses (making it unclear which factor best accounts for the Asian American
advantage in early childhood), we are careful to isolate parenting from other resources and to
distinguish between parenting as abstract ideals and parenting as tangible behaviors.10

Results
Table 1 presents the descriptive results for the ECLS-B sample of Asian American and white
children and by specific subgroups within the Asian category. At 48 months, Asian Americans are
estimated to be .42 (.35 vs. −.07) standard deviation units ahead of white children. Within the
Asian category itself, respondents of Chinese origin scored the highest in math, more than a full
standard deviation higher than white children (.95 vs. −.07).
Looking at the independent variables, Asian American families have higher standardized parent education levels than whites (.20 as compared with −.12), yet the household measures of
socioeconomic status vary in important ways across the Asian subcategories. Vietnamese parent
education levels, for example, are lower than the average at −.75, as is Vietnamese household
income (−.58). Chinese parent education levels are similar to that of Indian parents, and, at least
as this stage, Chinese parents have more income than any other group.
Parenting measures also reveal important variation between white and Asian American parents, and across Asian subgroups (see Table 2). With respect to abstract ideals, Asian American
parents generally have higher expectations for their children’s educational attainment than
whites. The educational expectation value of 4.88 indicates that Asian American parents, on
average, expect their children to earn at least a college degree, and complete some graduate education (5 = earn a master’s degree or equivalent). For white parents, the average educational
expectation of 3.95 indicates that their children are expected to complete college (4 = finish a
4- or 5-year college degree). When comparing white respondents with specific Asian ethnic
subgroups, these differences amount to a large gap, approximately one standard deviation,
between the expectations of both Indian and Chinese parents and their white counterparts.
Asian American parents’ higher educational expectations suggest that they place great value
on learning, even in early childhood. To a lesser extent, this emphasis on learning is also borne
out in the difference between Asian American and white parents’ average score on the importance
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Table 1. Mean Estimates of Measures by White, Asian American, and Asian Subethnic Groups, ECLS-B
2001.
Variables

Total

White

Cognitive skills
Early IRT Math Score
−0.05
−0.07
(T3)
(0.03) (0.03)
Bayley Mental Score
77.02
77.04
(T1)
(0.37) (0.38)
Independent variables
Family socioeconomic status
  Highest parent
−0.11
−0.12
education level
(0.03) (0.03)
  Household income
−0.07
−0.08
(0.04) (0.04)
  Unemployment
0.04
0.04
(0.01) (0.01)
Mother immigrant generation status
   1st Generation (%)
0.06
0.03
(0.00) (0.00)
   1.5 Generation (%)
0.02
0.01
(0.00) (0.00)
   2nd Generation (%)
0.92
0.96
(0.01) (0.00)
Birth weight
  Normal (%)
0.94
0.94
(0.00) (0.00)
   Moderately low (%)
0.05
0.05
(0.00) (0.00)
   Very low (%)
0.01
0.01
(0.00) (0.00)
Control variables
Child’s age
52.27
52.23
(0.09) (0.09)
Child’s gender—girl (%)
0.49
0.49
(0.01) (0.01)
Home language non0.06
0.03
English (%)
(0.01) (0.00)
Two parent (%)
0.86
0.85
(0.01) (0.01)
Sibship
1.35
1.36
(0.03) (0.03)
n
4,175
3,450

Asian Chinese Indian Vietnamese Filipino

Korean Other Asian

0.35
(0.04)
76.56
(0.58)

0.95
0.25
(0.07) (0.07)
76.03 77.18
(0.61) (1.28)

0.02
(0.08)
74.72
(0.64)

0.23
(0.08)
77.79
(0.81)

0.39
(0.09)
78.31
(1.26)

−0.17
(0.06)
75.74
(0.97)

0.20
(0.07)
0.07
(0.06)
0.03
(0.01)

0.66
(0.08)
0.41
(0.07)
0.01
(0.01)

0.40
(0.08)
0.06
(0.07)
0.04
(0.01)

−0.75
(0.12)
−0.58
(0.14)
0.07
(0.03)

−0.03
(0.03)
0.04
(0.05)
0.02
(0.00)

0.42
(0.05)
0.30
(0.05)
0.07
(0.00)

−0.29
(0.09)
−0.09
(0.12)
0.03
(0.02)

0.74
(0.02)
0.15
(0.02)
0.11
(0.01)

0.85
(0.02)
0.10
(0.02)
0.05
(0.01)

0.83
(0.03)
0.15
(0.03)
0.03
(0.01)

0.80
(0.04)
0.17
(0.04)
0.03
(0.00)

0.64
(0.03)
0.05
(0.01)
0.32
(0.03)

0.55
(0.03)
0.21
(0.00)
0.24
(0.03)

0.45
(0.04)
0.31
(0.04)
0.24
(0.03)

0.94
(0.01)
0.06
(0.01)
0.01
(0.00)

0.96
(0.01)
0.04
(0.01)
0.01
(0.00)

0.92
(0.01)
0.07
(0.01)
0.01
(0.00)

0.95
(0.01)
0.05
(0.01)
0.00
(0.00)

0.93
(0.02)
0.07
(0.02)
0.00
(0.00)

0.99
(0.00)
0.01
(0.00)
0.00
(0.00)

0.93
(0.02)
0.07
(0.02)
0.00
(0.00)

53.16
(0.16)
0.49
(0.02)
0.74
(0.02)
0.92
(0.02)
1.17
(0.04)
750

53.63 52.40
(0.24) (0.19)
0.49
0.51
(0.04) (0.04)
0.85
0.80
(0.02) (0.03)
0.97
0.95
(0.01) (0.01)
0.93
1.08
(0.06) (0.06)
300
200

53.65
(0.41)
0.43
(0.04)
0.95
(0.01)
0.84
(0.03)
1.19
(0.07)
75

54.02
(0.38)
0.39
(0.04)
0.37
(0.04)
0.84
(0.01)
1.21
(0.05)
75

53.21
(0.08)
0.51
(0.05)
0.69
(0.02)
0.93
(0.00)
1.18
(0.08)
25

52.85
(0.24)
0.57
(0.03)
0.56
(0.03)
0.91
(0.02)
1.81
(0.18)
75

Note. Estimates derived from multiple-imputation data. Sample sizes are rounded as required for use of NCES restricted data. Data
weighted for complex sample design and oversampling. Standard errors in parentheses. ECLS-B = Early Childhood Longitudinal
Study–Birth Cohort; NCES = National Center for Education Statistics; T1–T3 = wave 1, 2, or 3 of ECLS-B.

of academic skills. Asian American parents have an average score of .18 standard deviation units,
which measures the importance parents place on their child’s knowledge of the alphabet and ability to count, as compared with −.04 for white parents. This indicates that Asian American parents
place more importance on their child’s acquisition of fundamental skills salient for learning
(about one-fifth of a standard deviation higher than whites). Taken together, the bivariate evidence for the two indicators of abstract ideals suggests that Asian American parents, regardless
of subgroup, place a higher emphasis on educational outcomes than their white counterparts.
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Table 2. Mean Estimates of Parenting Measures by White, Asian American and Asian Subethnic
Groups, ECLS-B 2001.
Variables

Total

Abstract ideals
Parent’s educational
3.99
expectations (T3)
(0.03)
−0.03
Importance of
Academic Skills Index
(0.02)
(T3; α = .746)
Tangible behaviors (%)
Resources—home environment
   Number of children’s 96.29
books (T3)
(2.36)
   Computer that child
0.69
uses (%; T3)
(0.01)
Parent reports
0.00
  Library related
parenting behaviors (0.03)
(T2; α = .758)
   Read to child (T2)
3.40
(0.03)
   Music lessons (%; T3)
0.06
(0.00)
  Organized activities
0.38
(%; T3)
(0.01)
Observation measures
0.05
   Maternal warmth (T2;
α = .677)
(0.02)
0.09
  Parent-child
relationship (T2;
(0.03)
α=.796)
n
4,175

White

Asian Chinese Indian Vietnamese Filipino Korean Other Asian

3.95
4.88
(0.03) (0.05)
−0.04
0.18
(0.03) (0.05)

5.07
(0.05)
0.15
(0.06)

5.26
(0.07)
0.29
(0.10)

4.35
(0.05)
0.23
(0.10)

4.33
(0.05)
0.17
(0.09)

4.91
(0.06)
0.01
(0.05)

4.51
(0.09)
−0.03
(0.07)

98.47 49.99
(2.54) (2.85)
0.69
0.76
(0.01) (0.02)

68.23 41.10
(4.74) (3.77)
0.76
0.80
(0.03) (0.02)

25.79
(1.94)
0.68
(0.06)

56.17
(2.93)
0.83
(0.04)

78.71
(5.59)
0.88
(0.04)

39.76
(3.64)
0.58
(0.04)

−0.01
0.11
(0.03) (0.05)

0.38
(0.09)

0.23
(0.11)

−0.11
(0.04)

−0.25
(0.06)

0.11
(0.05)

−0.20
(0.07)

3.42
3.05
(0.03) (0.05)
0.06
0.12
(0.00) (0.01)
0.39
0.26
(0.01) (0.02)

3.27
(0.06)
0.18
(0.02)
0.32
(0.02)

3.18
(0.11)
0.14
(0.02)
0.26
(0.03)

2.38
(0.07)
0.05
(0.00)
0.20
(0.03)

2.89
(0.07)
0.07
(0.01)
0.21
(0.03)

3.16
(0.07)
0.12
(0.02)
0.28
(0.02)

3.02
(0.07)
0.06
(0.02)
0.27
(0.04)

0.06
(0.02)
0.11
(0.03)

−0.33 −0.35
(0.08) (0.19)
−0.31 −0.42
(0.07) (0.08)

−0.48
(0.25)
−0.67
(0.09)

−0.01
(0.06)
−0.50
(0.07)

−0.22
(0.20)
0.02
(0.09)

−0.10
(0.05)
−0.46
(0.08)

75

75

25

75

3,450

−0.28
(0.09)
−0.41
(0.05)
750

300

200

Note. Estimates derived from multiple-imputation data. Sample sizes are rounded as required for use of NCES restricted data. Data
weighted for complex sample design and oversampling. Standard errors in parentheses. ECLS-B = Early Childhood Longitudinal
Study–Birth Cohort; T2–T3 = wave 2 or 3 of ECLS-B; NCES = National Center for Education Statistics.

There are also discernible differences across Asian American and white parents with respect
to their tangible behaviors, although these show a more mixed pattern. With regard to the presence of learning-related resources in the child’s home, Asian American parents surprisingly provide their children with considerably fewer children’s books than whites (approximately 50
books compared with 98 books) yet a greater proportion of Asian Americans (76 percent) have a
computer in their home that the child uses compared with whites (69 percent). The use of the
library is mixed across Asian subcategories, with only Chinese, Indian, and Korean parents
reporting more library-related behaviors than whites. Other Asian groups are more similar. Also,
more than twice the proportion of Asian American parents (12 percent) place their child in music
lessons as compared with whites (6 percent), Chinese, Indian, and Korean parents have the highest rates (18 percent, 14 percent, and 12 percent, respectively). Conversely, white parents have
considerably higher rates of child participation in organized activities (Chinese are the exception), with 39 percent of white children involved compared with an Asian average of 26
percent.
An examination of tangible parenting behaviors—likely key mechanisms for a child’s successful cognitive development—reveals a critical puzzle. Despite Asian American parents’ high
educational expectations for their children, we find that across all Asian groups, the frequency
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Table 3. OLS Regression Results for Early IRT Math Skills (Standardized) at 48 Months with Control
Variables, Family SES, and Parenting, ECLS-B 2001 (N = 4,175.).
Variables
Asian (Reference = White)
Mental score (T1)

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

.257**
(.076)
.004*
(.002)

.208*
(.080)
.005**
(.002)

.228*
(.087)
.004*
(.002)

.152†
(.080)
.004†
(.002)

Socioeconomic status
Highest parent education level

Unemployment
Mom’s immigrant status (Ref = 2nd+)
Mom First Generation

Abstract ideals
Parent’s educational expectations (T3)

.230**
(.078)
.004*
(.002)

.052
(.091)
−.079
(.113)
.205***
(.024)
.049*
(.019)

Importance of Academic Skills Index (T3)

Model 6

.184***
(.023)
.119***
(.021)
−.081
(.097)
.132
(.089)
.000
(.154)

Mom 1.5 Generation

Tangible behaviors
Resources—home environment
   Number of children’s books (T3)
   Computer that child uses (%; T3)
Parent reports
   Library related parenting behaviors (T2)
   Read to child (T2)
   Music lessons (%; T3)
   Organized activities (%;T3)
Observation measures
   Maternal warmth (T2)
   Parent-child relationship (T2)

R2

.336***
(.061)
.004*
(.002)

.277***
(.022)
.178***
(.021)
−.132
(.100)

Household income

Constant

Model 5

−4.885*** −4.642*** −4.880*** −5.569***
(.282)
(.256)
(.281)
(.273)
.160
.318
.160
.213

.045*
(.020)
.074***
(.017)

.001**
(.000)
.239***
(.037)

.000
(.000)
.149***
(.035)

.055**
(.019)
.178***
(.018)
.220**
(.064)
.148***
(.034)

.036*
(.016)
.116***
(.017)
.134*
(.057)
.040
(.032)

−.018
(.020)
.175***
(.020)
−5.465***
(.285)
.307

−.021
(.018)
.121***
(.018)
−5.177***
(.278)
.370

Note. Sample from multiple-imputation dataset. Sample is rounded as required for use of NCES restricted data. Data weighted for
complex sample design and oversampling. All models include the following control variables: child’s age, child’s gender, home language
non-English, birth weight, two parent household, and sibship. Standard errors in parentheses. ECLS-B = Early Childhood Longitudinal
Study–Birth Cohort; OLS = ordinary least squares; SES = socioeconomic status; T1–T3 = wave 1, 2, or 3 of ECLS-B; NCES = National
Center for Education Statistics.
†p

< .10. *p < .05. **p < .01 ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests).

that parents read to their child is not as high compared with white parents. Also, ranging from −.01
(Filipino) to −.48 (Vietnamese) standard deviations below the average, Asian American parents
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appear less warm in their parent/child interactions during the home observation compared with
white parents. Likewise, the videotaped task we call the parent-child relationship reveals an even
greater disparity. Asian American parents scored lower on this index generally at .41 standard
deviations below the average, with Vietnamese, Filipino, and Indian scoring the lowest (−.67,
−50, and −.42 standard deviations, respectively).
These bivariate results suggest that understanding Asian American parenting is indeed
complex.11 On one hand, Asian Americans exhibit higher expectations and direct more resources
toward computer use and music lessons than do white parents. But these patterns are countered
by lower frequencies of reading to the child, less maternal warmth, and lower scores on the parentchild relationship factor. Next, we use multivariate analysis to account for other factors that
might condition these differences, particularly how socioeconomic status and immigration status
might mediate the observed patterns in Tables 1 and 2.

Multivariate Analysis Results
We report results of multivariate models predicting math skills at 48 months in Table 3 and 4.12
Table 3, model 1 shows that, after accounting for controls in the model (child’s age, gender, home
language, and family structure), the Asian American respondents scored about one-fourth of a
standard deviation higher than white children at age four. About 19 percent of this advantage is
accounted for by socioeconomic variables (model 2). Model 3 reveals that the immigrant status
reduces the advantage only slightly.
Parents’ educational expectations and the importance of academic skills (model 4) account for
nearly half of the original advantage, even without accounting for socioeconomic factors, or
immigration status. That parent educational expectations account for much of the Asian American
advantage in early childhood is surprising, especially given its exclusion from other important
studies that also examined early childhood.
Model 5 examines various parenting measures unique to ECLS-B data. Including a wide array
of indicators of tangible parenting behaviors in the model increases the size of the original Asian
American advantage for math skills by 130 percent. This contradicts Sun (2011) but is consistent
with Koury and Votruba-Drzal’s (2014) results for a simple reason. Sun’s (2011) study did not
isolate these parenting measures from socioeconomic status, and when they are isolated, as
Koury and Votruba-Drzal (2014) show, the Asian American advantage only grows. Thus, model
4 suggests that part of the reason Asian children enjoy better math skills is due to their parents’
greater abstract ideals. But model 5 indicates that the Asian advantage in math would be even
greater if Asian parents provided the same level of tangible behaviors as white parents.13,14

Asian Subgroup Analyses
In Table 4, we present the regression results for the math assessment scores by Asian subgroup.
In model 1, only children of Indian (.214) and Chinese origin (.783) score higher than whites at
p < .05. When family socioeconomic measures are accounted for in model 2, the math advantage
for children of Chinese origin is reduced by nearly 30 percent and the advantage of respondents
of Indian origin is reduced by almost half. Parent educational expectations reduce the initial
Chinese advantage by 16 percent. And as was found in Table 3, accounting for other parenting
factors only increases the size of the Chinese advantage and all other Asian subgroups (with some
coefficients approaching statistical significance).
Also, like Vietnamese children at older ages (Bankston et al. 1997; Caplan et al. 1992; Han
2008; Lee and Zhou 2014; Portes and Rumbaut 2001), we find similar patterns in early childhood. When Vietnamese parents have similar family socioeconomic status, parenting, and other
factors, their children are nearly one-third of a standard deviation ahead of white children in early
math skills (model 6).
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Table 4. OLS Regression Results for Early IRT Math Skills (Standardized) at 48 Months with Control
Variables, Family SES, and Parenting by Ethnic Subgroup, ECLS-B 2001 (n = 4,175).
Model 1
Asian subethnic groups (Reference = U.S. Born White)
Chinese
.783***
(.112)
Indian
.214*
(.094)
Vietnamese
−.054
(.147)
Filipino
.145
(.113)
Korean
.287
(.197)
Other Asian
−.157
(.106)
Mental score (T1)
.004*
(.002)
Socioeconomic status
Highest parent education level
Household income
Unemployment
Mom’s immigrant status (Ref = 2nd+)
Mom First Generation
Mom 1.5 Generation
Abstract ideals
Parent’s educational expectations
(T3)
Importance of Academic Skills
Index (T3)
Tangible behaviors
Resources—home environment
   Number of children’s books
(T3)
   Computer that child uses (%;
T3)
Parent reports
   Library related parenting
behaviors (T2)
   Read to child (T2)
   Music lessons (%; T3)
   Organized activities (%;T3)
Observation measures
   Maternal warmth (T2)
   Parent-child relationship (T2)

Model 2

Model 3

.574***
(.106)
.124
(.097)
.254
(.166)
.104
(.108)
.137
(.182)
−.064
(.100)
.005**
(.002)

.753***
(.124)
.180†
(.098)
−.072
(.152)
.102
(.120)
.276
(.204)
−.170
(.123)
.004*
(.002)

Model 4
.658***
(.117)
.034
(.096)
−.038
(.154)
.101
(.112)
.177
(.203)
−.210†
(.109)
.004†
(.002)

Model 5
.755***
(.093)
.246**
(.090)
.199
(.128)
.320**
(.109)
.221
(.187)
.030
(.098)
.004*
(.002)

.275***
(.022)
.178***
(.021)
−.132
(.100)

Model 6
.578***
(.110)
.099
(.091)
.290†
(.150)
.184†
(.109)
.120
(.183)
.013
(.103)
.004*
(.002)
.183***
(.023)
.118***
(.021)
−.080
(.098)

.115
(.088)
.029
(.157)

.048
(.090)
−.060
(.116)
.204***
(.024)
.049*
(.019)

.046*
(.020)
.074***
(.017)

.001**
(.000)
.240***
(.037)

.000
(.000)
.151***
(.035)

.053 **
(.019)
.177***
(.018)
.215**
(.064)
.149***
(.034)

.035*
(.016)
.116***
(.017)
.132*
(.057)
.041
(.032)

−.018
(.020)
.175***
(.020)

−.021
(.018)
.121***
(.018)
(continued)
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Table 4. (continued)

Constant
R2

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

Model 5

Model 6

−4.877***
(.281)
.165

−4.638***
(.255)
.321

−4.875***
(.281)
.165

−5.554***
(.273)
.217

−5.450***
(.284)
.310

−5.175***
(.277)
.372

Note. Sample from multiple-imputation dataset. Sample is rounded as required for use of NCES restricted data. Data weighted for
complex sample design and oversampling. All models include the following control variables: child’s age, child’s gender, home language
non-English, birth weight, two parent household, and sibship. Standard errors in parentheses. ECLS-B = Early Childhood Longitudinal
Study–Birth Cohort; OLS = Ordinary Least Squares; SES = Socioeconomic Status; T2–T3 = wave 2 or 3 of ECLS-B; NCES = National
Center for Education Statistics.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01 ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests).

At this point, our analyses reveal the value of a subgroup approach—we can identify the
degree to which subgroups have different forms of advantage in much the same way that Jennifer
Lee and Min Zhou (2014) find later in the life course. For example, Chinese parents have children with a .783 advantage in early math skills, which is distinct from Filipino children (.145)
and Korean children (.287) in our results but are often grouped together as “Asian” or “East Asia/
Pacific Islands” in other studies (e.g., Koury and Votruba-Drzal 2014). Likewise, the evidence
for an emergent Vietnamese advantage, when socioeconomic and parenting advantages are
accounted for (.290), would go unnoticed if classified under “Other Asians” (e.g., Sun 2011).
Overall, however, across Asian subgroups, advantages are at least partly explained by abstract
ideals but only grow with the inclusion of tangible parenting behaviors.
These results suggest that especially for children of Chinese and Vietnamese origins, the
achievement gap cannot be explained by traditional measures of parenting, despite a uniquely
rich dataset that includes extensive measures of parenting in early childhood across key critical
periods of time.15 Thus, our models still lack other important factors affecting cognitive outcomes. And if parents from these Asian subgroups were to engage further in parenting behaviors
that our measures gauge (parental sensitivity and cognitive development), their children would
have an even greater advantage in early math skills.
Taken together, these results document an important pattern in early childhood. For many
Asian subgroups, most of their early childhood advantage in cognitive skills stems from socioeconomic advantage and parents’ high educational expectations. The kinds of parenting practices
that can be observed in large-scale data, however comprehensive, only reveal a new puzzle in
early childhood—the Asian American/white gap (specifically the Chinese/white and Vietnamese/
white gap) would be larger if all parents exhibited equal levels of parent-child interactions and
scored similarly on the parent-child relationship measure.
To understand these parenting patterns further, we explored how socioeconomic status is associated with parenting attitudes and behaviors between white and Asian American parents, and
across Asian subgroups.16,17 In Figures 1 to 4, we show parenting levels across the class gradient.
In Figure 1, Asian Americans have remarkably high levels of educational expectations for their
children across socioeconomic status—expecting their children to earn, on average, a master’s
degree (5 = master’s degree) even when many Asian American parents are of low socioeconomic
status. In contrast, white parents’ expectations are more class contingent, with parents with low
socioeconomic status expecting their children to have some college (3 = high school graduate and
4 = 2 years of college) and parents with high socioeconomic status expecting their children to
obtain a college degree and perhaps attend graduate school (4 = college graduate, 5 = master’s).
In Figures 2 and 3, the patterns are more in line with the social class and parenting literature
(e.g., Lareau 2011), both Asian American’s and white’s parenting are more sensitive to socioeconomic resources. Also, in all cases, as demonstrated in Tables 2 to 4, white parents score higher
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Figure 1. Parent’s educational expectations (1 = low, 6 = high).

Figure 2. Read to child (1 = seldom, 4 = frequently).

on conventional measures of observable parenting behaviors. Interestingly, we find an inverse
maternal warmth pattern from Figure 4. While nearly all white parents show high levels of maternal warmth regardless of socioeconomic status, this measure is especially sensitive to socioeconomic status for Asian Americans, particularly parents in the bottom category.

Conclusion
One of our goals was to employ the impressive measures of “parenting” available in the ECLS-B
to explain Asian subgroup’s advantage over whites, but the success of this approach depended
heavily on how parenting is modeled and the subgroup examined. If we focus on parents’ abstract
ideals (operationalized as educational expectations and the importance of academic skills), then
our parenting measures were moderately useful for explaining part of why Chinese American and
Vietnamese American children outperform white children. But when we measured parents’
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Figure 3. Parent-child relationship (SD).

Figure 4. Maternal warmth (SD).

tangible behaviors (e.g., read to child, maternal warmth, etc.), we had little success identifying
the precise behaviors Asian American parents employ that promote their children’s cognitive
advantage. This illustrates that even in early childhood, parenting patterns among Asian
Americans are complex and difficult to pin down with large surveys.
We also reveal the value of a subgroup focus. For some Asian subgroups, traditional explanations operate reasonably well. For example, Indian American children enjoy sizable advantages
in math skills over white children at 48 months, and these are largely explained by their parents’
socioeconomic standing, a pattern consistent with previous literature in later childhood and adolescence (Harris et al. 2008). But for other Asian subgroups, the traditional explanations offer
less value. Asian American children of Chinese descent, for example, enjoy greater math skills
than white children, and their advantage is especially difficult for our models to explain. Although
socioeconomic controls account for about 30 percent of the advantage, other factors aside from
abstract parenting measures did not contribute meaningfully to understanding the advantage.
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This nuance was not evident in previous research on the Asian American educational advantage,
which in some cases group Chinese, Korean, and other Asian Americans together (Choi et al.
2015; Han 2008; Koury and Votruba-Drzal 2014; Sun 2011).
In addition, our models suggest that if Vietnamese and white children enjoyed similar socioeconomic status, gaps in math skills would be even greater. This pattern is consistent with other studies
that find students from Southeast Asia, particularly Vietnamese youth, excel academically despite
coming from underprivileged backgrounds (Bankston et al. 1997; Caplan et al. 1992; Han 2008; Lee
and Zhou 2014; Portes and Rumbaut 2001). The proper explanation for Asian American children’s
advantage in cognitive skills over whites, therefore, depends heavily on the subgroup of focus.
So what parenting practices do Chinese and Vietnamese parents employ that promote their children’s cognitive skill advantage and yet apparently go unmeasured by the ECLS-B? This is difficult
to answer. We suggest conceptualizing parenting in new ways. First, “parenting efficacy” (Bandura
et al. 1996)—the ability of a parent to persist and succeed in a child-centered task despite significant
social stress, socioeconomic setback, or other barriers—may help explain how Chinese and
Vietnamese children of immigrants achieved educational success despite disadvantaged family
backgrounds. In this way, tangible parenting behaviors are latent, activated only when a child struggles to meet parents’ expectations. Second, considering the wider role of the community in providing
“ethnic capital” (Lee and Zhou 2014), folding in spatial indicators of community and neighborhood
resources into early childhood models of the Asian American achievement could illuminate how
parental expectations translate to gains in child development. Finally, collecting indicators of child
time-on-task may be fruitful. Video observations of a given activity (much like the assessments
employed in the ECLS-B) could be coded (or recoded) to capture time-on-task learning.
Overall, more work is needed to understand expectations at young ages, or what some call
“parental socialization goals” (Koury and Votruba-Drzal 2014:282). It appears that some parents
(notably Chinese and Vietnamese Americans) successfully create normative environments that
promote children’s cognitive development by using rigid and narrow definitions of academic
success (e.g., straight A’s, admission to the most prestigious schools, and aspirations toward wellpaid and high-status professions; Zhou and Lee 2014). This relates to several important concepts
already prevalent in the literature—Asian parenting as a form of “training” (Chao 1995), a kind
of interdependent relationship with the child focused on learning as a moral objective (Li 2004;
Sakamoto, Kim, and Takei 2012), which then facilitates a child’s persistence in learning (Li
2004; Sakamoto et al. 2012). And while previous research demonstrates that Asian advantages
partly stem from social networks once children begin to interact more with neighbors and attend
school (Lareau 2011; Lee and Zhou 2014; Zhou 2007), our study demonstrates that parents are
well on their way to creating this normative environment before the ecology of childhood extends
much beyond the home. Our study suggests that scholars should focus on the complexities of
Asian American parenting during a period when achievement gaps are forming and growing
most—early childhood.
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Notes
1. It is difficult to discern from Sun’s model exactly the role of socioeconomic status because it was
entered into his model along with other parenting characteristics (e.g., maternal communication).
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2. Grace Kao (1995) finds that because differences in parental resources between white parents and
Asian American parents are small, a more important distinction may be how Asian American parents
use their money. For example, Asian American parents reported having saved more money for their
children’s education than white parents, and plan to save more in the future for educational investment,
than white parents.
3. Some scholars suggest this effect may be less about immigration and more about Asian culture (Caplan
et al. 1992; Zhou and Bankston 1994). It is difficult, however, to differentiate between the two explanations. Facets of the immigrant argument often overlap with those of the cultural explanation (Sakamoto,
Goyette, and Kim 2009). Do first-generation immigrants, for example, have a more salient “culture”
than their second-generation peers, which accounts for the immigrant drive, or is it the immigration
experience itself?
4. First-generation Asian Americans scored 0.5 grade point average (GPA) points higher than whites,
second generation scored 0.3 points higher than whites.
5. Grace Kao (2004) found that among first and second-generation immigrants, Asian American youth
had higher GPAs than whites, and first-generation Asian American youth achieved, on average, GPAs
0.5 points higher than third generation Asian American youth. Interestingly, in a number of these studies, the immigrant advantage for Asian American students weakens across generations. Often, by the
third generation, Asian American students are not significantly different from their white counterparts
(see Fuligni 1997; Kao 2004; Pong, Hao, and Gardner 2005).
6. Asian American parents’ lack of involvement in some parenting practices that are found to be advantageous for academic development is puzzling. Stanford M. Dornbusch et al. (1987) posited that
the Asian American parenting style is best characterized as authoritarian, where parents are highly
demanding of their child’s academic performance and obedience but relatively disengaged from their
child’s learning. Kao (1995:152) explains, “. . . it is not that Asian parents score lower on measures
of parental involvement because they are less concerned with their children’s academic outcomes, but
that their styles of involvement differ from that of the mainstream.”
7. Reading outcomes were similar to math outcomes and are available on request.
8. The direct cognitive assessment of reading skills assessed a child’s abilities in several areas of early
literacy such as recognition of letters and simple words; the reading scale ranges from 11 to 80.
9. The Early Childhood Longitudinal Study–Birth Cohort (ECLS-B) also provides a composite measure
for parents’ household socioeconomic status, which is comprised of parents’ education, parents’ occupation rating, and household income. Although we use this measure in unreported analyses with similar results, our disaggregated measure allows us to see particular relationships with each component.
10. And although Amanda S. Koury and Elizabeth Votruba-Drzal (2014) do consider the isolated role of
parenting, they do not measure parental educational expectations (e.g., abstract ideals).
11. This could also be considered a “paradox” as commonly referred to in the immigrant literature. As
there are many instances of this terminology applied to various patterns in research, we instead use the
more neutral terms “complex” and “puzzle” to discuss findings.
12. Results closely follow the results for reading skills (not reported).
13. Although we appear to know less about the Asian American/white advantages when considering parenting factors, there are several questions that ask mothers how they feel about parenting. While all
parents, on average, disagree with the following statements, Asian American parents were more likely
than their white counterparts to agree with the following: “Being a parent is harder than I thought it
would be,” “I feel trapped by my responsibilities as a parent,” “I find that taking care of a child is
more work than pleasure,” and “I find myself giving up more of my life to meet my child’s needs than
I ever expected.” In other words, Asian American women in the sample appear to feel a burden and
stress of parenting that may be more poignant than the burden and stress of parenting for white mothers. Interestingly, Asian American parents report having more energy to take on these tasks than their
white counterparts. They are less likely to report feeling “tired, worn out, or exhausted from raising a
family.” Although these findings do not provide, in themselves, the mechanisms that might account for
the Asian American advantage, they suggest a sociocultural burden that is greater for Asian American
compared with white mothers.
14. To assess whether Asian American children of various backgrounds benefit more from family resources
and parenting behaviors, we created a series of interactions with Asian Americans and with sub-Asian
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categories compared with whites. We found no meaningful interactions across seven parenting measures and five Asian subgroups with math outcomes.
15. These two groups, interestingly, share similar abilities to overcome socioeconomic disadvantage (see
Jennifer Lee and Min Zhou 2014).
16. We are grateful for an anonymous reviewer for suggesting these analyses.
17. Results are averaged means across imputed datasets, weighted and adjusted from complex survey
design. There is no evidence of heteroscedasticity, therefore, robust standard errors were not used.
Results were similar with and without the use of robust standard errors. Socioeconomic status is an
index created by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) of parent’s highest level of education, household income, and occupational prestige. We use this measure to simplify the analysis, as
there were too few cases by subgroup using more discrete categories. Analyses beyond Chinese and
Indian subgroups had too few cases to report reliable means.
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