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The COVID-19 pandemic has caused great disruption in education systems around the

world. Schools have in some cases ended or limited on-site teaching, and have shifted

toward home online teaching. This situation is likely to cause increased uncertainty and

anxiety for parents who on one hand may question the quality of home online learning

yet, on the other, may not feel sufficiently confident or competent to guide their children’s

home online learning. Resulting anxiety is expected to be most evident in competitive

educational contexts, such as those found throughout much of East Asia. Therefore,

using China as the setting, and social comparison theory as the framework, this study

examined how variation in parent social comparison relates to parent tutoring anxiety and,

in turn, to the types of guided strategies parents use to promote their children’s home

online learning. The results indicated a positive relationship between parental upward

social comparison and parental tutoring anxiety, but a negative relationship between

parent downward social comparison and parental anxiety. Parental tutoring anxiety is

positively related to the confirmation and structure types, but negatively related to the

discovery type of guided approaches. The implication of this study is that parents who

resist tendencies of competitive upward social comparison are likely to adopt more

effective approaches to guiding their children’s home online learning.

Keywords: social comparison, parental tutoring anxiety, guidance strategy, home online learning, COVID-19

pandemic

INTRODUCTION

At the beginning of 2020, the unprecedented rise of COVID-19 swept China. The National Health
Commission announced COVID-19 as a Class B infectious disease as stipulated in the Law of
the People’s Republic of China on the Prevention and Treatment of Infectious Diseases (People’s
Republic of China, 2020). To effectively prevent and control the spread of COVID-19, and to
ensure the safety and health of teachers and students, the Education Department of Jiangsu Nanjing
Province organized home online learning in primary schools beginning on spring semenster, 2020
(Education Department of Jiangsu Province, 2020), forcing teachers and students to adapt to home
online learning from February 1, 2020, which then lasted for a year (Murphy, 2020). Many Chinese
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families invest in private tutoring as part of “intensive parenting.”
However, the hiring of tutors may not have been easy
during the COVID-19 lockdown. Thus, due to the limited
availability of private tutoring at that time, parents in a high
educational lever may have taken on the role of providing
remedial tutoring for their children themselves (Zhi et al.,
2020). The effects of parental tutoring during the COVID-
19 lockdown have not yet been extensively studied; thus, the
present study focused on exploring parents’ perceptions of
their individual dispositions related to tutoring affection and
cognitive approaches.

Drawing on Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) Process-Person-Context
(PPC) model, Ashiabi and O’Neal (2015) proposed that school
and home aremicrosystems. In line with the PPCmodel, parental
tutoring anxiety and social comparison can be considered as
“person,” the guidance approach as “process,” and home online
learning as “context.” In home online learning, parents are
an indispensable part of the microsystem which allows Asian
children to follow online trajectories. In line with PPC, the
guidance strategies created by parents during tutoring may
influence their children to successfully tackle tasks (Zhang and
Whitebread, 2017). Parental guidance behaviors which have been
found to be related to children’s learning can be categorized into
the three main cognitive aspects of discovery, structuring, and
confirmation support (Bevins and Price, 2016). A few studies
have shown a parental tendency to adopt multidimensional
guidance approaches to explore the contribution to support
children’s learning; thus, the three types of guidance parents
adopted when tutoring their children during the COVID-19
lockdown were explored in this study.

According to social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954), the
cognitive model of social anxiety predicts that negative self-
focused cognitions increase anxiety when anticipating social
comparison (Karasewich and Kuhlmeier, 2020). Parents’ social
comparison has been defined as a form of psychological
control over their children, characterized by parents’ behavior
of comparing their children’s academic achievements to those of
other children who are regarded as superior or inferior (Lee et al.,
2020), in terms of upward social comparison (USC) or downward
social comparison (DSC), respectively. Moreover, tutoring is
viewed as a way to cultivate children’s academic learning, but
at the same time, parents may experience anxiety during the
process if they feel that they have insufficient background
knowledge (Yamamoto et al., 2016). Researchers have suggested
two reasons for Chinese parents’ anxiety about their children’s
home online learning (Bacher-Hicks et al., 2021). First, the
limited availability of offline private tutoring during the COVID-
19 lockdown may have increased parents’ emotional anxiety
(Hasan and Bao, 2020). Second, parents may not be familiar with
using digital technologies to tutor their young children (Hammer
et al., 2020). However, social comparison orientation represents
a dispositional tendency to compare oneself to others (Gibbons
and Buunk, 1999). During the pandemic, how tutoring anxiety
reported by parents was associated with their social comparison
orientation was of interest in this study. Therefore, this study
examined parental guidance types (GT) within parental tutoring
anxiety (PTA) and the link between upward/downward social

comparison (USC/DSC) and home online learning during the
COVID-19 lockdown.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Upward and Downward Social Comparison
The theory of social comparison is among the most extensively
documented and well-known social psychological conceptions
(Chow and Wan, 2017). Social comparison refers to the process
of thinking about information about one or more other people
in relation to the self (Wood, 1996). Aside from the motives
for social comparison, the extensive prior basic research has
shown that when engaging in social comparisons, individuals
can either compare themselves to someone who is better off
than them (upward social comparison, USC) or to someone
who is worse off (downward social comparison, DSC; Wood,
1996). In general, such directional comparisons reflect an internal
cognitive orientation that may not necessarily be linked to
social status (Brown et al., 2007). Accordingly, the present study
considered these two types of social comparison that parents may
adopt to compare their children’s academic performance with
that of other children.

Previous studies have suggested that upward and downward
social comparisons play a pervasive positive and negative role in
our lives (Festinger, 1954; Park and Baek, 2017). Chinese parents’
parenting processes and their impact on child development are
influenced by deeply embedded Confucian tradition (Fang et al.,
2020). For example, compared to their Western counterparts,
Chinese parents under the influence of Confucian traditions
attach much greater importance to their children’s educational
development, and like to compare their children’s education
success as an essential measure of their personal status as well as
a central criterion of family prosperity (Ng et al., 2014)). Because
few if any studies have explored the tendency of USC and DSC in
the context of COVID-19, our study takes on greater importance.

Parental Tutoring Anxiety
Tutoring is an interactive process by which an experienced adult
instructs a child to complete a difficult task that the child finds
difficult or cannot complete independently (Wood et al., 1976).
Tutoring anxiety refers to a feeling of tension or discomfort
when needing to solve learning problems, and is distinct from
generalized anxiety and test anxiety (Richardson and Suinn,
1972). It is a subjective emotional state experienced before or
during a specific tutoring period related to the act of completing
the tutoring itself, the threat of failing, and perceived negative
consequences of tutoring (Topping, 2019). Thus, in this study,
tutoring anxiety is conceptualized as a situation-specific anxiety
experienced by parents who were tutoring their children during
the COVID-19 lockdown.

Researchers have estimated that at least 11% of adults
experienced severe mathematics anxiety when tutoring children
in math (Ching, 2017; DiStefano et al., 2020). With home online
learning, the educational responsibilities of parents became even
more crucial during the period of the COVID-19 lockdown.
Obviously, parents will naturally encounter many difficulties and
problems in the process without training and preparation (Prime
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et al., 2020). Few studies have explored the tutoring anxiety of
parents in the context of COVID-19, so this study examined PTA
attaching children home online learning.

Guidance Types
Parental control plays an important cognitive role in children’s
thoughts and behaviors (Xu et al., 2017). Parental guidance
type is a multidimensional concept, including parents’
supervision and guidance of children’s homework, and
providing children with a family structure that contributes
to educational success (Yotyodying and Wild, 2014).
Although most research examines GT as a whole and
integrates different types into a composite index, this approach
ignores possible varying effects of different types of guidance
strategies (Williams et al., 2020). It is thus advantageous to
distinguish the influence of different strategies and to draw more
precise conclusions.

Based on how much information and guidance is provided
to children, inquiry approaches can take many forms (as
shown in Table 1), usually classified based on Herron’s (1971)
inquiry scale. At the lower end of the continuum, children
confirm a phenomenon following specific instructions, with
the research question and procedure already provided by the
parents, and where the potential results are known in advance
(confirmation inquiry). At the upper end, children follow self-
directed inquiry by formulating questions, designing procedures
and generating explanations based on the evidence collected
(open inquiry).

The last type, the open type, means that parents do not
help their children with their homework, procedure, or results.
However, few parents in China provide little supervision and
assistance when their children have difficulties with their
homework (Li et al., 2019). Considering that the samples
of this study are Chinese primary school students whose
learning methods are not yet mature, homework support
is an essential component of guidance types. Therefore,
excluding this phenomenon of inaction, we focused on
the confirmation, structured, and directed approaches in
this study.

Research Model and Hypotheses
Drawing on Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) Process-Person-Context
(PPC) model, and based on the literature review, we constructed
a mediation model (shown in Figure 1) to explore the

TABLE 1 | Types of guided approaches.

Types of inquiry Guidance

Question Procedure Results

Confirmation Type (CT) + + +

Structured Type (ST) + +

Discovery type (DT) +

Open

+, guidance offered by teachers or parents.

relationships among upward social comparison, downward social
comparison, parental tutoring anxiety, and guidance types.

Previous studies (Morry and Sucharyna, 2018) has reported
that upward social comparison can influence individuals’ mental
health and cause more negative emotions, which are risk factors
for feelings of stress, anxiety, and inferiority. In turn, there
are also many empirical studies (Appel et al., 2016) reporting
a significant connection between upward social comparison
and parental tutoring anxiety. USC may lead parents to push
their children to study harder than others, but this may also
contribute to a sense of loss, negative emotions, and increased
anxiety if academic outcomes continue to lag compared to
those of other children (Wang et al., 2020). Therefore, this
study hypothesized that upward social comparison had a
significant positive predictive effect on parents’ tutoring anxiety,
as follows:

H1: USC is positively related to PTA.
Downward comparison may occur in a variety of ways.

Prior research has demonstrated this emotional reactive
process by examining how individuals feel after exposure to
a description of a social comparison target who is worse off
than oneself (Wills, 1981). By contrasting themselves with
others who are worse off, individuals may create a lower
reference point to evaluate their own situation, causing
their own situation to look better than it would have looked
otherwise (Robinson et al., 2019). Additionally, those
higher in self-centered antagonism report experiencing a
greater positive mood after a downward comparison when
they were involved in social networking (Burnell et al.,
2020). Therefore, this study hypothesized that downward
social comparison would have a negative association with
parents’ tutoring anxiety, as follows:

H2: DSC is negatively related to PTA.
Parents in general tend to demonstrate a “self-serving”

attribution pattern when rating their children’s academic
competencies, whereby they view their children’s abilities
as being relatively malleable and impacted by their own
influence (Räty and Kasanen, 2010). Goldberg et al.
(2021) found that concerned parents tried to provide
the best supports possible for their children, experienced
worry about adapting to or accepting the reality that
their own academic abilities were different from those
of their children, and had better performance. In line
with this, three hypotheses were proposed regarding how
PTA related to the three types of guidance approaches,
as follows:

H3a: PTA is positively related to the confirmation type support
of children’s home online learning.

H3b: PTA is positively related to the structured type support of
children’s home online learning.

H3c: PTA is positively related to the discovery type support of
children’s home online learning.

The importance of learning achievement that the
parents attached to the different types of guidance
(i.e., guided discovery, guided structuring, and guided
performance), for example, have been found to have
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FIGURE 1 | Hypothesized research model.

different effects on promoting children’s mathematical
reasoning (Baroody et al., 2015), and children’s motivation
to learn mathematics (Cheung and Kwan, 2021).
Particularly, if children encountered a difficult and
demanding task, the more likely it was for parents to
adopt a confirmation role (Kermani and Brenner, 2000).
However, if we combine the three types of guidance to
determine the potential for examining the indirect effects
in an attempt to identify the mediating aspect of this
survey, we may see that the upward and downward social
comparisons have specific importance. Thus, how the
two types of social comparison related to the three types
of parenting guidance mediated by tutoring anxiety was
hypothesized as follow.

H4: The two types of social comparison are significantly related
to the three types of parenting guidance mediated by PTA.

METHOD

Participants
A total of 496 individuals completed the survey: 237(47.8%)
from rural areas and 259 (52.2%) from urban areas of Nanjing
in Jiangsu province, China. The effective response rate is 96%.
In terms of gender, 80.6% were female; as for age, 6.5% of the
parents were 30 years old or less, 51.6% were 31–35 years old,
20.2% were 36–40 years old, 18.5% were 41–45 years old, and
3.2% were 46 years old or above. Most parents had graduated
from middle school (51.6%) and high school (22.2%), and most
of their children were in grade 3 (42.1%) and grade 2 (36.9%).
Participants also reported their gender, education level, political
orientation, and annual family income. However, this study only
examined the relationships among parental social comparison,
parental tutoring anxiety, and parental guidance types, and did

not analyze family economic status or other basic information
about the parents.

Procedure
Participants completed an online survey. Snowball sampling was
adopted, and a structured questionnaire was presented through
an online link. The hyperlink was distributed through WeChat
(one of the most popular communication applications in China)
beginning on March 15, 2020, and finishing on March 25,
2020 while children were engaged in home online learning.
These parents were asked to complete the questionnaire and
redistribute it to other parents they knew. In order to ensure the
validity of the data, we dropped participants whose response time
was below the average response time or who gave invalid answers
to all items in the questionnaire.

Measure
The questionnaire items were adapted from previous studies, and
were translated into Chinese. The first step in the adaptation of
the instrument was to use the find-and-revise methodology to
determine if the instrument did indeed express the same semantic
meanings. With the validation of field experts, the instrument
was adapted via pilot testing with students to revise the wording.
Consequently, the questionnaire included parenting anxiety (8
items), social comparison (upward = 7 items; downward = 7
items), and guidance types (confirmation = 6 items; structured
= 6 items; guided = 6 items) in the context of home online
learning. All questionnaire items were designed in the form of
a 5-point Likert scale (i.e., ranging from 1 indicating strongly
disagree to 5 indicating strongly agree); item credibility was
subsequently tested.

Social comparison: The present study adopted Brown et al.’s
(2007) measure of strategic social comparison motives. This
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scale provides an index of the extent to which people use
social comparison for strategic purposes across a variety of
reasons. The base scale consists of items designed to assess
strategic social comparison for different purposes, including
improvement, valuation, and enhancement. The typical items
include, “I often ask my child to learn from classmates who ‘learn
better than him or her’ to evaluate my child’s skills” (evaluation); “I
often ask my child to learn from classmates who ‘learn better than
him or her’ to improve my child’s ability” (improvement); “I often
ask my child to learn from classmates who ‘learn better than him
or her’ to make my child feel better” (enhancement).

Parents’ tutoring anxiety: Adapted from Dowker et al. (2016),
the items measured parents’ emotional experience of interacting
with children while helping them with their homework. In this
study, typical items include, “When I was helping my child with
his/her homework for home online learning, I would feel uneasy if
it was too difficult.”

Guidance types: Herron’s (1971) questionnaire items were
adapted for this study. Confirmation type (CT): help to find
problems or mistakes+ help to find ways+ help to find answers,
for instance: “When my child has a mistake in his/her math
homework, I will let him/her find the mistake to correct first; if
he/she can’t do it, I will help him/her correct it.”

Structure type (ST): help to find problems or mistakes + help
to find ways + do not help to find answers (open), for example:
“When my child makes a mistake in his/her math homework, I ask
him/her to correct it first and then I help him/her correct it.”

Discovery type (DT): help to find problems or mistakes + do
not help to findways (open)+ do not help to find answers (open),
for example: “When my child makes a mistake in his/her math
homework, I will directly help him/her correct it.”

Data Analysis
The original questionnaire had 37 items in total, including five
items for upward social comparison (USC), six for downward
social comparison (DSC), eight for PTA, and six each for CT,
ST, and DT. After conducting CFA, items with a residual value
of more than 0.50 should be deleted (Freund et al., 2010). Hence,
28 items were kept for further analysis, including five items for
USC, four for DSC, four for PTA, and five each for CT, ST,
and DT. After item reduction, the reliability and validity of the
questionnaire constructs were tested.

Composite reliability (CR) and Cronbach’s alpha were assessed
to evaluate the consistency of the internal model. Moreover, the
CR should exceed 0.70, while Cronbach’s alpha should be above
0.70 (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). Thus, the constructs reached
internal consistency if both CR and Cronbach’s alpha were above
0.7. As shown in Table 2, the CR of all constructs was more than
0.70 (ranging from 0.937 to 0.967) and the Cronbach’s alpha was
also >0.70 (ranging from 0.937 to 0.962). Therefore, the results
suggest that the questionnaire had a certain level of reliability and
internal consistency of each construct measurement variable.

The average variance extracted (AVE) of each construct and
the variable measurement condition factor were calculated to
access the convergent validity. Freund et al. (2010) suggested
that when a construct has sufficient convergent effectiveness, its
AVE value should be>0.50. Additionally, when themeasurement

TABLE 2 | Reliability and validity analysis.

Variables M SD Cronbach’s α CR AVE FL

threshold – – >0.7 >0.7 >0.5 >0.5

USC 3.052 0.975 0.947 0.947 0.782 0.884

DSC 2.670 1.025 0.947 0.947 0.818 0.904

PTA 2.809 1.130 0.961 0.962 0.858 0.926

CT 2.605 0.948 0.960 0.960 0.826 0.908

ST 2.909 1.007 0.937 0.937 0.747 0.864

DT 3.229 1.042 0.966 0.967 0.852 0.923

USC, upward social comparison; DSC, downward social comparison; PTA, parental

tutoring anxiety; CT, confirmation type; ST, structured type; DT, discovery type.

TABLE 3 | Construct discriminative validity analysis.

Construct USC DSC PTA CT ST DT

USC 0.884

DSC 0.049 0.904

PTA 0.790 0.185 0.926

CT 0.701 0.130 0.786 0.909

ST 0.653 0.206 0.724 0.743 0.864

DT 0.449 0.184 0.404 0.371 0.425 0.923

USC, upward social comparison; DSC, downward social comparison; PTA, parental

tutoring anxiety; CT, confirmation type; ST, structured type; DT, discovery type.

factor loading of the variable exceeds 0.5, it meets the
requirement of convergent validity. As represented inTable 2, the
AVE of all constructs was more than 0.50, and the standardized
factor loading of each item was >0.50. In sum, the questionnaire
had acceptable convergent validity.

In terms of construct discriminant validity analysis
(represented in Table 3), normally, the square root of AVE
of each dimension must be obtained first, and it must be greater
than the absolute value of Pearson correlation coefficient between
the two dimensions before each dimension can be expressed
as having discriminant validity (Freund et al., 2010). In this
study, the square root of the AVE value of all variables is greater
than the absolute value of the correlation coefficient between
variables, which proves that the measurement model has good
discriminative validity.

RESULTS

Model Fit Testing
On the basis of Hair et al.’s (2014) recommendation, the
measurement model was first measured for acceptable fit to the
data by CFA. AMOS 22.0 was used for CFA in order to confirm
the validity of the scales, and path analysis was performed to
verify the structural relationships among the six factors (Byrne,
2010). In this study, the absolute fit index and relative fit index
were used to evaluate the degree of fit of the model. According
to Kline (2010), the value of GFI is 0.922 which is more than
0.9 and <1.0. NFI and CFI should both be >0.9. The value of
NFI is 0.965 and CFI is 0.986, and the value of RMSEA here
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TABLE 4 | Model fitting analysis.

Type Fitting index Evaluation

standard

The fitting

results of

this model

Results

Absolute fit

index

χ
2/df <3 1.675 Supported

RMSEA <0.08 0.037 Supported

Goodness-of-fit

index (GFI)

>0.9 0.922 Supported

Adjust fitness

index (AGFI)

>0.9 0.908 Supported

Relative fit

index

Normed fitness

index (NFI)

>0.8 0.965 Supported

Incremental

fit index

Non-normalized

fitness index

(NNTI/TFI)

>0.9 0.984 Supported

Comparative

fitness index (CFI)

>0.9 0.986 Supported

Incremental fitness

index (IFI)

>0.9 0.986 Supported

Relative fitness

index (RFI)

>0.8 0.962 Supported

Parsimonious

fit index

Streamlining

fitness indicators

(PGFI)

>0.5 0.783 Supported

TABLE 5 | Path analysis.

Hypothesis Path Standardized

coefficient

S.E. p-value Result

H1 USC→PTA 0.834 0.043 *** Supported

H2 DSC→PTA −0.157 0.030 *** Supported

H3 PTA→CT 0.830 0.031 *** Supported

H4 PTA→ST 0.782 0.036 *** Supported

H5 PTA→DT −0.440 0.040 *** Supported

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, and *p < 0.05.

USC, upward social comparison; DSC, downward social comparison; PTA, parental

tutoring anxiety; CT, confirmation type; ST, structured type; DT, discovery type; *,

significant level.

is 0.037. From the perspective of the model indexes as Table 4
shows, the χ

2/df, RMSEA, GFI, CFI, NFI, and IFI are all within
the acceptable range. Therefore, the model of this study fits well.

Path Analysis
Through the path analysis of the relationship among variables,
the hypotheses of the research model were tested. The analysis
results of the path coefficients are shown inTable 5. It can be seen
that the significance of the five hypotheses proposed in this study
was verified. There are significant states among the hypotheses.
All the p-values are <0.001. The USC is positively related to PTA
(β = 0.834, t = 0.043∗∗∗). The DSC is negatively related to PTA
(β = −0.157, t = 0.030∗∗∗). The PTA is positively related to
Conformation type (β = 0.830, t = 0.031∗∗∗), and to Structured
type (β = 0.782, t = 0.036∗∗∗), but is negatively related to
Discovery type (β =−0.440, t = 0.040∗∗∗).

The determination coefficient R2 quantifies the variance ratio
interpreted by the statistical model, and is an important summary
statistic of biological benefits. When R2 values are <0.6, we
consider that 0.3–0.6 is medium, and <0.3 is low (Freund
et al., 2010). In addition, the effect size of the model (f 2) was
proposed by Cohen (1969). This allows researchers to move from
a simple recognition of statistical significance to a more general
quantifiable description of the size of the effect. f 2 values >0.8
can be considered large. When it is between 0.2 and 0.8, it can
be considered medium, and when it is <0.2, it can be considered
small. In this study (shown in Figure 2 the explanatory power
of USC and DSC on PTA is 72% (R2 = 0.72, f 2 = 2.57). The
explanatory variance of PTA on CT is 69.0% (R2 = 0.69, f 2 =

2.45). The explanatory variance of PTA on ST is 69.0% (R2 =

0.69, f 2 = 2.45). The explanatory variance of PTA on DT is 19.0%
(R2 = 0.19, f 2 = 2.45). Hence, the six variables in this study have
good predictive power (Hair et al., 2014).

Indirect Effect Analysis
The results of the mediation analysis are presented in Table 6.
The proportions of the total effect of parents’ upward and
downward social comparison on guidance types attributable to
indirect effects were 83%/−16%. The bias-corrected bootstrap
95% CI indicated that USC in the relations between guidance
types mediated by PTA were significant (95% CI = [0.393,
0.563]); and the relationship between DSC and guidance types
mediated by PTA and were not significant (95% CI = [−0.253,
−0.018]), based on Preacher and Kelley’s (2011) suggestion.
Just as the questionnaire items, parents with upward social
comparison, for examples, “I often compare my children’s
academic achievements to those of other children who are regarded
as superior,” is positively related to the confirmation type of
guided approaches, if they have tutoring anxiety, such as “If my
child makes a mistake in his or her homework, I worry I cannot
help him or her correct it directly.”

DISCUSSION

Guided by social comparison theory (Stefano et al., 2020), the
present study expanded on previous research by simultaneously
examining the effects of upward social comparison and
downward social comparison on guidance types mediated by
parents’ tutoring anxiety in a sample of Chinese primary
school students’ parents. This study demonstrated that parents’
upward social comparison is a crucial predictor of parents’
tutoring anxiety, while downward social comparison reduces
their anxiety. Moreover, the present research extends the prior
literature by showing that parental tutoring anxiety has an
indirect effect on the association between social comparison and
the different types of guidance.

The prediction of USC to emotional anxiety is supported
by a previous study (Park and Baek, 2017). The present study
found that the relationship between parents’ USC and tutoring
anxiety was positive. This may be explained by the fact that
more than 40 years of reform and opening up in China have
not only brought rapid economic development, but have also led
to increasingly serious social polarization (Samek et al., 2020).

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 6 July 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 708221

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Yang et al. Parental Tutoring Anxiety and Guidance

FIGURE 2 | Verified research model. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, and *p < 0.05, *significant level.

TABLE 6 | Indirect effects analysis.

Indirect effects Effect of

value

SE Bias-corrected 95%CI p

Lower Upper

USC→PTA→GT 0.4738 0.0428 0.3929 0.5631 <0.001***

DSC→PTA→GT −0.1682 0.0429 −0.2526 −0.0181 >0.05

USC, upward social comparison; DSC, downward social comparison; PTA, parental

tutoring anxiety; GT, guidance types; ***p < 0.001, *signicant level.

Moreover, during the COVID-19 period, the high potential
of private tutoring may increase parents’ anxiety by creating
unequal access to online learning resources among families with
different socioeconomic backgrounds (Lopez-Agudo et al., 2020).
In such circumstances, parents are more likely to be prone to
anxiety over the possibility of becoming losers in comparison
with others (Zhang et al., 2020). In line with this, H1 was
positively supported.

According to the self-worth theory (Adams et al., 2017),
people with low self-worth are relatively likely to also
exhibit low-effort and low-avoidance tendencies (Stefano et al.,
2020). Additionally, those higher in self-centered antagonism
report experiencing greater positive emotion after a downward
comparison when they are involved in social networking (Burnell
et al., 2020). Therefore, despite great social pressure toward
competition, parents who experience an optimistic and relaxed
attitude with their children have a relatively low level of tutoring
anxiety (Beckerman et al., 2017). Furthermore, the present
findings also support the notion that parental DSC is negatively
associated with tutoring anxiety.

Parents with different levels of social status showed
significant differences in how they rated the importance of

their children’s learning performance (Cheung and Kwan,
2021). The importance of learning achievement that the parents
attached to the different types of guidance (i.e., guided discovery,
guided structuring, and guided performance), for example, has
been found to have different effects on promoting children’s
mathematical reasoning (Baroody et al., 2015), and children’s
motivation to learn mathematics (Cheung and Kwan, 2021).
Concerned parents try to provide the best possible guidance they
can for their children, and they experience worry about adapting
to or accepting the reality that their own academic abilities
are different from those of their children, and expecting their
children have better academic performance than them (Goldberg
et al., 2021). In examining H3a, H3b, and H3c, the results
indicated that PTA was positively related to the confirmation and
structuring types of guidance, but was negatively related to the
discovery type of guidance. This result reveals that parents with
lower levels of tutoring anxiety adopted the discovery approach
to guide their children to hone their online learning. Moreover,
parents with higher levels of tutoring anxiety were significantly
more likely to choose the confirmation and structuring types
of guidance.

Particularly, if children encounter a difficult and demanding
task, the more likely it is for parents to adopt a directive role
(Kermani and Brenner, 2000). However, if we combine the three
types of guidance to ascertain the potential for examining the
indirect effects, we may see the importance of upward and
downward social comparisons related to guidance type in our
attempt to unveil the mediating effects of PTA. In examining
H5, the present study showed that the indirect effect of tutoring
anxiety between parental USC and guidance types was positive,
but no significance existed between DSC and guidance types.

Similar to prior research of other countries, American
parents are experiencing particularly marked anxiety during the
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pandemic, due not only to pandemic-related uncertainties, but
also to tutoring with children who are home online learning
(Freisthler et al., 2021; Hong et al., 2021). It has also been
found that parents tend to make upward comparisons about their
children’s academic achievements is closely related to parental
anxiety (Lee et al., 2020) Especially in Korea, known for its strong
collectivistic culture, parents tend to compare their children to
their superior peers, producing a sense of anxiety (Guimond
et al., 2006). In consistence to the above studies, our findings
indicated that an association of parental involvement in the
homework process with parental social comparison mediated by
parental anxiety during COVID-19.

CONCLUSION

Drawing on the PPC model, the study explored the correlates
between parents’ social comparison, tutoring anxiety, and
guidance approaches. The results contribute to the literature in
the following key ways. First, we used a dataset from China to
explore the potential effects of parental guidance types, which is
of major importance to educational policy in China and also has
implications for the Asia-Pacific region as well as globally during
the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown. Second, this study is the
first to highlight parental tutoring anxiety as a specific indicator
to evaluate guidance types and examine the indirect effects
of subjective factors between social comparison and parents’
guidance types.

Implications
As one of the first explorations of parental tutoring anxiety and
guidance types using social comparison theory during COVID-
19, this study provides important information to guide children
involved in home online learning. The findings suggest that
Chinese parents need to decrease their USC so as to guide
their children’s home online learning, in line with reducing their
parenting anxiety. Second, being sensitively aware of parental
difficulties due to the technology usage that parents encounter
and that affect their tutoring of their children’s online learning,
workshops on using remote learning systems may be needed for
those parents.

Third, the ecological theory considers the embeddedness of
children’s development in learning content at home through
processing online systems (Claudia and Marcela, 2020). Schools
need to communicate with parents to find out what kind of
supplementary materials they need to support parents’ tutoring
of their children’s home online learning. Finally, the guided
approach leverages children’s existing knowledge and skills
to find and internalize new knowledge and problem solving
(Bevins and Price, 2016). As the discovery type of guidance
was predicted by a low level of PTA in this study, parents

can reduce their tutoring anxiety by considering downward
social comparison.

Limitations and Future Studies
Several limitations of this study should be noted. Most notably,
the survey was conducted during the early stage of home
online learning in Jiangsu, Nanjing province, China. A wider
sampling of socioeconomic status levels and other geographical
locations is recommended for the purposes of confirming the
validity and applicability of these findings. Second, this study
was largely comprised of elementary school children’s parents.
Admittedly, previous researchers have shown that parents adjust
their guidance types in accordance with their children’s age and
level of competence (Silinskas and Kikas, 2019); thus, future
studies may include different school age groups in order to
make comparisons with the constructs in this study. Third,
this study only measured parental tutoring anxiety and how
they guided their children’s homework, but did not capture
other important aspects (e.g., the characteristics of children’s
learning and their reaction to their parents’ different guidance
types); future research is needed to investigate these issues more
thoroughly. Finally, compared to American parents, Chinese
parents tend to use more content instructions to instruct their
children (Hou et al., 2020), indicating that cultural issues affect
guidance types. Future studies may compare parents’ social
comparison tendency, tutoring anxiety levels, and guidance types
based on parents living in different cultural contexts.
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