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Abstract
The current study aimed at investigating the direct and moderating role of personal growth in a child’s adjustment
to first grade as perceived by the parents, drawing on Positive Psychology (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000) and
the theory of families as systems (Cox & Paley, 1997). The sample consisted of 280 Israeli parents (213 mothers and
67 fathers) whose children were in first grade. The participants completed questionnaires relating to background
variables of the parent and child, as well as parents’ perceived stress, emotional intelligence, perceived child’s adjust-
ment to school and personal growth.
The findings indicate that a child’s entrance into the school system may lead to personal growth in the parents

and that variables of both the parent (age and education) and the child (birth order) contribute to this process. Fur-
thermore, among parents with a low level of personal growth, higher emotional intelligence was associated with a
more positive assessment of the child’s adjustment. The study thus demonstrates that the transition to first grade
may serve as a lever for the parents’ growth and development, which in turn may affect their perception of their
child’s adjustment to school. Copyright © 2016 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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Introduction

Starting first grade is one of the major developmental
transitions in the life of a child and their family (Giallo,
Treyvaud, Matthews, & Kienhuis, 2010). Numerous
studies stress the role of the parents as a support system
for the child (e.g. Lunenburg, 2011), showing, among
other things, that parents’ intellectual, interpersonal
and temperance strengths are positively related to their
children’s adjustment (Shoshani & Aviv, 2012). How-
ever, no previous investigation has focussed on the ef-
fect of the child’s transition to first grade on the
parents, and specifically on whether it may serve as a le-
ver for their personal growth and development, a pro-
cess that is likely, in turn, to affect the child’s
adjustment to school.

The possibility of such an effect derives from the
theory of families as systems (Cox & Paley, 1997),
which maintains that following life transitions, any in-
dividual family member is inextricably embedded in
the larger family system and can never be fully under-
stood independent of the context of that system.
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Moreover, the potential of parents to experience per-
sonal growth in transitional periods (Tedeschi & Cal-
houn, 1996) is anchored in the approach of Positive
Psychology, which relates to the increased self-
reflection typical of these periods (Seligman &
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Here the family is viewed as
the context for individual growth (Berger & Weiss,
2009).

The present study aimed at investigating the direct
and moderating role of parents’ personal growth to
their perception of the child’s adjustment to first grade.
Personal growth refers to an experience of psychologi-
cal development as compared with previous attitudes
toward life (Zoellner & Maercker, 2006). Tedeschi
and Calhoun (2004) argue that some degree of endur-
ing psychological distress is necessary not only to set
the process in motion but also for the enhancement
and maintenance of growth. Although personal growth
is often examined as a consequence of coping with
events of extreme stress (e.g. Bonanno, Papa,
Moskowitz, & Folkman, 2005), a series of recent stud-
ies employing Tedeschi and Calhoun’s Posttraumatic
Stress and Health 33: 102–110 (2017) © 2016 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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Growth Inventory (1996) indicate that it can also occur
in the wake of coping with normative life events, such
as the transition to parenthood (Sawyer & Ayers,
2009; Taubman-Ben-Ari. Ben-Shlomo, Sivan, &
Dolizki, 2009) or grandparenthood (Taubman-Ben-
Ari, Ben Shlomo, & Findler, 2014).

Stress perception following normative
developmental events

Entering first grade is a normative developmental event
that arouses stress because of the need to cope with a
change in expectations and demands. The new situa-
tion requires adjustment on the part of both the child
and the parents (Kleisner-Walker & MacPhee, 2011).
The parents’ stress stems from lack of confidence in
their ability to help their child adjust simultaneously
to the emotional, social, behavioural and cognitive de-
mands of school (Giallo, et al., 2010; Shoshani & Aviv,
2012), as well as from concerns regarding their child’s
ability to acquire academic skills, form relationships
with their peers and obey the behavioural rules of the
classroom (McIntyre, Eckert, Fiese, DiGennaro, &
Wildenger, 2007).

Moreover, research conducted in diverse popula-
tions shows that men and women perceive stress differ-
ently (Ben Shlomo, 2014; Folkman & Lazarus, 1980;
Madhyastha, Latha, & Kamath, 2014). Gender differ-
ences have also been found in respect to parents’ per-
sonal growth, with mothers reporting more growth
than fathers in the wake of the transition to parenthood
(Spielman & Taubman-Ben-Ari, 2009; Taubman-Ben-
Ari & Spielman, 2014). In addition, mothers have been
shown to have a higher assessment of their child’s abil-
ity to contend with problems than fathers (Räty,
Snellman, & Vainikainen, 1999).

Sociodemographic characteristics of the
parents

Previous research indicates the important role of
sociodemographic characteristics in predicting both
the personal growth of parents and the perceived ad-
justment of their child. Lower personal growth was as-
sociated with better economic status and older age
among mothers of pre-term twins (Taubman-Ben-
Ari et al., 2010), as well as among mothers of children
with ADHD: attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder
(Finzi-Dottan et al., 2011). In respect to adjustment
to first grade, higher level of education and better eco-
nomic status were associated with a higher sense of
control over helping the child acquire the skills needed
for school, and consequently a more positive percep-
tion of the child’s ability to adjust (Eccles & Harold,
1996; Rimm-Kaufman, Pianta, Cox, & Bradley,
2003). Moreover, it was found that older parents are
better able to provide their children with the tools re-
quired for adjustment to school than younger parents
(Lunenburg, 2011).
Stress and Health 33: 102–110 (2017) © 2016 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
Emotional intelligence

Personality traits (e.g. self esteem and self mastery) may
also contribute to parents’ growth and development
(Taubman-Ben-Ari et al., 2009), as well as to their
child’s perceived adjustment to first grade (Shoshani
& Aviv, 2012). The current study focussed on emo-
tional intelligence (EI), considered one of the main fea-
tures that can help an individual to cope with stressful
situations and process the thoughts and feelings they
arouse (Matthews et al., 2006).

Emotional intelligence has been shown to facilitate
the cognitive process underlying personal growth and,
indeed, to predict growth in parents of children with
ADHD (Finzi-Dottan et al., 2011), and those whose
children were hospitalized in preparation for surgery
to correct a congenital disease (Li, Cao, Cao, Wang, &
Cui, 2012). Furthermore, parents’ confidence in their
EI was found to be a highly significant predictor of
their involvement in their child’s school (Eccles & Har-
old, 1996), and their sensitivity and ability to regulate
emotions, both elements of EI, were associated with
their child’s success in school (Comer & Haynes,
1991). The same characteristics may therefore be ex-
pected to impact the perceived adjustment of their
child. Gender differences have also been found here,
with women generally displaying higher levels of EI
than men (Naghavi & Redzuan, 2011).

Growth as a psychological buffer

As the studies in the preceding texts indicate, most inves-
tigations of personal growth thus far have treated it as a de-
pendent variable. The current study adopted a different
approach, examining parents’ growth as a predictor of
their perception of their child’s adjustment to first grade.
In addition, we examined whether personal growth would
moderate the link between parents’ perceived stress and
their assessment of the child’s adjustment, as well as the
link between EI and perceived adjustment. The rationale
underlying examination of the moderating effect of paren-
tal growth stems from its definition as a resource charac-
terized by the sense of new meaning in life and a
reassessment of the self and of support systems in the en-
vironment. Moreover, a study of women with breast can-
cer found that the relationship between post-traumatic
stress symptoms and depression was attenuated among
women with higher levels of post-traumatic growth, and
the same pattern emerged for quality of life (Morrill
et al., 2008). The authors suggest that growth serves as a
psychological buffer. We therefore sought to discover
whether personal growth would also serve as a buffer for
parents with high levels of stress or low levels of EI, aiding
them to gain a more positive view of their child’s adjust-
ment to a significant life event.

Variables relating to the child

The perception of the family as a system, which lies at
the foundation of the study, required that we also
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examine variables relating to the child. Two specific
variables were chosen: gender and birth order. While
no previous findings show a connection between
these characteristics and parents’ personal growth,
they have both been linked to the child’s perceived
adjustment to school. In respect to gender, numerous
studies have found that parents perceive girls to be
able to adjust better to the school system than boys.
(e.g. Kärkkäinen, Räty, & Kasanen, 2009). Birth order
has also been found to influence parents’ perception
of their child’s ability to adjust, with the firstborn
child thought to have the highest potential for good
adjustment (Price, 2008).

The current study

Based on the assertion that the child’s transition to
first grade is both a source of stress and an opportu-
nity for personal growth, this study focussed on the
role in parental growth of features both of the par-
ents, including sociodemographic characteristics
(gender, age, education and economic level), per-
ceived stress and emotional intelligence, and of the
child (gender and birth order). In addition, it exam-
ined whether personal growth combined with the
other variables predicts the parents’ assessment of
their child’s adjustment to school, and whether it
moderates the connections between parents’ per-
ceived stress and their perception of the child’s ad-
justment and between emotional intelligence and
perceived adjustment. The following hypotheses
were formulated:

1 Mothers will display higher EI, report more stress
and more personal growth and perceive their child’s
adjustment to be better than fathers.

2 The older the parents, the better their economic
condition, and the more educated they are, the less
growth they will report and the better they will per-
ceive their child’s adjustment.

3 Higher parental stress will be associated with a
higher level of growth and lower perceived adjust-
ment of the child; higher EI will be associated with
a higher level of growth and higher perceived
adjustment.

4 Girls and firstborn children will be perceived to ad-
just better than boys and non-firstborn children.

In addition, the study sought to answer the following
research questions:

1 What are the unique and combined contributions of
the parent and child variables to parents’ personal
growth?

2 What are the unique and combined contributions
of the characteristics of the parent, those of the
child and personal growth to the parent’s per-
ceived adjustment of the child, and does personal
growth moderate the link between parental
104
characteristics (perceived stress and EI) and per-
ceived adjustment?

Method

Participants and procedure

Following review and approval of the study protocol by
the School of Social Work Institutional Review Board, a
convenience sample of Jewish Israeli parents with a
child in first grade for at least 6months was recruited.
Participants were located by means of the snowball
technique. Research assistants from different areas
throughout Israel were instructed to look for parents
who had a child who had begun the first year of formal
education during the school year in which the study
was conducted, and indicated that they could complete
questionnaires in Hebrew. After giving their written,
signed informed consent, parents were handed the
questionnaire in a sealed envelope, along with a
stamped self-addressed envelope in which to return it,
and were contacted by phone about a week later by
the research assistants. A total of 285 parents consented
to participate in the study. After incomplete question-
naires were eliminated, the final sample consisted of
280 Jewish Israeli parents (213 mothers and 67 fathers,
who were unrelated to each other) aged 25–47
(M=35.4, SD=5.6). About 77% of the parents in the
final sample had an academic degree (BA), and the rest
had a high school diploma; 60% defined their income
as average, 27% as above average and 13% as below av-
erage; 70% defined their health status as very good and
the rest as good. In regard to the children, 48% were
firstborn and 46% were females.

Instruments

The Posttraumatic Growth Inventory (Tedeschi & Cal-
houn, 1996), adapted to relate specifically to the transi-
tion to first grade. The 21-item self-report scale taps the
various dimensions of personal growth, including per-
sonal and spiritual strengths, appreciation of life and
new possibilities and relationships with others. Partici-
pants were asked to indicate the potential changes
which may or may not have occurred because their
child started first grade (e.g. ‘I learned a great deal
about how wonderful people are’ and ‘I am able to do
better things with my life’), marking their responses
on a 6-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 0 (I did
not experience this change) to 5 (I experienced this change
to a very great degree). In the present study, Cronbach’s
alpha was 0.97. Consequently, each participant was
assigned a personal growth score, computed by averag-
ing the responses on all items, with higher scores indi-
cating greater personal growth.

The Perceived Stress Scale (Cohen, Kamarck &
Mermelstein, 1984). The 13-item self-report scale eval-
uates the degree to which respondents appraise situa-
tions in their lives as stressful, i.e. unpredictable,
uncontrollable and overwhelming. Participants were
Stress and Health 33: 102–110 (2017) © 2016 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.



Table I. Means, standard deviations and t scores (independent
samples) for the study variables, by Gende

Mothers Fathers t(1279)

M (SD) M (SD)

Personal growth 2.0 (1.2) 1.9 (1.2) .11

Child’s adjustment 3.3 (0.4) 3.2 (0.4) 2.4**

Stress 2.3 (0.4) 2.1 (0.4) 2.7**

Emotional intelligence 3.8 (0.4) 3.9 (0.4) 1.7

**p< 0.01
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asked to respond to the question in each item (e.g.
‘Have you ever been bothered by an unexpected event?’
and ‘How often have you felt nervous or stressed?’) on
a 5-point scale from 1 (never) to 5 (often). Cronbach’s
alpha in our sample was 0.83. Each participant was
therefore assigned a perceived stress score, computed
by averaging the responses on all items, with higher
scores indicating higher perceived stress.

The Emotional Intelligence Scale (Schutte et al.,
1998). The 33-item questionnaire is composed of 11
items relating to each of the three domains of the orig-
inal Salovey and Mayer (1990) model of EI: emotional
appraisal, emotion regulation and utilization of emo-
tions (e.g. ‘I am aware of my non-verbal messages’, ‘I
can identify other people’s feelings by observing their
facial expressions’ and ‘I can easily identify my own
feelings while I am feeling them’). Participants were
asked to indicate the degree to which the statement in
each item applied to them, marking their responses
on a 5-point scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree). The validity of the scale has been sup-
ported by its correlation with theoretically related con-
structs, including mood awareness, clarity of feelings,
mood repair, optimism and impulse control, interper-
sonal functioning and cognitive task persistence
(Schutte et al., 1998, 2001). In the current sample,
Cronbach’s alpha was 0.92, and thus, each participant
was assigned an EI score equal to the mean of their
scores on all items, with higher scores indicating
greater emotional intelligence.

Perceived School Adjustment Scale, based on a read-
iness scale (Doyle, 2001) originally used for
reintegrating special education children into a main-
stream classroom. Of the original 78 items, 34 were
found suitable for use with parents of children in gen-
eral education classes and were therefore employed in
the current study. The scale taps self-control and man-
agement of behaviour, social skills, self-awareness and
confidence, skills for learning and approach to learning
(e.g. ‘The child can accept that teacher time needs to be
shared’ and ‘The child is willing to ask for help’). Par-
ents were asked to rate the child on each item on a 4-
point scale ranging from 1 (rarely fulfills this criterion)
to 4 (almost always fulfills this criterion). Cronbach’s al-
pha for these items was 0.91, and thus, each participant
was assigned a perceived child adjustment score, com-
puted by averaging the responses on all items, with
higher scores indicating a higher assessment of their
child’s adjustment to school.

Demographic questionnaire. It was administered to
obtain the participants’ age, gender, health, economic
status and education. In addition, participants were
asked to indicate the gender of the child and whether
or not they were the firstborn in the family.

Results
Data analysis was conducted in three stages. Firstly, in-
dependent sample t-tests were conducted to examine
Stress and Health 33: 102–110 (2017) © 2016 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
differences between mothers and fathers. The results
appear in Table I.

As can be seen from Table I, mothers were charac-
terized by a higher level of perceived stress and a better
perception of their child’s adjustment than fathers. No
significant gender differences were found for EI and
personal growth.

Pearson correlations were then calculated to exam-
ine the associations between parents’ personal growth
and their child’s perceived adjustment on the one
hand, and the independent variables on the other.
The results are presented in Table II.

As Table II shows, as predicted, healthier and more
educated parents reported less growth. However, no as-
sociation was found between growth and age or eco-
nomic status. In addition, in line with the hypothesis,
mothers indicated that their children were adjusting
better than fathers, and older age and better health sta-
tus were associated with a higher assessment of the
child’s adjustment. No correlations were found be-
tween perceived adjustment and economic status or
education. Moreover, lower stress and higher EI were
both associated with a more positive perception of the
child’s adjustment, but no correlations were found be-
tween these two variables and personal growth. In re-
spect to characteristics of the child, girls were
perceived to adjust better than boys, but no correlation
was found between birth order and the parents’ percep-
tion of their child’s adjustment.

In the final stage of analysis, two hierarchical forced
entry multiple regressions were conducted in order to
examine the unique and combined contribution of
the independent variables to the explained variance in
parents’ personal growth and assessment of their
child’s adjustment to school. Examination of the corre-
lations between the predictors revealed no
multicollinearity (VIF: variance inflation factor< 10).

In the regression for personal growth, the back-
ground variables of parent’s age, gender, economic sta-
tus, health status and education were entered in Step 1,
child’s birth order and gender in Step 2, emotional in-
telligence in Step 3 and perceived stress following the
child’s transition to first grade in Step 4. The results ap-
pear in Table III.
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Table III. Hierarchical regression coefficients (standardized beta
weights) for parent’s personal growth

Parent’s personal growth

ß t R
2

Step 1 5.1*

Age .07 1.2

Gender .01 .20

Health status .06 .10

Economic status .05 .80

Education -.17** 2.7

Step 2 2.2*

Firstborn child .15** 2.3

Child’s gender .04 .60

Step 3 1.2

Emotional intelligence .12 1.8

Step 4 0.2

Stress .05 0.7

F 2.4

R
2

8.7

*p< 0.05

**p< 0.01

***p< 0.001

Table IV. Hierarchical regression coefficients (standardized beta
weights) for parent’s perception of child’s adjustment

Parent’s perception of child’s

adjustment

ß t R
2

Step 1 8.8***

Age .20*** 3.1

Gender .14*** 2.3

Health status .15*** 2.4

Economic status -.03 0.5

Education .06 0.1

Step 2 4.6***

Firstborn child .03 0.5

Child’s gender .22*** 3.7

Step 3 12.1***

Emotional intelligence .37*** 6.4

Step 4 0.2

Stress .05 .90

Step 5 0.6

Growth .08 1.3

Step 6 4.4

Emotional intelligence × growth.16** 2.3

Stress × growth .01 .19

F 7.4***

R
2

30.7

*p< 0.05

**p< 0.01

***p< 0.001

Table II. Pearson correlations between personal growth and
perception of child’s adjustment and the independent variables

Personal growth Child’s adjustment

Age .06 .16**

Gender .00 .14*

Health status -.13* .14*

Economic status -.07 -.00

Education .20**- .01

Firstborn child .06 .00

Child’s gender .04 .25**

Emotional intelligence .10 .44**

Stress -.02 -.20**

Personal growth — -.03

*p< 0.05

**p< 0.01

***p< 0.001

Child’s Adjustment to First Grade S. Ben Shlomo and O. Taubman-Ben-Ari
As Table III shows, the independent variables ex-
plained 8.7% of the variance in parent’s personal
growth. The sociodemographic variables in Step 1 con-
tributed 5.1% to the explained variance, with lower ed-
ucation predicting a higher level of growth. The
characteristics of the child in Step 2 contributed a fur-
ther 2.2% to the explanation of the variance, showing
higher growth among parents whose children were
firstborn. EI in Step 3 added another 1.2%, tending to-
ward significance (p< 0.06), to the explained variance.
A non-significant contribution of 0.2% was found for
perceived stress in Step 4.

In the regression for the child’s perceived adjust-
ment to school, the background variables of parent’s
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age, gender, economic status, health status and educa-
tion were entered in Step 1, child’s birth order and gen-
der in Step 2, emotional intelligence in Step 3,
perceived stress following the child’s transition to first
grade in Step 4 and parent’s personal growth in Step
5. In the sixth and final steps of the analysis, the inter-
actions between emotional intelligence and growth and
between stress and growth were entered to examine
moderating effects. The results appear in Table IV.

As can be seen from Table IV, the independent var-
iables explained 30.7% of the variance in the child’s ad-
justment as perceived by the parents. The
sociodemographic variables in Step 1 made a signifi-
cant contribution of 8.8% to the explained variance,
with gender, age and health status all predicting adjust-
ment. More specifically, mothers perceived their chil-
dren to adjust better than fathers, and older and
healthier parents had a higher assessment of their
child’s adjustment. The characteristics of the child in
Step 2 added a significant 4.6% to the explained vari-
ance, showing that girls were perceived to adjust better
than boys. EI in Step 3 contributed a further significant
12.1%, whereby parents displaying more emotional in-
telligence had a more positive perception of their
child’s adjustment. No significant contribution was
found for perceived stress in Step 4 or growth in Step
5. However, Step 6, in which the interactions between
Stress and Health 33: 102–110 (2017) © 2016 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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personal growth and both perceived stress and EI were
entered, showed that the interaction between EI and
growth was significant and contributed a further 7.4%
to the explained variance.

Simple slope analysis (Aiken & West, 1991) con-
ducted on this interaction revealed that when growth
was low, the correlation between EI and the child’s per-
ceived adjustment was positive and significant, b=0.27,
t(249) = 6.63 p< 0.001, whereas the correlation be-
tween these two variables was not significant when
growth was high (b=0.15, t(249) = 3.57, p> 0.05). In
other words, in answer to the second research question,
the results indicate that personal growth moderates the
link between parents’ emotional intelligence and as-
sessment of their child’s adjustment to school.
Discussion
The current study indicates that the challenges that
starting school poses for both the child and the parent
frame this life event as an opportunity for parental
growth and development. This is not an obvious find-
ing, because not every event in a family life cycle poten-
tially leads to growth and changes in parents’
perceptions of self, their environment or meaning in
life. Moreover, intuitively we would tend to view this
event as less dramatic than other developmental transi-
tions, such as becoming a parent for the first time
(Taubman-Ben-Ari et al., 2009).

In addition, it was found here, as in earlier studies,
that mothers have a higher perception of stress than fa-
thers (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980). However, in contrast
to previous reports (Spielman & Taubman-Ben-Ari,
2009; Taubman-Ben-Ari, 2014), no difference was
found between the genders for level of personal growth.
This suggests that while mothers may be more involved
in their child’s transition to first grade (Kamini &
Maru, 2012), and thus may experience the stress and
fears it entails more intensely (Kleisner-Walker &
MacPhee, 2011), fathers also undergo a process of
growth similar in intensity to mothers. It is possible,
however, that the findings reflect a social desirability
bias, whereby the fathers in the sample may have re-
ported a lower level of stress than they actually experi-
ence, but did not feel the need to be less than truthful
when questioned about their sense of growth.

Among the background variables, only education
and health yielded significant correlations with per-
sonal growth, showing inverse associations. This is
consistent with previous studies which similarly report
less growth among individuals with more education
and better health (Finzi-Dottan et al., 2011;
Taubman-Ben-Ari, Findler, & Kuint, 2010). Thus, it
would seem that when people have fewer personal re-
sources to call on, such as less education or poorer
health, they have more room to grow and develop as
a result of coping with stress, whereas those with more
resources are better able to cope and consequently
Stress and Health 33: 102–110 (2017) © 2016 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
experience less growth (Taubman-Ben-Ari, Ben
Shlomo, & Findler, 2012).

Examination of the combined contribution of the
variables of the parent and child yielded a more com-
plex picture. Only education contributed to the growth
of the parents, with lower education predicting more
growth. The contribution of emotional intelligence
was only marginally significant. Although previous re-
search shows a significant link between EI and personal
growth, this may be because of the fact that it focussed
on parents in situations of greater stress, such those of
children with ADHD (Finzi-Dottan et al., 2011) or
congenital diseases (Li et al., 2012). The discrepancy
might also derive from the time elapsing between mea-
surement of growth and the stressful event (e.g. diag-
nosis of the congenital disease) or from the duration
of the experience (living with a child with ADHD as
opposed to a child in first grade). However, it should
be noted that growth has previously been identified in
the early stages of a developmental life event (such as
a month after the birth of a premature infant; Spielman
& Taubman-Ben-Ari, 2009). Nevertheless, in view of
our findings, it might be worthwhile to measure the
level of growth reported by parents at the end of their
child’s first year of school, or even later.

Among the child variables, only birth order was
found to predict parental growth, with the parents of
firstborns reporting more growth in the wake of their
child’s transition to first grade. This can be explained
in terms of the novelty of the experience, just as the
birth of a first child is not experienced in the same
way as that of a second child (Price, 2008). Moreover,
the transition of a firstborn child to first grade repre-
sents a turning point at which parents can cognitively
process the results of their investment in child rearing,
a procedure which may, in turn, lead to greater growth.

In accord with numerous studies which have exam-
ined parents’ perception of their child’s adjustment to
first grade in terms of the emotional, social, behav-
ioural and cognitive demands of school (Giallo et al.,
2010; Räty et al., 1999; Shoshani & Aviv, 2012), it was
found here that mothers’ perception of their child’s ad-
justment is higher than that of fathers. This may stem
from the fact that mothers spend more time with the
child, and therefore feel more control over teaching
them the skills they need to facilitate their adjustment.
The viability of this explanation warrants further exam-
ination in more heterogeneous samples.

In line with earlier study (Lunenburg, 2011), older
parents were also found to perceive their child’s adjust-
ment to be better. It is possible that they feel more able
to equip the child with the tools for adjusting to school
because of their life experience and financial means. In
addition, better health was associated with a higher
perception of the child’s adjustment, most likely be-
cause such parents are more available to their children
during this time in their life when they are contending
with considerable changes and new demands (Giallo
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et al., 2010; Shoshani & Aviv, 2012). Interestingly, and
in contrast to previous studies (Eccles & Harold, 1996;
Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2003), no associations were
found here between parent’s education or economic
status and the perceived adjustment of the child. This
may be because of the relative homogeneity of our
sample on these two variables.

The child’s gender was also found to significantly
predict parent’s perception of adjustment, with girls
believed to be adjusting to school better than boys. This
is consistent with previous studies (Kärkkäinen et al.,
2009; Räty et al., 1999).

In addition, parent’s higher EI was found to be asso-
ciated with a higher perception of the child’s adjust-
ment. This, too, is in line with previous research
(Comer & Haynes, 1991), and may indicate that ele-
ments of EI in the parents, such as the capacity to per-
ceive and regulate emotions, can affect a child’s
perceived ability to adjust to school. It should be noted
that whereas the literature generally reports higher EI
among women (Naghavi & Redzuan, 2011), no gender
difference was found in the current study.

Furthermore, a higher level of stress perceived by
parents was associated with a poorer perception of
their child’s adjustment, a finding also consistent with
previous studies. However, in the regression analysis,
perceived stress did not contribute significantly to
explaining the variance in perceived adjustment.
Thus, when examined together with the parents’
sociodemographic variables and EI and the child’s
gender and birth order, stress appears to play a lesser
role in predicting the child’s perceived adjustment to
school.

Personal growth was not found to be directly related
to the parent’s perception of their child’s adjustment,
either when examined separately or in combination
with the other variables. Nevertheless, as other studies
suggest, the results indicate that growth may be ‘psy-
chologically protective’ (Morrill et al., 2008). That is,
when the level of growth was low, a significant positive
interaction was found between EI and perceived adjust-
ment, while no such interaction emerged when a high
level of growth was reported. This may be explained
by the essential difference between the variables. Both
personal growth and EI are resources on which the in-
dividual may call. However, whereas growth represents
a cognitive psychological process of change generated
by coping with stress, EI is a personality trait that aids
in coping with stressful situations and processing the
thoughts and emotions they arouse (Matthews et al.,
2006). Thus, parents who experience less growth as a
result of their child’s transition to first grade, that is,
who do not undergo a meaningful process of change,
may rely on an alternative resource, their emotional in-
telligence, to help them cope with the transition,
resulting in a stronger link between EI and perceived
adjustment. On the other hand, parents who experi-
ence more growth have no need to amplify use of their
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EI in order to cope with the stress, as they enjoy the
products of the resource of growth.

Limitations

Certain limitations of this study should be noted.
Firstly, it relied entirely on parents’ reports of their
children’s adjustment, which does not necessarily indi-
cate that the child shares the same perceptions. Future
studies would do well to attempt to validate the par-
ent’s report by means of data obtained from the educa-
tional staff or the child’s description of his or her
experience. Secondly, the sample in this study was
characterized by a high socioeconomic level and in-
cluded more mothers than fathers. Future studies
would be advised to employ more heterogeneous sam-
ples to validate the findings. Thirdly, the data were col-
lected at a single point in time. Longitudinal studies
might reveal changes over time in the parents’ percep-
tions of their own growth and their child’s adjustment
to school. In addition, although the set of variables ex-
amined here was chosen on the basis of the literature, it
would be valuable for future investigations to include
additional factors, such as family and/or community
support. Finally, this study was conducted in Israel,
where the multicultural nature of the country, as well
as the economic and political pressures that character-
ize it, may play a role in shaping parents’ perceptions of
their child’s transition to first grade and the personal
growth it engenders. It should also be noted that con-
trary to the situation in many other Western countries,
Israeli children begin primary school at six years of age,
following kindergarten, and kindergarten is viewed as
separate from the school system (Shoshani & Aviv,
2012). Therefore, adjusting to first grade actually
means adjustment to the first year of formal education.

Theoretical and practical implications

On the theoretical level, the results confirm that de-
velopmental processes in the child may serve as a le-
ver for growth and development in the parents. On
the practical level, this means that educators and
therapists need to address the processes undergone
by the parents when their child starts school. It is
worth noting that while differences were found here,
as in earlier research, between mothers and fathers’
perceptions of their child’s adjustment, no such dif-
ferences emerged in respect to perceived growth.
Thus, in contrast to the conventional approach in re-
search and practice alike, where the focus is primarily
on the mother (Perry, Dockett, & Howard, 2000), fa-
thers too may grow and develop in the wake of their
child’s transition to first grade, and this should be
taken into account by both scientists and
practitioners.

In addition, the study offers the first indication of
the importance of birth order in shaping the parents’
experience of growth. In practical terms, this suggests
that first-time parents of children entering the formal
Stress and Health 33: 102–110 (2017) © 2016 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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education system should be treated differently than ex-
perienced parents.

The study also confirms previous findings in
respect to the ability of certain parent and child
variables to predict the child’s perceived adjustment.
These include parent’s gender, age, health and EI
and child’s gender. Some of these features, such as
female parent, female child and parent’s older age,
were found to contribute to a perception of better
adjustment, indicating the value of providing greater
support to individuals who do not meet these criteria,
such as fathers, younger parents and the parents of
boys. Poorer health, found to predict lower perceived
Stress and Health 33: 102–110 (2017) © 2016 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
adjustment, might be addressed by increasing aware-
ness of preventive medicine among the parents of
children who are about to start school, or by paying
extra attention to parents with health problems. EI,
shown to contribute to better adjustment, can also
be developed with the proper guidance on the
individual or group level. Finally, the finding that
personal growth moderates the link between EI and
the perceived adjustment of the child highlights the
importance of EI in aiding parents to cope with their
child’s transition to first grade when developmental
processes such as personal growth are not taking
place.
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