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ParentInvolvement, CulturalCapital,
and the Achievement GapAmong
ElementarySchool Children
Jung-SookLee and NatashaK. Bowen
Universityof North Carolina at ChapelHill
Thisstudy examined the level and impact offive types ofparent involvement
on elementary school children's academic achievement by race/ethnicity,
poverty, andparent educational attainment. Thesample comprised 415 third
through fifth graders who completed the Elementary School Success Profile.
Hypotheses from Bourdieu's theory of cultural capital were assessed with
t tests, chi-square statistics, and hierarchical regressions. Consistent with the
theory,parents with different demographic characteristics exhibited different
types of involvement, and the types of involvement exhibited byparentsfrom
dominant groups had the strongest association with achievement. However,
contrary to theoretical expectations, members of dominant and nondominant groups benefited similarly from certain types of involvement and differently from others. Implications for research and practice are discussed.
Bourdieu, cultural capital, elementary school, habitus, parent
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n the United States, education is commonly perceived as a viable weapon
against poverty and social inequality (Allen & Hood, 2000). However, the
problem of inequalityexists within the educational system itself (Lareau,2001).
Researchershave reported an achievement gap among schoolchildren that is
associated with socioeconomic statusand race/ethnicity.Poverty(Brooks-Gunn
& Duncan, 1997; De Civita, Pagani, Vitaro, & Tremblay, 2004), low levels of
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Because parent involvement has been shown to be positively related
to children's educational performance (Barnard, 2004; Fan & Chen, 2001;
Feuerstein, 2000; Jeynes, 2003; McWayne, Hampton, Fantuzzo, Cohen, &
Sekino, 2004) and may mediate the effects of poverty, parents' educational
attainment,and race/ethnicity on achievement (De Civitaet al., 2004; Eamon,
2002; Schreiber, 2002), increasing parent involvement has been identified as
a possible strategy for reducing the achievement gap. Parent involvement at
school may include attending parent-teacher conferences, attending programs featuring students, and engaging in volunteer activities. Parent educational involvement at home may include providing help with homework,
discussing the child's schoolwork and experiences at school, and structuring home activities.
Unfortunately, the effectiveness of efforts designed to eliminate the
achievement gap through increasing parent involvement may be attenuated
by two factors. First, some parents of children with low achievement may

encounter barriersto their involvement (Heymann & Earle,2000; Hill &
Taylor,2004;Pena,2000),and,second,the positiveinfluenceof parentinvolvement on children'seducationalperformancemay be weakerin some families
(Desimone,1999;McNeal,1999).Therefore,a majortool identifiedto reduce
inequalities in achievement may have limited ability to do so because of
inequalities in the opportunities for and benefits of parent involvement across
demographic groups.

ParentInvolvement, FamilyCharacteristics,and Achievement
Measures of Parent Involvement
Findings about the nature and magnitude of the relationship between parent involvement and achievement vary on the basis of how involvement is
measured (e.g., Barnard, 2004; McWayne et al., 2004). Parent involvement
has been defined and measured in numerous ways in the literature. While
some studies have combined various aspects of activities into single measures of parent involvement at home or at school (Barnard, 2004; McWayne
et al., 2004; Miedel & Reynolds, 1999), others have identified and studied
multiple types of parent involvement (Desimone, 1999; Fan, 2001; Fan &
Chen, 2001; Feuerstein, 2000; McNeal, 1999) that are measured separately.
For example, Desimone (1999) identified 12 types of parent involvement,
and Epstein and Salinas (2004) described 6 types of such involvement.
Studies involving measures of parent involvement at school have generally revealed a relationship between parent involvement and academic
achievement (Jimerson, Egeland, & Teo, 1999). However, in studies involving measures of home involvement, less consistent conclusions have been
drawn about the effects of parent involvement on academic outcomes. For
example, Barnard(2004) found that parents' reports of their involvement at
194
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home, including reading, cooking, discussing, and going on outings with children, were not significantly associated with students' academic attainment.
McWayne et al. (2004), however, showed that parent reports of educational

involvementat home, definedas providinga supportivehome learningenvironment, were positively associated with teachers' ratings of children's reading and mathematics achievement. Other researchershave found that parents'
attitudes(e.g., their educational expectations and aspirationsfor their children)
are associated with academic achievement (Fan, 2001; Fan & Chen, 2001;

Feuerstein, 2000). Because of the multiple dimensions of parent educational involvement at home, it may be best to examine a number of separate measures of involvement (Desimone, 1999; Fan, 2001; Fan & Chen,
2001; Feuerstein, 2000; McNeal, 1999).
Effects of Parent Involvement in Different Populations

Findings about the relationship between parent involvement and achievement also vary according to the populations examined (e.g., Barnard, 2004;
McWayne et al., 2004). Although the impact of parent involvement on academic achievement overall is significant among children from all racial/ethnic
and income groups (Jeynes, 2003), some studies suggest that effects are moderated by demographic characteristics. McNeal (1999) found, for example,
that parent involvement, defined as parent-teacher-organizationinvolvement,
monitoring, and educational support strategies, had more beneficial effects
among affluent European American students than among African American,
Hispanic, and Asian American students; students from families of low socioeconomic status;and students from single-parent households. Also, Desimone
(1999) reported statisticallysignificant differences in the relationshipsbetween
12 types of parent involvement and student achievement in mathematics and
reading among students from different racial/ethnic and economic groups.
For example, student-reported educational discussions with parents were significantly more predictive of gains in achievement among European American students; discussions about post-high school plans were significant only
among middle-income students.
One author has suggested a mechanism to explain the moderation effects
of race/ethnicity. According to McNeal (1999), the cultural capital possessed
by affluent European American families magnifies the effects of parents'
involvement on their children's achievement at school (McNeal, 1999). Moderation effects across nondominant groups have also been identified, however. In a meta-analysis of the effects of parent involvement on minority
students' academic achievement, Jeynes (2003) presented evidence that parent involvement (e.g., communicating with the school, checking homework,
encouraging outside reading, and participatingin school activities) benefited
African Americans and Hispanic/Latinos more than it did Asian Americans.
The author's explanation was that parent involvement may have the greatest impact in the absence of other cultural factors that promote academic
achievement, such as the strong emphasis on education found in many Asian
195
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American cultures (Jeynes, 2003). As a result of inconsistent findings, moderation effects require additional systematic examination.
The studies just described revealed a variety of effects of parent involvement on achievement for various types of parent involvement and among children from different demographic backgrounds. However, these studies did
not systematically test interactions between demographic characteristicsand
multiple types of school and home involvement. In addition, the primary
source of data for studies of demographic differences in the amounts and benefits of parent involvement is the National Education Longitudinal Study of
1988 (National Center for Education Statistics,1988), a national panel study of
eighth-grade students. Although it has been shown that parent involvement is
also positively associated with academic achievement in elementary school
(Barnard, 2004; Heymann & Earle, 2000; Kohl, Lengua, & McMahon, 2000;
Miedel & Reynolds, 1999), greater understanding of the effects of multiple
types of involvement among different demographic groups at this school level
may contribute to knowledge about how to use parent involvement efforts to
address the achievement gap.

Social and Cultural Capital in the Parent-School Mesosystem
Parent educational involvement practices represent two central aspects of the
mesosystem in Bronfenbrenner's(1986) ecological model of contextual influences on children's development: connections among the adults in children's
microsystems and congruence in behaviors, values, and attitudes across settings. Parent involvement at school promotes connections between adults in
two of the child's primarymicrosystems, the home and the school, while parent educational involvement at home conveys congruence in the attitudesand
behaviors governing these two microsystems. In general, parent involvement
at school has received more attention in the schools and in the literaturethan
parent involvement at home, but both may be related to the achievement gap.
Applying the concepts of social and culturalcapital (Coleman, 1988; Bourdieu,
cited in Lareau,2001) to the home-school mesosystem may promote a greater
understanding of the persistent achievement gap and, therefore, how schools
can address it.
Coleman (1988) described three components of social capital: the obligations and expectations of reciprocity in social relationships, norms and
social control, and information channels. Coleman viewed social capital as
a means to an end, for example, a means by which parents can promote
their children's school achievement and educational attainment. Social
capital obtained through visits to the school may take the form of information (e.g., about upcoming events or available enrichment activities),
skills (e.g., how to help with homework and home reading, parenting tips),
access to resources (e.g., books, study aids, sources of assistance), and sources
of social control (e.g., school-home agreement on behavior expectations and
educational values), all of which can help parents promote their children's
school achievement. Interactions with other parents while volunteering at
196
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school or attending parent-teacher association meetings can also help parents gain access to beneficial information, parenting skills, or resources available in the social network represented by those parents. An additional aspect
of social capital discussed by Coleman (1988) is the attention that parents
provide children. The education-related social capital possessed by parents
or obtained through their involvement at school promotes school achievement only if parents are able to devote time to supporting their children's
education at home.
According to Lareau (2001), Bourdieu's concept of social capital also
involves social relationships or networks that provide access to resources and
must be actively maintained. Like Coleman (1988), therefore, Bourdieu views
social capital as a means to gain socially desirable ends (Lareau,2001). Unlike
Coleman, however, Bourdieu emphasizes inequalities in the amounts of capital individuals have or are able to obtain. One source of inequality in access
to relationshipsand resources of interestto Bourdieu is the fit between an individual's culture and the culture of the larger society or the institutions in that
society. He uses the terms habitus and field to describe this fit. "Habitus"is "a
system of dispositions" that results from social training and past experience
(Brubaker, 2004; Lareau,2001; Reed-Danahay, 2005). It is "the disposition to
act in a certain way, to grasp experience in a certain way, to think in a certain
way" (Grenfell & James, 1998, p. 15). A "field" is a "structured system of
social relations at a micro and macro level" (Grenfell & James, 1998; Lareau
& Horvat, 1999). When an individual's habitus is consistent with the field in
which he or she is operating, that is, when the field is familiarto and understood by the individual, he or she enjoys a social advantage (Grenfell &James,
1998; Lareau& Horvat, 1999).
Culturalcapitalfor parents related to the educational system exists in three
forms:personal dispositions, attitudes,and knowledge gained from experience;
connections to education-relatedobjects (e.g., books, computers, academic credentials), and connections to education-relatedinstitutions(e.g., schools, universities, libraries) (Grenfell & James, 1998; Robbins, 2000). Because cultural
capital involves a collection of "culturaldispositions" (Brubaker,2004, p. 41),
it may be difficult to distinguish it from habitus (Robbins, 2000). However,
habitus can be thought of as a characteristic (or set of characteristics) pertaining to an individual. Although cultural capital is possessed by an individual or a family, it is more a function of the concordance of the educational
aspects of the family'shabitus with the values and practices of the educational
system with which the family interacts.
The greater an individual's cultural capital, the greater his or her advantage in procuring additional capital that will benefit family members. Some
individuals have inherited culturalcapital in the process of "habitus"formation
in their families, which makes them more successful players than others in the
field of the education system (Grenfell & James, 1998). In contrast, individuals with less culturalcapital encounter constraintsthat result in unequal access
to institutional resources (Lareau, 2001). Just as economic capital represents
the power to purchase products, cultural capital for parents in terms of their
197
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children'seducationrepresentsthe power to promotetheir children'sacademic enhancement(Grenfell&James,1998).
Parentswithdifferentbackgroundsmaydisplaydifferenttypesof involvement because they differin regardto habitus(i.e., predispositionstoward
certaintypes of behaviors,attitudes,or perceptions).Variationsin habitus
in relationto parentinvolvementmay derive from differencesin financial
resources,educationalknowledge, and experienceswith and confidencein
the educationalsystem(Grenfell&James, 1998).On the basis of theirhabitus, parentsfromnondominantgroups may exhibitless parentinvolvement
at school. Parentswith low levels of education,for example, may be less
with
involvedat school becausethey feel less confidentaboutcommunicating
school staffowing to a lackof knowledgeof the schoolsystem,a lackof familiaritywith educationaljargon,or theirown negativeeducationalexperiences.
Or parentsfromdifferentculturesmay value home educationalinvolvement
morethaninvolvementat school.Whilethese variationsin habitusmayresult
in some parentshavingless culturalcapitalvis-a-visthe school, the same parents may still be activelyinvolved at home in one or more ways consistent
with the valuesand practicesof the school system.Accordingto Grenfelland
James(1998),parentsacrosssocial classeshighlyvalue education.Forexample, one studyshowed thatworking-classmothersvaluededucationfor their
childrenin spite of theirown negativeexperiencesand misgivingsaboutthe
educationalsystem(Grenfell&James,1998).Findingvariationsin the typesof
involvementexhibitedby parentsfrom differentsocial backgroundswould
lend supportto Bourdieu'sclaim that familiesvary in termsof educational
habitus.
In relationto the parentinvolvementmesosystem,culturalcapitalis the
advantagegainedby middle-class,educatedEuropeanAmericanparentsfrom
knowing,preferring,and experiencinga lifestylecongruentwith the culture
thatis dominantin mostAmericanschools.Advantageaccruesfromenacting
the types of involvementmost valuedby the school or most stronglyassociated with achievement.Advantagealso accruesfromhavingfamilyand work
situationsthatpermitinvolvementat the school at the timesand in the ways
mostvaluedby the school.In contrast,someworking-classor low-incomeparents maybe less able to visitthe school forconferences,volunteering,or other
activitiesas a resultof inflexiblework schedules,lack of child care, or lack
of transportation.
Hispanic/Latinoparentsmay face the additionalbarrierof
unavailabilityof translationservices(Heymann& Earle,2000;Hill & Taylor,
2004;Pena,2000).
The disadvantagesthatmay accrueto parentswhose cultureor lifestyle
differsfromthatof the dominantculturetake a numberof forms.Forexample, parentswho are less able to visit the school are less likely to gain the
and materialrewardsgained by parentswho enact the
social, informational,
school involvementroles valued and delineatedby school staff.In addition,
parentswho are not able to be present at the school may be viewed as
uncaring, an attitude that may have negative ramifications for their children.
According to Hill and Craft(2003), for example, teachers perceive that parents
198
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involved at the school value education, and this perception is associated with
higher teacher ratings of students' academic achievement. It is likely that the
opposite conclusion is drawn for some parents who are unable to volunteer
or attend events at the school. Finding that the types of involvement exhibited
by parents from dominant groups are more strongly associated with children's
academic achievement than those preferred by or accessible to other parents
would indicate that the former possess more culturalcapital as a result of congruence between the educational "field"and their own habitus.
Differences in cultural capital may reduce the ability of parents to obtain
social capital from the school even when they are able to come to the school.
According to Lareau(2001): "Whenthe habitus of the individual meshes with
the habitus of the broader culture, it is often invisible" (p. 84). In contrast,
when the habitus of parents visiting the school differs from that of the broader
culture, or field in Bourdieu's terminology, they may feel less comfortable and
welcome than other parents, perceive prejudicialtreatmentor attitudeson the
part of school staff, or feel less able to tap the potential of the school's social
and materialresources. In addition, the effects of parents'educational involvement at home may differ among groups. First,restricted access to the educational social capital in schools may ultimately reduce the quality, or impact
on achievement, of parents' home educational involvement. Parents who
are unable to visit the school for events and activities, for example, may not
obtain information about how best to help with homework, what schoolrelated topics to discuss with children, and the importance and methods of
conveying high educational expectations. Second, factors associated with
lower socioeconomic status may also reduce the effects of home involvement
strategies. Reduced financial resources may limit families' ability to provide
educational materials and opportunities and may influence parents' educational expectations for their children (De Civitaet al., 2004). Low educational
attainment may limit parents' ability to help their children with homework
and their familiaritywith educational resources available in the community.
Because parents from nondominant groups possess less cultural capital, they
may need to make more extensive efforts to ensure their children's academic
success. Culturalcapital "should be understood in terms of its practical consequences" (Grenfell &James, 1998, p. 22), and thus finding that involvement
among parents from nondominant groups has a reduced impact on their children's academic achievement would support Bourdieu's theory that nondominant groups possess less cultural capital.
On the basis of Bourdieu's theory suggesting that different social groups
differ in terms of educational habitus and cultural capital (Lareau,2001), we
sought to determine whether the levels and effects on achievement of five
types of parent involvement differed among families of different social status.
Race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and parental educational attainment
were proxies for social status. Different levelsof parent involvement may reflect
differences in parents' habitus for educational involvement, while different
effects of parent involvement may reflect differences in levels of culturalcapital. We hypothesized that parents from different social backgrounds would
199
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exhibit different types of parent involvement and that the types of parent
involvement exhibited by European American parents, parents not living in
poverty, and more educated parents would be more strongly associated with
children's academic achievement. We also expected that African American,
Hispanic/Latino, low-income, and less educated parents would benefit less
from their involvement efforts than European American parents, more highly
educated parents, and parents not living in poverty.

Method
Sample
The sample comprised 415 children from a representativesample of 497 third
through fifth graders in a community bordering a major urban center in the
southeastern United States. Data were collected in the spring of 2004 as part
of a study designed to determine the psychometric properties of the Elementary School Success Profile (Bowen, 2006; Bowen, Bowen, & Woolley, 2004).
The sampling frame for this psychometric study, which was funded by the
National Instituteon Drug Abuse, was all third-through fifth-gradestudents in
the community's seven public elementary schools (N= 2,033). From the sampling frame, staff in the school district'sresearch and evaluation department
generated a random sample of 700 students (a number determined according
to funding availability). As a means of increasing the representation of Hispanic/Latinos, an additional 70 Hispanic/Latinostudents were randomly sampled from the district's database and added to the original random sample.
Without oversampling, a random sample would have included only about 80
Hispanic/Latinos,because they represented 11.7%of the population. Afterthe
parent consent process, this number would probably have been much smaller,
making it difficult to conduct subgroup analyses. By increasing the original
number of Hispanic/Latinoparents from whom consent was sought, we were
able to include 82 Hispanic/Latino children in the final sample. This number,
while representing more than 17%of the final sample, was not significantly
different from the population figure of 11.7%.
Parent consent packets with district-generatedlabels for the 770 students
were distributedby school staff at the seven elementary schools. The 497 children whose parents provided consent represented 64.5%of the initial random
sample and 24.4% of the community's third- through fifth-grade population.
These 497 children were representative of the population in terms of gender,
race/ethnicity, grade level, free or reduced-price lunch programparticipation,
and participation in special programs. The percentages of students performing at or above grade level in mathematics and reading at the seven schools
in the year of the assessment ranged from 85.4% to more than 95% (North
Carolina Department of Public Instruction, 2004).
As mentioned, the sample analyzed in the present study comprised a subset of 415 children; all were AfricanAmerican, Hispanic/Latino,or European
American and had complete data on the variables assessed. Eighty-two children were excluded as a result of missing values or because their parents did
200

This content downloaded from 98.176.112.184 on Tue, 10 Dec 2013 13:10:02 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

ParentInvolvementand theAchievementGap
or Euronot identifytheirrace/ethnicityas AfricanAmerican,Hispanic/Latino,
from
American.
The
the
82
children
not
differ
children
included
did
415
pean
in specialprograms,
not includedin regardto gender,gradelevel,participation
or parents'educationalattainment;however, excluded childrenwere more
lunchproin the free/reduced-price
likelythanincludedchildrento participate
gram,X2(1)= 10.37,p = .001,and they had lower scoreson the academicperformancedependentvariable,t(472) = 2.79,p = .006.The analyzedsample
of
purposivelydifferedfromthe communitysamplein termsof representation
childrenfromracial/ethnicgroupsotherthan the threeof interestin the current study-18 childrenwhose parentsreportedthat they were from other
racial/ethnicbackgroundswere excluded.Consideringthese differences,caution should be exercisedin generalizingthe resultsof this studyto the original representative
communitysample.
Of the studentsincludedin the presentanalyses,40%receivedfree or
34%were African
reduced-pricelunchesat school;15%were Hispanic/Latino,
American,and 51%were EuropeanAmerican.Theaverageparenteducational
attainmentscorewas 3.52 (SD= 1.45),which correspondedto an educational
attainmentlevel between "some college or vocationaltraining"and "completed a 2-yeardegree."
Measures
Ouranalysesincludedthreedemographicvariablesthathave been shown to
be predictiveof school performance:race/ethnicity,participationin the free
or reduced-priceschool lunch program,and parenteducationalattainment.
Parenteducationalattainment,definedas the educationlevel of the caregiver
who had completedthe highestlevel of education,was assessedon a 6-point
ordinalscalewiththe followingresponseoptions:did notcompletehighschool,
receiveda high schooldiplomaor equivalent,receivedsome collegeor vocational training,completeda 2-yearcollegedegree,completeda 4-yearcollege
degree,and completeda graduate degree.This variablewas dichotomized
at the meanfor testsof groupdifferences.Freeor reduced-priceschool lunch
programparticipationis a commonlyused proxy for socioeconomicstatus.
Lunchprogramparticipation
was coded as a dummyvariable,with "1"indicating programparticipation.Dummy coding was also used to represent
AfricanAmericanand Hispanic/Latino
race/ethnicity,with EuropeanAmerican as the referencegroup.
Five categoriesof parenteducationalinvolvementat home and school
were examined.Parentinvolvementat the child'sschool was assessedwith a
compositeof six items.Threeitemsrelatedto the parentphysicallyvisitingthe
school were assessed throughboth parentand teacherreports(six items in
total).Thistype of parentalinvolvementis a traditionalmeasureof involvement (Barnard,2004) and is an importantpredictorof children'sacademic
achievement (Barnard,2004; Miedel & Reynolds, 1999). The items were
4-point ordinal measures assessing the frequency with which the parent went
to the school for parent-teacher conferences, volunteered at the school or in
201
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the child's classroom, and went to the school for fun events. Response options
were never, sometimes, often, and always. Higher scores represented greater
involvement.
We assessed, through factor analyses, three types of parentalinvolvement
at home identified by Finn (1998): discussing educational topics with the child,
helping with homework, and managing the child's time. Frequency of parentchild educational discussions was assessed via five parent-reportitems with
response options of never, sometimes, often, and always. These items assessed
the frequency with which the parent and child discussed "things [the] child
learned at school," "thingsthat happened during the school day," and "stories
from the newspaper or TV news," and the frequency with which the parent
encouraged the child to do well in school and praised or rewarded the child
for working hard on schoolwork. Higher scores represented more frequent
discussions and encouragement. Parent involvement related to homework
help was measured via three ordinal items assessing the frequency with which
the parent discussed homework with the child, checked on whether the child
had completed his or her homework, and helped the child with homework.
The four frequency options just described once again applied. Higher scores
represented more homework help.
A fourth type of parent educational involvement at home was related to
parent management of the child's time on literacy and nonliteracy activities.
Using three items with the same frequency response options (i.e., never,
sometimes, often, and always), parents reported on the frequency with which
they limited the amount of time their children watched TV and played on
school nights and made sure their children spent time on nonhomework reading. Higher scores represented more activity management on the part of the
parent.
A final measure of parent educational involvement focused on parents'
educational expectations for their children, that is, their attitudes or beliefs
instead of their specific behaviors. Research has demonstrated that parents'
educational aspirations are predictive of children's academic achievement
(Fan, 2001; Fan & Chen, 2001; Feuerstein, 2000; Seginer & Vermulst, 2002;
Smith-Maddox,1999). One 6-point ordinal item assessed how far the parent
expected the child to go in school; response options ranged from will not complete high school to will completea graduate degree. Higher scores represented
higher educational expectations.
The dependent academic achievement composite was created by standardizing scores on four teacher-report measures. Two of the measures were
5-point ordinal measures assessing children's grades in reading and math on
their most recent report card. Options ranged from A to F. The other two
measures were 3-point ordinal measures assessing whether children were at
grade level in reading and math. Response options were below grade level,
at grade level, and above grade level. Higher scores represented better academic performance.
Table 1 presents correlations among the five types of parent involvement and the academic dependent variable, along with descriptive data and
202
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BivariateCorrelationsand Descriptive Dataon Measures (N = 415)
Measure

1

1. Parentinvolvement
at school (6 items)
2. Parent-child
educational
discussion (5 items)
3. Homework help
(3 items)
4. Time management
(3 items)
5. Parenteducational
expectations (1 item)
6. Academic
achievement (4 items)
M
SD
Range
Internalconsistency
reliability(a)

2

3

5

4

6

-

.31**

.21**

.52**

.11*

.43**

.33**

.30**

.30**

.09

.45**
15.32
3.82
6-24

.21**
16.93
2.36
8-20

.11*
10.56
1.56
5-12

.04
9.43
1.97
4-12

.39**
4.65
1.32
1-6

.78

.77

.69

.74

NA

.15**

-

0.17
3.41
-8.35-5.72
.89

Note. Means and standard deviations are presented in the variables' original metric for better interpretation, but independent variables were centered around their means for the regression analyses.
Centering makes interpretation of interactions clearer without affecting regression coefficients or
model statistics. NA = not applicable.
*p .05. **p< .01.

reliability coefficients for the composites. Parent involvement at school and
parental educational expectations had the highest correlations with academic
achievement, while time management and homework help had the lowest
associations with achievement.
Data Analysis
Chi-square statistics and t tests were used to examine differences in parent
involvement and school performance by demographic characteristics.Hierarchical regression analyses were used to examine the effects of demographics
and different types of parent involvement on academic performance. Differences in the effects of parent involvement on achievement among children
with different demographic characteristics(i.e., interactions between parent
involvement and demographic variables) were examined in a stepwise hierarchical analysis of all Involvement x Demographics product terms. The false
discovery rate criterion was used to adjust alpha levels for the multiple interaction tests (Benjamini, Drai, Elmer, Kafkafi,& Golani, 2001). Analyses were
conducted with SPSSfor Windows, Version 12.0 (SPSS,2003). All independent
203
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variables with the exception of the three dummy demographic variables were
centered around their means in the regression analyses to facilitateinterpretation of interaction effects.

Results
Levels of Parent Involvement
Table 2 presents the results of analyses of differences in levels of parent
involvement and achievement among children with different demographic
characteristics. It can be seen that levels of parent involvement and child
achievement varied significantlyacross demographic groups. The achievement
gap between children from families of different racial/ethnic, socioeconomic,
and educational backgrounds is documented in the final column of the table:
Teachers reported significantly higher academic achievement among European American children than among Hispanic/Latino and African American
children. Teachers also reported higher academic achievement among African
Americanstudents than Hispanic/Latinostudents. The mean academic achievement scores of students not living in poverty and students whose parents had
more educational attainmentwere also significantlyhigher than the scores of
their respective counterparts.
Race/ethnicitywas associated with variabilityin scores on three of the five
measures of parent involvement. European American parents reported more
frequent involvement at school and less frequent efforts to manage their children's time use at home than both Hispanic/Latinosand AfricanAmericanparents. They also reported more frequent parent-child educational discussions
than Hispanic/Latino parents. Educational expectations and frequency of
homework help did not differ among the three racial/ethnic groups.
School lunch program participation was associated with different levels of four of the five measures of parent involvement. Relative to parents
whose children did not take part in the lunch program, parents whose children received free or reduced-price lunches at school reported less frequent
involvement at school and parent-child educational discussions at home, as
well as lower educational expectations for their children. In contrast, parents
of lunch program participantsreported more frequent efforts to manage their
children's time, limiting play and TV and making sure their children spent
time on reading. School lunch program participationwas not associated with
different levels of parent-reported homework help.
Differences in levels of involvement were also found between parents
who reported education levels above and below the mean level of educational
attainmentfor the sample. Parentswho had earned a 2-year college degree or
a higher degree (or who lived with another caregiverwho had completed this
level of education) reported significantlymore frequent involvement at school,
more frequent parent-child educational discussions at home, and higher educational expectations for their children. Parenteducational attainmentwas not
associated with frequency of homework help or time management.
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Table2
Comparisons of GroupMeansfor Parent Involvementand Acade
Parent
involvement
at school
Characteristic
Race/ethnicity
AfricanAmerican
Hispanic/Latino
EuropeanAmerican
Receipt of free or reduced-pricelunches
Yes
No
Parentaleducationalattainment
Below sample mean
Above sample mean

M

SD

Parent-child
educational
discussion
M

SD

Homework
help
M

T
man

SD

M

13.85a** 3.35
3.59
16.99b 3.42

16.80** 2.34 10.57
16.19a 3.27 10.32
17.24b 1.97 10.63

1.61
1.81
1.44

10.00

13.22** 3.35
16.70
3.46

16.60*
17.15

2.69
2.10

10.57
10.56

1.63
1.52

9.70
9.25

13.99** 3.73
16.92
3.28

16.58** 2.54
17.35
2.06

10.57
10.56

1.50
1.64

9.42
9.43

13.10a

9.61

9.13

Note. Different subscripts for means in the race/ethnicity analysis indicate significant pairwise contrasts (p ?
*p5 .05. **p< .01.

k\)
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Association of Parent Involvement With Student Achievement
Table 3 presents results of the hierarchicalregression analysis used to examine the effects of demographic characteristicsand types of parent involvement
on children's academic performance. Differences in the effects of five types
of parent involvement among different demographic groups were examined
through the inclusion of interaction terms. Model 1, which included only the
demographic predictors, explained 24%of the variance in academic achievement. Participationin the lunch program and AfricanAmerican race/ethnicity
(as compared with European American race/ethnicity) were significantly and
negatively associated with achievement. Higher parent educational attainment
was associated with higher academic achievement. These findings were consistent with the previous analysis of group differences with the exception of
the nonsignificant coefficient for Hispanic/Latinorace/ethnicity.
Model 2 included the demographic variables along with the main effects
of the five parent involvement variables. The parent involvement variables
explained about 9% of the variance in academic achievement beyond the
effects of the demographic variables;the full model explained 33%of the variance. In this model, the coefficient for parent educational attainment was no
longer significant, suggesting that the effects of parents' education level on
children's academic achievement are mediated through the effects of this variable on parent involvement activities. School lunch programparticipationand
African American and Hispanic/Latino race/ethnicity were negatively associated with achievement in relation to European American race/ethnicity. Only
two types of parent involvement had significant effects on academic achievement in the main effects model: parents' involvement at school and parents'
educational expectations for their children. According to their standardized
coefficients, both of these variables had positive effects of similar magnitude
on the outcome variable.
Model 3 included the demographic variables, the main effects of the parent involvement variables, and the significant interaction terms identified in a
stepwise procedure. This step allowed us to determine whether the effects of
different types of parent involvement varied according to demographic characteristics.The interactionterms explained an additional 5%of the variance in
academic achievement. The full model, therefore, explained 38%of the variance in academic achievement. The final model allowed interpretationof the
main effects of three variables with no interactiveeffects. Parents'educational
attainment and parents' management of children's time use did not have significant effects on academic achievement. Parent involvement at school had a
positive and significant association with achievement. The effects of each of
the other three types of parent involvement on academic achievement were
moderated by at least one demographic variable. Figure 1 illustrateshow the
effects of different types of parent involvement were moderated. Interaction
effects were calculated for the means of all involvement scale scores and parent education and for the reference group of all dummy variables not included
in the interaction.
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Table3
HierarchicalMultipleRegression PredictingAcademic Achieve
Model 1

t.
lO

Variable

B

SEB

Constant
Demographics
School lunch (1 = recipient)
Parenteducation
Race/ethnicity(0 = EuropeanAmerican)
Hispanic/Latino
AfricanAmerican
Parentinvolvement
Involvementat school
Educationaldiscussions
Homework help
Time management
Educationalexpectations
Interactions
Lunchx EducationalExpectations
AfricanAmericanx Homework Help
Hispanic/Latinox Homework Help
Hispanic/Latinox EducationalDiscussion
R2 or R2 change
Ffor change in R2

1.36

0.23

-1.68
0.52

0.37
0.12

-0.93
-1.13

0.50
0.35

.24
32.19**

Model
B

SE B

1.02

0.23

-.24**
.22**

-1.08
0.18

0.37
0.13

-.10
-.16**

-1.04
-0.77

0.50
0.35

0.19
0.02
0.05
0.02
0.60

0.05
0.08
0.11
0.08
0.12

P

.09
11.01*

Note. Only interactions with p values below the false discovery rate criterion are reported. To improve the i
nondichotomous independent variables were centered at their means in the regression analysis.
.05. **p< .01.
•
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A. Free/Reduced Lunch-Parent Educational
Expectations Interaction
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Figure1. Fourinteractioneffects involvingtypes of parent involvemen
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Parent Involvement and the Achievement Gap
Figure 1A illustrates how the effects of parents' educational expectations for their children were moderated by lunch program participation. Low
educational expectations were associated with low achievement in both
socioeconomic groups, and higher expectations were associated with higher
achievement in both groups. Among lunch program participants, however,
the association of higher expectations with achievement was weaker. Figure 1B
suggests that the effects on academic achievement of educational parent-child
discussions were positive among European Americans but negative among
Hispanic/Latinos. Academic achievement was similar in both groups at low
levels of parent-child educational discussion. Increasing frequencies of discussions, however, were associated with declines in academic achievement
among Hispanic/Latinochildren and increases among European Americans.
Figure 1C indicates that high levels of homework help were associated
with similarachievement levels among Hispanic/Latinosand EuropeanAmericans. However, lower levels of homework help were associated with high
achievement among European Americans and with low achievement among
Hispanic/Latinos.Increased levels of homework help, therefore, were associated with better achievement among Hispanic/Latinosbut not EuropeanAmericans. Figure 1D illustratesthat the effects of homework help among African
Americanchildrenwere similarto those among Hispanic/Latinochildren. More
frequent homework help was associated with better academic performance in
this group, while more frequent homework help was associated with lower
academic achievement among European American children.

Discussion
We sought to determine whether the levels and effects on achievement of
majortypes of parent involvement differed among families according to three
demographic variables (race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and parental
educational attainment).Demographic characteristicsserved as proxy variables
for social status in a test of Bourdieu's culturalcapital theory (Grenfell &James,
1998; Lareau,2001). We hypothesized that parents from different social backgrounds would exhibit different types of involvement based on preferences
and structuralconstraints, that the types of involvement exhibited by parents
from the dominant cultural group (i.e., European American, not eligible for
school lunch program, more highly educated) would have the strongest associations with achievement, and that parents from nondominant groups would
reap fewer benefits from their involvement efforts in terms of their children's
academic achievement.
As expected, the achievement gap was documented in the sample: Teachers reported significantly higher academic achievement among students not
living in poverty, European American students, and students with more educated parents. Poverty and race/ethnicity consistently played a significantrole
in predicting children's academic achievement above and beyond the effects
of parent involvement. However, as hypothesized, the academic achievement
gap was partiallyexplained by differences in the levels and effects of parent
209
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involvement and the interactionbetween parent involvement and other demographic backgrounds.
Levels of Parent Involvement
As reported in other studies (Bempechat, 1998; Drummond & Stipek, 2004;
Lopez, Scribner,& Mahitivanichcha,2001), parents with diverse racial/ethnic,
educational, and economic backgrounds are involved in their children's education regardless of whether they are formally involved in their children's
school life. However, consistent with Bourdieu's notion of variations in educational habitus, we found group differences in levels of parent involvement.
These differences across socioeconomic backgrounds may be due to different
perceptions about parent involvement (Hill et al., 2004; Lopez et al., 2001;
Scribner, Young, & Pedroza, 1999; Valdes, 1996) or different levels of access
in regard to certain types of involvement (Heymann & Earle, 2000; Hill &
Taylor, 2004; Pena, 2000).
The greatest differences were in levels of parent involvement at school.
As would be expected from Bourdieu's theory of structuralconstraints among
nondominant groups that result in unequal access to institutional resources
(Lareau,2001), involvement at school occurred most frequently for those parents whose culture and lifestyle were most likely to be congruent with the
school's culture: parents who were European American, whose children did
not take part in the school lunch program, and whose educational attainment
was higher and more similar to that of school staff. In addition to structural
barriersto being present at school, some parents from nondominant groups
may encounter psychological barriersto involvement at school. According to
McKay, Atkins, Hawkins, Brown, and Lynn (2003), for example, awareness
of racism is negatively associated with parent involvement at school and positively associated with parent involvement at home. In other studies, less privileged parents have reported that they lack confidence in their interactions
with the education system and usually defer to teachers' expertise (Lareau,
1994; Reay, 1999).
Regardless of the reasons that parents do not visit the school, teachers
may interpret their lack of involvement as a general lack of interest in their
children's education. Given the high levels of association between parent
involvement at school and children's academic achievement observed in this
study and previous work and the importance of close home-school relationships in general for children's academic achievement (Epstein, 1992), less
involvement at school on the part of some parents may represent a significant disadvantage to their children.
Group differences in levels of parent involvement at home were less consistent. Parent-child discussion occurred more frequently in the homes most
likely to be culturally similar to the school--in European American homes,
nonpoor homes, and homes with more highly educated parents. Although
educational expectations did not differ according to race/ethnicity, they were
higher among parents of children who did not participatein the school lunch
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program and parents who had completed more education. These results are
consistent with other findings indicating that economically disadvantaged parents are less optimistic about their children's education (Crosnoe, Mistry,&
Elder, 2002). No significant demographic group differences were found in the
frequency of homework help provided to children. Also, differences in the
frequency of parentalmanagement of children'sactivitytime were in the opposite direction of other types of parent involvement. Specifically,AfricanAmerican and Hispanic/Latino parents and parents of school lunch program
participantsreported more frequent efforts to limitTV and play and to encourage nonhomework reading during the school week. No differences in time
management efforts were found between parents at higher and lower levels
of education.
The findings that African American, Hispanic/Latino, and low-income
parents reported similar levels of homework help as European American and
higher income parents and more frequent time management efforts could
reflect a common problem encountered in cross-sectional studies of parent
involvement: Findings on the effects of parent involvement are clouded by
the fact that increased involvement may occur in response to children's academic difficulties. Another explanation, however, and one that is consistent
with Bourdieu's notion of variations in habitus (Lareau, 2001), may be that
some groups believe more strongly than others that it is important to help
with homework and manage children's activity time regardless of their
achievement level. These habits may represent strengths of AfricanAmerican,
Hispanic/Latino,and low-income families that school staff should respect and
consider in efforts to reduce the achievement gap. It appears that parents in
all groups were willing and able to make time to support their children's education at home, but the emphasis of their efforts may have differed on the
basis of habitus.
Association of Parent Involvement With Student Achievement
Similarto previous researchers(e.g., Hill et al., 2004; McNeal, 1999), we found
a relationship between family demographic characteristicsand achievement
outcomes. Race/ethnicity and school lunch participation were significantly
associated with achievement over and above the effects of parent involvement
(Model 3). The positive effects of parent educational level on achievement
(Model 1), however, appeared to be mediated by parent involvement (Models 2 and 3). This finding is consistent with Coleman's (1988) social capital
theory, in that parents' human capital (parental educational attainment) is
transmitted to their children in their own development of human capital
(children's academic achievement) only if parents direct social capital (parent involvement) toward their children.
When demographic variables and types of parent involvement were modeled without interactions (Model 2), parent involvement at school and parent
educational expectations demonstrated the strongest association with children's educational achievement. These types of parent involvement were also
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the types of involvement that parents from the dominantgroup displayed more
frequently. These findings support the notion of culturalcapital as represented
in the academic benefits for dominant groups that derive from congruence
between family habitus and the educational field.
Parent involvement at school was similarly associated with higher academic achievement among all of the sample members. As predicted by Coleman (1988), but not by Bourdieu (Lareau, 2001), parents with different
characteristicswho visited the school appeared to derive the same benefits in
terms of their children's achievement. The cultural disadvantage experienced
by parents who are African American, Hispanic/Latino, low income, or less
educated in relation to school-based involvement appears to occur through
barriersfaced by these parents in regard to beingpresent at school ratherthan
through accrual of fewer benefits when they are able to be present at school.
Parents' higher educational expectations for their children were associated with higher academic achievement across the demographic groups
assessed. This result is consistent with other findings indicating the importance of high expectations (Fan, 2001; Fan & Chen, 2001; Feuerstein, 2000;
Seginer & Vermulst, 2002; Smith-Maddox, 1999). However, our results indicated that the benefits of educational expectations were weaker among children who took part in the school lunch program (Figure 1A). The same high
level of educational expectations in poor and nonpoor families was associated with lower achievement among school lunch program participantsthan
among nonparticipants. This difference may reflect generally lower levels of
human, cultural, and social capital in lower income homes. The interaction
between educational expectations and poverty is more consistent with Bourdieu's notions of inequalities in access to capital than Coleman's notions of
social capital.
Parents'management of children's activitytime did not have a significant
association with achievement. In the future,longitudinal studies examining the
reciprocal effects of achievement and time management may shed light on this
finding. In the current study, African American parents, Hispanic/Latino parents, and parents of school lunch program participantsengaged significantly
more often than their counterpartsin time management activities.This finding
represents the converse of our hypothesis that the activities enacted by parents from dominant groups would be most beneficial for children; the activities enacted by three nondominant groups were the least beneficial in relation
to student outcomes.
The effects on achievement of parent-childeducational discussions were
positive among European Americans but negative among Hispanic/Latinos
(Figure 1B). Not only did Hispanic/Latinoparents report less frequent discussions, but the discussions they had were associated with lower achievement.
It is unlikely that talking to children about school "causes"worse achievement;
it is more likely that Hispanic/Latino parents engage in parent-child discussions of school primarilywhen their children are not doing well in school. In
this context, the discussions may have a narrow focus on achievement problems. European American parents, in contrast, may talk frequently about edu212
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cational topics with their children even when the children are doing well in
school.
There were no significant differences in the levels of homework help
across the demographic groups. However, in contrast to the findings for educational discussions, parental homework help was negatively associated with
EuropeanAmericanchildren'sacademic achievement and positively associated
with AfricanAmerican and Latino/Hispanicchildren's achievement (Figure 1,
Panels C and D). Again, it is unlikely that helping children with homework
worse achievement; it is more likely that European American parents
"causes7"
primarilyhelp their children with homework when their children are not doing
well academically. This difference may result from a perception more common among African American and Hispanic/Latino parents than among
European American parents: Homework is a means of improving children's
education regardless of children's current academic performance (Stevenson,
Chen, & Uttal, 1990). However, this finding may also suggest that African
American and Hispanic/Latino parents need to make extensive efforts to
achieve the same academic benefits for their children. As a whole, their children's academic achievement was lower than that of European American children, regardless of level of homework help (Figure 1, Panels C and D). This
disadvantage may resultfrom less social and culturalcapital,which in turnmay
be partially due to less frequent contacts with the school, limiting parents'
access to information,encouragement, and resources for providing homework
help.
In summary, Bourdieu's concepts of inequality in relation to the parent
involvement mesosystem offered a useful framework for a systematic examination of the levels and effects of different types of involvement among
parents with different demographic characteristics.Our findings lend partial
support to Bourdieu's theory of habitus and culturalcapital. Differences in levels of involvement among parents of differentsocial status support Bourdieu's
notion of habitus. The finding that parent involvement at school and high educational expectations, which were most common among parents from dominant groups, showed the strongest associations with achievement suggests the
better fit of these parents' habitus to the field of education. Findings related to
the impact of parent involvement did not provide consistent support for Bourdieu's theory. Dominant and nondominant groups benefited similarly from
some types of involvement and differentlyfrom others.

Limitations
This study was based on correlational data, and therefore the results cannot
support causal claims. In the absence of a longitudinal study design, it is not
possible to determine whether some types of parent involvement preceded or
occurred in response to children's academic achievement. Moreover, in the
absence of an experimental study, it is not possible to rule out other possible
causes of children's academic achievement.
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Another potential limitation of this study was its reliance on ordinal frequency scales. Response choices on such scales may be biased to the extent
that parents with higher expectations about appropriatelevels of involvement
may rate themselves lower than parents whose expectations are not as high
for the same level of involvement. This potential limitationwas attenuated to
some extent by the fact that the measure of parent involvement at school
included teacher-reportitems.
A further limitation of our study is that race/ethnicity was confounded
with children'sacademic achievement, free/reduced-price lunch participation,
and parents' educational attainment.Hispanic/Latinoethnicity was associated
with lower parental education, higher lunch programparticipation,and lower
academic achievement. EuropeanAmericanparents had the highest education
levels and the lowest frequencies of free/reduced-price lunch participation,
and their children had the highest academic achievement. In spite of these
characteristics of the sample, the results indicated that the effects of poverty
and parents' educational attainment are different from the effects of race/
ethnicity on the relationship between parent involvement and children's academic achievement. Moreover, the clustering of demographic characteristics
was consistent with theories of social capital suggesting that cultural capital,
social capital, human capital, and economic capital are often interrelated.

Implicationsfor Researchand Practice
Continuedstudy of how social statusmay moderate the effects of differenttypes
of parent involvement is needed. Multiple types of involvement at home and
school and multiple cultural groups require furtherexamination. In addition,
samples with greater within-group diversity in terms of socioeconomic status
and academic achievement are needed. Use of person-centered approaches,
in which groups sharing combinations of forms of social status (e.g., race/
ethnicity,level of education, and socioeconomic status)are examined and compared, would also be a valuable addition to the research.
Parenteducational involvement is associated with child achievement and
should continue to be an importantfocus of school staff. Parents'involvement
at school, according to our results, remains of central importance; existing
inequalities in the levels of this type of involvement are likely to contribute to
the achievement gap. Identifying and reducing barriersamong AfricanAmerican, Latino/Hispanic, low-income, and less educated parents should be an
emphasis of strategies to engage parents at school in their children's education. Creativestrategiesmay be necessary to overcome barriersrelated to work
schedules, transportation,negative interpretations of cultural differences on
the part of school staff, and discomfort in the school setting on the part of parents. Creating opportunities for staff-parentcontacts outside of school might
lead to the same benefits as contacts at school and should be explored.
It is also important, however, for schools to recognize and exploit the
existence of cultural variations in parent involvement. The findings of this
study suggest that there are variations among parents with different background in terms of when, why, and how they are involved in their children's
214

This content downloaded from 98.176.112.184 on Tue, 10 Dec 2013 13:10:02 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

Parent Involvement and the Achievement Gap
education. They may be more involved in some activities considered desirable
by the school than parents from dominant groups. It is reasonable for schools
to attempt to increase parent involvement at school because increased levels
of such involvement are associated with children's academic achievement.
However, efforts to increase parent involvement at school should not be based
on the assumption that parents who are not involved lack the capacity to provide adequate home learning environments for their children or that they are
not involved in their children's schooling at home (Lopez et al., 2001). This
kind of deficit perspective not only devalues the educational involvement
exhibited by parents from nondominant groups but also takes attention away
from the professional responsibility of schools to establish effective parent
involvement programs for those families (Valencia, 1997).
Considering the fact that most parents are involved in their children's
education in various ways and view the school as a viable source of information (Drummond & Stipek, 2004), it is criticalfor schools to understand the
effects of cultural capital on the success of the family-school partnership
(Christenson, 2003). Interventions designed to support parent involvement
must begin by building on each family's unique strengths (Hill & Craft,2003;
Valdes, 1996). When schools understand,acknowledge, and rewardall involvement efforts, their partnershipswith parents are likely to become more productive. In the case of parents who are unable to visit the school, innovative
methods of sharing information about how to help at home and showing
appreciation for existing efforts may need to be developed.
Although there may be cultural differences in how and when parents
choose to be involved in their children's education, our results suggest that
there is more congruence than incongruence between the beliefs of school
staff and parents from nondominant groups about the importance of parent
involvement. Thus, addressing the achievement gap through parent involvement strategies need not involve radical changes in the culture of the school
or of parents from nondominant cultural groups. Instead, it may involve recognizing the common values of parents and schools and modifying the ways
in which opportunities and resources for parent involvement at school and
at home are made available to all parents.
Notes
The ElementarySchool Success Profile(ESSP)is based on the School Success Profile
(SSP)developed by GaryL. Bowen and Jack M. Richmanfor middle and high school students. The ESSPwas developed throughthe collaborationof researchersat the University
of North Carolinaat Chapel Hill and Flying Bridge Technologies with funding from the
NationalInstitutesof Health(NIH)and the NationalInstituteon DrugAbuse (NIDA)(Grants
1 R42 DA13865-01,3 R41 DA13865-01S1,and 2 R42DA013865-02).The opinions and recommendationsoffered in this articleare those of the authorsand not necessarilythose of
Flying BridgeTechnologies, NIH, or NIDA.
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