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ABSTRACT

Parental involvement is a hot topic in education, and the press and

policy makers are pushing parental invojvement as the latest educational

panacea. In fact, research is far from consistent in supporting parental

involvement effects, and numerous questions remain. Here we present

research concerning the effects of parental involvement on achievement

for a national sample of eighth graders and their parents.

The research was conducted on over 21,000 students and their

parents from the National Education Longitudinal Study. LISREL was

used to determine the effects of parental involvement on achievement, to

compare the effects of various components of parental involvement, and to

compare the effects of students' versus parents' perceptions of

involvement.

This research begins to answer several unanswered questions

concerning the effects of parental involvement on student learning. The

findings to be presented thus have implications for group programs and

individual interventions designed to increase parental involvement.
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Effects of Parental Involvement on Eighth Grade Achievement:

Analysis of NELS-88 Data

Does parental involvement improve students' academic

performance? American education has rediscovered parental involvement,

and the popular press, policy hAakers, and school administrators have

pounced upon parental involvement as the latest panacea for improving

school learning. For example, in a recent article in IN Sshool

Administrator, First Lady Barbara Bush proclaimed that schools need to

"Bring parents back to the fold" (1991, p. 48).

Research evidence does indeed suggest that parental involvement

may improve students' learning (Epstein, 1984, 1991), but there are many

inconsistencies in the research findings (Keith, 1991). A recent review of

parental involvement research concluded that the effects of parental

involvement may vary with the age of the students studied, with

involvement being more effective for elementary than for high school

youth. Little research has been conducted with middle school youth.

Parental involvement research has used a variety of definitions of parental

involvement, concentrating variously on parental aspirations, discussions of

schooling and school work, participation in school activities, or a home

structure that is oriented towards learning; the effects of parental

involvement may also vary depending on the definition used (for a

comparison of definitions, see Seginer, 1983). Parental involvement effects

may also vary depending on the learning criterion used, with grades more

easily affected than test scores (Fehrmann, Keith, & Reimers, 1987).
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Finally, it is simply unknown whether actual involvement or the student's

perceptions of involvement are more important for learning (for a

complete review, see Keith, 1991).

The primary objective of this study was to determine the extent of

the influence of parental involvement on eighth grade students'

achievement. We also sought to determine the relative importance of

more specific components of parental involvement--aspirations, home

structure, discussion, or participation in school activitieson learning, and

whether parental or student perceptions of involvement are more

important for learning. Finally, we examined two possible mechanisms by

which parental involvement might affect achievement: by increasing the

amount of time students spend on homework and by decreasing the

amount of time students spend watching week-day television.

KeThodsaecbniques

L.atent variable structu equations analysis (LISREL) was used to

determine the extent of the ?,.nce of general parental involvement on

eighth grade students' academic achievement, as measured by a series of

standardized tests in reading, mathematics, science, and social studies;

relevant background influences (ethnicity and family background, gender,

and previous achievement) were controlled. Homework and TV time were

added to the model as possible intervening variables. A second series of

analyses examined the effects of four more specific aspects (latent

variables) of parental involvement on achievement: parental educational

aspirations, the structure of the home (e.g., family rules. monitoring of

homework), parent and student discussions of school activities, and

'5
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parental participation in school activities. The third series of analyses

examined and compared the effects on achievement of parent reports of

involvement in these four areas with student perceptions of the same types

of involvement. For each series both general achievement and each

specific achievement area were examined. The models were based on

parent involvement theory and previous research (Bloom, 1984; Epstein,

1991; Keith, 1991; Reynolds & Walberg, 1990; Seginer, 1983).

Data Source

Data were derived from the first wave of the National Education

Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS). NELS includes data on more than

24,000 eighth graders along with their parents, teachers, and school

administrators. This research included information from 21,835 students

and their parents. For all analyses individual questionnaire items were

grouped into composites, which were used as measured indicators of the

latent variables.

Results and Conclusions

Results suggest that general parental involvement has substantial

effect on eighth grader's achievement test scores. This effect seems to be

accomplished primarily through homework; students whose parents are

more involved complete more homework, and this homework, in turn,

increases their achievement. Contrary to expectation, TV viewing had no

effect on eighth grade achievement.

Parental educational aspirations had a positive effect on overall

achievement, but when other variables in the model were statistically

controlled, family structure had a small negative effect. Neither parent-

6
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child communication about school nor parental participation in school

activities had a meaningful effect on achievement. These preliminary

findings will need to be analyzed further. As expected, student perceptions

of parental involvement were more important than were parent reports of

involvement. Indeed, parental perceptions of involvement had no effect

on achicvement, except through student perceptions.

Edtcatipnalnee_o_f_d_e_Studyt
Scientifically, the results reported here are extremely generalizable,

as they are based on a recent, large, representative sample of eighth grade

students and their parents. Both parent and student responses were used,

and the technique used for analysis was very appropriate for the analysis

of such nonexperimental data. Educationally, these results begin to

provide answers to several unanswered questions concerning the nature

and extent of the influence of parental involvement on academic

achievement. The findings are important because parental involvement is

currently in vogue in education, and is being advocated as a method of

improving U.S. schools. The results suggest that parental involvement does

affect achievement. Students need to know that their parents are involved,

as well, since student perceptions of involvement appear more important

for achievement than parental perceptions. And while the effects of

involvement are not consistent across definitions, they are important,

especially since they come from a variable that is manipulable by parents,

by schools, and perhaps by the students themselves.

7
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