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Abstract
A preponderance of research documents the benefits of parental educa-
tional involvement on children’s academic performance. However, the
majority of this work has primarily focused on European American
children in middle to upper income homes as well as examining mostly
school-based forms of parental involvement. By contrast, this chapter
relies on developmental theories and a resilience framework to address
parental educational involvement as a protective factor, bolstering the
academic performance of low-income, Latino children specifically. We
examine parental educational involvement across Latino children’s
elementary through high school years. Further, we conceptualize parental
involvement as a multidimensional construct, incorporating parental
behaviors and strategies beyond the traditionally measured aspects of
parental participation in school-based activities (e.g., PTO meetings,
parent-teacher conferences). Finally, we discuss implications, provide
suggestions for future research directions, and highlight the importance of
incorporating Latino cultural values in future work.

Historical Overview

Researchers typically define parental educational
involvement as encompassing all of the resour-
ces, via interactions with their children and
schools, that parents devote to their children’s
academic success (Grolnick and Slowiaczek
1994; Hill and Tyson 2009). A large body of

research firmly establishes the benefits of par-
ental educational involvement on children’s
scholastic achievement, academic motivation,
and school engagement (Crosnoe 2001; Fan et al.
2012; Fan and Chen 2001; Hill et al. 2004; Hill
and Tyson 2009; Rasinski and Stevenson 2005;
Seginer 2006; Sheldon and Epstein 2005). These
findings are consistently reported even while
controlling for prior academic achievement, in
some cases, and with samples across a variety of
grade levels. Thus, for decades, social science
researchers, educators, and policy experts have
lauded the benefits of parental involvement on
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children’s education. However, the bulk of this
research has been conducted with European
American children in middle to upper income
homes, and few researchers have addressed the
role of parental involvement in the educational
performance of racial/ethnic minority youth (Fan
et al. 2012). To expand upon the work addressing
the importance of parent involvement, the pre-
sent chapter examines parental educational
involvement as a protective factor supporting the
academic achievement of low-income, Latino
children. Before continuing, we should note that
when referring to “Latinos,” we are specifically
referring to Spanish-speaking people who trace
their ethnic heritage to Mexico, Central and
South America, and the Caribbean. It is, thus,
important to highlight the tremendous hetero-
geneity that exists among Latino families. In
addition to differences in national origins, Latino
families represent a diversity of immigration
histories, socioeconomic statuses, racial pheno-
types, and educational backgrounds—within
group distinctions that researchers are only now
beginning to address with Latino samples.

National data indicates that the educational
attainment of Latino youth remains disturbingly
low, as evidenced by numerous different indica-
tors of achievement (Hill and Torres 2010).
According to data from the National Center for
Educational Statistics [NCES] (2007) and the U.
S. Census Bureau (2007), Latino youth have
lower achievement test scores, higher drop out
rates, and lower college attendance compared to
European American and African American
youth. Within Latino groups, stark gender dif-
ferences in rates of educational attainment are
also present, highlighting a particularly disad-
vantaged position for Latino males. Compared to
Latinas, Latino males have lower reading scores
in 12th grade, higher high school drop out rates,
lower college enrollments, and lower rates of
completing college degrees (Kena et al. 2015).
Notably, poverty rates among Latino families are
disproportionately high, even for those families
with an employed adult living in the home.
Whereas 8 % of non-Latino White children live
in poverty, over three times more Latino chil-
dren, 29 %, live below the poverty line (U.S.

Census Bureau 2007). Thus, the conglomeration
of social and economic stressors associated with
poverty and new immigrant status likely play a
potent role in the educational underperformance
of Latino youth. The negative impact of growing
up in poverty on Latino youth’s educational
achievement is further compounded by the dis-
proportionate enrollment of Latino students in
lower quality, poorly equipped schools, English
language barriers, and discriminatory educational
practices (Ceballo et al. 2010; Eamon 2005; Hill
and Torres 2010; Zambrana 2011). Despite the
numerous structural obstacles faced by many
Latino children, our chapter will highlight sour-
ces of strength in Latino families in support of
educational achievement.

Theoretical Perspectives Explaining
Latino Youth’s Academic
Underachievement

Historically, Latino children’s academic achieve-
ment was explained using deficit-oriented models
in which European American, middle class
families were exalted as the normative group
(Garcia Coll et al. 1996, 2002). Academic “de-
ficiencies” could therefore be explained by the
ways in which low-income Latino homes and
parents differed from the normative, mostly
middle class, European American standard. From
this vantage point, the scholastic underachieve-
ment of poor Latino youth was attributed to less
stimulating home environments, poorer academic
motivation, linguistic deficits, lower self-esteem,
poorer cognitive skills, and difficulties with
delaying gratification (Ceballo et al. 2010; Hill
and Craft 2003). Not surprisingly, a lack of
parental involvement in children’s education was
yet another explanation proffered for Latino
youth’s lower academic attainment. Strikingly
absent from these explanations was any
accounting of the socioeconomic and institu-
tional disadvantages that many Latino families
face as well as a blatant confounding of
race/ethnicity with socioeconomic class, such
that poor Latinos came to represent all Latinos.
Poor, Latino parents, for example, may be less
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active in their children’s schools due to
demanding work schedules (e.g., working night
shifts and multiple jobs), language barriers,
unfamiliarity with the American school system,
and difficulties with transportation rather than a
lack of concern or investment in their children’s
education (Ceballo et al. 2010; Garcia Coll et al.
2002).

In response to such deficit approaches, one
alternative perspective proposed by some
researchers was a cultural discontinuity perspec-
tive (Reese andGallimore 2000; Tyler et al. 2008),
highlighting a cultural mismatch between home
practices and school norms such that poor Latino
parents may not understand the parental roles and
practices expected by American teachers and
school staff. From this perspective, the lack of
congruence between Latino family norms (e.g.,
deferring to teachers’ academic authority) and the
expectations of American schools (e.g., valuing
parental participation in school) may serve as
barriers to parental school involvement. Addi-
tionally, the high emphasis placed on individual
rights and assertive self-expression in American
schools may be inconsistent with Latino values
promoting harmonious social relationships and the
importance of obedience and respect toward elders
and authority figures. In fact, the Spanish word for
education, educación, encompasses more than
mere academic attainment, it also broadly incor-
porates acquiring strong moral values, integrity,
and responsibility (Halgunseth et al. 2006; Tyler
et al. 2008). These types of cultural differences
may promote feelings of uncertainty and discom-
fort among some Latino parents about the parental
roles and practices expected from them in Amer-
ican schools (Reese and Gallimore 2000); yet, by
the same token, many schools may not accom-
modate their parental outreach practices to adopt
to new immigrant groups.

However, the academic underachievement of
some racial/ethnic minority students cannot be
entirely explained by a cultural discontinuity
perspective, as some racial/ethnic minority chil-
dren succeed academically despite experiencing
cultural differences between their home and
school contexts. Another theoretical approach

was proposed by Ogbu’s (1981, 1992)
cultural-ecological theory. According to Ogbu,
awareness of racially discriminatory practices in
education and employment may dissuade many
racial/ethnic minorities from adopting main-
stream beliefs and socialization norms. Ogbu
theorized that this was particularly true for Afri-
can Americans whose ancestors were involun-
tarily brought to the United States as slaves.
However, Ogbu’s distinction between
racial/ethnic groups with “voluntary” versus “in-
voluntary” histories of migration to the United
States seems far less applicable to Latino families.
Many Latinos voluntarily immigrate to the U.S.
for economic and educational opportunities,
especially for the advancement of future genera-
tions (Perreira et al. 2006). In spite of these
“voluntary” decisions to migrate, structural fac-
tors that include, but are not limited to, poverty,
limited maternal education, low literacy levels,
attendance in low-quality under-resourced
schools, placement into lower track classes, lim-
ited neighborhood resources, discrimination, and
acculturative stress may nevertheless compromise
the academic performance of many Latino youth
(Zambrana 2011). Across several studies, for
instance, low-income Latino adolescents report
facing high levels of racial/ethnic discrimination,
and experiences of discrimination are, in turn,
associated with worse academic performance and
school engagement (Benner and Graham 2011;
Delgado et al. 2011). Further, Latino parents and
children may feel discouraged from investing in
educational pursuits, because they are aware of
the educational barriers and lack of opportunities
afforded to them (Becerra 2012). Thus, even
though Latinos were not involuntarily brought to
the U.S. as slaves (a crucial factor in Ogbu’s
theorizing), many Latino families face severely
restrictive social and economic conditions that
cannot be easily overcome in this country.

A more expansive theoretical model was pre-
sented by Okagaki’s (2001) triarchic model of
minority children’s school achievement.
According to Okagaki (2001) three factors are
critical in explaining the academic performance
of poor, racial/ethnic minority students: (1) the
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form and perceived function of education,
(2) family cultural norms and beliefs about edu-
cation and development, and (3) child character-
istics. For example, awareness of discriminatory
practices and lack of opportunities in education
and employment may dissuade some minority
students from putting effort into their schoolwork,
whereas the belief in the long-term benefits of
education (e.g., as a means to improve their
family’s social and economic condition) may
encourage others to do well in school. Although
cultural discontinuity may inhibit some parents’
involvement in schools, for instance, Latino par-
ents may promote academic success in other
ways, as in the case of a Latino parent working
multiple jobs to ensure that their child has ample
time and resources to study (Suarez-Orozco 1993,
as cited in Okagaki 2001). Finally, familial,
school, and cultural influences on academic
achievement should always be considered in
conjunction with individual child characteristics,
like intelligence and temperament.

A past focus on the academic under-
achievement of poor Latino youth and their
familial deficiencies effectively suppressed work
on the strengths and resources of academically
successful Latino children. Consequently, far less
theory and research, to date, has focused on
factors that promote academic achievement and
resilience among Latino youth. While resilience
research is fraught with complex definitional
issues, “resilience” generally refers to the ability
to maintain positive functioning despite experi-
encing significant adversity (Zolkoski and Bul-
lock 2012). From a resilience perspective, a
compelling research question would be: what are
the parenting values and behaviors that foster the
academic success of some Latino children
despite numerous socioeconomic constraints and
life stressors? Recently, more researchers have
approached empirical investigations from a resi-
lience perspective. Rather than examine factors
accounting for academic underperformance,
researchers have begun to investigate factors that
promote academic success among Latino youth,
such as parental involvement in education

(Alfaro et al. 2006; Ceballo 2004; Ceballo et al.
2014; Cruz-Santiago and Ramirez Garcia 2011;
Sánchez et al. 2005).

Relatedly, placing this work in a develop-
mental context provides a critical grounding for
studying parental involvement. Developmental
perspectives underscore changes in the nature of
parental involvement as children move through
different developmental transitions and stages of
schooling. As children move from preschool to
high school, for instance, some evidence indi-
cates that parental educational involvement
declines (Dearing et al. 2006; Hoover-Dempsey
et al. 2005). In so doing, parental involvement
strategies are also likely to shift from checking
homework to providing motivational support at
home, and from helping in classrooms to
attending school initiated events at school
(Seginer 2006). Although parents may adopt
different strategies during different developmen-
tal periods, parental educational involvement
continues to be related to positive educational
outcomes throughout high school. For instance, a
small body of quantitative and qualitative
research, reveals a positive influence of parental
involvement, specifically reading-supportive
behavior and beliefs, on older children’s and
adolescents’ (4th through 12th grades) reading
motivation and activity (Klauda 2009).

The types of educational outcomes that are
typically studied in relation to parental involve-
ment become broader and more complex across
later developmental periods. In particular, studies
on preschool-aged children highlight school
readiness and early literacy skills (e.g., Kingston
et al. 2013), whereas studies on elementary and
middle school youth often investigate a larger set
of school-related outcomes such as grades,
reading and math achievement, academic moti-
vation, and degree completion (Hill and Tyson
2009; Jeynes 2007). Perhaps most importantly, it
is quite possible that the strength of the relations
between parental involvement and school
achievement change across different develop-
mental stages. In other words, certain parenting
strategies like school-based practices may

346 R. Ceballo et al.



decline in effectiveness from elementary to
middle school-aged children, whereas other
aspects of parental involvement (e.g., reading-
supportive behaviors) may have an increasingly
positive impact on achievement (Hill and Tyson
2009). Yet again, a paucity of work examines
Latino parents’ educational involvement from a
developmental perspective. Hence, in the present
chapter, we use a developmental approach to
organize our review of the existing literature
while relying upon a resiliency framework to
examine parental educational involvement in
Latino children’s academic performance from
elementary through the secondary schools years.

Current Research Questions

Going forward, it is important to relinquish a
deficit-oriented approach and instead, examine
the parental values and behaviors that promote
positive academic performance despite the
adverse social and economic conditions that
many poor, Latino children encounter. Rather
than simplifying our investigations of these
relations, we argue for the incorporation of
greater complexity and contextualizing in this
field. Firstly, broadening our definition of what
“counts” as parental educational involvement
will mean expanding our focus beyond tradi-
tional measures of parents’ school-based partic-
ipation to identify other parenting approaches
used by Latino parents to promote academic
achievement. Secondly, we must examine how
the effects of parental educational involvement
vary across different developmental periods and
are moderated by different familial factors, such
as socioeconomic class, immigrant and genera-
tional status, and the endorsement of culturally-
specific values. Relatedly, research must now
attend to the vast heterogeneity within Latino
groups by specifying how parental educational
involvement functions in specific Latino ethnic
subgroups, residing in specific geographical
locations, and of particular generational cohorts.

Definitional Issues, Research
Measurement, and Methodology

Despite growing scholarly acknowledgement that
parental involvement in education is a multidi-
mensional construct, measures of parental
involvement remain remarkably unidimensional
(Fan et al. 2012; Garcia Coll et al. 2002). Grol-
nick and Slowiaczek (1994) define parental
involvement as the resources that parents dedi-
cate to their children’s education. In other words,
parental involvement in education encompasses,
“parents’ interactions with schools and with their
children to promote academic success” (Hill and
Tyson 2009, p. 741). Even with such clear and
straightforward definitions, no exact and consis-
tent operationalization of parental educational
involvement exists in the literature. Conse-
quently, measures of parental involvement differ
drastically across studies, ranging from parental
valuing of education to parental assistance with
homework to parent-child discussions about
school.

Traditional frameworks for studying parental
involvement typically distinguish between two
major types of parental involvement strategies:
school-based involvement and home-based
involvement (Epstein and Sanders 2002; Hill
and Tyson 2009; Seginer 2006; Shumow and
Miller 2001). School-based involvement consists
of practices such as attending parent-teacher
conferences, talking with school personnel, and
participating or volunteering in school activities
and governance. Home-based involvement
includes provision of educational activities and
support for learning at home by, for example,
engaging in cognitively stimulating activities,
helping with homework, or discussing school
activities. To date, the bulk of existing research
on school-age children, regardless of children’s
developmental levels, assesses only school-based
forms of parental involvement, adopting a nar-
row, unidimensional conceptualization of par-
ental involvement (Cooper and Crosnoe 2007;
Henry et al. 2011; Hill et al. 2004). Among
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Latino families, high levels of parental school
involvement are associated with more parental
education, English language proficiency, and
welcoming responsive school systems (Zam-
brana 2011).

In a recent meta-analysis on the types of
parental involvement associated with achieve-
ment in middle school that included studies with
diverse samples, Hill and Tyson (2009) con-
firmed the importance of parental involvement
via another type of activity: academic socializa-
tion. Academic socialization refers to parents
who have discussions about educational expec-
tations, values, or utility with their children, link
school subjects to current events, discuss learn-
ing strategies and future goals, and foster aca-
demic aspirations. The latter component, parents’
academic aspirations and/or expectations, is
consistently found to have strong associations
with children’s educational outcomes (Ceballo
et al. 2014; Fan and Chen 2001; Fan et al. 2012;
Juang and Silbereisen 2002). By many accounts,
researchers report that Latino parents express
high educational aspirations for their children
(Garcia Coll et al. 2002; Hill and Torres 2010);
only negative social stereotypes, unsupported by
empirical evidence, profess otherwise (Seginer
2006). Still, parental aspirations regarding edu-
cational attainment appear to be all the more
effective when they are directly communicated to
children and when parent-child discussions
broadly encompass many school-related topics,
as documented in measures of academic
socialization.

Beyond the parental strategies discussed thus
far (e.g., home- and school-based involvement,
academic socialization, and parents’ academic
expectations), viewing parental involvement in
education as a multidimensional construct means
expanding our conceptualization of this construct
even further (Fan et al. 2012; Garcia Coll et al.
2002; Henry et al. 2011). Extending our con-
ceptualization of parental involvement is espe-
cially important given that some studies report
that more traditional, school-based forms of
parental involvement are less effective with
racial/ethnic minority youth. Specifically, using
data from the National Education Longitudinal

Study (NELS), researchers found that traditional
measures of school-based involvement were
better predictors of achievement for European
American students than for Latino youth (Desi-
mone 1999; Valadez 2002). Whereas parents’
PTO participation increased the odds of taking
algebra and advanced math classes for European
American students, PTO participation had no
such effect for Latino students in a large
nationally representative sample of European
American and Latino eighth graders (Valadez
2002). Likewise, parental monitoring of school
behavior and progress positively affected Euro-
pean American students’ enrollment in algebra
but not Latino students’ enrollment in algebra
classes (Valadez 2002). Thus, it behooves
researchers to rely upon a multidimensional
framing of parental educational involvement,
incorporating cultural, social, and familial factors
that may impact parental involvement among
different racial/ethnic groups.

Additionally, qualitative and ethnographic
researchers have made important contributions to
broadening our notions of parental educational
involvement and thereby illuminating non-
traditional strategies practiced by poor, Latino
parents in support of their children’s educational
pursuits (Ceballo 2004; Lopez 2001; Menard-
Warwick 2007; Sy 2006). Non-traditional
strategies of parental involvement in education,
particularly in homes where there are limited
resources, may include finding children a quiet
place to work in small, overcrowded homes,
excusing children from certain family obligations
in order to focus on school work or school
activities, providing realistic examples of the
types of jobs available without a high school
degree, and making personal or economic sacri-
fices in support of children’s schooling. Further,
parental involvement in Latino families may
include drawing upon complex and rich networks
of extended family members and fictive kin
(Ryan et al. 2010). Compared to non-Latino
parents, Ryan et al. (2010) reported that Latino
parents were more likely to draw upon assistance
from significant others (e.g., older siblings,
godparents) in addressing the academic needs of
their children. An important next step, then, is to
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test the relations between such extended network
support and children’s academic achievement. In
sum, broadening notions of what “counts” as
parental involvement in children’s education may
be essential to understanding the ways in which
Latino parents influence their children’s aca-
demic performance. We turn now to a discussion
of the effects of parental educational involvement
across different levels of schooling among Latino
parents and children specifically.

Empirical Findings

Elementary School-Aged Children

In samples with few or no Latino families, sup-
port for the protective role of parental educa-
tional involvement is revealed in associations
between parental involvement and better aca-
demic orientations among young, economically
disadvantaged children (Dearing et al. 2006;
Englund et al. 2004). However, research on
parental educational involvement and its relation
to the academic achievement of Latino elemen-
tary school-aged children, in particular, is
exceedingly sparse. With elementary school aged
children, school-based forms of parental
involvement, such as classroom assistance and
providing help with schoolwork, are the most
frequently assessed parental strategies (Seginer
2006). In a representative sample of 415 third
through fifth graders (representing 7 public ele-
mentary schools in a southeastern U.S. commu-
nity), parental school involvement (e.g.,
volunteering in classrooms and attending
parent-teacher conferences) was greater among
European American parents as compared to both
Latino and African American parents (Lee and
Bowen 2006). Further, in this same sample that
included 62 Latino children, school-based par-
ental involvement was related to higher academic
achievement, but educational discussions at
home about things learned at school and things
that happened during the school day were not
(Lee and Bowen 2006). Although Latino parents
may face numerous obstacles to becoming
involved in children’s schools (e.g., language

barriers, stressful life demands, nuanced or overt
discrimination), Lee and Bowen (2006) under-
scored that the benefits of school-based parental
involvement on children’s academic achievement
occurred for all children—regardless of social
class and racial/ethnic group.

Furthermore, some researchers have found
associations between home-based parental
involvement and positive academic outcomes
among Latino elementary school children
(Cooper et al. 2010). Utilizing nationally repre-
sentative data from the kindergarten cohort of the
Early Childhood Longitudinal Study (ECLS-K),
Cooper et al. (2010) reported that home-learning
activities predicted reading achievement in
Latino families. Home learning activities inclu-
ded engaging children in activities related to art,
building, games or puzzles, chores, nature or
science, reading, singing, physical exercise, and
telling stories at home. In this study, the effects
of home learning activities were greater for
Latinos, in comparison to African American and
European American families. The benefits of
home-based involvement are all the more
important given the authors’ finding that tradi-
tional forms of school-based involvement (e.g.,
attending open houses, PTA meetings, class
events, and parent-teacher conferences) were not
positively linked to achievement for Latino
children, as they were for African American and
European American children.

In a large, multiethnic sample (with Latino
children) drawn from the National Institute of
Child Health and Human Development (NICHD)
Study of Early Child Care and Youth Develop-
ment (SECCYD), El Nokali et al. (2010) did not
find any significant associations between
engagement in a number of different parental
involvement strategies and children’s academic
achievement over time, from first through fifth
grades. The unexpected lack of associations, in
this case, may be due to the breadth of the par-
ental involvement measure used; their measure
encompassed traditional school-based involve-
ment, parental investment in education, as well
as educational attitudes and values. The authors
speculate that parent involvement may be more
efficacious when it is subject-specific. Yet
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another possible explanation may be that parental
educational involvement is linked to more global
achievement outcomes but not to the more
domain-specific measures of achievement (read-
ing, math, and vocabulary scores) that were used
in this study. Support for the latter hypothesis is
provided by Fan and Chen’s (2001) meta-
analysis where the relation between parental
involvement and academic achievement was
stronger in studies that represented academic
achievement with global indicators (e.g., GPA)
rather than subject specific indicators, like math
or English grades.

Middle School Students

Most children transitioning to middle school deal
with multiple physical, cognitive, social, and
identity changes associated with early adoles-
cence (Lerner and Steinberg 2009) while simul-
taneously adjusting to larger, more complex, and
typically less supportive school environments
(Roeser et al. 2000). Documented declines in
students’ academic performance and motivation
during middle school are partially attributed to
the mismatch between middle school structures
(e.g., larger classes with more restrictions) and
children’s changing developmental needs (e.g.,
desires for greater autonomy and individual
expressiveness) during early adolescence (Eccles
et al. 1993; Wigfield et al. 2015). Moreover, for
Latino students, the transition to middle school
may bring additional stressors related to
racial/ethnic discrimination and cultural barriers
to participation in school activities (Martinez
et al. 2004). Among 564 Latino and non-Latino
middle school and high school students, Latino
students reported higher rates of racial/ethnic
discrimination and institutional barriers to school
participation, such as prohibitive fees, missing
events because of work schedules, and not
receiving necessary information. Likewise,
Latino parents also reported more unwelcoming
encounters at their children’s schools than the
non-Latino parents (Martinez et al. 2004).
Despite the challenges encountered by many
Latino middle school children, parental

involvement and educationally-supportive prac-
tices may, nonetheless, enhance academic per-
formance, especially if parental strategies fit the
changing developmental needs of early
adolescents.

It is not surprising, however, that traditional
forms of parental involvement in education
decline during children’s middle school and high
school years (Crosnoe 2001; Hill and Tyson
2009). This may be a response to adolescents’
growing needs for autonomy or it may be due to
parents’ own lack of comfort with more difficult
or complex school material (Crosnoe 2001;
Martinez et al. 2004). Alternatively, declines in
parental involvement, in some cases, may be
driven by academically successful students, such
that parents see less need to monitor children
who are doing well academically (Crosnoe
2001). In general, parental involvement tends to
shift from providing assistance within classrooms
and help with homework for younger children to
attending school-sponsored events and providing
academic encouragement for young adolescents
in middle school (Seginer 2006). Nevertheless,
some evidence reveals positive relations between
traditional school-based parental involvement
and better academic functioning among Latino
youth in middle school (Kuperminc et al. 2008).

Overall, parental involvement in middle
school students’ education is related to positive
academic outcomes for children; further, Hill and
Tyson’s (2009) previously mentioned meta-
analysis revealed that academic socialization
had an even stronger and more positive relation
to academic achievement in middle school than
other forms of parental involvement, including
both school- and home-based involvement.
Based on 50 articles (representing 127 correla-
tions), their meta-analysis included longitudinal
and cross-sectional studies as well as articles
using nationally representative datasets with
European American, African American, Latino,
and Asian youth. Across all racial/ethnic groups,
academic socialization is one of the most likely
forms of in-home parental involvement, encom-
passing parent-child discussions about school
subjects, about educational values and utility,
and about future plans. Further, academic
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socialization may be one of the most beneficial
parenting strategies—precisely because it is
compatible with young adolescents’ advancing
cognitive and decision-making skills, it facilitates
the internalization of educational values, and it is
not likely to interfere with students’ needs for
autonomy at school and with peers (Hill and
Tyson 2009).

Accordingly, for Latino middle school stu-
dents, home-based parental involvement strate-
gies, especially parent-child discussions or
parents’ investment in academic socialization,
are related to higher academic functioning. Sev-
eral studies report that discussions regarding
school-related matters were significantly related
to better academic outcomes among Latino
middle school students specifically (Eamon
2005; Valadez 2002; Woolley et al. 2009).
Relying on a large, nationally representative data
set, Valadez (2002) reported that parent-child
discussions about school predicted Latino eighth
graders’ enrollment in algebra and advanced
math classes. (Conversely, school-based parental
involvement, like attendance at PTO meetings,
increased the likelihood that European American
students would enroll in advanced math classes.)
Likewise, using data with a national sample of
388 Latino early adolescents, Eamon (2005)
similarly found that parent–child discussions
(about school-related issues and events outside of
school) and cognitive stimulation in the home
were associated with higher reading and math
achievement. Additionally, while accounting for
emotional support from parents and peers,
Woolley et al. (2009) reported that parents’
educational monitoring, including discussions
about school-related activities and homework,
was indirectly related to Latino middle school
students’ higher grades via increases in teacher
support, positive school behaviors, and school
satisfaction. Of note, these results differ from Lee
and Bowen’s (2006) findings with elementary
school children and perhaps indicate that the
importance of academic socialization increases
with children’s age.

High School Students

Several studies indicate that Latino parents’
school-based involvement continues to play an
influential role in adolescents’ academic func-
tioning throughout the high school years. In a
study of 324 mostly Mexican, middle school and
high school students, Kuperminc et al. (2008)
reported significant associations between school-
based parental involvement specifically and stu-
dents’ academic adjustment and reported that the
association between parental involvement and
academic functioning was stronger for students
in high school than in middle school. Com-
menting on this unexpected finding, the authors
noted the relative absence of a developmental
perspective in this research area. In their sample,
Latino middle school students reported higher
levels of parental involvement than did high
school students. Given the lower levels of par-
ental involvement in high school, Kuperminc
et al. (2008) speculate that parental involvement
may be more salient for students when it occurs
in high school, compared to middle school. In
another study with 223 Latino, mostly Domini-
can American, ninth graders, school-based par-
ental involvement and parental assistance with
schoolwork at home were significantly and pos-
itively related to adolescents’ educational
expectations, academic values, and school effort
(Ceballo et al. 2014). Ibañez et al. (2004)
reported similar findings with a sample of 129
Mexican, mostly immigrant youth. School-based
parental involvement was positively linked to
adolescents’ achievement motivation. More
specifically, valuing school was related to ado-
lescents’ perceptions of traditional school-based
parental involvement for high acculturated stu-
dents, more so than for low acculturated students.
Altogether, these findings confirm the influential
role of school-based parental involvement during
Latino adolescents’ high school years.

Similar to school-based involvement, home-
based forms of parental involvement and aca-
demic encouragement have also been associated
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with positive educational outcomes among
Latino high school students (Alfaro et al. 2006;
Ceballo et al. 2014; Fan et al. 2012; Martinez
et al. 2004; Mena 2015). Once again, the potency
of academic socialization to positively influence
educational outcomes for Latino youth emerges
in several studies. Relying upon data from the
Educational Longitudinal Study with 1,919
Latino tenth graders, Fan et al. (2012) found that
parental advice and communication about school
matters was positively associated with Latino
students’ intrinsic motivation toward English and
academic self-efficacy in English (but not
Mathematics). These results remained while
controlling for gender and socioeconomic class.
More specifically, in this study, the researchers
included questions tapping parental educational
advice concerning a number of topics, such as
selecting school courses, preparing for college
entrance exams, applying to college, availability
of jobs for high school graduates, current com-
munity, national or world events, and “things that
are troubling your 10th grade student” (Fan et al.
2012, p. 25). In a similar fashion, using a scale of
future-related discussions that tapped communi-
cation about different kinds of jobs, future career
goals, and future interests, Ceballo et al. (2014)
reported that such parent-adolescent discussions
were significantly and positively related to ado-
lescents’ academic values and school effort.
These results emerged while controlling for
gender, immigrant status, and mothers’ educa-
tional aspirations and while accounting for sev-
eral other types of parental educational
involvement.

To examine parental educational involvement
as a multidimensional construct, Ceballo et al.
(2014) surveyed a sample of Latino ninth grade
high school students from low-income homes
about an array of different types of parental
involvement strategies. The results of an
exploratory factor analysis identified six distinct
and coherent components of parental educational
involvement. Along with school-based involve-
ment, home-based involvement, and future dis-
cussions (e.g., academic socialization), a fourth
parental strategy was identified as “gift/
sacrifice.” The scale for “gift/sacrifice”

consisted of items assessing students’ desire to
succeed in school in order to help parents in the
future, acquiring academic inspiration from par-
ents’ sacrifices, and wanting to do well aca-
demically because of parents’ own hard work.
While controlling for adolescents’ age, gender,
immigrant status, and mothers’ educational
aspirations, “gift/sacrifice” was positively related
to higher academic values and school effort
among Latino adolescents. Two of the identified
parental involvement strategies that were asso-
ciated with adolescents’ academic outcomes—
future discussions as well as “gift/sacrifice”—
may be especially salient to low-income, Latino
youth since they tap a desire to do well aca-
demically that is motivated by parents’ hard
work, sacrifice, and communication about the
value of education for future opportunities.
Moreover, such forms of parental involvement
are not dependent upon learned knowledge or the
accumulation of social resources. In essence,
Latino parents and immigrant parents may
effectively call upon non-traditional parental
involvement practices, such as discussions of
their own sacrifices, in order to bolster their
children’s academic functioning. Hence, a more
comprehensive and culturally-specific under-
standing of parental educational involvement
among poor, Latino families is highlighted by
these findings and by researchers’ efforts to
expand our conceptualization of parental educa-
tional involvement.

Academic Performance of and Parental
Involvement with Immigrant Latino
Youth

According to demographers, immigrant youth,
defined as those children (under 18 years of age)
who are foreign-born or U.S.-born to immigrant
parents, account for one-fourth of the nation’s 75
million children (Passel 2011). Of these immi-
grant youth in the U.S., about 58 % are Latino.
Typically, “first generation” refers to foreign-
born children that immigrated to the U.S.; “sec-
ond generation” consists of U.S.-born children
with at least one immigrant parent; and “third
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generation” are U.S.-born children with two U.
S.-born parents. Further, in 2009, there were
approximately 1.1 million unauthorized,
foreign-born children in the United States, and
the majority of unauthorized children are chil-
dren in Latino families (Passel 2011). “Unau-
thorized” immigrants are those who reside in the
U.S. without the legal authority to do so. In some
families, referred to as “mixed status” families,
there may be both U.S.-born, citizen children as
well as unauthorized, foreign-born children;
similarly, different adults in the same family may
have different legal statuses. In fact, an estimated
14.6 million people live in a mixed-status home
with at least one unauthorized family member,
and there are approximately 4 million citizen-
children growing up with unauthorized parents,
fearing deportation, in the United States (Suár-
ez-Orozco et al. 2011). In families with unau-
thorized members, parents’ ability to engage in
school-based activities is restricted by a host of
challenges, including severe economic hardship,
grueling work conditions, and the fear of sepa-
ration and deportation of family members. Con-
sequently, immigrant Latino children in families
with unauthorized members may face particu-
larly elevated risks for academic underperfor-
mance; unfortunately, this highly vulnerable
group also presents a uniquely challenging group
for researchers to study because their very sur-
vival rests upon staying “in the shadows”
(Suárez-Orozco et al. 2011).

By contrast, much more research has exam-
ined generational differences in the academic
performance of Latino youth. Most recently,
mounting evidence suggests that Latino youth
of later generations, those whose families have
been living in the U.S. for longer, perform
worse academically than their earlier generation
immigrant counterparts (foreign-born youth and
children of foreign-born parents) (Hill and
Torres 2010; Perreira et al. 2010; Portes and
Rumbaut 2001). This pattern, whereby early
generation youth exhibit more positive aca-
demic outcomes than their later generation
peers, is referred to as the “immigrant paradox”
(Garcia Coll and Marks 2009). It is strikingly
counterintuitive, because as families acculturate

to the U.S., they typically gain social and eco-
nomic resources such that we would expect
children in these families to excel scholastically.
Although the “immigrant paradox” cannot be
explained by differences in socioeconomic sta-
tus, self-esteem, or racial/ethnic identity, several
alternative explanations have been offered.
Researchers speculate that the immigrant para-
dox may be due to certain advantages associated
with characteristics more commonly found in
earlier immigrant generations such as fluency in
multiple languages, the presence of strong
parent-child bonds in immigrant families,
immigrants’ firm belief in the importance of
education, or pre-migration factors that lead to
immigrant selectivity (Crosnoe and Lopez Tur-
ley 2011). For example, some studies have
linked bilingualism to higher academic perfor-
mance, and parents with higher educational and
professional training in their home countries
may transmit strong educational values to their
immigrant children (Crosnoe and Lopez Turley
2011).

In keeping with the immigrant paradox, some
research indicates that the relation between par-
ental educational involvement and academic
outcomes is also stronger among Latino immi-
grant youth than among their later generation
peers (Hill and Torres 2010; Plunkett et al.
2009). Ceballo et al. (2014) provide corroborat-
ing support for the immigrant paradox among a
mostly Dominican American sample. In essence,
the positive relation between parental involve-
ment (e.g., school-based involvement and gift/
sacrifice) and academic outcomes was stronger
for immigrant, in comparison to non-immigrant,
Latino youth. Perhaps, parental support for edu-
cation assumes greater salience and import
among immigrant adolescents who have experi-
enced the hardships of moving to a new country
and are therefore strongly motivated to make the
most of new opportunities.

Undoubtedly, immigration poses an array of
challenges for parents and children that include,
but are not limited to, the loss of close relation-
ships, inadequate and overcrowded housing con-
ditions, isolation, legal uncertainty, English
language barriers, renegotiation of ethnic identity,
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and adjusting to new school contexts (Perez et al.
2009). Some scholars report that immigrant par-
ents prefer to engage in home-based parental
involvement strategies, limiting their participation
at children’s schools (Seginer 2006). In their study
of immigrant families, Garcia Coll et al. (2002)
found that Dominican American parents cited
language barriers, lack of education, long work
hours, and lack of familiarity with the American
school system as impediments to becoming
involved in their children’s American schools.

Policy Implications and Future
Directions

While most parents engage in behavior to pro-
mote their children’s academic success (perhaps
a close to universal phenomena), our chapter
focuses specifically on identifying culturally-
salient mechanisms that foster academic
achievement for Latino parents and children. As
the largest and fastest-growing ethnic group in
the United States, it can be no less than a national
imperative that we find ways to improve the
educational performance and attainment of
Latino youth. On a practical level, we must
invest in providing Latino youth with a sound
education; our very future in maintaining a
competitive work force and an engaged, pro-
ductive citizenship depends upon these efforts.
Collectively, a number of studies reviewed in this
chapter illustrate the protective role of parental
educational involvement—of various kinds and
with different age groups of children—for pro-
moting the academic performance of Latino
youth (Alfaro et al. 2006; Ceballo et al. 2014;
Cooper et al. 2010; Eamon 2005; Fan et al. 2012;
Ibañez et al. 2004; Kuperminc et al. 2008; Lee
and Bowen 2006; Martinez et al. 2004; Valadez
2002; Woolley et al. 2009). Yet, the immigrant
paradox indicates that we need research on why
these protective factors may decrease in effec-
tiveness across generations.

Even more importantly, parental educational
involvement is a malleable and viable target for
prevention and intervention efforts (Henry et al.
2011). Relatedly, some scholars view parental

involvement as key to closing the achievement
gap across racial and socioeconomic divides with
a clear necessity for providing
culturally-sensitive programs to Latino popula-
tions (Henry et al. 2008; Hill and Tyson 2009).
In a meta-analysis of 51 studies, Jeynes (2012)
highlighted a significant relation between par-
ental involvement programs and academic
achievement for students from pre-elementary
school through high school. Thus, increasing the
ability of immigrant parents—authorized or
unauthorized—to engage in their children’s
schools is good policy, as are policies that
increase and support parental educational
involvement in Latino families.

Research efforts should continue to expand
and broaden our conceptualizations of parental
educational involvement. A narrow, myopic, and
unidimensional focus on traditional school-based
involvement, such as participation in PTO
meetings and attendance at parent-teacher con-
ferences, will not broaden our knowledge base
nor facilitate our ability to intervene as we move
forward. In adopting a multidimensional
approach to parental involvement, different
dimensions of parental involvement should be
measured separately, rather than combining fac-
tors into one summary composite score. Further,
qualitative methods may be especially fruitful in
revealing different forms of parental educational
involvement that are contextually grounded in
the life circumstances of poor, Latino families, as
well as other immigrant families. In this regard,
many qualitative studies underscore the role of
parental sacrifice as a compelling source of
inspiration and educational motivation for
Latino, especially immigrant, children (Ceballo
2004; Lopez 2001; Sánchez et al. 2005; Suár-
ez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco 2001). Since par-
ental migration stories are often plagued with
hardship and adversity, it is not surprising that
immigrant Latino children may view academic
success as a means of returning their parents’
investment and demonstrating appreciation for
the opportunities that they were given. Indeed,
Sánchez et al. (2005) found that scholastically
high-achieving Mexican American youth often
identified their academic success as a way of
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contributing to their families of origin. In this
sense, then, family stories in which parents share
experiences about their struggles with poverty,
immigration, and a lack of education may pro-
vide a crucial and meaningful form of parental
educational involvement—one that is typically
unexamined in scholarly research.

As noted earlier, Latino families come from
many different countries and cultural back-
grounds even though the term “Latino” is used to
describe them all. Despite the tremendous
heterogeneity that exists among Latino families
(e.g., immigration histories, countries of origin,
socioeconomic statuses, acculturative stressors),
cultural values, such as educación, familismo,
and respeto, have been identified as shared
commonalities across different Latino subethnic
groups (Cruz-Santiago and Ramirez Garcia
2011). Accordingly, Latino parents often seek to
instill in their children cultural values that
emphasize diligent study (estudios), dedication
and commitment to goals (empeños), and the
drive to succeed (ganas) (Hill and Torres 2010).
Yet, few researchers actually incorporate Latino
cultural values when studying parenting and
academic performance among Latino children.
As deeply motivating aspects of family func-
tioning, cultural values are likely to influence
both Latino youth and parents. For instance, re-
speto refers to the valuing of decorum, polite-
ness, deference to elders, and harmonious
interpersonal relationships (Calzada et al. 2010).
Acknowledging the importance that Latino par-
ents give to inculcating the value of respeto in
their children, Latino youth with higher
endorsements of respeto may be more likely to
pursue the educational goals and aspirations set
by their parents. Indeed, in one study, the link
between parental educational involvement and
academic outcomes was stronger for Latino
adolescents with higher endorsements of the
traditional cultural value of respeto (Ceballo
et al. 2014). Perhaps the endorsement of such
cultural values declines in subsequent genera-
tions of more “Americanized” Latino children,
contributing to the immigrant paradox.

Another illustrative example of how cultural
values may enhance our understanding of Latino
parenting is provided by the cultural value of
familismo. In particular, familismo entails having
a strong sense of family unity and loyalty, pri-
oritizing family over personal needs, and relying
upon family, first and foremost, for support
(Calzada et al. 2010; Halgunseth et al. 2006).
Scholarly evidence indicates that familismo can
serve as a protective buffer for Latino youth
(Kennedy and Ceballo 2013; Ojeda et al. 2010;
Roche et al. 2012). In this way, a strong sense of
familial obligations and closeness may be expe-
rienced by youth as a source of educational
inspiration and motivation. In fact, Roche et al.
(2012) reported that familismo positively pre-
dicted academic achievement among second
generation Latino youth. Thus, youth who
endorse a strong sense of familismo may be more
likely to spend time at home with parents and
other family members and wish to “give back” to
their families by doing well academically. These
reasons may be particularly salient to Latina
girls. Additionally, familismo may motivate
Latino youth to do well academically in efforts to
reunite families separated by immigration.

Conversely, cultural values like familismo
may incur vulnerabilities for youth and even
impair academic functioning. Suárez-Orozco and
Suárez-Orozco (1995) proposed that, for some
adolescents, familial duty and obligations may
assume priority over academic tasks, particularly
in families facing severe financial difficulties.
Moreover, in families with more traditional
gender role scripts, parents may expect girls to be
less focused on academics and more devoted to
traditional household responsibilities. At present,
according to Suárez-Orozco and Qin (2006), the
effects of household responsibilities on academic
outcomes among immigrant youth and immi-
grant girls, in particular, are inconclusive and
contradictory. While there is some evidence that
high-achieving Latinas report greater responsi-
bilities at home, there are also studies showing
that excessive home responsibilities hinder the
educational performance of immigrant girls. It is
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important to note that changes in traditional
gender role attitudes and behaviors have occur-
red in Latino families over time and with gen-
erational increases in educational attainment
(Zambrana 2011).

As previously mentioned, Latino males tend to
perform worse across numerous educational
indicators compared to Latina females (Kena et al.
2015). Lower rates of academic achievement
among Latino boys, in comparison to girls, are
most likely determined by numerous factors, such
as racial/ethnic stereotypes, teacher expectations,
and familial demands. When Latino families face
difficult economic circumstances, parents may
expect adolescent males to seek employmentmore
often than girls, perhaps partially explaining
higher drop out rates and lower college attendance
among Latino boys. Racial/ethnic stereotypes and
discrimination may also contribute to lower aca-
demic performance among Latino males
(DeGarmo and Martinez 2006). In a longitudinal
study of 221 Latino adolescents, perceived dis-
crimination was significantly associated with
academic motivation a year later for boys, but not
for girls (Alfaro et al. 2009). Moreover, cultural
stereotypes of young Latino males portray them as
lazy, unmotivated, unintelligent, and violent
(Hudley and Graham 2001). When investigating
adolescents’ achievement-related cultural stereo-
types, photos of African American, Latina, and
European American females were selected most
frequently for scenarios of achievement striving;
whereas African American and Latino males were
most often chosen for scenarios of academic dis-
engagement (Hudley and Graham 2001). Even
more telling for our purposes, Latino male ado-
lescents were the most likely to be selected for low
achievement striving scenarios by all adolescents
—even Latinos themselves. Thus, negative
stereotypes and expectations are quite likely to
influence the motivation and academic perfor-
mance of Latino boys.

As we noted at the beginning of this chapter,
more research on Latino parents’ educational
involvement should adopt a developmental per-
spective, identifying what specific types of par-
ental involvement are most strongly related to

achievement and educational outcomes at dif-
ferent developmental periods and tracking chan-
ges in these relations over time. Additionally,
future research should incorporate both qualita-
tive and quantitative methodologies, include
samples with different Latino subethnic groups,
besides Mexican Americans with whom the
majority of research has been done (Hill and
Torres 2010; Ibañez et al. 2004), and investigate
the differential and combined contributions of
mothers’ and fathers’ involvement on children’s
academic achievement. Far too little work
attends to fathers’ educational involvement as
well as potential gender differences in Latino
parents’ involvement and academic expectations
for their sons and daughters. Moreover, future
work should also address the experience of
unauthorized youth, students who are academi-
cally under-achieving, as well as those who have
dropped out of school altogether. Finally, we
must look beyond the direct relations between
parental educational involvement and academic
outcomes to test potential moderating and
mediating factors between parental involvement
and children’s educational outcomes.
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