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School engagement is associated with higher achievement and lower school drop-

out rates.  Teacher, peer, and parent relationships are critical in the development of school 

engagement.  However, most researchers have looked at the effects of these relationships 

on school engagement in isolation.  Also, few studies have looked at how the impact of these 

relationships on school engagement may vary as the result of school attended, age, gender, 

and race.  The purpose of this study was to contribute to the growing body of research 

exploring the mechanisms that underlie the socio-emotional antecedents of school 

engagement.  A theoretical framework for the examination of school engagement as an 

assessment of how well family, teacher, and peer relationships are meeting students’ needs 

drew from Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model and Catalano and Hawkins (1996) 

social development model.  Latent variable structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to 

analyze an archival data set that included 2,217 students in grades 6 through 8 attending 

three public middle schools in Texas.  Results indicated that reported levels of school 

engagement were explained primarily by peer and teacher relationships.  Family context 
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played an indirect role on school engagement, via its influence on peer and teacher 

relationships.  Grade, gender, and race also impacted how relational factors influenced 

school engagement.  Results highlight the importance of positive relationships with family, 

peers, and teachers, in increasing the development of school engagement.  Results also 

highlight taking into account the unique needs of the student based on his or her age, 

gender, and ethnic background when designing interventions for school engagement.     
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 The National Center for Education Statistics (2012) reports that in 2008 to 2009, 

only three quarters of public education students graduated on time from high school with a 

regular diploma.   Overall drop out rates, according to the Current Population Survey 

(2010) are at around 10 percent.  Children and adolescents who drop out of school have an 

increased risk of such negative outcomes such as increased delinquency, drug use, greater 

likelihood of incarceration, loss of income, and poorer mental and physical health 

(Catalano, Haggerty, Oesterle, Fleming, & Hawkins, 2004; National Center for Statistics, 

2010).  Studies have found these differences occur even after controlling for SES and 

cognitive skills (Ou, 2008).  It is to the benefit of society that we develop an educational 

system that enables all students to successfully complete their education.   

 School engagement has begun to attract the interest of researchers looking for a 

way to counteract declining academic motivation and achievement levels, as well as high 

dropout rates in urban areas (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004). High levels of school 

engagement are associated with higher achievement (Connell, Spencer, lower school 

attrition rates (Archambault et al., 2009; Finn & Rock, 1997; Janosz et al.,2008) and low 

levels of health compromising behavior such as cigarette smoking, alcohol use, and 

marijuana use (Dornbusch et al., 2003; Carter et al., 2007). While the recent educational 

reforms have been concentrated on raising test scores, school engagement may actually be 

a better outcome measure of school success, because the focus is on behaviors that lead to 

achievement as opposed to the achievement itself (Newmann, 1992). 
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 Previous research has supported the notion that school engagement is a 

multidimensional construct, consisting of emotional, behavioral, and cognitive components 

(Fredericks, Blumenfeld, & Paris; Jimerson, Camps, & Grief, 2003; Wang & Holocombe, 

2010).  Social support from teachers, peers, and parents can facilitate an increase in all of 

these indicators of school engagement (Wang & Eccles, 2012).   

 Several background and contextual factors are associated with relative strength of 

school engagement.  For example, school engagement typically decreases as students age, 

with older students reporting less perceived support from teachers (Murdock, 1999; Finn 

& Rock, 1997).  Girls have higher levels of school engagement than boys, perhaps because 

they might be more socialized to try to please authority figures such as teachers and 

parents (Johnson, Crosnoe, and Elder, 2001; Voelkl,1997).  The social, instructional, and 

organizational climate of schools influences students’ engagement (Eccles, Wigfield, & 

Sheifele, 1998; Wang & Holcombe, 2010; Ryan & Patrick, 2001).  Finally, some studies show 

that ethnic/minority youth are less engaged in school than European American students 

(Finn, 1989).   This may be because these students are at increased risk of discrimination, 

and this may negatively influence school engagement.  

 There are several limitations of previous studies of school engagement.  While many 

studies have looked at the individual impact of family, teachers, and peers on the 

development of school engagement, few studies have determined how these different 

relational factors together affect school engagement.  For example, with a few exceptions 

(Wentzel, 1999; Murray, 2009; Ryan, Stiller, & Lynch, 1994) most studies examine the 

effect of interpersonal relationships on school engagement in isolation.   Research is 
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needed not only to determine the relative impacts of these relationships on school 

engagement, but also how these relationships could mediate one another.  For example, it 

is unclear of how peers that engage in antisocial behaviors may affect a child who perceives 

she has a supportive teacher.   

 Furthermore, while there has been research suggesting that race, gender, age, and 

school attended impact school engagement, there has been relatively little research into 

how the impact of these various relationships may vary as a function of these variables.  

For example, students who are Latino may place more importance on family, so it could be 

that family support is more predictive of school engagement than for students of other 

ethnicities.  However, most research on school dropout and school engagement has been 

conducted with primarily white-middle class students (Fredericks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 

2004) that do not account for unique features of development for students of color, such as 

the increased exposure African American and Latino students have to discrimination 

(Spencer & Dornbusch, 1990).  Looking at race, gender, age, and school attended separately 

allows there to be focus on within variation across impersonal relationships for these 

groups.  However, such studies are rare in the literature.   

 To address these limitations in the school engagement literature, the current study 

will use latent variable structural equation modeling (SEM).  This technique will make 

apparent the direct and indirect effects family, teacher, and peer relationships on the 

development of school engagement.  In other words, this type of statistical analysis can be 

used to create a model that not only explains how these relationships effect school 
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engagement, but how these relationships indirectly affect school engagement via their 

relationships with one another.   

 Furthermore, a unique feature of the sample in this study is that it contains a broad 

range of Latino, African American, and European adolescents, spanning three grades, and 

from three very different schools.  Using this population addresses the limitation that most 

studies are conducted with a homogenous White middle-class sample, as it will be possible 

to test how race, gender, age, and school context moderate the impact of interpersonal 

relationships on school engagement.    

 The present study contributes to the growing body of research exploring the 

mechanisms that underlie the socio-emotional antecedents of school engagement.  A 

theoretical framework for the examination of school engagement as an assessment of how 

well family, teacher, and peer relationships are meeting students’ needs draws from 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model and Catalano and Hawkins (1996) social 

development model.   Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model (1979) posits that people develop 

in multiple social venues, such as the school, the home, and the neighborhood.  

Bronfenbrenner (1979) states that development occurs as result of participation in 

progressively complex, reciprocal interactions with people and objects in the individual’s 

immediate environment.  These interactions vary systematically as a function of both the 

characteristics of the developing person and of the environment in which the development 

is taking place.  

Building on that idea, Catalano & Hawkins (1996) “social development model” 

suggests that these multiple ecosystems (such as the school or the home), can serve as 
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either risk or protective factors in the development of behaviors such as school 

engagement.  Understanding how these different social relationships specifically serve to 

promote or hinder the development of school engagement will be useful to educators in 

identifying areas for intervention.   

 Therefore, the variables that were selected for this study included family 

relationships, perceived teacher support, and peer relationships because these are thought 

to be the primary relationships that make up the social ecology of a student (Catalano & 

Hawkins, 1996).  Previous research supports that these relationships affect the 

development of school engagement (Frederick, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004).     

 Age, school attended, gender, and race/ethnicity were chosen as moderating 

variables because previous research has shown that they are associated with school 

engagement (E.g., Eccles, Wigfield, & Sheifele, 1998; Finn, 1989; Johnson, Crosnoe, and 

Elder, 2001; Voelkl,1997; Wang & Holcombe, 2010).  The study will determine whether if 

how these variables affect school engagement are due to how they moderate influences of 

peers, teachers, and parents.   

While variations across race/ethnicity may moderate the impact of central 

relationships for an adolescent, further variables were added to gain a more complete 

understanding of differences in race and ethnicity on the development of school 

engagement.   The variables of discrimination and ethnic identity were included in the 

model because students of color are at increased risk of real or perceived discrimination, 

and this may negatively influence school engagement (Dotterer, McHale, & Crouter, 2009).  

However, a strong ethnic identity may ameliorate the effects of discrimination (Dotterer et 
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al., 2009; Wong, Eccles & Sameroff, 2003).  The race or ethnicity of an adolescent may 

impact the development of school engagement via its impact on discrimination and ethnic 

identity development, in addition to differences in impacts of relational factors.   

 Additionally, the study controlled for socioeconomic background.  Previous studies 

have found that children from lower socioeconomic backgrounds are typically less engaged 

in school (Johnson, Crosnoe, & Elder, 2001), perhaps because low socioeconomic status has 

an increased association with impaired parenting, family instability, and marital conflict, all 

of which negatively affect school engagement (Klevanaov, Gunn, McCarton, & McCormick, 

1998).    

 School engagement is a contributor to child’s overall life satisfaction (Heubner, 

1994) that predicts future occupational and interpersonal success as well as mental and 

physical health among adults.  Understanding how interpersonal relationships impact 

school engagement development across a variety of contexts can guide the implementation 

of interventions to increase overall student success.   
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

School Engagement 

Measurement of school engagement as a multidimensional construct.  While 

school engagement appears to be the most commonly used term in the literature, it has 

also been referred to in various articles as “school bonding,” “school attachment,”  “school 

connectedness,” “school belonging,” or “school membership” (Jimerson et al, 2003; 

O’Farrell & Morrison, 2003).  This multitude of terms means that many researchers use the 

different terms to describe similar meanings, or the same term to describe different 

phenomenon.   

For the current study, school engagement will be conceptualized as a 

multidimensional construct as described in recent reviews of the literature (Fredricks, 

Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004; Jimerson, Camps, & Greif, 2003).  The multidimensional view of 

school engagement consists of emotional, behavioral, and cognitive engagement.  

Emotional engagement refers to the degree to which students feel close to the people at 

school, feel part of the school, and feel happy to be at school.  Behavioral engagement refers 

to observable behaviors such as homework completion, school attendance, and school 

grades.  Finally, cognitive engagement refers to the students’ perceptions of the self, school, 

teachers, and fellow students.   

 The idea that school engagement is a multidimensional construct is gaining 

empirical support.  Archambault et al. (2009) tested emotional, behavioral, and cognitive 

indices of engagement separately and as a global construct.  They found that the global 
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construct of school engagement reliably predicted school dropout.  As separate indices, 

only behavioral engagement significantly contributed to the prediction equation, perhaps 

because it is the most straightforward component to measure.  Hirschfield and Gasper 

(2011) found that high emotional and behavioral engagement predict decreases in school 

and general delinquency, while, oddly, cognitive engagement is associated with increases in 

school and general delinquency.  The authors attribute this increase to increased 

frustration when a student is cognitively engaged, but not performing well academically.  

Finally, Wang and Holcombe (2010) used structural equation modeling to test a two-factor 

model (because prior studies combined emotional and behavioral engagement), a three-

factor model, and a single factor model.  The three-factor model best fit the data, 

supporting the idea that school engagement is, in fact, a multidimensional construct 

consisting of emotional, behavioral, and cognitive components.     

Theories of school engagement.  It has been only in recent years that the field has 

shifted from asking what makes students drop out of school to what makes student stay in 

school.   Early theories of school engagement are descended mostly from engagement’s 

more deficit-based siblings in the fields of delinquency and school dropout.  Later theories 

of school engagement come from the work of motivation researchers.    One common 

thread across researchers in the field of school engagement and dropout (i.e. Finn, 1989; 

Rumberger, 2000) is that students do not either engage or drop out of school overnight.   

Rather, it is evident that attitudes develop over time, and are influenced by multiple social 

contexts, including families, peers, and the greater community. 

Perhaps the earliest influence on school engagement theory comes from the field of 

delinquency research.   Hirishi (1969) proposed social control theory in which he suggests 
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that individuals commit crimes due to weak social bonds (including bonds to his parents, 

peers, and schools).  The less attached an adolescent is to his parents, for example, the 

more likely he is to follow a path of delinquency.  Later, Catalano and Hawkins (1996) 

expanded on Hirishi’s work and developed a social development model, which will be 

examined in more detail later.  This model proposed that it is the bonds with prosocial 

others (such as peers and schools) that are associated with lower levels of delinquency.   

 Later theories supported the idea that social context was key to school engagement.  

Goodenow (1993) developed a theoretical framework called “psychological membership” 

which refers to one’s sense of caring, support, and acceptance.  She found that 

psychological membership was strongly related to achievement.  At about the same time, 

Eccles et al. (1993) developed a person-environment fit theory of school engagement that 

is based on Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model.  This model incorporates theories of 

delinquent development (including Hirishi’s social control theory) as well as the 

contribution of the educational environment to psychosocial and academic adjustment.  In 

this theory, student, family, and peer characteristics contributed to the development of 

distinct patterns of engagement.  There are several different paths that lead to school 

dropout as well as several different paths that lead to school engagement.  Furrer and 

Skinner (2003) introduced the idea of relatedness, referring to the affiliation and strength 

of one’s connection to others within a particular context.  They found that a sense of 

connectedness to teachers and peers in school is associated with academic motivation and 

emotional engagement in school.  Wentzel (1999) posited a developmental framework in 

understanding student motivation in which the degree to which a student feels a sense of 
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“social belongingness and relatedness” will influence the likelihood that the student will 

pursue the goals that are valued within the school context. 

 Finn (1989) proposed what is referred to as the identification-participation model 

of school engagement.  In this model, identification referred to the emotional component, 

including feelings of belonging and the perceived worth of schooling.  Participation refers 

to the behavioral component of engagement, including how often students participate in 

the classroom and in school activities.  Rumberger and Larson (1998) also developed a 

two- pronged model of engagement made up of social and academic components.  In this 

model, social engagement is similar to Finn’s description of participation, and is defined by 

class attendance, rule compliance, and participation in school related activities.  The 

academic engagement piece is similar to Finn’s component of identification, and refers to 

student attitudes towards school.  However, it also includes the ability to meet 

performance expectations.   

 Outcomes of school engagement.  There are many positive outcomes associated 

with being engaged in school. High levels of engagement are associated with fewer 

discipline problems (Finn & Rock, 1997; Hirschfield & Gasper, 2009) and low levels of 

health compromising behavior such as cigarette smoking, alcohol use, and marijuana use 

(Dornbusch et al., 2003; Carter et al., 2007). Also, in a study by Ianni & Orr (1996), 43% of 

students who dropped out of school said that not being engaged in school was their 

primary reason for dropping out.  This finding is supported by a number of quantitative 

studies that found that student engagement reliably predicted dropout (Archambault et al., 

2009; Finn & Rock, 1997; Janosz et al.,2008). 
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The research on the outcomes of students who drop out of high school are more 

comprehensive and plentiful than research on school engagement. Because such research 

is so closely related to school engagement, those outcomes are worth considering.  

Dropping out of school is associated with loss of income, poorer mental and physical 

health, and a greater likelihood of incarceration (The National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2010). Studies have found these differences occur even after controlling for SES 

and cognitive skills (Ou, 2008). Nationally, males have slightly higher dropout rates than 

females.  Black and Hispanic students drop out at higher rates than white students.  

Students from low-income families drop out of school at a rate four and a half times greater 

than their peers. 

   Data from the Texas Education Agency (2009) suggests that Texas students mirror 

these national patterns.  White students had graduate rates of 88.8% while African 

American students had graduation rates of 71.8% and Hispanic students had graduation 

rates of 70.8%.  There have been suggestions that these may be overestimations, as the 

rates do not take into account students who have received GEDs, who tend to have 

outcomes more on par with high school dropouts (Ou, 2008).   

School Engagement as a Developmental Construct 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory.  The current study intends to look 

at a model of school engagement for a racially and ethnically diverse student population.  

Therefore, it seems appropriate to draw from Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory 

of development, which Wong and Rowley (2001) point out does not explicitly tell the 

researcher the specific relations between ethnic minority culture and developmental 

issues, but allows a process in which ethnic minority culture can be integrated with 
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processes of normative development.   Other researchers have also pointed out that the 

advantage to considering school engagement using an ecological framework is that 

ecological systems are malleable (Finn & Rock, 1997).   

The model stresses the importance of the environment on the developing person.  

Bronfenbrenner (1976) describes the ecological model as being similar to stacking Russian 

dolls, containing a series of structures that are nested within one another.  The first level is 

the microsystem, which is the immediate structure that affects a person, such as family, 

peers, and school.  The next level is the mesosystem, which focuses on the interrelations 

among the microsystems, such as the link between home and school.  The next structure is 

the exosystem, which does not directly contain the individual, but has an impact on the 

individual’s development, such as the place where parents work.  The next system is the 

macrosystem, which pertains to the culture in which a person lives. Bronfenbrenner 

highlights “proximal processes” which describe the complex interactions between the 

individual and the environment.  Both the person and the environment are considered 

jointly in terms of ecological niches that are either favorable or unfavorable to the 

development of individuals.  

Benner and Mistry (2008) point out that few studies investigate multiple 

microsystems simultaneously.  If a study is able to account for one system while examining 

the influences within another, it could suggest interventions that do not just target the 

microsystem, but the intersections of these systems.   For example, in terms of school 

engagement, there is substantial empirical evidence that teachers, parents, and peers 

uniquely contribute (Furrer & Skinner, 2003).   Wong and Rowley (2001) have found that 

family, peers, and teachers are also influential in the long-term trajectories of minority 
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students.  However, to compare the relative effect of parenting style, teacher support, and 

peers on their impact on school engagement may oversimplify the complex ways in which 

these relationships interact and affect the degree to which a student is engaged with school, 

though research in this area has been scanty and inconsistent.   

Few studies have examined school engagement on the level of the mesosystem.  The 

studies that have been done have been inconsistent.  For example, one study found there is 

a parent and teacher interaction on a measure of school competence (Murray, 2009).  That 

means that having a supportive relationship with at least one adult (parent or teacher) can 

compensate for a negative relationship with a parent of teacher.   On the other hand, 

Wentzel (1999) found that parent, peer, and teacher support had an additive effect on 

school engagement, meaning that each personal connection had an independent effect on 

outcomes, and that one relationship does not compensate for another.  Another study by 

Ryan, Stiller, and Lynch (1994) found that the cumulative contributions of parents and 

teachers accounted for a greater variance in student outcomes than did either relationship 

in isolation.  Finally, one study found that more authoritative parenting style is associated 

with higher levels of school engagement.  Authoritative parenting also is associated with 

having fewer problem-behaving peers, which is predictive of school engagement levels 

(Simons-Morton & Chen, 2009).  This idea is further illuminated by a study by Richman et 

al (1998) which found that parental and teacher support were more important than peer 

support in creating positive school outcomes among at-risk students.  These studies 

support the notion that Bronfenbrenner (1979) puts forth, which is that it is not enough to 

consider the various microsystems of parents, teachers, and peers, but that it is also 

important to see how these microsystems interact on the mesosystem level.    
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Social development model.  Catalano & Hawkins (1996) developed a theory of 

antisocial and prosocial behavior geared towards the development of children and 

adolescents called the “social development model.”  This model posits that all behaviors are 

subject to influence from a variety of forces (i.e. risk and protective factors) and the same 

principles that influence one type of behavior should predict the other type of behavior.  

They identified three categories of protective factors that are similar to Bronfenbrenner’s 

ecological model.  These categories include individual characteristics, such as intelligence; 

family cohesion, such as warmth and bonding; and, external social support.  The authors of 

this theory believe that the protective factors operate indirectly through interaction with 

risk factors, and mediate or moderate the effects of risk exposure.   

 The theory also posits that children are socialized through four constructs.  The first 

is the perceived opportunity for involvement in activities and interactions with others.  The 

second is the degree of involvement and interaction with others.  Next are the skills to 

participate in these interactions.  The final construct is the reinforcement that is perceived 

in these activities and interactions.  Catalano & Hawkins (1996) describe a “social bond” 

that develops between the child and what they call the “socializing unit.”  It is this bond that 

controls future behavior.  

Proposed model of the Development of School Engagement 

 The current study seeks to understand how different relational factors, the 

development of ethnic identity, as well as the experiences of discrimination, are related to 

the development of school engagement as well as achievement.  The following section will 

examine how each of these factors relates to school engagement, and how they also may be 

moderated by gender, school attended, ethnicity, and grade level.   
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Family context. 

 

 

Figure 1: Conceptualization of Family Context on School Engagement 

 Role of family context in school engagement.  According to Bronfenbrenner’s 

ecological model (1976), the family context not only influences the development of an 

individual at the microsystem level, but the relationship between the family context and 

school context are linked at the mesosystem level.  In other words, the family and school 

context exert unique influences on the development of the student, but also these contexts 

are influenced by one another.  This study will look at how the family context relates to 

how the adolescent develops attitudes towards school both directly as well as indirectly 

through the family’s influence on the formation of other relationships (i.e. teachers and 

peers).  The study will also look at how the family context may shape ethnic identity.   
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A large body of research has demonstrated that parental monitoring and parental 

responsiveness are positively associated with increased school engagement, while 

increased family stress is negatively associated with school engagement.  This study uses 

student report measures of parenting practices, because Steinberg, Dornbusch, & Brown 

(1992) found that adolescents’ perception of parents’ practice (whether accurate or not) 

influence youth developmental outcomes.  Several studies have found that authoritative 

parenting practices (parenting that is both demanding and responsive as proposed by 

Baumrind, 1991), are positively associated with school engagement (Murray, 2009; 

Simons-Morton & Chen, 2009; Steinberg, et al., 1992; Steinberg, 1994).  In particular, 

parental monitoring (which is a measure of parental demandingness) has been found to 

increase the likelihood that an adolescent will do their homework, which increases 

achievement (Martinez, 2004).  Along with achievement, a study by Plunkett & Bamaca-

Gomez (2003) found that parental monitoring, support, and help with schoolwork were 

positively associated with higher educational aspirations and increased academic 

motivation for Latino adolescents.  Finally, parental monitoring directly predicts school 

satisfaction (Woolley, Kol, & Bowen, 2008).   

Fewer studies have determined the impact of parental warmth (a measure of 

parental responsiveness) on school engagement.  There is some evidence to suggest that 

parental warmth may increase academic motivation and school engagement (Plunkett & 

Bamaca-Gomez, 2003; Smalls, 2009).  However, this aspect of parenting style may have a 

differential impact on school engagement based on ethnicity (which will be described in 

more detail later in this section).  The current study will use a measurement model if this is 

an overall significant aspect of family support.   
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The authors of the survey used in this study also developed a measure of family 

stress (Carlson & Lein, 1998) that asks about economic strain, such as having enough food 

to eat, family sickness, and violence in the family.  Some studies have suggested that 

parents who are stressed are less likely to practice parenting behavior related to positive 

student outcomes, such as social competence, self-esteem, and overall well-being (Anthony, 

Anthony, Glanville, Naiman, Waanders, & Shaffer, 2005; Bornstein, Hendricks, Painer, 

Suwalksly, & Collins, 2008).  Generally, there is an established link in the literature between 

socio-economic status and its effects on parental monitoring, warmth, and family stress.  

Cogner, Rueter, & Conger (2000) developed a Family Stress model which suggests that 

economic stress influences parental emotional distress, marital instability, and disrupted 

parenting, which are negatively related to adolescent adjustment.   

Mediators of family context on school engagement.  Attachment theory 

(Ainsworth, 1967; Bowlby, 1988) suggests that the relationship one forms with one’s 

parents sets the stage for future relationships.  Therefore, while parenting style and family 

stress may directly influence school engagement and achievement, it might also indirectly 

affect these outcomes via its influence on peer and teacher relationships.  Laird, Criss, 

Pettit, Dodge & Bates (2008) found that low levels of parental monitoring is associated with 

an increase in associating with delinquent peers.  Conversely, adolescents are less likely to 

engage in problematic behavior when they feel closer to a parent (Dickerson & Crase, 

2005).  This result has also been demonstrated with Latino adolescents (Mogro-Wilson, 

2008).  Exposure to stressful events such as marital conflict, maternal depression, and 

financial stress has been linked to socio-emotional behavioral problems which is associated 

with decreases in prosocial behavior (Obradovic, Rush, Stamperdahl, & Adler, 2010).  
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Indeed, one study (Poag, Cohen, Henggeler, Summerville, & Ray, 1992) found that a father’s 

level of perceived family stress predicted their child’s frequency of peer interactions at 

lunch, with greater stress inversely predicting the number of peer interactions.  The same 

study found that the greater the level of a mother’s marital satisfaction, the greater the 

child’s frequency of peer interactions during lunch.  The ability of immediate family to cope 

with difficulties, stress, and conflicts were significant in protective factors in averting 

alcohol and tobacco recurrence in gang-affiliated Latino females (Valdez, Mikow, & Cepeda, 

2006).  Parenting style and family stress have significant implications in terms of peer 

selection, which can also guide the development of school engagement.   

While there have been several studies regarding the role of parenting style and 

family stress in determining peer associations, fewer studies have looked at how the family 

relationship can predict an child’s relationship with his or her teacher.  One study by 

Woolley, Kol, & Bowen (2008) found that increased parental monitoring was associated 

with higher reported levels of teacher support by students.  This study will fill in the gap in 

the literature of how parenting style and family stress may impact perceived teacher 

support by the student.   

The literature on the role of family on the development of ethnic identity focuses on 

the process of racial socialization, which Phinney and Rotherman (1987) define as “the 

developmental processes by which children acquire the behaviors, perceptions, values, and 

attitudes of an ethnic group, and come to see themselves and others as members of the 

group."  Unfortunately, racial socialization was not measured in this survey.  However, 

parenting with greater warmth and increased monitoring have been affiliated with racial 

socialization, and increased feelings of ethnic identity belonging and exploration (Davey, 
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Fish, Askew, & Robila, 2003; Rosenthal & Feldman, 1992; Smalls, 2009).  This finding has 

been replicated across ethnicities and in a variety of countries (Su & Costigan, 2009).  This 

may be because children are more accurately able to perceive their parents’ values in a 

warm and supportive environment (Knafo & Schwartz, 2001; Rudy & Grusec, 2001) 

because they are able to ask, discuss, and explore issues with their parents.  Thus, the 

current study will examine if parenting style and family stress may also indirectly affect 

school engagement via its influence on achieving an ethnic identity.  

Moderators of family context and school engagement.   Some studies suggest that 

race and ethnicity moderate the effects of family context, while other studies have found 

this not be the case. Several studies have found that African American parents are more 

likely to use “authoritarian” parenting styles (that is, greater parental monitoring, but less 

warmth) as compared to European American parents (Hill, McBride, Murry, & Anderson, 

2005).  Many researches have suggested that this is because parental warmth is a 

protective factor against externalizing behavior in European American families, but a risk 

factor for African American families (Gershoff, 2002; Lansford, Deater-Deckard, Dodge, 

Bates, & Pettit, 2004; Lau, Litrownik, Newton, Black, & Everson, 2006).    However, other 

studies have found no differences in reported warmth of African American or European 

American mothers (Hill & Bush, 2001; Hill & Tyson, 2008).  These researchers accuse 

previous studies of confounding ethnicity and SES by comparing middle-class European 

American parents with low-income minority parents (Hill, 2006).  However, one study by 

Weis & Toolis (2010) found that European American and high-SES mothers reported the 

greatest warmth, while African American and high-SES mothers reported the greatest 

control.   Parenting styles for Latino families have been mixed, with some studies reporting 
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that Latino parents are more permissive than their European American counterparts, while 

others study have found that Latino parents rely on harsh discipline (Hill, 2006).  

According to Hill (2006), this may be due to the heterogeneity of the Latino population.  Hill 

also suggests that children of highly acculturated Latino parents who use physical 

discipline may have greater behavioral and emotional problems while less acculturated 

Latinos who use physical discipline will have children with fewer conduct problems.  

Another study (Ong, Phinney, & Dennis, 2006) found that in Latino college students, ethnic 

identity, family interdependence and parental support, were protective factors of the 

effects of socioeconomic disadvantage on academic achievement.  The Latino value of 

familismo, or attitudes towards family interdependence and obligation, are thought to be 

protective for Latino students at risk for low academic achievement. The current study will 

examine whether race/ethnicity is predictive of parenting practices, and whether 

parenting practices have different outcomes depending on race/ethnicity.   

Some studies suggest that economic stress may have different effects on family 

stress depending on ethnicity/race.  For example, in a study by Parke, Coltrane, Duffy, 

Buriel, Dennis, Powers, French & Widaman (2004), while economic stress was related to 

depressive symptoms and marital problems in both parents of European American and 

Mexican American ethnicities, in European Americans, depressive symptoms were 

positively associated with hostile parenting, which was in turn related to child adjustment 

problems.  However, for Mexican Americans, marital problems were positively associated 

with child adjustment problems.  On the other hand, a study by Woolley & Bowen (2007) 

found that supportive adults accounted for race/ethnic differences in school performance 

gaps.   
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 In terms of other moderators, a study by Bokhorst, Sumter, and Westenberg (2009) 

found that students perceive social support from parents and friends similarly across age 

groups, but for ages 16-18, friend support exceeded parent support.  Girls also tended to 

perceive more support than boys.  This study will look at how perceptions of family 

support change given the age of the student and the student’s gender.   

Perceived teacher support and school engagement. 

 

Figure 2: Conceptualization of Teacher Support on School Engagement 

While parenting style is certainly an important contributor to school engagement, 

research suggests that teacher support may make an even larger contribution to school 

engagement.  Several studies have found that teacher support accounts for a significant 

portion of the variance in school engagement (Murdock, 1999; Murray, 2009; Wentzel, 

1999).  A study by Garcia-Reid et al. (2005) found that while both parent and teacher 

support made unique contributions to school engagement, support from teachers was a 
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stronger predictor of school engagement.  A study by Ladd, Birch, & Buhs (1999) found that 

negative dimensions of student-teacher relationships are stronger predictors of 

engagement than are the more positive aspects of these relationships.  A meta-analysis of 

teacher-student relationships by Roorda, Koomen, Split, and Oort (2011) found that the 

effect sizes of positive and negative teacher-student relationships and engagement were 

medium to large, while the effect sizes of teacher-student relationships and achievement 

were small to medium.  Furthermore, Murray (2009) found that students perceptions of 

relationships with teachers and parents were associated with higher test scores in reading 

and mathematics.   

Predictors of perceived teacher support.  The relationship between the family 

context and perceived teacher relationships is unclear in the literature.  Furrer and Skinner 

(2003) suggest that relationships to one’s parents can act as a template for the construction 

of relationships with teachers and classmates, as well as a motivational resource.  However, 

other studies have found that parent and teacher relationships contribute differently to 

school adjustment, with parent relationships contributing to student reported engagement 

and school competence, and perceptions of teacher contributing to student adjustment and 

functioning (Murray, 2009).  The current study will examine whether the family context is 

predictive of perceived teacher support, or whether the relationship a student has with 

their teacher is a separate construct in terms of how it relates to school engagement.   

 There are few, if any, articles about how perceived discrimination may influence 

perceptions of teacher support.   It is possible that a student who has experienced 

discrimination may be more primed for interpreting negative interactions with teachers as 

microaggressions.  Sue et al. (2007) describe microaggressions as, “brief and commonplace 
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daily verbal, behavioral, or environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, 

that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial slights and insults towards people 

of color.”    

Rowley, Burchinal, Roberts and Zeisel (2008) suggest that children of color who 

expect to be discriminated against by teachers may have diminished levels of classroom 

help-seeking and may engage less in the classroom, which could possibly lead to lower 

levels of school engagement.  

Factors that mediate teacher support.  A study by Hughes and Kwok (2006) found 

that teacher-student relationships predicted peer acceptance the following year.  

Furthermore, Birch and Ladd (1998) found that conflict in the teacher-student relationship 

predicted a decrease in a child’s pro-social behavior from kindergarten to first grade.  This 

is the case even in diverse classrooms (Howes, Guerra, Fuligini, Zucker, Lee, Obregon, & 

Spivak, 2011) 

While most studies focus on how parents can guide their children’s ethnic identity 

through racial socialization, the same process has not been studied from teachers to their 

students.  In much the same way it is expected that parents who are warm and attentive 

will be able to foster an environment in which an adolescent can explore his or her ethnic 

identity, the current study will see if warm and supportive teachers also play a role in 

foster ethnic identity achievement.   

 Moderators of teacher support.   A review of the literature has found that teacher 

support has been correlated with engagement in a primarily white-middle class sample 

(Fredericks et al, 2004).  However, type of teaching style that is most effective may vary 
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across ethnicity.  A study by Dever and Karabenick (2011) found that warmth predicted 

higher interest in mathematics for Latino and European American students, but lower 

levels of warmth predicted higher levels of interest for Vietnamese students.  Also, research 

with a more diverse sample suggests that teacher support may be even more meaningful 

for students of color in low-income settings than for white-middle class students 

(Croninger & Lee, 2001; Ginorio & Huston, 2001; Murray, 2009; Valenzuela, 1999).    

Brewster and Bowen (2004) also found that support from teachers with at-risk Latino 

students in middle school and in high school exerted an effect on school engagement 

beyond the effect of parental support.  Stanton-Salazar (1997) suggests that support from 

teachers and other adults at school is more important for ethnic minority students because 

the support is more difficult to come by.  Other studies have supported this assertion, in 

that teachers interact less and provide less contingent praise for low-income and ethnic 

minority students (Guerra et al, 1997).  A study by Peterson-Lewis and Bratton (2004) 

found that African American students reported that school personnel were not as 

demanding to them academically, “as long as they were quiet. “  Furthermore, in 

elementary school classrooms where teachers reported higher expectations for European 

American and Asian American students than for African American and Latino students, the 

teacher expectancy effects accounted for .29 to .38 of the variance in the ethnic 

achievement gap at the end of the year.   

Gender may moderate the effects of teacher relationships.  One study found that 

girls tend to report closer relationships with their teachers than boys, but perceived 

teacher support was a more salient predictor of emotional engagement for boys (Furrer & 

Skinner, 2003).  However, a meta-analysis (Roorda, Koomen, Split, & Oort, 2011) of the 
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effect of teacher-student relationships on students’ school engagement and achievement 

found that results are mixed if teacher support is more important for girls or for boys.  The 

meta-analysis found that for boys, increased teacher support leads to higher levels of 

school engagement, while for girls, increased teacher support leads to higher levels of 

achievement.   

Research has also shown that there is a decline in the quality of relationships 

between students and teacher during the transition from elementary school to middle 

school (Midgley, Feldlaufer, & Eccles, 1989). Some studies have found that  relationships 

with teachers are particularly salient for children beginning middle school (Furrer & 

Skinner, 2003), while other studies have found stronger effect sizes in older grades 

(Roorda et al., 2011).  Also, in the study by Furrer and Skinner (2003), children who started 

school with strong relationships with their teachers had higher levels of school 

engagement and these levels increased over time.  However, children who had poorer 

relationships with their teachers exhibited deteriorating motivation over time.   

The current study will also see how which school attended impacts teacher support.  

Differences in school programs and administration can all impact overall school climate, 

and the ability of their teachers to successfully support their students.   
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Peer influence. 

 

Figure 3: Conceptualization of Peer Support and School Engagement 

Peer influence and school engagement.  While there are several studies that 

examine the impact of parenting style and teacher support on school engagement, a review 

of the literature found that there are fewer studies that examine the role of peers 

(Fredericks et al, 2004).  However, research suggests that peer relationships are 

particularly salient during adolescence, and that positive peer influence can motivate 

adolescents’ academic achievement (Wentzel, 1999).  In particular, peers seem to impact 

the academic engagement aspect of school engagement (Shin, Daly, Vera, 2007; Murdock, 

1999).  Generally, the research finds that students tend to befriend other students with 

likeminded attitudes towards school.  For example, students who are not engaged in school 

tend to make friendships with peers who also do not value school or who have dropped out 

of school (Ream & Rumberger, 2008, Farmer et al., 2003).   A study by Brown & Klute 

(2006) found that friends with positive behavior can serve a protective function over time, 
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but the role of positive peer influence is understudied (Brown, 2004).   The current study 

looks at both positive and negative peer influences.  

Predictors of peer relationships.  The relationship between parents the respective 

influences of family and peers has often been hotly contested.  For example, a 1998 book by 

Judith Rich Harris called The Nurture Assumption: Why Children Turn Out the Way They Do, 

which claimed that parents mattered much less than peers when determined behavior, 

caused an uproar when it was published.  However, there is some evidence that family 

context may have a more indirect effect on school engagement through its influence on 

peer relationships.  For example, a child who has parents who use harsh and inconsistent 

discipline practices may produce a child with noncompliant or aggressive behaviors, which 

increases the likelihood that the child will be rejected from his or her peer group.  In a 

study by Suldo, Mihalas, Powell, and French (2008) measured parenting styles, perceived 

social-support from teachers, and affiliation with deviant peers.  They found that parents 

and teachers accounted for 31% of the variance in affiliations with deviant peers, while 

27% of the variance in delinquent behavior such as substance abuse and skipping school 

could be accounted for by affiliating with deviant peers.  However, the study did not find 

direct paths from parenting and teacher support to substance use.   Thus, while there is 

evidence that parenting styles and family stress directly affect school engagement (see 

family section above), this study will determine whether those are direct or indirect effects 

via the influence of parenting on peer affiliations. 

 Several studies have examined the effects of teacher rejection on peer affiliations.  

Generally, students who have experienced rejections from their teachers (or their parents), 



28 

will be more likely to affiliate with deviant peers (Kaplan, Peck & Kaplan, 1997;  Hughes & 

Kwok, 2006; Birch & Ladd, 1998).  Fewer studies have examined the impact of perceived 

support of teachers on peer affiliations, which this study plans to examine, along with the 

impacts of teacher rejection on peer affiliation.   

 Perceived discrimination increases the likelihood of having deviant peers (Fagan, 

Brook, Rubenstone, Zhang, & Brook, 2009; Roberts, Gibbons, Weng, Gerrard, Murry, & 

Lorenz, 2012).  On the other hand, racial tension at a school may increase the likelihood 

that adolescents will have same-ethnic friendships as a way to cope with the discrimination 

(DeGarmo & Martinez, 2006; Quillian & Campbell, 2003; Tajful & Turner, 1986; Tatum, 

1997).  In a study of college students conducted by Lewin, Van Laar, and Foote (2006), 

Latino students who had more in-group friends had reduced academic performance by the 

end of college, and discrimination had negative effects on their sense of belonging.  On the 

other hand, for African American students, more in-group friends during college enhanced 

academic commitment and motivation by the end of college, and perceiving discrimination 

enhanced the academic motivation for these students.  The study will clarify the nature of 

discrimination on peer affiliation.  Does it cause students to affiliate with more deviant 

peers or more racially similar peers who might cause an increase in ethnic identity and 

positive behaviors? 

Ethnic Identity as a mediator of peer influence.  The current study will look at the 

relationship between peer influence and ethnic identity. Some in the literature, such as 

Fordham and Ogbu (1986), have asserted that nonimmigrant Latino and African American 

students are more likely to be exposed to oppositional peer culture since academic success 
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is perceived to be “white.”  In other words, if this is the case, then having oppositional peers 

should predict a stronger sense of ethnic identity.  However, many other researchers have 

found that many African American students do not defining “acting white” as valuing 

academic success (Neal-Barnett, Stadulis, Singer, Murray, & Demmings, 2010).  In fact, a 

study by Spencer et al. (2001) found that African American adolescents who were high 

achievers did not highly endorse Eurocentric values, while African American adolescents 

who were low achievers more highly endorsed Eurocentric values. Furthermore, Peterson-

Lewis and Bratton (2004) asked several African American students the meaning of “acting 

Black” and found that it is a multidimensional construct, including academic, stylistic, 

behavioral, dispositional, and impressionistic areas.  While students did describe some 

behaviors such as “skipping class” and “street smarts instead of book smarts,” these 

behaviors were related to academic failure, but not academic failure itself.  Furthermore, 

most of the students stated that these behaviors did not reflect their own personal values.   

Spencer, Noll, Stotzfus, and Harpalani  (2001) used the racial attitude scale (Cross, 

1971: Parham & Helms, 1985) to measure stages of racial identity, including Eurocentric 

(white salience values and identification with anti-Black stereotypes), and Afrocentric.  

Students with higher achievement scored higher on Afrocentric identity and lower on 

Eurocentric identity.  The study suggests that students with a strong sense of racial identity 

will feel more empowered to do well in school.  The current study will add to the body of 

research by seeing if these findings continue to be true when using Phinney’s scale to 

measure ethnic identity.  Also, the current study is different than the study by Spencer et al. 

(2001) because instead of just measuring achievement, the study will measure school 

engagement, which has elements of self-efficacy.   



30 

Moderators of peer influence and school engagement.  Overall, more research is 

needed on peer influence as a function of ethnicity.   Studies have found that along with 

achievement aspirations, peer groups also tend to segregate along economic and racial 

lines (Brown, 1990).  Racial grouping tends to begin by 6th or 7th grade (Tatum, 1997). 

Padilla-Walker & Bean (2009) found that positive peer association was not consistently or 

strongly related to behaviors for youths of color as it was for European American youth.  

They also found that Latino students reported the highest level of negative peer 

associations and the lowest level of positive peer associations.  However, the study found 

few ethnic differences in how negative indirect peer association was related to behavior.   

However, other studies have found differences in how different ethnic and racial groups 

respond to negative peer pressure. A few studies have found that African American 

adolescents orient themselves more towards family than peers, and therefore, report lower 

levels of peer pressure than European American adolescents (Giordano, Cernkovich, & 

DeMaris, 1993; Tolson & Urberg, 1993).  On the other hand, inner-city Latino adolescents 

from were more likely to believe that refusing to participate in deviant behavior would 

result in negative consequences than their European American peers (Pearl, Bryan, Herzon, 

1990).  However, Latino population is quite heterogeneous, and factors such as immigrant 

status and socioeconomic background may influence how Latino youths respond to their 

peers (Matute-Bianchi, 2008).   The current study will clarify any ethnic/racial differences 

in outcomes of both positive and negative peer influence.   

Characteristics of the school attended may the role of peer influence on school 

engagement.  For example, the racial composition of the school may impact peer 

associations.  Woolley (2006) found that social relationships may be more important for 
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school success for students from nondominant ethnic groups.   As previously mentioned, 

this could be because having same-race friendships where the ethnic minorities are the 

minority may be a coping mechanism for dealing with discrimination (Quillian & Campbell, 

2003).  Also, students felt more attached to school when they attend schools with greater 

proportions of students of their own race/ethnicity (Johnson, Crosnoe, & Elder, 2001).  

Way and Pahl (2001) found that school climate, including social inclusion and racial 

tensions, is predictive of relationship quality for adolescents from large urban high schools.  

The current study will examine the effect of peer influence on school engagement as a 

function of school attended.   

The influence of peers, positive or negative, becomes more predictive of levels of 

school engagement overtime.  A study by Kindermann (1993) used social composite 

mapping to illustrate that elementary school children who were affiliated with high 

engagement peer groups increased their behavioral engagement across the school year.   

These findings were replicated in middle school students in a study by Li, Lynch, Kalvin, 

Liu, and Lerner (2011) found that in from sixth to eighth grade, positive influences of peers 

increased emotional engagement overtime, while negative influences of problem-behaving 

peers decreased behavioral engagement as students aged.   Several studies (Simons-

Morton & Chen, 2009; Simons-Morton, Hartos, & Haynie, 2004) have supported the finding 

that problem-behaving peers lead to a decrease in school engagement overtime.  

It is unclear whether gender is a moderating factor on the effect of peer influence on 

school engagement.  One study by Li et al (2011) found that the effects of peer influence on 

school engagement was not different for boys or girls.  However, another study of low 

socioeconomic status African American adolescents found that boys have higher exposure 
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to problem-behaving peers than girls (Voisin & Neilands, 2010), though this may be an 

interaction with socioeconomic status and gender.  The current study will clarify the 

literature and test for gender differences of the effect of peer influence on school 

engagement.   

Discrimination. 

 

Figure 4: Conceptualization of Peer Support and School Engagement 

Discrimination and school engagement.  Students of color, across all levels of SES, 

are frequent targets of discrimination (Spencer & Dornbusch, 1990).  Tatum (1997) in her 

book Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria? says, “Prejudice is one of 

the inescapable consequences of living in a racist society” (p.6). According to Tatum, racism 

is a system of advantage that is based on race.  She describes two forms of racism, active 

and passive.  Active racism includes blatant acts of racism while passive racism is subtler, 

for example, not including people of color in the educational curriculum.  
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In this author’s review of the literature, only two studies examined the effect of 

discrimination on school engagement, both of which provided evidence that it may 

uniquely predict levels of school engagement for ethnic/racial minority children.  A study 

by Wong, Eccles, and Sameroff (2003) found that discrimination relates negatively to 

academic motivation (including beliefs about the importance of school, the utility value of 

school, and academic competence) but was unrelated to academic achievement.  The other 

study by Dotterer et al (2009), also found that discrimination was negatively related to 

school engagement and self-esteem, and was not related to school grades.  

Mediators of discrimination.  As previously mentioned, adolescents who 

experience racial discrimination are more prone to affiliate with peers who sanction and 

engage in risky behavior (Andrews & Duncan, 1997).  However, few, if any, studies have 

looked at how experiencing discrimination might impact how students view their teachers.  

There have been a number of studies of how some students feel discriminated against by 

teachers in the classroom.  For example, one study found that teachers sometimes perceive 

African American boys more negatively than African American girls in terms of their 

intellectual capabilities (Noguera, 2003).  As a result of this, African American females may 

also be more likely to receive messages about the utility and importance of education 

(Taylor et al., 1990).   Negative messages about one’s ethnic group membership may be 

particularly harmful in adolescence when individuals are forming their ethnic identities 

(Phinney, 1990). Rivas-Drake et al. (2009) found that discrimination in middle school 

predicted lower levels of public regard, or how an individual perceives others to view his 

or her race.  Thus, it is possible that early experiences of discrimination may influence how 

students perceive their teachers or peers view their racial or ethnic groups.     
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Moderators of discrimination.  In a survey in Austin, Texas (Schott, 2000) in 

response to the question, “In the past year, have you experienced discrimination because of 

your race or ethnicity?” found that 46% of African American responders had an affirmative 

response, followed in frequency by Latino responders, Asian responders, and White 

responders.  White responders were four times less likely to experience discrimination 

than African Americans.  The prevalence of discrimination among minority youth is quite 

high.  A study by Fisher et al. (2000) gave a large sample of ethnic minority students the 

discrimination distress index.  They found that 46% of African Americans and 50% of 

Latino youth reported they were given a lower grade than they deserved because of their 

race or ethnicity.  Also, 57% of the participants (African American, Latino, White, East 

Asian and South Asian) were called a racially insulting name, and 31% reported having 

been threatened by peers because of their race or ethnicity.  In the sample, Asian American 

youth reported the highest levels of discrimination.  However, other studies have found 

that African American students report experiencing more discrimination compared to their 

Latino and Asian American peers (Phinney & Chavira, 1995).  These results may be further 

understood by research that suggests that Asian American students experience more 

discrimination from their peers, while Latino and African American students report more 

discrimination from teachers (Rosenbloom & Way, 2004).   

The likelihood of experiencing discrimination appears to increase over time.  Tatum 

(1997) suggests that this may be because as adolescents become adults, they are perceived 

as increasingly threatening by adults from the majority culture, and therefore may 

experience more discrimination from adults.  This idea is supported by a study done by 

Greene, Way and Pahl (2006).  They conducted a 3-year longitudinal study and found that 
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students of color reported increased levels of discrimination by adults over time, but that 

perceptions of discrimination by peers remained stable.  Asian American and Latino 

students reported higher levels of peer and adult discrimination, whereas African 

American students reported a steeper increase of perceived discrimination.  The study also 

found that discrimination was significantly associated with decreased self-esteem and 

increased depressive symptoms.    

 For Latino students, Suarez-Orozco and Suarez-Orozco (2001) have found that 

students who are more acculturated face greater levels of racial discrimination. In other 

words, the less time a student has lived in the United States, the greater their academic 

achievement.  The authors explain this by suggesting that a longer length of time may 

expose Latino students to a “negative social mirror” where they become more familiar with 

harmful stereotypes, prejudices, and discrimination.  

For both boys and girls, discrimination predicts higher depressive symptoms 

(Cogburn, Chavous, & Griffen, 2011).  However, boys in general are more susceptible to 

negative outcomes predicted by experiencing discrimination than girls.  Studies found that 

African American boys who have experienced discrimination are more likely to have 

conduct problems and use illegal substances, (Brody, Kogan, & Chen, 2012) and have lower 

grade point averages (Cogburn, Chavous, & Griffen, 2011), while no such relationship has 

been found for African American girls.  Part of the reason for these differences may be that 

some studies have found that African American males are at greater risk than females for 

experiencing racial discrimination (Sidanius & Veniegas, 2000).  The reasons for these 

differences may be that minority males are more likely than females to be to be viewed as 

threats to dominant structures (Sidanius & Veniegas, 2000).  While most of these studies 
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concentrated on the African American population, this study will examine if these trends 

hold true for Latino and European American students.   

 The ethnic and racial make-up of a school as well as the school racial climate may 

moderate the amount of discrimination a student experiences (Bellmore, Nishina, You, & 

Ma, 2011).  More ethnically diverse schools may increase students’ exposure to ethnic 

discrimination. Graham and Juvonen (2002) found that in schools where there are two 

ethnic groups and one is in the clear majority, the students in numerical minority may be 

increased risk for peer discrimination.  Juvonen, Nishina, and Graham (2006) found that in 

ethnically diverse schools, adolescents feel safer and experience less discrimination by 

peers.  Students at more ethnically diverse school also experience lower levels of loneliness 

and social anxiety (Bellmore, Witkow, Graham, & Juvonen, 2004).  The ethnic diversity of a 

school can also impact interracial friendships.  Moody (2001) found that adolescents in a 

school populated with students from two ethnic groups that were equally represented 

were more likely to have ethnically segregated friendships, whereas students in the most 

ethnically diverse schools were likely to have the least ethnically segregated friendships.   

Perceptions of the school interracial climate is also an important predictor of peer 

ethnic discrimination.  Green, Adams, & Turner (1998) found that students at white and 

black desegregated schools with positive interracial climates saw schools as good places 

that were friendly and had greater academic efficacy and perceived fewer racial differences 

between students.  Finally, Mattison and Aber (2007) found that African American students 

who perceived a more positive interracial school climate performed better in school and 

were subject to fewer disciplinary actions.   
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Ethnic Identity.  

 

 

Figure 5: Conceptualization of Ethnic Identity and School Engagement 

Ethnic Identity and School Engagement.  In ethnic identity’s capacity as a 

protective factor, a study by Shin et al. (2010) found that ethnic identity uniquely predicts 

school satisfaction.  Dotterer, McHale, & Crouter (2009) found that discrimination, racial 

socialization, and ethnic identity were related to school bonding, but not school grades.   

Following the research of Cross (1978), Jean Phinney developed a model of ethnic 

identity that could be applicable across ethnic groups.  She took a developmental 

perspective in which ethnic identity begins in childhood and becomes stronger over time.  

For members of ethnic minority groups, Phinney (1990) found that ethnic identity 

development is a central task during adolescence.  This is due to advances in cognitive 
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development and greater exposure to ethnic and racial diversity by beginning middle 

school (French, Siedman, Allen, & Aber, 2000).  Her model distinguished between the 

process of ethnic identity and the content of ethnic identity.  

Phinney et al. (1990; 1992; 2000) found that youth experience three stages of 

development, derived from Erikson’s model.  These include foreclosure, exploration, and 

achieved identity.  Foreclosed identity refers to ethnic identity that comes from one’s 

family, and individuals have unexamined views of their ethnic group.  Exploration refers to 

finding alternatives and developing a sense of ethnic identity that is comfortable and what 

it means to be a group member.  Achieved identity refers to having a sense of belonging and 

warm feelings about one’s own ethnic group.  Having achieved an ethnic identity provides a 

strong and secure sense of self, which can guide life decisions.   

Phinney developed a measure of ethnic identity, that is used in this study, which 

conceptualizes ethnic identity as a multidimensional construct involving exploration and 

commitment.  Phinney and Ong (2007) did a factor analysis and found that a two factor 

model provided a good representation of the latent structure of ethnic identity.  Also, a 

meta-analysis by Smith and Silva (2011) found that there is a modest relationship between 

ethnic identity and personal well-being for people of color in North America, and that 

results obtained with the Phinney’s measure of ethnic identity called the Multigroup Ethnic 

Identity Measure (Phinney, 1992) or MEIM did not differ from those obtained with other 

instruments, thus it will be used to measure ethnic identity in the current study.     

Predictors of ethnic identity.  The role of discrimination as it related to ethnic 

identity is accounted for in Cross’s (1971) model of Nigrescence.  It is a five-stage model for 
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African Americans including: (a) preencounter, (b) encounter, (c) immersion-emersion, (d) 

internalization, and (e) internalization-commitment (Cross, 1971, 1991). Cross (1991) says 

that individuals in the preencounter stage are not aware or think about race and their 

group-esteem could be positive or negative. The encounter was originally thought of as a 

traumatic prejudice event that causes the person to explore new interpretations of their 

racial identity but, more recently, Cross (1991, 1995) suggests that this critical encounter 

can be from many small and negative incidents. After experiencing the encounter, the 

person explores and fully immerses himself or herself into African American identity in the 

immersion-emersion stage. Then individuals enter the internalization stage in which they 

are confident and proud of their identity as a Black person and have a positive group-

esteem.  Finally, individuals in the internalization- commitment stage take their confidence 

in and commitment to their race further and work toward elevating the status of African 

Americans and eliminating racism in our society.  Unlike Phinney (1990) who sees ethnic 

identity as a developmental construct, in Cross’s model (1991) it is possible for individuals 

to stagnate at the immersion-emersion stage and not move on or to recycle back through 

the stages at later points in life after experiencing a new encounter. 

Phinney’s (1990) model of ethnic identity does have some overlap with Cross’s 

model of racial identity.  In differentiating between the two, Helms (1996) said that models 

are racial when they describe reactions to societal oppression based on race, and are ethnic 

when they describe the maintenance of cultural characteristics such as language.  Cokely 

(2004) says, “if race and ethnicity should be treated as separate yet related constructs, so 

too should racial and ethnic identity” (p.518).  However, Phinney’s model does not 

explicitly include what Cross’s model refers to as the “encounter,” or a form of racial 
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discrimination that spurs exploration of ethnic identity.   

Several studies have empirically supported Cross’ model (1991) and others, that the 

experience of racism precipitates ethnic identity exploration (Dovido et al., 2010; Jackson, 

2009; Rivas-Drake, Hughes, & Wray, 2009; Stevenson & Arringon, 2009; Umana-Taylor & 

Guimond, 2010).  There is also empirical evidence supporting Cross’ statement that an 

internalized identity “is the protection of the individual from psychological harm that may 

result from daily existence in a racist society.”  Indeed, having a strong ethnic identity 

serves as a protective factor against the harmful effects of racism and discrimination 

(Eccles, Wong, & Peck, 2006; Greene, Way, & Pahl, 2006; Pahl & Way, 2006; Rivas-Drake, 

Hughes, & Way, 2009; Stevenson & Arrington, 2009).  

Beyond Cross’s model, there are varying perspectives on the nature of adolescents’ 

response to racial and ethnic barriers.  Smalls, White, Chavous, and Sellers (2007) take a 

“racial-identity-as-promotive” perspective, drawing on the historical values African 

Americans have placed on education, and follow that strongly racially identified youth will 

connect their racial identity to more positive academic values.  Other theories, such as 

Fordham and Ogbu’s (1986) cultural ecological framework suggests that African American 

youth define their culture in opposition to mainstream culture, and therefore come to see 

their personal identities as incompatible with positive academic values.  The current study 

expects to support the Cross’s model in finding that the experience of discrimination and 

achieved ethnic identity are positively related.   

Parents, teachers, and peers may be important sources of information for students 

about their own and other group membership.  Also, ethnic identity may vary across 
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different relational contexts.  Adolescents report the highest levels of ethnic identity 

exploration with parents, followed by same ethnic and then different ethnic peers (Kiang & 

Fuligni, 2009).  This is consistent with research on multiple selves that has found that 

individuals present themselves differently across different social contexts (Oyserman & 

Markus, 1993).   

Parents are on the primary sources of knowledge that children have about their 

cultural history and background (Hughes, Smith, Stevenson, Rodriguez, Johnson, & Spicer, 

2006).  Parents who teach and prepare their children to live in a diverse world are more 

likely to have adolescents with a higher level of ethnic identity and improved skills for 

coping with discrimination (Phinney & Chavira, 1992).  In other studies, researchers found 

that youth who received positive messages about ethnic pride from their parents felt more 

connected to others from their own ethnic background (Uman  a- Taylor et al., 2008). Also, 

parents who provide more racial socialization and support for the development of a 

healthy ethnic identity have better relationships with their children (Lamborn & Felbab, 

2003). Similarly, parental support of ethnic identity development is a predictor of an 

achieved personal identity for African American and Latino adolescents (Hall & Brassard, 

2008).  Thus, it is expected in this study that parental warmth will predict higher levels of 

achieved ethnic identity.   

While no studies were found on the role of perceived teacher support in the 

development of ethnic identity, it does appear that the perceived discrimination from 

teachers can spur ethnic identity exploration.  In a study by Corenblum, Annis, and Tanaka 

(1997) children at an elementary school were asked to answer questions by pointing at 

pictures of people of different races.  The more favorably teachers (who were mostly 
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White) rated White children, the more favorably the children rated their own-group 

members.  Similar research has found that perceived teacher discrimination is related to 

higher racial centrality (Thomas, Caldwell, Faison, & Jackson, 2009).   The same study also 

found that teacher discrimination was related to lower academic achievement.  While the 

current study does not explicitly examine the role of teacher discrimination and the 

development of ethnic identity, it will be the first study that looks at if there is a 

relationship between perceived teacher support and the development of ethnic identity.   

Peers associations certainly influence the development of ethnic identity.  Ryan et al. 

(1994) found that adolescents who had better quality relationships with their peers also 

showed higher identity integration and general self-esteem.  On the other hand, Pahl and 

Way (2006) found that peer-based discrimination has a stronger effect on psychological 

adjustment than discrimination by adults.   

Moderators of ethnic identity.  Smith & Silva (2011) in their meta-analysis of ethnic 

identity and personal well-being among people of color found that there were no 

differences across race, gender, or SES.   Most research has not found gender differences 

between men and women and their levels of ethnic identity. Pahl and Way (2006) suggest 

that because women are often seen as the “bearers of culture,” ethnic minority women may 

have greater levels of affirmation and belonging during adolescence.  On the other hand, 

minority males may experience more discrimination than women (Chavous, Smalls, Rivas-

Drake, Griffen, & Cogburn, 2008), which might spur more ethnic identity exploration.  

However, the Pahl and Way (2006) study did not find gender differences in affirmation of 

ethnic identity.  In a study (Fhagen-Smith, Vandiver, Worrell, & Cross, 2010) of African 
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American college students attending a predominantly White university, males had higher 

Afrocentric internalization scores (i.e. using Black empowerment and African-derived 

principles of living and interpreting their environment) while females had higher 

multicultural-inclusive internalization scores (i.e. pro-Black, respectful of other 

racial/ethnic groups, with an emphasis on building relationships with people from a 

variety of cultural backgrounds).  The current study can provide clarity as to whether there 

are gender differences in ethnic identity development. 

 There may also be gender differences in the effect of ethnic identity development on 

the development of school engagement.  In a study by Dotterer, McHale, and Crouter 

(2009), boy’s ethnic identity had additive effects on school engagement.  For girls, ethnic 

identity moderated the relationship between discrimination and school bonding.  That is, 

when girls experiences more discrimination and had lower ethnic identity, they reported 

lower school bonding.  For boys, higher ethnic identity was positively related to higher 

levels of school engagement regardless of their experiences with discrimination.  The 

authors of the study thought that this difference might be because ethnic identity is in part 

conceptualized as a relational construct (i.e. a positive connection with one’s ethnic group), 

and girls are socialized to be more concerned with relationship and connectedness.  Boys, 

however, may be more attuned to messages of racial bias.  In addition to seeing if there are 

differences across gender in levels of ethnic identity development, this current study will 

also see if there are differences across gender on the effect of ethnic identity on the 

development of school engagement. 
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 Most of the research on the role of school in the development of ethnic identity has 

been conducted with African American students.  The research has found that African 

American students have positive achievement at schools where there is frequent 

intergroup contact, fair treatment, and respect for all races (Green, Adams, & Turner, 

1988).  A study by Byrd and Chavous (2011) developed an idea called the “context 

congruence approach” which focuses on the congruence between an adolescent’s racial 

identity beliefs and the meaning of race in their environments.  Supporting this idea, they 

found that for a sample of 11th grade students, ethnic identity only had positive benefits 

when the school racial climate was congruent with their own beliefs.  In fact, another study 

by Booker (2006) found that a hostile racial climate at school can reduce the engagement of 

African American students, even if they value the outcomes of education.  Byrd and 

Chavous (2009) found in another study that the relationship between African American’s 

racial identity and grade achievement was positive in economically disadvantaged 

neighborhoods, but had a negative relationship in more advantaged neighborhoods.  Using 

the context congruence framework, the authors speculated that a strong racial identity was 

a personal asset in disadvantaged neighborhoods, but a response to discrimination in 

predominantly European American advantaged neighborhoods.  The current study will 

look at how school moderates the relationship between ethnic identity and school 

engagement for Latino and European American students, in addition to African American 

students.   

 Phinney (1990) sees ethnic identity through a developmental lens, with ethnic 

identity exploration being the central task of adolescents.  This is supported in the 

literature by a study by Pahl and Way (2006) which found that across ethnicity, gender, 
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immigrant status and perceived discrimination, ethnic identity exploration peaks in middle 

adolescence and is followed by a decline as adolescents clarify the meanings of their group 

ethnic memberships. In fact, some recent research suggests that children may be 

experiencing bias and exploring their ethnic identity even earlier.  One study found that the 

majority of children are thinking about their ethnic identities as early as fourth grade 

(Brown et al., 2011).   

There has been some question in the literature whether ethnic identity is gradually 

achieved, as described by Phinney (1990) or whether there is some cycling through the 

stages as described by Cross (1971).  Current research (Seaton, Sellers,  & Scottham, 2006) 

does indicate that many children achieving ethnic identity in the way Phinney describes.  A 

study by Huang and Stormshak (2011) followed the trajectories of adolescents from ethnic 

minority backgrounds over a four year period (including transitions from elementary 

school to middle school to high school).  The majority of the adolescents displayed growth 

in ethnic identity over the four year period (41.8%), followed by a cohort whose ethnic 

identity levels remained stable (30.1%), followed by those who experienced decreases in 

ethnic identity (10.8%).  The study also found that Latino adolescents seemed to develop 

their sense of ethnic group membership earlier than other adolescents.  

 While Phinney’s model of ethnic identity development is conceptualized to apply to 

all ethnic groups, variations in histories and socio-cultural conditions may lead to different 

developmental courses of ethnic identity (Pahl & Way, 2006).  As previously discussed, 

perceiving discrimination may lead to an increase in the salience of one’s ethnic identity 

(Phinney & Tarver, 1988).  Research by Brown, Alabi, Huyn, and Masten (2011) found that 
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African American and Latino teens are more likely to be the targets of discrimination.  

These groups are also more likely to value their ethnic identity.  Conversely, European 

American adolescents tend to score lower on the MEIM than adolescents of color (Kiang & 

Fuligni, 2009; Phinney, 1992), suggesting that white youth may fewer reasons to consider 

their own racial or ethnic group.   

Overview of Proposed Study and Model of School Engagement 

The proposed model of school engagement for this study is rooted in 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model (1979), Catalano and Hawkin’s social development 

theory (1996), and Garcia-Coll’s et al. (1996) integrative model. The study will look at how 

proximal processes (such as parenting style, perceived teacher support, peer influence, 

perceived discrimination from adults and peers at school, and ethnic identity) directly or 

indirectly affect students’ development of school engagement.  This model distinguishes 

itself from other models of school engagement, in that there will be equal focus on 

microsystem factors, as well as how they interact at the mesosystem level.  Also for ethnic 

and racial minority clients, Garcia-Coll et al. (1996) recommend that any developmental 

theory should consider discrimination as a core factor.  However, there are few studies that 

explicitly look at the relationship between discrimination and school engagement.  This 

study seeks to help fill that gap in the literature.   The study will also determine if relational 

factors, experiences of discrimination, and the achievement of ethnic identity on the 

development of school engagement will vary given the age, gender, ethnicity, and school 

the student attends. 
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Chapter 3 
 

Research Study 
 

Method 

Data for this study were taken from an archival data set that was collected as part of 

the Barriers to Intergroup Relations Among Diverse Youth in Middle Schools project 

(Carlson, Lein, Schott, & Uppal, 1998).  The data for this research were from a self-report 

questionnaire containing numerous items designed to assess multiple ecological domains 

of the adolescents’ world (Carlson & Lein, 1998).  

Participants.  The sample for this study included 2,217 students in grades 6 

through 8 attending three public middle schools in a metropolitan city in Texas.  

Participants included 1,080 females and 1,137 males, with ages ranging from 11 to 16.  

Based on self-identified ethnicity, participants included 1,006 students of Hispanic-

American descent, 419 students of European descent, 467 students of African-American 

descent, 102 students of multiracial descent, 60 students of Asian-American descent, and 

44 students categorized as ‘other’.   

School descriptions.  Descriptions of the schools are taken from the School Profile 

published by the school district for the 1996 to 1997 school year, when the data were 

collected.   

Middle School A.  This school was located in a lower to middle class area where 

there was no bussing.  The school had 916 students, who were 69% Latino, 21% White, 

10% African-American, and 1% Native American.  Seventy-one percent of the students 

were designated as economically disadvantaged.   The Texas Education Agency gave this 

school an “acceptable” rating.  
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Middle School B.  Middle school B was located in a predominantly White, middle 

class neighborhood, where racial/minority students from lower SES backgrounds were 

bussed.  The school included 998 students, of whom there were 44% White, 34% Latino, 

22% African American, 0.3% Asian, and 0.1% Native American.  Fifty one percent were 

designated as economically disadvantaged.  The school had an “acceptable” rating 

according to the Texas Education Agency. 

Middle School C.  This school had a student body of 981 students.  The racial 

makeup of the school was 44% African American, 39% Latino, and 11% White.  About 77% 

of the student body was designated as “economically disadvantaged.”  The Texas Education 

Agency assigned this school an accountability rating of “low performing.”   

Procedure. 

Collection of data.  The data for the survey were collected in school years 1996-

1997 (schools 1 and 2) and 1998-1999 (school 3).   

The principal investigators of this project obtained approval from the 

administrators of the participating schools, the school district, and the University of Texas 

Human Subjects Review Committee.  The study used passive parental consent and active 

participant assent.  All parents were informed by letters sent home in both English and 

Spanish about the date and nature of the study in advance of the survey administration.  

Parents were asked to contact the school if they did not wish their child to participate in 

the survey.  Student participants provided active consent prior to completion of the survey. 

Students who did not provide active consent or whose parents requested they not 

participate, were provided alternative academic work by the classroom teacher for the 

duration of the survey. 
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Graduate students from the University of Texas at Austin administered the survey 

during a single class period to all students’ grades six through eight who were in 

attendance and provided appropriate assent.  Students who required a Spanish version had 

the survey administered by bilingual administrators.  Participants were given a small 

reward upon completion of the survey consisting of a pencil and a folder with the 

university logo.   

Measures.  The survey for this investigation included both existing measures and 

items constructed by the principal investigators (Carlson & Lein, 1998).  The questionnaire 

is presented in Appendix A.   

Student background. Students reported their sex, grade level, age, and ethnicity.  

Students indicated their ethnicity by selecting from the following categories: 

Hispanic/Latino/Mexican American; Black or African American; White or Anglo; Asian or 

Asian American; Multiracial or other.   

Family support.  Parenting style was measured with 28 items answered on a 4-point 

Likert scale ranging from “never” to “always.”  This scale theoretically combined the 

research on family functioning with the research on parenting style.  Items were selected 

from various family functioning measures and parenting style inventories as well as items 

suggested by persons familiar with the community under investigation.  Factor analysis of 

Items yielded three factors that were used to create the following scales: Family-

Acceptance-Involvement (9 items), Parental Monitoring (7 items), and Family Stress (9 

items) (Carlson & Lein, 1998).  Family Acceptance-Involvement items included, for 

example, “We get along with each other in my family,” and “My family has time for me.”  

Parental Monitoring items included, for example, “My parents know here I go after school” 
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and “My parents know whether or not I do my homework.”  Family Stress items included, 

for example, “In my family people fight with each other,” “In my family everyone has their 

own problems, so I don’t bother with them with mine,” and “In my family, people are too 

sick to do things.”  The subscales showed reliability estimates (alpha) between .82 and .84 

in this sample.  Because the variable includes parenting style and how the family functions 

overall, it will be called “family support.”   

Teacher Support.  Teacher support was measured with 13 items answered on a 4-

point Likert scale ranging from “none of my teachers” to “all of my teachers.”  The items 

assessed how students perceive their teachers think and behave towards them.  Items yield 

two factors: Positive Perception of Teachers and Negative Perceptions of Teachers.  

Examples of items from the Positive Teacher Perception scale include the following: “My 

teachers help me when I need it” and “My teachers respect my opinion.” Examples of items 

from the Negative Teacher Perception scale are: “My teachers think I am a troublemaker” 

and “My teachers don’t even know I’m here.”  The scales had a reliability estimates of 

between .73 and .83 in this sample.     

Influence of close friends.  Sixteen items were developed to measure the behavioral 

influence of close friends.  A 4-point Likert scale response format ranging from “none” to 

“all” was used for the general question, “How many of your close friends do these behaviors 

regularly?”  This question was followed by sixteen specific behavioral choices.  Two 

identified factors were labeled Self-Enhancing Peer Influence (6 items) and Self-Destructive 

Peer Influence (10 items). Sample behaviors in the Self-Enhancing Peer Influence scale are 

“I have friends who study hard/do homework” and “I have friends who talk about going to 

college.”  Sample behaviors in the Self-Destructive Peer Influence scale include “I have 
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friends who skip school” and “I have friends that get into fights.”  The internal consistency 

of the peer influence subscales was between .79 and .85 in this sample.   

Perceived Discrimination at School.  Three survey items measured perceived ethnic 

discrimination: “I have been called names at my school because of my racial/ethnic group”; 

“I have seen negative words written about my racial/ethnic group at school”; “I feel that 

others don’t like people from my racial/ethnic group.” 

Ethnic Identity.  Ethnic Identity was measured using the Multigroup Ethnic Identity 

Measure (Phinney, 1992).  The measure consists of 14 items assessing three factors of 

ethnic identity: Affirmation and Belonging (five items); Ethnic Identity Achievement, 

including both exploration and resolution of identity issues (seven items); and Ethnic 

Behavior and Practices (two items).  Also, included in the questionnaire are six items 

assessing Other-Group Orientation.  Items were rated on a 4-point Likert scale from 

“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.”   The internal consistency of these scales ranged 

between .72 and .84 in this sample. 

School Engagement. Fifteen items examined the student’s orientation towards 

middle school.  Two items measured school liking, or emotional engagement.  One item 

asked, “Do you like going to school?” and the second item asked, “Do you like going to this 

school?”  The next several items measured behavioral engagement. Three items gathered 

information on school activity participation.  Students were asked in how many academic 

clubs, athletic activities, and out-of-school activities they participated.  Response options 

included “none,” “1-2 activities,” “3-4 activities,” or “more than 4.”  In addition, students 

were asked to self-report on time spent on homework, usual grades, school absences, and 

reasons for school absence.  Response options for time spent on homework included, 
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“none,” “less than 1 hour,” “1-2 hours,” and “more than 2 hours.” To measure cognitive 

engagement, students were asked what grades they typically received in school with 

response options including “mostly As,” “mostly As and Bs,” “mostly Bs and Cs” and “mostly 

Fs.” 

The Model 

The model proposed in this study is shown in Figure 6.  The model was designed to 

test the influence of parenting style, perceived teacher support, peer influence, perceived 

discrimination and ethnic identity on school engagement, after controlling for family 

background variables (socioeconomic status.)  The model was developed based on 

previous research (i.e. Bronfenbrenner, 1979, Catalano & Hawkins, 1996, Garcia-Coll et al., 

1996).   

In Figure 6, the variables in the model in ovals are the latent variables.  The 

variables in rectangles are measured variables that were created from both individual 

questionnaire items (e.g. discrimination), and composites of items (e.g. several items that 

make up behavioral engagement).  A complete description of the latent variables and their 

associated measurement variables are described in Table 1.   

Also included in the model are the disturbances of the latent variables, which represent 

all other influences on these variables from outside the model.   Similarly, the small circles 

labeled e1-e20 are error terms, representing the combined effect of all other influences on 

the measured model other than the latent construct it is intended to measure (including the 

effects of unreliability and invalidity).  

The arrows between the variables simultaneously test the effects of the latent variables 

on each other.  Since the latent variables have had unreliability and invalidity removed, the  
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Figure 6.  Model of school engagement.  
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Table 1. Composition and Coding of Latent and Measured Variables 

Latent Variable Measured Variables Composition and Coding 

SES Mom ed Highest level of education achieved by each mother. 1= 

elementary to 5 = college graduate. 

 Dad ed Highest level of education achieved by each father. 1= 

elementary to 5 = college graduate. 

 Discrimination Single item: “I have been called names at my school because of 

my racial/ethnic group. Likert scale 0 = Never, 1 = sometimes, 

2 = often, 3 = always. 

  Single item: “I have seen negative words written about my 

racial/ethnic group at school. Likert scale 0 = Never, 1 = 

sometimes, 2 = often, 3 = always. 

  Single item: “I feel that others don’t like people from my 

racial/ethnic group.” Likert scale 0 = Never, 1 = sometimes, 2 = 

often, 3 = always. 

Parenting Style (P) Involvement  Composite of 8 items measuring extent to which adolescent 

perceives parent to be responsive, involved, and democratic.  

Likert scale 0 = Never, 1 = sometimes, 2 = often, 3 = always. 

 Monitor  Composite of 9 items measuring parental monitoring and 

supervision.  Likert scale 0 = Never, 1 = sometimes, 2 = often, 3 

= always. 
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Table 1 (continued) 

 Stress* Composite of 9 items measuring family stressors. Likert scale 0 

= Never, 1 = sometimes, 2 = often, 3 = always.  

Perceived Teacher Support 

(T) 

Positive  Composite of 8 items measuring perceived teacher support. 

Likert scale 0 = none, 1 = some, 2 = many, 3= all 

 Negative* Composite of 5 items measuring negative teacher perceptions. 

Likert scale 0 = none, 1 = some, 2 = many, 3= all  

Influence of Peers (I) Self-Destructive * Composite of 10 items measuring anti-social behavior by close 

friends. Likert scale 0 = none, 1 = some, 2 = many, 3= all  

 Self-Enhancing  Composite of 6 items Likert scale 0 = none, 1 = some, 2 = many, 

3= all 

Ethnic Identity (E) Affirmation and belonging 

(E1) 

Composite of 5 items.   Likert scale 0 = strong disagree, 1 = 

disagree, 2 = agree, 3 = strongly agree 

 Ethnic Identity 

Achievement (E2) 

Composite of 5 items. Likert scale 0 = strong disagree, 1 = 

disagree, 2 = agree, 3 = strongly agree 

School Engagement (S) Emotional (S1) Composite of 2 items measuring school liking.  Likert scale 0 = 

Never, 1 = sometimes, 2 = often, 3 = always. 
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Table 1 (continued) 

 Behavioral (S2) Composite of 4 items. 

Number of athletic clubs adolescent participated in: 

0 = none, 1 = 1-2 activities, 2 = 3-4 activities, 3 = more than 4 

activities 

Number of academic clubs adolescent participated in: 

0 = none, 1 = 1-2 activities, 2 = 3-4 activities, 3 = more than 4 

activities 

Days absent in the past six weeks 

0= 10 days or more, 1= 5-7 days, 2= 1-2 days, 3 = none 

Number of hours spent on homework 

0 = none, 1 = less than 1 hour, 2 = 1-2 hours, 3 = more than 2 

hours 

 Cognitive (S3)* One item measuring current school functioning.  Likert scale 1= 

mostly As (90s), 2 = mostly As & Bs (90s & 80s), 3 = mostly Bs 

& Cs (80s & 70s), 4 = mostly Fs (60s & lower.) 

 
Note: *indicates items reverse scored
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latent variables provide more accurate estimates of the true effects of one variable on 

another.  Thus, the results of this analysis will be able to provide estimates of the true 

effects of these various ecological factors on school engagement given the adequacy of the 

model.   

Variables Included in the Model.  Bronfenbrenner (1979) proposed that at the 

microsystem level, parents, teachers, and peers influence development.  Previous research 

supports that these three relationships uniquely influence school engagement (Murray, 

2009; Simons-Morton & Chen, 2009; Steinberg et al., 1992; Steinberg, 1994).  

Bronfenbrenner (1979) also suggests that these relationships interact at the mesosystem 

level.  However, there is debate in the literature as to whether parenting style is mediated 

by teacher support (Murray, 2009; Ryan, Stiller, & Lynch, 1994; Wentzel, 1999).  While 

there is less research on the effect of peers in general, some research suggests that peer 

relationships may also have a mediating role on the effect of parenting style and perceived 

teacher support (Marks, 2000; Simons, Morton, & Chen, 2009).   

Garcia-Coll et al. (1996) suggest that discrimination may be a neglected common 

factor in studies of minority youth.  For this reason, the variable of discrimination was 

included in the model, previous research has found to impact school engagement (Dotterer 

et al., 2009; Wong, Eccles, & Sameroff, 2003).  Ethnic identity was also included because it 

may uniquely predict school satisfaction (Shin et al., 2010) and may be a mediate the 

impact of discrimination, peers influence, and teacher support on school engagement 

(Umana-Taylor, 2010; Wong, Eccles, & Sameroff, 2003).   

The variables of ethnicity and family background were included because they are 

commonly controlled background characteristics in studies of school connection (Finn & 
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Rock, 1997; Johnson, Crosnoe, & Elder, 2001; Murdock, 1999; Voelkl, 1997).    The order of 

inclusion of variables in the model was based on both time precedence and on previous 

theory and research.  The background variables were in place before middle school and so 

were placed at the beginning of the model.   

Although scales have been developed for measuring school engagement such as the 

Rochester Assessment Package for Schools (Wellborn & Connell, 1987) and the 

engagement subscale of the School Success Profile (Bowen & Richarman, 1995), there has 

not been consensus in the literature on which scale best measures school engagement 

(Fredricks et al., 2004).  Fredricks et al. (2004) suggest that the dimensions of emotional, 

behavioral, and cognitive engagement are related, and that researchers should study them 

simultaneously.  Fredricks et al. (2004) presents in their review of the literature 

questionnaire items and various approaches across the literature that measure behavioral, 

emotional, and cognitive engagement.  For the current study, items that measure 

behavioral, emotional, and cognitive engagement were made into composites to produce a 

“true” measure of school engagement (see Table 1).  That is, the latent variable of school 

engagement is presumed to underlie the measurement variables of behavioral, emotional, 

and cognitive engagement.  

Moderating Variables.  Previous research has found that levels of school 

engagement differ by gender, with girls exhibiting higher levels of school engagement than 

boys (Johnson, Crosnoe, & Elder, 2001; Voelkl, 1997).  This pattern is also seen among 

ethnic and racial minority children (Connell, et al. 1994).  Boys also experience higher 

levels of discrimination than girls (Fisher & Shaw, 1999; Gibbs, 1998).  Boys may also be 

more receptive to the impact of teacher support than girls (Furrer & Skinner, 2003).  A 
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study by Umana-Taylor and Guimond (2010) found that parental support predicted ethnic 

identity exploration for boys, but not for girls.  Also, perceived discrimination predicted 

ethnic identity exploration for boys, but not for girls.   

Several school characteristics may affect school connection.  For instance, school 

size influences behavioral and emotional engagement.   Students in small schools 

participate more in extracurricular and social activities (Finn & Voelkl, 1993).  However, 

the three middle schools in this study were of approximately the same size, so that factor 

will not be measured.  A study by Battisch et al. (2000) found that there might be an 

interaction effect between the school community and the poverty level of the school 

students.  The most positive effects of school community occurred in schools with the most 

disadvantaged students.  Also, schools with proportions higher racial/ethnic minority tend 

to have higher dropout rates (Rumberger & Thomas, 2000), which implies that students at 

these schools may have lower levels of school engagement. However, other studies have 

found that students tend to be more attached to schools that have greater proportions of 

their own race/ethnicity (Johnson, Crosnoe, & Elder, 2001).  

Engagement in school is thought to develop over time, shaped by interactions in the 

students’ environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  Most studies find that school engagement 

decreases as students’ age, with students reporting receiving less support from teachers 

(Murdock, 1999; Finn & Rock, 1997).  However, relationships with teachers appear to be 

more salient for children in older grades, leading to increased school engagement (Roorda 

et al., 2011).  Also, as students progress through school, they report more support from 

peers than from parents (Bokhorst, Sumter, & Westenberg, 2009).  Students who had peers 

who engaged in positive behaviors increased their school engagement as they grew older 



 

60 

where as the negative influence of problem-behaving peers lead to an decrease in 

behavioral engagement as students aged (Li, Lynch, Kalvin, Liu, & Lerner, 2011).  Thus, the 

grade of the student may have a moderating effect on the impact of these different 

relationships on school engagement.   

Some studies have suggested that ethnic or minority youth are less engaged in 

school than European American students (Finn, 1989).  This may be because they are at 

increased risk of discrimination (Spencer & Dornbusch, 1990).   Students of color who 

expect to be discriminated against may have engage less in the classroom (Rowley, 

Burcinal, Roberts, & Zeisel, 2008).   The research has been mixed about whether parenting 

practices across ethnicities have differential effects on levels of school engagement 

(Gershoff, 2002; Hill, 2006; Lansford, Deater-Deckard, Dodge, Bates, & Pettit, 2004; Lau, 

Litrownik, Newton, Black, & Everson, 2006).  There is also some evidence that race or 

ethnicity may moderate the effects of peer influence with positive peer association not as 

consistently or strongly related to behaviors for youths of color as it was for European 

American youth (Padilla-Walker & Bean, 2009).  

Research Questions 

1. Does the model fit the data?  

2. What are the direct, indirect, and total effects of parenting style, perceived teacher 

support, peer influence, perceived discrimination, and ethnic identity on school 

engagement?  

3. Does the model vary based on gender?  

4. Does the model vary based on school attended? 

5. Does the model vary across grade level?  
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6. Does the model vary across ethnicity? 

Data Analyses 

Preliminary Analysis.  Descriptive statistics, including means, standard deviations, 

and correlations were calculated for each of the measures.  All preliminary analyses were 

done using SPSS, such as the creation of composites.  An achieved power analysis was 

conducted with the Rweb program, using the method outlined in MacCallum, Browne, and 

Sugawara (1996) to determine whether the model shown was adequately powered to 

determine a good versus poor fit of the model to the data. This analysis indicated that a 

sample of 2217 subjects would result in a power level of 1.  This value was reached by 

entering an RMSEA Null value of .05 (which indicates a desirable fit), and RMSEA 

Alternative value of 0.10 (which indicates a poor fit), and an alpha significance of .05.  

Subsequent achieved power analyses for the moderating groups were run with an alpha 

significance of .05, 150 degrees of freedom, a desired power level of .8, an RMSEA Null 

value of .05 and an RMSEA alternative value of .10.  The same size needed to have 80% 

power is 49 people.  The sample sizes for Schools A, B, and C were 740, 756, and 721, 

respectively.  The sample size for gender was 1080 girls and 1137 boys.  The sample size 

for grades was 800 sixth graders, 698 seventh graders, and 684 eighth graders.  Finally, for 

ethnicity, there were 1006 Latino students, 467 African American students, and 419 

European American students.  Therefore, the sample size for all of the moderating groups 

was sufficient to achieve adequate power.    

Structural Equation Modeling.  There are several advantages to using structural 

equation modeling (SEM).  One is that permits the testing of many relationships (such as 

direct and indirect effects) in a single analysis, which reduces Type I error.  Direct effects go 
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directly from one variable to another.  Indirect effects are mediated by one or more other 

variables.  The combination of direct and indirect effects makes up the total explanatory 

effect of a variable.  Another advantage is that latent variables can be constructed which 

more closely approach true constructs of interest.  However, there are several assumptions 

to be met when conducting SEM.  SEM assumes linearity, absence of multicollinearity and 

singularity, and normally distributed error values (Keith, 2006).  The assumption that the 

errors are uncorrelated with the exogenous variables leads to additional assumptions, 

including that there is no reverse causation, the exogenous variables are perfectly 

measured, that the causal process has had a chance to work, and that no common cause has 

been neglected.  If a common cause is omitted from a model, then the magnitude of one 

variable on another can be under or overestimated.  Therefore, understanding theory and 

relevant research are important in constructing the model.  Keith (2006) suggest that the 

steps in conducting SEM involve constructing a model based on theory and research, using 

reliable and valid instruments to collect data, checking the identification status of the 

model (in this case, the model is overidentified, which means it can be tested), and then 

estimate the model.      

The causal effects of the model shown in Figure 1 (p.65) were estimated using Amos 

19 computer program (Arbuckle, 2010).  Since the model is overidentified, a correlation 

matrix predicted by the model was compared to the actual matrix used to estimate the 

model, thus providing some evidence of fit of the model to the data.  As suggested in Keith 

(2006), the modification indexes for the regression weights (the paths) were examined.  

Because there can be no missing data when using modification indices, an expectation-

maximization or EM covariance matrix was constructed using SPSS for subsequent 



 

63 

analyses.  Also the statistical significance of the various parameter estimates were 

examined to see if all the paths were statistically significant, and any paths that were not 

were removed in favor of a more parsimonious model.   

 After the model in Figure 1 was estimated, fit statistics were used to determine how 

well the model fit the data.   Chi-square is the most commonly reported measure of fit 

(Keith, 2006).  However, because a single fit statistic reflects only one aspect of fit, Klein 

(2011) recommended considering a variety of fit statistics to determine the fit of a model.  

Hu & Bentler (1999) studied general “rules of thumb” or conventional cutoff criteria for fit 

indexes.  Based on Monte-Carlo studies, they came up with the following rules of thumb for 

fit statistics that were followed in this study.   The first measure is the comparative fit index 

(CFI), for which values approaching 1.0 suggest a good fit.  The rule of thumb is that .95 

represents a good fit of the model to the data.  The next fit statistic that was considered is 

the root mean square of approximation (RMSEA).  Hu & Bentler (1999) support the rule of 

thumb that a value below .05 suggests a good fit.  Finally, the standardized root mean 

square residual (SRMR) values below .08 also indicates a good fit. 

Multiple Group Comparisons.  This study conducted multiple group comparisons 

between three middle schools, three grades (sixth, seventh, and eighth), boys and girls, and 

three race/ethnic groups (Latino, African American, and European American).  Within 

AMOS, it is possible to test multi-sample models, which means testing the same model 

across two or more groups.  With the initial model, there were no constraints across the 

two groups.  When this baseline model fit well, it was then compared to several models in 

which constraints are added.   
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First, factor loadings were constrained. This constraint specifies that the latent 

variables (parenting style, perceived teacher support, etc.) are the same across the two 

groups.  This specification means the same construct was measured across groups, and that 

the variables of interest meant the same thing for girls as for boys.  This step of comparison 

is also referred to as testing for invariance of the measurement model across groups.  

Change in chi-square, if not statistically significant, means that the additional constraints 

are justified.  That is, the measured variables represent the same constructs for girls and 

boys; the latent variables have the same meaning across groups.   

Next, it was determined whether these latent constructs had the same effects on each 

other across groups.  The unstandardized paths were constrained to be equal across 

groups.  If there was no change in chi-square, it meant that the ecological variables had the 

same effect on school engagement, whether or not they were girls or boys.  Unstandardized 

estimates were used to compare across groups, while standardized coefficients were used 

to compare within each group.  This same method was employed to make comparisons 

across all the moderating variables, including the three middle schools, grade level, and 

race/ethnicity.  For groups with more than two moderating variables, the moderating 

variables were compared two at a time. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

Data screening.  All data were checked by examining the descriptive statistics, a 

visual inspection of histograms, as well as skewness and kurtosis values using SPSS.  All 

variables in the model were found to have reasonably normal distributions.  Skew values 

were less than 2 and kurtosis value values were less than 7 (Curran, West, & Finch, 1996).  

As this study used archival data, recovering missing values from the data was not feasible.  

Thus for the purposes of computing descriptive statistics, missing data were addressed via 

expectation-maximization, or EM methods in SPSS.  Table 2 shows descriptive statistics for 

the measured composite scores that were used as indicators of the latent variables.  

Descriptive statistics for each item in the measured composite variable can be found in 

Appendix D.  

Model Estimation.  The hypothesized model was drawn and analyzed using the 

structural equation modeling program Amos 19 (Arbuckle, 2010).  The path from each 

latent variable to one of the measured variables (indicators) was constrained to 1 to set the 

scale of the latent variables.  Interrcorrelations among measured variables are presented in 

Table 3.  

The approach to estimating the model used Anderson & Gerbing’s (1988) two-step 

approach.  First, the measurement portion of the model (which are the paths from the 

latent constructs to the measured variables) was estimated.  The measurement model (also 
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called the confirmatory factor model) assessed the degree to which measured variables 

reflect the intended latent constructs.  Theoretically acceptable respecifications were made 

to the measurement model to improve the fit of the model based on modification indices 

and standardized residual covariances.  The final measurement model was then used as a 

basis for the full structural model.  The structural model reflects the path analysis of the 

latent constructs, and allows estimating the presumed influence of one latent variable on 

another.  The structural portions of the model were estimated. 

Evaluation of Model Fit.  Several fit statistics are available to determine the degree 

to which a specified single model explains or “fits” the data.  The fit of the measurement 

and full SEM models were evaluated by examining the fit indices, including Chi-square (χ2), 

Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), Standardized Root Mean Square 

Residual (SRMR), Comparative Fit Index (CFI), and the Akaike Information Criterion (AIC).   

 The RMSEA is designed to assess approximate fit of a model, and may provide an 

more reasonable standard for evaluating models than χ2 which finds the probability that a 

model perfectly fits a population.  Hu and Bentler (1999) suggests that values below .08 

represent a reasonable fit, and values below .05 represent a good fit.   The SRMR is an index 

based on the covariance residuals and is conceptual equivalent to he average difference 

between actual correlations among measured variables and those predicted by the model.  

Hu and Bentler (1999) suggested that values below .08 suggest a good fit of the model to 

the data.  The CFI provides a population estimate of the improvement of fit over the null 

model.  Hu and Bentler (1999) suggested that values over .90 represent an adequate fit, 

and values above .95 represent a good fit of the model to the data. For comparing nested  
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Table 2 
Descriptive Statistics 

Latent 
Variable 

Measured Variable Minimum Maximum Mean Std. 
Deviation 

SES Mother Education 
Range =  1-5 

1.00 5.00 3.50 1.16 

 Father Education 
Range = 1-5 

1.00 5.00 3.47 1.16 

Family 
Support 

Parent Involvement  
Range = 0-3 

.00 3.00 1.92 .69 

 Parental Monitoring  
Range = 0-3 

.00 3.00 2.02 .64 

 Family Stress  
Range = 0-3 

.00 3.00 2.36 .54 

Teacher 
Support 

Positive Teacher 
Support  
Range = 0-3 

.00 3.00 1.96 .63 

 Negative Teacher 
Support*  
Range = 0-3 

.00 3.00 2.31 .56 

Peers Self-enhancing Peers 
Range = 0-3 

.00 3.00 1.49 .63 

 Self-destructive 
Peers*  
Range = 0-3 

.00 3.00 2.31 .56 

Ethnic 
Identity 

Ethnic ID achievement 
Range = 1-4 

1.00 4.00 3.04 .60 

 Affirmation/Belonging 
Range = 1-4 

1.00 4.00 2.75 .56 

 Discrimination  
Sum of 3 items, each 
with likert scales 1-4 

3.00 12.00 6.92 2.62 

School 
Engagement 

Emotional 
Engagement  
Range =0-2 

.00 2.00 1.23 .48 

 Behavioral 
Engagement  
Range = 0-3 

.00 3.00 1.00 .45 

 Cognitive Engagement 
Grades = 1-100 

6.00 95.00 83.02 7.76 

Note: * indicates items in scale were reversed scored.  Unless otherwise noted, all 
measured variables were Likert scales.  
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Table 3 
EM-derived Correlation Matrix of Measured Variables     

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

Father Education 1               

Mother Education .659 1              

Ethnic Affirmation .032 .036 1             

Ethnic Identity .073 .074 .570 1            

Emotional engagement .037 -.001 .142 .139 1           

Behavioral engagement .199 .197 .138 .084 .263 1          

Family Stress .070 .019 .156 .136 .129 .024 1         

Negative Teacher 

Support 

.087 .019 .162 .090 .246 .118 .300 1        

Positive Teacher 

Support 

.121 .094 .275 .233 .348 .250 .155 .423 1       

Self Destructive Peer .156 .122 .054 .038 .210 .192 .282 .374 .238 1      

Self Enhancing Peer .257 .246 .200 .238 .272 .328 .100 .158 .385 .306 1     

Family Involvement .077 .061 .284 .242 .250 .161 .288 .141 .351 .119 .377 1    

Parent Monitoring .155 .125 .295 .287 .243 .203 .220 .202 .382 .279 .395 .610 1   

Grades .199 .172 .100 .035 .198 .321 .154 .251 .278 .264 .268 .149 .234 1  

Discrimination .008 .003 .044 .095 -.044 .032 -.204 -.136 -.068 -.052 .048 -.024 .035 -.011 1 

M 3.51 3.52 3.04 2.78 1.23 1.01 2.36 2.31 2.97 2.31 1.58 1.92 2.01 83.02 6.91 

SD 1.23 1.21 .60 .64 .48 .45 .54 .56 .63 .56 .67 .69 .64 7.87 2.62 

Note: 1=Father Education, 2= Mother Education, 3=Ethnic Affirmation, 4= Ethnic Identity, 5=Emotional Engagement, 
6=Behavioral Engagement, 7= Family stress, 8=Negative Teacher Support, 9=Positive Teacher Support, 10=Self Destructive 
Peer, 11=Self-Enhancing Peer, 12=Family Involvement, 13=Parent Monitoring, 14=Grades, 15=Discrimination
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models, where one model can be derived from another through adding or removing 

constraints, the difference of χ2 was used.  The AIC was also used to compare non-

nested models, with smaller AIC values indicated a better fit to the data (Keith, 

2006).    

 Measurement Model.  The first part of SEM analyses required conducting a 

confirmatory analysis to evaluate whether the measurement model adequately fit 

the data.  An initial test of the measurement model revealed only marginal support 

of the initial proposed model, as suggested by the majority of the fit statistics (SRMR 

=.0547 , RMSEA=.081, CFI=.874).   The initial model is presented in Figure 7. 

 Inspecting the model, it appears that most measured variables provided 

relatively strong measures of the latent variable.  The exception was the family 

stress variable, which had a lower factor loading of .33, as compared to a factor 

loading of .75 for parent involvement and .82 for parental monitoring.  These 

differences in loadings suggested that the common construct that is measured by 

these three scales is better measured by parent monitoring and parent involvement.  

The measured variable of family stress was therefore removed from the model.   

 Next, modification indices and standardized residual covariances were 

examined to determine whether any modifications could be made that would lead to 

a better fitting model.  Model adjustments were limited to those that were deemed 

theoretically meaningful or consistent with past research. 
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 The modification indices revealed a modification to the hypothesized model.  

The results suggested that estimating a covariance between perceiving no teacher 

support and having friends that endorse antisocial behaviors (i.e., the antisocial peer 

variable), would result in the largest improvement in model fit.  

 This modification makes sense in that an individual who perceives negative 

traits in one set of relationships would perceive negative traits in another set of  

relationships.  Attributional style theory provides a framework for understanding 

the causal explanations individuals give for their behavior and the behavior of 

others.  Some research has found that many mentally health individuals tend to 

avoid self-blame and make more internal attributions for positive events, which is 

an attributional style known as self-serving bias (Duval & Silvia, 2002). This style 

may also be described as an externalizing bias or personalizing bias where one 

tends to blame others for negative events rather them themselves (Langdon, Corner, 

McLaren, Ward, & Coltheart, 2006).  This may reflect cognitive deficits such as 

theory-of-mind impairment (Kinderman & Bentall, 2000), which is the idea that 

blaming other people for a negative situation requires less cognitive effort than 

generating situational explanations.   This modification were estimated and the 

adjustment in the model was evaluated and fit statistics are reported in Table 4. 
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Figure 7.  Measurement model with modification 
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 This model was nested with the initial measurement model.  Chi-square was 

used as the primary fit statistic for model comparisons.  AIC is another criterion that 

can be used as a method for comparing competing models, following the rule of 

thumb that a smaller AIC value is better (Keith, 2006).  Allowing a correlated error 

between negative teacher perceptions and negative peer associations resulted in a 

statistically significant improvement in fit across all fit statistics.  The modification 

resulted in a statistically significant ∆ χ2 which suggests that the model with higher 

degrees of freedom (the more parsimonious model) should be rejected in favor of 

the less parsimonious model.  This modification was retained in subsequent 

analyses.  

 Structural Model.  After the development of the measurement model, paths 

between latent variables that appeared to be non-significant were systematically 

removed in favor of a more parsimonious model.  Though not statistically 

significant, the path from ethnic identity to school engagement was left in the model, 

as it was needed for subsequent analysis.  As shown in Table 5, model comparisons 

were done by examining increases ∆ χ2 when constraining each suspected non-

significant path to zero and then comparing it to the original model.   

Test of Research Questions 

 Research Question1:  Does the model fit the data?  After an acceptable 

model was developed, a full latent variable model could be tested to determine the 

relationships among the latent variables.  With a sample size of 2217, and 66 
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degrees of freedom, the estimated power for the final model was 1.  The final model 

had adequate fit statistics with chi-square= 652.063 (66), RMSEA=.063, CFI=.922, 

AIC=730.06,  SRMR = .0530.  Since the full model adequately explained the data, 

specific paths among the latent variables were interpreted.  The model is presented 

in Figure 8.   

 Research Question 2: What are the direct, indirect, and total effects of 

parenting style, perceived teacher support, peer influence, perceived 

discrimination, and ethnic identity on school engagement?   The findings 

indicate that family and perceived discrimination have an indirect effect on school 

engagement, while teacher support, peer influence, and ethnic identity have a direct 

effect on school engagement.  Peer influence was the single strongest predictor of 

school engagement.  Family support also had a strong indirect effect on school 

engagement via its effect on teacher support and peer influence.  Teacher support 

also had a sizeable impact on school engagement both directly and also indirectly 

via its effect on peer influence.  This data are summarized in Table 6. 

 Research Question 3:  Does the model vary based on gender?  The 

subsequent four research questions concern multigroup comparison as a way of 

testing the interactions of the variables in the model with gender.  It should be noted 

that all multi-group comparisons were conducted using the same process, as 

outlined by Kline (2007).  The figures for each group can be found in Appendix E, 

and are presented with no parameter constraints across the groups (other than a  
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Table 4 

Fit Statistics for Models with Chi-Square Difference Test for Nested Models  
 

Model χ2 (df) ∆χ2 (∆df)a AIC SRMR RMSEA CFI 

Hypothesized Model 1263.93 (80)  1343.93 .0640 .082 .854 

Remove Family Stress 697.65 (61) 566.28(19)** 784.64 .0461 .069 .915 

Add Covariance (No Teach 

Support < -- > Bad Peer)  

492.26(60) 205.39(1)** 582.261 .0404 .057 .943 

Notes: a Compared to the previous model  
**p < .001 
Table 5 

Fit Statistics for Models with Chi-Square Difference Test for Nested Models  

Model χ2 (df) ∆χ2 (∆df) P 

Structural  Models    

Initial Structural Model 492.26(60)   

Structural  Model 1 (take out peers  ethnic id)  493.43(61) 1.17(1)  .2794 

Structural Model 2 Model 2 (take out family  school 

engagement) 

496.01(62) 2.58 (1) .1082 

Structural Model  (take out discrimination  school 

engagement) 

496.01(63) .000 (1) 1.000 

Structural  Model 4 (take out SES  school engagement) 498.21(64) 2.200 (1) .1380 

Structural Model 5 (take out discrimination  peer) 507.36(65) 9.150(1) .0024 

Note: ** p < .001 
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Figure 8.  Standardized Estimates for the Final Full SEM Model 
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Table 6 

 

Standardized Direct, Indirect, and Total Effects on School Engagement 

 

Latent or measured 

Variable 

Direct Indirect Total Effects 

SES - .129 .129 

Parenting Style - .567 .567 

Teacher Support .325 .185 .509 

Peer Influence .623 .000 .623 

Perceived 

Discrimination 

- -.059 -.059 

Ethnic Identity -.071 - -.071 
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reference indicator of 1 for the variable indicator.)  For each interaction, groups 

were compared two at a time.  In cases where more than two groups were 

compared, for example, when comparing school groups, schools A and B compared 

first, followed by schools B and C, and then schools A and C.     

 The first step in invariance testing is referred to as configural invariance.  Fit 

indicators, including RMSEA, SRMR, and CFI were considered to see if the model is 

accepted as a good baseline for subsequent models.  Next, metric invariance, which 

is also sometimes called weak factorial invariance, tested whether the 

unstandardized loadings are statistically different across the groups.  The loadings 

of the all the measurement variables were constrained to be equal for two groups 

that were being compared.  This model was nested within the configural model, and 

2 was calculated.  If this number was not statistically significant, it indicated that 

the scales of the latent variables were the same for both groups, and it was possible 

to compare paths from each latent variable across the two groups.  Detailed tables of 

metric invariance can be found in Appendix F.  For all group comparisons, the metric 

invariance was not statistically significantly different from the configural invariance.  

Because metric invariance was supported, it was possible to compare paths from 

each latent variable across the two groups.   To determine the difference between 

paths, differences between unstandardized regression weights were analyzed using 

critical ratios (z-scores) as prescribed by Byrne (2009).  Statistically significant 
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differences across paths are discussed here.  For all pathway comparisons, see 

Appendix G. 

 The results of the path comparison found that there were gender differences 

in the model.  Specifically, the unstandardized coefficient for the perceived family 

support to peer support path was much higher for girls (.587) than for boys(.420).   

This indicates that girls who perceived their parents were more authoritative were 

more likely to report having more prosocial peer affiliations, while this was less 

predictive for boys. Also, the data suggests for boys, peer influence was more 

predictive of school engagement (.379) than it was for girls (.261).  

Research Question 4: Does the model vary based on school attended?  

When the paths of the model for School A (Latino majority) and School B  (European 

American majority) were compared, there were indeed some differences in the 

presumed effects across the latent variables. For School A, the socioeconomic status 

of a student predicted strength of family support to a higher degree (.173) than it 

did for School B (.092).  Furthermore, there was a much stronger relationship 

between perceived teacher support and school engagement for School A (.196) than 

for School B (.053).  In fact, the effect of perceived teacher support on school 

engagement was not even a significant path for School B (p=.128), indicating that for 

students at School B, perceiving support from a teacher had no apparent influence 

on  their reported level of school engagement.  For School A, a stronger ethnic 

identity indicated that students would have lower level of school engagement (-
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.066), but for School B, a stronger ethnic identity indicated students would have a 

higher degree of school engagement (.058).  

 Next, School B (European American majority) and School C (African 

American and Latino majority) were compared.  Peer influence had a much stronger 

effect on the level of school engagement for School B (.427) than for School C (.226).  

Perceived teacher support had a stronger effect on school engagement for School C  

(.173) than for School B (.053).  

 The final school comparison was between School A (Latino majority) and 

School C (African American and Latino majority).  There were several differences in 

the paths between latent variables across groups.  The socioeconomic status of a 

student in School A more strongly predicts the level of family support they 

experience (.173) as compared to School C (.109).  Ethnic identity was a much 

stronger predictor of school engagement for the students at School C (.154), while 

ethnic identity has essentially no relationship to school engagement for the students 

at School A (-.066).   

Research Question 5: Does the model vary across grade level?   To answer 

this question, two group comparisons were made.  The first was between sixth and 

seventh graders and the second comparison was between seventh and eighth 

graders.  Thus, it might be determined how each extra year of middle school 

education might impact the overall model.  
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 There were two main path difference between the latent variables.  For 

student in seventh grade, socioeconomic status was much more predictive of 

perceived family support  (.181) than it was for students in sixth grade (.077).  Also, 

family support was also much more predictive of perceived teacher support for 

seventh grade students (.702) than it was for sixth grade students (.485). 

When the paths between the latent variables were compared across seventh and 

eighth grade, there were no statistically significant differences.  This indicates that 

the model for school engagement is substantively equivalent between these two 

grades. 

 Research Question 6:  Does the model vary across ethnicity? To answer 

this question, several comparisons across ethnicity were made.  Latinos were 

compared to both African Americans, and then European Americans.  Then 

European and African Americans were compared.   

 The main differences between the Latino and African American groups is that 

peer influence had a much stronger effect on school engagement for the Latino 

group (.394) than the African American group (.039) and perceived teacher support 

had a much stronger influence on school engagement for the African American 

group (.318) than the Latino group (.112).   

 There were many differences in the pathways between latent variables for 

the Latino and European American students.  Many paths were larger for European 
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American students than they were for Latino students.  The pathway from family to 

teacher was larger for European Americans (.700) than it was for Latino students 

(.538).   Family support also had a stronger effect on ethnic identity for European 

Americans (.439) than it did for Latino students (.308).  The pathway from 

perceived teacher support to peer influence was stronger for European American 

students (.384) than it was for Latino students (.204).  Finally, teacher support had a 

higher correlation with school engagement for European American students (.276) 

than it did for Latino students (.112).   

 The last multigroup comparison was made between African American and 

European American students.  There were a few statistically significant path 

differences between these two groups.  European American students had a higher 

path between family support and teacher support (.700) than did African American 

students (.454).  Also, family support had a stronger effect on ethnic identity for 

European American students (.492) than for African American students (.263).   
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CHAPTER 5 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to examine the roles of family, teacher, and 

peer relationships in the development of school engagement.  While there have been 

many studies which have examined how different relationships may affect the 

development of school engagement, this study was unique in that it applied a latent 

variable SEM approach which could simultaneously account for relative 

contributions of family context, perceived teacher support, and peer affiliations. The 

study was also unique in examining the role of discrimination and ethnic identity in 

the development of school engagement.  The final unique contribution of the study 

was consideration of how the relative contributions of the different relational 

factors might vary as the result of school attended, grade level, gender, and 

race/ethnicity.    

A model was proposed and tested to evaluate the relationships among family 

context, perceived teacher support, and peer associations, as predictors of school 

engagement.  Because the family stress variable was removed from the family 

context variable while establishing good model fit, throughout the discussion this 

latent construct is referred to as “parenting style”, which better captures the 

meaning of the latent variable with the remaining variables of .  The model was 

tested using latent variable structural equation modeling (SEM) with a sample of 

three schools of middle school students from central Texas.  The model was also 



 

 83 

tested across school attended, grade level, gender, and race/ethnicity.  Overall 

results supported Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model and Catalano and 

Hawkins (1996) social development model, which both posit that emotional 

relationships with teachers, parents, and peers affect the degree to which a student 

will be engaged school.  Authoritative parents, supportive teachers, and pro-social 

peers all significantly affect the likelihood that a student will be engaged in school.  

The study also supported the notion that ethnicity, gender, age, and school context 

moderate the relative impact these emotional relationships have on the 

development of school engagement.  

Research Question1:  Does the model fit the data?  The initial research 

question asked whether the model fit the data.  The initial model proposed that 

relationships with family, teachers, and peers have a direct effect on a student’s 

level of school engagement.  The model proposed that the family and teacher 

relationship may be mediated by the peer relationship, and that the teacher 

relationship may mediate the family relationship.  Due to the racial and ethnic 

diversity of the sample, the initial model also proposed that the experience of 

discrimination would affect the quality of the teacher and peer relationships, which 

taken together with peer relationships, would affect the level of student ethnic 

identity which in turn would affect their level of school engagement.  The initial 

hypothesized model did not adequately fit the data, and several modifications were 

made so that the overall model could be tested.   These modifications included the 
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removal of the family stress variable, as it did not explain a significant amount of the 

variance of the latent family variable.  The overall model also indicated that there 

was no association between peer relationships and ethnic identity.  Neither the 

family relationship nor socioeconomic status  directly affected school engagement. 

The initial model also failed to demonstrate a relationship between discrimination 

and peer relationships.  Therefore, the nonsignificant relationships were removed 

from the model.   

The final model, which demonstrated good fit, supported Bronfenbrenner’s 

ecological systems theory, indicating that school engagement develops across 

multiple ecological spheres, including family, peers, and teachers.  Previous research 

on school engagement has considered various microsystems, such as family, peers, 

and teachers, as separate entities that independently impact school engagement 

(Wentzel, 1999).   However, Bronfenbrenner (1979) argued that it is not enough to 

consider these various microsystems independently, but rather how they interact 

with each other on the microsystem level to explain development.  The school 

engagement model determined by the data was also consistent with Catalano & 

Hawkins (1996) theory of social development, which suggests that social 

relationships may act as risk or protective factors in predicting behavior.  More 

supportive teachers, parents, and peers predicted higher levels of school 

engagement, while less supportive teachers, parents, and peers predicted lower 

levels of school engagement.  
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The role of discrimination has been found in the literature to negatively 

impact a student’s level of school engagement (i.e. Dotterer et al., 2009; Wong, 

Eccles, & Sameroff, 2003) and increase the likelihood of affiliations with antisocial 

peers (Andrews & Duncan, 1997.).  However, the results of this study indicated that 

the experience of discrimination did not directly affect peer affiliations.  This may be 

due to the fact the discrimination measure used in the study was not sensitive to 

passive racism, and thus may have underestimated the degree to which the students 

had experiences discrimination.  Also, experiences of racism increase as people 

increase with age (Green, Way, & Pahl, 2006; Tatum, 1997), and it may be that 

students in early adolescence have not experienced enough instances of 

discrimination as to impact their peer affiliations.    

Also, in contrast with previous research, socioeconomic status, which was 

measured with the proxy of parents’ level of education, did not have a significant 

direct pathway to school engagement.  Although previous studies have found that 

students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds are typically less engaged in 

school (Johnson, Crosnoe, & Elder, 2001), in this model socioeconomic status 

indirectly affected school engagement via its direct effect on parenting style.  

Parenting style, in turn, indirectly affected school engagement  through its pathway 

to perceived teacher support and peer  associations.   Thus, parents with higher 

levels of education were more likely to engage in authoritative parenting, which in 
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turn increased the likelihood their child would view their teachers as supportive 

and associate with more prosocial peers who were also engaged in school.   

The association between peer relationships and ethnic identity was not 

significant in the model.  Ryan et al. (1994) found that adolescents who had better 

quality relationships with their peers also showed higher ethnic identity and 

general self-esteem. However, in this sample, it seems that adults, not peers, were 

bigger predictors of ethnic identity.  It is possible that peer associations may play a 

larger role in the development of ethnic identity when adolescents are older, e.g. 

high school, or college.   Thus, the findings did not support either Fordham and Ogbu 

(1986) findings that non-white students with more oppositional peers would have a 

stronger ethnic identity, nor other studies that found that more positive affiliations 

lead to a stronger ethnic identity (Neal-Barnett, et al., 2010; Spencer, 2001). 

Research Question 2: What are the direct, indirect, and total effects of 

parenting style, perceived teacher support, peer influence, perceived 

discrimination, and ethnic identity on school engagement? The results of the 

study indicated that the two main relationships that predicted school engagement 

were the student’s relations with teachers and with peers.   Parenting style affect 

school engagement indirectly via perceived teacher support and peer relationships.  

In this model, discrimination and ethnic identity had minimal effects on levels of 

school engagement.   
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Peer affiliation was the strongest predictor of school engagement overall.  

Having close friends who regularly participated in positive behaviors, such as doing 

their homework, getting good grades, and being active in school activities increased 

the likelihood that a student would also be engaged in school.   These results are 

consistent with a growing body of research documenting that peer affiliations are 

predictive of school engagement (Wentzel, 1999; Murdock, 1999; Shin, Daly, Vera, 

2007).    The results of this study also found that peer influence exerts a stronger 

impact on boys than on girls in predicting school engagement.  Previous research (Li 

et al, 2011; Voisin & Neilands, 2009) has not been clear on whether gender is a 

moderating factor on the effect of peer influence on school engagement.   However, 

these studies used different measures of school engagements, with the study by Li et 

al. (2011)  measuring only behavioral and emotional engagement, and the study by 

Voison and Neilands measuring only cognitive engagement and emotional 

engagement.  The results of this research indicate that although affiliations with 

prosocial peers are important for both genders, boys are more influenced than girls 

by peers when measuring school engagement with its cognitive, emotional, and 

behavioral components.    

Peer influence also had a much stronger impact on Latino students than 

African American students in predicting school engagement.  Latino students with 

antisocial peers were much less likely to be engaged in school than African 

American students with deviant peers.  In fact, the relationship between peer 
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influence and school engagement was fairly minimal for African American students.  

Previous research has suggested that African American adolescents orient 

themselves more towards family than peers, and therefore report lower levels of 

peer pressure than European American adolescents (Giordano, Cernkovich, & 

DeMaris, 1993; Tolson & Urberg, 1993), while Latino students report being more 

likely to participate in acts of deviant behavior with their peers (Pearl, Bryan, 

Herzon, 1990).   The findings of this research are consistent with these studies that 

find the racial and ethnic background of students moderates the impact of peers.   

The second critical relationship that predicted school engagement was the 

perceived relationship between student and teachers. Students who perceived more 

support from their teachers were more likely to be engaged in school and were also 

more likely to associate with prosocial peers.  This supports previous research 

(Kaplan, Peck, & Kaplan, 1997; Hughes & Kwok, 2006; Birch & Ladd, 1998) that 

indicated students who have experienced rejection from their teachers are more 

likely to affiliate with deviant peers.   The current study indicates that the inverse is 

also true, which is that students who perceive support from their teachers are more 

likely to affiliate with prosocial peers.   

 In this sample, teacher support had similar effects on school engagement for 

African American and European American students, but weaker effects for Latino 

students.   However, school attended also moderated the effects of teacher support 

on school engagement.  Students at school A  (Latino majority) and school C  (Latino 
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and African American majority) with higher levels of perceived teacher support 

were much more engaged with school than students at School B (European 

American majority with racial minority students bussed in).    Results of this study 

are consistent with research that has concluded teacher support may be more 

meaningful for students of color in a low-income setting than for white-middle class 

students (Croninger & Lee;  Ginorio & Huston, 2001; Murray, 2009; Valenzuela, 

1999).   Stanton-Salazar (1997) suggested this might be because support from 

teachers at school is more difficult for ethnic minority students to achieve. Students 

who perceived a higher level of discrimination in the school setting were also less 

likely to perceive support from their teachers.  Further research would be necessary 

to determine an explanation for this consistency of perspective. 

The relationship between perceived teacher support and school engagement 

remained consistent across grades within middle school. This result contrasts with 

an abundance of research that has found there is a decline over time in the both the 

quality of relationships between students and teachers, and school engagement 

(Midgley, Feldlaufer, & Eccles, 1989, Furrer & Skinner, 2003), These studies, 

however, examined the student-teacher relationship through high school..  It is 

likely there was an insufficient age and developmental stage range to detect 

previously established trends. It is also possible that results more consistent with 

previous research would be found with a longitudinal research design as opposed to 

the cross-sectional design of this study. The study results, however, hold promise 
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for school engagement interventions targeted to the teacher-student relationship at 

the middle school level. 

Perceived teacher support predicted more beneficial peer affiliations.  While 

there have been studies demonstrating that rejection from teachers predicts 

affiliations with deviant peers (Kaplan, Peck & Kaplan, 1997; Hughes & Kwok, 2006; 

Birch & Ladd, 1998), to the knowledge of this author, there has not been previous 

research on how teacher support may predict prosocial peer affiliations.  This 

finding suggests that the student-teacher relationship is not only important in terms 

of academic success, but also in encouraging more prosocial friendships for 

students.   

In the current study, authoritative parenting  (i.e., parenting that is both 

demanding and responsive as described by Baumrind, 1991) predicted school 

engagement indirectly via its effect on teacher and peer relationships. Initially this 

outcome was surprising as it contrasted with several other studies that have found a 

direct relationship between authoritative parenting and school engagement, i.e. 

Plunkett & Bamaca-Gomez, 2003; Smalls, 2009; Woolley, Kol, & Bowen, 2008.  

Several explanations are likely. Previous studies, however, examined only the role of 

parental monitoring (not warmth) in relation to school engagement, and did not 

take into consideration the impact of other significant relationships, such as peer 

and teacher relationships.  Not including these other relationships may have 

obfuscated the true nature of the role of the family in the development of school 
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engagement. The total effect of authoritative parenting was slightly greater than the 

total effect of perceived teacher support indicating authoritative parenting is in fact 

important; however, the processes by which it influences school engagement are not 

as direct as previously thought.  

The findings of this study support the notion that a “social bond” develops 

between the child and family forming a “social unit” (Catalano & Hawkins, 1996).  It 

is this bond that predicts future behavior.  In other words, family relationships act 

as a model from which other relationships are based.  In this way, the family context 

indirectly impacts the development of school engagement via its influence on the 

quality of subsequent relationships with peers and teachers.   

The effect of parenting style on peer and teacher relationships is well 

established in the literature.  Laird, Criss, Pettit, Dodge & Bates (2008) found that 

low levels of parental monitoring were associated with an increase in associating 

with delinquent peers.  Conversely, adolescents are less likely to engage in 

problematic behavior when they feel closer to a parent (Dickerson & Crase, 2005).   

A study by Woolley, Kol, & Bowen (2008) found that increased parental monitoring 

was also associated with higher reported levels of teacher support by students.   

These findings are all consistent with results of  the current study, as well as 

consistent with theories that explain the interrelatedness of social relationship 

quality throughout development, e.g. attachment theory, social bond theory . 
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In contrast to hypothesized relationships, ethnic identity was not related to 

school engagement, which was contrary to previous research.  In the author’s view 

the most plausible explanation is the restricted age range of the participants. Ethnic 

identity may not have been developmentally achieved within an early adolescent 

population . According French, Siedman, Allen, & Aber, 2000), at the beginning of 

middle school early adolescents are just beginning to make the the advances in 

cognitive development that are necessary, and to have the opportunities for 

exposure to racial and ethnic diversity considered necessary to develop their ethnic 

identity.  Dotterer et al. (2009), who obtained this significant relationship, used a 

sample of middle class, African American students from the sixth through twelfth 

grade. It is possible that a relationship between ethnic identity and school 

engagement would be obtained with a high school age population.   

While the relationship between ethnic identity and school engagement was 

not evident in the model as a whole, there was variability by school.  In particular, 

for School C, the stronger a student’s ethnic identity, the more likely he or she was to 

be engaged in school.   School C was a minority majority school where most of the 

students were economically disadvantaged.  For students attending either the 

European American majority  or  Latino majority school, ethnic identity was 

unimportant to school engagement.  The results from this study suggest that a 

stronger ethnic identity may serve as a protective factor related to school 

engagement for economically disadvantaged racial and ethnic minority students in a 



 

 93 

minority majority school.   A study by Smalls et al. (2007) suggested that African 

American students with a stronger ethnic identity may be more invested in doing 

well in school to advance not only themselves as individuals, but also the racial 

group of African Americans.   

Finally, the current study supports the model proposed by Cross (1991) who 

argued that the experience of discrimination or “encounter” awakens the experience 

of racial awareness, and prompts exploration into one’s racial and ethnic identity.  

In the current study  students who perceived discrimination in their school setting 

were likely to have a stronger ethnic identity.   This relationship was not moderated 

by gender, school attended, grade level, or ethnic group.  This indicates that the 

negative and potentially harmful experience of discrimination can ignite the 

development of ethnic identity for all students, allowing students to be resilient and 

engage in school, in spite of their negative experience.  Assisting students in 

interpreting the experience of discrimination through the lens of ethnic identity 

development may serve as a protective factor is the development of school 

engagement.   

Research Question 3:  Does the model vary based on gender?  There 

were few differences across gender, which indicates that the factors that contribute 

to school engagement are similar in boys and girls.   Although there were relatively 

few differences by gender in the pathways within the model predicting school 

engagement, some did emerge.  Specifically authoritative parenting was more 
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predictive of prosocial peer relationships for girls than for boys, and, as noted 

earlier, peer relationships more strongly predicted school engagement for boys than 

for girls.  Authoritative parenting was predictive of prosocial peer relationships for 

both boys and girls, with the effect, however, somewhat stronger for girls. The 

impact of authoritative parenting on prosocial peer relationships, as already noted, 

is well established in the literature. The association between peer relationships and 

school engagement was stronger for boys than girls, suggesting boys’ achievement 

orientation is more strongly influenced by their network of relationships beyond the 

family.   This may be due to the fact that the majority of the sample consisted of 

Latino students, which taken together with the finding that ethnicity moderated the 

peer affiliation and school engagement link, suggests that ethnicity may moderate 

influence the moderating role of gender.  In more traditional Latino culture, 

adolescent girls are expected to participate more in household tasks, sometimes as a 

surrogate mother to younger siblings, while Latino boys are permitted greater 

freedom to interact with their peers (Avila & Avila, 1995; Lopez-Baez, 2006).  

Research Question 4: Does the model vary based on school attended? 

The model varied greatly depending on the school attended.  At School A, a Latino 

majority school in a lower to middle class area, socioeconomic status was much 

more predictive of authoritative parenting than it was for the students at the other 

two schools (School B, a majority European American, middle class school, where 
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some minority students were bused, and School C, a more economically 

disadvantaged minority-majority school.)  

Teacher support was less predictive of levels of school engagement in the  

European American majority School B than it was for minority majority School A 

and School C. This supports the notion put forth by Staton-Salazar (1997) that 

teachers may affect school engagement levels more strongly for minority students, 

whereas other factors may be more important for middle class, European American 

students.   

Predictors of peer affiliations also varied by school.  At School A (Latino 

majority), parenting style and perceived discrimination at school were more likely 

to predict peer affiliations than at the other two schools.  This supports research 

that Latino students are more attuned to the cultural value of “familismo” (Sue & 

Sue, 2008) which means that parents may have a greater impact on peer selection 

than for students who may attend schools with a less predominant Latino cultural 

influences.  Other studies have found that Latino students may experience 

significant discrimination (Krupin, 2001), and students who experience 

discrimination are more likely to have antisocial peers (Baca & Koss-Chioino, 1997).  

At School B, which had both wealthier European American students and 

economically disadvantaged students, SES was more predictive of peer affiliations 

than for the other two schools.  
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Research Question 5: Does the model vary across grade level? Specific 

pathways in the model varied by grade level. As students went from the sixth to 

seventh grade,  SES became a stronger predictor of perceived parenting style and 

perceived parenting style became a stronger predictor of perceived teacher support.  

Previous research has found that parents who are under economic strain engage in 

less parental monitoring and warmth (Anthony, Anthony, Glanville, Naiman, 

Waanders, & Shaffer, 2005; Bornstein, Hendricks, Painer, Suwalksly, & Collins, 

2008), and this finding was supported in the current study, where an increase in SES 

was associated with an increase in an authoritative parenting style.  

Parent support was more predictive of teacher support as students went 

from sixth grade to seventh grade.  This suggests that parents as a “socializing unit” 

as described by Catalano and Hawkins (1996) has more salient effects as students 

increase with age.  In other words, students with more authoritative parents 

perceived even greater support from their teachers as they grew older, while 

students with less authoritative parents perceived less support from their teachers 

as they grew older.    

Surprisingly, grade level also did not moderate the relationship between peer 

affiliations and school engagement, which is inconsistent with previous studies that 

reported peers are more predictive of school engagement as students grow older 

(Li, Lynch, Kalvin, Liu, and Lerner,2011; Simons-Morton & Chen, 2009; Simons-

Morton, Hartos, & Haynie, 2004).   This may be because too narrow of an age frame 
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was included in this study, and these findings become more apparent in high school.  

It could also mean that peer affiliations impact school engagement across all  grade 

levels.  

Research Question 6:  Does the model vary across ethnicity?   Race and 

ethnicity were moderating factors in the role of relationships with teachers, peers, 

and family and their impact with school engagement.   

Peers were more predictive of school engagement for Latino students than 

for African American students.   A large body of research that has found that 

students tend to befriend others who have similar attitudes towards school (Ream & 

Rumberger, 2008).  However, some research that has called into question whether 

the principle of homophily can be applied to students of different racial and ethnic 

backgrounds.  Previous research has found that African American youth are less 

influenced by peer pressure (Giordano, Cernkovich, & DeMaris, 1993; Tolson & 

Urberg, 1993) and  Latino students are more susceptible to peer pressure than 

other ethnic groups  (Pearl, Bryan, Herzon, 1990).  The current research is 

consistent with these findings.   

There were also differences across race/ethnicity in the role of parenting 

style  and its effect on perceived teacher support and ethnic identity.   An 

authoritative parenting style was more predictive of ethnic identity achievement for 

European American students than for Latino students or African American students.  

This is consistent with other studies that have found that an authoritative parenting 
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style is associated with racial socialization, and is a style of parenting found to be 

more common in European American families (Hill, McBride, Murry, & Anderson, 

2005), because that racial group tends to be of a higher socioeconomic status.  

Racial socialization leads to increased feelings of ethnic identity belonging and 

exploration (Davey, Fish, Askew, & Robila, 2003; Rosenthal & Feldman, 1992; 

Smalls, 2009).  These findings support the research that authoritative parenting 

increases ethnic identity achievement.   

European American students also reported a stronger relationship between 

perceived parenting style and perceived teacher support than either Latino or 

African American students.  A higher correlation between parenting style and 

perceived teacher support may be more evident with European American students 

because these students experience higher levels of authoritative parenting (Hill, 

McBride, Murry, & Anderson, 2005), as well as higher levels of support from their 

teachers than Latino and African American students (e.g. Guerra et al, 1997; 

Peterson-Lewis and Bratton, 2004). This study also found that perceived teacher 

support was more predictive of school engagement for African American and 

European American students than for Latino students.   Latino students may not be 

receiving the same degree of teacher support in the classroom, or that other factors 

such as family and peers may be more important in determining levels of school 

engagement than for the other two groups.   
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Finally, this study found teacher support was more predictive of prosocial 

peer relationships for European American students than for Latino students.  Again, 

this may be due to European Americans receiving increased support from their 

teachers compared with Latino students and  Latino students being more likely as a 

group compared with European-American students to endorse affiliations with 

antisocial peers (Padilla-Walker & Bean, 2009).    

Limitations   

There were several limitations to this study that might be addressed in 

future studies.  This study used cross-sectional design. Future studies should 

attempt to collect data to follow the population over time to gain further insights 

into how school engagement develops and how school engagement may affect other 

outcomes such as educational attainment and employment in later years.   

 The data collected were all self-report.  It might be interesting to hear from 

parents and teachers about their perspectives about how engaged students are 

across emotional, cognitive, and behavioral measures.    

Another limitation was the measurement variables selected to represent the 

latent constructs of this study (MacCallum & Austin, 2000).  Although the 

measurement variables were selected to represent the latent constructs on the basis 

of theoretical considerations and previous research, it is possible that the use of 

other measured variables may have altered the constructs and resulted in different 

patterns of findings and interpretation.  In particular, there is not a standard 
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measure for school engagement (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004).  Because of 

the wide variety of measures used in other studies, it calls into question the extent 

that the outcome of school engagement can be compared across studies.   

In this study there was not a strong measure of how students experienced 

discrimination in the schools.  The discrimination variable was not a latent variable, 

but a measured variable. A latent variable is preferable, because it is able to remove 

the effects of unreliability and invalidity from the estimation of the effect of one 

variable on another, and therefore comes closer to measuring the construct of 

interest (Keith, 2006).  Also, because discrimination was not a latent variable, it 

could not be compared across moderators.  Another issue with the discrimination 

variable is that it was made up of three questions that measured the students’ 

perception of active discrimination, which ignores several other possible sources of 

discrimination that are more subtle, such as a student from a minority group not 

being called on as frequently as a student of European American background 

(Tatum, 1997).  Perhaps because of these reasons, discrimination overall did not 

have a large effect on the model.   

Another issue with the measured variables is that it is generally a good “rule 

of thumb” in SEM to try for three or more indicators per factor (Keith, 2006).  More 

indicators lead to more stable factors as well as greater factors.  However, because 

of the scales available from the archival data, it often made more sense to use two 

indicators per latent variable.  Although the present study offered a model that 
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explained the data reasonably well, it should be recognized that there could be other 

plausible models that may fit the data equally well or even better, that were not 

considered in the current study (MacCallum & Austin, 2000).  Future studies could 

evaluate additional a priori models that might offer alternative meanings of the data. 

 There are additional limitations of this study related to the characteristics of 

the student population used.  The present study was limited to 6th to 8th grade 

students at three middle schools in central Texas, and it is possible that this study 

was limited in terms of the student population, especially when compared to high 

school students, or students who are in a different part of the country, or for 

students of different ethnic backgrounds that were not studied here.    

 Finally, the present study did not control for certain variables in the analyses 

that might also account for variations in school engagement.  For example, students 

with learning disabilities might be less likely to engage cognitively in school.  

Students with social or emotional problems may also have more obstacles in the 

classroom that make it more difficult to engage in school.  Other populations, such 

as English Language Learners, might also have challenges that prevent them from 

developing relationships with peers and teachers that would impact the 

developmental trajectory of school engagement.  

Implications for Theory, Research, & Practice 

Overall, the findings of this study support Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 

developmental theory (1979).   Interactions with parents, teachers, and peers all 
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impacted the development of school engagement in students.  The study results also 

support the social development model developed by Catalano & Hawkins (1996).  

The model demonstrated that  protective factors (such as perceived caring from 

teachers and parents mediate the risks (such as exposure to discrimination) that 

may impact school engagement.     

There are many intriguing findings from this study that warrant further 

research.  One example is the finding that teacher support may facilitate racial 

socialization in fostering ethnic identity achievement., Previous research has found 

that parental warmth correlates with increased racial socialization (Lamborn & 

Felbab, 2003).  It may be that increased warmth in the teacher-student relationship 

may also lead to increased racial socialization, thus explaining the path between 

perceived teacher support and ethnic identity development.   Further research could 

see if teacher racial socialization does have an impact on ethnic identity 

development. 

There are several findings of this study that may be useful to parents and 

educators.  Perceived teacher support had pervasive impact on both affiliating with 

prosocial peers, increased ethnic identity, and increased school engagement.   The 

students who perceived their teachers to expect from them good behavior, 

encourage them to share their ideas in class, respected their opinions, cared about 

them, gave them praise, helped the students as needed, thought the students were 

smart and expected good work from the student.  Students who felt that their 
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teachers did not support them found they expected too much homework from them, 

saw them as a “troublemaker,” were mean to them, embarrassed them in class, or 

didn’t even know their students existed.  It is important that teachers form personal, 

positive relationships with their students, notice when the student is engaging in 

positive behavior, and express care and positive regard. 

Consistent with decades of research, the value of authoritative parenting as a 

foundation upon which subsequent prosocial relationships are built, was also 

demonstrated in this study, Given the value of an authoritative parenting style, 

regardless of race, ethnicity, or gender of the child, parents could benefit from 

classes on authoritative parenting to increase their child’s prosocial peer affiliations 

and teacher relationships, as well as overall school engagement.   

Finally, across ethnic groups, Latino students were more influenced by their 

peers on school engagement than other groups.  This is consistent with studies that 

these students are more vulnerable to experiences of family distress, discrimination 

in the school and community, feelings of hopelessness, a lack of family support, and 

increased involvement in gang activities (Baca-Chioino, 1997).   In other words, 

Latino students face increased risk factors that increase their likelihood of 

associating with antisocial peers, and these peers have a negative impact on these 

students’ engagement in school.  These students could be targeted for after school 

activities with peers that might promote school engagement, and may serve to 

negate some of the risk factors that these students face.    
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Conclusions  

Previous research has already demonstrated that high levels of school 

engagement are a protective factor against school dropout, while low levels of 

school engagement are a risk factor for school dropout (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & 

Paris, 2004). This study demonstrates that the seeds for school dropout are planted 

in as early as middle school.  The middle school students in this sample were 

already showing evidence of risk factors, such as permissive or authoritarian 

parents, uncaring teachers, and antisocial peers.  Vulnerable students, such as males, 

minorities, and students attending minority-majority low-income schools, were 

particularly vulnerable to the effects of these negative relationships.  For these 

students, negative relationships were associated with less school engagement as 

compared to students who were female, European American, or attending a more 

affluent school.  By high school, the students who are exposed to these risk factors 

will be more likely to drop-out of school, be incarcerated, and have a significantly 

lower income than if they had completed high school (Catalano, Haggerty, Oesterle, 

Fleming, & Hawkins, 2004; National Center for Statistics, 2010).     

And yet, the news is not all grim.  The current study highlights the 

importance of positive relationships, in particular with families, peers, and teachers, 

in increasing the development of school engagement.  Across moderators (such as 

gender, race, grade level, and school attended) parents who provide warmth and 

monitor their children, teachers who make their students feel supported and cared 
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for, and peers who are excited about learning and care about school serve as 

protective factors, increase  a student’s likelihood of being engaged with school.   

This study is unique in that it considered multiple interpersonal 

relationships and how these factors interact in effecting school engagement, as 

opposed to most studies that only consider one such relationship and its association 

with school engagement.    The findings support Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model 

(1979) that relationships with parents, teacher, and peers can shape attitudes and 

behaviors (in this case, degree of school engagement.)  The findings also support 

Catalano and Hawkins (1996) social development model that state that these 

interpersonal relationships can act as either a risk factor or a protective factor in 

predicting attitudes and behavior.  Positive and supportive relationships in a child’s 

ecological niche equal stronger engagement with school.  Negative and antagonistic 

relationships equal weaker engagement with school.   

Furthermore, we are entering an era of increasing diversity in the United 

States.  This study has found that factors such as race, gender, school attended, and 

grade level all impact the way interpersonal relationship affect school engagement.  

This study attempted to uncover some of the complexity that these factors moderate 

how these interpersonal relationships operate as protective or risk factors in the 

levels of school engagement.  Due to the diverse and large sample size utilized by 

this study, the results provide insight on both the complexity of school engagement, 

and hope for increasing high school completion.  
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Appendix A: 

Survey 
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Appendix B: 

Parent Consent and Student Assent 

Forms 
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Appendix C: 

Survey Scales 

Family Scales: 

Parenting Styles:  Involved  (8 items)      alpha  =  .84 

1) We get along with each other in my family. 

2) My family does activities together (e.g., games, movies...) 

3) My family has time for me. 

4) There is a feeling of togetherness in my family. 

5) My family talks about problems and solutions together. 

6) I like everything about my family. 

7) In my family someone is able to help me with my schoolwork. 

8) In my family people really help and support one another. 

Parenting Styles:  Monitor (9 items)      alpha  =  .82 

1) My parents know whether or not I do my homework. 

2) My parents review my report card. 

3) There is no use arguing with my parents, what they say goes 

4) I am expected to do my share of work around the house. 

5) My parents know who my friends are. 

6) My parents know how I spend my money. 

7) My parents know where I go after school. 

8) My parents know where I go at night. 

9) My parents know what I do with my free time. 
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Parenting Styles:  Stressed  (9 items)      alpha  =  .75 

1) I wish I had a different family. 

2) In my family people fight with each other. 

3) In my family everyone has their own problems, so I don't bother them with mine. 

4) In my family people are too sick to do things. 

5) My family has a lot of problems. 

6) In my family people hit each other when angry. 

7) My family has very little to eat. 

8) My family lives with another family. 

9) My family is never at home and I am left by myself. 

Teacher Scales: 

Teachers:  Positive Perceptions of Teachers  (8 items)    alpha  =  .83  

1) Expect good behavior from me. 

2) Encourage me to share ideas in class. 

3) Respect my opinions. 

4) Care about me. 

5) Give me praise. 

6) Help me when I need it. 

7) Think I am smart. 

8) Expect good work from me. 

Teachers:  Negative Perceptions of  Teachers (5 items)    alpha  =  .73  

1) Demand too much homework from me. 

2) Think I am a troublemaker. 

3) Are mean to me. 
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4) Embarrass (diss) me in class. 

5) Don’t even know I’m here. 

Peer Influence Scales 

Influence of Close Friends: Self-Enhancing Peer Influences (6 items)  alpha  =  .79 

1) Study hard/do their homework. 

2)  Talk about going to college. 

3) Get good grades/are on the honor roll. 

4) Are active in school activities. 

5) Are active in community or religious activities. 

6) Get along well with their parents 

Influence of Close Friends: Self-Destructive Peer Influence  (10 items)  alpha  =  .85. 

1) Drink alcohol. 

2) Use Drugs. 

3) Talk back to their teachers. 

4) Get into fights with other students. 

5) Skip school. 

6) Work part time. 

7) Have a serious boy/girlfriend. 

8) Carry weapons. 

9) Belong to a gang. 

10) Dropped out of school. 

Ethnic Identity Scales 

Culture:  Affirmation and Belonging (5 items)     alpha  =  .84 

1) I am happy that I am a member of the group I belong to. 
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2) I have a strong sense of belonging to my own ethnic group. 

3) I have a lot of pride in my ethnic group and its accomplishments. 

4) I feel a strong attachment towards my own ethnic group. 

5) I feel good about my cultural or ethnic background. 

Culture:  Ethnic Identity Achievement (7 items)     alpha  =  .72 

1) I have spent time trying to find out more about my own ethnic group, such as its history, 

 traditions, and customs. 

2) I have a clear sense of my ethnic background and what it means to me. 

3) I think a lot about how my life will be affected by my ethnic group membership. 

4) I am not very clear about the role of my ethnicity in my life. 

5) I really have not spent much time trying to learn more about the culture and history of my 

 ethnic group. 

6) I understand pretty well what my ethnic group membership means to me, in terms of how 

 to relate to my own group and other groups. 

7) In order to learn more about my ethnic background, I have often talked to other  

 people about my ethnic group. 

Discrimination Measure 

Perceived Discrimination (3 items)      alpha  =  .80 

1) I have been called names at school because of my racial/ethnic group. 

2) I have seen negative words written about my racial/ethnic group at school. 

3) I feel that others don’t like people from my racial/ethnic group. 
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Appendix D: Descriptive Statistics of Items in Composites 

Table D1 

Family Involvement Composite Items 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

GET ALONG WITH EACH 

OTHER 

2086 0 3 2.03 .812 

DOES ACTIVITIES 

TOGETHER 

2090 0 3 1.78 .939 

HAS TIME FOR ME 2082 0 3 2.09 .930 

FEELING OF 

TOGETHERNESS 

2073 0 3 1.88 .977 

TALKS ABOUT PROBLEMS 

& SLNS 

2075 0 3 1.64 1.033 

LIKE EVERYTHING ABOUT 

FAMILY 

2069 0 3 1.93 .991 

ABLE TO HELP WITH 

SCHOOLWORK 

2084 0 3 2.06 1.007 

PEOPLE HELP AND 

SUPPORT EACH OTHER 

2061 0 3 1.97 .957 

Valid N (listwise) 1949     
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Table D2 
Family Monitoring Composite Items 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 N Minimu

m 

Maximu

m 

Mean Std. 

Deviation 

KNOW WHETHER DO 

HOMEWORK 

2060 0 3 1.84 1.058 

REVIEW MY REPORT 

CARD 

2061 0 3 2.41 .912 

NO USE ARGUING 2062 0 3 1.54 .968 

EXPECTED TO DO 

SHARE OF WORK 

2059 0 3 2.13 .956 

KNOWS WHO FRIENDS 

ARE 

2057 0 3 1.98 .955 

KNOW HOW I SPEND 

MY MONEY 

2037 0 3 1.85 1.043 

KNOW WHERE I GO 

AFTER SCHOOL 

2043 0 3 2.22 .982 

KNOW WHERE I GO AT 

NIGHT 

2040 0 3 2.26 1.006 

KNOW WHAT I DO WITH 

MY FREE TIME 

2054 0 3 1.93 1.018 

Valid N (listwise) 1947     
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Table D3 

 
Family Stress Composite Items* 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

WISH HAD 

DIFFERENT FAMILY 

2047 .00 3.00 2.4446 .83703 

PEOPLE IN FAMILY 

FIGHT 

2066 .00 3.00 2.0232 .85311 

PEOPLE IN FAMILY 

HAVE PROBLEMS 

2059 .00 3.00 1.9432 .96497 

PEOPLE ARE TOO 

SICK 

2046 .00 3.00 2.4589 .78309 

PEOPLE HIT WHEN 

ANGRY 

2020 .00 3.00 2.1861 .89299 

HAVE TOO LITTLE 

TO EAT 

2036 .00 3.00 2.4872 .80437 

FAMILY LIVES WITH 

ANOTHER FAMILY 

2055 .00 3.00 2.6837 .70276 

LEFT HOME BY 

MYSELF 

2035 .00 3.00 2.7150 .73563 

Valid N (listwise) 1862     

Note: *indicates all items were reverse scored 
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Table D4 

Positive Teacher Support Composite Items 

 N Minimu

m 

Maximu

m 

Mean Std. 

Deviation 

EXPECT GOOD 

BEHAVIOR 

2173 0 3 2.46 .810 

ENCOURAGE TO 

SHARE IDEAS 

2159 0 3 1.55 .990 

RESPECT MY OPINIONS 2152 0 3 1.85 1.004 

CARE ABOUT ME 2151 0 3 1.85 1.033 

GIVE ME PRAISE 2083 0 3 1.39 1.018 

HELP ME WHEN I NEED 

IT 

2127 0 3 2.16 .898 

THINK I AM SMART 2137 0 3 2.06 .944 

EXPECT GOOD WORK 

FROM ME 

2160 0 3 2.45 .824 

Valid N (listwise) 1969     
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Table D5 

 
Negative Teacher Support Composite Items* 

 N Minimu

m 

Maximu

m 

Mean Std. 

Deviation 

TOO MUCH 

HOMEWORK 

2162 .00 3.00 1.9931 .87669 

THINK I’M 

TROUBLEMAK

ER 

2143 .00 3.00 2.3187 .90628 

MEAN TO ME 2144 .00 3.00 2.2934 .82213 

EMBARRASS 

ME 

2143 .00 3.00 2.4190 .78015 

DON’T KNOW 

I’M HERE 

2164 .00 3.00 2.5615 .81219 

Valid N (listwise) 2065     

Note: *indicates all items were reverse scored 
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Table D6 

Negative Peer Influence Composite Items* 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

DRINK ALCOHOL 2146 .00 3.00 2.4902 .79283 

USE DRUGS 2133 .00 3.00 2.4580 .83921 

TALK BACK 2141 .00 3.00 1.8944 .88501 

 FIGHT 2148 .00 3.00 1.9204 .91954 

SKIP SCHOOL 2132 .00 3.00 2.1510 .92043 

BOYFRIEND/ 

GIRLFRIEND 

2139 .00 3.00 1.8728 .95879 

CARRY WEAPON 2135 .00 3.00 2.7429 .63991 

BELONG TO GANG 2142 .00 3.00 2.5205 .82085 

DROP OUT OF 

SCHOOL 

2119 .00 3.00 2.7183 .61413 

Valid N (listwise) 2002     

Note: *indicates all items were reverse scored 
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Table D7 

Positive Peer Influence Composite Items 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

STUDY HARD/ DO 

HOMEWORK 

2159 0 3 1.44 .838 

TALK ABOUT GOING TO 

COLLEGE 

2138 0 3 1.57 1.057 

GET GOOD GRADES 2143 0 3 1.66 .906 

ACTIVE IN SCHOOL 

ACTIVITIES 

2134 0 3 1.44 .963 

ACTIVE IN RELIGIOUS 

ACTIVITIES 

2112 0 3 1.05 .876 

GET ALONG WITH 

PARENTS 

2116 0 3 1.80 .911 

Valid N (listwise) 2043     

 

Table D8 

 
Emotional Engagement Composite Items 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

LIKE GOING TO SCHOOL 2182 0 2 1.28 .595 

LIKE THIS SCHOOL 2179 0 2 1.18 .564 

Valid N (listwise) 2176     
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Table D9 

Behavioral Engagement Composite Items 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

HOW MANY ACADEMIC 

CLUBS 

2169 0 3 .47 .706 

HOW MANY ATHLETIC 

ACTIVITIES 

2163 0 3 .62 .798 

TIME SPENT ON 

HOMEWORK 

2174 0 3 .93 .662 

DAYS ABSENT OVER LAST 

6 WEEKS 

2125 0 3 .98 .855 

Valid N (listwise) 2084     
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Appendix E: Standardized Estimates for Configural Models 

 

 

Figure E1.  Standardized Estimates for the Configural Model of Males 
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Figure E2.  Standardized Estimates for the Configural Model of Females 
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Figure E3.  Standardized Estimates for the Configural Model of School A 
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Figure E4.  Standardized Estimates for the Configural Model of School B 
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Figure E5.  Standardized Estimates for the Configural Model of School C 
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Figure E6.  Standardized Estimates for the Configural Model of Grade 6 



 

 154 

 

 

Figure E7.  Standardized Estimates for the Configural Model of Grade 7 
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Figure E8.  Standardized Estimates for the Configural Model of Grade  
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Figure E9.  Standardized Estimates for the Configural Model of Latino Students 
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Figure E10.  Standardized Estimates for the Configural Model of African American 

Students 
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Figure E11.  Standardized Estimates for the Configural Model of European American 

Students 
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Appendix F:  Tests of Invariance 

Gender. In the case of gender, the metric invariance was not statistically different 

from the configural model, as is seen in Table F1.  Therefore, the measurement 

variables are equivalent for males and females, and it is possible to compare paths 

across latent variables. 

Table F1 

Tests of Invariance of Factor Structure for Males and Females 

Model χ2 Df ∆ χ2 ∆df P AIC RMSEA* CFI SRMR 

Configural  710.129 132    875.129 .064 .921 .0499 

Metric 

invariance 

  12.475 7 .086 873.605 .062 .920 .0508 

Notes: *RMSEA corrected for number of groups 
**p<.001 
 

School Attended. School A and School B were initially compared to see how the 

model might be different based on school attended.   As demonstrated in Table F2 

below, the fit indices are adequate, and the metric invariance was not statistically 

significantly different from the configural model.  This indicates that the latent 

variables are the same for School A and School B and their paths might be 

compared.   
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Table F2 

Tests of Invariance of Factor Structure for School A and School B 

Model χ2 Df ∆ χ2 ∆df P AIC RMSEA* CFI SRMR 

Configural  647.87 132    803.873 .072 .907 .0573 

Metric 

invariance 

  13.393 7 .063 803.266 .071 .906 .0581 

Notes: *RMSEA corrected for number of groups 
**p<.001 
 

Next, School B and School C were compared.  As with the previous comparison, 

configural invariance was established.  Then metric invariance was tested by 

constraining the factor loadings to be the same for both groups.  When the metric 

invariance was compared to the configural model using change in chi-square, the 

differences were statistically significantly different.   However, Cheung and 

Rensvold (2002) argue that this requirement may be difficult to satisfy and propose 

relaxing it.  Using simulated data, they determined that cross-group equivalence is 

still met there is a change in CFI of .01 or less.  As that is the case here (see Table 

F3), the paths between latent variables may be compared.  Because change in CFI is 

less than .01, the paths between the latent variables of School B and School C were 

compared.   
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Table F3 

Tests of Invariance of Factor Structure for School B and School C 

Model χ2 Df ∆ χ2 ∆df P AIC RMSEA* CFI SRMR 

Configural  542.445 132    698.446 .065 .910 .0573 

Metric 

invariance 

  30.259 7 .000** 717.706 .082 .905 .0580 

Notes: *RMSEA corrected for number of groups 
**p<.001 
 

  The final school comparison was between School A and School C.  In this 

case, even using the more stringent change in chi-square criteria to compare metric 

invariance to configural invariance, the factor loadings are equivalent across groups, 

thus allowing paths between latent variables to be compared.  The test of invariance 

is summarized in Table F4.   
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Table F4 

Tests of Invariance of Factor Structure for School B and School C 

Model χ2 Df ∆ χ2 ∆df P AIC RMSEA* CFI SRMR 

Configural  608.013 132    764.013 .069 .908 .0756 

Metric 

invariance 

  20.510 7 .005 770.523 .069 .906 .0765 

Notes: *RMSEA corrected for number of groups 
**p<.001 
 
Grade Level.  As is summarized by Table F5, there is no difference between metric 

invariance and the configural model, indicated that factor loadings are the same 

across both grades, and the paths between latent variables may be compared.   

 

Table F5 

Tests of Invariance of Factor Structure for Sixth Grade and Seventh Grade 

Model χ2 Df ∆ χ2 ∆df P AIC RMSEA* CFI SRMR 

Configural  568.145 132    724.145 .066 .915 .0572 

Metric 

invariance 

  17.568 7 .014 727.14 .065 .913 .0584 

Notes: *RMSEA corrected for number of groups 
**p<.001 
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Finally, factor loadings were established as equivalent across seventh and eighth 

grade students, as is summarized in Table F6.   

 
Table F6 
Tests of Invariance of Factor Structure for Seventh Grade and Eighth Grade 

Model χ2 Df ∆ χ2 ∆df P AIC RMSEA* CFI SRMR 

Configural  496.67 132    652.673 .063 .926 .0586 

Metric 
invariance 

  14.510 7 .043 652.673 .064 .926 .0591 

Notes: *RMSEA corrected for number of groups 
**p<.001 
 

As is outlined in Table F7, the metric invariance was not statistically different from 

the configural model, and thus the path comparisons between latent variables could 

be analyzed.  
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Table F7 

Tests of Invariance of Factor Structure for Latino and African American Students 

Model χ2 Df ∆ χ2 ∆df P AIC RMSEA* CFI SRMR 

Configural  454.017 132    610.017 .058 .926 .0411 

Metric 

invariance 

  21.084 7 .004 617.101 .058 .921 .0413 

Notes: *RMSEA corrected for number of groups 
**p<.001 
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Table F8 

Tests of Invariance of Factor Structure for Latino and European American Students 

Model χ2 Df ∆ χ2 ∆df P AIC RMSEA* CFI SRMR 

Configural  441.103 132    597.103 .058 .935 .0411 

Metric 

invariance 

  10.899 7 .143 594.002 .082 .934 .0429 

Notes: *RMSEA corrected for number of groups 
**p<.001 
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Table F9 

Tests of Invariance of Factor Structure for African American and European American 

Students 

Model χ2 Df ∆ χ2 ∆df P AIC RMSEA* CFI SRMR 

Configural  377.187 132    533.187 .065 .918 .0570 

Metric 

invariance 

  24.969 7 .001 544.156 .065 .912 .0635 

Notes: *RMSEA corrected for number of groups 
**p<.001 
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Appendix G: Comparison of Paths of Latent Variables 

Table G1 

Comparison of Paths of Latent Variables Across Males and Females 

      male  female - 

Unconstrained) 

  

      Estimate P Estimate P z-score 

Family <--- SES 0.124 0.000 0.141 0.000 0.558 

Teacher <--- Family 0.562 0.000 0.621 0.000 0.979 

Teacher <--- discrim -0.018 0.008 -0.020 0.001 -0.153 

Peer <--- Family 0.420 0.000 0.587 0.000 2.205* 

Ethnic <--- Family 0.317 0.000 0.343 0.000 0.375 

Ethnic <--- discrim 0.025 0.000 0.013 0.032 -1.301 

Ethnic <--- Teacher 0.120 0.002 0.228 0.000 1.618 

Peer <--- Teacher 0.307 0.000 0.230 0.000 -1.035 

SchoolEngage <--- Ethnic -0.045 0.143 -0.031 0.161 0.362 

SchoolEngage <--- Peer 0.379 0.000 0.261 0.000 -1.739* 

SchoolEngage <--- Teacher 0.120 0.002 0.139 0.000 0.380 

Notes: * p-value < 0.10 
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Table G2 

Comparison of Paths of Latent Variables Across School A and School B 

      School B  School A - 

Unconstrained) 

  

      Estimate P Estimate P z-score 

Family <--- SES 0.092 0.000 0.173 0.000 2.108* 

Teacher <--- Family 0.568 0.000 0.649 0.000 1.104 

Teacher <--- discrim -0.015 0.071 -0.021 0.003 -0.578 

Peer <--- Family 0.460 0.000 0.513 0.000 0.621 

Ethnic <--- Family 0.320 0.000 0.283 0.000 -0.457 

Ethnic <--- discrim 0.024 0.000 0.020 0.004 -0.345 

Ethnic <--- Teacher 0.175 0.000 0.217 0.000 0.547 

Peer <--- Teacher 0.250 0.000 0.304 0.000 0.669 

SchoolEngage <--- Ethnic 0.058 0.065 -0.066 0.027 -2.858* 

SchoolEngage <--- Peer 0.427 0.000 0.310 0.000 -1.473 

SchoolEngage <--- Teacher 0.053 0.128 0.196 0.000 2.625* 

Notes: * p-value < 0.10 
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Table G3 

Comparison of Paths of Latent Variables Across School B and School C 

      School B  School C - 

Unconstrained) 

  

      Estimate P Estimate P z-score 

Family <--- SES 0.092 0.000 0.109 0.000 0.430 

Teacher <--- Family 0.568 0.000 0.566 0.000 -0.033 

Teacher <--- discrim -0.015 0.071 -0.031 0.000 -1.364 

Peer <--- Family 0.460 0.000 0.446 0.000 -0.153 

Ethnic <--- Family 0.320 0.000 0.244 0.000 -1.163 

Ethnic <--- discrim 0.024 0.000 0.019 0.000 -0.507 

Ethnic <--- Teacher 0.175 0.000 0.138 0.000 -0.618 

Peer <--- Teacher 0.250 0.000 0.333 0.000 0.921 

SchoolEngage <--- Ethnic 0.058 0.065 0.154 0.019 1.323 

SchoolEngage <--- Peer 0.427 0.000 0.226 0.001 -2.129* 

SchoolEngage <--- Teacher 0.053 0.128 0.173 0.001 1.87* 

Notes: * p-value < 0.10 
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Table G4 

Comparison of Paths of Latent Variables Across School A and School C 

      School A  School C - 

Unconstrained) 

  

      Estimate P Estimate P z-score 

Family <--- SES 0.173 0.000 0.109 0.000 -1.689* 

Teacher <--- Family 0.649 0.000 0.566 0.000 -1.105 

Teacher <--- discrim -0.021 0.003 -0.031 0.000 -0.887 

Peer <--- Family 0.513 0.000 0.446 0.000 -0.692 

Ethnic <--- Family 0.283 0.000 0.244 0.000 -0.520 

Ethnic <--- discrim 0.020 0.004 0.019 0.000 -0.112 

Ethnic <--- Teacher 0.217 0.000 0.138 0.000 -1.077 

Peer <--- Teacher 0.304 0.000 0.333 0.000 0.290 

SchoolEngage <--- Ethnic -0.066 0.027 0.154 0.019 3.048*** 

SchoolEngage <--- Peer 0.310 0.000 0.226 0.001 -1.013 

SchoolEngage <--- Teacher 0.196 0.000 0.173 0.001 -0.346 

Notes: * p-value < 0.10 
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Table G5 

Comparison of Paths of Latent Variables Across Sixth and Seventh Grade 

      Grade 6  Grade 7 - 

Unconstrained) 

  

      Estimate P Estimate P z-score 

Family <--- SES 0.077 0.002 0.181 0.000 2.936* 

Teacher <--- Family 0.485 0.000 0.702 0.000 2.823* 

Teacher <--- discrim -0.033 0.000 -0.026 0.003 0.632 

Peer <--- Family 0.475 0.000 0.577 0.000 1.047 

Ethnic <--- Family 0.321 0.000 0.428 0.000 1.181 

Ethnic <--- discrim 0.017 0.005 0.016 0.063 -0.127 

Ethnic <--- Teacher 0.224 0.000 0.135 0.041 -1.038 

Peer <--- Teacher 0.276 0.000 0.343 0.000 0.707 

SchoolEngage <--- Ethnic -0.005 0.907 -0.044 0.151 -0.736 

SchoolEngage <--- Peer 0.242 0.000 0.338 0.000 1.197 

SchoolEngage <--- Teacher 0.224 0.000 0.162 0.001 -0.865 

Notes: * p-value < 0.10 
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Table G6 

Comparison of Paths of Latent Variables Across Seventh and Eighth Grade  

      Grade 7  Grade 8 - 

Unconstrained) 

  

      Estimate P Estimate P z-

score 

Family <--- SES 0.181 0.000 0.121 0.000 -1.549 

Teacher <--- Family 0.702 0.000 0.620 0.000 -1.001 

Teacher <--- discrim -0.026 0.003 -0.011 0.166 1.189 

Peer <--- Family 0.577 0.000 0.428 0.000 -1.509 

Ethnic <--- Family 0.428 0.000 0.337 0.000 -0.935 

Ethnic <--- discrim 0.016 0.063 0.023 0.002 0.657 

Ethnic <--- Teacher 0.135 0.041 0.172 0.000 0.445 

Peer <--- Teacher 0.343 0.000 0.244 0.000 -1.111 

SchoolEngage <--- Ethnic -0.044 0.151 -0.054 0.059 -0.238 

SchoolEngage <--- Peer 0.338 0.000 0.343 0.000 0.059 

SchoolEngage <--- Teacher 0.162 0.001 0.095 0.004 -1.127 

Notes: * p-value < 0.10 
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Table G7 

Comparison of Paths of Latent Variables Across Latino and African American Students 

      Latino  African 

American - 

Unconstrained) 

  

      Estimate P Estimate P z-score 

Family <--- SES 0.115 0.000 0.163 0.001 0.838 

Teacher <--- Family 0.538 0.000 0.454 0.000 -1.082 

Teacher <--- discrim -0.018 0.018 -0.023 0.021 -0.430 

Peer <--- Family 0.548 0.000 0.413 0.000 -1.442 

Ethnic <--- Family 0.308 0.000 0.263 0.000 -0.525 

Ethnic <--- discrim 0.021 0.000 0.024 0.014 0.319 

Ethnic <--- Teacher 0.170 0.000 0.258 0.002 0.924 

Peer <--- Teacher 0.204 0.000 0.271 0.002 0.676 

SchoolEngage <--- Ethnic -0.021 0.503 -0.056 0.192 -0.654 

SchoolEngage <--- Peer 0.394 0.000 0.168 0.039 -2.327* 

SchoolEngage <--- Teacher 0.112 0.001 0.318 0.000 2.461* 

Notes: * p-value < 0.10 
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Table G8 

Comparison of Paths of Latent Variables Across Latino and European American Students 

      Latino  European 

American - 

Unconstrained) 

  

      Estimate P Estimate P z-score 

Family <--- SES 0.115 0.000 0.176 0.000 1.028 

Teacher <--- Family 0.538 0.000 0.700 0.000 2.119* 

Teacher <--- discrim -0.018 0.018 -0.032 0.000 -1.267 

Peer <--- Family 0.548 0.000 0.439 0.000 -1.128 

Ethnic <--- Family 0.308 0.000 0.492 0.000 1.725* 

Ethnic <--- discrim 0.021 0.000 0.011 0.193 -0.857 

Ethnic <--- Teacher 0.170 0.000 0.140 0.109 -0.312 

Peer <--- Teacher 0.204 0.000 0.384 0.000 1.921* 

SchoolEngage <--- Ethnic -0.021 0.503 -0.074 0.125 -0.917 

SchoolEngage <--- Peer 0.394 0.000 0.308 0.000 -0.874 

SchoolEngage <--- Teacher 0.112 0.001 0.276 0.000 1.982* 

Notes: * p-value < 0.10 
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Table G9 

Comparison of Paths of Latent Variables Across African American  and European American 

Students 

 

      African American  European 

American - 

Unconstrained) 

  

      Estimate P Estimate P z-score 

Family <--- SES 0.163 0.001 0.176 0.000 0.179 

Teacher <--- Family 0.454 0.000 0.700 0.000 2.767* 

Teacher <--- discrim -0.023 0.021 -0.032 0.000 -0.683 

Peer <--- Family 0.413 0.000 0.439 0.000 0.230 

Ethnic <--- Family 0.263 0.000 0.492 0.000 1.891* 

Ethnic <--- discrim 0.024 0.014 0.011 0.193 -0.980 

Ethnic <--- Teacher 0.258 0.002 0.140 0.109 -0.971 

Peer <--- Teacher 0.271 0.002 0.384 0.000 0.936 

SchoolEngage <--- Ethnic -0.056 0.192 -0.074 0.125 -0.280 

SchoolEngage <--- Peer 0.168 0.039 0.308 0.000 1.206 

SchoolEngage <--- Teacher 0.318 0.000 0.276 0.000 -0.392 

Notes: * p-value < 0.10 
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