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Abstract 

 

The Community Influence in the Everyday Lives of Families: Race, 

Resources, and Parental Involvement in Elementary School 

 

Robert Wayne Ressler, PhD 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2019 

 

Supervisor:  Robert Crosnoe 

 

In the United States today, differences in how parents are investing time and money 

in their children’s education are one force perpetuating social inequality. Intensive 

involvement practices require resources not only within families, but also within the web 

of overlapping social contexts that influence child development: family, school, and 

community. Some forms of investment, like parental involvement in education, may be 

particularly responsive to improved community and school conditions, although current 

research largely focuses on the family contexts that predict involvement. Integrating 

nationally representative longitudinal data from multiple sources, this study investigates 

potential community-level mechanisms to improve family-school partnerships for diverse 

groups of families. It pays special attention to Latinx families, who face many barriers to 

enacting dominant parental involvement scripts at play in U.S. schools. Broadly, the results 

indicate that community resources in the form of civic infrastructure may promote parental 

involvement behaviors in both the school and the community. Findings demonstrating an 

outsized association between civic infrastructure and Latinx families also suggest that the 

community sphere holds promise for reducing racial/ethnic inequalities.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Historically, the U.S. educational system has relied heavily on investments from 

parents, a cultural practice that has become increasingly burdensome as public investment 

in the system has declined. Given this contemporary context, this dissertation investigates 

how families are part of a larger ecological system that supports and constrains parents’ 

attempts to protect and promote their children’s interest in an institutional structure with 

profound influence on their lives. Specifically, how parents navigate their relationships 

with key stakeholders in their community regarding their children’s education can provide 

insight into what empowers and disempowers families and children, inequalities among 

different groups of families in a heavily stratified society, and the strengths and weaknesses 

of public-private partnerships to improve education in the U.S. 

The three chapters of this dissertation explore the oft-contested modern role of 

families within the educational system with attention to how community resources can help 

to create strong family-school partnerships despite the obstacles my families face to 

enacting the intensive parental involvement scripts that are increasingly demanded of them. 

Below, I introduce the important overarching concepts that connect the chapters and 

introduce three studies that highlight how different dimensions of school, family, and 

community contexts influence family-school partnerships among families from diverse 

segments of the population. 
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PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT 

Parental involvement in education encompasses an array of activities either at 

home, at school, or out in the community and it is generally understood as a particular type 

of household labor that requires significant time, energy, and emotion work (Erickson and 

Cottingham 2014; Muller and Kerbow 1993). Home involvement reflects the ways in which 

parents supports children’s learning and cognitive development at home through 

constructing an environment that mirrors the academic environment of schools. These 

activities could include reading and writing with children at home or playing stimulating 

games with them so that their learning opportunities extend beyond the school day 

(Crosnoe 2015; Epstein 2001; Pianta and Walsh, 1996). School-based involvement 

includes parents’ participation in school events, parent teacher conferences, and school 

support activities. It captures parents’ visible presence at schools and their direct 

interactions with school personnel and other parents. Community involvement encompasses 

parents’ and children’s participation in community organizations, programs, and events 

that support children’s education. Such involvement is thought to expose children to new 

ideas and ways of learning through activities like watching cultural performances or 

participating in community events. 

The studies in this dissertation focus on school-based and community dimensions 

of parental involvement in education. These two forms of involvement, which require 

families to interact with other societal organizations and institutions, are vulnerable to 

systemic inequalities in and barriers to access. The importance of investigating such 

inequalities lies in evidence of the significance of such parental involvement behaviors for 
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children—either through providing direct benefits, such as increased learning or effort, or 

through facilitating indirect efforts to support how schools serve children. Several studies 

have indicated that school-based and community involvement among parents are 

associated with better grades and test scores, lower incidence of behavioral problems, and 

higher levels of school engagement among children during and after the transition into 

elementary school (Crosnoe 2015; Fan and Chen 2001; Nelson 2017; Pomerantz, 

Moorman, and Litwack 2007). In theory and practice, and whether valid or not, schools 

view parents who are involved at school and in the community as having potentially gifted 

children, strong educational desires and opinions, and deserving of differential investment 

(Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler 1997). 

For these reasons, educational researchers have, over the last several decades, paid 

sustained attention towards parents’ involvement in their children’s education. Policy 

makers and practitioners have responded by significantly incorporating parental 

involvement into their platforms and efforts in recent decades. Dating back to President 

Bush’s No Child Left Behind Act (2001) and continuing in President Obama’s Race to the 

Top Act (U.S. Department of Education, 2015), parental involvement in education is a 

focal component in U.S. national policy efforts to improve schools, to raise student 

achievement, and to reduce educational disparities. In an address to congress, President 

Obama even stated that “in the end, there is no program or policy that can substitute for a 

parent … responsibility for our children's education must begin at home (New York Times, 

2009).” The Trump administration’s policies on education continue the focus on parental 

involvement (André-Bechely 2005). All the while, the American public views actual 
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government investments in public education as woefully inadequate (Jackson, Johnson, 

and Persico 2015). 

This dissertation takes as a point of departure that such policies that predicate 

educational success on the intensive involvement of parents are destined to reproduce 

rather than alleviate inequalities. Inequalities result because such policies do not address 

systemic barriers to parental involvement, with lack of economic resources merely a 

surface-level example. Before turning to additional barriers that some families face within 

a stratified racial/ethnic system, however, the section below explores the ways that 

community resources might help to alleviate some of the burdens placed on families and 

encourage their involvement in the school and community.  

CIVIC INFRASTRUCTURE 

At a time when the population of families in the U.S. has undergone 

consequential transformations in structure, economic sustainability, and experiences, 

community resources can help alleviate the obstacles faced by families when the burden 

of children’s educational success is shifted away from public services and onto the 

shoulders of parents (Epstein 2001). The three studies of this dissertation evaluate the 

organizational civic infrastructure and socioeconomic resources within communities as 

community resources that may reduce this burden on families. Civic infrastructure in 

particular represents the organizations within a community that promote pro-social 

behavior and result in higher levels of association, trust, and community cooperation (De 

Toqueville 2017 [1835]). This dissertation tests the theory that civic infrastructure, in 

addition to other community-level socioeconomic resources, may be particularly 
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beneficial for parents most isolated from the educational system, helping them to 

overcome the barriers they face as U.S. schools are increasingly asking them to be 

involved in education.  

To do so, this dissertation explores civic infrastructure through attention to 

community organizational resources and community socioeconomic resources. Operating 

within the community ecological context of child development (see Bronfenbrenner 

1994), these two types of community resources support strong family-school partnerships 

by creating pathways for positive interactions between families and schools, investing in 

strong community relationships, and creating social space for the formation of 

community values and support.  

A community’s organizational resources encompass the community-based 

organizations that operate within its locale and contribute to that community’s civic 

infrastructure. Although many such organizations exist, community organizational 

resources are measured here through the presence of nonprofit organizations. Formally, a 

nonprofit cannot distribute, in financial form, any surplus resources (or profits) to those 

who control the organization (Hansmann 1980) and are generally viewed as private, self-

governing, voluntary, and serving the public benefit (Salamon and Anheier 1996). 

Strikingly, Americans have been creating more nonprofit organizations every year since 

1989, when the IRS began collecting and making available data on tax-exempt entities 

(see Figure 1.1), contradicting the idea that the country is becoming less civically 

oriented and engaged (Putnam 2000).  
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The nonprofit sector acts as a compensatory force against market failure and the 

failure of government to serve citizens in need by filling these voids with volunteered 

time and charitable contributions (Ott and Dicke 2011). One justification for state 

subsidization of this growing sector is that the forgone tax revenue stimulates the 

production of public goods—that it “produces greater social value than what the state 

could have produced on its own” (Reich 2010:182). Government, which is the single 

most significant source of nonprofit sector income, relies heavily on private, nonprofit 

organizations rather than its own agencies to deliver publicly financed services, like 

social and health services (Salamon 2011). Nonprofit organizations, therefore, represent a 

conceptually important and quantifiable dimension of civic infrastructure that facilitates 

study but that is also amenable to policy intervention (Clotfelter and Ehrlich 1999). 

Figure 1.1 Average County-Level Nonprofits over Time 

 

Note: Data calculated from the Business Master Files from NCCS 
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 7 

 

Nonprofits in the community can facilitate parental involvement in schools 

through three main pathways that create stronger connections between families and 

schools. The first is through facilitating direct contact. The second is through serving as a 

cultural bridge, and the third is by reducing barriers to parental involvement.  

First, nonprofit organizations in the community can increase direct contact 

between parents and school personnel over time. They may do so by creating family-like 

experiences within communities and schools that provide parents new opportunities to 

meet with school personnel or that encourage parents or school personnel to reach out to 

each other (Hong 2011). For example, they might hold events for parents and school 

personnel or facilitate opportunities for engaging each other more effectively. 

Community organizations that provide after school services, for example, may draw to 

the school parents who would otherwise not have the flexibility in their schedule to visit 

the building during normal operating hours. 

Second, nonprofits organizations in the community may act as a cultural bridge 

between families and schools (Stefanski, Valli, and Jacobson 2016). As outside entities 

working with both families and schools, nonprofits could be the sources of novel teaching 

approaches, parental outreach efforts, or changes in the school environment. Because of 

the separation between nonprofit and schools, parents might feel more comfortable or 

likely to interact with nonprofit volunteers who are not directly responsible for the 

success of their children (vs. teachers and principals) but still clearly invested in their 

education. Alternatively, parents might see nonprofit personnel as liaisons with schools 
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who will speak for them and represent them (Abrams and Gibbs 2000). Teachers might 

view nonprofits in a similar way, using them to help make parents more comfortable and 

“translating” their intentions and motivations.  These interactions might also help parents 

to create stronger connections with individuals directly involved in schools through 

socialization, much how voluntary associations are theorized to promote generalized trust 

(Paxton 2007; Paxton and Ressler 2018).   

Third, nonprofit organizations in the community support parents who are less able 

to be involved in children’s education and engage with schools. These parents are facing 

challenges such as single parenthood, instability associated with family transitions, 

difficulty finding child care, and/or financial hardship (Ressler et al. 2017; Meyers and 

Jordan, 2006). Nonprofits may provide a buffer against these challenges’ effects on 

parents’ parenting. For example, nonprofits might provide goods and services to parents 

that give them more time for parental involvement or ease the stressors they face (e.g., 

child care, in-kind assistance). They may also engage in advocacy activities with schools 

on behalf of parents that lower the “bar of entry” for parental involvement, such as 

encouraging schools to be more flexible with the scheduling of parental involvement 

opportunities (Poza, Brooks, and Valdés 2014). 

These three mechanisms for strengthening connections between parents and 

schools address some of the inherent problems of trying to promote parental involvement 

as a means of creating an egalitarian educational system. Unsupervised time after school, 

for example, fully explains the detrimental impact of having an employed mother on 

educational outcomes, and is something that is provided by community after school 
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organizations (Muller 1995). For parents who might have too much on their plates, or are 

alienated from the educational system either through a lack of familiarity or overt 

discrimination, nonprofits could provide social and instrumental resources to which they 

might not have access otherwise (Joassart-Marcelli 2012).  

In this way, nonprofits in the community contribute to organizational civic 

infrastructure which encourages strong family-school partnerships. By providing 

services, civic infrastructure reduces direct barriers to parental involvement, facilitates 

positive contact between families and schools, and ensures the voices of parents are heard 

in schools and in policy (Nelson and Gazley 2014). In these ways, too, civic 

infrastructure more broadly can create family-like experiences within communities and 

schools that provide parents new opportunities that encourage parents and school 

personnel to reach out to each other and create strong relationships (Epstein 2001; Hong 

2011). For example, an event sponsored by a nonprofit organization in the school might 

create opportunities for parents to engage with school personnel, demonstrate parental 

involvement behaviors, and learn from other parents (Small 2009).  

The second component of community resources, socioeconomic resources, are the 

pooled human, social, cultural, and economic capital within a community (Coleman 

1988). Generally, when communities are high in capital, community members are able to 

consciously and unconsciously draw on their community’s capital to pursue their own 

best interests (Aldrich and Meyer 2015). Within the ecological context of child 

development, community-level socioeconomic civic infrastructure represents access to 

knowledge about the educational system, introductions to key gate keepers within 
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schools, and the ability to keep up with demanding parental involvement scripts. A 

family living in a community with many high school graduates, for example, may gain a 

better understanding of the educational system, regardless of their own levels of 

educational attainment.  

These two dimensions of community resources, the organizational civic 

infrastructure and socioeconomic resources, make up part of a community’s objective 

resources (Weden, Carpiano, and Robert 2008). They come together to influence how 

families within communities navigate their daily lives, which should include parents, and 

children, in schools (Carpiano 2007). Because civic infrastructure is hypothesized to 

support families regardless of their own circumstances, it also introduces the possibility 

that it might reduce inequalities. That is because eliminating inequality requires that the 

families most in need are the ones that benefit the most from any social investment. In an 

educational system most Americans believe is or should be meritocratic, disproportionate 

investment in certain groups is not politically palatable (Ceci and Papierno 2005). 

Community investments that have a disproportionate impact for those most in need, 

however, may have a better chance of receiving the green light. With this motivation, the 

following chapters take a deep dive into the experiences of Latinx families to determine if 

community civic infrastructure and socioeconomic resources represent possible 

mechanisms in the reduction of inequalities. 

 LATINX FAMILIES WITH YOUNG CHILDREN 

Research that investigates the experiences of Latinx parents within the U.S. 

educational system highlights the potential for parental involvement policies to create 
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rather than alleviate inequalities and introduces the possibility that community resources 

could address these issues. Latinx parents, who face the same barriers to parental 

involvement as many other families, such as a lack of time or money, are also confronted 

with additional barriers to parental involvement because of their racial/ethnic identity and 

immigrant histories. These barriers include language differences, cultural differences, and 

systemic bias, anti-immigrant sentiment, and racism (Adair and Tobin 2008; Reese et al. 

1995; Soto 1997). In addition, many Latinx families have little connection to U.S. schools 

until their children enter them, and are often unfamiliar with the written and unwritten rules 

of U.S. schooling—such as the strong emphasis on parental management and the close 

connections between families and schools—that school personnel expect and reward 

(Crosnoe, Ansari, Purtell, and Wu 2016; Miller, Votruba-Drzal, and Coley 2013; Reardon 

and Galindo 2009; Suárez-Orozco, Suárez-Orozco, and Todorova 2008).  

These additional barriers, the result of a stratified social system influencing the 

educational system in a way that advantages some families over others, may be difficult 

for Latinx families to overcome on their own. Community resources may therefore be 

particularly beneficial for Latinx families. As the link between socioeconomic resources 

and strong family-school partnerships is well documented (Lareau 2011), community 

resources in the form of organizational civic infrastructure warrant additional attention. 

Not only are they an important component of theoretical models of communities (Sharkey, 

Torrats-Espinosa, and Takyar 2017), they represent a policy-amenable avenue to invest in 

communities that theory indicates might especially be able to promote the formation of 

strong family-school partnerships by Latinx families.  
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Community civic infrastructure represents a potentially transformative pathway to 

reducing educational inequalities between Latinx families and other racial/ethnic family 

groups because civic infrastructure can help reduce the barriers that Latinx families face. 

Community organizations contribute to civic infrastructure by giving families additional 

points of contact in the community that could lead to increased knowledge about and access 

to educational opportunities, the ability to learn about and practice intensive parental 

involvement scripts, and sources of support within organizations that are not necessarily 

connected to government institutions (Brayne 2014).  

Although all families would experience these benefits of civic infrastructure, Latinx 

families may receive outsized gains because of their unique social position and the 

numerous obstacles that they face to creating strong family-school partnerships. If, indeed, 

this is the case, then investments in civic infrastructure could represent a potential avenue 

to improving the relationships formed between families and schools in a way that reduces 

inequality. As Latinx children become the largest minority group of children in the U.S., 

therefore, theorizing about the communities surrounding schools and pinpointing the 

community resources that matter for their families has theoretical and practical importance.  

RESEARCH QUESTION AND HYPOTHESIS 

Combining these three main areas of focus, parental involvement, civic 

infrastructure, and the Latinx family context, the following three chapters follow three 

main aims. Each has a corresponding research question and hypothesis.  

Chapter 2 asks “Is civic infrastructure linked to stronger family school partnerships 

for individual families?” The guiding hypothesis is that increases in civic infrastructure 
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will be associated with increases in parental involvement behaviors in the school and in the 

community for individual families. The analytic strategy uses child-level fixed effects 

models to explore components of civic infrastructure that may matter the most for families.  

Chapter 3 introduces the school context and asks “Are invitations and contacts from 

schools, as well as community resources, associated with parental involvement behaviors 

in the school and the community?” The guiding hypothesis here is that both the school 

contexts and the community resources will be associated with parental involvement, and 

that this association will be more meaningful for Latinx, then Black, then White families. 

Chapter 4 adds the analytical context of historical time and investigates changes in 

disparities in involvement between Latinx and other families. It asks “Have disparities in 

parental involvement increased over time?” and “What role has community organizational 

resources played in the increase or decrease in disparities?” The hypothesis is that in 

response to increased anti-immigrant sentiment and reliance on intensive parental 

involvement policies in education, disparities will be larger in more recent years. Such 

disparities, however, will have been attenuated by the increases in parental involvement 

associated with variation in the levels of community organizational resources.  

SIGNIFICANCE 

The translation of family-focused research on parental involvement practices into 

educational policy is not as clear-cut as it may first appear. Evidence for parental 

involvement is more mixed than these policies imply, and the causal evidence for 

associations between parental involvement and improved educational outcomes is not as 

strong as advocates of parental involvement in education might suggest (Domina 2005; 
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Fan 2001; Milne, Myers, Rosenthal, and Ginsburg 1986; Robinson and Harris 2014). 

Perhaps more pressing, policies promoting parental involvement may inadvertently 

reproduce inequality. Whether purposefully or not, these initiatives often push for an 

affluent White representation of parental involvement in education that emphasizes 

parents’ agency, availability, and accessibility. These expectations are unrealistic for many 

parents and assume a level of cultural agreement and institutional power that may not apply 

to some groups of parents, such as minorities or immigrant families (Adair and Tobin 

2008). School personnel and policies expect parents to invest significant resources 

(especially time) in their children’s educations, support the school in visible ways, maintain 

ongoing dialogues with teachers, understand curricula and pedagogy, and vocally advocate 

for their children. When they do so, they are viewed as “good” parents by school personnel, 

and their children may be rewarded accordingly (e.g., more teacher attention or benefit of 

the doubt). That kind of involvement is difficult to maintain for many parents who lack the 

financial means, have little control over their time, do not have the social status to make 

demands of schools, or may not understand the inner workings of schools or what is 

expected of them (Meyers and Jordan 2006). Moreover, some groups of parents may not 

accept or endorse the underlying premise that parents should be in charge of children’s 

educational pathways, viewing that as the role of the school and separate from their role in 

raising children more generally (Lareau 2011). 

Through attention to the community context, the following three studies investigate 

how social systems that rely on parental involvement can better serve all students. Using 

the experiences of Latinx families as a guide, research questions and hypothesis explore 
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the potential for civic infrastructure to reduce educational disparities in parental 

involvement behaviors. Such an investigation can serve as a roadmap for policy makers 

and practitioners who are interested in thinking of new ways to support the healthy 

development of children that do not rely on specific and limited assumptions about those 

children’s families for success.   
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Chapter 2: Civic Infrastructure and the Community Context of 

Parental Involvement in Education across Diverse Racial/Ethnic 

Groups 

 

Abstract: Theories of education and human development emphasize the likely role of the 

community context in parents’ relationships with their children’s schools, particularly 

parents from historically marginalized communities such as Latinx families. This study 

measures that community context through the conceptual lens of civic infrastructure, 

highlighting both its organizational and socioeconomic dimensions that promote or 

hinder parental involvement across diverse groups of families. Integrating zip code-level 

data from the American Community Survey, IRS data on nonprofit community 

organizations, and child-level data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study–

Kindergarten Cohort 2011, child-level fixed effects modeling revealed few aspects of the 

community or family contexts associated with parental involvement. Exceptions include 

the presence of more human service nonprofits in the community and parental 

employment in the family. Civic infrastructure, furthermore, did not appear to be more or 

less influential for involvement among Latinx parents, suggesting little relevance of the 

community context for racial/ethnic disparities in involvement.  

INTRODUCTION 

There is growing evidence that certain characteristics of the communities in 

which families live can exert strong influence on their relationships with schools that 

promote educational success for children, regardless of a family’s circumstances (Epstein 
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2001). Aside from targeted interventions such as the Harlem Children’s Zone, however, 

is there generalizable evidence that communities rich in civic infrastructure promote the 

success of children (Dobbie, Fryer, and Fryer Jr 2011)? Such community considerations 

are crucially important at a time when returns to education for individual health and well-

being are at an all-time high, but when modern educational systems advantage some 

families who have the resources to invest in their children’s education over others 

(Alexander, Entwisle, and Olson, 2014). Furthermore, given how current educational 

policies either ignore or even erect institutional barriers for parents to control their 

children’s educational careers, what role specific community services or characteristics 

play in the creation of strong family-school partnerships to support children remains an 

open and important question. Given the unique position of the large, growing, and 

internally diverse Latinx population vis a vis U.S. schools, how these processes play out 

for children from Latinx families is particularly crucial to understanding the role of civic 

infrastructure in reducing educational inequality (Fry and Gonzales, 2008).  

This study, therefore, leverages a community-oriented approach with recent 

insights developed in small-scale qualitative studies to investigate community supports 

for the development of strong school/family partnerships, with special attention to Latinx 

families. Using multiple data sources at the zip code level and the Early Childhood 

Longitudinal Study–Kindergarten Cohort 2011 (ECKS-K 2011), this study examines 

community-level factors associated with parents’ school-based involvement—the most 

visible and often most contested ways that parents engage with their children’s schools—

at national scale. Conceptualizing community resources as comprised of civic 
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infrastructure and socioeconomic resources, models test the possibility for community 

resources to promote parental involvement in general but especially for Latinx families, 

and net of any community or individual time-invariant confounds. Hypothesis investigate 

whether community civic infrastructure is a resource for improving children’s academic 

progress overall and reducing disparities in their progress that are rooted in larger 

patterns of inequality (Barman, 2016; Ceci and Papierno 2005; Hong 2011; Small, 2009).  

THE COMMUNITY CONTEXT 

Following ecological theories of child development (Bronfenbrenner 1994), each 

child experiences education within a web of overlapping social contexts; school, family, 

and community (Epstein 2001). Ideally, these three contexts interact in such a way that 

they come to mirror each other in their foci on children’s learning and achievement. Of 

the three, though, the community context has generally garnered less attention in theory 

or practice, which tend to focus solely on the school or family or the interaction of the 

two (Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler 1997; Ressler, Smith, Cavanagh, and Crosnoe 2017; 

Turney and Kao 2009).  

When the community context is present, researchers tend to focus on only one 

component of a community’s objective resources, their socioeconomic ones (Weden, 

Carpiano, and Robert 2008). Things like the combined human, social, and economic 

capital within a community all contribute to the overall daily experiences of community 

members (Bourdieu 1999). Another component of community resources, the 

organizational resources, is even less theoretically developed in regards to educational 

processes (Barman 2016). 
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The core concept regarding community organizational resources within this study 

is civic infrastructure, which I argue could be a key aspect of the community context in 

creating strong connections between organizations and individuals within the community, 

particularly between families and schools. Civic infrastructure is conceptualized as the 

organizational resources within a community that promote the goals of representation and 

participation among residents (Theiss-Morse and Hibbing 2005). These organizational 

resources strengthen and connect institutions within the community, including families 

and schools (i.e., family-school partnerships).  

Unlike socioeconomic resources, that lend individuals the ability to consciously 

or unconsciously draw on their community resources and to promote their own interests 

(Aldrich and Meyer 2015; Shostak and Guscott 2017), civic infrastructure as a 

community resources promotes the interest of the community as a whole. The types of 

organizations that contribute to civic infrastructure are those that promote the creation of 

social capital, health, and wellbeing in the community. They include clubs, associations, 

community services, and community educational facilities (De Toqueville 2017 [1835]). 

The number of arts, education, health, and human service organizations within a 

community all contribute to that community’s ability to promote pro-social and healthy 

behaviors among its members (Matarasso 1997).  

Ample research has linked different community organizational characteristics to 

individual outcomes; for example, access to green spaces, healthy air, and community 

services all predict individual health and well-being (Bedimo-Rung, Mowen, and Cohen 

2005; Crosnoe, Bonazzo, and Wu 2015; Dobbie, Fryer, and Fryer Jr 2011; Oswald and 
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Wu 2010). Civic infrastructure is often overlooked, however, especially in relation to 

schooling (Baggetta 2009). Take how civic infrastructure generates community social 

capital as an example (Coleman 1988). Families benefit when they can access social 

capital, or the ties that contribute to the sharing of knowledge, experiences, and support 

(Gamoran et al. 2012; Small 2009). Thus, community-oriented organizations can create 

and support opportunities for association. Facilitating these social connections between 

families within a community can therefore generate social capital within the community 

more broadly (Audia and Teckchandani 2010; Carbonaro 1998; Durkheim 2005 [1951]).  

More specifically, civic infrastructure can provide families access to knowledge 

about and experiences with learning, familiarity with family-school partnerships, and 

ease or comfort in maintaining them (Lareau 2011). In contrast to a situation where 

families living within a community with a high number of high school graduates, a 

socioeconomic resource, have access to knowledge and insights regarding successfully 

navigating the K-12 education system they might not otherwise have (Coleman 1988), 

families living within a community with a high level of civic infrastructure may have 

more opportunities to meet other parents and actually access that social capital (Small 

2009). In this way, the civic infrastructure provided by community organizations may 

help parents to interact with schools in new and different ways outside of current limited 

public services (Nelson 2017). Organizations can also provide advocacy and otherwise 

facilitate the creation of spaces in which families can learn not only educational material, 

but also about their communities and social institutions; opportunities and services that 
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support families that might not otherwise exist (Mosley and Ros 2011; Nelson and 

Gazley 2014).  

Schools, which must rely on community input even for basic functioning, also 

draw on civic infrastructure to help efficiently share information regarding educational 

opportunities and provide the kinds of emotional and personal support for parents and 

families that the educational system lacks (Small 2009). Schools in areas with high levels 

of civic infrastructure have more opportunities to engage the community in educationally 

beneficial ways. An arts organization in the community, for example, could promote 

educational events that bring people together, which improves social cohesion and 

community participation (Matarasso 1997). Through partnering with an educational 

support organization (e.g., after school programs), schools could provide additional 

involvement opportunities for parents, and a family-support organization in the 

community (e.g., a food bank) could have trickle down effects for schools by improving 

children’s regular attendance (Lynch and von Hippel 2016). As another example, civic 

infrastructure can provide wraparound services for schools that more fully attend to 

children’s—and families’—needs in ways that facilitate more positive school functioning 

(Eber, Nelson, and Miles 1997; Nelson 2017; Rivera 2014).  

THE FAMILY CONTEXT 

Parents’ involvement in their children’s elementary schools represents an ideal 

arena in which to explore community influences on family-school partnerships (U.S. 

Department of Education 2001). Expectations for extensive parental involvement in 

schools is especially high in the U.S. and seem to be increasing (Duncan and Murnane 
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2011). Most commonly, parental involvement behaviors fall along three dimensions 

tracking onto the three key ecological contexts of children’s lives: parental involvement 

in school, the community, and the home (Epstein 2001).  

Parental involvement at home concerns parenting behaviors that support the 

development of cognitive and social skills like reading to a child or helping them with 

their homework. Home involvement, therefore, often results from the family internalizing 

school-based norms (Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler 1997). This study instead focuses on 

school and community involvement because both take place outside of the home where 

the role of civic infrastructure should be more pronounced (Stacer and Perrucci 2013). 

Parental involvement at school includes attending school functions, parent-teacher 

conferences, or parent-teacher groups as well as volunteering at school events or helping 

to fundraise for the school (Fan and Chen 2001). Parents perform these behaviors at 

school, which schools generally take—correctly or not—as evidence of parents’ 

commitment to their child’s educational success. Parental involvement in the community 

involves taking children to performances, museums, and libraries or managing 

extracurricular activities (Stacer and Perrucci 2013; Zvoch and Stevens 2013). These 

behaviors help children access cultural capital, expose them to new and diverse ideas and 

repertoires, and provide concrete venues for skill development outside of school 

(DiMaggio 1982; Rivera 2014).  

Research links parental involvement of all kinds to children’s schooling outcomes 

through direct and indirect mechanisms. Directly, parents’ school-based involvement 

helps them be better prepared about what their children need to succeed in school, what 
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the demands of school are, and how their children are doing (Lareau 2011). Parents’ 

community involvement also gives children access to mentors and resources they might 

not otherwise have, developing skills that then transfer to school (Nelson 2017). 

Indirectly, educators make assumptions about the prospects of children, and groups of 

children, based on perceived levels of parental involvement (Lewis and Diamond 2015). 

In other words, school personnel and other community members judge parents according 

to what they visibly do in schools and in the community, which gives some parents more 

power and standing over others (Zarate 2007). This process suggests that there are scripts 

for how parents are supposed to behave that likely influence how much teachers invest in 

children regardless of whether teachers are conscious of what is happening or whether 

parents are aware of or buy into those scripts. That these scripts reflect White middle 

class (or affluent) norms that are imposed on other families then becomes a source of 

inequality (Adair 2012; Lareau 2011).  

Regardless of the reasons why or the political complexity, parental involvement in 

education likely helps some children in school, which makes barriers to such 

involvement—which are unevenly distributed across parents—problematic (Turney and 

Kao 2009). The children in the millions of families without the time or money to enact 

the intensive parental involvement script may miss out on educational opportunities in 

and out of the school, including because of biases from school personnel regarding their 

potential (Lewis and Diamond 2015).  

As a combination of a strong educational norm but difficult to fulfil expectation, 

parental involvement practices can gauge the responsiveness of family-school 
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partnerships to civic infrastructure. Parental involvement behaviors in school and the 

community should be the exact behaviors that civic infrastructure promotes: visiting the 

school, volunteering, going to a play, attending an event. Parents living in communities 

with robust civic infrastructure should be more likely to experience support, 

encouragement, the communication of educational norms, and flexibility (Hong 2011). 

These parents, in turn, should exhibit higher levels of parental involvement in school and 

in the community. The first aim of this study, therefore, is to test the hypothesis that 

greater civic infrastructure in a community will be associated with more involvement 

behaviors among parents of young children.  

CIVIC INFRASTRUCTURE, PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT, AND LATINX FAMILIES 

Sociological extensions of ecological theory have situated the web of proximate 

contexts of everyday life within broader systems of stratification (Meyers and Jordan 

2006). Racial/ethnic stratification has proven to be a key organizer of the interplay of 

family, school, and community in children’s lives and within that phenomenon, Latinx 

families warrant special attention (Cheadle 2008; Lareau and Horvat 1999). They often 

experience the U.S. educational system through racialized immigrant histories, which 

create barriers to parental involvement in addition to those shared with other families 

(Adair and Tobin 2008). The Latinx case, therefore, can serve as a barometer for the 

strength of the community context in the formation of family-school partnerships, as well 

as for understanding if changes in civic infrastructure can lead to reduced inequality.  

Latinx parents often feel frozen out of the U.S. educational system or at a 

minimum removed from it (Crosnoe and Ansari 2015). In addition to the high rates of 
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poverty of the Latinx population, there are cultural differences regarding the role of 

families within education and what is expected of parents. There are also linguistic 

barriers that can lead to isolation from information, potential allies, and advocates (Adair 

2012; Turney and Kao 2009). Latinx families also face racism and anti-immigrant 

backlash, such that schools themselves may be hostile and unwelcoming environments 

(Viruell-Fuentes, Miranda, and Abdulrahim 2012). Community organizational resources 

and services might have out-sized benefits for them relative to families who face fewer 

barriers and enjoy more institutional resources overall (Crosnoe, Bonazzo, and Wu 2015). 

Thus, Latinx families may be in situations vis a vis their children’s school that require 

more external help, so that external help is likely to matter more to them. Community 

resources, therefore, are less likely to be redundant and more likely to influence their 

parental involvement behaviors.  

If community resources, such as civic infrastructure, do have out-sized gains for 

the children and families most in need (in this case, Latinx families in the context of high 

expectations of parental involvement), then the infusion of such resources could reduce 

disparities among racial/ethnic groups in addition to helping children overall (Ceci and 

Papierno 2005). The second aim of this study explores this possibility by testing the 

hypothesis that greater civic infrastructure in a community will be associated with a 

greater increase in the involvement behaviors of Latinx parents of young children than 

other parents. 
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DATA AND METHODS 

The development of community-focused ecological theories of parental 

involvement in education requires data that contain traditional educational information 

for individual students as well as rich and varied longitudinal data on community 

contexts. This study meets this need by combining student-focused information from a 

national longitudinal data set with community-contextual data derived from the American 

Community Survey (ACS) and the IRS. 

Modeled after previous surveys, ECLS-K: 2011 represents a recent effort by the 

National Center of Education Statistics (NCES) to better understand children’s 

experiences in elementary school. Beginning in the fall and spring of 2010-2011, 18,000 

children, their families, teachers, schools, and care providers began providing information 

on the child’s educational experiences and continued to do so through the spring of fifth 

grade in 2016 (Tourangeau et al. 2015).  

This study combines the ECLS-K: 2011 data with several additional sources of 

data matched to the child’s home zip code at each of its 4 waves (kindergarten, first, 

second, and third grade). Data for organizational civic infrastructure came from the 

National Center for Charitable Statistics (NCCS), which archives IRS data on all 

registered nonprofit organizations several times a year as far back as 1989 (available at 

www.nccs.org). Data from the American Community Survey (ACS), which the U.S. 

Census Bureau collects annually on a sample of millions of households, allowed the 

measurement of socioeconomic civic infrastructure. To translate census tract-level data to 

the zip code level, I used weights provided by the Department of Housing and Urban 
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Development tract-to-zip code crosswalk. A final source of data on all U.S. schools, the 

Common Core of Data (CCD), contributed information regarding the number of charter 

schools in a zip code. Children missing on their zip code in any wave or absent from 

more than two waves were excluded from the analysis, and the resulting overall sample 

of 7,120 contained only children identified as Hispanic (n = 2,000), Black (n = 760) and 

White (n = 4,360) by the NCES composite variable were included in the analysis. 

Multiple imputations processed all other missing data with 10 imputations in wide format 

with predictive mean matching to the 5 nearest neighbors and analysis included child-

level weights (Morris, White, and Royston 2014). Additional exclusions based on 

missing on all dependent variables, a child having moved between waves, and 

constructing the scale measure before or after imputation did not affect the results 

presented here. 

Variables 

Parental involvement. Parents indicate if they were involved in each of 11 

involvement activities within the past school year. School involvement sums just the 6 

activities that require interacting directly with the school, such as attending a PTA 

meeting, attending a conference, volunteering at the school, or fundraising. Community 

involvement, in contrast, sums the 5 activities that involve going out into the community, 

such as attending a performance, visiting a library, or going to a museum.  

Community Resources. For each year corresponding to a survey wave (2010, 

2011, 2012, 2013), four separate variables measure the presence of community civic 

infrastructure. These measures include pro-social organizations that serve families within 
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the community, totaling the number of arts, education, health, and human service 

nonprofit 501c(3) organizations per 10,000 people. Nonprofits are divided according to 

their major National Taxonomy for Exempt Entities code (AR for arts, ED for education, 

HE for health, and HU for human services). These counts exclude institutions of higher 

education, hospitals, and private and religious institutions. Additional cleaning corrects 

for organizations that had their nonprofit status revoked within two years of the survey 

wave and to account for co-located and federated organizations. Those respondents with 

a valid zip code but no observed nonprofits received a value of zero. From the ACS, 

socioeconomic resources measure the human, social, and economic capital of a child’s 

community: percentage of those 16 and over who are unemployed, percentage of high 

school graduates, percentage of families in poverty, and median household income.  

Family circumstances. Several variables measure time-varying family 

circumstances. Three indicators flag at least one parent with a college education, if the 

parents are married, and if at least one parent is employed. Additional variables include a 

categorical family income variable treated as continuous and child age.  

Charter schools. Similarly to the nonprofit measures, this variable derived from 

the CCD counts the total number of registered charter schools in a zip code per 10,000. 

Plan of Analyses 

One limitation of much of the literature on parental involvement in education 

concerns causal inference for findings about predictors or effects of involvement 

behaviors. The longitudinal nature of the integrated data set for this study allows for a 

child-level fixed effects approach to increase the strength of associational inferences. 
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Particularly valuable for family research, children in the data set are compared to 

themselves over time, exploiting changes in independent variables (e.g., community) and 

dependent variables (e.g., parental involvement) within the child over time to eliminate 

the influence of any measured time-invariant confounds (e.g., public policies or genetics) 

(Gibson-Davis 2008; Ressler et al 2017). A significant positive coefficient for a 

community variable would indicate that children experience more parental involvement 

during a period when they live in a community high in civic infrastructure compared to a 

period in which they do not (Allison 2005). 

With this fixed effects framework, modeling for the two aims proceeds in the 

following step-wise fashion. For the first aim testing the potential influence of civic 

infrastructure, community variables are added to baseline models that contain just the 

family-level characteristics. For the second aim to evaluate the potential for civic 

infrastructure to reduce inequalities, this full model is repeated on limited samples by 

race/ethnicity. The robustness of results is tested in both a hierarchical linear modeling 

framework as well as through ad-hoc robustness tests to determine the potential threats to 

inference caused by sample bias and confounding variables (Frank, Maroulis, Duong, and 

Kelcey 2013). 
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Table 2.1. Multiply Imputed Descriptive Statistics by Wave for Full Sample 

 Means or Percentages (SE) 

  K First Second Third 

Outcomes     
School involvement 3.476 3.618 3.557 3.565 

 (0.013) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) 

Community involvement 1.011 1.214 1.357 1.405 

 (0.011) (0.011) (0.012) (0.013) 

Family Circumstances     
College-educated parent 0.422 0.392 - 0.406 

 (0.005) (0.005)  (0.005) 

Married parents 0.706 0.682 0.685 0.693 

 (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) 

Family income 10.708 10.375 10.534 11.046 

 (0.059) (0.055) (0.057) (0.058) 

Parent employed 0.585 0.620 0.646 - 

 (0.005) (0.005) (0.005)  

Child age 6.325 7.325 8.328 9.327 

 (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) 

Community Resources     

  Civic infrastructure     
Art 11.490 11.195 11.094 11.082 

 (0.147) (0.131) (0.133) (0.138) 

Education 20.390 19.786 19.656 19.705 

 (0.212) (0.187) (0.190) (0.197) 

Health 9.449 9.457 9.040 9.241 

 (0.130) (0.117) (0.118) (0.122) 

Human services 33.849 32.484 31.806 31.549 

 (0.313) (0.277) (0.275) (0.285) 

Charter schools 1.245 1.454 1.471 1.566 

 (0.033) (0.033) (0.034) (0.040) 

  Socioeconomic     

Unemployment (%) 8.566 9.312 9.691 9.018 

 (0.038) (0.037) (0.040) (0.040) 

High school graduates (%) 85.146 84.591 84.714 85.316 

 (0.111) (0.108) (0.111) (0.113) 

Families in poverty (%) 11.036 11.964 12.423 12.373 

 (0.087) (0.083) (0.088) (0.092) 

Median household income 58141      58002      58047     59070 

 (234.047) (215.453) (224.093) (240.581) 

n 8,750     10,500       9,870      9,060 
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RESULTS 

Table 2.1 displays the descriptive statistics for the full sample. Both school 

involvement and community involvement increase slightly over time, a contrast to 

findings from previous studies using the older ECLS-K (Ressler et al. 2017). Average 

family circumstances as well as average levels of civic infrastructure remain relatively 

stable over time.  

Human service nonprofits outnumber arts, education, and health nonprofits, 

reflecting theories that the nonprofit sector steps in to spaces created by market failure, 

where the government and private sector do not provide goods or services that are not 

independently profitable (Salamon 1987). Turning to the multivariate child-level fixed 

effects analysis, Table 2.2 displays the results for the full sample. 

Notably, the baseline models (1) show little association between changes in 

family circumstances and changes in parental involvement. As hinted in the descriptive 

statistics, a child’s age is positively associated with involvement in both the school and 

the community, such that on average for every year parents report between .14 and .26 

additional involvement activities. The coefficient for parental employment, the only 

significant predictor for school involvement other than the child’s age, indicates that 

changing from having no employed parents in the house to at least one employed parent 

is associated with lower school involvement. Additionally, moving up one step on the 

categorical indicator for family income is associated with a fractional increase in 

community involvement (b = .012, p = .05).  

Testing the core hypothesis for the first aim, that civic infrastructure matters for 

school and community involvement, models labelled 2 contain both changes in family 
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and community variables predicting changes in involvement over time. These results 

mirror those for family circumstances, with only one significant civic infrastructure 

coefficient for human services. 

Table 2.2. Results for Child-Level Fixed Effects Predicting Parental Involvement in 

School and the Community, Full Sample 

 β Coefficients (SE) 
  School Community 
 1 2 1 2 
Family Circumstances         

College-educated parent 0.207 0.133 -0.140 -0.142 

 (0.201) (0.204) (0.170) (0.174) 
Married parents -0.077 -0.030 0.046 0.054 

 (0.098) (0.099) (0.065) (0.070) 
Family income 0.001 0.006 0.012* 0.010 

 (0.007) (0.008) (0.006) (0.006) 
Parent employed -0.105* -0.103* -0.071 -0.043 

 (0.049) (0.050) (0.043) (0.042) 
Child age 0.159*** 0.134*** 0.251*** 0.269*** 

 (0.019) (0.025) (0.017) (0.021) 
Community Resources     
  Civic infrastructure     

Art  -0.000  0.001 

  (0.005)  (0.004) 
Education  -0.003  -0.005 

  (0.004)  (0.004) 
Health  0.001  0.004 

  (0.005)  (0.004) 
    Human services  0.006*  0.001 

  (0.002)  (0.002) 
Charter schools  -0.018  0.015 

  (0.015)  (0.012) 
  Socioeconomic     

Unemployment (%)  0.003  0.006 

  (0.018)  (0.014) 
High school graduates (%)  0.017  -0.013 

  (0.014)  (0.009) 
Families in poverty (%)  0.016  -0.020* 

  (0.014)  (0.010) 
Median household income  0.000  0.000 

  (0.000)  (0.000) 
Constant 2.484*** 0.657 -0.650*** 0.348 

 (0.173) (1.192) (0.151) (0.783) 
Observations 13360 12530 13360 12530 
Number of children 7520 7120 7520 7120 

*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, + p < 0.1 
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A child experiencing an increase in the numbers of human service nonprofits in 

their zip code corresponds with increases in their parents reported parental involvement 

in school. This coefficient (b = .006) indicates that 167 additional human service 

organizations per 10,000 people would be associated with an average increase of a single 

new involvement behavior (p < .05). This result also stands up to alternative hierarchical 

linear modeling and suggests that such human service organizations may indeed be 

setting the stage for parents and families to form stronger relationships with their schools 

and communities.  

Recall the second aim is to test the hypothesis that greater civic infrastructure in a 

community will be more strongly associated with the involvement behaviors of Latinx 

parents of young children than other children. Table 2.3 displays the models for this aim, 

which predict parental involvement in school and the community with civic infrastructure 

variables separately by racial/ethnic groups.  

Surprisingly, very little other than a child’s age is associated with parental 

involvement in these disaggregated models. For Latinx families, increasing levels of high 

school graduates in their community positive predicts community involvement, 

suggesting that high levels of high school graduates may increase the availability of 

community-oriented activities such as performances or athletic events. The only other 

statistically significant association in these models indicates increasing involvement as 

children age for all racial/ethnic groups. The persistence of this effect suggests that 

parents from all racial/ethnic groups may be picking up on the strong norms of parental 

involvement present within the educational system as their family increases their 

exposure to schools over time.   
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Table 2.3.  Results Predicting Parental Involvement in School and the Community by 

Race/Ethnicity 

 β Coefficients (SE) 
  Latinx Black White 
  School Comm School Comm School Comm 
Family Circumstances             

College educated 

parent 

0.233 -0.311 -0.074 -0.152 0.106 -0.091 

 (0.301) (0.263) (0.523) (0.300) (0.295) (0.265) 
Married parents 0.068 -0.048 -0.423 0.272 -0.013 0.081 

 (0.153) (0.069) (0.265) (0.221) (0.145) (0.106) 
Family income -0.003 0.005 0.003 0.013 0.015 0.007 

 (0.013) (0.011) (0.018) (0.018) (0.011) (0.008) 
Parent employed -0.086 -0.063 -0.138 0.089 -0.112+ -0.060 

 (0.090) (0.068) (0.146) (0.163) (0.066) (0.050) 
Child age 0.158** 0.150*** 0.225** 0.207** 0.125*** 0.327*** 

 (0.055) (0.036) (0.071) (0.074) (0.031) (0.027) 
Community Resources       
  Civic infrastructure       

Art -0.006 -0.008 -0.007 0.007 0.001 0.002 

 (0.009) (0.006) (0.012) (0.017) (0.007) (0.005) 
Education -0.001 0.001 0.004 -0.000 -0.005 -0.007 

 (0.009) (0.005) (0.009) (0.010) (0.006) (0.004) 
    Health 0.004 -0.009 -0.005 0.011 0.002 0.007 

 (0.009) (0.006) (0.008) (0.009) (0.007) (0.006) 
Human service 0.006 0.006+ 0.005 -0.004 0.006+ 0.000 

 (0.006) (0.003) (0.003) (0.004) (0.003) (0.003) 
Charter schools -0.016 0.003 -0.038 0.070 -0.012 0.003 

 (0.028) (0.017) (0.040) (0.046) (0.020) (0.015) 
  Socioeconomic       

Unemployment (%) 0.007 0.018 -0.063 -0.041 -0.000 0.022 

 (0.043) (0.022) (0.040) (0.044) (0.024) (0.018) 
High school 

graduates (%) 

0.025 0.022* 0.016 -0.044+ 0.007 -0.031+ 

 (0.024) (0.011) (0.026) (0.026) (0.019) (0.016) 
Families in poverty 

(%) 

0.047+ -0.001 0.033 -0.020 -0.021 -0.023+ 

 (0.024) (0.016) (0.027) (0.029) (0.018) (0.013) 
Median household   

income 0.000+ 0.000 -0.000 -0.000 0.000 0.000 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 
Constant -1.816 -2.164* 2.159 3.845 2.151 1.480 

 (1.780) (0.866) (2.035) (2.426) (1.748) (1.333) 
Observations 3280 3280 1310 1310 7930 7930 
Number of children 2000 2000 760 760 4360 4360 

*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, + p < 0.1 

Overall, these results indicate some limited support for the hypotheses. In support 

of the first hypothesis, that civic infrastructure plays some role in the formation of 

family-school partnerships, increases in parental involvement are associated with 

increases in human service organizations in a family’s community. In support of the 
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second hypothesis, that community characteristics would be more beneficial for Latinx 

families, increasing levels of educational attainment among community members 

positively predict community involvement for Latinx families.   

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The modern U.S. educational system relies on inputs from parents and 

communities to even marginally approach its stated goal of providing quality education to 

every American child. But what community inputs are important and what can be done 

when parents with the fewest resources are also the ones who experience systematic 

exclusion from the educational system? With a community-oriented approach, this study 

investigates potential supports for the development of strong family-school partnerships, 

with special attention to Latinx families. Using child-level fixed effects models which 

control for time-invariant characteristics, I predict parental involvement in school and in 

the community with both family circumstances and community civic infrastructure for 

children in general and then for major racial/ethnic groups. Contrary to the theoretically 

derived hypotheses, however, the results of these models reveal few associations between 

civic infrastructure (or family circumstances) and parental involvement, with little 

variation by racial/ethnic group. These results (or lack thereof) highlight three take-aways 

that represent fruitful avenues for future research.  

First, in this child-level fixed effect framework, not much predicts the 

conventional measures of parental involvement in ECLS-K. Such a pattern of results 

indicates that the time-invariant factors that are accounted for in the modeling may hold 

considerable sway on the involvement practices of parents in the real world, and once 

they are accounted for, small changes in the family circumstances or community civic 

infrastructure may not be enough to spark measurable changes in parental involvement. 
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This finding is particularly intriguing regarding the family circumstances indicators and 

taken with previous research that does show variation in involvement by parental union 

status (Ressler et al. 2017). Together, these results suggest that more complex measures 

of ecological contexts could return more nuanced understandings of how family and 

community circumstances influence parental involvement. As for the community civic 

infrastructure variables, however, the lack of strong associations might reflect that the 

impact of contextual factors is notoriously hard to isolate (Ellen, Mijanovich, and 

Dillman 2001). Coupled with the fact that these models require children to have 

experienced measurable change in their families and communities over the four-year 

window to illicit a significant association, the influence of civic infrastructure may not be 

strong enough to fit these stringent parameters. Certainly, however, there is some 

indication that family and community circumstances do matter for family-school 

partnerships, so turning to other ways to measure the strength of the relationship outside 

of visitations or public activities could help to increase our understandings of how the 

three ecological contexts of childhood education overlap to influence family-school 

partnerships (Epstein 2001).    

Second, the one significant human services coefficient, and lack of significant 

coefficients for other civic infrastructure measures, could be a signal of underlying 

patterns connecting community support for strong family-school partnerships. The results 

of ad hoc analysis indicate the association between human service organizations and 

parental involvement is moderately robust, indicating that to invalidate the inference 

drawn by this coefficient, 35% of the estimated effect would have to be due to sampling 

bias and an omitted variable would have to be correlated at .112 with human service 

nonprofits and at .112 with parental involvement in school (Frank et al 2013). Theories 

that divide nonprofit organizations by type rather than field might help to unpack why 
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this association is significant and the others are not. Human service organizations are 

considered welfare organizations, or an organization that is predominantly concerned 

with providing services for the needy (Berrone et al. 2016). Such organizations meet the 

basic needs of families and may therefore help families to overcome barriers to parental 

involvement that other organizations, such as tutoring or youth groups, do not. 

Continuing to explore and improve measurements around the community context, and 

being able to connect individual utilization of community organizations by community 

members to educational outcomes, may be helpful next steps in pinpointing connections 

between civic infrastructure and strong family-school partnerships (Nelson 2017).  

Third, there appeared to be very little racial or ethnic variation in the associations 

between civic infrastructure and parental involvement. If civic infrastructure is to step in 

and create the kind of social change necessary to reduce inequality, such organizations 

and community characteristics must have an outsized effect for racial/ethnic minority 

families and other groups that are not at the top of the socioeconomic distribution (Ceci 

and Papierno 2005). The limited support for the second hypothesis indicates there is 

potential for civic infrastructure to matter more for families who may benefit from it the 

most. One way to further explore this possibility could be to more fully model within-

group variation along theoretically derived dimensions. One important consideration for 

testing disparate group effects that is not included in this study but is particularly 

important for the Latinx community, for example, would be addressing variation by 

immigration histories.  Previous research highlights that there is much heterogeneity 

among racial/ethnic groups, and perhaps if those differences were more fully explored 

there would be more evidence to suggest that civic infrastructure does indeed reduce 

disparities along those dimensions (Almog-Bar and Schmid 2014; Irizarry 2015). 
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Measuring if the community matters is certainly different from theorizing if 

community should matter. If we are to confront growing levels of global inequality, we 

will necessarily have to create social systems where family background and 

characteristics become less important to educational success. Such a society would find 

parents, regardless of their own resources, located within communities that provide clear 

and unobstructed pathways to creating strong family-school partnerships.  
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Chapter 3: What’s in a Village? Opportunities and Supports for 

Parental Involvement Outside of the Family Context 

Abstract: Parental involvement research and practice has disproportionately focused on 

the characteristics of families that promote family-school partnerships. This study focuses 

instead on school and community characteristics that may elicit or support parental 

involvement for all families, but especially those from racial/ethnic minority groups. 

Using the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study–Kindergarten Cohort 2011 enhanced with 

data from the American Community Survey, multilevel models reveal that human support 

organizations in the community are associated with higher levels of school-based parental 

involvement behaviors. This association varies across diverse racial/ethnic groups, such 

that the link between human service organizations and parental involvement is stronger 

for Latinx families than for other racial/ethnic families, including White and Black 

families. 

INTRODUCTION 

For nearly two decades, policies and practices within the U.S. educational 

institution have emphasized the role of parental involvement in children’s education 

(U.S. Department of Education 2001). Supporting research and subsequent discussions 

surrounding parental involvement, however, often focus on the circumstances of families 

that are associated with more parental involvement, even though families represent only 

one ecological context of childhood and one “side” of family-school-community 

partnerships (Green, Walker, Hoover-Dempsey, and Sandler 2007). Qualitative evidence, 

in contrast, points to the role of schools and communities in connecting families to 

schools, shifting attention away from what parents are or are not doing themselves 
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(Epstein 2001; Hong 2011). Thus, closely investigating the potential for school and 

community characteristics to influence parental involvement is important for both theory 

and practice. Such investigation needs to pay attention to how the U.S. is stratified by 

race/ethnicity, a pervasive and often rigid stratification system in which families, schools, 

and communities are situated and that shapes the exchanges among them (Alexander, 

Entwisle, and Olson 2014). 

This study, therefore, examines how both school practices and community 

characteristics may influence parental involvement behaviors above and beyond the 

individual circumstances of families across diverse racial/ethnic groups. With a data set 

integrating child-level and school-level data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal 

Study–Kindergarten Cohort 2011 (ECLS-K: 2011) with community-level data from IRS 

administrative records and Census data, multilevel models predicted school- and 

community-based parental involvement behaviors at the beginning of elementary school 

for Latinx, Black, and White students. The guiding hypotheses are that parental 

involvement—especially on the part of Latinx parents—would be higher in the context of 

school-based opportunities for involvement and community characteristics that nourish 

strong relationships between families and schools.  

The nature of parental involvement, the norms that guide parents’ role in 

education, whether and why such involvement matters to children’s outcomes, and the 

links between parenting and inequality are all highly contested. This study does not 

investigate the value of parental involvement itself but instead takes as a starting point 

that educational policy strongly emphasizes parental involvement and that children are 
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often rewarded and receive investments based on parents’ perceived behaviors (Lewis 

and Diamond 2015). In that climate, barriers that reduce parental involvement and that 

create or exacerbate disparities in parental involvement can have an impact on children, 

regardless of how contested ideas, expectations, and practices of parental involvement 

are. That means that efforts to identity potential remedies to such barriers are important 

(Epstein 2010). A deeper understanding of the school and community influences of 

parental involvement will therefore shed light onto plausible avenues for the future 

organization of schools and communities to promote strong family-school partnerships. 

Additionally, attention to racial/ethnic variation in these effects will more fully situate the 

frequently obscure exchanges that take place between families and schools within the 

community and larger social contexts.  

PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT IN EDUCATION 

The U.S. has a long and often conflictual history of emphasizing the important 

role of parents in managing their children’s journeys through a complex educational 

system and in supporting schools (Somers and Settle 2010). Parental involvement 

expectations have been high in the past, such as when colonial education was run mostly 

by parents who set the curriculum and hired and fired teachers. Expectations for parental 

involvement in education have also been low, such as after the industrial revolution, 

when universal schooling, bureaucratization, and the professionalization of teachers 

created a more formal institution separate from the community. The current upswing 

towards strong expectations for parental involvement can be traced back to the rise of 

parent-teacher associations in the 1940s, the battles over school desegregation in the 



 42 

1960s that increased recognition of the need for parental advocacy for children in schools 

and community ownership of schools, and the more recent trend towards expanding 

private and nonprofit involvement in public enterprises (Brown 2016; Nelson and Gazley 

2014). Backed by research that identifies links between educational success and parental 

involvement, fostering parental involvement in education has become a fundamental 

component in educational policy (Hiatt-Michael 2014; Massell and Perrault 2014; 

Domina 2005). Three contemporary trends are particularly important for understanding 

the current weight placed on parental involvement in education against the backdrop of 

increasing inequality.  

First, the benefits to education are rising while competition for educational 

opportunities is at an all-time high. The returns to educational attainment—most clearly 

in the form of the earnings premium for a college degree—have increased for nearly three 

decades, so that progress in the educational system has become the dividing line between 

haves and have nots (Hout 2012; Chanda 2008). At the same time, access to educational 

opportunities has become more competitive, increasing the vulnerability of those at the 

disadvantaged end of socioeconomic spectrum who have greater need for education to 

achieve social mobility but face more barriers to using the educational system this way 

(Bound, Hershbein, and Long 2009). Parents, therefore, are compelled to ensure their 

children are the “lucky ones” who are in a position to realize the historic returns to 

education. They must manage both opportunities and obstacles for their children, 

diverting more resources than ever towards the management of their children’s education 
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(Schneider, Hastings, and LaBriola 2018). Of course, families who have a wider array of 

resources are better able to do so (Lunn and Kornrich 2018). 

Second, these trends in educational investments are a part of a larger general trend 

towards intensive parenting (Schiffrin, Godfrey, Liss, and Erchull 2015). Reflecting the 

premise of intensive motherhood, where mothers are pressured to be not only nurturing 

but self-sacrificing and solely focused on their children’s well-being (Hays, 1997), 

educationally intensive parenting involves the marshalling of tremendous amounts of 

time and resources towards the educational development of children and the procurement 

of educational opportunities. Lareau (2011) terms this cultural idea “concerted 

cultivation” and, although it reflects the desires, fears, and values of affluent White 

families, it has come to dominate the U.S. educational system in such a way that it is 

imposed on all parents, regardless of means, who are judged by this standard (Crosnoe et 

al. 2015; Nelson 2010). Parents are pressured to conform to these standards and try to 

keep up with others who are doing so. If they do not, their children lose out; not only on 

potential educational opportunities but also because they might be judged by their 

teachers or other educators as unengaged or undeserving of academic investment (Lewis 

and Diamond 2015). Such a system is particularly hostile towards individuals with fewer 

resources, which disproportionately disadvantages racial/ethnic minority families who 

already face many barriers to creating strong family-school partnerships (Turney and Kao 

2009).  

Third, public schools are systemically underfunded. Along with scientific 

evidence that more resources in schools promote better educational outcomes, there is 
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widespread public perception that investment into the educational system is insufficient 

(Jackson, Johnson, and Persico 2015). As recent teacher strikes across the nation 

highlight, current methods for investing in education, which largely rely on property 

taxes, have strained efforts to fund evidence-based educational policies such as small 

classroom sizes and well-trained teachers (Boyd, Lankford, Loeb, Rockoff, and Wyckoff 

2008). Teachers and staff must then rely on the generosity of individuals and 

organizations in the surrounding community to provide services that range from 

afterschool programming and tutoring, to in-class volunteers, to family support specialists 

(Eber, Nelson, and Miles 1997). When all is said and done, parents often must pick up the 

slack, and, again, some parents are better positioned to do so than others. 

These three trends encouraged the push towards strong parental involvement 

norms and practices in the U.S. educational system, but some parents know about and 

meet these norms more than others. The lines drawn between parents who are or can be 

involved and those who are not are consequential in part because they also fall along 

socioeconomic disparities among families and reflect systematic privileges and isolation 

within schools (Turney and Kao 2009). Parental involvement behaviors, therefore, are 

likely to simultaneously reflect and drive inequality. 

Historically, discussions of parental involvement in both research and practice have 

focused on parents themselves (Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler 1997). Both conceptually 

and literally, this focus casts parental involvement as solely a parental behavior removed 

from broader context. Such an approach puts too much emphasis on parents, gives too 

much credit to individual families when they are involved, and too much blame on them 
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when they are not (Meyers and Jordan 2006). In short, it downplays non-random patterns 

of constraints and opportunities on parental involvement that may have nothing to do with 

the family itself. Taking a broader view recognizes that parental involvement becomes a 

behavior situated within a system of stratification and at the intersection of a web of 

overlapping ecological contexts that surround a child: family, school, and community. 

SITUATING PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT WITHIN THE SOCIAL ECOLOGY 

Ecological perspectives on child development theorize that children exist and 

grow within concentric ecological contexts that span from the individual out to the global 

(Bronfenbrenner 1994). These ecological considerations have been adapted to education 

primarily by situating educational processes within exchanges among family, school, and 

community contexts (Epstein 2001). These three contexts create a dynamic environment 

where parental involvement is an active or passive response to several potentially 

competing forces (Meyers and Jordan 2006). Situating parental involvement within a 

broader ecology suggests that there must be an underlying infrastructure that “allows” 

involvement practices in the first place. Such an infrastructure informs and supports 

parents in their decisions to be involved at school by reducing barriers and creating clear 

pathways for action (Hong 2011). As such, parental involvement can occur regardless of 

a family’s circumstances because actors within the school and community contexts 

generate the necessary opportunities for all parents to engage. Removing the narrow 

focus on the family context of involvement, therefore, acknowledges that the same family 

might engage in no parental involvement in one family-school-community ecology but 
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much more in another. Here, I explore two ecological forces that should be associated 

with strong family-school partnerships. 

The first ecological force, opportunity, encompasses a school’s policies and 

practices that facilitate parental involvement and do so more equitably (Galindo and 

Sheldon 2012). Schools have a lot of flexibility in their approaches to parents, so some 

provide more opportunities for parents to become involved than others, and some are 

better than others at identifying and overcoming barriers to involvement through being 

sensitive to parent’s needs (Alexander et al. 2014; De Gaetano 2007). Overall, schools 

that have high levels of involvement are those that maintain regular contact with parents, 

provide many opportunities for building relationships, and promote healthy exchanges 

between families, teachers, and staff (Zarate 2007).  

The second ecological force, community support, reflects abundant evidence that 

community programs addressing family needs can help improve the relationship between 

families and schools (Hong 2011; Nelson and Gazley 2014; Osterling and Garza 2004). 

After school arts programs, tutoring or counseling services, or scholastic clubs are just a 

few examples of organizations that facilitate strong associational connections between 

institutions in a community including families and schools (Paxton and Ressler 2018). 

Often, the strength of these programs lies in their ability to engage the parents within a 

community where they are and respectfully incorporate their perspectives into school-

wide norms and practices (Zarate 2007).  

More of these programs in a community could give families increased access to 

opportunities for parental involvement in their children’s education. In general, 
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community support should improve social cohesion and participation which are basic 

requirements for public education to succeed (Matarasso 1997). Within the educational 

system, more opportunities to volunteer, free admission to public art shows and 

performances, or interesting events at school could provide accessible pathways to 

involvement. Indeed, some evidence suggests that community support sets the stage for 

involvement behaviors to take place by helping parents feel more comfortable navigating 

institutions and helping them maintain their health and other routines (Nelson and Gazley 

2014; Small 2009). 

SITUATING SOCIAL ECOLOGY WITHIN RACIAL/ETHNIC STRATIFICATION 

Mirroring the focus of much ecological theory on proximate contexts and 

interpersonal dynamics, the ecological contexts of family, school, and community—and 

exchanges among them—exist within a broader social system that is unequal and 

stratified (DuBois 2001 [1963]). One stratification system, race/ethnicity, clearly shapes 

parental involvement, both in terms of frequency of action and how schools receive and 

value it (Adair 2012; Turney and Kao 2009). In general, racial/ethnic minority families 

engage in fewer of the conventional parental involvement behaviors aligned with White 

affluent parenting norms (i.e., educationally intensive parenting or concerted cultivation). 

That pattern reflects many forces, but differences in some intangible aspects of the school 

and community ecology could be part of the reason. 

Racial/ethnic minority families face additional barriers to parental involvement 

such as cultural misunderstandings, hidden curriculums, and outright hostility (Adair and 

Tobin 2008). African American families, for example, report fewer invitations to school, 
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and conversations with teachers that are disproportionately about their children’s 

behavior (Murray et al. 2014). In addition, low-income families—a group in which 

racial/ethnic minority families are largely overrepresented—may be the most isolated 

from the community resources they need for involvement (Allard 2008). Often, 

disparities in parental involvement and its effects are considered between White and 

Black families, but a growing population of Latinx families may be especially vulnerable 

to school and community circumstances that hinder strong family-school partnerships 

(Lareau 2011).  

Latinx families have historically demonstrated lower levels of parental 

involvement in education according to the conventional measures in the literature 

(Turney and Kao 2009). Often this literature continues the focus on family-centered 

explanations, such as linguistic or culture-specific differences between Latinx families, 

especially immigrants, and the U.S. educational system (De Gaetano 2007; Reese et al. 

1995). In short, some Latinx parents may be less visible at school because of their 

unfavorable economic conditions coupled with a lack of familiarity with the educational 

system, which is all confounded by rising racial and immigrant tensions (Adair 2012).  

When linking family circumstances with less engagement in parental involvement 

behavior, considering the intersections of social ecology and stratification allows the 

exploration of scenarios that might reduce educational inequalities between families. In 

an ecology with fewer opportunities and supports overall, groups encountering more 

systemic barriers may receive outsized benefits from community resources when they are 

present (Winsler et al. 2008). This type of situation, where opportunities benefit 
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marginalized groups more than groups in power, is necessary for the reduction of 

inequality (Ceci and Papierno 2005). Focusing in on the two ecological forces of 

opportunities and supports can generate some illuminating examples.  

Opportunities for involvement, including invitations and contacts by schools, 

might matter more to the parental involvement of Latinx families. Such demonstrations 

of inclusion could help to assuage any confusion, skepticism, or hesitation a family might 

have about engaging with schools (Lareau and Horvat 1999). Teachers that listen to the 

views of Latinx families on what involvement entails, such as support for the family, and 

then communicate parental involvement expectations and invitations that are responsive 

to those views, may be more successful in overcoming language and cultural barriers 

(Lopez, Scribner, and Mahitivanichcha 2001). Although a crude measure of such 

activities, simple communications between teachers and families are necessary to set the 

groundwork for strong family-school partnerships (Galindo and Sheldon 2012). 

Turning to community supports, racial/ethnic minority families tend to not only 

experience isolation from the educational system but are also often physically or 

geographically isolated from other resources (Reckhow and Weir 2010). The community 

supports that do exist, therefore, may be particularly valuable. Not only might these 

organizations help directly by providing educational or tutoring services to individual 

families, they can also provide the kinds of opportunities families need to make 

connections to other community members (Small 2009). Given a Latinx family’s 

potential lack of familiarity with educational norms, for example, community supports 

might help them gain experience and knowledge about working with schools. Moreover, 
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supports that help parents interact with educational institutions in a welcoming light 

could lead to parents feeling more comfortable visiting the school, transforming the 

relationship between families and schools towards a sense of partnership (Zarate 2007). 

Community supports may even be a necessary component of strong family/school 

partnerships for Latinx families because the barriers to parental involvement are so great 

that these families are unable to overcome them on their own.  

STUDY AIMS AND HYPOTHESES 

Following the macro-micro perspective of contemporary ecological theory, this 

study has two aims with corresponding hypotheses. The first aim is to incorporate the 

ecological context into considerations of parental involvement by testing the hypothesis 

that communications with the school and the presence of community support 

organizations will be associated with higher levels of parental involvement. The second 

aim is to place the social ecological context of parental involvement within a system of 

racial/ethnic stratification by testing the hypothesis that associations between 

opportunities and supports on one hand on parental involvement on the other will be 

greatest for Latinx, then Black, then White families. 

DATA AND METHODS 

Focusing empirical attention on the school and community contexts requires a 

data set that contains information on the child, their family, their school, and their 

community. This study combines several sources to construct such a data set. The base 

data set, the ECLS-K 2011, is an ideal data set from which to start, as it contains recent 

information on children, their families, teachers, schools, and care providers collected by 
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the National Center of Education Statistics (NCES). Data collection on more than 18,000 

children began in the fall and spring of 2010-2011 and continued through the spring of 

fifth grade in 2016 (Tourangeau et al. 2015).  

This cross-sectional study combines the kindergarten wave of the ECLS-K: 2011 

data with several additional sources of data matched to the child’s school zip code. Data 

for organizational supports came from the National Center for Charitable Statistics 

(NCCS), which archives IRS data on all registered nonprofit organizations several times 

a year as far back as 1989 (available at www.nccs.org). Data from the American 

Community Survey (ACS), which the Census collects annually on a sample of millions of 

households, allowed the measurement of community-level control variables. To translate 

census tract-level data to the zip code level, I used weights provided by the Department 

of Housing and Urban Development tract to zip code crosswalk. A final source of data on 

all U.S. schools, the Common Core of Data (CCD), contributed information regarding the 

number of charter schools in a zip code. Multiple imputations processed all other missing 

data with 10 imputations with predictive mean matching to the 5 nearest neighbors, and 

analysis included child-level weights (Morris, White, and Royston 2014). All available 

respondents were included in the analysis for a sample of 18,170 children.  

Variables 

Parental involvement. A series of questions asked respondents to indicate if they 

were involved in each of 11 different involvement activities within the past school year. 

School involvement summed just the 6 activities that require interacting directly with the 

school such as attending a PTA meeting, attending a conference, volunteering at the 
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school, or fundraising. Community involvement, in contrast, summed the 5 activities that 

involve going out into the community, such as attending a performance, visiting a library, 

or going to a museum.  

Opportunities. Two dimensions of opportunities for involvement in school and 

the community captured invitations to parents by the school and contacts with parents by 

teachers. Invitations counts the total frequency of invitations from the school for parents 

to engage in their child’s education. School administrators report the frequency of 6 

events, from parent-teacher conferences, to sending report cards home, to performances 

at school parents, on a 5-point scale from “never” to “7 or more times” per year. The 

categorical variable is converted to continuous by taking the mid-point of each category, 

and the final scale sums the total number of activities from 0 to 42. Similarly, contacts 

sums five teacher-reported items that ask the frequency of teacher contacts to parents 

within the past year from “never” to “15 or more times” resulting in a continues measure 

ranging from 0 to 75. These items include sending home newsletters, portfolios of 

children’s work, using e-mail communications, and talking to parents on the phone.  

Community support. The total number of education nonprofit 501c(3) 

organizations per capita measures the presence of civically-minded educational spaces 

and services in 2009. Nonprofits are divided according to their major National Taxonomy 

for Exempt Entities code (ED for education). This count excluded institutions of higher 

education and private or religious institutions. Limited to community-based 

organizations, they count the number of nonprofit education organizations registered 

within a school’s zip code per 10,000 residents. Additional cleaning corrects for 
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organizations that had their nonprofit status revoked within two years of the survey wave 

and to account for co-located and federated organizations. Those respondents with a valid 

zip code but no observed nonprofits receive a value of zero. Similar measures counting 

the number of arts, health, and human services nonprofits demonstrate comparable 

associations to those presented here for education nonprofits. Only education nonprofits 

are included due to multi-collinearity.  

Family covariates. Several variables measure family circumstances. Three 

indicators flag at least one parent with a college education, if the parents are married, and 

if at least one parent is employed. Family income is a categorical variable from 1 to 15 

and treated as continuous.  

Community covariates. From the ACS, demographic variables measure the 

percentage of those 16 and over who are unemployed and the percentage of high school 

graduates. Additional community covariates such as median household income or the 

percentage of those in poverty over-identify the level-2 model so are not included.  

Charter schools. Similarly to the nonprofit measure, this variable counts the total 

number of registered charter schools in a zip code per 10,000 residents. 

Race/ethnicity. From the composite variable the NCES supplies, three 

dichotomous race variables group children into Latinx, Black, and White, with “Other” as 

the reference.  

Plan of Analyses 

The analytic tool for this analysis is Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM). In 

ecological theory and in the data, children are “nested” in communities, which means that 
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responses within community groups are dependent, so un-nested models would suffer 

from problems of aggregation bias and misestimated precision (Stephen and Anthony 

2002). Not only mathematically appropriate, multi-level models are also conceptually 

appropriate for explicitly testing theories that rely on cross level, individual-to-

community interactions (Raudenbush and Bryk 2002). The study hypothesizes that 

community and school contexts matter for parental involvement in education, and HLM 

provides an integrated strategy for hypothesis testing of community and school effects 

(Mo, Singh, and Chang 2013). Students, therefore, are clustered in communities 

associated with their school zip code, with both school and community variables on the 

second level. An alternative strategy could place community characteristics on a third 

level above schools like the county, but this study tests the potential for nearby 

community-level influence on family-school partnerships by placing community 

variables within geographically smaller zip codes. Using Stata to process the data and 

perform multiple imputation resulted in 10 fully imputed data sets for analysis in HLM 7 

(Raudenbush and Bryk 2002). 

Modeling for the two aims proceeds in the following step-wise fashion. For the 

first aim of investigating the entire ecological context of parental involvement, separate 

models predict school and community involvement with the family, school, and 

community variables. For the second aim of uncovering racial/ethnic differences in the 

influence of school and community contexts on parental involvement, full models are 

fitted with interactions between school opportunities and community supports and each 

race/ethnicity group. 
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RESULTS 

Table 3.1 displays sample means by racial/ethnic group for the multiply imputed 

data. These descriptive statistics indicate that White families report higher involvement in 

both the school and the community in the spring of the kindergarten year. Although 

Latinx and Black families report similar school involvement, Latinx families have the 

lowest levels of community involvement overall.  

For opportunities, school administrators for all racial/ethnic groups report similar 

numbers of invitations, but teachers of Latinx families report nearly 6 fewer than average 

contacts. The same is true for community supports, with Latinx families attending 

schools in zip codes with lower than average nonprofit education organizations. These 

families also display more disadvantaged socioeconomic family and community 

circumstances, but above-average numbers of charter schools in their communities.  

Turning to the multivariate HLM results, Table 3.2 presents the analysis that 

corresponds with the first aim. To begin, neither invitations nor contacts significantly 

explain variation in school or community involvement. The coefficient for educational 

nonprofit supports, however, indicates that increasing numbers of supports is positively 

associated with parental involvement in kindergarten in school and in the community. In 

practical terms, an additional 500 educational nonprofit organizations per 10,000 

residents would be associated with an increase in parental involvement in both the school 

and the community by, on average, one activity.  
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Table 3.1. Multiply Imputed Means for Full Sample and by Race/Ethnicity 

  Multiply Imputed Means SE 

  Full Sample Latinx Black White 

Outcomes     

  School involvement 3.409 3.178 3.172 3.607 

 0.011 0.025 0.032 0.014 

  Community involvement 0.955 0.664 0.851 1.132 

 0.010 0.017 0.025 0.012 

Opportunities     

  Invitations 20.516 19.628 20.629 21.307 

 0.069 0.149 0.210 0.090 

  Contacts 44.570 38.182 43.391 49.240 

 0.159 0.320 0.447 0.212 

Community Supports     

  Education 22.358 20.759 26.626 19.736 

 0.162 0.264 0.530 0.225 

Family Covariates     

  College-educated parent 0.382 0.196 0.222 0.488 

 0.004 0.007 0.010 0.006 

  Currently married 0.689 0.612 0.416 0.780 

 0.004 0.009 0.012 0.005 

  Family income 10.164 7.772 7.500 11.937 

 0.049 0.088 0.129 0.065 

  Employed parent 0.569 0.488 0.588 0.613 

 0.004 0.009 0.012 0.006 

Community Covariates     

  Unemployment (%) 8.755 10.008 11.477 7.469 

 0.027 0.053 0.095 0.031 

  High school graduates (%) 84.371 76.867 81.736 88.447 

 0.081 0.212 0.190 0.077 

  Median household income 58375.430 52542.720 47581.810 61924.550 

 166.513 275.111 408.850 244.342 

  Charter schools per 10,000 1.486 2.297 2.079 0.895 

 0.026 0.063 0.093 0.030 

n      18,170   4,590   2,400   8,490 

Both race/ethnicity and family covariates significantly explain variation in 

parental involvement. White families report slightly higher levels of school involvement 

than Black, Latinx, and Other families. In contrast, Latinx families on average report less 
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community involvement than other families. Having a college educated parent, married 

parents, and higher family income are positively associated with school and community 

involvement. In general, other community covariates are not associated with parental 

involvement, with the number of high school graduates in a community significantly but 

weakly predicting increases in parental involvement.  

To accomplish the second aim, the next analytical step includes interactions 

between each racial/ethnic category and each opportunity and support in the models 

presented in Table 3.2. One significant interaction emerges, for Latinx families with 

educational nonprofit supports predicting school involvement (b = .005, p < .05). To ease 

interpretation, this interaction is graphed in Figure 3.1 (full models available by request). 

With the predicted value on the six point parental involvement scale in school 

along the y-axis, this graph demonstrates a small increase in school involvement for 

Latinx families, about a fifth of a single involvement item, associated with living in 

communities where the number of educational nonprofits is 44 per 10,000 compared to 

Latinx families in communities with 1 educational nonprofit per 10,000. The significance 

of the interaction term rests on the fact that although the same gradient is present for 

Black, and White, the strength of the association between community support and 

parental involvement is greater for Latinx families in comparison to Other families. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 58 

Table 3.2. Baseline Hierarchical Linear Regressions Explaining Variation in School and 

Community Involvement 

  School Baseline Community Baseline 

 Coefficient SE Coefficient SE 

Community Level     

Intercept 2.317*** 0.213 -0.197 0.127 

Opportunities     

Invitations 0.004 0.002 0.000 0.001 

Contacts 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 

Supports     

Education 0.002** 0.001 0.002* 0.001 

Race/Ethnicity     

White 0.227*** 0.038 0.106*** 0.033 

Black 0.121* 0.060 0.111** 0.041 

Latinx 0.111* 0.035 -0.070 0.037 

Family Covariates     

College educated parent 0.370*** 0.027 0.388*** 0.024 

Married parents 0.129*** 0.028 0.030 0.022 

Family income 0.034*** 0.003 0.031*** 0.003 

Parental employment -0.036 0.025 0.016 0.021 

Community Covariates     

Unemployment -0.005 0.006 0.005 0.004 

High school graduates 0.005* 0.002 0.006*** 0.001 

Median household income 0.000* 0.000 0.000 0.000 

Total charter schools per 10,000 0.004 0.006 0.000 0.003 

Percentage of Variance Explained    

Within communities 0.139  0.043  

Between communities 1.191   0.849   

*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, + p < 0.1 
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Figure 3.1. Predicted Parental Involvement in School with Human Service Nonprofits per 

10,000 People by Race/Ethnicity 

 

* Indicates a statistically significant interaction (p < .05) 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Research on parental involvement and many other educational topics often centers 

on the family characteristics that promote or hinder academic success. Such a focus, 

however, ignores the ecological contexts that surround families. Doing so continues to 

burden parents to independently provide for the educational success of their children 

within an unfair educational system that prioritizes some types of families over others. In 

a stratified and unequal society, such an approach allows inequality to persist. I argue that 

the other ecological contexts of childhood outside of families, both school opportunities 

and community supports, may also be influential factors in creating strong family/school 

partnerships that promote the educational success of all children. Shifting the focus to 

these broader contexts allows for a more nuanced discussion on the causes of parental 

involvement, situates parental involvement within larger social systems, and points the 
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way towards alternative educational policies that rely less on the parenting norms of 

affluent White families.  

Modeling this shift in focus, I analyzed the parental involvement of a diverse and 

nationally representative cohort of kindergartners and their families with special attention 

to the school and community contexts that might promote strong family-school 

partnerships. Using multi-level models, results indicate that community supports may 

present an avenue through which to improve family-school partnerships, a theory 

developed in smaller qualitative studies (Hong 2011; Nelson 2017). In addition, the 

analysis presented here offers some indication that these services may be particularly 

beneficial to those most marginalized by the educational system. These results contribute 

to our understanding of the ecological contexts of education in two ways.  

First, community supports do appear to matter, potentially even more than school 

invitations or contacts. The association between human service organizations and 

parental involvement in school indicates that investments into the community may have 

spillover effects that help to connect families to schools, and potentially other institutions. 

Because results indicate that similar families in different community contexts report 

different levels of parental involvement, interventions at the level of community may 

help all families to build better relationships with schools, regardless of their individual 

circumstances. This link suggests further that comprehensive community-level 

interventions may be more practical and beneficial to all families than school-based ones. 

Worth noting, however, is the fact that although these models take into consideration the 

nested structure of the data, the school and community contexts are treated at the same 

level. Disaggregating the two levels, potentially through meaningful urban boundaries 

that contain several schools, may contribute to our understanding of how community 

processes effect the relationship between families and schools at a larger scale. 
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Second, the significant interaction between human service organization and 

Latinx status indicates that these services may matter even more for some of the most 

marginalized families within the U.S. educational system. For this group, which is shown 

to mask substantial levels of internal variability, future research could explore internal 

variation meaningful distinctions, such as nativity or by acculturation or assimilation 

(Irizarry 2015). The real-world distribution of community supports is also likely to be 

stratified, so future investigations may benefit from incorporating additional geographical 

considerations such as average travel times to services.  

Despite the potential for community-level investments to improve the educational 

opportunities for all children, current educational policy and practice is subsumed by 

parental investments into their own children. When different parents have different 

resources, and the allocation of those resources is based on an unequal and stratified 

system, such an approach to education will only allow for schools to reproduce inequality 

like a functionalist black box (Karabel and Halsey 1977). Taking the current scenario of 

intensive parental involvement as the backdrop on which to test the association between 

community resources and family-school partnerships, this study begins to push future 

discussion on education beyond the child, and beyond the family, and forces the 

institution of education to grapple with how it acknowledges and responds to all types of 

communities. Nonprofit human service organizations may hold clues to how such 

comprehensive educational and social service provision may, one day, contribute to the 

elimination of inequality.   
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Chapter 4: The Community Context of Latinx Disparities in Parental 

Involvement from 1998 – 2010. 

Abstract: Past research has documented that Latinx parents generally score lower on 

survey measures of the types of school-based parental involvement behaviors that U.S. 

schools tend to expect and reward. Elucidating how much these disparities vary across 

community contexts over time, however, is important to understanding why they exist 

and how they factor into educational inequalities. Drawing on two decades of nationally 

representative data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study datasets, multi-level 

modeling revealed that disparities between racial/ethnic groups on measures of school-

based parental involvement appear to have shrunk in more recent years. Some evidence 

suggests that the community context may have played a small role in this decline.  

INTRODUCTION 

According to past research, rates of parents’ school-based involvement behaviors, 

a core component of educational policy, vary significantly across major racial/ethnic 

groups (Turney and Kao 2009). Historically, this literature has focused on the 

Black/White gap in parental involvement, but increasingly attention has shifted to Latinx 

families (Lareau 2011; Zarate 2007). National surveys consistently show that Latinx 

parents engage in fewer school-based parental involvement behaviors than the general 

population. Yet, there is growing awareness that these disparities reflect external barriers 

to involvement (e.g., less school outreach or even outright hostility at schools) more than 

a lack of motivation or caring for their children’s educational success (Adair 2012). Thus, 
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the fastest growing segment of U.S. children, Latinx children, may face heightened 

competitive disadvantages in schools given how much the U.S. educational system 

demands and rewards parental involvement at school (Crosnoe and Benner 2012; 

Gamoran, Turley, Turner and Fish 2012; Lopez, Scribner, and Mahitivanichcha 2001). 

As school-based norms and expectations about parental involvement have only increased 

in recent years, exploring the causes of disparities in parental involvement along 

racial/ethnic lines continues to be a priority to understanding how educational policies 

and larger social systems interact to influence the every-day educational success of 

children from diverse family backgrounds.  

This study fills these gaps by drawing on ecological theory to contextualize the 

disparities in school-based parental involvement related to Latinx status within 

community space and historical time. I use data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal 

Studies, which document the educational experiences of two separate cohorts of 

kindergartners in 1998 and 2011 (ECLS-K: 1998 and ECLS-K: 2011), to estimate models 

comparing associations between community organizational characteristics and school-

based parental involvement behaviors across a decade of historical time. These models 

pay special attention to Latinx families and how they differ—and do not—from White 

and Black families of similar circumstances.  

In a contemporary climate characterized by the tensions created through increased 

returns to educational attainment and global forces that generate inequality, the 

educational success of students from diverse groups, especially Latinx students, is key to 

the well-being of U.S. society (Behrman and Stacey 1997). Building off Turney and 
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Kao’s (2009) investigation into the barriers that contribute to parental involvement 

disparities, this study widens current perspectives regarding school-based parental 

involvement from family-focused circumstances to include community contexts and 

recognizes how inequalities may evolve over historical time. Through delving into the 

extra-familial processes that surround all families, especially those who face the most 

obstacles, can help to illuminate new avenues for creating culturally responsive and 

durable family-school partnerships that best serve all children (Lopez et al. 2001).  

DISPARITIES IN PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT IN EDUCATION 

Parental involvement in children’s schooling is a cornerstone of U.S. educational 

policy (Porter et al. 2011; U.S. Department of Education 2001). Broadly speaking, 

parental involvement encompasses the investments of time and resources that parents 

make in their children’s education (Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler 1997). Parental 

involvement, therefore, takes place within three main contexts: the home, school, and 

community. Operationally, investments that are school-based ( vs community-based or 

home-based) involve building relationships with teachers and school personnel and are 

therefore the focus of this study.  

School-based parental involvement requires frequently visiting the school for 

educationally oriented reasons and securing educational opportunities for children 

(Robinson and Harris 2014). These behaviors therefore require that parents build strong 

relationships with key educational stakeholders like teachers, administrators, coaches, 

etc. (Nelson 2017). In an increasingly competitive educational environment, school-based 

involvement secures educational opportunities for children that are not automatically 
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built into the educational system, thereby safeguarding the ability for parents to pass their 

socioeconomic status onto their children.  

School-based parental involvement, therefore, has real consequences for the 

success of students in school. These consequences do not simply reflect any inherent 

value of parental involvement but also how schools reward or punish the students of 

parents meeting their expectations of parental involvement (Lewis and Diamond 2015). 

These norms largely reflect cultural values of White affluent Americans who demand 

more control of their children’s lives in order to gain them a competitive edge, but they 

then affect all parents and children. Notably, racial/ethnic minority and immigrant 

families might be disadvantaged by such norms in many ways, although Latinx and other 

racial/ethnic minority children do tend to have better schooling outcomes when their 

parents follow these norms (Lahaie 2008) 

Educational policies promoting parental involvement as a way of improving 

school performance suffer from the same shortfalls in any one-size-fits all educational 

policy designed for families who are White and affluent. Namely, they tend to 

conceptualize families as if they all have the same access to the kinds of resources and 

flexibility required by school-based parental involvement policies (López et al. 2001), 

even though some families have more resources and opportunities to involve themselves 

in their children’s education and others face many more obstacles (Kornrich 2016). 

Frequently, these differences in resources fall across socioeconomic lines as those with 

more financial, human, and social capital can more frequently perform the involvement 

script and demand responses to their involvement (Dyment 2005). In a racially/ethnically 
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stratified system like U.S. education, however, these divisions also occur along 

racial/ethnic lines that cannot be explained solely by linked socioeconomic disparities. 

National-level analyses have revealed that racial/ethnic minority families exhibit 

lower levels of parental involvement than their White family counterparts even 

controlling for things like family income and school characteristics (Turney and Kao 

2009; Crosnoe 2007). The main explanations for these disparities is that such families 

face many barriers to becoming involved in the ways that schools reward that differ from 

other families in addition to those that are shared by all families. Latinx families, for 

example, not only face financial obstacles to involvement; culture differences, language 

barriers, and systemic bias all keep parents from forming strong relations ships with their 

school’s teachers and staff (Adair 2012; Carter 2006).  

Typically, efforts to understand and remedy these disparities have focused on 

family characteristics or the individual relationships between parents and schools (Lareau 

2011). Recently, there has been more attention to how forces external to the family, such 

as community characteristics and larger historical trends, influence family-school 

partnerships (Hong 2011; Small 2009). Using ecological theory, this study further 

develops the community and historic context of school-based parental involvement in 

order to enrich theory and inform practice.  

SITUATING DISPARITIES IN PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT WITHIN THE SOCIAL ECOLOGY 

AND OVER TIME 

To begin, ecological perspectives on education have generally focused on the three 

overlapping contexts of family, school, and community that surround a child and influence 
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each other, but the larger sociohistorical context is also a part of the theory (Bronfenbrenner 

1994; Epstein 2001). Situating parental involvement at school within a multi-level and 

dynamic social ecology suggests there are other forces that support or undermine parents as 

they consider and execute involvement behaviors by creating either opportunities and 

pathways, or barriers, to involvement (Hong 2011). In this view, parental involvement 

behaviors occur regardless of—or above and beyond—a family’s individual situation because 

other actors and forces within the community and historical context influence the availability 

of opportunities for parents to engage in involvement behaviors.  

The first layer of contextualization I consider is within the community. Specifically, 

community organizational resources represent the organizational supports for strong family-

school partnerships provided by the nonprofit sector. The third sector of the economy, 

nonprofits are organizations that are tax-exempt under Internal Revenue Code Section 

501(c)(3) as "public charities" because they are formed to provide "public benefit" (Salamon 

2011). Because of the service provision and advocacy of such organizations, they hold 

promise for facilitating the generation of stronger family-school partnerships (Nelson and 

Gazley 2014). Nonprofits within a community can provide explicitly educational opportunities 

for families, but also the kinds of services, political support, and community spaces necessary 

to help racial/ethnic minority families navigate a challenging and sometimes hostile 

educational system (Anheier 2014; Crosnoe and Ansari 2015).  

These services may be particularly beneficial for Latinx families. All racial/ethnic 

minority families are at risk of being isolated from the educational system, and they are also 

often physically or geographically isolated from other resources as well (Reckhow and Weir 
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2010). The community supports that do exist, therefore, may have heightened value for these 

families in particular. Within the Latinx community, families with more recent immigrant 

histories may be most isolated from societal institutions and do not have ample experiences 

with U.S. schools (Waters and Jiménez 2005). Given this potential for less familiarity with the 

written and unwritten “rules” of the U.S. educational system, families can derive added value 

from community supports that provide them with opportunities to gain experience and 

knowledge about working with schools (Small 2009). Supports that help parents interact with 

educational institutions in a welcoming light could help Latinx parents, especially immigrants, 

feel more comfortable visiting the school, force schools to see them in a different and more 

positive ways, and transform the relationship between families and schools towards a sense of 

partnership (Zarate 2007). Community supports may even be a necessary component of strong 

family-school partnerships for racial/ethnic minority and especially Latinx families if the 

structural and cultural barriers to becoming more visible and empowered in schools are so 

great that these families are unable to overcome them on their own. 

Additionally, community organizations help residents come together, socialize, share 

information, and build trust (Paxton and Ressler 2018). For Latinx families, who might be 

particularly wary of interacting with official governmental institutions in a climate of growing 

discrimination, the kinds of informal associations provided by community organizations could 

serve as gateways to other services from which they could benefit (Brayne 2014). For 

immigrant Latinx families, fear of social institutions may make community organizational 

supports some of the only formal organizations with which they interact outside of public 

education (Alba et al. 2014). Organizations that bring members of the community together, 
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especially for educational reasons, can forge information-sharing and social connections that 

make families feel knowledgeable and supported, two fundamental components of strong 

family-school partnerships (Small 2009; Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler 1997). 

The second layer of contextualization is historical time. Namely, increasing anti-

immigrant rhetoric and tensions related to race/ethnicity and migration could disproportionally 

influence Latinx families and how they approach their children’s schools (Iwama 2018). Any 

large-scale systematic efforts to reduce disparities in parental involvement for racial/ethnic 

minority families, in fact, would have to have combatted the growing immigrant backlash. 

Such backlash would exacerbate gaps in school-based involvement between Latinx families 

and White families, even among Latinx families who are not immigrants. In fact, for the gap 

in parental involvement behaviors to have shrunk over the previous decade, Latinx families 

would have had to make outsized increases in their parental involvement in response to other 

historic or policy changes despite these increasing tensions (Ceci and Papierno 2005). 

Ultimately, knowing if disparities in parental involvement have changed over time, and paying 

attention to heterogeneity among the Latinx population, can serve as evidence for the role of 

education in producing inequality, and knowing if community contexts are influential in the 

equation can point to a potential pathway to reducing it.  

STUDY AIMS AND HYPOTHESES 

The main contribution of this study lies in situating racial/ethnic disparities in 

parental involvement behaviors in the community context across historical time. 

Hypothesis are tested based solely on changes in magnitude and significance of 

coefficients. As such, there are three hypotheses to be tested.  
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Hypothesis 1: Latinx families, especially immigrant families, will demonstrate the 

shallowest increases in these two types of parental involvement behaviors over a decade, 

thereby leading to larger disparities in involvement in more recent years.  

Hypothesis 2: Regardless of year, community organizational resources will be 

more associated with parental involvement behaviors for Latinx families than other 

families, and especially for immigrant Latinx families, thereby reducing overall 

disparities in parental involvement overall.  

Hypothesis 3: In an era of increased anti-immigrant backlash, intensive 

educational investment in children, and a growing nonprofit service sector, the 

association between community organizational resources and parental involvement will 

be a stronger in more recent years, and especially for Latinx families with more recent 

immigrant histories, and therefore concurrent with a reduction in disparities in parental 

involvement by race/ethnicity. 

DATA AND METHODS 

Drawing on Turney and Kao’s (2009) investigation into the barriers to parental 

involvement that Latinx families face, this study uses both the ECLS-K: 1998 and the 

ECLS-K: 2011. Collected by the National Center of Education statistics, both the original 

and updated ECLS-K follow a cohort of kindergarteners through their elementary school 

years. Following very similar methodologies and questionnaires, data sets contain 

information gathered on the child from their parents, teachers, and school personnel. Both 

data sets are nationally representative for their time periods and contain weights to adjust 

for sampling and selection across waves.  
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This repeated cross-sectional analysis combines both spring kindergarten waves 

of the ECLS-K data from each cohort with several additional sources of data matched to 

the child’s home zip code and aggregated to the county level. Nonprofit organizational 

data came from the National Center for Charitable Statistics (NCCS), which archives IRS 

data on all registered nonprofit organizations several times a year as far back as 1989 

(available at www.nccs.org). Data from the American Community Survey (ACS), which 

the Census collects annually on a sample of millions of households, allowed the 

measurement of community-level control variables. The county-level was selected in part 

because community-level control variables were not available at the zip code for the 1998 

data set. To translate zip code level data to the county level, I used weights provided by a 

Department of Housing and Urban Development crosswalk. Multiple imputations 

processed all other missing data with 10 imputations with predictive mean matching to 

the 5 nearest neighbors (Morris, White, and Royston 2014). Samples from both surveys 

were limited to respondents who had valid home zip code data and were categorized as 

White, Black, and Latinx (n = 10,330 children in 1998 and 9,530 in 2010).  

Variables 

School-Based parental involvement in education. A series of questions asked 

respondents to indicate if they were involved in each of 7 different involvement activities 

within the past school year. For each cohort these include attending an open house, a 

PTA, a parent advisory group meeting, a parent teacher conference, a school or class 

event, volunteering, and participating in a fundraising event. The sum of all school-
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involvement indicators created a scale for each child between 1 and 7, with those missing 

on all variables set to missing.  

Community organizational resources. Four dimensions of community 

organizational resources capture the strength of the nonprofit sector in each county. 

Using the National Taxonomy of Exempt Entities (NTEE) codes provided by the NCCS 

and IRS, four counts totaled the number of arts, education, health, and human support 

organizations per 1,000 people. These counts included only nonprofit 501c(3) 

organizations, excluded institutions of higher education, hospitals, and private and 

religious institutions, corrected for organizations that had their nonprofit status revoked 

within two years of the survey wave, and accounted for co-located and federated 

organizations. Counts were constructed for the year preceding the ECLS-K data, so 1997 

and 2009. Those respondents with a valid zip code but no observed nonprofits received a 

value of zero for each of these counts.  

Sociodemographic and community covariates. Following Turney and Kao (2009) 

survey covariates include indicators for the mother as the respondent, parents who 

reported that their primary language was not English but who completed the interview in 

English, and parents who reported that their primary language was not English and who 

completed the interview in another language. The focus of much existent research, 

several variables measured family circumstances. These variables include the number of 

siblings in the household, the number of adults in the household, a standardized 

socioeconomic status scale, an indicator for whether the mother worked part time, an 

indicator for a mother who was unemployed, and the gender of the child (1 = male). From 
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the ACS, community covariates measured the percentage of those in the county who were 

college graduates, the percent of the county below the poverty line, and the percent of the 

community that is Latinx.  

Race/ethnicity. Through the combination of the mother’s composite race variable 

the NCES supplies and other information on the mother’s country of birth, four 

racial/ethnic categories identified respondents as White, Black, native Latinx, and 

immigrant Latinx. Immigrant White and Black families are included in their larger 

racial/ethnic group. 

Plan of Analyses 

Multi-level modeling is necessary for this investigation because students are 

clustered in communities. Using Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM) addresses 

problems of aggregation bias and misestimated precision in such multi-level data 

(Stephen and Anthony 2002). Not only mathematically appropriate, multi-level models 

are also conceptually appropriate for explicitly testing theories that rely on cross level, 

individual-to-community interactions (Raudenbush 1988). The study hypothesizes that 

community contexts matter for disparities in school-based parental involvement in 

education, and HLM provides an integrated strategy for hypothesis testing of these 

effects (Mo, Singh, and Chang 2013). This study, therefore, uses HLM with community 

variables on the second level and child/parent data on the first level. Data were first 

processed in Stata and then the 10 imputations were exported to HLM 7 (Raudenbush and 

Bryk 2002).  
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The analysis consists of constructing three models for each cohort, resulting in a 

total of six models. Baseline models in both 1998 and 2010 mimic Turney and Kao’s 

(2009) analysis of disparities in parental involvement by predicting school-based parental 

involvement with race/ethnic dummy variables and contribute to the assessment of the 

first hypothesis of increasing disparities. The second set of models directly asses the 

second hypothesis regarding community resources and includes community 

organizational supports and covariates in addition to race/ethnicity predicting school-

based involvement for each cohort. The final set of models tests the third hypothesis 

concerning Latinx families experiencing the strongest community effects in each cohort 

and includes the full models predicting school-based involvement with interactions for all 

community support variables and the Black, native Latinx, and immigrant Latinx groups. 

All models are weighted with the corresponding child-level weights provided by the 

NCES (Tourangeau et al. 2009). 

RESULTS 

Sample means in Table 4.1 indicate that all families report increases in school-

based parental involvement behaviors over time, with nearly a third of an involvement 

activity increase on average. When considering group-specific growth, immigrant Latinx 

and Black families report the largest average increases in involvement, with an additional 

.69 and .72 school-based involvement activities in 2010 compared to 1998, respectively. 

Despite these large increases, the historically high involvement and small increase in 

involvement by White families results in their continued reporting of the highest levels of 

school-based involvement of all racial/ethnic groups.  
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Changes in average community resources reflect the overall growth of the 

nonprofit sector during this time (Blackwood, Roeger, and Pettijohn 2012). Notably, 

White families have the highest levels of community organizational resources in 1998 

and are also the group to experience some of the largest increases over the next decade. 

Their increase of 2.28 additional human service nonprofits per 1,000 residents, for 

example, is outpaced only by Black families experiencing an additional 2.36 human 

service nonprofits in their counties in 2010. For Latinx families, however, fewer gains in 

community organizational resources results in having the lowest levels of community 

organizational resources in 2010.   

Overall these descriptive statistics provide evidence contrary to Hypothesis 1 and 

Hypothesis 3, as Latinx families report some of the largest increases in school-based 

parental involvement and the lowest levels of community organizational supports. In 

addition, these fewer organizational resources for Latinx families will have to have 

outsized benefits for them to support Hypothesis 2. 

Unpacking the influences of community organizational resources on 

race/ethnicity disparities in school-based parental involvement requires turning to the 

multi-level analysis. Table 4.2 displays the baseline models predicting parental 

involvement with race/ethnicity and all survey and family covariates, without any 

measures on level-2.  
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Table 4.1. Study Variables Means 1998 

  Means SD 

  
Full 

Sample 

Native 

Latinx 

Immig. 

Latinx 

All 

Black 

All 

White 
Parental Involvement 3.915 3.854 3.041 3.204 4.281 
 1.617 1.651 1.644 1.770 1.430 
Community Organizational Resources      

Arts 2.227 2.175 2.284 1.963 2.240 
 1.250 1.566 1.534 1.070 1.108 
Education 2.927 2.628 2.718 2.666 3.033 
 1.249 1.011 1.173 1.007 1.256 
Health 1.842 1.758 1.800 1.802 1.881 
 0.899 0.838 0.887 0.900 0.905 
Human services 4.984 4.622 4.620 4.444 5.153 
 1.907 1.807 1.845 1.559 1.913 

Survey Covariates      
Mother respondent 0.902 0.924 0.935 0.875 0.945 
 0.297 0.266 0.247 0.332 0.221 
Non-English speaking, English interview 0.060 0.109 0.127 0.008 0.012 
 0.237 0.312 0.333 0.029 0.053 
Non-English speaking, non-English interview 0.061 0.045 0.635 0.000 0.000 
 0.240 0.208 0.482 0.000 0.000 

Family Covariates      
Siblings 1.467 1.478 1.675 1.561 1.417 
 1.137 1.110 1.194 1.311 1.006 
Adults 2.058 2.135 2.336 1.912 2.017 
 0.678 0.734 0.936 0.836 0.503 
SES (standardized) 0.087 -0.203 -0.729 -0.411 0.355 
 0.994 0.856 0.823 0.938 0.897 
Mother employed part time 0.230 0.207 0.146 0.125 0.273 
 0.421 0.406 0.354 0.333 0.446 
Mother unemployed 0.316 0.288 0.498 0.275 0.294 
 0.465 0.453 0.500 0.447 0.453 
Child is male 0.512 0.516 0.512 0.500 0.507 
 0.500 0.500 0.500 0.500 0.500 

Demographic Covariates (%)      
College educated 0.121 0.102 0.103 0.122 0.128 
 0.049 0.049 0.046 0.041 0.049 
Poverty 0.153 0.210 0.210 0.157 0.124 
 0.096 0.100 0.097 0.076 0.081 
Latinx 0.246 0.433 0.446 0.182 0.157 
 0.226 0.252 0.215 0.183 0.174 

n 10330 640 1090 1290 7320 
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Table 4.2. Study Variables Means 2010 

 Means SD 

  
Full 

Sample 

Native 

Latinx 

Immig. 

Latinx 

All 

Black 

All 

White 
Parental Involvement 4.236 4.090 3.733 3.924 4.503 
 1.546 1.535 1.713 1.699 1.373 
Community Organizational Resources      

Arts 2.505 1.980 2.112 2.394 2.617 
 1.300 0.978 1.012 1.066 1.291 
Education 3.713 3.080 3.125 3.870 3.863 
 1.497 1.359 1.138 1.542 1.476 
Health 1.922 1.620 1.736 2.260 1.925 
 0.932 0.759 0.770 1.005 0.911 
Human services 6.723 5.363 5.402 6.809 7.440 

 2.994 2.425 1.898 2.335 3.415 
Survey Covariates      

Mother respondent 0.853 0.875 0.884 0.842 0.873 
 0.354 0.331 0.320 0.351 0.332 
Non-English speaking, English interview 0.053 0.059 0.103 0.023 0.013 
 0.224 0.236 0.304 0.054 0.041 
Non-English speaking, non-English interview 0.077 0.050 0.671 0.000 0.000 
 0.267 0.217 0.470 0.000 0.000 

Family Covariates      
Siblings 1.500 1.590 1.723 1.617 1.468 
 1.122 1.118 1.209 1.278 1.041 
Adults 2.082 2.167 2.293 1.835 2.030 
 0.723 0.824 0.890 0.797 0.553 
SES (standardized) 0.004 -0.196 -0.845 -0.366 0.360 
 0.997 0.886 0.742 0.862 0.891 
Mother employed part time 0.206 0.154 0.187 0.150 0.243 
 0.404 0.361 0.390 0.354 0.429 
Mother unemployed 0.372 0.395 0.546 0.339 0.333 
 0.483 0.489 0.498 0.473 0.470 
Child is male 0.513 0.516 0.516 0.524 0.516 
 0.500 0.500 0.500 0.499 0.500 

Demographic Covariates (%)      
College educated 0.139 0.109 0.125 0.140 0.150 
 0.054 0.045 0.048 0.041 0.052 
Poverty 0.128 0.189 0.175 0.110 0.102 
 0.066 0.089 0.083 0.043 0.048 
Latinx 0.256 0.503 0.469 0.145 0.136 
 0.236 0.296 0.275 0.146 0.154 

n 9530 790 1230 1200 6300 
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Table 4.3. Baseline Regressions Explaining Variation in Parental Involvement by 

Race/Ethnicity 

  1998 (N = 10,330) 2010 (N = 9,530) 

  β Coefficient SE β Coefficient SE 

Race/Ethnicity (Ref: Native White)       

    Immigrant White -0.315 ** 0.109 -0.526 *** 0.112 

Native Latinx -0.057  0.078 -0.078  0.062 

Immigrant Latinx -0.300 ** 0.097 -0.066  0.088 

Native Black -0.508 *** 0.070 -0.069  0.058 

Immigrant Black -0.831 *** 0.253 -0.352 * 0.168 

Survey Covariates       

Mother respondent 0.134 * 0.067 0.123 * 0.049 

Non-English speaking, English interview -0.594 *** 0.111 -0.510 *** 0.114 

Non-English speaking, non-English 

interview -0.516 *** 0.117 -0.024  0.111 

Family Covariates       

Siblings -0.060 *** 0.017 -0.065 *** 0.015 

Adults 0.063 * 0.030 0.049 * 0.024 

SES (standardized) 0.523 *** 0.021 0.529 *** 0.022 

Mother employed part time 0.438 *** 0.042 0.178 *** 0.040 

Mother unemployed 0.301 *** 0.039 0.123 ** 0.041 

Child is male -0.027  0.032 -0.039  0.032 

Intercept 3.715 *** 0.095 4.166 *** 0.078 

*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, + p < 0.1 

Models for the 1998 cohort reflect previous findings from Turney and Kao (2009) 

and demonstrate disparities in school-based parental involvement between native White 

families and immigrant Latinx families, with the latter predicted to participate in 0.30 

fewer involvement activities. Other racial/ethnic minority families are also predicted to 

have lower levels of involvement compared to native White families. With just the survey 

and family covariates in the model for 2010, however, significance differences in 

involvement between racial/ethnic groups occurs only between native White families, 

and immigrant White and Black families. Neither native Latinx families nor immigrant 

Latinx families are predicted to be any less involved because of their race/ethnicity in 

comparison to native White families. Based solely on the changing magnitude and 
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significance of the Latinx coefficients, these results provide evidence contrary to 

Hypothesis 1, that disparities in involvement would have increased in more recent years.  

The models in Table 4.3 begin to tell the story of the association between 

community organizational supports and parental involvement by adding all level-2 

measures. Note that with the addition of level-2 variables, the 1998 significant coefficient 

for immigrant Latinx families increases in magnitude from -0.30 to -0.34. This increase 

indicates that level-2 variables exerted a small suppression effect on the level of 

disparities in parental involvement at this time, suggesting support for Hypothesis 2 that 

community level influences on parental involvement might reduce disparities overall. 

None of the community organizational variables in either year are significant, however. 

Although there is evidence of a suppression effect in 2010, the racial/ethnic disparities in 

involvement are statistically negligible between all Latinx families and native White 

families. These results, therefore, offer evidence contrary to Hypothesis 3. 

Turning to the final analytical step, interaction terms determine the presence of 

significant variation in the effect of community organizational resources on parental 

involvement by each racial/ethnic group. Table 4.4 contains all the interactions, with 

several reaching statistical significance. There is a positive interaction for the association 

between education organizations and parental involvement for immigrant Black families, 

and for the association between art organizations and parental involvement for native 

Hispanic families in 1998. To facilitate interpretation, these interactions are graphed in 

Figure 4.1. For each category of arts and education community organizational support, 

parental involvement is predicted by race/ethnicity in communities with 1 nonprofit, the 

mean number of nonprofits per 1,000 residents (3.7 for education and 2.5 for arts), and 

twice the mean. 
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Table 4.4. Hierarchical Linear Model Explaining Variation in Parental Involvement by 

Race/Ethnicity and Community Organizational Resources 

  1998 (N = 10,330) 2010 (N = 9,530) 
  β Coefficient SE β Coefficient SE 
Level 1: Child       
Race/Ethnicity (Ref: Native White)       
    Immigrant White -0.325 *** 0.093 -0.536 *** 0.111 

Native Latinx -0.100  0.066 -0.118 + 0.067 
Immigrant Latinx -0.341 *** 0.084 -0.103  0.091 
Native Black -0.510 *** 0.054 -0.082  0.058 
Immigrant Black -0.829 *** 0.159 -0.370 * 0.169 

Survey Covariates       
Mother respondent 0.135 * 0.058 0.122 * 0.049 
Non-English speaking, English interview -0.607 *** 0.093 -0.512 *** 0.113 
Non-English speaking, non-English interview -0.539 *** 0.092 -0.033  0.111 

Family Covariates       
Siblings -0.059 *** 0.014 -0.064 *** 0.015 
Adults 0.061 ** 0.022 0.046 + 0.024 
SES (standardized) 0.518 *** 0.017 0.526 *** 0.022 
Mother employed part time 0.437 *** 0.037 0.179 *** 0.039 
Mother unemployed 0.297 *** 0.034 0.120 ** 0.042 
Child is male -0.027  0.028 -0.039  0.032 

Level 2: Community       
Organizational Resources       

Arts -0.015  0.030 0.002  0.030 
Education 0.047  0.030 -0.024  0.027 
Health 0.024  0.037 0.041  0.036 
Human services -0.030 + 0.017 -0.008  0.010 

Covariates (%)       
College graduates 0.183  0.741 -0.045  0.776 
Poverty -0.892 + 0.451 -0.569  0.732 
Latinx 0.579 * 0.180 0.262  0.229 

Intercept 3.701 *** 0.128 4.259 *** 0.156 

*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, + p < 0.1 
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Table 4.5. Race/Ethnicity and Community Resources Interactions in Hierarchical Linear Models Explaining Variation in 

Parental Involvement 

*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, + p < 0.1 

Note: All models control for survey and family covariates.

 β Community-Level Interaction Coefficient with Race/Ethnicity (SE) 

 1998 
  Native White (Ref) Immigrant White Native Black Foreign Black Native Hispanic Foreign Hispanic 
Art -0.039  0.036 0.161  0.106 0.053  0.103 0.051  0.282 0.192 * 0.095 0.036  0.061 
Education 0.045  0.033 0.306 + 0.166 -0.073  0.100 0.781 * 0.352 0.044  0.132 -0.064  0.105 
Health 0.037  0.043 -0.394  0.237 0.030  0.119 0.292  0.544 -0.273 + 0.162 -0.036  0.141 

Human 

services -0.025  0.018 -0.097  0.086 -0.003  0.061 -0.430  0.284 -0.038  0.071 0.056  0.068 

College 0.282  0.778 -4.442  3.303 2.475  2.395 -

10.574 
 9.453 -0.043  2.470 -1.024  2.370 

Poverty -0.702  0.639 1.593  2.207 0.139  1.585 1.415  3.397 -0.854  1.451 -1.320  1.286 
Latinx 0.320  0.266 -0.524  0.898 0.712  0.601 -1.133  2.625 0.366  0.627 0.944  0.578 
Intercept 3.739 *** 0.153 0.096   0.598 -0.925 * 0.421 -0.229   1.579 0.098   0.513 -0.395   0.396 
  2010 
Art -0.012  0.037 0.377 * 0.184 0.002  0.062 -0.124  0.151 0.138  0.132 0.155  0.110 
Education -0.009  0.030 -0.106  0.150 -0.052  0.073 0.340  0.235 -0.045  0.086 -0.106  0.094 
Health 0.014  0.041 -0.205  0.220 0.018  0.090 -0.267  0.332 -0.067  0.144 0.277 + 0.147 
Human 

services -0.005  0.011 -0.118 ** 0.046 0.035  0.036 -0.085  0.149 -0.036  0.045 -0.048  0.071 

College -0.236  0.787 -0.248  3.389 0.058  2.187 -0.293  6.677 1.638  2.037 -0.366  2.290 
Poverty -0.802  0.837 0.318  2.676 1.063  1.454 1.122  4.853 -0.182  1.702 0.786  1.516 
Latinx 0.270  0.299 -0.115  1.003 -0.583  0.629 -1.064  1.868 -0.127  0.618 0.218  0.536 
Intercept 4.322 *** 0.157 0.159   0.601 -0.185   0.295 -0.098   1.208 -0.059   0.363 -0.466   0.421 
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Figure 4.1. Interactions Between Race/Ethnicity and Community Organizational 

Resources Predicting Parental Involvement in 1998 

 

* Indicates a statistically significant interaction (p < .05) 

 
Figure 4.1 demonstrates a pattern for native Latinx and immigrant Black families 

in 1998 that lends qualified support to Hypothesis 3. Community supports exhibit a 

stronger association with school-based parental involvement for these families in 

comparison to other racial/ethnic families. Specifically, more arts organizations are 

associated with higher levels of engagement for native Latinx families, with higher levels 

of education organizations associated with higher levels of involvement for immigrant 

Black families. The focal racial/ethnic group, immigrant Latinx families, along with 
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native Black families, do not appear to experience the same benefits of increasing 

community arts organizations, which is contrary to the spirit of Hypothesis 3.  

In 2010, there exists a significant positive interaction for immigrant white families 

with arts organizations. There is also a negative interaction for human services for these 

families, the second of the two significant interactions for this cohort. Figure 4.2 displays 

these significant interactions.  

Figure 4.2 Interactions Between Race/Ethnicity and Community Organizational 

Resources Predicting Parental Involvement in 2010 

* Indicates a statistically significant interaction (p < .05) 

 

These results indicate that for most racial/ethnic groups increasing levels of arts 

organizations is associated with increased parental involvement in school, but more so for 

immigrant White families and less so for immigrant Black families. Parental involvement 
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associated with human services, however, indicates that increases in this type of 

community resource is associated with decreases in parental involvement, especially for 

immigrant White families. These results indicate mixed support for Hypothesis 3, but do 

not reflect significant differences for Latinx families.  

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The increasing focus in educational policies on intensive family investment in 

children’s academic success coupled with rising anti-immigrant sentiment and 

racial/ethnic tensions spurred this investigation into disparities in parental involvement by 

Latinx families relative to other major racial/ethnic groups. As the fastest growing 

segment of U.S. school children, and one that confronts many systematic barriers and 

hardships, the success of Latinx children’s families in creating strong family-school 

partnerships has implications for educational equity and equality for future generations 

(Zhou 1997). Historic disparities in parental involvement between Latinx families and 

others also motivate revisiting the influences on parental involvement with new and 

updated data. 

This study, therefore, uses a community lens to not only update our understanding 

of disparities in parental involvement by race/ethnicity, but also to contribute to the 

conversation regarding the causes of the disparities that occur outside of the family. It 

therefore represents an investigation into potential policy alternatives that do not rely on 

family investments. I use HLM to disentangle the influence of community-level resources 

from family-level ones and consider variation by racial/ethnic groups over time. 
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The results of these models point towards a rejection of the first hypothesis. 

Contrary to Hypothesis 1, disparities in parental involvement by racial/ethnic family 

groups did not appear to be as pronounced in 2010 as they were a decade before, and this 

change may be due in part to disproportionate increases in parental involvement from 

historically underrepresented families. Although statistical differences between cohort 

coefficients are not formally tested here, the significant negative coefficient for Latinx 

families present in 1998 is reduced by a third and is insignificant in 2010. Future research 

should directly test the coefficients for Latinx families between the cohorts to determine 

statistically significant differences in magnitude. Outsized increases in parental 

involvement by native and immigrant Latinx families suggests that, on average, Latinx 

families today have internalized and responded to societal pressures for school-based 

educational involvement in children’s development. Unlike some other parents who may 

find unobstructed pathways to involvement, it is important to recognize that these 

families made increases in parental involvement with few resources and during a time of 

increasing racial/ethnic tensions. This finding reinforces the theoretical and practical 

value of focusing on the specific experiences of diverse groups of families and 

acknowledging the stratified racial/ethnic U.S. context in theory and analysis.  

The testing of Hypotheses 2 and 3 required going beyond race/ethnicity itself to 

consider internal variation within the Latinx and other racial/ethnic groups related to 

immigration and over time. Testing the hypothesis that those most isolated from the 

educational system may receive the most benefits from community investments revealed 

that immigration histories indeed matter for all racial/ethnic groups. For Latinx families, 
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having spent more time in the U.S. is associated with a stronger association between 

community arts resources and parental involvement in school in 1998. For immigrant 

Black families the opposite is true, with those who have more recent immigrant histories 

showing the largest increases in involvement in communities with more resources. In 

2010, however, only differences between native and immigrant White families emerge, 

and these associations suggest that community context is more predictive of parental 

involvement in school for immigrant White families than native White families. These 

variations in effects suggest that a family’s immigrant histories may influence how they 

experience community resources, and the possibility that when those most isolated from 

the educational system have access to community resources, they are may be the most 

likely to benefit from them. Future work could incorporate more dimensions of the 

immigrant experience, such as acculturation and assimilation, or try to better unpack 

variation by socioeconomic status. Undoubtedly there remains much to be learned by 

focusing on the diversity of experiences Latinx and other families encounter, particularly 

within an educational and community context.  

These indications that the community context may help to reduce inequalities in 

parental involvement in schools supports the first portion of the third hypothesis 

concerning community supports reducing disparities. The prediction that community 

resources would matter more in more recent years, however, is unsubstantiated. Although 

racial/ethnic variation in community effects is found in both cohorts, the direct effect of 

community resources does not appear to be stronger or weaker in more recent years, and 

is generally insignificant, regardless of year. Masking the underlying variation, the lack 
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of associations between community organizational resources and parental involvement 

suggests that attention to variation in impacts by race/ethnicity may be an integral 

component of understanding how community resources influence the lives of families 

and children. Importantly, for community resources to play a part in the reduction of 

disparities, those in groups that face the most obstacles to strong family-school 

partnerships are exactly those who must benefit the most (Ceci and Papierno 2005). 

These results reflect this kind of trend. 

These findings highlight the continued importance of family within the 

educational system and the resiliency of Latinx families. They also lend support to the 

importance of considering every ecological context of childhood as well as suggest 

potential policy-amenable approaches to continuing to strengthen family-school 

partnerships through community investment.  

Although clearly an important dimension of the educational success of children, a 

narrow focus on policy and research on the family ignores the other influences outside of 

the family that work to promote or hinder the success of all children. In this study, 

community organizational resources play a role in the school-based parental involvement 

behaviors of families from diverse groups. The fact that only some community 

organizational resources appear to be associated with parental involvement suggests that 

attention to the kinds of community resources available in a community is important in 

the development of theory regarding community impacts in education (Hong 2011). It is 

possible that certain kinds of combinations of resources may be the most beneficial, and 

future research could investigate categorical differences in community resources. The 
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level of analysis here corresponded to the county, in part because other work has 

investigated lower-levels of geography regarding family-school partnerships, and in part 

because of data limitations necessitated through comparisons between data sets that span 

over a decade. Continued attention to geographic considerations, including the location of 

different kinds of community organizational supports, will undoubtedly enrich our 

understandings of how communities, both large and small, can promote healthy 

relationships between not only families and schools, but also between families, and with 

other institutions as well. 

When the onus for parental involvement in education is situated within the 

community it opens the possibility for many new avenues outside of the family to 

improve the educational success of all children. A theoretical and political blind-spot, 

however, our understanding of the community-level influences on family-school 

partnerships remains largely driven by small scale qualitative work. Although 

associational in nature and moderately influential in these models, the slight indication 

that community contexts matter, and especially for immigrant Latinx families, motivates 

future data collection and analysis on these topics. Perhaps, like how the historic focus on 

parental involvement in research has translated to educational policy, better incorporating 

the ecological contexts of childhood into empirical work can spur educational and 

community practices that support families rather than burden them. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

An educational system that relies on parent-to-child investments in education has 

great potential to disadvantage some groups of children within a socioeconomically and 

racially stratified society. Such policies and practices pressure parents and schools to “do 

more” to invest in children’s education, even though many parents and schools are already 

maxed out. Where, then, can these parents and educators turn if they cannot marshal the 

necessary resources to comply with this educational reality? The preceding chapters 

proposed that civic infrastructure—already a vibrant component of social life in the U.S.—

may offer a promising investment in the ecological contexts of child development. The 

evidence presented here does suggest some possible ways that civic infrastructure can help 

to create the kinds of strong family-school partnerships that are thought to reduce 

inequality. That role is likely through the facilitation of strong pro-social connections 

among community members. 

SUMMARY OF RESULTS 

The first study in Chapter 2 shows that civic infrastructure has promise for 

supporting family-school partnerships. Using child-level fixed effects models, this chapter 

uncovered associations between changes in civic infrastructure and changes in parental 

involvement in school and the community for all families, with no evidence of variation 

by racial/ethnic groups. The results indicated that human service organizations may help 

parents to enact parental involvement behaviors that they otherwise would not. They 

position investments in community civic infrastructure support the healthy development of 

children that do not rely solely on family characteristics. 
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The second study in Chapter 3 used HLM to unpack racial/ethnic variation in 

community-level linkages with parental involvement in education. Differences in the 

association between educational community organizational supports and school-based 

parental involvement showed that Latinx families, a racial/ethnic group that experiences 

many barriers to strong family-school partnerships, sometimes experience outsized 

increases in parental involvement when living in community organizations with more 

education nonprofits. These results demonstrate that education-focused community 

supports may matter most to those families who have fewer cultural and economic 

resources overall.  

The third study in Chapter 4 also used HLM models to contextualize the community 

context of civic infrastructure over historical time with a focus on racial/ethnic disparities 

in parental involvement in education. The findings indicate that the proliferation of parental 

involvement practices has reached all-time highs across diverse racial/ethnic groups, 

including for Latinx families. Moreover, shifting levels of involvement by racial/ethnic 

minority families appear to have closed some of the previously observed disparities in 

school-based parental involvement behaviors over time (Turney and Kao 2009). 

Concurrent increases in civic infrastructure may have contributed to these closing gaps, as 

native Latinx families, immigrant White families, and immigrant Black families all 

appeared to experience higher levels of parental involvement when located in communities 

with higher levels of community organizational resources.   

Some comparisons of the results across the three analytical chapters can also help 

to further tease out more suggestions about how community resources might matter for 
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strong family-school partnerships. Attention to differences in the measures of civic 

infrastructure in conjunction with the different the modeling technique and the geographic 

operationalization of “community” helps to refine conclusions and suggest potential 

avenues for future research.   

To begin, this dissertation measured several dimensions of organizational 

community resources using the major classification system of NTEE codes and tested them 

in two different modeling strategies. The first modeling strategy, child-level fixed effects, 

are a more stringent test for associations between civic infrastructure and parental 

involvement, but the second strategy, using HLM, more accurately accounts for clustering 

and allows for the observation of weaker associations between community contexts and 

parental involvement. Interestingly, in the child-level fixed effects models, only the 

coefficient for human services organizations is statistically significant, while several 

measures of nonprofit organizations including health and arts organizations were 

independently significant in the two HLM analyses (and the education measure in the 

second analysis). These results indicate that community organizational resources in general 

might matter for family-school partnerships, but that human service organizations might 

have a stronger connection to the mechanisms that create family-school partnerships than 

other kinds of civic infrastructure.  

Theories that divide nonprofit organizations by type rather than field might help to 

unpack this consistently significant association. Within a classification system that focuses 

more on the operations of an organization, for example, human service organizations could 

be considered “welfare oriented” organizations whereas arts and other similar 
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organizations are classified as “elite oriented” (Berrone et al. 2016). In theory, welfare 

oriented organizations serve directly the needs of populations with high levels of obstacles 

and disadvantage in society. Human services organizations, therefore, may be meeting the 

basic needs of families and more directly supporting their ability to enact intensive parental 

involvement scripts more so even than organizations that are specifically geared to 

improving student outcomes or creating community spaces. It is also important to note that 

the results for the child-level fixed effects models suggests that the associations present in 

the HLM results are not robust to the inclusion of unobserved confounds, more complex 

longitudinal modeling, or both. Together, these results suggest more nuanced and precise 

measures as well as methods that can make stronger causal claims are necessary in order 

to truly understand the impact of the nonprofit sector in the relationship between families 

and schools and education more broadly.  

Next, regarding the operationalization of the idea of “community” this dissertation 

took a practical approach coupled with theoretical justifications: using both zip code and 

county to demarcate community boundaries. The zip code level, although designed 

primarily for postal delivery, represents a relatively small geographic area which when 

used in the analysis here, connects nonprofit organizations to the individuals within their 

immediate geography. But a family’s educational experiences are unlikely to take place 

solely within their own zip code (Li and Pollmann-Schult 2016). Although the final chapter 

uses a the county, which is comprised of several zip codes, and finds similar effects, 

supplementary analysis could pay more attention to how nonprofits in neighboring zip 

codes might influence family-school partnerships within an individual zip code. In that 
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same vein, different measurement strategies that pay better attention to geographic 

considerations in the model such as average driving times or using geographic boundaries 

to demarcate communities could also more accurately measure the association between 

community resources and family-school partnerships. Taken together, however, the 

similarity of results between the zip code and county level results suggest that the 

connections between community resources and family-school partnerships operate 

similarly across these two levels of community. Future explorations of measures, therefore, 

should use theoretically grounded hypothesis to motivate other measurements of 

community organizational resources.  

THREE CROSS-CUTTING THEMES 

Integrating the three studies under a broad conceptual framework of civic 

infrastructure as a context of parental involvement in education across diverse groups 

facilitates the drawing of three conclusions. The first conclusion is that parental 

involvement policies will not mitigate inequality on their own. The second conclusion 

proposes that investments in community resources may help to create developmental 

supportive ecological settings for the development and education of children for diverse 

groups of families. The third conclusion is that community resources may help families in 

such a way as to reduce inequality. These three conclusions warrant further discussion. 

First, the evidence presented in this dissertation serves as a critique of intensive 

parental involvement practices within education. Current parental involvement policies are 

modeled on the assumption that parents who want to be involved in their children’s 

education have the resources and opportunities to be involved. Such policies make 
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additional resources within the family a necessary requirement for enacting intensive 

parental involvement scripts that are demanded by schools, including time and money but 

also status and power. In an increasingly stratified society, some families have these 

resources while others do not (Duncan and Murnane 2011). Beyond disparities in tangible 

resources, parental involvement policies can create and reinforce inequality because 

involvement scripts that dominate U.S. education reflect the values and circumstances of 

one select group: affluent White families. Any group of children whose families are at risk 

of being isolated from the educational system and its norms, facing language or cultural 

barriers, or experiencing bias and hostility from teachers and school personnel may be 

disadvantaged in such a system. Latinx children are a good and timely example. Within an 

educational system largely viewed as meritocratic, however, investments into particular 

groups of families over others has historically found little public support (Ceci and 

Papierno 2005).  

One limitation of the analytic approach of these three studies is that they do not 

specifically test group differences in the magnitude of the effect for race/ethnicity on 

parental involvement at school and in the community. Future research could specifically 

predict group differences, potentially in various community resource contexts, to determine 

how great of a gap truly exists between different families.  

Second, in an era of increasing pressures for parental involvement generally and in 

education specifically, a full-fledged reorganization of the educational system is unlikely. 

Consequently, exploring other means through which to alleviate the burdens faced by 

parents, and therefore the negative consequences for their children, is necessary. Although 
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far from definitive, the evidence presented in the preceding three chapters indicates that 

community resources, particularly those in the form of organizational resources, may help 

families to enact the parental involvement behaviors so valued by their children’s schools. 

This evidence suggests that communities can have an influence on families regardless of 

that family’s individual resources or position. Indeed, the same family may enact parental 

involvement scripts in one way in a community context with few resources and another 

way in a community context with more resources. The implications of these findings are 

that policies could create communities where a children’s family backgrounds have less 

bearing on their educational success without having to reform the educational system itself 

(Crosnoe and Benner 2012). 

Third, if only those families already advantaged by the educational system receive 

community-level benefits, then the infusion of community resources would increase 

inequalities among children. Contrary to this possibility, results of this dissertation indicate 

that the more that communities have opportunities to gather together, interact, and address 

their needs with one another, the more connected that families from diverse backgrounds 

will be to their children’s schools. In addition, community resources might matter more for 

those families most in need, and therefore, could be an avenue through which to reduce 

inequalities. The racial/ethnic minority groups in these three studies vary in the association 

between community resources and strong family-school partnerships in such a way that 

those most likely to experience barriers to parental involvement, including Latinx families, 

may also be those who receive the most benefits from community resources. Nonprofit 

theory positions community support organizations as “buffers” against social ills and 
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within the realm of education this may mean reducing some of the barriers to parental 

involvement behaviors and helping families who might not otherwise have the opportunity 

to enact intensive parental involvement scripts (Salamon 1987). Programs that serve 

community members, whether or not they specifically focus on families and youth, may 

contribute to the ability for isolated families to create the kinds of meaningful relationships 

with their schools that are necessary for the success of children from diverse backgrounds. 

Investments in civic infrastructure through the nonprofit sector, therefore, can be seen as 

general investments in communities that have specific benefits for those most in need of 

additional support. Such a system is a necessary requirement for the reduction of inequality.  

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

The three conclusions offer a broad view of the association between community 

resources and parental involvement in education across diverse racial/ethnic groups. Some 

caution is in order, however, because of the limitations of my empirical approach. 

Correcting these limitations and exploring new avenues are important for making these 

conclusions stronger. 

To begin, although child-level fixed effects models are a rigorous test of 

associations between resources and parental involvement than linear regression alone, the 

results presented here are correlations in nature. The sprawling, diverse, and private nature 

of public service delivery by community support organizations complicates the application 

of nationally representative, casually-oriented models. Instrumental variables may be 

useful, but the theory presented here suggests that all kinds of nonprofits might influence 

strong family-school partnerships, so another variable outside of separate nonprofit count 
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is necessary for such modeling (Sharkey, Torrats-Espinosa, and Takyar 2017). As such, all 

of the models presented in these studies are associational, not causal, in nature. Future 

research that is more casually motivated could explore this possibility. Furthermore, the 

nonprofit sector has not seen much change in its regulatory practice over the past 40 years 

(Salamon 1987) which limits the ability for researchers to apply quasi-experimental 

methods. The fact that this dissertation uncovers correlational evidence linking civic 

infrastructure to strong family-school partnerships can justify, however, continued 

exploration of the national-level “impact” of civic infrastructure on children and families 

from diverse backgrounds.  

Including theory development and analysis that focuses on changes over time is 

one contribution of this dissertation. The second chapter uses within-child longitudinal 

data, while the fourth uses two separate cohorts spanning over a decade. Such modeling 

contributed to conclusions regarding the closing of disparities in parental involvement, as 

well as the ability for changes in community resources to be associated with changes in 

parental involvement in school and the community. The rich data in the ECLS-K, however, 

allows for additional longitudinal modeling that could further illuminate the intersections 

of the ecological contexts of childhood. Growth curve modeling, for example, can explore 

the potential for community resources to not only influence levels of parental involvement 

but also increases or decreases in parental involvement over time. Future research can 

leverage the longitudinal nature of the ECLS-K in ways that contribute to our 

understanding of the links between civic infrastructure and strong family-school 

partnerships. 
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Another contribution of the fourth chapter is the inclusion of variation within 

racial/ethnic groups by immigrant status. The final avenue for fruitful future research 

explored here can further develop theory and evidence regarding internal group variation. 

For Latinx families, such a strategy could include incorporating additional time-invariant 

and time-variant measures such as immigration timing and acculturation. Such an 

exploration opens the possibility for family characteristics that straddle what is inside and 

outside of a family’s control to influence how families experience community resources in 

the pursuit of opportunities for intensive parental involvement in their children’s education. 

Conclusions drawn from such research could help to further develop theoretical and 

practical understandings surrounding how community resources promote or hinder the 

reduction of inequality.  

FINAL THOUGHTS 

Practical and empirical evidence casts education and educational attainment as key 

components in the reproduction and dismantling of inequality. Representing a tension 

between sorting individuals based on their background into predestined societal roles and 

building a ladder out of the lower end of the socioeconomic distribution, the ultimate 

function of schools in society remains an ongoing and open debate (Alexander, Entwisle, 

and Olson 2014; Karabel and Halsey 1977). This dissertation, however, demonstrates that 

creating an educational system that is less conducive to stratification will likely require not 

only large-scale educational policy but also more attention to the community resources that 

help families navigate the educational opportunities of their children. Creating the kinds of 

school-like communities that are necessary for the educational development of all children 
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will take coordinated support from organizations and individuals not directly involved in 

the educational system (Epstein 2001). 

This dissertation can serve as a guide for considering what sorts of community 

resources might matter and for what kinds of families. Results suggest that those families 

on the margins, like Latinx families, may receive outsized educational benefits from 

general community investments. Broadening the discussions surrounding families and 

schools to include actors within the community shows that the education of children could 

be understood as the responsibility of all members of a society, not just those directly 

involved in the child’s life, and that we can create systems that reflect this reality, rather 

than perpetuate systemic inequalities. In such a society every child would have a chance to 

succeed, not just those with “involved” parents.  
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