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Supervisor:  Jennifer Jellison Holme 

 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of middle school 

students particularly focusing on the academic achievement of economically 

disadvantaged students. Existing data show that there is an increasing cohort of school 

children experiencing poverty, either short or long term. For poor middle school students, 

the risk for school failure is amplified by the general risks associated with middle school 

transition and early adolescence development. The cumulative nature of these risks is 

often associated with undesirable school outcomes including grade retention, behavior 

problems, absenteeism, delinquency, teenage pregnancy, school dropout, fewer years of 

schooling, and lower academic achievement. However, there is evidence that some 

students succeed in spite of adversity, which is often attributed to protective factors 

present in the students’ own immediate environment – school, home, and community. 

This current study, therefore, examined the relationship between two potential 

protective factors–parent involvement and school belonging–and student achievement. 
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Previous research has established that parent involvement and school belonging are both 

associated with positive school outcomes including academic motivation, self-efficacy, 

internal locus of control, pro-social and on-task behavior, school engagement, 

educational aspirations and expectations, and better academic achievement. 

Consequently, this study examined three main questions: (a) How is parental involvement 

associated with academic achievement for economically disadvantaged eighth grade 

students? (b) How school belonging associated with academic achievement for 

economically disadvantaged eighth grade students? (c) Do the relations between parent 

involvement, school belonging, and eighth grade achievement vary as a function of prior 

achievement and middle school? To answer these research questions, this study used the 

nationally representative longitudinal data from Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, 

Kindergarten (ECLS-K) Class of 1998/99. 

The findings for this study showed that when parent involvement and school 

belonging were considered together, the association between parent involvement and 

student achievement diminished while school belonging consistently emerged as a 

significant predictor of achievement. However, while school belonging emerged as a 

significant predictor of achievement, this study established that students’ prior 

achievement was the single strong and significant factor explaining achievement for poor 

eighth grade students. 
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Chapter 1 

Rationale and Purpose 

 Middle school is a critical period in the educational pipeline for all students. 

Middle school is considered a unique and challenging period because it is charged with 

facilitating the intellectual and developmental growth of early adolescents as well as 

managing the delicate transition from elementary school – a relatively nurturing setting – 

to high school – a more independent and self-directed learning environment (Akos & 

Galassi, 2004; Black, 2009; Cook, MacCoun, Muschkin, & Vigdor, 2008; Mizelle & 

Irvin, 2005). For students entering middle school with inadequate academic skills, middle 

level education provides the “last best chance” to remediate their academic inadequacy 

and get them back on grade level or better (Williams et al., 2010).  

Many middle schools, however, have struggled to meet the challenge of bridging 

student academic gaps, and particularly for those students who are already at risk of 

school failure: those from low socioeconomic (SES) backgrounds; cultural, linguistic, 

and racial minorities; new immigrants; and students with disabilities (Killion & Hirsh, 

1998; Vassallo, 1990; Yecke, 2005). While National Assessment of Education Progress 

(NAEP) scores show an overall improvement in middle school performance, masked 

behind this progress are alarming academic disparities between economically 

disadvantaged students and their more non-poor peers and between minority students and 

their White peers (see Tables 1 and 2). For instance, Table 1 shows that economically 

underprivileged eighth grade students consistently scored below their non-poor peers,  
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Table 1  

 

NAEP Scores for Eighth Grade According to SES Status 

 Math Reading 

2011 2009 2007 2005 2011 2009 2007 2005 

Low SES 269 266 265 262 252 249 247 247 

Non-Low SES 296 294 291 288 275 273 271 270 
Performance 
Gap (points) 

 
27 

 
28 

 
26 

 
26 

 
23 

 
24 

 
25 

 
23 

 

Note. From National Assessment of Education Progress at http://nationsreportcard.gov 

by up to 28 points in mathematics and up to 25 points in reading. 

Furthermore, NAEP assessments indicate that racial minority students, with the 

exception of Asians and Pacific Islanders, significantly underperform in both math and 

reading compared to their White peers (Table 2). Blacks, in particular, are outperformed 

by all other racial groups (i.e., Whites, Asians, Hispanics, and Indian Americans) in both 

math and reading. Despite persistent gaps in middle school achievement, by SES and 

race, little research has been conducted to determine the relative influence of school and 

home factors that may contribute to these gaps or act as protective factors. This raises 

several questions: To what degree do school and home factors contribute to these gaps in 

achievement? What is the magnitude and direction of the overall effect on the middle 

school experience for low income students? How do school factors moderate home 

factors and/or vice versa? Could school and home factors act as protective factors for 

students at risk? 
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Table 2 

NAEP Scores for Eighth Grade According to Race, 2000-2009 

 
 
Race 

Math Reading 

2011 2009 2007 2005 2011 2009 2007 2005 

Whites 293 293 291 289 274 273 272 271 

Blacks 262 261 260 255 249 246 245 243 
Black-White 
Gaps (points) 

31 32 31 34 25 27 27 28 

Hispanics 270 266 265 262 252 249 247 246 

Hispanic-White 
Gaps (points) 

23 27 26 27 22 24 25 25 

Amer. Indians 265 266 264 264 252 251 247 249 

A/Indian-White 
Gaps (points) 

28 27 27 25 22 22 25 22 

Asian/Pacific 
Islander 

303 301 297 295 275 274 271 271 

Note. Scores in bold represent the reference scores (for Whites).  

From National Assessment of Educational Progress at http://nationsreportcard.gov 

 

Importance of Middle School 

Given the glaring performance gaps, between economically disadvantaged and 

racial minority students and their White peers, the significance of middle school for these 

students cannot be underscored enough. There are a number of reasons why middle level 

education is a critical stage in the educational pipeline.  

 Academic regression. Research suggests that students tend to academically 

regress during middle school (Williams et al., 2010). NAEP scores show a decrease in the 

percentage of middle school students performing “at or above basic” and “at or above 

proficient” levels in mathematics as well as a decrease in reading at the “advanced” level. 

The decline is especially severe among poor and minority student groups when compared 
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to their Caucasian counterparts (Gutman & Midgley, 2000; Roeser & Eccles, 1998; 

Simmons, Black, & Zhou, 1991).  

 Predictor of high school performance. Performance in key subjects during 

middle school (e.g., math, algebra, and language arts) is a strong predictor of high school 

performance (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000; Horn & Nunez, 2000; Swail, Cabrera, Lee, & 

Williams, 2005). For example, enrolling in and successfully completing Algebra 1 by 

eighth grade (or at the latest, ninth grade) is linked to success in advanced mathematics 

courses, and better chances of high school graduation (Cooney & Bottoms, 2002; Silver, 

Saunders, & Zarate, 2008).  

Furthermore, middle school attendance is associated with high school attendance, 

completion, and graduation rates (Balfanz, Herzog, & Mac Iver, 2007; Silver et al., 

2008). Similarly, a Texas study found that eighth grade students who did not take or 

failed the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) in mathematics or reading 

were less likely to be successful in high school (Fuller, Springel, & Fuller, 2010).   

 Association with post-high school outcomes. Research has established that 

many eighth grade outcomes are specifically associated with long-term, post-high school, 

educational outcomes. For example, studies that have utilized data from the 1988 

National Education Longitudinal Study (NELS) have established that taking (or not 

taking) eighth grade algebra, eighth grade reading performance, eighth grade aspirations, 

and the academic tracking of students in eighth grade are all important predictors of post-

high school educational outcomes (Cabera & La Nasa, 2000; Horn & Nunez, 2000; Swail 

et al., 2005). Another longitudinal study that followed African American students from 
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junior high through high school established that students free from (or with less) risk 

factors (e.g., low attendance, suspensions, poor grades, low test scores, grade retention) 

in junior high were more likely to experience success in high school (Connell, Halpern-

Felsher, Clifford, Crichlow, & Usinger, 1995). 

Middle school can provide the “last best chance” to equip at-risk students with the 

academic skills necessary for high school and post-secondary success (ACT, 2008; 

Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1998; Silver et al., 2008; Williams et al., 

2010; Yecke, 2005). Consequently, the chances of succeeding in high school and beyond 

significantly diminish for those students who leave middle school with deficient 

academic skills. 

Why is middle school a particularly “risky” stage for students? 

Middle school is a critical stage in students’ academic trajectories, and yet it is 

also a very risky stage in their academic and social development.  Early adolescence is 

characterized by biological, cognitive, psychological, and social changes, which have the 

potential to significantly impact the future outcomes of early adolescents (Akos & 

Galassi, 2004; Black 2009; Wigfield, Lutz, & Wagner, 2005). Middle school students 

experience significant life course changes which include maturational changes (onset of 

puberty), shifting societal demands, conflicting role demands, increasingly complex 

societal relations, and new educational expectations (Montemayor, Adams, & Gullota, 

1990; Wigfield, Brynes, & Eccles, 2006). These challenges are potential “risk factors” 

(i.e., individual or environmental characteristics, or behaviors) that could have a negative 
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impact on student educational outcomes (Center for Disease Control and Prevention 

[CDC], 2009). 

Hass (1986) suggests that the social, psychological, and cognitive development of 

early adolescents are often out of synch with their physical development. Hass notes that 

rapid physical growth is not often matched with a similar cognitive growth rate. This 

mismatch in developmental phases, in early adolescents, may have the potential to create 

self-conflict; leading to other problem behaviors and possible negative effects on their 

academic performance (Black, 2009; Eccles & Midgley, 1989; Gutman & Midgley, 

2000).  In some cases, students become unmotivated and disengaged in their learning 

(Eccles, 2004; Harter, 1998; Watt, 2004).  

During middle school, early adolescents begin to develop a realistic view of peers 

and adults. They change their attitudes toward their siblings, and often seek independence 

(e.g., from parents) and a departure from authority in a search for autonomy (Jozefowicz-

Simbeni, 2008). Jozefowicz-Simbeni (2008) found that most early adolescents begin to 

question authority, and view their parents more critically than in their younger years. 

Furthermore, early adolescents’ heightened curiosity leads them to begin to explore the 

world around them by engaging in a period of trial and error, and increased risk taking 

behaviors (Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1998).  

A need for autonomy coupled with a desire to push boundaries can potentially be 

a pathway to risky behaviors such as smoking, substance abuse, alcohol abuse, and 

unsafe sexual activity (Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1998; Houlihan et 

al., 2008). Moreover, when peer acceptance and allegiance to ‘groups’ or ‘cliques’ 
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become priorities, peer influences can significantly drive adolescents in their decision 

making processes; processes which are often not thoroughly thought through (Jang & 

Thorberry, 1997). Therefore, early adolescents require adequate guidance to avoid taking 

life trajectories that are detrimental to their futures (Jozefowicz-Simbeni, 2008).  

Along with developmental changes, most early adolescents experience a 

contextual change: a movement from elementary to middle school. Transition into the 

middle school is often associated with disruption in the students’ social and support 

networks and changes in social and educational expectations. This transition has the 

potential to create a challenging middle school experience for most youngsters. However, 

there is evidence to indicate that for some students the early adolescent period is 

relatively uneventful, while for others the effect of the changes is significantly negative 

as reflected by an increase in antisocial behavior, and decreases in self-esteem, school 

engagement, and academic grades (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Cook et al., 2008; Eccles, 

2004; Harter, 1998; Watt, 2004). 

Middle school risk and economically disadvantaged students 

Adolescence creates a “heightened vulnerability” for students already predisposed 

to adverse conditions such as low socioeconomic status and poverty (Gutman & Midgley, 

2000, p. 223). For instance, economically disadvantaged students are likely to reside in 

high risk home conditions, such as with a single-parent with limited educational 

experience: an equivalent of high school education or less (Comer, 1980; Sawhill, 2006). 

Often, these home environments do not provide the structural support necessary to 

facilitate school relevant learning experiences for students (Rice, 1997). Also, 
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economically disadvantaged youth are likely to reside in impoverished neighborhoods, 

and to attend high poverty, low performing or failing schools (Adler, Lent, & Figueira-

McDonough, 2002). Furthermore, the neighborhoods are often prone to violence, 

criminal activities, drugs, and joblessness (Johnson, 2010; Leventhal & Brooks-Gun, 

2004; Wilson, 1996).  

The educational outcomes for economically disadvantaged students are worth 

highlighting: first, because of the well documented achievement gaps (see Table 1), and 

second, because this population of students is increasing. Data from the state of Texas 

(see Table 3) provide a good illustration of this growth; indicating a consistent growth 

pattern over the past decade. In 2010 more than one half (60 percent) of the students in  

Table 3  

Percent economically disadvantaged and at-risk students in Texas 

  2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 

Economically 

Disadvantaged 49.0 50.5 52.8 55.6 55.3 59.0 

At-Risk n/a n/a n/a 48.7 48.4 47.2 

Note: From Texas Education Agency (TEA) Academic Excellence Indicator System at  

http://ritter.tea.state.tx.us/perfreport/aeis 

 

Texas schools were economically disadvantaged. Students in Texas are classified as 

economically disadvantaged based on their eligibility for free and reduced lunch status or 

other public assistance services or programs. Worth noting is the close overlay between 
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economic disadvantage and at-risk1 student populations. Therefore, students who are 

economically disadvantaged are more likely to be at-risk, which implies that these 

students potentially have “low educational aspirations, low self-esteem, an external locus 

of control, and negative attitudes toward school along with a history of academic failure, 

truancy, and misconduct” (Kagan, 1990, p. 105). Overall, the Texas data reveal that the 

proportion of at-risk students is increasing. This is creating a large cohort of middle 

school students who are prone to academic failure. 

The Role of Protective Factors in Middle School 

Although at risk students are susceptible to low performance, not all students 

follow a downward trajectory. Some at-risk students can experience success in middle 

school and beyond. Success in spite of adverse conditions is attributed to “student 

resilience”—a term defined as “a broad conceptual umbrella, covering many concepts 

related to positive patterns of adaptation in the context of adversity” (Masten & 

Obradovic, 2006, p. 14). Similarly, Alva (1991) described resilient students as those 

“who sustain high levels of achievement motivation and performance despite the 

presence of stressful events and conditions that place them at risk of doing poorly in 

school and ultimately dropping out of school” (p. 19).  

Research has shown that resilience can be facilitated by what is referred to as 

“protective factors”: a term that describes a “correlate of resilience that may reflect 

                                                 
1 Texas defines at-risk students as those students with the likelihood of dropping out, being retained in one 

grade at least once, experiencing academic failure, pregnancy or being a parent already, being placed in an 

alternative program, or expelled, or on parole or probation, limited English proficiency (LEP), 

homelessness, under the custody of the Department of Protective and Regulatory Services, and placed in a 

residential facility. 
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preventive or ameliorative influences: a positive moderator of risk or adversity” (Masten 

& Wright, 1998, p. 10). Protective factors are meant to mitigate or prevent the effects of 

risk conditions such as those associated with poverty and middle school period. They 

have the potential to promote the most desirable outcomes if experienced in the student’s 

immediate or primary contexts such as family, school, and community. 

The Research Gap  

As many have posited (e.g., ACT, 2008; Juvonen, Le, Kaganoff, Augustine, & 

Constant, 2004; Keith et al., 1993), there is inadequate research examining the impact of 

risk-prone middle school experiences on student outcomes. For instance, in an extensive 

review of studies (n = 3,717) conducted in middle schools between 1991 and 2002, 

Hough (2003) notes that much of the body of knowledge about middle level education 

could be considered as scholarly writing and not pure empirical research (i.e., 

experimental and quasi-experimental). Similarly, in a meta-analysis of studies spanning 

10 years that examined the relationship between parental involvement and student 

achievement, Fan and Chen (2001) mention their surprise at the small number of 

empirically based studies available. Studies that specifically examine middle school 

academic experiences for the growing cohort of economically disadvantaged students are 

even fewer in number. This study, therefore, seeks to examine student achievement in the 

middle school by exploring both risk and protective factors and focusing on students 

situated in poverty conditions.  

 Home-school interaction and Epstein’s model. This study takes a look at both 

home and school because the influence of these contexts on student outcomes is not 
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mutually exclusive. Also, given that this study is interested in both home and school 

based protective factors, these factors are most effective if experienced at home, school, 

and community. Therefore, Epstein’s model of overlapping spheres of influence sheds 

light on the critical role that home and school collectively play in shaping the academic 

trajectory of children. This model suggests that school, family, and community interact 

and directly impact student learning, development, and socialization (Epstein, 1987; 

1992; 1995; 1996; 2001). The interaction creates an overlap between school and home, 

and this often leads to a condition that Epstein calls family-like schools and school-like 

families.  

Family-like schools are evident when schools are nurturing—meeting the needs of 

students beyond the academics. For example, teachers may refer to their students as ‘my 

children’, and sometimes feed and mentor them. School-like families, on the other hand, 

provide and support learning opportunities at home. For example, parents help with 

homework and some children even raise their hands at the dinner table to get their turn to 

talk. Research has highlighted the collective and consequential impact of school and 

home contexts on student outcomes. Lareau (2003) established that children and families 

who are able to acquire and seamlessly transfer home-school or school-home 

sociocultural capital often experience positive school outcomes. Conversely, when 

schools neglect to acknowledge the non-dominant sociocultural capital or the “unique 

and legitimate ways of being” (West-Olatunji, Baker, & Brooks, 2006, p. 4) that some 

student groups bring to school (i.e., cultural, linguistic, and racial minorities), then these 
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students can be more disadvantaged, and susceptible to a challenging and troubled school 

experience (Harry & Anderson, 1994; Lareau, 2003).  

This present study explores home (i.e., parental involvement) and school (i.e., a 

sense of school community) factors positively associated with student academic 

achievement as identified by the extant research. 

 Factor #1: Parent involvement. The reason for specifically focusing on parent 

involvement is that, while research has shown that parental involvement plays a critical 

role in student achievement in elementary school, little is known about the role of 

parental involvement in middle school; particularly as a protective factor. This is an 

important line of inquiry to explore, as some research indicates that students at this age 

increasingly seek autonomy from their parents and pursue their own individual identity 

(Jozefowicz-Simbeni, 2008). However, some assert that parents need to be engaged 

throughout their children’s educational career; at least K-12 (Henderson & Mapp, 2002). 

In general, parental involvement is highly correlated with student motivation, self-

efficacy, self-control, on-task behavior, interpersonal skills, and academic achievement 

(Dickinson & DeTemple, 1998; Keith et al., 1993; Xia, 2010). 

 Factor #2: School community. Little is also known about whether or how 

middle schools can ameliorate or exacerbate risk for early adolescents. Some research 

indicates that quality schools—that are often measured in terms of high academic 

achievement—have the potential to improve outcomes for low-income students (Black, 

1999). There is some evidence that a sense of school community and specifically school 

belonging—a dimension of quality schools—has the potential for promoting positive 
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school outcomes such as academic resilience and motivation, school engagement, 

positive self-esteem, positive interpersonal relationships, decrease in undesirable 

behaviors, decrease in school dropout, and higher academic achievement (Anderman, 

2003; Goodenow, 1993ab; Osterman, 2000). A middle school that operates as a 

community is crucial for students in poverty conditions because they often lack the 

necessary home support systems for a successful school experience. As earlier noted, 

middle school students are at the point in their lives when they will seek support outside 

of the home (e.g., from peers and school personnel). 

 However, schools can also exacerbate risk for these students, particularly high-

poverty urban schools (Balfanz et al., 2007; Becker & Luthar, 2003; Kagan, 1990). Most 

high-poverty schools lack the human (e.g., quality teachers) and material (e.g., 

technologies) resources associated with building a community of successful learners 

(Adler-Lent & Figueira-McDonough, 2002; Balfanz et al., 2007; Jacob 2007).  

Investigating middle school achievement: Risk and protective factors 

 

 

 

  
Figure 1. Middle school experience model 

Figure 1 is a diagrammatic representation of how this current study conceptualizes 

middle school experiences for early adolescents. Indeed, research has identified middle 

school as a time of risk associated with developmental and contextual changes. For some 

Developmental 

Contextual 

Poverty 

 

-School belonging 

-Parental 

involvement 

 

Academic 

achievement 

Risk Factors Protective Factors Outcomes 
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students, the risk is exacerbated by exposure to adverse conditions such as poverty. 

However, there are students who navigate the middle school period quite successfully. 

The success of these students is often attributed to the presence of adequate support 

systems—protective factors—in their immediate environment (i.e., home, school, and 

community). The protective factors selected for investigation in this study are school 

community (or belonging) and parental involvement. Research has linked these factors to 

positive student outcomes, and this suggests that these factors may hold the potential to 

mediate success amidst challenging middle school experiences, particularly for 

economically disadvantaged students.  

Purpose and Significance of this Study 

 Purpose for this study. The goal of this current study was to examine risk factors 

associated with students in middle level grades and to explore parental involvement and 

school community (or school belonging) as potential protective factors for economically 

disadvantaged eighth students. To achieve this goal, this study addressed the following 

research questions: 

1. How parental involvement is associated with academic achievement for 

economically disadvantaged eighth grade students? 

2. How school belonging is associated with academic achievement for economically 

disadvantaged eighth grade students? 

3. Do the relations between parent involvement, school belonging, and eighth grade 

achievement vary as a function of prior achievement and middle school? 



 

 

15 

To answer these research questions, longitudinal data from Early Childhood Longitudinal 

Study, Kindergarten Class of 1998-99 (ECLS-K) were used. The ECLS-K dataset was 

suitable for this current investigation because of the vast information collected: including 

students’ educational, socioemotional, and physical development as well as teaching 

practices, school environment, family background, and community resources. The ECLS-

K study followed the same students from kindergarten through eighth grade. Data were 

collected from students, parents, teachers, and school administrators in seven waves: Fall 

1998 Kindergarten, Spring 1999 Kindergarten, Fall 1999 First Grade, Spring 2000 First 

Grade, Spring 2003 Third Grade, Spring 2005 Fifth Grade, and Spring 2007 Eighth 

Grade.  

Before the ECLS-K data became available, the 1988 National Education 

Longitudinal Study (NELS) data were the only large-scale nationally representative 

longitudinal data available for analysis of middle level education (Silver et al., 2008). 

NELS data were collected from students beginning in eighth grade and followed them 

through high school (Silver et al., 2008), which means that analyses based on the data 

cannot allow for “confident conclusions about the middle school experience . . . [because 

the] data does not capture school experiences prior to the 8th grade” (p. 3).  

 Significance of this study. This study seeks to contribute to the current body of 

knowledge and the middle school reform debate in a number of ways. First, there are 

many challenges that middle school students—particularly those that are economically 

disadvantaged—encounter, and this study seeks to identify protective factors that may be 

able to facilitate successful middle school experiences for these students. Second, this 
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study teases out specific school and home parental involvement components (e.g., school 

participation, home discussion, and home routine) that have the potential to impact the 

academic outcomes of economically disadvantaged middle school students. Third, with 

the growing number of economically disadvantaged students, due to the current economic 

hardship, and the many individual needs that disadvantaged students bring to the 

schooling process, it is critical to focus available finite resources on middle school 

programs that have the potential to make a difference in students’ school outcomes. This 

study acknowledges that educational programming for poor students varies markedly 

from the programming for more affluent students. Finally, the identification of effective 

and relevant school and family systems could establish targeted collaborative efforts 

between school and family with the potential to improve student outcomes. 
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Chapter 2  

Literature Review  

This chapter examines the factors that shape middle school experiences for early 

adolescents. The chapter first examines risk conditions associated with developmental 

changes, contextual changes, and poverty. Then, there is an exploration of the degree to 

which home and school factors, specifically parental involvement and school community, 

may serve as potential protective factors for youngsters exposed to adverse conditions 

such as poverty. This section seeks to demonstrate that while middle school is an 

extremely important educational stage, little research has been conducted on how home 

and school factors collectively influence the academic outcomes of middle school 

students; particularly those exposed to adverse conditions. 

Background on Middle Schools 

The middle school level was initially known as “junior high” and this grade 

configuration was originally intended to provide a transitional period within the K-12 

educational pipeline (Cook et al., 2008; Juvonen et al., 2004; Mizelle & Irvin, 2000). 

Until the end of the 19th century, schools were mainly organized as elementary schools—

the first eight years, and high schools—the last four years (Yecke, 2005). The junior high 

movement emerged from the collective contributions of the work of the influential 

psychologist Stanley Hall; the 1899 National Education Association (NEA) report; the 

1913 and 1918 reports of the Committee on the Economy of Time, and the Commission 

on the Reorganization of Secondary Education; and the societal and political pressures of 

the time (Beane, 2001; Brough, 1995; Cuban 1992; Juvonen et al. 2004).  
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According to educational historians such as Beane, Brough, and Cuban, the 

societal and political pressures at the beginning of the 20th century, and in particular the 

increased immigration and urbanization, created a burden on K-8 urban schools. These 

schools were under increasing pressure to generate an educated workforce to meet 

industrial labor needs. In addition, post-secondary institutions also began to push for an 

early start on college preparation. In response to these pressures, the junior high model 

and grade configuration evolved at the beginning of the 20th century. The junior high 

was intended to address a number of unmet needs: administrative challenges due to 

increased student enrollment in K-8 settings (Cook et al., 2008); the unique 

developmental needs (early onset of puberty) of early adolescents (Mizelle, 2005); and 

lastly, unique differences in expectations, organization, and structure between elementary 

and high schools (Cook et al., 2008; Mizelle, 2005).  

After several years of junior high implementation, reviews of their status revealed 

that a disturbing number of students were not making successful progression from junior 

high to high school. For example, Van Til, Vars, and Lounsbury (1961) state that 

between 1907 and 1911 approximately one-third of students in public schools made it to 

ninth grade. According to Brough (1995) student failure could be attributed to the abrupt 

transition, irrelevance of the curricular to daily life, stringent instruction, and student 

grade retention.  

By the 1950–60s there was a high level of dissatisfaction with the status of junior 

high schools. There were concerns that the organization of the junior high was quite 

similar to a high school and, thus, still created an abrupt elementary-middle school 
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transition; this was attributed to a lower level of student success (Brough, 1995). There 

were also concerns with the high enrollment rates in elementary schools (K-6), in the 

post-WWI period, which created space and administrative concerns for elementary 

educators (Alexander & George, 1981; Brough, 1995). Emerging research directed 

attention to the unique developmental needs of preteens and teens in schools; needs left 

unmet by junior high school (Tanner, 1962). These reasons made cumulative 

contributions to the shift to the middle school model.  

There were debates about what the goals of middle schools should be. Pray and 

McNamara (1967) argued that in order for middle schools to facilitate student success, 

there was a need for a balanced merger of elementary and high school models that 

emphasized both academic rigor and methods that would meet the unique needs of early 

adolescents. These authors acknowledged the unique differences in elementary and high 

school organizational approaches, and the distinct student populations they served. For 

instance, elementary schools were described as having more nurturing and child-centered 

approaches to student learning whereas high schools were seen as creating environments 

for student independence; the broader curricular choices requiring self-motivation and 

self-directed learning (Mizelle & Irvin, 2000; Pray & McNamara, 1967). To this end, 

Pray and McNamara (1967) articulated and summed up their position on middle school in 

this way:  

…transition to middle school is more effectively accomplished when we 

understand its objectives and methods of implementation do not resemble high 

school, nor elementary, nor even junior high school, but a distinct and unique 
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educational institution appropriate for youngsters of this age and maturity. (p. 

409) 

A consensus emerged within the educational community that the middle school should be 

more child-centered and responsive to the specific and unique developmental needs of 

early adolescents. In their book, The Exemplary Middle School, Alexander and George 

(1981) articulated this new thinking about the role of middle schools; arguing that merely 

‘bridging’ the needs is not sufficient:  

The concept of a bridging school is not enough, however, because children of 

middle school age have their unique characteristics and needs which cannot be 

subordinated to the impact of the elementary school nor to the demands of the 

high school. An effective middle school must not only build upon the program on 

earlier childhood and anticipate the program of secondary education to follow, but 

it must be directly concerned with the here-and-now problems and interests of its 

students. Furthermore, the middle school should not be envisioned as a passive 

link in the chain of education below the college and university, but rather as a 

dynamic force in improving education. (p. 2) 

Thus, middle school is intended to facilitate the transition between elementary school and 

high school by combining both nurturing and child-centered learning as well as academic 

rigor (Mizelle & Irvin, 2000; Pray & McNamara, 1967). 

 Middle schools criticized.  Middle schools have not, however, lived up to these 

hopes. Today, there are many claims that middle schools are defaulting on their 

obligation to meet the developmental and academic needs of early adolescents; that they 
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are failing to facilitate smooth transitional periods, and failing to close the achievement 

gap between the poor and their non-poor peers, and between racial minorities and their 

White peers (Bradley & Manzo, 2000; Killion & Hirsh, 1998; Vassallo, 1990; Yecke, 

2005).   

Sentiments of dissatisfaction with middle school are portrayed in negative 

terminology found in the literature: “the weak link” in the K-12 educational pipeline 

(Bradley & Manzo, 2000); “education’s weak link” (Cooney, 1998); the “Bermuda 

Triangle of education” (Time Magazine, 2005); the “mayhem in middle” (Yecke, 2005); 

the “muddle in the middle” (Bradley, 1998; Vassallo, 1990); “a crack in the middle” 

(Killion & Hirsh, 1998); “the wonder years” (Juvonen, et., 2004); “the middle school 

mess” (Meyer, 2011); and the wasteland of the primary and secondary landscape (Tucker 

& Cooding, 1998). Therefore, to some, middle school is an “educational purgatory”—a 

place of transition—which imposes a kind of “intellectual moratorium” on adolescents 

(Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1998).  

The negative criticisms are symbolic of societal disappointment with middle 

school education. Critics point to a number of problematic issues with middle level 

education: They have unnecessary and unfounded (non-research based) grade 

configurations (e.g., 5-8 or 6-8, or 7-8, etc.); middle school educators have inadequate 

knowledge of early adolescent needs; middle schools, in general, have a lack of curricular 

rigor (e.g., the science curriculum is perceived as being “a mile wide and an inch deep,” 

Anfara, 2001, p. xvi); middle schools post unacceptable student outcomes with the 

widening of preexisting achievement gaps between the “haves” and “have-nots”; and 
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lastly, middle schools have insufficient transition programs (Carnegie Council on 

Adolescent Development, 1998; Ceci & Papierno, 2005; Jackson & Davis, 2000; 

Manning, 1993; Rockoff & Blockwood, 2010; Yecke, 2005). 

 Understanding Middle School Risk Factors 

Although middle schools may endeavor to support their students, the middle 

school period remains challenging for most students. In part, the complexity could be 

explained by the multifaceted changes that early adolescents experience at this point, e.g., 

contextual and developmental changes (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Black, 2009; Cook et al., 

2008). Black (2009) suggests that contextual (elementary to middle school) and 

developmental (onset of puberty and transition from childhood to early adolescence) 

changes constitute the most critical challenges that early adolescents encounter as they 

begin middle school. 

Contextual change as a risk factor. Contextual transition refers to a physical 

change in environment—in this case a move from elementary to middle school—as well 

as social and educational change (Black, 2009; Wigfield et al., 2006). While in the midst 

of developmental changes, early adolescents enter into a middle school setting that is 

marked with: 

competition, social comparison, and ability self-assessment at a time of 

heightened self-focus; it is associated with a decrease in decision making and 

choice at a time when the desire for control is growing; and it disrupts social 

networks and support when they are most needed. (Blackwell, Trezesniewski, & 

Dweck, 2007, p. 246)  
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This transition is often a stressful event for students coming from a sheltered elementary 

school environment as they move from being the oldest children in elementary school to 

the youngest in middle school (Cook et al., 2008; Simmons & Blyth, 1987). The middle 

school is characterized by: frequent movement from one teacher to another; learning with 

several different groups of students; independently handling locker units; an emphasis on 

discipline and academics; a larger, more impersonal institution that is usually farther 

away from home; and fewer opportunities for teacher-student relationship building 

(Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1998; Cook et al., 2008). Furthermore, 

elementary schools are usually organized horizontally (i.e., one teacher is responsible for 

all core subjects), while middle schools are departmentalized and organized vertically 

(i.e., teacher-teacher and teacher-student communication is heavily departmentalized), 

which often serves to depersonalize the students (Pray & McNamara, 1967). In many 

ways the organizational structure of the middle school is patterned after the high school 

model, which creates major challenges for students transitioning from elementary to 

middle school. 

The organizational and structural changes in the middle school often complicate 

the lives of early adolescents—their lives are already volatile due to developmental (e.g., 

physical, psychosocial, cognitive) changes (Cook et al., 2008). Many middle school 

youngsters express anxious concern about their ability to get to classes on time; locate 

lunchrooms, bathrooms, classrooms, and assigned lockers; keep up with perceived higher 

academic expectations; get on the right bus home; and navigate crowded halls (Akos & 

Galassi, 2004; Weldy, 1991). For students in poverty, who may be seeking some stability, 
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that may be lacking at home, the middle school’s structural organization may instead 

exacerbate their life circumstances. 

Elementary to middle school transition worries are shared by parents and teachers 

as well. Akos and Galassi (2004) noted that parents are concerned about their children 

not ‘fitting in’ or not making new friends, the amount of homework, getting lost, and 

dealing with peer pressure. Weldy (1991) noted that teachers were concerned about less 

parent involvement, peer pressure, developmental differences between boys and girls, 

cliquishness, lack of basic academic skills, social immaturity, unrealistic parental 

expectations, and the impersonal school environment.  

Developmental change as a risk factor. Early adolescents experience significant 

developmental or maturational changes that are physical, cognitive, biological, and 

psychological (Wigfield et al., 2005). These changes come with new realities which 

include shifting societal demands, conflicting role demands, increasingly complex 

societal relations, and new educational expectations (Montemayor et al., 1990; Wigfield 

et al., 2006). The stresses of these new realities usually trigger a search for self-identity, 

and changes in motivation, attitudes, and self-esteem (Cook et al., 2008; Schumacher, 

1998).  

The biological, psychological, and physiological changes associated with puberty 

also alter thinking processes,which then influences the behavior patterns of early 

adolescents (Houlihan et al., 2008; Wigfield et al., 2005). In any event, it is widely 

acknowledged that adolescents are susceptible to making riskier decisions and engaging 

in riskier behaviors because of their sense of “invulnerability to injury, harm, and danger” 
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(Lapsley, Aalsma, & Halpern-Felsher, 2005, p. 1). Lapsley and colleagues further posit 

that the attitude of invulnerability and poor risk assessment among early adolescents is a 

product of both optimism bias (i.e., an individual assumes more favorable outcomes for 

self than others) and developmental processes. Moreover, maturational differences 

between boys and girls have the potential to complicate interpersonal relationships 

among youngsters and consequently create problem behaviors in the classroom (Wigfield 

et al., 2005). For instance, girls often enter into puberty earlier than boys and thus may 

feel out of synch with their age mates, and experience emotions of depression as they 

deal with adjustment issues (Ge et al., 2003). In addition, Wigfield and colleagues (2005) 

posit that the two groups to watch most carefully during pubertal developmental are the 

early-maturing girls and the late-maturing boys. In each case, they argue, puberty is likely 

to considerably impact the students’ social relations, ability to focus on school, and 

overall adjustment.   

Research indicates that many youngsters today experience puberty earlier in 

adolescence than previous generations (Besharov & Gardiner, 1997). Consequently, 

adolescents who experience early puberty may become sexually active at a much younger 

age (e.g., under the age of 15) and, thus, are more likely to engage in risky behaviors such 

as unsafe sex (i.e., unprotected sex and with multiple partners) and substance abuse (Ford 

& Norris, 1992; Greenberg, Magder, & Aral, 1992; Kahn, Rosenthal, Succop, Ho, & 

Burk, 2002). Youngsters who are likely to be negatively affected by early puberty and 

sexual activity are those who come from low SES backgrounds and single-parent families 

where they experience limited parental supervision (Billy, Brewster, & Grady, 1994; Ellis 
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et al., 2003; McNeely et al., 2002; Murry, 1994; Wilder & Watt, 2002). Unfortunately, 

girls who are sexually active in early adolescence risk teen pregnancy which is the 

leading reason for school dropout among girls (Hoffman & Maynard, 2008). Cases of 

school dropout among girls due to pregnancy are prevalent among low socioeconomic 

and racial minority student populations; particularly African Americans (Berry, 

Shillington, Peak, & Hohman, 2000; Houlihan et al., 2008). 

Poverty as a risk factor.  

In addition to challenges occasioned by contextual and developmental changes, 

students situated in poverty are exposed to a variety of risk conditions, also known as 

‘cumulative risk’ (Jozefowicz-Simbeni & Allen-Meares, 2002), that further sabotage 

their academic success along multiple dimensions (Egeland, Carlson, & Sroufe, 1993). 

Four of these risk conditions are identified and briefly discussed in this section.  

Risk condition #1: Single-parent households. Youngsters in poverty are more 

likely than their middle class peers to live in single-parent homes, and often with the 

mother as the head of the household (Sawhill, 2006). Working single-mothers may leave 

early adolescents at home alone after school with unstructured free time which often 

creates opportunities for children to engage in risky behaviors (Gennetian et al., 2002; 

Morris, Huston, Duncan, Crosby, & Bos, 2001). Due to limited time and resources, single 

parents may not participate in school-relevant activities that are associated with academic 

success. Astone and McLanahan (1991) found that the limited time that single-parents 

devoted to supervising and monitoring their children’s schoolwork, coupled with some 
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parents having lower educational aspirations and expectations of their children, had a 

negative impact on academic outcomes for the children.  

Weak parental authority is also linked to single-parent families, and is associated 

with academic disadvantage among adolescents (Steinberg, 1987). Boys are the most 

vulnerable to undesirable outcomes in single-mother households because they lack male 

role models (Guidubaldi, Cleminshaw, Perry, Nastasi, & Lightel, 1986). Furthermore, 

when the mother is absent, girls are often forced to take on the ‘mother-role’ and engage 

in housekeeping and caring for younger siblings. In moderation this could promote 

responsibility but in excess may interfere with school performance and create other 

undesirable outcomes (Gennetian et al., 2002; Morris et al., 2001).  

Risk condition #2: Parents with limited education. Children in poverty are more 

likely to have a parent or both parents with limited educational experience, high school or 

less. These parents may feel inadequate and excluded from their children’s education, and 

may be unfamiliar with or have limited skill to navigate the school system or may be 

intimidated by the system. Furthermore, some parents with previous negative interactions 

with schools may still have painful recollections of their own educational experience 

(Comer, 1980; Eccles & Harold, 1993; Sawhill, 2006). These feelings and limitations 

may have the potential to work in concert to negatively impact parents’ ability to fully 

support or facilitate their children’s school experience. For example, Horn and Kojaku’s 

(2001) study found that only 14 percent of first generation college students took high 

school-level algebra in the eighth grade, in comparison to 34 percent of those students 

whose parents had a college degree. Given that algebra serves as a gatekeeper to the 
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college-preparatory track, Horn and Kojaku suggest that students whose parents have 

limited educational experience are disproportionately disadvantaged. Similarly, 

Wimberly and Noeth (2005) noted that 67 percent of students reported that parental help, 

particularly that of their mother or female guardian, was critical in selecting high school 

courses. But, without adequate parental educational experience, support for course 

selection may be limited. 

While parent education matters, an investigation of family involvement in middle 

school students’ homework by Balli, Demo, and Weman (1998) found that levels of 

parental involvement in children’s homework were not significantly associated with a 

parent’s educational level. Rather, the study established that parents with limited 

education needed more guidance from teachers to meaningfully and productively assist 

their children with homework. Nonetheless it must be noted that Balli and colleagues also 

established that students whose parents had a college degree tended to perform 

significantly better on a math posttest (administered at the end of an intervention program 

consisting of 20 mathematics homework assignments) than those whose parents did not 

have a college degree.  

Dunbow, Boxer, and Huesmann (2009) suggest that “lower parental educational 

levels predict more negative family interactions and associated child behavior problems 

(i.e., aggression) even after accounting for the effects of other indices of family SES and 

child IQ” (p. 229). Also, parents with limited educational skills are likely to hold low-

paying jobs (often two or three at a time) with nonstandard working hours; significantly 

limiting opportunities for parental involvement in their children’s education (Blank, 
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2007; Jozefowicz-Simbeni & Allen-Meares, 2002). Limited parental involvement 

coupled with punitive parenting is associated with poor performance as well as an 

increased possibility of school dropout (McLoyd, 1990).  

In general, there is evidence to show that parental involvement significantly 

diminishes by middle school grades, particularly; parental involvement is less among low 

SES families (Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1995). Juvonen and 

colleagues (2004) blame middle schools for contributing to the decline in parental 

involvement. Many middle schools, when compared to elementary schools, are less 

inviting to parents; a situation exemplified by fewer parental engagement activities 

offered by the middle school. Furthermore, parents with limited education and those who 

are of lower SES, may lack the sociocultural capital necessary to navigate a school 

system that predominantly reflects middle class cultural values, organizational patterns, 

and forms of communication (Lareau, 2000; 2003). Although Lareau’s (2000; 2003) 

studies were conducted in elementary schools, the findings in both studies are reflective 

of differential interactions between family, social class, and schools across grade levels.  

Risk condition #3: Impoverished neighborhood. Children in poverty are likely to 

reside in impoverished and segregated neighborhoods that are characterized by poor 

housing conditions, inadequate public and social services, a lack of positive role models, 

violence, criminal activities, drugs, and joblessness—conditions indicative of 

neighborhood social disorganization (Gonzalez & Padilla, 1997; Johnson, 2010; Lareau, 

2003; Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2004). According to Johnson’s (2010) extensive 

literature review on the effects of neighborhood racial segregation, joblessness means 
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more than just lack of income—it can also represent social disorganization and 

ineffective role modeling for children.  

In their cross-sectional study of younger children and early adolescents, Miller, 

Cowan, Cowan, Hetherington, and Clingempeel (1993), concluded that middle school 

age youth are less likely to seek guidance from home and are increasingly influenced by 

adults in the neighborhood (or community) and school. Consequently, early adolescents 

living in impoverished neighborhoods are likely to be inundated with undesirable sets of 

social behaviors and exposed to limited positive role models, and are, therefore, at risk of 

being negatively influenced (Jencks & Mayer, 1990; Wilson, 1987; 1996). 

Risk condition #4: High poverty, low-performing school. Lastly, students in 

poverty are likely to attend high poverty and low-performing schools (Adler-Lent & 

Figueira-McDonough, 2002). Such schools are characterized by dilapidated physical 

facilities, inadequate educational resources (e.g., technology, books, etc.), large class 

sizes, low academic expectations, high turnover of personnel, and higher percentages of 

novice teachers (Fuller & Young, 2009; Ingersoll, 1999; Jacob, 2007). Moreover, Fine 

(1986) posits that classrooms in these schools are negative environments; being 

overcrowded, structured around teacher control, dominated by competitive rather than 

cooperative academic tasks, and orchestrated by teachers who feel disempowered and 

removed from school policy formulation processes. In their study of principal tenure (i.e., 

consecutive years of service at the same school) and retention in Texas public schools, 

Fuller and Young (2009) established that high poverty and low achieving schools had the 

shortest tenure and lowest retention of principals. These schools are considered “difficult 
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to staff” and often hire less qualified teachers: teachers holding no certification, 

alternative certification, or lacking in subject specialty expertise (Jacob, 2007). For 

example, Jacob notes that the 2003-4 federal Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS) 

reported that, “34.7 percent of central city schools had difficulty hiring a math teacher, 

compared with only 25.1 percent of suburban schools” (p. 130). In order to meet their 

staffing shortages, high poverty schools are likely to be staffed with long-term substitutes 

(Jacob, 2007). In sum, evidence suggests that segregation and concentration of poverty in 

schools, in and of itself, can negatively affect student outcomes (see Johnson, 2010 for 

extensive review).  

In conclusion, it is evident that “poverty is not randomly distributed; race, gender, 

family structure, and parental education all have a significant effect on the likelihood of 

experiencing poverty” (Seccombe, 2000, p. 1095). In addition, Corcoran and Chaudry 

(1997) note that poverty is not shared equally; African American and Latino children, and 

children in mother-only families are disproportionately poor. Therefore, it is clear that 

certain student groups are disproportionately exposed to poverty conditions. Exposure to 

home and school poverty conditions are associated with undesirable school outcomes 

such as grade retention, behavior problems, school absence, delinquency, course failure, 

lower achievement test scores, fewer years of schooling, school dropout, and teenage 

pregnancy (Berry et al., 2000; Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997; Hardy, 2006; McLoyd, 

1990; Wilson, 1996). In addition, there is a likelihood of low college aspirations among 

parents and children living in poverty conditions (Abelev, 2009). Abelev (2009) further 

states that without a college education, as a precursor to a better paying job and social 
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mobility, there is the potential for activating a cycle of poverty or generational poverty. 

As presented throughout this section, there is substantial evidence that middle school is 

widely considered a challenging period for early adolescents, and particularly for those 

already exposed to risk factors such as economic disadvantage (Borman & Overman, 

2004; Cooper, 2006; Gutman & Midgley, 2000; McDermott & Rothenberg, 2000). These 

students’ struggles are evident by the increase in antisocial behavior, risky behavior 

choices (e.g., substance abuse, unsafe sexual activity, and use of alcohol), and decrease in 

self-esteem, school engagement, and academic grades (Anderson, Jacobs, Schramm, & 

Splittgerber, 2000; Eccles, 2004; Harter, 1998; Watt, 2004). 

The Role of Protective Factors 

Amidst the significant risks associated with poverty, changes in school 

environment, and developmental phases, there are students who reach late adolescence 

relatively ‘unscathed’ and who are able to achieve academic success (Anderson et al, 

2000; Petersen, 1988). Resilience literature, in part, provides an explanation as to why, 

given similar conditions, some students living in poverty are able to navigate early 

adolescence and middle school period quite successfully (Gutman & Midley, 2000). 

These students ‘beat the odds’ and eventually attain desirable academic and life outcomes 

(Abelev, 2009; Borman & Overman, 2004). Research that examines successful 

students—those who succeed despite unprecedented odds—points to the presence of 

protective factors in the students’ immediate environments – home, school, and 

community (Borman & Overman, 2004; Garmezy, 1991; Woolley & Bowen, 2007).  
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Masten and Wright (1998) define protective factors as a “correlate of resilience 

that may reflect preventive or ameliorative influences: a positive moderator of risk or 

adversity” (p. 10). Protective factors include psychosocial factors such as social and 

academic competence, problem solving, autonomy, and sense of purpose (Beltman & 

MacCallum, 2006; Garmezy, 1991) and environmental factors; from the student’s family 

(e.g., parenting, high expectations), school (e.g., positive teacher-student relationships, 

caring school environment), and community (Benard, 1991; Garmezy, 1991; Hauser & 

Allen, 2006; Howard, Dryden, & Johnson, 1999; Rutter, Izard, & Read, 1986; Southwick, 

Morgan, Vythilingam, & Charney, 2006). 

In acknowledging the collective role that the institutions of family and school play 

in socializing and educating children, this current study examined parental involvement 

and a sense of school belonging as potential protective factors for economically 

disadvantaged middle school students. This is consistent with the vast work of 

psychologist Urie Bronfenbrenner (1979; 1989) and sociologist Joyce Epstein (1987; 

1992; 1995; 2001), who have extensively demonstrated the interconnectedness of the 

various aspects of family and school contexts. Bretherton (1993) nicely summarized one 

of the central tenets of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological theory of nested connections, 

which is relevant to this current study: “The developmental potential of a specific setting 

is enhanced when there are many supportive links (shared goals, mutual trust, positive 

orientation, and consensus) between settings, so that both can function as a harmonious 

network” (p. 286). Parental involvement and school belongingness are two family and 

school factors, respectively, which the literature has linked to positive student academic 
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outcomes (e.g., Goodenow & Grady, 1993; Juvonen et al., 2004; Osterman, 2000). They 

have the potential to create a support network to facilitate successful middle school 

experiences for economically disadvantaged students.  

Unfortunately, it is well documented that parental involvement significantly 

declines beginning with middle school, with some research citing that middle schools 

contribute to the decline (Epstein & Lee, 1995; Juvonen et al., 2004). However, missing 

in the literature are studies that explore the potential collaborate role of parental 

involvement and school belongingness as protective factors against risks experienced by 

middle school students situated in poverty.  

 Parental involvement as protective factor.  

Research has found that one of the most important protective factors is parental 

involvement. Sustained parental engagement in their children’s educational careers is 

critical to students realizing positive school outcomes (Ekstrom, Goertz, Pollack, & 

Rock, 1986). According to Christenson, Rounds, and Gorney (1992), parental 

involvement can be “defined broadly to include various activities that allow parents to 

participate in the educational process at school and at home” (p. 192). In addition, Cooper 

(2006) posits that the literature generally defines parental involvement as school and 

home related activities that parents engage in to promote positive educational outcomes 

for their children. The extant literature indicates that parental involvement highly 

correlates with a wide range of positive student outcomes: motivation, self-efficacy, 

internal locus of control, prosocial and on-task behavior, and academic achievement 

(Dickson & DeTemple, 1998; Epstein & Saunders, 2002; Keith et al., 1993; Parker, 
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Boak, Griffin, Ripple, & Peay, 1999). However, the bulk of research that has examined 

the effects of parental involvement on student outcomes has been conducted in the 

elementary grades, with limited studies conducted at the middle school level (Christenson 

et al. 1992; Juvonen et al., 2004). The studies that exist at the middle school level tend to 

focus, in part, on the “things” parents do at home to support the education of their 

children, such as helping their children with homework (e.g., Balli et al., 1998; Van 

Voorhis, 2003). 

Parental involvement and student outcomes. In a literature synthesis of more 

than 160 studies, Christenson and colleagues (1992) established that parental 

involvement “in home learning activities that support school instruction is a strong, 

significant correlate of academic outcomes for students” (p. 192). Also, previous 

literature reviews report that home learning activities (e.g., library and museum visits, 

educational videos and books, reading activities, and after-school enrichment programs) 

have positive effects on academic outcomes. For example, home reading efforts, such as 

the parents encouraging their children to read, parents reading to their children or 

children reading to their parents, have been found to increase reading achievement 

(Goldenberg, 1987; Hannon, 1987). In addition, parents can facilitate homework 

completion through processes such as valuing, monitoring, helping, and participating? 

(Scott-Jones, 1995).  

In their study of sixth grade math homework, Balli et al. (1998) established that 

parental involvement (i.e., helping with homework) was associated with higher scores on 

the mathematics posttest administered at the end of a 20 session homework intervention 
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program. Similarly, Leone and Richards (1989) found that students in grades 5-9 whose 

parents were present while doing the homework assignments were more focused, 

completed their homework, and eventually earned better grades. High parental 

expectations and school-related discussions with their children positively correlated with 

eighth grade students’ academic achievement (Ho & Willms, 1996). In addition, 

Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara, and Pastorelli’s (1996) study of sixth and seventh graders 

found that parents who engage in school-related conversations with their children that 

clearly articulate academic efficacy (e.g., belief in personal ability to be academically 

successful) and high aspirations (e.g., a goal to attend college) had a positive influence on 

their children’s scholastic achievements and ability to regulate their own learning. 

Consequently, the students’ own academic success coupled with their parent’s high 

expectations enabled them to resist pressures from their peers to engage in deviant 

behaviors.  Ultimately, youngsters often perceive a parent’s high academic expectations 

as evidence of parental engagement in their education, and this reinforces youngsters’ 

view of the importance of school, and hence their motivation to succeed (Gutman & 

Midgley, 2000).  

Keith and colleagues’ (1993) investigation of the influence of parental 

involvement (i.e., educational aspirations, school related discussion, positive home 

environment, and participation in school activities) on the academic achievement of 

eighth grade students found that parental involvement had the strongest effect on eighth 

graders’ achievement; an effect even greater than that of socioeconomic status. This 

finding is consistent with Clark’s (1983) study, which established that the academic 
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performance of poor African American youth whose parents were involved in their 

education (i.e., both at home and school) was relatively better than that of their peers 

whose parents’ were not involved. 

Decline in parental involvement. Evidence suggests that parental involvement 

significantly declines as children move through the educational pipeline—particularly 

into middle school and high school—in what may seem to be a disregard for the well 

documented benefits of parental involvement, particularly in the lower grades (Juvonen et 

al., 2004). Research that is mainly drawn from elementary school contexts identifies a 

number of barriers related to parental involvement. These include: a lack of parental 

knowledge of school practices, cultural and linguistic differences between the parent and 

the school, a lack of trust, and prior bad school experiences (Carnegie Council on 

Adolescent Development, 1995; Finders & Lewis, 1994; Stevenson & Baker, 1987). 

These barriers are predominantly associated with disenfranchised or disadvantaged 

parents—defined by Moles (1993) as parents “…who experience social or economic 

limitations to full participation in American society: racial and ethnic minority-group 

members such as blacks and Hispanics, low-income families, poorly educated parents, 

and those who do not speak English” (p. 21).  

However, there are a limited number of empirical studies that examine these 

barriers in the context of middle school. Some suggest that, unlike elementary schools, 

middle schools offer fewer activities that support parental involvement (Epstein & Lee, 

1995; Juvonen et al., 2004). In addition, others suggest that some secondary school 

parents may feel they lack the relevant skill sets to help their children with school-related 
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activities; particularly homework (Hoover-Dempsey, Bassler, & Burow, 1995). 

Catsambis & Garland, (1997) note that middle school parents experience isolation, 

disconnection, and limited communication, hence they receive a limited flow of 

information from their children’s schools. However, these authors note that parental 

initiation of contact with schools is also infrequent.  

Operationalizing and assessing parental involvement. Parental involvement is 

conceptualized in the vast literature in numerous ways. For example, Epstein’s work 

(e.g., Epstein, 1987, 1992; Epstein & Hollifield, 1996; Epstein & Lee, 1995;), which has 

significantly informed other investigations on parental involvement (e.g., Catsambis & 

Garland, 1997; Christenson et al., 1992), proposes six types of parental involvement: 

Parenting skills; school-parent communication; volunteering and supporting the school; 

home learning activities; shared decision making and governance of school; and lastly, 

collaboration with schools and community. Many variations from Epstein’s framework 

have emerged. For example, Marcon (1999) argues for a two category version of 

Epstein’s typology: Communicating with families about school and student progress, and 

volunteering at the school to support students and school progress. Others such as 

Fantuzzo, Tighe, McWayne, Davis, and Childs (2002) propose three dimensions of 

parental involvement which include: a supportive home learning environment, direct 

school contact, and inhibited involvement (i.e., barriers to involvement). Williams (1998) 

applied the educational productivity framework to argue for three types of parental 

involvement: parent effort (e.g., school contact and school-related conversation), 
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instructional support (e.g., amount of time spent on schoolwork at home) and 

environmental support (e.g., knowing children’s friends and out-of-school activities).  

For the purpose of this current study, parental involvement was assessed on three 

main domains: school participation, home discussion, and home routine. These measures 

are consistent with other studies that have utilized similar measures: two eighth grade 

studies using the 1988 NELS data (Ho & Willms, 1996; Keith et al., 1993), and an 

elementary study using the 1998/99 ECLS-K data (Xia, 2010). However, these studies 

and others have not focused on the potential effects and role that parental involvement 

could play as a protective factor for middle school students faced with the adverse 

conditions of poverty, and few studies exist that examine the collaborative effect of 

parent involvement and school belongingness to mitigate risk experienced by students 

situated in poverty (Gutman & Midgley, 2000). 

School community as a protective factor 

Understanding the best way to increase student outcomes requires an 

understanding of the degree to which a school as a community can facilitate learning. A 

school community can be a critically important protective factor; particularly for at-risk 

students such as those situated in poverty conditions, cultural and linguistic minorities, 

special education, new immigrants, students exhibiting signs of academic and socio-

emotional problems, and those experiencing major school environment changes during 

the middle school transition (Eccles & Midgley, 1989; Goodenow & Grady, 1993; 

Kagan, 1990; Ma, 2003; Osterman, 2000). The concept of school community, which 

implies the ability of the school to satisfy the psychosocial needs of its members, is 
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predominantly presented in the literature in terms of student perceptions on: school 

belonging (Goodenow, 1993a), membership (Williams & Downing, 1998), relatedness 

(Conchas, 2001), connectedness (CDC, 2009), and identification (Osborne, 1997; Voelkl, 

1997). These different variations of school community are all associated with a number 

of psychosocial (e.g., motivation, engagement, commitment, positive interpersonal 

relationships, and self-esteem) and academic outcomes.  

For the purpose of this study, school community is examined through the lens of 

students’ sense of school belonging. In some literature, school belonging is defined as a 

student’s sense of attachment, commitment, involvement, and belief in their school 

(Wehlage, Rutter, Smith, Lesko, & Fernandez, 1989). Others define school belonging as 

the extent to which students “feel personally accepted, respected, included, and supported 

by others—especially teachers…” (Goodenow & Grady, 1993, p. 61). Furthermore, 

Roeser, Midgley, and Urdan (1996) posit that school belonging is directly related to 

students' perceptions of the quality of teacher-student relationships. Therefore, teacher-

student relationships in and out of the classroom may largely contribute to students’ 

perceptions of a school. The extant literature has established teachers as the single-most 

directly influential factor in determining students’ academic achievement (Sanders & 

Rivers, 1996; Wentzel, 1998; Wright, Horn, & Sanders, 1997). However, the literature 

has also consistently acknowledged the influence of friends and peer groups on both 

students' perceptions of school and academic achievement (e.g., Brown, 1990; Osterman, 

2000; Steinberg, Dornbusch, & Brown, 1992), and has described early adolescence as the 

pinnacle of peer allegiance (Jang & Thorberry, 1997).  
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This study embraced the definitions of school belonging presented above and also 

underscored teacher-student and peer relationships because of the evidence for a high 

correlation with students’ sense of school belonging, and the consequent influence on 

academic outcomes. In the following sections, therefore, it is appropriate to briefly 

discuss the effects of teacher-student and peer relationships before examining the 

importance of school belonging on a number of important academic outcomes. 

Teacher-student relationships. Positive teacher-student relationships, that are 

characterized by caring communication, recognition of student effort, and 

acknowledgment of students’ challenges and interests, are increasingly critical to middle 

school age students who often seek support from adults outside the home (Black, 1999; 

Woolley & Bowen, 2007). For example, Wentzel (1998) found that sixth graders who 

perceived their teachers as supportive experienced higher levels of social motivation and 

academic success. In addition, Rosenfeld, Richman, and Bowen (2000) report that both 

middle and high school students who perceive their teachers (coupled with family and 

friends) as supportive had positive school outcomes including: better attendance; more 

hours spent studying; avoid problem behaviors; higher levels of school satisfaction, 

engagement, and self-efficacy; and the achievement of better grades.  

McDermott and Rothenberg (2000) report that sixth grade girls “liked teachers 

who constructed personal, caring relationships with them” (p. 14). This subsequently led 

to the students liking the teacher’s subject, not minding a lot of homework from that 

teacher, and reporting that they were learning “so much” (ibid., p. 14). Similarly, Wentzel 

(1998) showed that teacher support was the single most significant factor in predicting 
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middle school students’ interest in and engagement in class. Moreover, Murray (2009) 

established that teacher-student relationships among low income Latino middle school 

students was significantly associated with school engagement, school competence, and 

high achievement on standardized reading tests. 

Unfortunately, however, evidence indicates that the quality of teacher-student 

relationships decline as students transition into middle school as well as high school, 

which correlates to a decline in a sense of school belonging (Eccles & Midgley, 1989; 

Feldlaufer, Midgley, & Eccles, 1988). Some have noted that the decline in the quality of 

teacher-student relations could be attributed to the organization, structure, and the sheer 

size of most middle schools (Cook et al., 2008; Mizelle, 2005). This decline is associated 

with negative student outcomes such as decreased self-esteem and a drop in academic 

grades (Reddy, Rhodes, & Mulhall, 2003). In their longitudinal study of middle school 

students, Reddy and colleagues found that students reported a general decline in teacher 

support, and that they also reported a decline in self-esteem and an increase in depressive 

symptoms. 

Peer group allegiance. As noted earlier, research has established that early 

adolescence begins a stage when peer acceptance and allegiance to peer group is often at 

its highest. For example, from interviewing fifth graders who were part of a middle 

school, Diemert (1992) found that their topmost concern was social relations with peers. 

Granted, peer relationships offer both positive and negative reinforcement and influence, 

but at times they present real dilemmas for most youngsters (Thornberry, Lizotte, Krohn, 

Farnworth, & Jang, 1994).  
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Peer support as motivational. First, positive peer support is associated with 

motivational outcomes such as intrinsic value, self-concept, and pursuit of academic and 

personal goals (DuBois, Felner, Brand, Adan, & Evans, 1992; Wentzel, 1994). For 

example, Wentzel (1998) found that perceived peer support among seventh graders had a 

significant positive correlation with pro-social goal pursuit and seventh grade GPA. Also, 

in a study of students in grades seven and eight, Ryan, Stiller and Lynch (1994) found 

that peer relationships significantly predicted self-esteem and identity integration. 

Furthermore, peer acceptance has been associated with class participation, and lack of 

peer acceptance with limited participation. For example, in their sixth grade study, Jones 

and Gerig (1994) found that lack of peer acceptance or support correlated with reluctance 

to participate in the classroom for fear of peer judgment and criticism.  

Peer support as detrimental. Second, personal friendships sometimes pose a 

unique dilemma for some students whose friends may subscribe to anti-academic 

norms—particularly among racial minority student groups (Steinberg et al. 1992). For 

example, in an ethnographic data analysis of six high achieving Black high school 

students, Fordham (1988) established that these students felt conflict between their own 

personal academic motivation and their group identity. Often these students’ desire to 

strive for academic success was interpreted as “acting White”—a sign of ethnic 

disloyalty. Also, in a study of black and white young adolescents, Ardelt and Day (2002) 

found that relations with delinquent and deviant peers were significantly associated with 

manifestations of deviant behaviors.  
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However, there are two competing theories that attempt to explain deviant 

behavior. Selection theory suggests that children voluntarily select their friends and, 

therefore, deviant children are likely to select deviant peers (Thornberry et al., 1994) but 

social learning theory—reciprocal effects of selection and socialization—argues that 

deviant attitudes and behaviors are instead learned and reinforced through interactions 

with deviant peers (Akers, 1990). 

School belonging across grade levels. Across age and grade levels, from 

elementary through high school, research shows that school belonging is important to all 

students and is associated with positive school outcomes including academic motivation, 

school engagement, educational aspirations and expectations, grade point average, and 

course grades (Osterman, 2000). In a study of early school adjustment involving 

kindergarten students, Ladd (1990) established that classroom level relationships (e.g., 

friendships and peer acceptance) predicted varying measures of school adjustment 

including: school perceptions, anxiety, avoidance (i.e., absences from class), and 

performance. For instance, students who acquired and maintained classroom friendships 

developed positive school perceptions and gains in performance, while students who 

experienced peer rejection demonstrated unfavorable school perceptions, higher levels of 

school avoidance, and lower performance. Another study in high poverty elementary 

schools (grades 3-6), by Battistich, Solomon, Kim, Watson, and Schaps (1995), found 

that a sense of school community (school belonging) had the strongest positive 

relationship with student outcomes. Studies of high school level students have also 

revealed positive school outcomes related to school belonging. Sanchez, Colon, and 
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Esparza’s (2005) study of predominantly Latino high school students established that 

school belonging significantly predicted academic effort; however, it did not predict GPA 

and educational aspirations. 

School belonging is particularly critical for middle school students for a variety of 

reasons: middle school students are undergoing developmental transition from childhood 

to adolescence; most are transitioning from an elementary setting to a middle school 

setting; students at this stage are beginning to seek their own identity and autonomy, 

hence they seek affiliation or membership in social groups of choice; and lastly, there is a 

decline in academic performance, with severe gaps particularly noticeable between poor 

and racial minority students and their non-poor and Caucasian counterparts (Cook et al., 

2008; Eccles & Midgley, 1989; Jozefowicz-Simbeni, 2008; Wigfield et al., 2005). 

Goodenow’s (1991) middle school level (grades 5-8) study investigated the relationship 

between a sense of class belonging and motivation, academic effort, and achievement. 

This study revealed a positive relationship between a sense of class belonging and 

students’ expectations of academic success, intrinsic motivation toward schoolwork, and 

course grades. In another study involving racially diverse (White, Black, and Hispanic) 

junior high school (grades 7-9) students, Goodenow and Grady (1993) established that 

school belonging was statistically significant and correlated with academic motivation 

(e.g., expectancy for success, valuing schoolwork) and self-reported effort. 

School belonging and race/ethnicity. Most of the studies examining students’ 

sense of belonging have been conducted with junior high White students (Sanchez et al., 

2005). Goodenow’s (1993b) middle school study (grades 6-8) in a predominantly White 
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suburban middle class neighborhood established that school belonging and support 

contributed significantly in explaining the variance in student academic expectancies and 

values, with teacher support having the most consistently substantial influence across 

student subgroups. Another study (Roeser, et al., 1996) of predominantly White eighth 

grade students revealed small positive effects between a sense of belonging and end of 

year grades while controlling for previous academic performance. 

Emerging research focusing on school belonging among racial minority and low 

SES students suggests that a sense of belonging is associated with positive school 

outcomes. Goodenow and Grady’s (1993) multiracial middle school study revealed that a 

sense of belonging significantly correlated with school motivation, expectations for 

academic success, and valuing of academic work across all three racial groups—African 

Americans, Hispanics, and Whites. This study found that the effects of school belonging 

were greater among Hispanics than Blacks and Whites. One of the findings in Gutman 

and Midgley’s (2000) study of African American students from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds in fifth and sixth grade suggests that “students with high levels of both 

parent involvement and school belonging also had higher grade point average across the 

middle school transition than did their peers who had high levels of either one or none of 

these factors” (p. 241). Furthermore, in their study of Mexican American high school 

students, Gonzales and Padilla (1997) found that school belonging was the only 

significant predictor of academic resilience (i.e., receiving mostly A grades); even when 

accounting for supportive academic environment and cultural loyalty. 
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School belonging and gender. The need for affiliation and acceptance 

(belongingness) varies by individual’s characteristics such on gender (Osterman, 2000). 

In a study of high school students, Wong and Csikszentmihalyi (1991) found that girls 

exhibited a high need for affiliation, spent more time interacting with others, and reported 

the overall existence of positive interpersonal relationships. Similarly, a middle school 

study (Ma, 2003) revealed that female students in both sixth and eighth grades had a 

statistically significant positive sense of school belonging that was much greater than 

their male counterparts. Also, Goodenow and Grady (1993) found that the positive effects 

of school belonging were experienced among girls more than boys. These studies and 

others show that female students rate higher on their sense of school belonging than their 

male counterparts, which in turn positively influences school outcomes (Goodenow & 

Grady, 1993; Osterman, 2000). 

However, Sanchez and colleagues (2005) found that the sense of belonging was 

not significantly different between Latino males and females. This study found that the 

levels of individual students’ sense of belonging significantly predicted absenteeism, 

expectations for success (in English), and academic effort for both males and females, but 

failed to predict GPA, educational aspirations, and educational expectations for this 

sample of students. Goodenow’s (1993b) study among middle school students revealed 

that teacher support was significantly related to motivation, but more for girls than boys 

while peer support significantly influenced boys more than girls. Overall, available 

research suggests that the positive impact of school belonging seems to favor females 
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more than male students. There is sufficient cause to further investigate these gender 

differences because performance gaps by gender are wider among minority groups.  

Decline in sense of school belonging. Unfortunately, evidence shows a decline in 

students’ sense of school belonging beginning at the middle school level, which suggests 

two operating assumptions of schools at the secondary level: Students’ psychosocial 

needs are met outside of the school environment—potentially at home (Sanchez et al., 

2005), and students develop school belonging through strong extra-curricular activities or 

programs (Osterman, 2000).  Consequently, secondary schools seem to devote less effort 

towards meeting the psychosocial needs (e.g., sense of belonging) of students. Moreover, 

the results of a study by Gutman and Midgley (2000) show that the sense of school 

belonging declines with the middle school transition. Also, Anderman (2003) assessed 

students’ sense of school belonging in sixth grade and then in seventh grade and found 

that there was a decline in the sense of school belonging among these students. The 

students reported feeling progressively less accepted and comfortable.  

The decline in students’ school belonging, in part, can be attributed to schools 

adopting organizational policies and practices that do not support community and 

collaboration, and neglect the socioemotional needs of students in favor of meeting the 

demands of academic performance—being largely driven by high-stake testing 

(Osterman, 2000). Osterman further notes that urban schools are often the ones that lack 

the capacity to meet both the socioemotional and academic needs of the students they 

serve—who tend to be predominantly from low socioeconomic backgrounds. Osterman 

concludes that an emphasis on test scores inevitably promotes individualism and 
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competition as opposed to fostering community and collaboration. This is in contrast to 

what Dewey and Vygotsky envisioned the school experience to be—a social process. For 

instance, Dewey argued that the quality of education “is realized to the degree in which 

individuals form a group” (1958, p. 65). 

Other researchers (e.g., Eccles et al., 1993; Oakes, 1985; Schwartz, 1981) have 

pointed out that typical pedagogical practices and structural organization particularly in 

secondary schools (e.g., biased treatment of students by their teachers, tracking, class 

rankings, departmentalization, large school/class sizes, and traditional scheduling 

practices), significantly impede positive interactions amongst students and between 

students and their teachers. Limited interaction affects a sense of school belonging. When 

schools fail to satisfy students’ psychosocial needs, students often experience diminished 

motivation, impaired development, alienation, and poor performance (Deci, Vallerand, 

Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991).  

However, it is within the ability of teachers and school administrators to facilitate 

a sense of community (Dewey, 1958). For example, Anderman (2003) suggests that a 

declining sense of school belonging can be ameliorated by teachers promoting an 

atmosphere of mutual respect, particularly in their own classrooms. Also, Osterman 

(2000) suggests a number of practices that can promote school community including 

smaller schools (or school-within-schools or houses), block scheduling, departmental 

teaming, inter-age grouping, and looping (i.e., maintaining intact classes over several 

grade levels).  
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A school’s size appears to matter when it comes to creating an environment for a 

strong and positive student sense of belonging. Research reveals that students attending 

smaller schools experienced better student involvement and interpersonal relationships, 

and these schools were able to manage individualized and cooperative practices more 

effectively (Cawelti, 1995; Cotton, 1996; Raywid, 1996)  

Theoretical explanation. As stated earlier, a sense of school belonging is 

fundamental in order for students to experience school as a social setting or process 

(Dewey 1958; Maslow, 1943). According to Maslow’s motivation theory, a sense of 

belonging is a basic human need (Maslow, 1943; 1962). This theory proposes that basic 

needs (e.g., belongingness) have to be fulfilled in order for subsequent needs to be 

satisfied. Therefore, based on Maslow’s theory, every student has an innate desire to 

belong to the larger school community, and belonging contributes towards achieving a 

positive school experience. Consequently, if the need for belongingness is not met, there 

is a potential for negative outcomes such as tension, loneliness, isolation, disengagement, 

stress, maladjustment, withdrawal, and even dropout (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Fine, 

1991; Finn, 1989; Robbins, 2003). Some have suggested that lack of belongingness could 

be a factor in some cases of school violence and bullying because students experiencing 

lack of belongingness (feeling rejected and alienated) are often unwilling to conform to 

institutional norms, and are inclined to resist the establishment (Baumeister & Leary, 

1995; Ma, 2003; Osterman, 2000; Valenzuela, 1999). Osterman (2000) suggests that 

student behaviors that may seem anti-social could indicative of psychosocial needs, such 

as belongingness, that are not being satisfied.   
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The need for school belonging is particularly critical for students exposed to risk 

on multiple fronts—based on their individual characteristics as well as family and school 

contexts (Gutman & Midgely, 2000). For at-risk students, school belonging has the 

potential to promote educational resilience, and hence a commitment to schooling and the 

values relevant to school success (Finn, 1989; Wang, Haertel, & Walberg, 1998). School 

belonging develops in a nurturing school social environment. Therefore, when students, 

especially those that are most vulnerable, experience a lack of belongingness, then their 

educational participation becomes limited (Finn, 1989). 

Finn (1989) proposed a participation-identification model to account for school 

withdrawal among at-risk students. The model suggests that student identification with 

school means an internalized sense of belonging, and sufficient value given to achieving 

success in school-relevant goals. The premise of Finn’s model is that “participation in 

school activities is essential in order for positive outcomes, including the students’ sense 

of belonging and valuing school-related goals, to be realized” (p. 129). According to this 

model, active student participation occurs concomitantly with school identification. Finn 

presents the models in terms of positive outcomes related to affiliation, involvement, 

attachment, commitment, and bonding, as well as the negative outcomes of alienation and 

withdrawal. Finn argues that the extent to which students identify with school is inversely 

related to behaviors such as absenteeism, truancy, dropout, and delinquency.  A further 

suggestion is that active participation in class—engaging with the teacher, reading, 

studying, memorizing, answering questions, completing assignments—is a basic (i.e., 
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first level participation) prerequisite to learning, which in turn translates into overall 

academic performance.  

As the literature shows, active classroom participation is, in large part, a function 

of student interactions with teachers and peers coupled with an individual student sense 

of self-efficacy (Finn, 1989; Osterman, 2000). Classroom settings that do not support 

belongingness may also not elicit participation, particularly from students at-risk of 

school failure (Kagan, 1990). Classrooms and schools that are lacking in support for 

belongingness alienate and transform at-risk students into what Kagan (1990) refers to as 

“a discrete subculture incompatible with academic success” (p. 105). Similarly, Booker 

(2006) suggests that there is an “identification-connection divide” among African 

American students who identify with the purpose of school but are often educated in 

unwelcoming and unaccepting school and classroom environments (p. 3).  

A student’s ability to participate and experience success both inside and outside of 

the classroom provides an incentive for further participation and identification with the 

school. However, Finn adds that “participation and identification occur more readily 

among children from communicative families who place an explicit emphasis on school-

related goals, both in their lives and in those of their children” (p. 130). Encouragement 

from home or the lack thereof, impacts student levels of participation and identification. 

The home connection that Finn brings to his model is consistent with Bronfenbrenner’s 

(1979) ecological theory of nested connections that is discussed earlier in this chapter. 

Again, home and school contexts are interconnected and should complement each other 

to provide a network of support for students. This theoretical connection provides a basis 
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for this study to examine both home and school factors (i.e., parental involvement and 

school belonging) as potential moderators of risk.  

Summary 

In summary, this chapter has presented a variety of important educational issues 

pertinent to the middle school experience; specifically highlighting the challenges faced 

by economically disadvantaged students. The middle school period is often challenging 

for students because at this age students experience developmental (onset of puberty) and 

contextual (elementary to middle school) changes that can elicit changes in behavior, and 

with the propensity for engagement in risky behavior. Developmental change (onset of 

puberty) is characterized by physical, psychosocial, and cognitive changes that all have 

the potential to change the behavioral patterns of early adolescents. Similarly, contextual 

change—transition from elementary to middle school—has an effect on preteens due to 

the new and different expectations, structure, and organization. In the middle school, 

students have to deal with challenges including: regularly switching classes and teachers, 

lower quality teacher-student relations, locker organization, and higher expectations. The 

vulnerability created through these multiple transitions is heightened if the students are 

already exposed to adverse conditions such as poverty, academic and socioemotional 

problems. Poverty, for example, presents well documented conditions such as the 

likelihood of living in a single-parent home, residing in a poverty concentrated 

neighborhood, and attending a low performing or failing school; conditions which are 

often associated with low academic achievement or risk for school failure. 
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However, evidence shows that amidst the risks associated with developmental and 

contextual changes, as well as poverty, there are students who are resilient enough to 

succeed. Resilience leading to school success is associated with protective factors (i.e., 

factors that promote positive patterns of adaptation in the midst of adversity) that are 

present in the immediate social contexts of the student: the home, school, and 

community. Parental involvement and school belonging are documented in the literature 

as home and school factors, respectively, that are associated with positive student 

outcomes and, thus,are potential protective factors. Sustained parental involvement in the 

education (particularly in K-12) of children who are exposed to adverse conditions, such 

as poverty, has the potential to mitigate these students’ risk for school failure. Also, a 

sense of school belonging has the potential to either increase individual student 

vulnerability or promote resiliency, particularly for students predisposed to risk of school 

failure: including students situated in poverty, experiencing academic and socioemotional 

difficulties, and those who are experiencing drastic transitions (e.g., school environment 

and developmental). 

The Research Gap.  

Many researchers have consistently pointed out that, overall, there is inadequate 

research at the middle school level (e.g., ACT, 2008; Hough, 2003; Juvonen at al., 2004). 

Specifically, Hough (2003) notes that there seems to be more scholarly writing but a 

paucity of empirical research examining middle level education,and issues such as the 

effects of home and school factors on student outcomes. Most of the significant empirical 

work has focused on early school (elementary) and high school experiences; leaving 
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middle school as an ‘island’ of educational research requiring more exploration. The 

existing middle school literature consistently points to the apparent decline in many areas 

of middle level education: such as student academic achievement, the socio-emotional 

well-being of students, school support systems, and parental involvement in their 

children’s education.  

Also lacking are studies that evaluate how parental involvement and a sense of 

school belonging among students contributes to middle school risk or resilience, and the 

potential for these factors to act as protective factors for at risk middle school students. 

Middle school research that examines, for example, the effects of parental involvement 

and school belonging on student outcomes remain inconsistent and inconclusive for a 

variety of reasons—another indication that there is a need for more research in these 

areas (Fan & Chen, 2001; Keith et al., 1993; Osterman, 2000; Ho & Willms, 1996). Some 

reasons cited, including variations in defining, conceptualizing, assessing, and 

operationalizing parental involvement and school belonging; the student age group effect; 

and the complex nature of degrees of parental involvement, remain elusive and difficult 

to isolate. Furthermore, most research tends to examine school and home factors 

independent of each other, which is not the case in real life. Therefore, the identification 

of the need to examine both these factors together, as is the case in this current study is 

warranted and appropriate from a practical and theoretical standpoint.  

Given that some research (e.g., Epstein & Lee, 1995; Juvonen et al., 2004) has 

noted that middle schools are potentially part of the problem for the decline in parental 

involvement, an examination of the effects of potential interactive relationships between 
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parent involvement and other aspects of the school context is important. Moreover, some 

research notes that middle school students are at the point in their lives when they seek a 

new level of autonomy from parental guidance and pursue their own individual identities; 

often looking for support outside of the home (e.g., peers, community members, and 

school personnel). Therefore, given the unique intersection of these middle school issues, 

and acknowledging the growing low income student population, an inquiry into the role 

and contribution of parental involvement and a sense of school belonging on middle 

school outcomes is clearly warranted. This current study explores the relational 

convergence of parental involvement, school belonging, at-risk students, and academic 

achievement—areas which previous studies have often only examined in isolation. 

Current study.  

In acknowledgment of the increasing number of economically disadvantaged 

students in schools today, and their at-risk status for school failure, it is the goal of this 

current study to examine these students’ middle school experiences and explore  parental 

involvement and school community (or school belonging) as potential protective factors. 

This study examines the potential for parental involvement and school belonging to 

mitigate the risks associated with poverty and coupled with transitional and 

developmental risks. A collective examination of home (parent involvement) and school 

(school belongingness) factors are consistent with Epstein’s (1992) overlapping sphere of 

influence model, which suggests that the family (parental involvement) and school 

(school belonging) exert a combined influence on children’s academic trajectories. Also, 

rather than examining academic outcomes for only one racial or ethnic group (often 



 

 

57 

African Americans), as have many previous studies, this study examines middle school 

outcomes for three groups: African Americans, Hispanics, and Whites, as shall be 

discussed in more detail in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 3 

Methods 

The goal of this current study is to examine educational experiences of middle 

school students and to explore parental involvement and school community (or school 

belonging) as potential protective factors for economically disadvantaged eighth students.  

. To achieve this goal, the study addressed the following research questions: 

1. How is parental involvement associated with academic achievement for 

economically disadvantaged eighth grade students? 

2. What is school belonging associated with academic achievement for 

economically disadvantaged eighth grade students? 

3. Do the relations between parent involvement, school belonging, and eighth 

grade achievement vary as a function of prior achievement and middle 

school?  

Based on the review of relevant literature and theory, the following hypotheses were 

tested for this study: (a) Parental involvement is significantly related to eighth grade 

achievement among economically disadvantaged students controlling for school 

belonging, prior achievement, gender, race, school type (i.e., middle school), and 

disability status; (b) school belonging is significantly related to eighth grade achievement 

among economically disadvantaged students controlling for parent involvement , prior 

achievement, gender, race, middle school, and disability status; (c) economically 

disadvantaged students with high levels of both parental involvement and school 

belonging will perform better academically than their peers with high levels of one or 
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none of these two factors controlling for other variables in the model; (d) economically 

disadvantaged students with high levels of both parental involvement and prior 

achievement will perform better than peers with high levels of one or none of these 

factors controlling for other variables in the model; (e) economically disadvantaged 

students with high levels of parental involvement in middle school (grades 6-8) will 

perform lower than their peers with high levels of parental involvement in non-middle 

school settings controlling for other variables in the model; (f) economically 

disadvantaged students with high levels of school belonging in the middle school (grades 

6-8) will perform lower than their peers with high levels of school belonging in non-

middle school settings controlling for other variables in the model.  

To address these hypotheses, data from Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, 

Kindergarten Class of 1998/99 (ECLS-K) was used. ECLS-K is a useful and relatively 

new dataset that is suitable for examining achievement in middle schools. A main 

advantage is that it provides one of the first national and longitudinal datasets relevant to 

middle school. Until the ECLS-K data emerged, the 1988 National Education 

Longitudinal Study (NELS) was the only large-scale longitudinal dataset available for 

analyzing middle level education (Silver et al., 2008). However, the NELS dataset was of 

limited usefulness, in terms of studying middle school experiences because data were 

collected only at eighth grade. Thus, Silver and colleagues have recognized that, analyses 

based on the NELS data face restrictions because “confident conclusions about the 

middle school experience [cannot be formulated] with data that does not capture 

schooling experienced prior to the eighth grade” (Silver et al., p. 3). Furthermore, 
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Catsambis (1994) has noted that previous middle school research “has not been 

longitudinal in scope, generalizable in extent, and ethnic-race specific” (p. 199). The 

ECLS-K longitudinal dataset allows researchers to address the concerns of both Silver et 

al. (2008) and Catsambis (1997) because it captures student achievement prior to middle 

school, and the sampling for ECLS-K is nationally representative.  

Data and Sample 

The Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Cohort Class of 1998/99 

(ECLS-K) was a longitudinal study of a nationally representative sample, which collected 

information from students, parents, teachers, school administrators, and schools. This 

study was conducted by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). The ECLS-

K 1998/99 base year data were collected from 21,260 students; 3,305 teachers; and one 

administrator was also selected from each of the 866 schools. The data were collected in 

seven waves: fall and spring of kindergarten (1998/99), fall and spring of first grade 

(1999/2000), spring of third grade (2002), spring of fifth grade (2004), and spring of 

eighth grade (2007). The ECLS-K study collected detailed information about students’ 

educational, socioemotional, and physical development, and the teaching practices, 

school environment, family background, and community resources that were part of the 

students’ educational experiences.  

According to the Combined User’s Manual for the ECLS 8th Grade and K-8 Full 

Sample Data Files and Electronic Codebooks (Tourangeau, Nord, Lê, Sorongon, & 

Najarian, 2009), the ECLS-K utilized a dual-frame, multistage sampling design 

beginning with a selection of 100 primary sampling units (PSU) from a national sample 
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of PSUs (typically organized by counties). A sample of schools, both public and private 

(n = 1,000), were randomly selected from within the PSUs, and a cohort of children were 

randomly sampled from those enrolled in the selected schools. In each of the selected 

schools, approximately 23 kindergarteners were sampled for participation in the study.  

After the base year of data collection, a sample of 21,260 students was retained. 

In the spring of 1st grade, the sample was “freshened”. Freshening integrated additional 

children into the study; students that were not part of the sampling frame during the base 

year because they did not attend kindergarten in the U.S. in 1998-99 and therefore did not 

have equal selection probability to participate in the study. This included students who 

were out of the country in 1998-1999, children that had immigrated after the 1998 

collection cycle, and children who were not enrolled in kindergarten in 1998-1999.  

The sample was not freshened in subsequent waves or rounds of data collection, 

(i.e. grades 3, 5, and 8) and, consequently, these data do not account for students who 

dropped out of the study after the base year, or for additional changes in demographics 

such as new enrollees in the school system. As such, it is important to recognize that the, 

third, fifth, and eighth grades samples are not representative of all students enrolled in the 

school system at those grade levels. However, to counter this effect, the ECLS-K study 

provides weighted data, with adjusted estimates for unequal selection probabilities such 

as in cases where there was oversampling of certain student groups (e.g., African 

Americans and Asian/Pacific Islanders) or schools (e.g., private schools). Also, the 

weighting adjusts for differential attrition over time; since students who dropped out from 

school by eighth grade did not do so on a random basis. The adjustment for attrition was 
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critical because the focus of this current study is only on eighth grade outcomes. 

Therefore, weighted data help reduce bias and allows for the formulation of generalized 

statements representative of the target population—the 1998/99 Kindergarten cohort.   

For this current study, the data for analysis were from the fifth grade wave (spring 

2004) and eighth grade wave (spring 2007), and included those students who had valid 

sampling weights assigned to them, and who had participated in cognitive assessments in 

both collection waves (n = 12,026). It is acknowledged that since the eighth grade sample 

was not freshened (as was the case with the 1st grade sample), all estimates from ECLS-

K eighth grade data are representative of the 1998/99 kindergarten cohort rather than all 

eighth-graders enrolled in the school system in the 2006/07 school year. Nonetheless, 

comparisons between the weighted population of ECLS-K students enrolled in the eighth 

grade and the weighted population of eighth-graders reported in the 2006 Current 

Population Survey suggest that the ECLS-K represents approximately 80 percent of all 

U.S. eighth-graders in the 2006/07 school year (Tourangeau et al., 2009). The eighth 

grade sample used in the data analysis included a significantly higher proportion of non-

poor students (approximately 84 percent) than poor students (approximately 16 percent). 

Fifty one percent of the students were male and 49 percent were female. The racial and 

ethnic composition of the sample for analysis included 63 percent White, 10 percent 

Black, 17 percent Hispanic, and 11 percent Other (i.e., Asian, Native Hawaiian/Pacific 

Islander, American Indian, and Multiracial).  
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Measures 

Table 4 presents general descriptive statistics—frequencies, means, and standard 

deviations—of study variables including poverty status, race, gender, cognitive 

achievement, parent belonging school belonging, and school type. Approximately one 

sixth of the students were classified as economically disadvantaged, with Hispanics 

having the highest representative level of poverty in comparison with the other racial 

groups. The race variable consists of four categories: White, Black, Hispanic, and Other.  

As expected, the students in poverty scored below their peers in the cognitive skills of 

math and reading—at both grades 5 and 8. In the fifth grade, the students in poverty 

scored 19 points less in math and 26 points less in reading than their non-poor peers. In 

the eighth grade, the poor students scored 22 points less in math and 25 points in reading 

than their non-poor peers. Parental involvement and school belonging are both factor 

scores and, therefore, they have a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1. Finally, a very 

high proportion of the students were attending middle schools (i.e., grades 6-8).  
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Table 4  

Descriptive statistics for study variables 

 

Variable 

Frequencies  
M 

 
SD N % 

Poverty                           

Yes 

No 

Poverty by race 

White 

African Americans/Black 

Hispanic 

Other 

Special Education 

Yes 

No 

Gender 

Male 

Female 

 

 

1,445 

7,364 

 

405 

319 

482 

129 

 

1,341 

7,305 

 

10,950 

10,446 

 

16.4 

83.6 

 

28.0 

22.1 

33.4 

16.4 

 

15.5 

84.5 

 

51.18 

48.82 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cognitive achievement by poverty 

5th grade Math: Poor 

   Non-poor 

5th grade Reading: Poor 

   Non-poor 

8th grade Math: Poor 

   Non-poor 

8th grade Reading: Poor 

   Non-poor 

 

  

 
 

126.9 
146.1 
149.8 
176.2 
107.5 
129.5 
131.4 
156.8 

 
23.9 
20.0 
29.6 
24.7 
25.8 
22.4 
26.6 
23.9 

Parent Involvement 

School participation  

Home discussion 

Home routine 

 

   
0 
0 
0 

 
1 
1 
1 

School belonging 

 

  0 1 

Middle school 

Middle School (grades 6-8) 

Non-Middle School 

 

6,627 

2,150 

 

75.5 

24.5 
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Dependent Variables 

The dependent variable for this current study is eighth grade achievement 

represented by Item Response Theory (IRT) scores for reading and math. IRT scores 

estimate a student’s performance on the whole set of assessment questions that were 

administered. IRT scores used patterns of right-wrong, omitted responses, item difficulty 

level, discriminating ability, and the “guess-ability” of each item to place each child on a 

continuum of ability (Tourangeau et al., 2009). Therefore, IRT scores intentionally 

compensate for the possibility of a low-ability child guessing several difficult items 

correctly. Omitted items do not count as incorrect answers and are, thus, less likely to 

cause distortion of scores. IRT scores can be placed on the same Scale across years and 

compared longitudinally to account for children’s growth over time.  

Eighth grade reading. The eighth grade reading assessment included some items 

from the fifth-grade reading assessment together with newer items. These newer items 

were more difficult and contributed to the formation of a proficiency level where children 

could demonstrate higher levels of conceptual understanding of the text through deeper 

inferences that relied on complex vocabulary and interpretation in both the reading 

passage and the assessment items. Children were required to infer the opinions and 

beliefs of the author, give evidence for and against theories discussed in the text, and 

identify conclusions that could be drawn from the text. The ECLS-K data report Item 

Response Theory (IRT) scale scores for reading with values ranging from 0 to 212, a 

weighted mean of 167.24, and a standard deviation of 28.03. In comparison to the full 
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sample, economically disadvantaged students’ scores are lower by 36 points. The reading 

variable is coded C7R4RSCL. 

Eighth grade mathematics. The eighth grade mathematics assessments consisted 

of a series of items that became increasingly more difficult, and which addressed the 

following content strands: number sense, properties, and operations; measurement; 

geometry and spatial sense; data analysis, statistics, and probability; and patterns, 

algebra, and functions. The cognitive processes (conceptual, procedural, and problem 

solving) were assessed in each of the strands. ECLS-K data reports Item Response 

Theory (IRT) scale scores for mathematics with values ranging from 0 to 174, a weighted 

mean of 139.28, and a standard deviation of 23.10. There is a 32 point difference between 

the full sample mean and the mean for students in poverty. The math variable is coded 

C7R4MSCL. 

Independent Variables 

The main independent variables of interest for this study are parental involvement 

and school belonging. 

Parental involvement. This is a composite variable that measures parent activities 

at school and home that support student learning. In this study parental involvement is 

assessed in three dimensions: School participation—the extent to which parents 

communicate or participate in school activities; home discussion—the amount of parent-

child communication about school and school related activities; and home routine—the 

presence of family rules, and the ability of the parent to monitor activities such as 

homework completion and television viewing.  
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The selection of questionnaire items for each of the three parent involvement 

dimensions was guided by previous research (Christenson et al., 1992; Ho & Willms, 

1996; Keith et al., 1993), theory, and a parent survey which was organized in sections 

that included parent involvement, family structure, and home environment among others. 

Table 9 (toward the end of this chapter) presents questionnaire items that were selected 

for all of the variables in this study. The items were then subjected to a preliminary 

analysis using SPSS software (i.e., PAWS statistics 17) and Stata 12 as presented in the 

following sections. The purpose of preliminary analysis was to ensure that the items 

cohere around each of the factors of interest.  

School participation. A seven part question in the parent involvement survey 

asked parents to respond with yes or no to indicate whether or not they participated in 

various school related activities. The questions included items such as: “Attended an 

open house or back-to school night?”, “Attended a meeting of a PTA or PTO?”, and 

“[Went] to a regularly scheduled parent-teacher conference with teacher or meeting with 

teacher?” A confirmatory factor analysis on the six items, using the principal component 

factoring method, yielded an eigenvalue of 2.79 and explained 40 percent of the variance. 

The item, “Acted as school volunteer” had the strongest loading (.73) on parent 

participation, while “Contacted school” had the weakest, .37 (Appendix A, Table A1 

presents factor loadings for all the factor analyses conducted). The range of inter-item 

correlation was between .110 and .326 (see Table 5), and the test of internal item 

consistency (reliability) yielded a Cronbach’s alpha value of .68. 
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Table 5 

School participation inter-item correlation matrix 

Indicators 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Attended open house 1.000       

Attended PTA meeting 0.357 1.000      

Attended P/T conference 0.313 0.321 1.000     

Attended school event 0.322 0.279 0.307 1.000    

Acted as sch. volunteer 0.354 0.372 0.313 0.399 1.000   

Participated in fundraising 0.316 0.288 0.277 0.381 0.472 1.000  

Contacted school 0.137 0.177 0.251 0.175 0.162 0.114 1.000 

 

Home Discussion. Four questionnaire items asked parents to respond according 

to the extent to which they engaged in the following: “Discuss report card,” “Talk about 

day at school,” “Talk about grades,” and “Talk about school activities.” Responses were 

recorded on a 4-point Likert-type scale; ranging from not at all to every day. A 

confirmatory factor analysis using the component factoring method produced an 

eigenvalue of 2.136 and a proportion of .53. The item, “Talk about school activities” had 

the highest loading of .86, and “Discuss report card” had the lowest loading of .36 (see 

Appendix A, Table A1 for all item loadings). The range of inter-item correlation was 

between .157 and .598 (see Table 6). The four items yielded an internal item consistency 

(reliability), Cronbach’s alpha value of .70. 
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Table 6 

Home discussion inter-item correlation matrix 

Indicators 1 2 3 4 

Discuss report card 1.000    

Talk about day at school 0.169 1.000   

Talk about grades 0.182 0.436 1.000  

Talk about school activities 0.158 0.553 0.598 1.000 

 

 

Home routine. Using factor analysis, the final four items selected to explore 

parental involvement included: Family rules about watching TV, GPA, homework, and 

computer use for games. Responses were on a nominal yes or no scale. The principal 

component factoring method yielded an eigenvalue of 1.678 and accounted for 42 percent 

of the variance. The item, “Family rules for homework” had the highest loading of .68, 

and “Family rules for TV” had the lowest loading of .60 (see Appendix A, Table A1 for 

the full list). The range of the inter-item correlation was between .137 and .311 (see Table 

7), and the test of internal item consistency (reliability) yielded a Cronbach’s alpha value 

of .51. 

 

Table 7 

Home routine inter-item correlation matrix 

Indicators 1 2 3 4 

Family rules for TV 1.000    

Family rules for GPA 0.137 1.000   

Family rules for homework 0.206 0.311 1.000  

Rules for computer use 0.272 0.217 0.210 1.000 
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These three dimensions of parental involvement (i.e., school participation, home 

discussion, and home routine) were combined to create the overall parental involvement 

factor (named P7PINVOLVE) with an eigenvalue of 1.26 and a low Cronbach’s alpha 

value of 0.31. The range of correlation between the three parental involvement 

dimensions was between -0.191 and 0.094. With such low reliability value between the 

three parent involvement domains, it was necessary to keep them disaggregated during 

the analyses. 

School belonging. School belonging is a measure of students’ perceptions of 

acceptance, respect, inclusion and support within the school context (Goodenow & 

Grady, 1993). With guidance from existing school belonging literature (e.g., Osterman, 

2000) and theory (Finn, 1989; Maslow, 1943; 1962), items for a school belonging 

construct were selected from the ECLS-K 1998/99 student file. A five-part question in 

round 7 of the ECLS-K study asked eighth grade students to rate their perceptions about 

their schools. The students were asked, “This school year, how often did you: Feel like 

you fit in at your school? Feel close to classmates at your school? Feel close to teachers 

at your school? Enjoy being at your school? and Feel safe at your school?” The responses 

were recorded on a 4-point Likert-type scale ranging from never to always. Using SPSS 

software (i.e., PAWS statistics 17) the five items were subjected to confirmatory factor 

analysis. The principle component factoring method generated an eigenvalue of 2.3 and a 

proportion of .54. Two items, “How often fit in at school” and “How often close to 

classmates” both had the highest loading of .72, and lowest was “How often feel safe at 
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school” with a loading of .63. The inter-item correlation ranged between .263 and .529 

(see Table 8). The internal item consistency (reliability) for the scale with this specific 

sample had a Cronbach’s alpha of .71. 

Table 8 

School belonging inter-item correlation matrix 

Indicator 1 2 3 4 5 

How often fit in at school 1.000     

How often close to classmates 0.529 1.000    

How often close to teachers 0.263 0.331 1.000   

How often enjoy school 0.309 0.280 0.383 1.000  

How often feel safe at school 0.311 0.270 0.292 0.335 1.000 

 

Controls 

The control variables for this study include: a family poverty indicator, prior 

academic achievement (i.e., fifth grade math and reading IRT scores), and student 

demographics (i.e., gender, race, and disability status). 

Poverty indicator. The ECLS-K data included a poverty status variable in round 

seven (coded W8POVRTY). This poverty indicator was derived from a number of 

questions from a parent survey including: Total household income more/less than $25k 

(P7HILOW), household income category (P7INCCAT), imputed household income 

category (W8INCCAT), total members in household (P7HTOTAL), and lastly, the 2007 

census defined poverty thresholds. The poverty indicator is divided into poor and non-

poor categories. Due to a lack of exact income values for families with an income of 

more than $25k, a more nuanced assessment of SES (≤100% FPL; between 101-200% 

FPL; >200% FPL) was not possible. The income categories were quite large (i.e. $50,001 
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to $75,000; $75,001 to $100,000; $100,001 to $200,000; and $200,001 or more), 

consequently, they were of limited usefulness in estimating exact income levels. 

Prior achievement. In essence, prior achievement represents the “cumulative 

function of the current and the prior resource inputs, i.e., family inputs, SES, peer effect 

and school resource inputs” (Dahar, Dahar, & Dahar, 2011, p. 180). For instance, an 

input such as socioeconomic status has been identified to have significant effect in 

sorting children into various achievement strata (Alexander & Entwisle, 1988). In other 

words, prior resource inputs embody cumulative academic potential which is an 

important predictor of future school outcomes. Prior achievement can serve as either a 

protective or risk factor (Keith, 2006; Tourangeau et al., 2009). 

In this current study, the fifth grade achievement in mathematics and reading are 

chosen as control variables. The ECLS-K study collected data from the student while in 

fifth grade (i.e., in round 6) which included their academic achievement in areas such as 

reading, mathematics, and science. ECLS-K data report Item Response Theory (IRT) 

scale scores, with values ranging from 0 to 212, a weighted mean of 148.67, and a 

standard deviation of 26.85 for reading (C6R4RSCL);and  a range of 0-174, a weighted 

mean of 122.94; and a standard deviation of 25.15 for mathematics (C6R4MSCL). For 

the purpose of this study, an overall achievement factor was computed by combining the 

mathematics and reading IRT scale scores into a factor score. 

Student Gender and ethnicity. Gender and racial differences appear to be a basis 

for differences in students’ experiences during the middle school period (Akos & Galassi, 

2004; Chung, Elias, & Schneider, 1998). For example, Akos and Galassi (2004) found 
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that middle school girls adjusted more easily than boys. Also, their study found that 

Latino students faced greater challenges in adjusting to the middle school compared to 

their White and Black peers. Other studies have found that middle school transitions and 

changes have significant negative effects on African American students (e.g., Gutman & 

Midley, 2000; Simmons et al., 1991).  

The ECLS-K data reports the gender composite variable (GENDER or 

C7GENDER) which is derived from three sources of data: The parent interview 

(INQ.016), the child report (AIQ.050), and the Field Management System (FMS). Data 

on the composite race/ethnicity variable is presented in three different ways: (1) as 

dichotomous variables for each race/ethnicity category (W8AMERIN, W8ASIAN, 

W8PACISL, W8BLACK, W8WHITE, W8HISP, W8MT1RAC) from the parent 

interview data; (2) as a single race/ethnicity composite taken from the parent interview 

data (W8RACETH); and (3) as a race/ethnicity composite taken from either the parent 

data or the FMS; with FMS data used only if parent data were missing (R7RACE). 

Disability status. The disability status for each student is determined by parent 

reports (P7DISABL) and data from the ECLS-K fall eighth grade field management 

system (FMS) file (F7SPCS). The disability status variable was coded as 0 = no (without 

disability) and 1 = yes (with disability). 

Middle school. The middle school variable (referring to grades 6-8) was 

generated from two indicators as reported by school administrators: the lowest grade 

taught at the school (S7LOWGRD) and the highest grade taught at the school 
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(S7HIGGRD). The middle school variable was named MSONLY and dummy coded 0 = 

“non-middle school only,” 1 = “middle school only.” 
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Table 9.  

Selected ECLS-K items for variables in current study 

Variable  ECLS-K Data items 

Parent Involvement 

 

School participation (from round 7 parent file): 

Since the beginning of this school year have you or the other adults in your household:  

Attended an open house or back-to-school night? Attended a meeting of a PTA or PTO?  

Attended parent-teacher conference or meeting with teacher? Attended a school or class event?  

Volunteered at the school or served on a committee? Participated in fundraising? Contacted teacher or school? 

(all items coded 1 = yes, 2 = no) 

Home Discussion (from round 7 parent file): 

How often you do: Discuss report card? Talk about day at school? Talk about grades? Talk about school 

activities? (coded, 1 = not at all to 4 = every day) 

Home Routine (from round 7 parent file): 

Are there family rules about: Watching TV? Maintaining a certain GPA? Doing homework? Time on the 

computer or playing video games? (coded, 1 = yes, 2 = no) 
 

School Belonging From round 7 student file:  

How often did you: Feel you fit in at school? Feel close to classmates? Feel close to teachers at your school? 

Enjoy being at school? Feel safe at school? (coded, 1 = never to 4 = always) 
 

Race/Ethnicity Two indicators provided the child race composite (RACE and W8RACETH). Coded 1 = White, 2 = Black, 3 = 
Hispanic, 4 = Other. Also dummy coded 0 = White, 2 = Minorities. 
 

Gender Child composite gender (GENDER). Coded 0 = male, 1 = female 

Special Ed status Child with disability (P7DISABL), coded 0 = no, 1 = yes 
 

Middle School  Derived from two indicators: Lowest grade at the school (S7LOWGRD) and the highest grade the school 

(S7HIGGRD). Coded 0 = “not middle school only,” 1 = middle school only 
 

Poverty status Poverty level (W8POVRTY, coded 0 = non-poor, 1 = poor) derived from total household income more/less than 

25k (P7HILOW), household income category (P7INCCAT), imputed household income category (W8INCCAT), 

total members in household (P7HTOTAL) and 2007 census defined poverty thresholds. 



 

 

76 

 

Plan of Analysis 

Figure 2 is a diagrammatic representation of a basic conceptual model proposed 

for this study which suggests a relationship between parental involvement, school 

belonging, and student achievement. According to the model, both parental involvement 

and school belonging have a direct effect on eighth grade academic achievement.  

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Figure 2: A simplified academic outcome model 

To test this model, a multiple regression analysis was conducted using the Stata 

12 statistical software package. Stata 12 was chosen because it has the ability to account 

for the clustered nature of the ECLS-K survey design. A multiple regression analysis was 

chosen for this study because it allows for a group of independent variables to explain a 

proportion of variance in a dependent variable (through a significant test of R
2
), and can 

establish the relative predictive importance of the independent variables (i.e., comparing 

beta weights; Bobko, 2001; Elliot & Woodward, 2007; Keith, 2006). In addition, multiple 
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regression tests the interaction between variables, thus, providing means to test the 

interconnectedness between contexts (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Epstein, 1987, 1995). 

Multiple regression is highly useful for testing the realities of educational 

research. It is important to methodologically acknowledge that student educational 

outcomes are a product of a combination of various contextual factors (i.e., individual 

characteristics, home and school factors). Therefore, multiple regression provides the tool 

to account for several predictors that are theoretically sound, hence, a more accurate 

picture of predicting student outcomes (Bobko, 2001; Keith, 2006).  

To account for several predictors X1, X2,...Xn, the theoretical regression equation 

model takes the basic form:   

Y = B0 + B1X1 + B2X2 + …+BnXn + e 

where B0 is the intercept term or the constant, c; Bn is the regression coefficient 

corresponding to the nth independent variable; and e is an error term; with zero mean and 

constant variance. In a given? In any given model, when Bn = 0 then the nth independent 

variable is not useful in predicting the dependent variable.  

In this current study, the independent variables of interest—parental involvement 

(school participation, home discussion, and home routine) and school belonging—are 

used to predict eighth grade achievement (in reading and math). The other common 

causes (control variables)—that are included in the model and that were selected with 

reference to previous research and theory—are prior achievement (fifth grade reading and 
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math), poverty status, race/ethnicity, gender, middle school setting (grades 6-8), and 

special education status.  

The multiple regression analyses to be conducted is a three step process. First, a 

set of models is estimated for the full sample (poor and non-poor) of eighth grade 

students. The purpose of this step is to establish whether the protective factors under 

investigation (i.e., parental involvement and school belonging) are general amongst these 

eighth grade students, or unique to students in poverty. The first model, Model 1, is a 

basic model before the introduction of control variables whereby eighth grade 

achievement is regressed on parental involvement (PI) and school belonging (SB) with 

the inclusion of poverty status. The goal of this model is to provide an initial assessment 

of the association between the two main independent variables, poverty, and eighth grade 

achievement. The basic model specifications take the following form: 

Achievement = c + b1(PI) + b2(SB) + b3(Poverty) 

where c is the constant—the point where the regression line intercepts the y-axis—and 

represents the amount of change in the dependent variable (achievement) when all the 

independent variables are 0. In the equation, b is the regression coefficient and represents 

the amount of dependent variable (achievement) changes when the corresponding 

independent variable changes 1 unit. 

Second, the control variables (i.e., prior achievement, gender, race, middle school, 

and disability) are introduced to create Model 2. The model specification takes the 

following form: 
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Achievement = c + b1(PI) + b2(SB) + b3(PA) + b4(Poverty) + b5(Race) + 

b6(Gender) + b7(MS) + b8(SpEd) 

Third, interaction terms are introduced to create Model 3 and to examine if 

parental involvement and school belonging are moderated by any of the control variables 

in Model 2. The interaction terms assessed include parental involvement and school 

belonging, parental involvement and prior student achievement, parental involvement and 

middle school, parental involvement and poverty, school belonging and prior student 

achievement, school belonging and middle school, and finally, school belonging and 

poverty. The model specification takes the following form: 

Achievement = c + b1(PI) + b2(SB) + b3(PA) + b4(Poverty) + ….bn(PI*SB)  

where bn(PI*SB) represents the interaction terms.  

 These sets of models were repeated by estimating them for the poor and non-poor 

students in the sample. Also, the models were used for separate analyses of math and 

reading achievement. In this study I interpret and report results from all three models by 

examining unstandardized (i.e., B or b values) and standardized (i.e., β values) 

coefficients, p-values, F-values, and R
2
 values. 
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Chapter 4 

Results 

This chapter presents results generated from statistical analyses conducted using 

Stata 12 statistical software. The purpose of this study was to examine risk factors 

associated with students in middle level grades and to explore parental involvement and 

school community (or school belonging) as potential protective factors for economically 

disadvantaged eighth students. To achieve this goal, this study addresses three main 

questions:  

(a) How is parental involvement associated with academic achievement for 

economically disadvantaged eighth grade students?  

(b) How is school belonging associated with academic achievement for 

economically disadvantaged eighth grade students?  

(c) Do the relations between parent involvement, school belonging, and eighth 

grade achievement vary as a function of prior achievement and middle 

school? 

This chapter first presents the descriptive statistics of the variables used in this 

study and then followed by the results of a correlation analysis between the variables. 

Finally, the results of the multiple regression analyses are reported in reference to each of 

the questions in this study, and the different variations of the primary model are presented 

as well (see Tables 13 & 14). 
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Descriptive Analyses  

Table 10 presents descriptive statistics of the variables by poverty status. Based 

on individual student characteristics, it appears that female students are more likely to be 

situated in poverty compared to their male peers (reference group); as are Hispanic 

students compared to Whites, and students with disabilities compared to their peers 

without disabilities. Cognitively, the subsample of students in poverty underperformed 

their peers in both math and reading and at both grade levels—fifth and eighth. For 

instance, between poor and non-poor students the difference in math scores is 22 points at 

fifth grade and 19 points at eighth grade, and for reading the difference is 25 points at 

fifth grade and 26 points at eighth grade. Also, middle schools (schools with only grades 

6-8) appear more likely to be low-income schools than not.  

With regard to the three parental involvement components–school participation, 

home discussion, and home routine–it appears that poor parents are generally involved 

less, with much less participation with school-related activities or events. Non-poor 

parents’ are involved barely above average, with their involvement tending toward school 

participation activities/events. With regard to student perceptions about their school, the 

poor students in the sample expressed fewer feelings of connectedness to their school 

than their non-poor peers. 
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Table 10 

Descriptive Statistics by poverty status 

 Means (SD) 

Poor 

n = 1,445 (16%) 

Non-Poor 

n = 7,364 (84%) 

Individual student characteristics 

Gender (% female) 

 

White 

 

African Americans/Black (%) 

 

Hispanic (%) 

 

Other (%) 

 

Special Education (% yes) 

 

51.28 

(50.00) 

28.07
a
 

(44.95) 

22.11
a
 

(41.51) 

33.40
a
  

(47.18) 

16.42
a
  

(37.06) 

20.00
a
  

(40.00) 

 

48.94  

(50.00) 

69.39
a
 

(46.09) 

7.09
a
 

 (25.68) 

13.85
a
  

(34.54) 

9.67
a
  

(29.55) 

15.00
a
  

(35.00) 

Cognitive achievement 

Math achievement: 5th grade 

 

Reading achievement: 5th grade 

 

Math achievement: 8th grade 

 

Reading achievement: 8th grade 

 

107.49
a
 

(25.84) 

131.35
a
 

(26.63) 

126.94
a
 

(23.91) 

149.82
a
 

(29.59) 

 

129.53
a
 

(22.38) 

156.82
a
 

(23.89) 

146.06
a
 

(19.99) 

176.16
a
 

(24.75) 

Parent Involvement 

School participation
1
  

 

Home discussion
1
 

 

Home routine
1
 

 

-.58
a
 

(1.11) 

-.17
a
 

(1.23) 

-.08
a
 

(1.10) 

 

.10
a
 

(.94) 

.03
a
 

(0.94) 

.01
a
 

(0.97) 

School belonging
1
 -.21

a
 

(1.09) 

.04
a
 

(.97) 

Middle school only (%) 81
a
  

(39) 

74
a
  

(44) 

Note: 
1
Overall Mean = 0 and Standard Deviation = 1. Means with the same superscript 

within each row are significantly different at α = .05, as determined by Levene’s Test, W. 
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Correlation Analysis 

Tables 11 and 12 present correlation coefficients between all variables in the 

model by poverty status. The tables indicate weak correlations between the variables.  

Students in poverty. Table 11 indicates that school belonging, prior achievement 

(in fifth grade), gender, race, middle school, and disability status are significantly 

correlated with eighth grade achievement. Furthermore, as expected, prior achievement 

has the strongest correlation with eighth grade achievement and is, thus, an important 

variable to account for in all the regression models. However, race and middle school are 

both inversely correlated with eighth grade achievement.  

Non-poor students. Table 12 shows that the primary variables—the three parent 

involvement domains and school belonging—are all significantly correlated with eighth 

grade achievement. Race and middle school are negatively correlated with eighth grade 

achievement. Similarly as with students in poverty, prior achievement is the single-most 

highly correlated variable with non-poor students’ eighth grade achievement.  
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Table 11 

Variable correlation coefficients for the poor student sample  

Note. Male is the reference category for gender variable, White is the reference category for race, non-middle school is the 

reference category for school type, and no disability is the reference category for disability. 

Level of significance 
a
p ≤ .05, 

b
p ≤ .01, 

c
p ≤ .001. 

  

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1. 8
th

 grade achievement 1.00          

2. School participation -.03 1.00         

3. Home discussion -.06 -.09
b 

1.00        

4. Home routine .02 .06
a 

-.32
c 

1.00       

5. School Belonging .11
c
 -.03 .02 .00 1.00      

6. Prior achievement .84
c
 -.04 .00 1.00 .08

b 
1.00     

7. Gender .06
b
 -.01 .01 .04 .08

b 
-.02 1.00    

8. Race -.11
a
 -.02 -.14

a 
-.03 .05 -.14

a
 -.02 1.00   

9. School type -.08
b
 .04 -.01 -.03 -.04 .09

b
 .04 -.09

b
 1.00  

10. Disability .15
a
 .00 -.09

c
 .03 .14

c
 .13

c
 .11

c
 .16

c
 -.01 1.00 
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Table 12 

Variable correlations coefficients for the non-poor student sample  

Note: Male is the reference category for gender variable, White is the reference category for race, non-middle school is the 

reference category for school type, and no disability is the reference category for disability status. 

Level of significance 
a
p ≤ .05, 

b
p ≤ .01, 

c
p ≤ .001.

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1. 8
th

 grade achievement 1.00          

2. School participation  -.05
c
 1.00         

3. Home discussion  -.06
c
 -.09

c
 1.00        

4. Home routine  .11
c
 .10

c
  -.16

c
 1.00       

5. School Belonging  .15
c
  -.09

c
  .01 .01 1.00      

6. Prior achievement  .85
c
  -.04

c
  -.05

c
  .09

c
 .12

c
 1.00     

7. Gender .02 -.01 .00  .08
c
 .11

c
 -.02 1.00    

8. Race  -.13
c
  .00  -.03

a
  -.08

c
  -.05

c
  -.14

c
 .01 1.00   

9. School type  -.06
c
  .19

c
  -.03

a
  .00  -.06

c
  -.03

a
  -.01  .02

a
 1.00  

10. Disability .23
c
  .01  -.03

a
  -.01  .12

c
  .22

c
  .09

c
  .04

c
 -.03

a
 1.00 
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Multiple Regression Analyses 

This section presents the combined results of the multiple regression analyses for 

research questions one and two; questions that were analyzed using the same models. 

Once again, the hypotheses tested in relation to Research Question 1 and Research 

Question 2 were that parental involvement and school belonging, respectively, are 

significantly associated with eighth grade achievement among economically 

disadvantaged students; controlling for prior achievement, gender, race, school type 

(middle school or not), and disability. 

Research Questions 1 & 2: Parent Involvement and School Belonging Main Models 

Full sample models. Table 13 presents results for the three models as estimated 

for the full sample of eighth grade students. Model 1 is a basic model designed to provide 

preliminary information about the relationships between the variables in this study: the 

three dimensions of parental involvement, school belonging, poverty, and eighth grade 

achievement. At this basic level, the variables of school participation, home discussion, 

home routine, school belonging, and poverty status are all significantly related to eighth 

grade achievement. The overall model was significant [F(5, 2274) = 86, p < .001], 

however, the results indicate a weak model fit to the data whereby the variables in the 

model explained only 15 percent (R
2
 = .14) of the variance in achievement.  
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Table 13 

Results of models predicting aggregate achievement for eighth grade full sample 

Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

School participation -.050b -.006 -.006 

Home discussion -.047a .006 .006 

Home routine .076c .004 .004 

School belonging .146c .033c .037c 

Poverty status -.872c -.082a -.025 

Prior achievement  .863c .856c 

Gender  .085c .092c 

Race  -.059b -.063b 

Disability status  -.083b -.062a 

Middle school (grades 6-8)  -.020 -.021 

Poverty x Belonging   -.014 

Poverty x Prior achieve   .036 

Poverty x Gender   -.039 

Poverty x Race   .005 

Poverty x Disability   -.104 

R2 .15 .77 .77 

Note: Non-poor was the reference category for the poverty variable, male was the 
reference category for gender, White was the reference category for race, without 
disability was the reference category for disability, and non-middle school was the 
reference category for the middle school (grades 6-8).  
Level of significance: ap ≤ .05, bp ≤ .01, cp ≤ .001. 
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In Model 2 (see Table 13), all control variables were introduced to the model. 

Eighth grade achievement was regressed on the three parental involvement dimensions, 

school belonging, poverty, prior achievement, gender, race, middle school, and disability 

status. None of the three parental involvement dimensions are statistically significant 

when controlling for the other variables in the model. However, school belonging is 

significant (b = .033, t (2183) = 3.22, p = .001). Other significant variables in Model 2 

include poverty status, prior achievement, gender, race, and disability, but poverty status, 

race, and disability status are inversely related to achievement. Prior achievement is the 

single strongest variable (b = .863, t(2183) = 76.80, p < .001) associated with eighth 

grade achievement controlling for other variables in the model. The overall model itself 

(i.e., Model 2) is statistically significant [F (10, 2183) = 814, p < .001]. 

Further analysis by disaggregating race revealed that only Blacks performed 

significantly lower (b = -.130, t(2181) = -3.51, p < .001) compared to Whites. Also, a 

further analysis of the significant predictors in Model 2 (i.e., school belonging, prior 

achievement, gender, race, disability status, and poverty status) was conducted to 

determine if there were any significant differences between poor and non-poor students in 

the sample; based on the significant variables. To test for these differences, multiplicative 

interaction terms were created by multiplying poverty status by each of the significant 

predictors (e.g., poverty x belonging, poverty x prior achievement) and using these terms 

as variables in the regression model (see Model 3, Table 13). Model 3 (Table 13) reveals 

no significant interactions and, thus, no significant differences in eighth grade 



 

 

89 

 

achievement between poor and non-poor students based on school belonging, prior 

achievement, gender, race, and disability status. 

Models for poor students in the sample. Table 14 presents models estimated for 

poor and non-poor student subsamples. As explained previously, Model 1 is a basic 

model, and in this case it provides preliminary information about the relationship 

between parental participation, home discussion of school related activities, home 

routine, school belonging, and achievement. At this very basic level, the model reveals 

that school belonging (b = 1.09, t(1202) = 3.87, p < .001) is significantly associated with 

achievement, but none of the three parental involvement domains are significant.  

In Model 2 (see Table 14) all control variables were introduced in the model. 

Achievement was regressed on the three parental involvement domains and school 

belonging; controlling for prior achievement, gender, race, school type, and disability 

status. This model revealed that none of the three parent involvement domains are 

significant predictors of the eighth grade achievement of poor students, accounting for 

other variables in the model. However, school belonging is significant, (b = .039, t(973) = 

2.30, p < .05), keeping the other variables constant. Other significant variables in the 

model include gender (b = .110, t(973) =2.96, p < .01), and disability status (b = -.115, 

t(973) = -2.32, p < .05). In this model, race and middle school were non-significant; 

accounting for other variables in the model. Prior achievement is the single strongest 

variable [b = .881, t(973) = 45.52, p < .001] associated with achievement; controlling for 

other variables in the model. The overall model is significant [F(9, 973) = 269, p < .001)  
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Table 14  

Results of models predicting eighth grade achievement by poverty status 

 
Variables 

 Poor Non-Poor 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 

School participation -.026 .027 -.042c -.007 
Home discussion -.005 -.009 -.042c -.002 
Home routine .035 -.007 .093c .021

c 
School Belonging .109c .039

b
 .132c .035

c 
Prior achievement  .881

c
  .821

c 
Gender  .110

b
  .060

c 
Race  -.068  -.050

c 
Middle School   .059  -.060 
Disability status  -.115a  -.101c 

R2 .01 .71 .04 .72 

Note: Unstandardized b coefficients presented, level of significance: ap ≤ .05, bp ≤ .01, 
cp ≤ .001. Male was the reference category for gender variable, White was the 
reference category for race, no disability was the reference category for disability 
status, and non-middle school was the reference category for middle school (grades 
6-8).  

 

explaining 71 percent (R
2
 = .71 and RMSE = .57) of the variance in eighth grade 

achievement. 

Models for non-poor students in the sample. Model 1 in Table 14 is a basic 

model of the main independent variable, before introducing control variables. At this very 

basic level, school participation (b = -.042, t(6807) = -3.86, p < .001), home discussion (b 

= -.042, t(6807) = -3.68, p < .001), home routine (b = .093, t(6807) = 8.53, p < .001), and 

school belonging (b = .132, t(6804) = 12.15, p < .001) are all significant. However, the 

model was found to be a poor fit to the data (R
2
 = .04). When all control variables were 

added to the model (see Model 2, Table 14), home routine (b = -.022, t(6145) = 3.56, p < 
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.001) and school belonging (b = .035, t(6145) = 5.74, p < .001) are significant predictors 

of achievement; keeping all other variables constant. All the control variables—school 

belonging, prior achievement, race, gender, and disability status are significant except 

middle school. However, race, and disability status are inversely associated with eighth 

grade achievement. Prior achievement is the single strongest predictor in the model (b = 

.821, t(6145) = 115.27, p < .001). Overall, Model 2 is significant [F(9, 6145) = 1770, p < 

.001] explaining 72 percent (R
2
 = .72 and RMSE = .45) of the variance in achievement. 

Predictors of Parental involvement 

An exploration of the role of parental involvement is central to the purpose of this study 

and, therefore, further analysis was conducted to examine predictors of parental 

involvement. Table 15 presents the results that were found when parental involvement 

was regressed on student prior achievement, race, gender, disability status, school type 

(middle school), and poverty status. Model 1 estimated for the full student sample and 

reveals that all the predictors were significant except disability status. School belonging 

and race were inversely associated with parental involvement suggesting, for instance, 

that a decrease in a student’s sense of belonging results in an increase in parental 

involvement and vice versa. Furthermore, predicted parental involvement is significantly 

lower among minority parents compared to White parents. Model 2 tested for potential 

differences in parental involvement between poor and non-poor parents based on student 

school belonging, prior achievement, race, gender, and school type. No differences were 

found. 
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Table 15 

Predictors of parent involvement by full, poor, and non-poor student samples 

Note: White was the reference category for race category,  male was the reference 
category for gender, non-poor was the reference category for the poverty variable, 
no disability was the reference category for disability, and non-middle school was 
the reference category for school type (middle school).   
Unstandardize b coefficients reported, level of significance ap ≤ .05, bp ≤ .01, cp ≤ 
.001. 
 

Poor and non-poor. Model 1, estimated for parents in poverty (see Table 15), 

indicates that only disability status has a significant effect on parental involvement; 

holding other variables in the model constant. The overall regression model is significant 

[F(6, 966) = 2.39, p < .05], however, statistically it was found to be a poor model for 

 Full sample Poor Non-poor 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 1 

     
School belonging -.049a -.057b -.032 -.053c 

Child’s prior achievement .052b .065b -.059 -.070c 

Race -.090c -.083 -.128 -.104c 

Child’s gender .086a .071 .090 .110c 

Disability status -.059 -.056 -.275b -.047 

Middle school .188c .218c .050 .226c 

Poverty status -.320c .434b   

Poverty x Belonging  .042   

Poverty x Prior Achievement  -.054   

Poverty x Race  -.045   

Poverty x Gender  .087   

Poverty x School type  -.180   

R2 .02 .03 .02 .01 
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explaining the variance in parental involvement among poor parents (R
2
 = .01). For non-

poor parents, the results indicate that all predictors are significant except disability status. 

The overall model is significant [F(6, 6200) = 24, p < .001], but not a good fit to the data 

(R
2
 = .02) 

Race categories. Further analysis by race categories was also conducted. Table 16 

presents the results of the models estimated for White, Black, Hispanic, and Other in the 

sample. For Whites, the model indicates that school belonging, prior achievement, 

gender, middle school, and poverty are significant predictors of parental involvement, but 

school belonging, school type (middle school), and poverty status are significant; holding 

all other variables constant. Lastly, the model for the Other category indicates that 

disability status, middle school, and poverty status are significant variables, while school 

belonging, prior achievement, and gender are not significant.  
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Table 16 

Models of parent involvement by race categories 

Note: Male was the reference category for gender variable, non-poor was the reference 

category for the poverty variable, no disability was the reference category for disability 

status, non-middle school was the reference category for school type (middle school), and 

non-poor was the reference category for poverty.  

Unstandardize b coefficients reported, level of significance 
a
p ≤ .05, 

b
p ≤ .01, 

c
p ≤ .001. 

 

 Predictors of School Belonging 

 

An exploration of the role of school belonging is central to the purpose of this 

study; therefore, further analyses were performed to examine its predictors from the 

variables included in this in this study. Table 17 presents models predicting school 

belonging estimated for the full sample, and separately for the poor and non-poor 

students in the sample. School belonging was regressed on parental involvement, prior 

achievement, race, gender, disability status, school type, and poverty status.  

The model estimated for the full sample indicates that parental involvement, prior 

achievement, gender, and disability status are significant predictors of school belonging; 

accounting for other variables in the model. In this model, parental involvement and  

Variables White Black Hispanic Other 

School belonging -.046
b
 -.019 -.057

a
 -.082 

Child’s prior achievement .065
c
 .048 -.005 -.064 

Child’s gender .105
c
 .248

b
 .053 .046 

Disability status -.061 .023 -.053 -.454
c
 

School type (middle school) .211
c
 .156 .155

a
 .377

c
 

Poverty status .297
c
 .311

c
 .234

c
 .626

c
 

R
2
 .02 .03 .02 .09 
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Table 17 

Predictors of school belonging by full, poor, and non-poor student samples 

Variables Full Sample Poor Non-Poor 

Parent involvement -.053
a
 -.031 -.054

c
 

Prior achievement .116
a
 .078

b
 .100

c
 

Race -.083 .027 -.101
c
 

Gender .229
a
 .207

b
 .202

c
 

Disability status -.183
b
 -.316

c
 -.278

c
 

School type  -.058 -.159 -.107
c
 

Poverty status -.056   

R
2
 .05 .03 .04 

Note: Male was the reference category for gender variable, non-poor was the reference 

category for the poverty variable, no disability was the reference category for disability, 

non-middle school was the reference category for school type, and non-poor was the 

reference category for poverty. 

Unstandardize b coefficients reported, level of significance 
a
p ≤ .05, 

b
p ≤ .01, 

c
p ≤ .001. 

  

disability status are inversely associated with school belonging. The model estimated for 

the poor students in the sample reveals that prior achievement, gender, and disability 

status are significant predictors of school belonging. For non-poor students, all variables 

in the model are statistically significant. 

Math and Reading Achievement. 

Further analyses disaggregating eighth grade achievement by math and reading 

performance were conducted.  

Mathematics. Table 18 presents regression models estimated for the full sample, 

and separately for the poor and non-poor students in the sample. The model estimated for 

the full sample shows that none of the parental involvement domains are significant, but 
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school belonging is significant in predicting math performance; accounting for other 

variables in the model. Also, prior achievement and gender are significant. Gender is 

inversely associated with math achievement; suggesting that female students perform 

significantly lower than their male counterparts. Poverty status was not a determining 

factor in math achievement.  

With regard to the model estimated for the poor student in the sample, all three 

parental involvement domains, and school belonging, are not significant predictors of 

math achievement. Other non-significant variables in this model include race, gender, and 

middle school. However, prior achievement [b = 19.26, t(989) = 41.53, p < .001] and 

disability status [b = -2.90, t(989) = -2.44, p < .05] are significant. The overall model is 

significant [F(7, 989) = 218, p < .001]; explaining 67 percent (R
2
 = .67) of variance in 

math achievement.  

In contrast, for non-poor students, home routine, (b = .50, t(6181) = 3.32, p < 

.001) and school belonging (b = .79, t(6181) = 5.18, p < .001) are significant; controlling 

for other variables in the model. Also, prior achievement, gender, and disability status are 

significantly associated with achievement. The overall math performance model for non-

poor students is significant [F(9, 6181) = 1282, p < .001]; explaining 65 percent (R
2
 = 

.65) of the variance in math scores.  
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Table 18 

Models predicting math achievement by sample categories 

Varied Full Sample Poor Non-Poor 

School participation -.04 .68 -.12 

Home discussion -.30 -.29 -.25 

Home routine -.01 -.64 .50
c
 

School belonging (SB) .87
c
 .52 .79

c
 

Prior achievement 18.47
c
 19.26

c
 17.36

c
 

Gender -1.69
c
 -1.03 -1.86

c 

Race -.39 -.57 -.37 

Middle sch. (grades 6-8) .95 -1.86 .14 

Disability -.43 -2.90
a
 -1.86

c 

Poverty status .00 - - 

R
2
 .71 .67 .65 

Note: Male was the reference category for gender variable, non-poor was the reference 

category for the poverty variable, no disability was the reference category for disability, 

non-middle school was the reference category for school type (middle school), and non-

poor was the reference catetogory for poverty. 

Unstandardize b coefficients reported, level of significance 
a
p ≤ .05, 

b
p ≤ .01, 

c
p ≤ .001. 

 

Reading. Reading achievement was regressed on the parental involvement 

domains and school belonging; controlling for prior achievement, race, gender, disability 

status, middle school, and poverty. Table 19 presents the three model results estimated 

for the full sample, and the poor and non-poor students in the sample. The model 

estimated for the full sample indicates that the parental involvement domains and school 

belonging are not significant predictors of reading achievement, accounting for other 

variables in the model. However, statistically, prior achievement, gender, race, disability 

status, middle school setting, and poverty are significant. Race, middle school setting, 
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disability, and poverty are inversely associated with reading achievement. The overall 

full sample model is significant [F(10, 2183) = 442, p < .001]; explaining 64 percent (R
2
 

= . 64) of the variance in reading achievement.  

The model for poor students in the sample shows that school belonging is 

significant,[b = 1.59, t(975) = 2.75, p < .01] while none of the parental involvement 

domains are significant; accounting for other variables in the model. Other significant 

variables include: prior achievement, race, and gender. Race is inversely associated with 

reading performance—minority poor students scored 4.4 points less in reading than their 

White poor peers, and further analysis showed that Blacks (b = -3.67, t(973) = -1.98, p < 

.001) and Hispanics (b = -5.87) scored significantly lower than their White peers. The 

model predicted that female students score 6.62 points higher than their male 

counterparts. Disability status and middle school setting are not significant. The overall 

model is significant [F(9, 975) = 136, p < .001); accounting for 56 percent (R
2
 = .56) of 

variance in reading achievement. 

The model estimated for non-poor students shows that home routine (b = .451, 

t(6150) = 2.20, p < .05) and school belonging is statistically significant (b = .814, t(6150) 

= 3.94, p < .001) in predicting reading achievement. Other significant variables in the 

model are prior achievement, gender, race, disability status, and middle school setting. 

Race, disability status, and middle school setting are inversely associated with reading 

achievement. For instance, non-poor minority students performed 2.26 points less than  
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Table 19  

Models predicting reading achievement by sample categories 

Variable Full Sample Poor Non-poor 

School participation -.24 .69 -.23 

Home discussion .60 -.11 .21 

Home routine .19 .46 .45
a
 

School Belonging (SB)  .70  1.59
b
 .81

c
 

Prior achievement  21.0
c
 20.72

c
 20.22

c
 

Gender  6.53
c
 6.62

c
  5.44

c
 

Race -2.60
b
  -4.40

b
  -2.16

c
 

Middle Sch. (grades 6-8) -2.30
b
 .40 -3.20

c
 

Disability -3.63
c
 -2.46 -2.76

c
 

Poverty status -4.07
b
 - - 

R
2
 .64 .56 59 

Note. Male was the reference category for gender variable, non-poor was the reference 

category for the poverty variable, no disability was the reference category for disability, 

non-middle school was the reference category for school type (middle school), and non-

poor was the reference catetogory for poverty. 

Unstandardize b coefficients reported, level of significance 
a
p ≤ .05, 

b
p ≤ .01, 

c
p ≤ .001. 

 

their White counterparts, and further analysis showed that Blacks (b = -4.89, t(6148) = -

5.85, p < .001) and Hispanics (b = -2.55, t(6148) = -4.19, p < .001)  scored significantly 

lower. 

Students in middle school settings (grades 6-8) scored 3.32 points less than those 

in K-8 settings; controlling from other variables in the model. The overall model was 

significant [F(7, 6152) = 1240, p < .001]; explaining 59 percent (R
2
 = .59) of the variance 

in reading achievement for non-poor students. 
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Research Question #3: Interactive Relationships 

This question examines whether the relationship between parental involvement, 

school belonging and achievement varies dependent on prior achievement and middle 

school. The interactions that were investigated include parental involvement and school 

belonging, parental involvement and prior achievement, parental involvement and middle 

school setting, school belonging and prior achievement, and finally, school belonging and 

middle school setting. To test the relationship between the interactions and achievement, 

multiplicative interaction terms were created and used as variables in regression models. 

Table 20 presents the results estimated for the full sample, and poor and non-poor 

students in the sample based on eighth grade general achievement, math, and reading 

achievement.  

Full sample models. The full sample general achievement model (see Table 20) 

indicates that the only significant interaction is between home discussion and middle 

school (b = -.06, t(2168) = 2.89, p < .05); all other interactions are non-significant. This 

overall model is significant [F(25, 2168) = 358, p < .001]; explaining 77 percent (R
2
 = 

.77) of the variance in achievement. The math achievement model shows that all 

interactions were non-significant except home discussion by middle school (b = 1.04, 

t(2171) = 1.97, p < .05). Similarly, the reading model indicates significant interaction 

between home discussion and middle school (b = 1.67, t(2168) = 2.22, p < .05). 
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Table 20 

Models for interaction relationships by sample and achievement categories 

 

Variables 

Full Sample Poor Non-poor 

General Math Reading General Math Reading General Math Reading 

School participation (SP) -.02 -.07 -1.00 -.05 -.78 -1.72 -.01 -.07 -.55 

Home discussion (HD) -.06
a
 -1.51

b
 -1.10 -.06 -1.17 -1.79 -.02 -.96 .10 

Home routine (HR) .03 .06 1.46
a
 .02 .43 .17 .02 .25 .72 

School Belonging (SB) .07
b
 1.56

c
 1.49 .11

b
 2.03 3.28

a
 .04

c
 1.07

c
 .81 

Prior achievement (PA) .86
c
 18.39

c
 20.98

c
 .89

c
 19.40

c
 20.90

c
 .82

c
 17.32

c
 20.18

c
 

Gender .08
c
 -1.68

c
 6.64

c
 .11

b
 -1.00 6.75

c
 .06

c
 -1.84

c
 5.46

c
 

Race -.06
a
 -.40 -2.41

b
 -.07 .63 -4.34

b
 -.05

c
 -.33 -2.09

c
 

Middle School (grades 6-8) -.02 .89 -2.31
b
 .04 1.57 -.18 -.06

c
 .06 -3.16

c
 

Disability -.08
b
 -.47 -3.67

c
 -.11

a
 -3.00

a
 -2.50 -.10

c
 -1.85

c
 -2.76

c
 

Poverty status -.09
a
 -.16 -4.27

b
 - - - - - - 

SP x Belonging .00 -.06 -.01 -.01 .11 -.55 .00 .01 -.18 

HD x Belonging .01 .01 .37 .01 .37 .20 -.01 -.11 -.15 

HR x belonging .01 .02 .31 -.01 -.27 -.36 .01
a
 .11 .52

a
 

SP x Prior achievement .01 .11 .40 -.01 -.53 -.21 .01
a
 .20 .54

a
 

HD x Prior achievement .00 .21 -.25 -.03 -.51 -.66 .01 .28 .38 

HR x Prior achievement .00 .46 -.44 -.02 .02 -.84 -.02
a
 -.10 -.63

b
 

SP x Middle school .01 -.02 .61 .09 1.33 2.70 .00 -.15 .21 

HD x Middle school .06
b
 1.04

a
 1.67

a
 .05 .78 1.76 .02 .81

a
 .00 

HR x Middle school -.02 .13 -1.26 -.04 -.1.28 -.28 .01 .43 -.02 

Belonging x PA -.01 -.27 -.04 .01 .14 .24 -.02
c
 -.61

c
 .49

a
 

 

(continued) 
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Table 20. Models for interaction relationships by sample and achievement categories (continued) 

 

Variables 

Full Sample Poor Non-poor 

General Math Reading General Math Reading General Math Reading 

Belonging x Middle school -.04 -.78 -1.00 -.07 -1.71 -1.59 -.00 -.20 .16 

Belonging x Poverty -.01 -.39 .23       

SP x Poverty .03 .21 1.34       

HD x Poverty .05 1.14 1.25       

HR x Poverty  -.05 -1.27 -.82       

R
2
 .77 .71 .64 .72 .67 .56 .72 .65 .59 

Note. Male was the reference category for gender variable, White was the reference category for race, no disability was the reference 

category for disability, non-middle school was the reference category for school type (middle school), and non-poor was the reference 

catetogory for poverty. 

Unstandardize b coefficients reported, level of significance 
a
p ≤ .05, 

b
p ≤ .01, 

c
p ≤ .001 
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To more easily interpret significant interactions, the interactions were graphed 

using the procedures and a template provided by Dawson and Richter (2006). For 

instance, the home discussion by middle school interaction (see Figure 3) seems to 

suggest that home discussion related to school activities is important for promoting 

achievement for eighth grade students in the middle school setting (grades 6-8), based on 

the data for this study.  

 

 

Figure 3. Interaction between home discussion (HD) and middle school (MS) 
predicting achievement for full sample. 
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With regard to the interaction between home discussion and middle school in 

relation to math achievement, Figure 4 reveals that home discussion is not particularly 

beneficial to eighth grade students, and is particularly less helpful to students in non-

middle school settings (e.g, K-8). Finally, Figure 5 shows the interaction between home 

discussions and middle school for the full sample in relation to reading achievement. The 

figure reveals that home discussion may perhaps benefit students in middle school 

settings.   

 
 

 

Figure 4. Interaction between home discussion (HD) and middle school (MS) 
predicting math scores for full sample. 
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Figure 5. Interaction between HD and MS predicting reading scores for full sample. 

Further analyses were conducted to establish if the interaction between home 

discussion and middle school in relation to achievement depends on poverty status. To 

test these relationships, multiplicative 3-way interaction terms were created (e.g., home 

discussion x middle school x poverty) and used as variables in the full sample regression 

models for general, math, and reading achievement. The three regression models revealed 

that the 3-way interaction (i.e., home discussion x middle school x poverty) was 

significant for general achievement (b = .11, t(2166) = 2.10, p < .05) and reading (b = 

4.80, t(2166) = 2.44, p < .05), but not math (see Appendix A Table A2) 

To interpret these significant interactions, the interactions were graphed using 

procedures and a template provided by Dawson and Richter (2006). According to Figure  

164

165

166

167

168

169

170

Low HD High HD

8
th

 G
ra

d
e 

R
ea

d
in

g
 S

co
re

s 

                             MS 
                     Not MS 



 

 

106 

 

 

Figure 6. Interaction between HD, MS, and poverty for general achievement.  
Note. HD is home discussion, High MS is middle school, and Low MS is non-middle 

school. 

 

 

Figure 7. Interaction for between HD, MS, and poverty for reading performance. 

Note. HD is home discussion, High MS is middle school, and Low MS is non-middle 

school. 
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6, home discussion seems to be of benefit to poor middle school students’ achievement; 

and specifically their reading performance (see Figure 7). 

Models for poor students. General achievement as well as math and reading 

performance models estimated for poor students in the sample indicate that none of the 

interactions are significant (Table 20). The overall models are significant.  

Models for non-poor students. Models estimated for non-poor students (see 

Table 20) indicate that significant interactions for eighth grade general achievement 

include home routine by school belonging (b = .01, t(6155) = 2.01, p < .05), school 

participation by prior achievement (b = .01, t(6155) = 2.12, p < .05), home routine by 

prior achievement (b = .01, t(6155) = -2.26, p < .02), and school belonging by prior 

achievement (b = -.02, t(6155) = -3.68, p < .001). Significant interactions specific to math 

performance include home discussion by middle school (b = .81, t(6170) = 2.21, p < .05) 

and school belonging by prior achievement (b = -.61, t(6170) = -3.73, p < .001). Finally, 

significant interactions specific to reading performance include home routine by school 

belonging (b = .52, t(6160) = 2.41, p < .05), school participation by prior achievement (b 

= .53, t(6160) = 2.25, p < .05), home routine by prior achievement (b = -.63, t(6160) = -

2.66, p < .01), and school belonging by prior achievement (b = -.49, t(6160) = -2.18, p < 

.05).  
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Summary 

In summary, the analyses conducted in this section sought to establish the 

relationship between parental involvement, school belonging, and eighth grade 

achievement while accounting for prior achievement, gender, race, disability status, 

middle school setting, and poverty status. The results from the multiple regression models 

conducted generally suggest that once students are set on their various academic 

trajectories, parental involvement makes little or no difference in eighth grade 

achievement. Variations in students’ academic trajectories are a cumulative function of 

prior and current resource inputs. However, the analyses seem to suggest that home 

routine makes a difference in achievement for non-poor students. Furthermore, it appears 

that home discussion could perhaps benefit poor middle school students. School 

belonging, however, appears to matter to eighth grade students across the socioeconomic 

status divide. Prior achievement emerged as the single strongest and most significant 

predictor associated with achievement.   
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Chapter 5 

Findings, Discussion, and Implications 

This chapter begins with a brief overview of this current study, followed by a 

presentation of the findings, discussion, implications, and considerations for future 

research. Once again, the purpose of this study is to explore educational experiences of 

middle school students and to explore parental involvement and school community (or 

school belonging) as potential protective factors for economically disadvantaged eighth 

students.  

Existing data show that there is an increasing population of school children 

experiencing poverty, either short or long term. Consequently, these students are often 

exposed to adverse conditions associated with poverty such as residing in impoverished, 

segregated neighborhoods (economically and racially) and attending high-poverty, low-

performing schools with limited resources. For students in middle school, coupled with 

poverty are risks associated with middle school transition and early adolescence 

development. The cumulative nature of these risks is a potential recipe for undesirable 

school outcomes such as grade retention, behavior problems, absenteeism, delinquency, 

teenage pregnancy, school dropout, fewer years of schooling, and lower academic 

achievement. However, there is evidence that some students exposed to adverse 

conditions are able to beat the odds and experience school success. Success amidst 

adversity is often attributed to protective factors present in the students’ own immediate 

environment such as school, home, and community. 
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This study was undertaken to better understand the association between two 

potential protective factors–parental involvement and school belonging–and student 

achievement. Parent involvement and school belonging are both associated with positive 

school outcomes such as academic motivation, self-efficacy, internal locus of control, 

prosocial and on-task behavior, school engagement, educational aspirations and 

expectations, and better academic achievement. Yet little is known about how parent 

involvement and school belonging, separately and jointly, affect achievement and their 

potential role as protective factors among middle school students situated in poverty. 

Consequently, this study examined these three main questions: (a) How is parental 

involvement associated with academic achievement for economically disadvantaged 

eighth grade students? (b) How is school belonging associated with academic 

achievement for economically disadvantaged eighth grade students? and (c) Do the 

relations between parent involvement, school belonging, and eighth grade achievement 

vary as a function of prior achievement and middle school? 

Summary of Findings 

General student sample. The first set of analyses conducted for this study were 

on the general sample of eighth grade students that was not disaggregated by poverty 

status. For this aggregate sample, parental involvement did not have a statistically 

significant association with eighth grade student achievement, controlling for variables 

such as school belonging, prior achievement, gender, race, middle school setting, 

disability, and poverty status. In essence, based on the data for this study, none of the 
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parent involvement components were significantly related to eighth grade math and 

reading achievement. However, school belonging had a significant association with 

achievement for the full eighth grade student sample. As expected, prior achievement was 

the single strongest variable associated with eighth grade performance in math and 

reading. In general, the eighth grade performance markedly varied by gender, race, 

disability status, and poverty status. For instance, Blacks performed significantly lower 

than any other racial minority group, compared to Whites. Also, female students 

generally performed better than their male counterparts. While student with disabilities 

and poor students performed lower than their peers. 

Students in poverty. With regard to economically disadvantaged students, 

contrary to initial expectations, none of the parent involvement components made a 

difference in eighth grade students’ achievement in math and reading when accounting 

for school belonging, prior achievement, gender, race, middle school, and disability 

status. However, consistent with initial hypothesis, school belonging emerged as an 

important variable significantly related to poor students’ achievement. There was a 

stronger association with reading performance than math. The strongest predictor of 

eighth grade math and reading achievement for students in poverty, however, was prior 

achievement. 

Non-poor students. For non-poor students, results indicate that one component of 

the parent involvement measure, home routine, was significantly related to achievement 

in math and reading controlling for other variables such as school belonging, prior 
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achievement, gender, race, disability status, and middle school. Also, school belonging 

emerged as a statistically significant variable associated with achievement in the areas of 

math and reading. However, as much as home routine and school belonging were 

important factors to the achievement of non-poor students, prior achievement was the 

strongest factor related to overall academic success. 

Interactive relationships. Findings on the interactive relationships between 

parental involvement and school belonging, parental involvement and prior achievement, 

parental involvement and middle school setting, school belonging and prior achievement, 

and finally, school belonging and middle school setting were tested. In addition, for the 

full sample relationship between parent involvement and poverty and school belonging 

and poverty were tested. The interaction analyses found some significant relationships. 

For the full student sample, the interaction between home discussion and middle school 

was significant for both math and reading performance. Further analysis established that 

the interaction between home discussion and middle school was significant among poor 

students specifically with regard to their reading performance. In essence, home 

discussion matters in general to eighth grade students’ achievement but matter more to 

poor students in the middle school setting. With regard to non-poor students, the only 

interaction with meaningful significance was between home routine and school 

belonging. The analysis revealed that students with a high sense of belonging benefit 

more from home structure. 
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Discussion 

Parent involvement in education. It was hypothesized that parental involvement 

would be associated with 8th grade achievement for economically disadvantaged 

students. Contrary to expectations, parental involvement, conceptualized as school 

participation, home discussion, and home rules, was generally not found to be a 

significant factor in explaining eighth grade achievement. However, one analysis 

revealed that home discussion has the potential to benefit poor students within the middle 

school setting particularly in relation to their reading achievement. The finding in this 

study suggesting little to no association between parental involvement and achievement is 

consistent with previous studies which have also found parental involvement had little or 

no meaningfully measurable effects on school outcomes (Bobbett, 1995; Cooper, 2006; 

Gutman & Midgley, 2000; Keith, Reimers, Fehrmann, Pottebaum, & Aubey, 1986). 

The fact that parental involvement did not emerge as a strong predictor of eighth 

grade achievement for low income students does not necessarily imply that parental 

involvement is not a potential protective factor in mitigating risk associated with poor 

middle school students. Other previous studies have found that parental involvement 

plays a significant role in explaining achievement for middle school students, although 

most of these studies have not specifically examined the role of parental involvement 

among students situated in poverty (see Ho & Wilms, 1996; Keith et al., 1993). This 

current study established that parental involvement particularly home routine was 

significant in predicting achievement (both math and reading) for non-poor students.  
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The concept of cumulative advantage/disadvantage (or cumulative effect) may 

shed some light on why parent involvement may make a difference for non-poor students 

and not poor students. In essence, the theory of cumulative advantage/disadvantage 

suggests that advantage or disadvantage is amplified or multiplied over time (Shaywitz et 

al., 1995; Walberg & Tsai, 1983). In other words, any form of advantage acts as capital 

with the potential to increase and create more advantage or opportunities for success over 

time. Similarly, disadvantage breeds disadvantage. This current study supports the 

underlying assumptions of amplification of advantage/disadvantage given the pervasive 

gaps between poor and non-poor students. There are studies that augment this claim; 

studies which show that achievement gaps between the two student groups exist right at 

the beginning of formal schooling and often these gaps are sustained as students move 

through the educational pipeline (Alexander & Entwisle, 1988; Lareau, 2003; Lee & 

Burkam, 2002). This is supported by the findings of this study which indicate that the 

single biggest predictor of achievement for poor and non-poor students is prior 

achievement. Therefore, parent involvement alone may not be sufficient to outweigh the 

negative effects of the cumulative nature of disadvantage. Unfortunately, by middle 

school many students are already sorted into their various academic strata or trajectory, a 

path which often begins in elementary school (Alexander & Entwisle, 1988; Osterman, 

2000). However, middle school still remains a potential “last best chance” to positively 

change at-risk students’ academic trajectories and parent involvement is an important part 

of the effort. 
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Student sense of school belonging. This study established that a sense of school 

belonging consistently and significantly explained eighth grade achievement for 

economically disadvantaged students. In other words, students’ attitudes and perceptions 

about their school matter. This finding is consistent with prior research that suggests that 

students in poverty often originate from home backgrounds or environments that, 

although supportive of education, may not provide the kinds of support systems and 

structures that are adequate to ensure school success (Rice, 1997). Therefore, school 

becomes an important source of support.  

While school policy cannot necessarily influence the kinds of family and home 

conditions that encourage student outcomes, school policy can regulate and elicit school 

based factors favorable for academic success for all students. Drawing from Goodenow 

and Grady’s (1993) definition of school belonging, school belonging is largely predicated 

on relationships within the school. It is within the purview of teachers and school 

leadership to provide a supportive school environment that can facilitate a school 

community of success. Therefore, teachers and school leaders have the potential to be 

important players in defining and shaping the school environment for students in poverty. 

Existing evidence is clear that teachers are a critical influential factor in 

determining student outcomes on a variety of measures (Anderman & Maehr, 1994; Nye, 

Konstantopoulos, & Hedge, 2004; Wright et al., 1997). Teacher-student interactions, both 

inside and outside the classroom, are a critical component in shaping students’ overall 

school experiences and outcomes. During middle school years in particular, student-



 

 

116 

 

teacher relationships are increasingly critical as most early adolescents look for role 

models and support from non-parental adults. This may be particularly true for students 

who lack adequate school relevant home support (Lee, Smith, Perry, & Smylie, 1999; 

Rice, 1997). Research shows that students who feel supported by their teachers are more 

likely to be committed to learning and more successful academically (Goodenow, 1993a; 

Murdock, 1999; Osterman, 2000). As students internalize teacher encouragement and 

support, it produces self-fulfilling prophesies; which are associated with students 

achieving better outcomes in keeping with teachers’ expectations (Brophy, 1983; Jussim, 

1989). In other words, teacher support builds student confidence and increases student 

motivation.   

While the results of this study suggest that school belonging, with positive 

teacher-student relationships being an important part of it, is critical to disadvantaged 

students, often these students do not experience the full benefits of positive teacher-

student relationships and support. Part of the explanation lies in evidence that students 

often experience differential teacher treatment based on their “race, gender, class, ability, 

and appearance, and that [such] differentiation begin early in the school career and 

increases as students progress through school” (Osterman, 2000, p. 351). Unfavorable 

treatment is often directed toward at-risk students, and yet they are the ones in most need 

of positive affirmation, care, and support. These students do not often fit the perceived 

mold of a model student, and may sometimes be ignored altogether in favor of their more 

compliant, culturally adept peers. Regrettably, some teachers’ poor perceptions and 
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unfavorable treatment of some disadvantaged students breeds further disengagement, 

withdrawal, alienation, and aggression (Schwartz, 1981; Valenzuela, 1999).  

Another explanation for poor students not experiencing the full benefits of 

teacher-student relationships lies in the fact that students in poverty attend impoverished 

schools and are more likely to encounter incompetent teachers because of the inequitable 

distribution of experienced teachers between poor and non-poor schools (Darling-

Hammond, 2000). Incompetent teachers coupled with high rates of teacher turnover are 

both conditions that are not favorable for the development of positive teacher-student 

relationships and support. Eventually, all these conditions build as cumulative 

disadvantage; further widening achievement gaps between economically disadvantaged 

students and their peers.   

The finding that school belonging is critical to poor students’ school success, also 

suggests that school administrators can play an important role in advancing achievement 

by setting a tone and an environment whereby all students are welcome, respected, 

included, and supported. Schools that serve students in poverty require school 

administrators who are driven by one goal – to improve student achievement 

(Rosenholtz, 1985). Administrators can leverage their hiring power and their leadership 

in professional development to assemble a cohort of teachers advancing the mission of 

student success. An important objective for professional development can be to improve 

teacher sensitivity, that is, their ability to understand unique student values, cultures, and 
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experiences (Weiner, 2000). The ultimate outcome is to transform the culture of the 

school. 

Other research indicates that when students know and can confirm that school 

personnel—principal, teachers, and other staff—genuinely care for them, believe in them, 

and hold them to high expectations, many students are often willing to measure up to 

expectations (see Osterman, 2000). Unfortunately, other research show that students from 

disadvantaged backgrounds are often held to lower expectations, expected to do poorly, 

and given tedious “busywork” (Goodenow, 1993a; Kagan, 1990; Oakes, 1985). 

Consequently, and consistent with self-fulfilling prophecy theory, these students end up 

underperforming compared to their peers (Brophy, 1983; Jussim, 1989). Finally, the 

approaches presented here may seem simplistic in tackling a very complex challenge of 

raising the academic achievement of disadvantaged students but, nonetheless, research 

suggests that they are important and viable approaches. 

Prior achievement. In this study, consistent with other studies (Keith, 1993), 

prior achievement was the single strongest variable associated with 8th grade 

achievement for both poor and non-poor students. Again, prior achievement is more than 

a score in a given subject area or an overall score. Prior achievement essentially 

represents the “cumulative function of the current and the prior resource inputs, i.e., 

family inputs, SES, peer effect and school resource inputs” (Dahar et al., 2011, p. 180). 

Given this perspective, the significance of prior achievement underscores the critical need 

to facilitate academic success early in students’ school careers; particularly for those 
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students who are predisposed to adverse conditions. The recent emphasis on the 

importance of early childhood education, and its role in ensuring that all students begin 

their school career equitably, is one important step from a policy perspective in 

confounding the nature of cumulative advantage. These early years of school have a 

significant effect on children’s cognitive development and their eventual social economic 

and academic stratification (Alexander & Entwisle, 1988). Therefore, this study 

corroborates achievement patterns that are developed in early schooling and are often 

sustained throughout students’ school careers (Alexander & Entwisle, 1988; Lee & 

Burkan, 2002). However, as mentioned earlier, middle school may provide the “last best 

chance” for students at-risk of school failure to experience a turnaround in their academic 

trajectory. 

Contribution to the literature.  

This present study makes a significant contribution to the existing knowledge 

base by examining the role of home (i.e., parent involvement) and school (i.e., school 

belonging) contextual factors as potential protective factors, unlike most previous studies 

which often examine one or the other. The approach of collectively examining parent 

involvement and school belonging, which is consistent with Epstein’s theory of 

overlapping spheres of influence, revealed that the combination of home and school 

factors have the potential to better explain achievement for some students. The findings 

for this study showed that when parent involvement and school belonging were 

considered together, the association between parent involvement and student achievement 
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diminished while school belonging consistently emerged as a significant predictor of 

achievement. Therefore, a welcoming and supportive school community is more critical 

to students in middle level grades than parent involvement, which is consistent with the 

idea that most early adolescents often seek support outside of home. This illustrates the 

need for researchers to consider how protective factors and risk factors may change over 

time: this study indicates that parent involvement, while a potential protective factor in 

elementary school, does not off-set the cumulative risk for low income middle school 

students.  

Implications for Practice 

Given the outcomes of this present study, which suggests that school belonging is 

significantly associated with eighth grade achievement; it is incumbent upon the schools 

to create a school community that facilitates students’ experiences of relatedness or 

belongingness. First, students are more likely to thrive socially and academically in small 

class sizes; therefore, an effort should be made to reduce class sizes, a problem prevalent 

among high poverty urban schools. Small classes provide a more engaging learning 

environment because they afford students personal connection with their teachers as well 

as their classmates. However, it is not enough to have smaller class sizes; teachers need 

to change their teaching strategies to take advantage of the smaller class sizes (Ehrenberg, 

Brewer, Gamoran, & Willms, 2001). Second, teachers need to implement classroom 

practices that promote positive student-peer and teacher-student interactions. For 

instance, cooperative learning and dialogue within small group settings are potential 
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strategies that could develop positive peer relations as well as teacher-student 

relationships (Anderman & Maehr, 1994). However, most teachers lack adequate skills, 

particularly to support the most at risk students. Therefore, there is need for teacher 

training programs and staff development activities to emphasize critical content 

knowledge and learning experiences that strengthen the ability for teachers to support 

disadvantaged or at risk students (Villegas & Lucas, 2002). Also, school counselors can 

support teachers as well as students by providing programming and services that can 

facilitate students’ positive orientation toward school (Akos & Galassi, 2004). Third, 

there is need to eliminate practices such as labeling and tracking that often transform and 

alienate at risk students into a “discrete subculture that is incompatible with academic 

success” (Kagan, 1990, p. 105).  Fourth, organizational changes warranted at the middle 

level grades that have the potential to increase school community include: smaller 

schools, block scheduling, departmental teaming, houses, inter-age grouping, and 

looping–maintaining intact classes over several grade levels (Osterman, 2000). The goal 

of these modifications is to increase interaction opportunities and time between same 

peers and teachers over a longer period of time. 

Limitations and Future Research 

A number of considerations have to be noted when reading and interpreting the 

outcomes of this study. One limitation is the measures used to conceptualize the very 

complex nature of parent involvement. For example, home-based parental involvement in 

this study was confined to the family rules guiding parental expectations of their children 
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in relation to school and also home discussion was limited to conversations about school. 

This is admittedly simplistic given the complex nature of family processes as they relate 

to the academic and life trajectories of children.  However, this is not a specific problem 

of this study, but one that is general to the nature of social science research. It is difficult 

to capture the complexity of family processes and how they eventually influence 

children’s academic and life outcomes. More so, it remains a challenge to isolate the 

specific aspects of family processes that are truly significant in changing the academic 

trajectories of children. 

Furthermore, this study provides only a snapshot (i.e., Grade 8), as is the case 

with most studies, of the relationship between parental involvement, sense of school 

belonging, and school outcomes. Therefore, it may be meaningful to examine parental 

involvement and school belonging from a longitudinal perspective such as K-8. Taking a 

longitudinal approach could identify changes in parent involvement across the grades and 

its effect on achievement, particularly as a potential protective factor. In addition, a 

longitudinal study would allow for the analysis of how various components of parental 

involvement change over time, and to what extent these changes could explain 

discrepancies in achievement between poor and non-poor students. 

Another limitation is inherent within the ECLS-K data set itself, particularly with 

regard to the breadth and depth of the information collected and not collected or missing 

data. This current study was limited to the survey questions asked, and some of the 

questions lacked important information for this study. For example, there were no data 
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collected about school-initiated communication with parents. Similarly data on students’ 

attitudes about school was insufficient which limited the understanding of student 

belonging. Students were asked only six general questions about their perception of 

school (see Table 8). Indeed lack of comprehensive information limits a deeper 

understanding of this important concept of school belonging.  

Future Directions 

There are mixed findings about the effects of parent involvement on student 

achievement within the research literature, as in this study. More investigations are 

needed to refine and identify specific domains of parent involvement that may clarify the 

scope of influence that parent involvement has on academic trajectories of early 

adolescents. In addition, more studies are needed that specifically examine the 

relationship between parent involvement and the middle school achievement of low SES 

student populations, racial, cultural, and linguistic minorities, new immigrants, and 

students with disabilities. Another fruitful area of inquiry would be to add more nuanced 

and culturally specific measures of parent involvement to large-scale surveys, to better 

assess behaviors that are supportive but that are not often recognized as “involvement” 

such as racial/ethnic socialization (e.g., cultural exposure and cultural socialization) –“a 

form of parent involvement in which parents are actively providing messages to their 

children about the significance of belonging to their racial/ethnic group...” (Banerjee, 

Harrell, & Johnson, 2010, p. 596). 
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Based on the outcomes of this study, a logical next step would be to further 

investigate school belonging in relation to school outcomes for students in poverty. It 

would warrant a broader understanding of school belonging by expanding the scope of 

the survey instrument. For instance, Goodenow’s (1993a) 18 item Psychological Sense of 

School Membership (PSSM) scale is a potential instrument which could be used to 

collect detailed student perceptions about school. Also, the suggested connection between 

home discussion and poor middle school students reading achievement warrants more 

investigation. There is need to expand and clarify aspects of home discussion that can 

benefit students in a variety of school contexts and identify the kinds of supports are 

available at home to facilitate effective home discussion. 

 

  



 

 

125 

 

Appendix A  

Table A1 

Item loadings 

Item Item Loadings Reliability ( ) 

Parent Participation Factor                .70 

Attended open house .65  

Attended PTA meeting .64  

Attended P/T conference .63  

Attended school event .67  

Acted as sch. volunteer .73  

Participated in fundraising .67  

Contacted school .37  

Home Discussion Factor  .51 

Discuss report card .36  

Talk about day at school .78  

Talk about grades .81  

Talk about school activities .86  

Home Routine Factor  .31 

Family rules for TV .60  

Family rules for GPA .64  

Family rules for homework .68  

Rules for computer use .66  

School Belonging Factor  .71 

How often fit in at school .72  

How often close to classmates .72  

How often close to teachers .65  

How often enjoy school .67  

How often feel safe at school .63  
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Table A2 

Models for 3-way interactions for full sample 

 
Variables 

Full Sample 

General Math Reading 

School participation (SP) -.018 .39 -.85 
Home discussion (HD) -.037a -.61 -.19 
Home routine (HR) .027 .42 1.28 
School Belonging (SB) .068b .10 1.51 
Prior achievement (PA) .861c 23.04a 20.99c 
Gender .088c -4.29a 6.65c 
Race -.056a -.02 -2.43b 
Middle School (grades 6-8) -.023 .32 -2.31b 
Disability -.087b .12 -3.77c 
Poverty status -.103 1.02 -4.714a 
SP x Belonging -.001 .04 .01 
HD x Belonging .006 -.06 .34 
HR x belonging .007 .09 .31 
SP x Prior achievement .010 -.21 .39 
HD x Prior achievement -.002 .22 -.28 
HR x Prior achievement .002 -.04 -.42 
SP x Middle school .008 .00 .44 
HD x Middle school .034 .29 .58 
HR x Middle school -.017 -.18 -1.06 
Belonging x Prior achievement -.006 -.06 -.06 
Belonging x Middle school -.041 .21 -1.04 
Belonging x Poverty -.008 -.20 .26 
SP x Poverty .032 -.48 1.45 
HD x Poverty -.045 1.55 -2.85 
HR x Poverty  -.056 .38 -.93 
Middle School x Poverty .017 .56 .58 
HD x MS x Poverty .112a -1.12 4.80a 

R2 .77 .88 .65 

Note. Male was the reference category for gender variable, White was the reference category for 

race, no disability was the reference category for disability, non-middle school was the reference 

category for school type (middle school), and non-poor was the reference catetogory for poverty. 

Unstandardize b coefficients reported, level of significance 
a
p ≤ .05, 

b
p ≤ .01, 

c
p ≤ .001 
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