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Parent Involvement in Head Start

Abstract
This article examined the extent to which parent involvement within Head Start programs
predicted changes in both parent and child outcomes over time using a nationally representative
sample of 1,020 three-year old children over three waves of the Family and Child Experiences
Survey (FACES-2006). Center policies that promote participation predicted greater parent
involvement, and parents who were more involved in Head Start centers demonstrated increased
investment and warmth and decreased spanking. In turn, these changes in parenting behaviors
were associated with gains in children’s academic and behavioral skills. These findings have
clear implications for Head Start policy, such that encouraging parent involvement in the Head

Start program can serve as an important means for promoting both parent and child outcomes.
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Head Start Effects Beyond the Classroom:

Parent Involvement Promotes Children’s School Readiness by Changing Parenting

With President Obama’s recent declaration to improve access to early childhood
education programs nationally, there has been renewed emphasis on the school readiness of
young children, especially those from low-income communities (Duncan & Magnuson, 2013).
Indeed, there is an extensive body of literature suggesting that children from these communities
enter kindergarten ill-prepared to learn— anywhere from half to a full standard deviation below
their more advantaged peers (Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997; Duncan & Magnuson, 2005).
Unfortunately, once children fall behind, they are unlikely to catch up and thus the gaps in school
achievement persist throughout school (Heckman, 2006; Reardon, 2011). One generally accepted
method for improving the school readiness of young children has been intervening during the
early years (Duncan & Magnuson, 2013; Cunha, Heckman, Lochner & Masterov, 2006), more
specifically, investing in early education programs for vulnerable children (for a review see,
Camilli et al., 2010).

Despite the rapid growth in the number of children enrolled in early childhood programs
(Barnett, Carolan, Fitzgerald, & Squires, 2011; U.S. Census Bureau, 2013), there remains little
doubt that supportive homes and quality parenting remain the most important predictors of
children’s school success (Crosnoe, Leventhal, Wirth, Pierce, & Pianta, 2010; Belsky, Vandell,
Burchinal, Clarke-Stewart, McCartney, & Owen, 2007). Prior research suggests that family-
school partnerships are critical for children’s early school readiness (Crosnoe et al., 2010, 2012).
Thus, early childhood programs that connect with parents and help them learn more about their
children, garner new skills, and move out of poverty stand the greatest chance of promoting
children’s school readiness and adjustment.

The oldest and largest program to provide such a two-generation approach is the federal
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Head Start program, which was founded in 1965 as part of the War on Poverty (Zigler &
Muenchow, 1992). Fifty years after its founding, Head Start remains the largest federally funded
compensatory program in the U.S., serving nearly one million low-income children and their
families (ACF, 2013a). The intention of Head Start was always to reach both generations by
providing an enriched educational setting for children and by encouraging parents to participate
in and learn skills from these settings that would extend beyond the classroom and into
children’s homes. Current Head Start regulations call for parents to be included in all aspects of
the program and require that programs provide opportunities to enhance parents’ “parenting
skills, knowledge, and understanding of the educational and developmental needs of their
children,” (Administration for Children and Families [ACF], 2006).
Head Start’s Promotion of Parent Involvement

Despite the long history of Head Start and its emphasis on parent involvement, there is a
limited literature examining how centers involve parents, whether such involvement has long-
term impacts on their behavior, and whether involvement or behavior changes are linked to
improvements in children’s outcomes. Hindman and colleagues (2013) examined outreach
services and opportunities for involvement within Head Start classrooms using the Family and
Child Experiences Survey [FACES]-2003 cohort and found that parents became more involved
as the year progressed; however, no center characteristics were found to promote involvement in
children’s classrooms. Using FACES-2000 cohort data, Hindman and Morrison (2011) found
that parent involvement went up as there were more opportunities to become involved.
Classroom quality and teachers’ years of experience in Head Start centers have also been found
to predict parents’ classroom involvement (Castro et al., 2004). To date, however, studies have

not examined whether any services or activities provided by the center to support parent
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involvement actually do so.
Parent Involvement and Child Outcomes

Although there is an extensive body of literature on parent involvement, it is primarily
focused on the elementary school years (Dearing et al., 2006; Jeynes, 2005). As noted by Arnold
and colleagues (2008), parent involvement in preschool is unlike elementary school involvement
due to the differences in the classroom structure; specifically, elementary school involvement is
geared toward children’s academic development (e.g. grades, homework) while involvement
during the preschool years is more family oriented with a stronger emphasis on volunteering in
the classroom. It is also likely that the early childhood setting is more accustomed to and
accommodating of parent presence in the classroom than are elementary school classrooms,
where parent presence is confined to specific volunteering roles. Parents’ involvement in early
childhood settings can take many forms, but the most frequent activities are volunteering in
classrooms, attending parent-teacher conferences, and attending other school-related functions
(e.g. workshops, school-board meetings, policy-council; Castro, Bryant, Peisner-Feinberg, &
Skinner, 2004). Within Head Start programs in particular, parents report engaging in such
activities a few times a year on average (Hindman & Morrison, 2011; Hindman et al., 2013).

Parent involvement is thought to contribute to better child outcomes because families are
more engaged in their children’s learning which in turn results in children who are better
equipped for the transition to school (Arnold, Zeljo, Doctoroff, & Ortiz, 2008). There is a
growing body of literature which finds that parent involvement in early childhood programs and
elementary school settings generally (Ginsburg-Block, Manz, & McWayne, 2010; Dearing et al.,
2006; Jeynes, 2003, 2005; Miedel & Reynolds, 1999; Tang, Dearing, & Weiss, 2012) and in

Head Start specifically (Hindman & Morrison, 2011; McWayne, Hahs-Vaughn, Cheung, &
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Wright, 2013) is directly related to children’s short- and long-term school success in addition to
lower rates of grade retention and of placement in special education.

Although such direct pathways are possible, the founders of Head Start hypothesized a
more indirect means by which involvement affects children, such that involvement in the
program actually changes the parents themselves, changes which in turn have benefits for their
children (Zigler & Muenchow, 1992). It is this possible pathway that is explored in the current
paper. We focus on three potential parent behavior mediators of parent involvement’s effects on
children over time, namely parent investment, parent warmth, and parent discipline.

Parenting Mediators of Involvement and Child Outcomes

The families of children enrolled in Head Start are typically poor or low income. Efforts
to understand why and how growing up in poverty adversely affects children have focused on
two parent-mediated mechanisms, namely parent investment in children (Gershoff, Aber, Raver,
& Lennon, 2007; Mistry, Benner, Biesanz, Clark & Howes, 2010; Yeung, Linver, & Brooks-
Gunn, 2002) and parent stress and its consequent effects on parent behavior including parental
warmth and discipline practices (Conger, Conger, & Martin, 2010; Gershoff et al., 2007; Yeung
et al., 2002). While Head Start cannot raise families’ incomes, if it can improve parent
investment and parent behavior, it may be able to disrupt the strong link between poverty and
detrimental outcomes for children.

Parental Investment. Parent investment refers to the amount of money, time, or effort
that parents spend on goods, activities, or experiences that will directly benefit their children.
Greater levels of parent investment have been linked with higher levels of child achievement
(Fantuzzo, et al., 2004; Gershoff et al., 2007; Mistry et al., 2010), especially for children from

low-income backgrounds (Chien & Mistry, in press). Despite the potential for poor children to



Parent Involvement in Head Start

benefit most from investment, their parents generally report low levels of investment in their
children (Bradley, Corwyn, McAdoo, & Coll, 2001; Gershoff, et al., 2007; Mistry et al., 2010;
Yeung et al., 2002).

A main reason that poor and low-income parents invest less in their children is that they
have limited financial resources and, if they are working multiple or non-standard jobs to make
ends meet, limited time. While restricted resources and time likely play a strong role in
determining why poor parents invest less in their children, it may also be that poor parents are
not aware of the importance of small investments, such as reading a book with a child, for
children’s development, or they may not know on which investments to focus. It is here that
early childhood programs like Head Start can provide intervention. Head Start teachers can
model investment by demonstrating and valuing small investments of time and effort with
children, such as reading books, playing math-related games, or listening to children’s own
stories. When parents become involved in Head Start themselves by volunteering in the
classrooms or elsewhere in centers, they can observe child investments in action, can try them
out in a safe setting, and then can apply what they have learned in their interactions with their
children at home. Thus, if involvement in Head Start can increase parents’ investments in their
children, it may be able to stave off the negative impacts of poverty on children’s achievement
and behavior.

There is some evidence that parents with children in Head Start do in fact increase their
investments in their children. In one study, Chazan-Cohen & Kisker (2013) found that families
who experienced both Early Head Start and Head Start were more likely to read daily to their
children, had more books at home, and had stronger support for language and literacy than

families who participated in neither program. Strong evidence of the potential for Head Start to
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increase parent investment also comes from the randomized control trial of the program known
as the Head Start Impact Study, which found that parents whose children attended Head Start for
a year were also more likely to read to their children and engage in activities outside of the home
(e.g. going to playgrounds, museums, movies) than were parents whose children were not
assigned to Head Start (Puma et al., 2010). Similarly, Hindman and colleagues (2013)
documented improved home involvement when parents were more involved in their children’s
Head Start programs.

Parental Discipline. An important skill parents can learn from Head Start is how to
manage children’s behavior without harsh forms of discipline such as yelling or hitting. Head
Start teachers model positive discipline and non-punitive methods of child behavior management
which parents can learn and then use at home with their own children, and thereby supplant
punitive forms of discipline, such as spanking. Spanking in particular has been shown to be both
ineffective and potentially harmful for children (Gershoff, 2002, 2010; Gershoff, Lansford,
Sexton, Davis-Kean, Sameroff, 2012; Lee, Altschul, & Gershoff, 2013). If involvement in Head
Start can reduce parents’ use of spanking, this may be a main way that participation in Head Start
improves children’s behavior over time.

There is indeed some evidence that participation in Head Start is linked with reductions
in parents’ use of spanking (Aikens, Tarullo, Hulsey, Ross, West, & Xue, 2010; Chazan-Cohen,
Raikes, & Vogel, 2013; Puma et al., 2010; Zhai, Waldfogel, & Brooks-Gunn, 2013). Small-scale
qualitative studies have revealed that single mothers who were actively involved in the Head
Start program were less likely to spank their children and were more likely to use non-punitive
forms of discipline such as reasoning or time out (Bruckman & Blanton, 2003). The randomized

trial of Head Start has documented similar trends, such that teenage mothers and mothers of
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three-year olds enrolled in the Head Start program spanked their children less often than non-
Head Start parents (Puma et al., 2010). It is also worth noting that recent evaluations of the Early
Head Start program with only a school-based component found no impact for parents’ use of
spanking, but programs with a mixed approach (home visits and school component) did have a
positive impact on spanking (Chazan-Cohen, et al., 2013).

Parental Warmth. Parental warmth is characterized by parents’ display of love,
affection, and their responsiveness toward their children. Unfortunately, children in low-income
families tend to experience lower levels of parental warmth and responsiveness than their higher
income peers (Burchinal et al., 2006; Mistry et al., 2010). This is troubling, in large part because
parental warmth has been associated with a wide range of positive child outcomes including
children’s academic achievement, behavior problems, social skills, and self-regulation (Mistry,
Vanderwater, Huston, & McLoyd, 2002; Mistry et al., 2010). It is worth noting, however, that
some studies have found that warmth does not predict children’s aggression directly or buffer
children from the harmful effect of spanking (Lee et al., 2013). However, it may still be the case
that warmth may have an indirect effect on child outcomes by predicting parents’ discipline
practices and investments, such that parents who display greater warmth toward their children
would be less likely to spank their children and invest more time (Afifi, Brownridge, Cox, &
Sareen, 2006). Accordingly, if Head Start programs can model the importance of parental
warmth within the classroom, this in turn might be another way the program can improve both
parental behaviors, and children’s early socio-emotional and behavioral competencies, a
potential mediational pathway which has not yet been examined.

Indeed, it is promising that early education programs generally, and the Head Start

program in particular, have been found to promote warmth and responsiveness among high-risk
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and disadvantaged families (Puma et al., 2010; Zhai et al., 2013). In one study, Zhai and
colleagues (2013) found that children enrolled in Head Start programs experienced greater
parental warmth than their peers in exclusive parental care. Randomized control trials have also
documented similar patterns; specifically, parents of children in Head Start were more likely to
report warmth toward their children than were parents whose children were not in Head Start
(Puma et al., 2010).
The Current Study

To our knowledge, there has been no large-scale analysis of the specific mechanisms by
which Head Start might improve parenting, or in other words, how Head Start might reduce
parents’ use of spanking and increase their investment and warmth. Thus, the current study
examines whether parent involvement in Head Start constitutes such a mechanism. We used
structural equation modeling (SEM) to examine how organizational features of the Head Start
program, including practical services in addition to teacher and staff training in parent
involvement, might promote parent involvement in Head Start, whether parent involvement is
associated with change in parenting practices over time, and whether any changes in parents
behaviors are associated with children’s gains across areas of early academic achievement and
behavior over the course of two years in Head Start. The full hypothesized model is presented in
Figure 1. This analysis is especially important in light of recent calls to examine the mechanisms
of successful early education programs (Duncan & Magnuson, 2013) and to understand the
associations between parents’ school involvement and their home-based practices (Ginsburg-
Block et al., 2010).

Method

The Family and Child Experiences Survey (FACES)-2006 cohort followed a nationally
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representative sample of 2,205 3-year olds and 1,290 4-year olds children enrolled in 125 Head
Start centers across the country between their enrollment in Head Start (age three or age four; fall
2006) and the end of their kindergarten year (spring 2008). For the purposes of the current study,
we restricted our sample to: 1) children who experienced Head Start for two years, at the age of
three and four (n = 1,203), 2) children who did not switch language of assessment (e.g. Spanish
to English or English to Spanish), 3) children who had a center level identification number for
clustering, and 4) children who had a longitudinal child level weight. These restrictions resulted
in a final sample of 1,020 children (51% female) and families enrolled in 118 Head Start centers
(see Table 1 for unweighted child and family demographics).

As can be seen in Table 1, children were on average 40.83 months old at beginning of the
Head Start program. The majority came from Black (41 %) and Hispanic (27%) families while a
smaller number of children came from White (22%) or ‘Other’ (10%) homes. Almost all children
came from single parent families (e.g. not married or not two-parent; 66%) while one in three
children had mothers (Mage = 28.50, SD = 6.02), with less than a high school education (32%)
and half had mothers who were unemployed (44%). Similarly, two in five children (38%) had
fathers (Mage = 31.67, SD = 7.48) with less than a high school diploma; however, the majority
(68%) held a full-time job. It is also worth noting that nine in ten (87%) of our parent
respondents were mothers. ANOVA and chi-square tests indicated that family background
variables (e.g. employment, depression, marital status, household size) were stable across the
two years, thus we used the measures of the demographic variables from the children’s three-
year-old year as control variables.
Measures

Descriptive information on all of the study variables is available in Tables 2, 3, and 4.
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Practical support and services. During the fall of 2006, center directors provided
information regarding whether their center provided any of the following services to encourage
parents to participate in Head Start programs: 1) transportation, 2) childcare, 3) interpreters, 4)
serving food, snacks, or supper, and 5) offering incentives (e.g. door prizes). Items were scored
as 0 =“no” or 1 = “yes.” Responses were summed into a variable that ranged from 1 to 5 and
had a mean of 4.32 (SD = .99).

Teacher and staff training in parent involvement. Education coordinators provided
information regarding whether in-service training was provided for teachers in “effective
communication with parents” and “involving parents in the classroom”. Information was also
collected regarding the extent to which coordinators were themselves involved in promoting
parent involvement within the Head Start program. Sample items included: “supervising and
mentoring teachers/staff”, “arranging activities that involve parents” and “providing
outreach/recruitment services”. All five questions were scored as 0 = “no” or 1 = “yes” and were
combined to create a staff training in parent involvement scale (M = 3.82, SD = 1.20, range = 1-
5).

Obstacles to involvement. During the spring of 2007, parents reported whether or not (0
=“no” or 1 = “yes”) they encountered any of 13 obstacles to involvement, with the most
frequently reported obstacles being: work interference (56%), childcare needs (31%), school or
training interference (22%), and need for transportation (15%). In an approach taken by
Hindman and colleagues (2013), we created a sum variable that ranged from 0 to 13 and had a
mean of 1.63 obstacles (SD = 1.22).

Parent involvement. Parents also reported on how often they participated in Head Start

since the start of the program year. The parent involvement survey was based on a five-point
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Likert scale (0 = “not yet” to 4 = “at least once a week”) with parents indicating how often they
engaged in each of 12 potential involvement activities, from which we created two subscales.
Classroom-oriented involvement (o = .70) included the following activities (percentages of
parents reporting at least a 2 on the scale (“once or twice”) reported in parentheses): attending
parent-teacher conferences (83%), observing in the classroom (73%), having home visit from
Head Start staff (70%), and volunteering in the classroom (62%). Center support involvement (o
=.70) was created from the following activities: helping prepare food or materials (56%),
attending workshops (49%), attending fundraising activities (34%), participating in Head Start
policy council (26%), and preparing Head Start newsletters (16%). Looking across activities,
98% of parents reported participating in at least one involvement activity. The two subscales
were significantly correlated, r (954) = .65, p <.001 and were used to indicate a latent factor of
parent involvement in the analyses.

Parent investment. Parents’ reported on their investment of time and effort in activities
with their children at the spring wave of each Head Start year using twelve questions from the
Home Observation for Measurement of the Environment scale (HOME; Caldwell & Bradley,
1984). Questions were scored as 0 = “no” or 1 = “yes” and were summed; averages of the
summed variable ranged from 3 to 12. Sample items included: told child a story; taught child
letters, words, or numbers; played counting games; and read to child at least three times in the
past week. Reliability of this scale was low (o = .58-.59), however, the scale was retained
because the HOME scale is often used to measure parent investment (Chien & Mistry, in press;
Gershoff et al., 2007; Mistry et al., 2010; Yeung et al., 2002) and is the only such measure
available in FACES-2006.

Parental spanking. During the spring of each Head Start year, mothers also reported on
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whether they had spanked their child during the last week, and if so, roughly how many times,
with responses ranging from 0-21. A scale was created with responses above four times per week
(less than 2% of the sample) top coded at four.

Parental warmth. Also at the spring assessments, parents reported the degree to which
they engage in warm behavior toward children using five items drawn from the Child Rearing
Practices Report (CRPR; Block, 1965). Sample items include: “my child and I have warm
intimate moments together”, “I encourage my child to be curious, to explore, and to question
things”, and “I make sure my child knows | appreciate what (he/she) tries to accomplish”. The
scale was based on prior studies (Aikens et al., 2010) and rated on a five-point scale (1 =
“exactly” to 5 = “not much”) and rescaled so that high scores reflected high warmth (a = .48-.50).

Children’s problem behaviors. Teachers rated the extent to which children exhibited
problem behaviors (1 = never, 2= sometimes, 3= very often) in the spring of each Head Start
year using 14 items from the Behavioral Problems Index (BPI; Peterson & Zill, 1986). Sample
items include: “hits/fights with other children”, “is very restless,” and “is unhappy.” The measure
had strong internal consistency with this sample (o = .88-.89).

Children’s approaches to learning. Teachers also reported the extent to which children
exhibited positive approaches to learning using 29 items from the Preschool Learning Behaviors
Scale (PLBS; McDermott, Green, Francis, & Scott, 2000). Sample items include: “pays attention
to what you say”, “is reluctant to tackle a new activity”, and “is distracted too easily by what is
going on in the classroom.” The scale was internally consistent (o = .72-.82).

Children’s literacy skills. Children’s receptive vocabulary was tested using the Peabody
Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT; Dunn & Dunn, 1997). Spanish speaking children were

administered both the PPVT and the Test de VVocabulario en Imagenes Peabody (TVIP; Dunn,
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Padilla, Lugo, & Dunn, 1986). The PPVT and TVIP are norm-referenced assessments with high-
published reliabilities (o = .93 & .95; Dunn & Dunn, 1997). All children were also assessed
using subsets of the Woodcock Johnson (WJ-111; Woodcock, McGrew, & Mather, 2001) to
measure their language and literacy skills including: letter-word identification, spelling, diction,
oral comprehension, phonological skills, and basic reading. Children who failed the language
screener or children who missed three consecutive items within a subscale were assessed with
the Woodcock-Mufioz (WM-I11; Woodcock & Muiioz-Sandoval, 1996). The Woodcock Johnson
is also a norm-referenced assessment with strong published reliabilities (o = .80-.90; Woodcock,
McGrew, & Mather 2001). The Story and Print Concepts task (Mason & Stewart, 1989) was
administered to evaluate children’s comprehension of basic story concepts and how knowledge
of how print is used to convey meaning. The reliability for the Story and Print Concepts task was
good (a.=.70-.78).

Children’s math skills. The Applied Problems subscale of the Woodcock Johnson
(Woodcock, McGrew, & Mather, 2001) was used to assess children’s early math skills in
preschool. Spanish versions of the assessment were again administered to children who failed the
language screener (Woodcock & Mufioz-Sandoval, 1996). Assessed math skills include: applied
problems, quantitative concepts, number series, calculation, and counting. Published reliabilities
of the math sections are high (a0 = .86; Woodcock, McGrew, & Mather 2001). In addition to the
Woodcock Johnson, preschool children’s math skills were also evaluated directly through
nationally normed assessments that were developed for the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study,
Birth Cohort (ECLS-B; Snow et al., 2007). The ECLS-B assessment has high published
reliability (o = .89; Najarian, Snow, Lennon, & Kinsey, 2010) and included questions that

evaluated children’s classification, comparison, pattern, and shape recognition skills.
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Covariates. All analyses controlled for a comprehensive set of child, family, teacher,
classroom, and center covariates measured at the Fall of the first Head Start year, with the only
exceptions being characteristics of the teachers in the second year of Head Start. Child level
covariates were children’s age, gender, and race and ethnicity (Latino, Black or Other, with
White as the referent). Demographic covariates for both parents were age, highest degree
attained, and employment status (employed part time or not employed, with employed full time
as the referent). Family-level covariates were ratio of income to poverty (1= 50% of poverty
threshold to 6 = above 200% of the poverty threshold), family structure (not married or not two
parent household, with married as the referent), family size, language spoken at home (Spanish
or Other, with English as the referent), and the respondent’s relation to the child (father or
grandparent/other, with mother as the referent).

It might also be that parents who have high levels of depressive symptoms will both be
less involved and have children with more behavior and academic problems. We thus controlled
for the respondent parent’s depressive symptoms, measured via the short form of the Center for
Epidemiological Studies-Depression Scale (CES-D, a = .88-.91; Radloff, 1977), which included
12 items with scores ranging from 0 to 36 (M =5.67, SD = 6.30). Note, however, that for our
analyses, we used the categorical depression variable that was derived from the continuous
measure (0-4, not depressed; 5-9, mildly depressed; 10-14, moderately depressed, 15 or more,
severely depressed).

Several teacher-level characteristics were included as covariates in both year one and
year two because children did not have the same teachers over the two years, namely highest
education level, years of experience in early childhood education, whether they had received a

degree in early childhood education, and their depressive symptoms. The latter was measured
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using the CES-D (M’s = 4.13t0 4.42, SD’s = 4.54 to 4.78, range = 0-28). On average, teachers
had 12 years of experience (SD’s = 7.54-7.78) and the majority held an associate’s degree or
greater (79-84%) in a field related to early childhood education (93-94%).

Because the extent to which parent involvement is promoted in a center is likely
determined by both the center director and the center education coordinator, who is responsible
for ongoing training of teachers, we included as covariates the highest degree of the director and
of the education coordinator as well as whether each had a degree in early childhood education.

Finally, to account for the possibility that high quality classrooms in the first Head Start
year promote both parent involvement and positive child outcomes, we controlled for the
structural quality of the classrooms using the Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scale-
Revised (Harms, Clifford, & Cryer, 2005; o = .71-.92), the sensitivity and responsiveness of
teachers using the Arnett Caregiver Interaction Scale (Arnett, 1989), and the frequency of both
math and literacy instruction. During the initial Head Start year, children were in classrooms of
mediocre quality that averaged 3.58 (SD = .56) on the 1 to 7 scale of the ECERS-R, but for the
most part, had fairly sensitive and responsive teachers (Arnett; M = 66.05, SD = 9.72, range =
23-85). Teachers also reported that they instructed in math (M = 5.25, SD = .64) and literacy (M
=5.10, SD =.73) three- to four-days a week on average.

Analytic Strategy

To address our research questions, we employed structural equation modeling (SEM)
with latent factors using Mplus 6.1 (Muthen & Muthen, 2011). Missing data were minimal,
however, we used the Mplus estimation procedure, full-information maximum likelihood
estimation (FIML), to handle any missing data. FIML estimation fits the covariance structure to

the data for each individual participant and is the preferred methodological approach for
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generalizing results to the population. In the current study, there were 373 missing data patterns,
suggesting that data were in fact missing at random and meeting the assumptions for FIML
(Schafer & Graham, 2002). Due to the nested nature of the data, we clustered at the center level
(children nested within centers, Fall 2006) in order to adjust the standard errors for children
within the same center. Finally, to account for sampling stratification and nonresponse bias, we
utilized a longitudinal child level weight (PRA13WT) to ensure that our sample was
representative of the larger population of Head Start attendees. Model fit was evaluated using a
range of fit indices including: the chi-square statistic, the Comparative Fit Index (CFl), the root-
mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and the Standardized Root-Mean-Square
Residual (SRMR). In general, values greater than .90 on the CFI and less than .05 on the
RMSEA and SRMR have been considered as indicators of good model fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999).
Results

Measurement Model

Before testing our structural models, we conducted a single measurement model for our
latent variables, namely parent involvement in year one and all four child outcomes (behavior
problems, positive learning behaviors, math, and literacy skills) at both year one and year two.
As can be seen in Table 4, all factor loadings were significant at p < .001 and were comparable
across time. Our measurement model demonstrated good fit: CFl =.966, RMSEA =.039, SRMR
= .041, and X (df = 325) = 639.79, p < .001. To confirm our decision to include the child
outcomes as four separate factors, we also conducted an alternative measurement model
combining children’s behaviors (negative and positive) into one latent factor and children’s
achievement (math and literacy) into another. This model, however, did not fit the data as well:

CFI = .939, RMSEA = .050, SRMR = .078, and x* (df = 325) = 972.94, p < .001.
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Structural Model

The full hypothesized structural model is presented in Figure 1. The model fit the data
well: CFl = .914, RMSEA = .028, SRMR = .043, and x* (df = 1600) = 2886.57, p < .001. Given
the complexity of the model, we will summarize the findings by each successive set of dependent
variables in the model, namely involvement, parenting behavior, and child outcomes. All
unstandardized and standardized path coefficients are presented in Table 5.

Parent Involvement. After controlling for the full set of child, family, center, and
classroom covariates, we found that teacher and staff training in how to involve parents did in
fact promote parents’ participation (5 = .10, p <.05). Parents who faced more frequent obstacles
were less likely to participate in the Head Start program (f = -.22, p <.001). Contrary to our
expectations, center directors’ reports of the practical support and services they provide to
facilitate parent involvement were linked with less rather than more parent involvement (5 = -.07,
p < .05). Neither the structural classroom quality (ECERS) nor process quality (Arnett)
significantly predicted parents’ involvement. Similarly, none of the parent or household
covariates predicted parents’ participation in Head Start.

Parent Investment, Spanking, and Warmth. Across the two years of Head Start,
parents demonstrated stability in their investment (4 = .50, p <.001), and, to a lesser extent, in
their warmth (# = .24, p <.001), and use of spanking (5 = .42, p <.001). Despite this stability,
parent involvement in Head Start predicted Year 1 levels of these parenting behaviors as well as
changes in them between the spring of Year 1 and the spring of Year 2. Parents who
demonstrated stronger participation in the Head Start program in the spring of Year 1 were more
likely to be invested at home (# = .24, p <.001) at that same point, but more importantly,

increased their investment in their children over the following 12 months (4 = .10, p <.001).
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Involvement was not significantly associated with concurrent measures of warmth or spanking,
but it did predict increases in parental warmth over the ensuing year (= .11, p <.01) which in
turn predicted decreases in parents’ use of spanking (5 = -.14, p <.001); involvement did not
significantly predict changes in spanking over time directly. There was a small but significant (f
=-.02, p <.05) indirect association of involvement with change in spanking as mediated through
change in parents’ warmth.

Child Outcomes. By controlling for children’s initial skills at the start of their first Head
Start year and looking at these same child behaviors at the end of their second Head Start year,
we examined whether changes in parenting precipitated by parent involvement in turn predicted
children’s early skill gains over the course of two years in the Head Start program. We found that
the effects of involvement on change in children’s academic skills were mediated through
improvements in parent investment (5’s = .01, p < .05, for both math and literacy). The effects of
involvement on children’s early behaviors were not mediated through warmth (5’s = .002, p
=.08) or spanking (#’s = -.002, p = .08) but were, however, close and in the hypothesized
direction. Thus, although parent involvement did predict improvements in investment and
warmth as noted above, there were few significant indirect effects of involvement on child
outcomes as mediated through improvements in parenting.

We did find, however, that improvements in parenting over time predicted improvements
in child outcomes. Changes in parents’ investment were associated with children’s gains across
early math (4 = .09, p <.01) and literacy skills (# = .06, p < .05) but not children’s behavior
(Boehavior problems = -00, NS, & Ppositive learning behaviors = -02, NS). Increases in parental warmth over the
year did not directly predict change in any of the child outcomes (see Table 5 for coefficients).

Consistent with prior literature, increases in parents’ use of spanking were associated with
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increases in behavior problems over the year (f = .11, p <.01) and decreases in children’s
positive approaches toward learning (8 = -.11, p < .01). Indirect estimates indicated that change
in warmth did have indirect effects on change in child outcomes as mediated through change in
parenting, and that these pathways were specific; increases in warmth predicted improvements in
child behavior by changing spanking (behavior problems, g = -.02, p <.01; approaches toward
learning, p = .02, p < .01), while warmth predicted increases in child achievement through
increased investment (math, = .02 p <.01; literacy, = .01, p <.05).

Considering the existing literature, which suggests that involvement is directly linked
with children’s early school success (Arnold et al., 2008; Dearing et al., 2006; Hindman &
Morrison, 2011; Miedel & Reynolds, 1999), we also tested an alternative model that included
direct paths from involvement to all child outcomes. The alternative model fit the data equally
well: CFI = .914, RMSEA = .028, SRMR = .043, and x* (df = 1596) = 2882.56, p < .001. It is
notable that there were no differences in the substantive findings between the alternative model
and our hypothesized model; when taking into account the parent mediators, involvement did not
directly predict any child outcomes. Thus, we retained our original hypothesized model, which
was more parsimonious.

Discussion

Since its inception in the sixties, parent involvement has been a cornerstone of the Head
Start program (Zigler & Muenchow, 1992); vyet, little is known about what constitutes effective
involvement in order to foster children’s early academic and behavioral skills. Although we
know that Head Start attendance is associated with positive parenting behaviors (Aikens et al.,
2010; Chazen-Cohen et al., 2013; Puma et al., 2010; Zhai et al., 2013), it remains unclear what

drives these effects. In order to better understand why some programs are more successful than
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others, we need to examine specific processes that might promote children’s early development
in addition to parenting behaviors (Duncan & Magnuson, 2013). Thus, the current study
addressed some important gaps in the existing literature by examining: a) predictors of families’
participation within the Head Start program, b) the association of parent involvement with
changes in other parenting practices over the course of children’s two years in Head Start, and c)
whether changes in parenting (investment, spanking, and warmth) predicted changes in
children’s academic and behavioral skills over the course of two years.

In this sample of Head Start attendees, parents were more actively involved in classroom-
oriented activities than in social gatherings at the center. More specifically, parents actively
participated in social events at least six times during the year while they participated in the
classroom on a minimum of 14 different occasions. Notably, families did not experience many
logistical obstacles to involvement; however, the obstacles they did encounter were strongly
linked with less frequent involvement in the Head Start program. Two of the most frequently
cited reasons for not being involved pertained to parents’ work and school schedules, which
interfered with opportunities to partake in school activities. Taken together with the fact that a
large number of low-income parents work non-traditional hours (Dunifon, Kalil, Crosby, & Su,
2013), it might therefore be beneficial if Head Start programs offered a variety of opportunities
for involvement that go beyond traditional school hours in order to maximize parents’
participation. This is particularly important given that the practical support and services (e.g.
childcare, interpreters, and transportation) that Head Start programs currently provide do not
promote involvement and in fact, were linked with reduced parent participation. Note, because
the level of support and services variable was reported by the center directors and not the parents,

it may be that level of support and services is an indicator of a highly disadvantaged sample that
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has many needs, needs which in turn preclude them from being involved in Head Start.

It is intriguing, however, that teacher and staff training in parent involvement was linked
with stronger parent participation, which to our knowledge has not been demonstrated before.
This is of considerable importance for Head Start programs because, within the existing literature,
not many center-level processes (e.g. center outreach, center quality, teacher education) have
been found to promote parent involvement within Head Start (Castro et al., 2004; Hindman et al.,
2011, 2013; Hindman & Morrison, 2011). Accordingly, teacher and staff training, which is both
flexible and affordable, can serve as one means for connecting teachers with parents and
ultimately encouraging greater parent involvement within the Head Start program.

The importance of getting parents involved was made clear once we examined links
between involvement and both parenting change and child behavior change. Specifically, parent
involvement in Head Start predicted significant direct improvements in parent warmth and
investment and indirect improvements on parents’ use of spanking. Results from the current
investigation underscore the importance of parent involvement in Head Start programs as one
means for promoting parental investment and warmth at home and indirectly reducing parents’
usage of spanking. Indeed, this study is consistent with a growing literature which finds that
Head Start promotes more positive parenting behaviors (Aikens et al., 2010; Chazan-Cohen et al.,
2013; Puma et al., 2010; Zhai et al., 2013), but more importantly, our results also highlight
parent involvement as an important mechanism for achieving improvements in parenting.

Consistent with our expectations, involvement did not directly support children’s early
learning when taking into account other parenting practices. Rather, the improvements in
parenting over the course of a year that were predicted by involvement were in turn predictive of

improvements in children’s behavior and in their academic achievement. We found some
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specificity of effects, such that increases in investment were associated with gains in children’s
early academic achievement (Chien & Mistry, in press; Gershoff et al., 2007; Mistry et al., 2008)
while any increases in spanking were associated with heighted behavioral problems (Gershoff,
2002; Gershoff et al., 2010; Lee et al., 2013). We found that parental warmth was not directly
linked with children’s early behaviors, similar to Lee and colleagues. (2013), nor with early
academic achievement, which is consistent with prior work by Yeung and colleagues (2002). It is
worth noting, however, that changes in parental warmth were linked with a reduction in parents’
use of spanking and an increase in investment, and indirectly with children’s early school
success spanning across academic skills and behaviors. Thus, these data support the ideas put
forth by Zigler and Muenchow (1992), who suggested that the benefits for Head Start children
occurred, at least in part, because their parents changed.
Strengths, Limitations, and Directions for Future Research

Our use of a longitudinal study with a large and nationally representative sample of
children attending Head Start is the first key strength of the study. By including two measures of
our parenting mediators and child outcomes, we were able to focus on whether early parent
involvement predicted change in parenting and in turn change in child behavior. This approach,
along with our inclusion of a broad set of child-, family-, and teacher-level covariates minimizes
the possibility that unmeasured third variables account for the relations identified in this study.

Among the limitations of the study are that almost all parents who reported on their
parenting practices were mothers (87%). Although the literature on fathers is scarce, we know
that children with caring and supportive fathers demonstrate greater well-being and school
success (for an overview see, Avellar et al., 2011); yet, to date, there exist very few programs

and services that actually target fathers. Notably, the Head Start program has established new
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father engagement initiatives in order to raise awareness regarding the importance of fatherhood
and the important roles fathers can play within the Head Start program (ACF, 2013b). These
initiatives involve teacher and staff training in creating a father friendly environment and how
teachers and staff can build these important connections with fathers. By doing so, Head Start
programs hope to increase father involvement within the program, and more importantly, their
children’s lives. In light of these recent policy initiatives, future research is needed to understand:
a) how fathers are involved in Head Start, b) whether father involvement is different from that of
mothers, ¢) what Head Start programs can do to specifically support fathers’ participation, and
ultimately d) how we can better serve fathers during the early years of parenthood.

A second limitation is that our involvement and parenting variables were based upon
parent reports, and thus these variables share method variance that may have inflated the
associations among our parenting constructs. However, two of our predictors of involvement
were from center directors or education specialists and all of our measures for child outcomes
were based on direct child assessments or teacher reports. It is also the case that the measure of
warmth had low internal consistency, which likely affected its predictive ability. It should also be
kept in mind that our findings were restricted to the three and four year old years of Head Start
attendees. Therefore, understanding these processes among older children during the early
elementary school years as well as children and families in other forms of early education
programs would be beneficial. Finally, the current investigation is observational in nature and
although we controlled for a wide-range of covariates and included lagged child outcomes and
parenting practices, we cannot make causal conclusions. We provide insight into the relations
between the study constructs but future research should build on our findings by using

experimental methods.
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Conclusions
Our results make clear that parent involvement in Head Start centers predicts

improvements in parenting over time, and that these improvements are in turn associated with
gains in children’s behavior and academic achievement. Further, we determined that teacher
and staff training can promote parent involvement, while family-level barriers reduce it. To
increase parent involvement, Head Start programs should consider devoting more time and
resources for teacher and staff training while offering more opportunities for involvement that
go beyond traditional school hours for working parents. At a time when policymakers are
seeking to understand how programs influence young children’s school success (Duncan &
Magnuson, 2013), this study provides timely new evidence that highlights the importance of
parent involvement. Maximizing parents’ participation in the Head Start program can serve as
an important way of improving parental behaviors at home and, in turn, improving children’s

early school readiness.
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Table 1

Child and Family Sample Descriptives

Variable % or M (SD) n

Child race and ethnicity

Black 41.3% 418

Hispanic 26.9% 272

White 21.9% 222

Other 10.0% 101
Child gender

Female 51.1% 521
Child age (months) 40.83 (3.83) 1015
Father’s age 31.67 (7.48) 879
Mother’s age 28.50 (6.02) 994
Father’s education

Less than a high school diploma 37.6 174

High school diploma/GED 33.5% 155

Some college 20.7% 96

Bachelor’s degree or more 8.2% 38
Mother’s education

Less than a high school diploma 31.7% 305

High school diploma/GED 33.4% 321

Some college 28.2% 271

Bachelor’s degree or more 6.8% 65
Father’s employment status

Full-time 68.2% 307

Part-time 14.4% 65

Unemployed 17.4% 78
Mother’s employment status

Full-time 33.9% 319

Part-time 22.0% 207

Unemployed 44.1% 415
Parent marital status

Married 34.1% 339

Not married 15.5% 154

Not two parent household 50.4% 501
Respondent parent depression

Not depressed 55.6% 551

Mildly depressed 24.5% 243

Moderately depressed 11.2% 111

Severely depressed 8.7% 86
Respondent relation with child

Mother/mother figure 86.8% 864

Father/father figure 8.4% 83

Grandparent/other 4.6% 46
Household size 4.55 (1.58) 993
Household language

Language majority 83.0% 842

Language minority 17.0% 173
Ratio of income to poverty 2.73 (1.43) 993

Note. Measures were collected in the fall of Year 1



Table 2
Descriptives for Teacher, Classroom, Center-Director, and Education Coordinator Covariates

Year 1 Year 2
Variable % or M(SD) n % or M(SD) n
Teacher information
Years of experience 12.39 (7.54) 1018 12.47 (7.79) 888
Highest degree
High school diploma/GED 5.5% 56 6.1% 44
Some college or less 15.9% 162 10.9% 97
Associate’s degree 41.7% 424 45.5% 404
Bachelor’s degree 30.5% 310 31.1% 276
MA or graduate school 6.5% 66 7.5% 67
Specialization in ECE 92.9% 893 94.4% 997
Depression
Not depressed 64.5% 657 63.8% 623
Mildly depressed 24.3% 247 20.2% 197
Moderately depressed 7.3% 75 12.4% 121
Severely depressed 3.9% 40 3.7% 36
Classroom information
Amount of instruction
Math 5.25 (.64) 1019 - -
Literacy 5.10 (.73) 1019 - -
Quality (ECERS-R) 3.58 (.56) 974 - -
Responsiveness/Sensitivity (ARNETT) 66.05 (9.72) 979 - -
Program type
Full day Head Start 54.2% 552 - -
Half day Head Start 43.2% 441 - -
Home-based Head Start 2.6% 27 - -
Center director information
Highest degree
Some college or less 7.5% 75 - -
Associate’s degree 18.3% 182 - -
Bachelor’s degree 42.0% 417 - -
Graduate school but no degree 5.1% 51 - -
Graduate degree (MA or PhD) 26.6% 264 - -
Specialization in ECE 93.4% 928 - -
Education coordinator information
Highest degree
Some college or less 1.2% 12 - -
Associate’s degree 7.5% 77 - -
Bachelor’s degree 33.2% 339 - -
Graduate school but no degree 11.4% 116 - -
Graduate degree (MA or PhD) 46.7% 476 - -
Specialization in ECE 92.3% 941 - -

Note. ECE = early childhood education
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Table 3
Descriptives for Main Variables in the Model
Year 1 Year 2
Variable M (SD) n M (SD) n

Obstacles to involvement 1.63 (1.22) 951 - -
Practical support/services 4.31(.99) 991 - -
Teacher/staff training 3.82(1.20) 1019 - -
Parent involvement

Classroom 1.17 (.68) 955 - -

Social .54 (.55) 955 - -
Parent investment 10.62 (1.49) 956 10.59 (1.56) 956
Parent warmth 4.28 (.48) 956 4.26 (.49) 943
Parents’ use of spanking .65 (1.09) 955 .50 (.95) 950
Behavior problems

Hyperactivity 3.52(2.91) 987 2.24 (2.58) 968

Aggression 1.68(1.97) 986 1.32 (1.82) 968

Withdrawal 1.68 (2.05) 986 1.34 (1.83) 968
Positive learning behaviors

Persistence 48.62 (10.14) 987 53.16 (8.91) 968

Attitude 49.18 (10.05) 987 51.90 (9.10) 968

Motivation 48.78 (10.08) 987 52.41 (9.35) 968
Literacy skills

WJ-Letter Word 297.87 (18.65) 853 336.81 (26.21) 990

WJ-Spelling Word 337.58 (28.77) 915 382.62 (28.67) 992

Story & Print Concepts 2.85(2.10) 831 6.06 (2.15) 973

PPVT 84.72 (15.66) 955 89.95 (15.24) 992
Math skills

ECLS-B Math 6.14 (2.40) 939 12.41 (3.62) 973

WJ-Applied Problems 368.48 (24.24) 834 399.77 (20.69) 981
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Table 4
Factor Loadings on Latent Variables

Factor Loadings

Latent Factors Year 1 Year 2
B B B B
Parent involvement
Classroom 1.00?% .80 - -
Social 123" 81 - -
Behavior problems
Hyperactivity 1.00 .86 1.00 .89
Aggression 617779 607 .77
Withdrawal 387 48 42 53
Positive learning behaviors
Persistence 1.00 .92 1.00 .93
Attitude 917 85 897" .83
Motivation 7713 807" .74
Literacy skills
WJ-Letter Word 1.00 .59 1.00 12
WJ-Spelling Word 777730 98" .68
Story & Print Concepts 107" 54 077" .66
PPVT 88" 63 497" 66
Math skills
ECLS-B Math 1.00 .97 1.00 1.00°
WJ-Applied Problems 498" 49 493" 91

Note. # According to SEM requirements, for each factor, one variable loading
was set to equal 1.00. ® Residual variance was set to .001. " p < .001
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Table 5
Unstandardized and Standardized Path Coefficients for the Main Model
Structural Model Paths by Endogenous Variable B (SE) p
Parent involvement
Obstacles to involvement — parent involvement -12(02) -.22
Practical support/services — parent involvement -.05 (.02) : -.07
Teacher/staff training — parent involvement .05 (.02) ) .10
Parent investment
Investment Y1— investment Y2 52(.05) .50
Parent involvement — investment Y1 54 (.12) o 24
Parent involvement — investment Y2 .23 (.07) o .10
Warmth Y2 — investment Y2 55(.10)7 A7
Parents’ use of spanking
Spanking Y 1— spanking Y2 370477 42
Parent involvement — spanking Y'1 .05 (.07) .03
Parent involvement — spanking Y2 -.06 (.05) -.04
Warmth Y2 — spanking Y2 -29(.07) -14
Parent warmth
Warmth Y1— warmth Y2 25 (.05) " 24
Parent involvement — warmth Y1 -.01 (.02) -.01
Parent involvement — warmth Y2 .08 (.03) ” A1
Behavior problems
Behavior problems Y 1— behavior problems Y2 43(.06) " A7
Investment Y2 — behavior problems Y2 .00 (.03) .00
Warmth Y2 — behavior problems Y2 -.04 (.09) -.01
Spanking Y2 — behavior problems Y2 16 (.06) A1
Positive learning behaviors (PLBS)
PLBS Y1 — PLBS Y2 36 (.05) 41
Investment Y2 — PLBS Y2 12 (.19) .02
Warmth Y2 — PLBS Y2 23 (.44) 02
Spanking Y2 — PLBS Y2 -86(.28) " -11
Literacy skills
Literacy Y1 — literacy Y2 1.04 (.10) o .83
Investment Y2 — literacy Y2 .06 (.03)~ .06
Warmth Y2 — literacy Y2 .03 (.09) .01
Spanking Y2 — literacy Y2 -.07 (.05) -.05
Math skills
Math Y1 — math Y2 1.14 (16) 72
Investment Y2 — math Y2 1.08(.37) .09
Warmth Y2 — math Y2 -.64 (1.17) -.02
Spanking Y2 — math Y2 -71 (.59) -.04

Note. Covariances among factors or variables within time and coefficients for control
variables are not included in the table but are available upon request. Y1 =year 1; Y2 =
year 2. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p<.001
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Figure 1. Hypothesized model of the influence of parent involvement in Head Start on child outcomes mediated through parenting behaviors.




