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INTRODUCTION

Modern American society is characterized by an increasingly complex web of highly
specialized social and economic roles and, concomitantly, educational attainment has

become a leading criterion by which young people are "sorted-out™ to fill those ro]es.‘

. - -

A crucial stage in the career aeve1opment process, then, is at the point when students
are required to make a key dec%sion about whether or not to pursue the next higher level®
of education (i.e., college). In the American system, of course, that choice is tg a
considerable extent left up to the indivjdua] and, éonsequent]y, ambition (i.e., indi-
vidual motivation) plays an important part in.the status attainment process.

This study explores certain selected determinants of educational ambition. \%gzh
past résearch has shown that factors relating to the fami]y; a priﬁary agency of s ia}--
ization, must be considered in explaining the status aspiration% and attainments of youth.

£
One line of inquiry has léad to a substantial accumulation of evidence confirming that °

youngste?s from families of higher socioeconomic status tend to have higher levels of
)‘ -I/
educational aspirations and attainments. Other researchers have explored varjous

dimensions of the normative configuration and value patterns of family-and home life
which account for variations in the educational pTans of hiéh school students. Most

notably these efforts have dealt wi¥h "education-specific" forms of family inf];ences,
’ - . 2/ .
such as "parental encouragement" or "stress" on their children's college plans. ‘

A

The socialization process, of course, is not entirely one-sided. That parents

emphasize one value over another, or one form of behavior over another, does not assure

that children will either perceiye or internalize what parents (either intentionally or -

¢ . 2 ©

unintentionally) advocate. Thus, the influence of parents on the educational plans of

b

their_thi]d%en depends not only en the value cljmate in the home (normative influence),

as researches cited above suggest, but also on the extent to which children recognize,
. ' . ‘ : | 3/
appreciate, and identify with the norms and values of their parents (regulative influence).

It is primarily the latter half of this distinction (i.e., the regulative aspect of

parental influence) to which this paper is addressed. Stated in more cizgigte terms, I am

interested in the degree to which the social.situation in the home favors an effective
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pattern of interaction by which parents are able to Fransmit their own attitudes, as well
as their perceptions and assessfents of the norm and Qaiue patterns of the larger socie%y,-
on to their‘chi]d}en. The uniqué element of the pargnt-chi]d :nteraction system I am
specifying is perhaps contained in the notion of "raﬁport!?, Rapport with:parénts,.as
conceptualized here, is of a conditional nature; underlkgé condition of a’strang wé;king
rapport between parents and children a greater conformity to expecfations and a greéter .
sharing of value patterns is 1ikely to occur within the family than under the weak rapport
condition, .

TwO general observétions can be made regérding past sociological research oh\the
effects of family interaction pattenné on tﬁe educational mobility of young people. AFirst,
there has been a tendency to cpncéﬁiualiée the parent-chi§ﬂlrela;fonship factor as a

M'cause"; i.e., as a "stimulus" to which the youngster responds through higher or‘1owgr
< .° B

levels of aspiration and/or achievement, rather than as a "condition" (in the sense of a

* * ‘

strong working rapport) which sets the stage for the transmission of messaggs and influences

of the normative type. Second, there appears to be a real lack of ,agreement among the
empirical findings. One body of literature asserts that high e@uéationa] aspi;ations are a
consequence of positive parent-child intérac ion, wh}ﬁe another set suggests that achievers
emerge'from a negative family mflieu.éj In an effort to shed further 1ight on the anti-

thetical nature of these researches, the present study explores the importance of parent-

child rapport as it pertains to the career development of youngsters in the context of rural

.- . /

Ontonagon County, Michigan.

-

N\ -

\ RESEARCH PROCEDURES ' -

Ontonagon County, situated on Lake Superipr in the relatively remote, far northwestern
" corner of Michigan's upper peninsula, comprises the locale from which our study population
was drawn. In area, it is the third largest county in Michigan, but it is also one of 'the
/ o

‘ / - . .
most rural and sparsely populated. Over the last few decades, the main economic base in

Q . o /
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Ontdnagon County has shifted fzpm agriculture to mining; tcday there are about 3500
5
persons emp]oyed in this 1ndustry In addition, the pulp-paper industry has prospered.

Fadnﬁng and farm related occupations have suffered rapid dec11ne during the per1od
The data for this paper were obtained in the spring of 1974 and make up one phase
of a larger ongo1ng research project being conducted in Ontonagon County Y The study
population includes a near total representation “of the county's 1974 graduating c]asses;
100 boys and 101 girls. Two earlier phases of the larger project encompass comparabie .
cohorts of high school seniors in 1957/58 and 1968. - Although patterns of change in the
structuring of educational mob111ty in Ontonagon County are of cons1derab1e interest, a
syitable d1scuss1on of ‘these changes is beyond a manageable scope for this paper. ¥

Via se]f—adm1n1stered quest1onna1res 1nformat1on was gathered on a wide range of

topics dealing with the youngsters' perceptions.of"their.own social situations in the

-~

county and about their plans for the future. The dependent variable, plan to go to college,
P R - '

is viewed as a majbr step in the process of attaining upward social mobility. It is treated
\ !

LAS a d1chotomy 1t 0se students who dﬁd r did not plan to attend a co]]ege or university).
Q\\c

The key 1Qdependent variables are as follows (see Tab]e 1 for marg1na1 distributions. ):

A ,. Social class origin, indicative of the normat1ve 1nf1uences of parents and economic
- 7/
we]] -being of the family, is measured by the Duncan Index (Reiss, 1961). SES scores are

collapsed into dichotomous fonn scores of 25 and below are treated as "lower SES" and

scores above 25 as "higher SES." The "lower SES" category is compased largely of manual

occupations and, for the most part, non-manual occupations are concentrated in the "higher
"+ SES" category, ‘ P

-

Rapport with parents, as perceived by the youngster,‘is*indexed by a nine iten summated

8/

;ijSPfatype scale; each item allows for responses in five categor1es from "strongly agree" -~
““to "strongly disagree." ~ The parental rapport variable aims to ref]ect the regulative

.influence of parents on the educational aspiration levels of their children. High scale

" o ’y
scores are indfcative of a strong, healthy rapport with parents, whereas scores on the lower

end of the scale suggest weak parental rapport.
- - »

53




' age, it is likely that knowledge of suchrdifferences will add significantly to our

, h
. Grades in schoo], 1nd1ca ive of advqncement at an.early stage in the educational’

mob111t/ process, is derived from the student s graduat1on rank. Rank scores are dicho-
tomized at the midpoint into high and low categories. This factor, scholastic perfor-
mance level, is conceptualized as an jintervening variable which mediates the flow of

influence from social class and parental rapport on to college plans.

-

In view of the differences in the career patterns for the two sexesvgéﬁd the idea ~
A
that boys and girls undergo quite dissimilar socialization Rrocessé§‘?rom a very young

understand1ng of the structuring of rura] youth ambition. Sex, therefore, is held

constant throughoﬁ}

FINDINGS ,
%

The results of this exploratory study support the geﬁera] idea that parentselp
shape their children's career deve]opment througﬁ/normative expee}g;jpns gnd value pat-

térns associated with their soéioeconomic/sfatus and style of life on the one hand, and

) . ]
via positive parent-child rappé;i/gg/zﬁg/other.‘ (See Table 2 for a summary of the basic

percentage differences and measyres of statistical associatioﬁ.)
. , R
Clearly, among gir]s,aﬁé/;specially so among boys,-there is a strong positive effect
4
of socioeconomic background on pléns to go to college. Boys and girls from upper status

origins are far more likely than their loyer status counterparts to be oriented -toward

-

the purﬁuit of a coltege education. This finding, of course, is consistent with research

7
:

cited earlier. .

. . o ]
The parental rapport factor appears to be of relatively ﬁ}nor import as a,determinant

M

“ of educational plans. Girls experiencing strong rapport with their parents are somewhat

more likely to manifest college or1entat1ons than are those evidencing weak parental rap-

2
port yet this relationship does not hold in the case of bQys. -

- -, 5




In Ontonagon County, the achievement Oi§§ strong academic record at the high school

level appears to be an important factor in the educational mobility process, as suggested

by t?e_re1atiye1y 1arge proportion of college-bound youngsters in thev top half of their

graduating class. It is not unlikely that the normdt1ve backgrounds and the patterns of

-

interaction in the family, .important in shaping a youngster s career plans, might a1so be
*‘ »

¢
ref]ected in their scho]ast1c performance. In point of fact, these data demonstrate that

parallels do indeed exist. Soc1oeconom1c background of the family emerges as a dominant

— -~

factor affec+1ng the acagém1c ach1eyement of boys (a positive association of moderate
magn1tude is man1fested), among girls, on the other hand, school achievement varies in

large measure w1th’the level of par/ptal rapport experienced in the home.

7/
/ s

Inﬂuence of Parent Child Rappor{ on Patterns of Educational Mobility Under Cond1t1ons of

, / /
:H1gher and Lower Soc1oeconon’f1c Statw;/

It is not until th

1nf1uence of socioeconomic status and parental rapport are viewed

[ - . o

simultaneously, that/their full impact becomes apparent. Among girls as wéf] as boys,

when socioeconomj status is contro]]ed the importance of parental rapport is spec1f1ed

to those from lower SES families. " Tha is, the college p]ansrof youngsters fro@/u/per/

status families are basically unaffected by variabilities gﬁ parental rapport,’whi}e/rap- e
\( e o
port with parents emerges as an important influence on the college plans of boys and

N . . .
gir}s from lower status families. (See Table 3.) ST . e
// This finding suggests that: 1) class related norms and values influencing youngsters'
from upper status backgrounds prov-ide sufficie@t impetus‘to mainta%n a high degree of

5.

colMege motivation-regardless of how well theyfget a1ong’with parents, and 2) aspirant
, P .

norms are ‘not passed on very well in lower status families andﬁ therefore, strong parent-
child rapport becomes an instrumental mechanism for normative encouragement, albeit far
more diffuse and less specified than forms of encouragement commonly associated with the

social class configuration, (i.e.; with "parental stress" on college, "parental encourage-

ment,” or with‘"perceived parental interest.") /

7
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éy holding the effect of soeioeconomic status eonstant among boys, the“original nu1i
re]at1onsh1p between grades in school and rapport with parents no ]onger obtains. Soc1o-
economwc status in this case acts as a suppressor of the “compensat1ng influences” of
parenta] rapport on grades. Where the atadem1c achievement of 1ower‘status boy is en[
hanced by the interpersona] suppait of his parents, the upper SES boy tends to perform

better in school when he and his pdPents are not getting along (!).

Similarly, socioeconomic status conditions the influence of parental rapport on the

scholastic performancé>of girls. Amono lower SES girls, strong'rapport with parents —

ererggs as an important factor affecting the achievement of h1gh grades in schooY The .-

schofastic performance of girls from upper status families, on the other hand, is 1nf1uegced

to a lesser extent by the ,level of parental rapport (Table 4). = ) —_

In Tower status famiiies, the press to achieve appears weaker and,rwhere parental

rapport is strong, the nornative support of parents is most evident. Parent child rapport,

+
I

to be sure, may also be enh nced by superior performance on. the part of the youngster,

v

implying a mutually reinf rcing association oetween the two %ar1ab1es. gtrong schoo.l
achieyement by children,/on the one hand, and positive reactions by parents on'the other,

are compelling rewards for lower parents and their children.

G
’

Boys.from upper status families, it won]d seem, are expected to demonstrate superior—
performance in $c¢hool,and, consequently, the attainment of.gooo grades is not an uncommon
;///UEEEFQEZ;/jnd may not be given the high Tevel of positive reinforcement found amond 1ower

status families. Although upper SES b6§s in Ontonagon County do tend to achieve strong’
scholastic records, the degree of pressure exerted oy parents, (to get high grades, to

)

be successfu]", and to "get ahead" in genera]), appears to have the unant1c1pated conse-

quence of stra1n1ng re]at1onsh1ps between these boys and the1r parents. For this reason,
one may surmise, upper statu$ boys who do get along well w1th their parents are not —~

necessarily strong achievers.
&
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Scholastfic Perfornance as an Interven1ngﬁVar1ab]e

&

.. By controlling on scholastic performance a “clearer observat1on of the influence of

i}

soc1oeconom1c status~1s obtained. Part1cu1ar1y notewor{hy is the discovery that soc1a1

-

class and schoiast1c rank1ng.man1fest substant1a1 1ndependent effects cn the co]]ege
h) >

p]ans of Ontonagon County youth

\

) Table 5 shows that amOng upper status boys ahd g1rﬁs, by compar1son with those from -
" lower status backgrounds, the attainment of h1gh grades in schoo] is not an entirely

vita] factor since t , normative support in the fam11y appears strong enough to enceurage
many of these yauh sters to pursue college careers desp1te their mediocre academ1c showing.
The level of amb1t1on of 1ower SES students who are not favored w1th high levels of norma—‘
tive (c]ass) pressure in the.home, on the other hand, seems more dependent upon their
achieved status in school. Without high‘grades, 1ouer status boys and girls are structured

away from the educational mobility process.in thé home as well as at school. In fact,

lower SES youngsters are more than six times as likely to go on to co]]ege 1f they rank in

. the upper half of'thetr class than if they rank in the lower half. Among upper SES stu-

«dents, however, the college plans of high and low scholastic achievers are separatéd by a
considerably narrower margin.

The introduction of graJes in school as an intervening.variable has a s}gn1f1cant

effect on the rather weak zero- order association between parental rapport and g;Qlege plans.

v

Positive rapport.- w{th parents is cons1derab1y more important for girls who rank in the lower
half of their graduat1ng class than for those rank1ng in the upper half. This finding
follows the general pattern of social class influence; the ambition level of gir]s/]acking
the necessary scholastic perfonnance'to help them build mobility orientations depends on

the socioeconomic status of their families. Similarly, girls with low grades may:find
support through the rapport they experience with parents and,- this 1in turn,‘heightens their
educational ambitions.! The neg]ig%b]e zero-order association for boys remains relatively

M

unchanged when grade level is held constant (Tablé 6.)

o
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'SUMMARY AND CONCLUDING -COMMENTS

The findings from this study affirmitht'parental rapbort in the Home setting.ié an
important factor affecting the educational mobility of young Epys and girls in this runa1.
Michiqap county. Although parental répport mangésts a relatively minor independent g
effect on grades in school and plans to pursue a college education, viewed in the norma-
tive context of a youngster}s social class background, its'real impact begins to emerge.

Boys and girls from‘}owe; status origing, who lack the kind of norhative encourage-
ment and economic resources typically found in upper,status;?ami1iés, appear fo‘benefit
cons}derably from the external support offered them through sétisfactory re]étionships
with their parents. Yquhgsters froﬁ upper SES fami]ies,.on the other hand, show ng]qtive]y
less dependence on pa?énta] rapport; their upper socioeconomic status origins and the

penefits derived fheré:from tend to pul] them along. Indeed, Ehe pressure experienced by
many boy; from upper “status families, I would imagine, although resuiting in rather sStrong
college aspirétions and schgol- achievement, also may be crystailized within or %n some
réifqrts derived from a sipuatibn of'generally weak interpersonal re]ationsﬂips with parents.

The general conc]usi&q to be drawn is that rapport with parents'is ah important factor
affecting the educational achievement levels of rural youngsters; it is espec{ally i@poétant
for those from lower status backgrounds and, also, for those whose record of scholastic
performance is not very strong.

One is left to ponder, of‘course, why a comparable pattérn does not obtain. among upper
status boys and girfs. Perhaps the(most plausible explanation is that which I bave sug-
gested throughout my presentation. A healthy working relationship with parents facilitates
the transmission of & diffuse form of normative support which may be likened to that
commonly assoc%ated with thé/social clas$ configura;ion. Lower status youngsters benefit
from the full impact of this support, while those from.upper status families gain on]y'from

" that portion which is independent of the goa1-direction€]ity effect inherent in the "socia1’
class infiuence". _ <0
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The: theoretical significance of the‘parentai rapport variable in the development of
sociological knowledge relating tp educational mobility depends‘in part upon its Unique-'
i 1 . o . . A N / .t L ;
ness as a sociological concept. The conceptualization of parental rapport estaplished

at the outset of this study'assertssthat the normative expectations parents,have of the
¢ . . _ / v
attitudes, behavior, and goals of their children are mediated by the quality of parent-

¢hild interaction, i.e., the level of parental rapport.» On the other hand the main body
of 1iterature, some of which was discussed earlier, invariably views the relationship

! betweon parent and child as & “source" of influence, rather than as a "condition" that

yo

sets the stage ‘tw-the transmission of other normative influences. The question arises, -

then, as to whether or not parenta1 rapport is a theoreticaiiy usefu] concept to exp]ain

patterns and reqularities in ‘the flow of normgtive influence w1th1n the family, beyond or

N

in lieu of the more traditional conceptuaiization

« -

- ~

Researchers positing that the re1ationsh1ps between parents and their chiidren which
inherently and in a direct causai sense lead to either higher or lower levels of educationa1
aspiration and achievement, have i effect 1imited the scope of their 1nterpretations, and,

I believe, the real meaning of the concept. In short, interpretations have been largely

L 4 . « w

confined to.either the "depriVation-aspiration hypo hesis (that a depriving famiﬂy situa-
tion éncourages youngsters to l'esqape" via high aspirations and achievement), or the .
"reward-aspirations hypothesis" (that a rewarding famiiy miiieu causes youngsters -to aspire)
These interpretations, however, do not embrace the obVious posSibiiity that relationships

in the home may also pave the way (or create stiff barriers) to the manywother kinds of
support'parents are abie to provide for their chiidren.

To answer the above question then, the approach and subsequent results of this inquiry

suggest that parental rapport is an efﬁectige sociological concept to incorporate into this

+

. . 8 ;
Yet, in an empirical sense, parent-child rapport itself may perhaps never be entirely devoid

of some form of normative loading, and therefore may never be entire]y differentiated from

the more traditiona1 conceptualization simpiy because of the multidimensionality of any

/
R\}:=asuring insfrument that purports to tap this phenomenon v jhl

'parf?cu]ar line of research in conjunction with the more traditional concepts and approaches.

L
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1. °  Some exa pﬁes at var1ous points .in time and over a range of popu1ations
~are: Kahl 1953; Rosen 1956; Bordua 1960; Simpson 1968; Williams 1972;
Kerckhoff 1974; and Shap1ra and Yuchtman 1975 N « \‘

2. Var1o measures of £ducation-specific parenta1 1nf1uence are:
“parental stress (Bordua 1960), parental encouragement (Kahl 12433 Mcdill
and Colemdn 1965; Rehberg and MWestby 1967; Sewell et al.: 11968 . ‘1969
Jacobsen 1971), parental aspirations (Per11n 1967; Duncan 1968; Kande1 and
Lesser 1969, 1972), and parenta1 expectations (w1111ams 1972)

3. This is a very genera1 assumpt1on 'of socialization theory (Rosen 1964),
its importante in'this line of research has been stressed by RUshwng (1964)..

4, Studies finding supgort for the hypothes1s that negat1ve parent ch11d v
relationships 1éad to educational mobility are: E]1is 1952; Wavner and -
Abegg1e&mT§55“‘Bynes*sC1arke and Dinitz 1956; Rushing 1964; and Gnagey 1968

, Research argu1ng in favor of the hypothesis that pos1t1ve re]et1onsh1ps
~in the home result in Upward educationdl mobility are: Douvan and Adelson

-1958;- Morrow and Wilson 1961; Peppin 1963; Christopher 1957; Furstenberg’

1971, Kandel* and Lesser 1972; _and Schwarzwe11er and Lyson 19/4 ¢

5. See Goldsmith and Beegle 096Z)fox a descr1ot10n of the "1n1t13] phase"
of the project, and Rieger, Beegle, and Fulton (1973) for the figst fo11ow-up study;

6% <. See Clay (1976) for a detailed assessment of patterns of chdme in the
structuring of educational mobility across the three phases of thc,Ontonagon
County prOJect ' - ¢

. S/ v

7: A para1le1~ana1ysis was conducted emp1oyin3 a measure of father's
education .level; the results of this ana1ys1s show little var1at10n from

_ the results of the analysis presented in this paper using soc1oeconrch
status (measured by.the Duncan scale) as an indicant of a youmgstar's social
class“background. Among boys as well®s girls, SES and father education

_level prove to be very h1gh1y correlated. . »

8. » CategorTes weré subsequently co]1apsed into trichotomous form with the
"undecided! ,¢ategary as .a midpoint and each item scored from 1 through 3. ..
aggregated scale $cores ranged, from 9 through 27, The specific {tems are as
follows: a) It is-hard for me to feel pleasant at home. b) My parents try ’
to-tnderstand my prob]ems and worries. c)As far as my idea$ are ¢oncerned
my parerits and I live in two different worlds. d) There is real Jove and s
affection for me at home. e) My parents criticize me too much. ¢) My friends .
have happier homes than I do. g) Too often my. parents compare me unfavorab1y
with other children. h) As I have” known it, family life IS happy i) My
parents expect too much of me. ‘

The possibility that. these items reflect two or more dimensions w‘s
taken into consideration. A systematic analysis of the nine item inter-
correlation matrix as well as a factor analysis (Singh 1975, p.37), and a
standard item ‘anatysis, suggests that tne set of items, for the most pa
are derived from a simjlar universe of context and (epresent a unidim sional
attribute space -
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