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PARENT INVOLVEMENT AFFECTS
CHILDREN'S COGNITIVE GROWTH

A} .

The extent to which parents involve themselves in their children's

educational program affects the children's cognit§ve devélopment,

according to results of a otudy of the New. York State Experimental Pre- --

kindergarten (PrekK) Progpam. The children who tended to score highest
on three measures of éﬁgnitiVe development were those whose parents
spent the most time particiﬁating in activitiés related to the progrcm
or the s;hool. :
, 1

Parent involvement included school visits, home visits by school

personnel, meetings, employment in the program, and incidental contacts

~ such as telephone calls,

Yy

Three kinds of cognitive development were examined: (a) general
feason{ng, measured by the Walker Readiness Test for Di§§dvantégeda
Children (Walker, 1969); (b) school-related knowledge and skills,
measured b& the Cooperative Preschool Inventory (Educational Testing
Service, 1970); and (¢) knowledge of verbal concepts, measured by the
Peabody Picture Vocabulary Igét (Dunn, 1965).,

The effect of parent involvement is of intérest to educators,
Early childhood educators have emphasized the value of parent involve-
ment. The New York State Experimental Prekindergarten Program, for
example, requiresrﬁarticipating districts to provide means of involving

parents in the- program (State Education Department, undated).
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" Research shows a generally favorable effect of parent involvement

- (Rabin, 1972; lonachy, 1976; Hubbell, 1977), However, weaknesses in

research design in a number of the studies on the topic produced re-

sults which are not as persuasive as might have been possible, Among

the weaknesses found in the studies were the failure to- assign subjects

randomly to treatment and control groups, lack of control for socio-
economic &nd personal characteristics of children, inadequate control -

groups, failure to investigate apparent interactions between variables,

and failure to us¢ the most powerful statistical procedures available.

The presunt study was designed to investigate the effecté of pnrént
involvement on children's cognitive development while OVe}ébming some of.
e weaknesses of other st_udies° A technical report is available for
individuals rgquesging it iHick, et al., August 1979).

Jesign of the Analysis

The analysis was designed.to determine whether the amount of time
parents were involved in the PreK program was related to the perfurmance
of their children on each of the three measures of cognitive performance.
But if sueh a relationship is fognd, is‘the children's performance
actually influenced by their parents' involvement? Is it possible, for.
example, that what appears tu be an effect of parént involvement could
actually be the result of something else? Could it be caused by such
things as differences in the educational 'evels of the children's mothers?

It is quite possible that better educated mothers also participate more

in their children's schooling, 1If this is so, it is also possible that

<
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 the relatively high perforﬁance'of children whose parents are more in-
volved in the program may actually be the result of the higher educa-
tional levels of their mothers and not the tesult of parent involvement.
The aqalysisrwas designed to determine whether the performance of
children whose mothers have the same level of education varies with
differences in the_ampﬁnt of parent involvement.,

:Similar questions could be raised about.effebts of a number of
"other factur;. Therefore, the analysis was designed to control for
differences in children's dges, family income, ‘and children's performance
on a pretest administered near the beginning of the PreK program. Thus,
any effect of parent involvement which is found can be confidently A

attributed to factors other than mother's education, children's ages,

family income, and pretest performance.

Effects on General Reasoning

| General reasoning was measured by the Walker.Readinesg Test for
Di§aavantaged Children which was administered near the end of
prekindergarten. _ T

The analysis showed that family income was not related to the

Walker., Therefore,-it could be disregarded as having no effect on the
test results, The child's age, pretest;score: and mother's education,
however, did relate to the Walker, Focr that reason, they were included

in the analysis so that their influence could be held constant in

assessing the effect of parent involvement,
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Pavent involvement was found to have a highly significant effect on

L]
.

children's general veasoning, as measured by the Walker. The more time

v.

parents were involved, the higher the children's scores on the Walker.

Figure 1 shows the effects of five levels of parent involvement on

i

the walker scores of children who wevre average ln age, pretest score,
family income, and the amo;nt of education their mothers had, It can

be seen that a percentile score of 44 was typically obtained .by childfen
whuse purents did not participate at all That is, a typical child in
this group oxceedvd 44 percent of the PrekK children on the Walker when it

was administered at the end of the year, This can be contrasred with

seores of children whose parentg did participate, Children whose parents

".
J

participated for 50 hours during the year scored at the 47 percentile,
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Figure 1, Percentile Scores on the Walker Readiness Test
for Children at Different Levels of Parent
Iavolvement
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child's age, family'income, mother's education, and his or her

4 o
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The perceatile scores .for children whose parents partfcipated for 100, -

150, and 200 houts were 50, 55, and 58, resyrctively, Thus, a child

whose parents were involved for 100 hours s:ored, on the average, 6

. . 3
percentile points higher on the Walker than a child whose parents had
zero hours of invelvement. Likewise, a child whose parents were in-

volved for 200 hours scored, on the average, 8 percentile ,points

‘higher than a child whose parents were .nvolved for 100 hours. This

¢

is étrong evidence that a child whos& parents are involved in the Prek
program is likely to“be in a favorable position in genéral reasoning
when compared to similar childr;n whose parents were not invo1ved or
were involved for fewer hours,

In summary, parent involyemént has a favorable effect on children's

general reasoning., Moreover, the effect 'occurs regardless of the PreK

perfornance at the beginning of the year.

Effect on School-Related Knowled%g_and Skills
LY ( ¢

School-rég?tgg knowledge and skills were measured by the Cooperative
~ . '
Preschool Inventory.

Results of the analysis were similar to those obtained in studying
general reasoning. Family income arid child's age were found notrto
relate to the Cooperative. Pretest score and mother's education did
relate to the Cooperative and, therefore, were controlled for in studying
the effect of parent involvement. |

The results show that parent involvement had a highly significanto

effect on children's school-related knowledge and skills, as measured

by the Cooperative,

o
. -



Pigure 2 shows the effects of five levels of parent involyement
on the Cooper&ﬁiVn scores of cuildren who were average in age, pretest

°

score, family income, and wother's cducation. & percentile score of

39 wag obtained by children whose pérehts did not participate. The

«

percentile scores for children whose parents participated 502 100,
150, and 200 hours were 42, 46, 50, and 55 vespectively., Here, again,
parent involvement had the effect of placing & child in a favorable

position among other PreK children whose parents were involved for
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Figure 2., Percentile Scores on the Cooperative
Preschool Inventory for Children at
Diffrrent Levels of Parent Involvement
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In summary, parent ;nVUlVLment has a favorable effect on children's

R )

° | school related knowledge and skill. The gffect oceurs whatever the

child's age, family income, mother's education, and initial Prek
. - "

performance, ' s ) ¢

L}
.
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Pffncte on Knowledge of Vorbal Concepts

? - .

Knowledge of verbal concepts was measured by the Peabody Pic'ure

¥Qcabulary Test., ’
S,

' Results-qf the analysis show thpt parent involvement had a highly

-

significant effect on children's knowledge of verbal concepts, as

. medsured by the PEabody. Unlike the results on the Walker and the

Gboperative, however, the effect of parent 1nvolvement on children s

performance on the Peabody was different for children with different

"initial scores., Thr effect was greatest for children who scored lowest

L] . . <

on the Peabody when it was administered near the beginning of PreK.

o

- Figufg 3 showsnthe~effects of five levels of parent involvement
on the Péabody ;cores of three groups of childfen--those with low,
those wﬁth medium, and those with high pretest scores. For children

" who scorved low on the pretest, a percentile score of 21 was typically
obtained,by'children whose parents did not participate in the program.
The percentiie scores ¢ r children whose parents perticipated 50, 100,
150, and 200 hours were 25, 29, 32, and 38, respectively. For children
;ho scored in the middle ranges on the pretest, their percentile scores
for the five levels of parent involvement were 46, 50, 54, 58, and 64,
For children who scored hfgh on the pretest, the equivalent percentilé

-4

scores were 68, 70, 73, 76, and 78,
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Figure 3. Percentile Scores on the Peabody ?icture Vocabulgry Tesgt for Children at
Different Levels of Parent Involvement and Different Initial Scores
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In'sﬁmma;y, parent involvemeﬁt haéla fa;orabie effect on children's

N : knbwlédgesof verbal concepts,. The effect occurs regapdlesé of the
child's age, motﬁ;fgé'eduéation; and familyoinccme. .Howeyer,.the effe;t
of pavrent involvemént is greatest for ch%ldren who are initially lowest

in knowledge of verbal concepts. - <

Conclusions ' - s ’

o Finding a highly'significant effect of.pareht involvement on three-
different dimensions of cognitive develépmént is a striking result. It
is persuasive évidence of the broad impact parents can have on their

; o - children's.learning. In addition, par;nt'iﬁvoivement appears to affect
general reasonf;g and school-related knowledge and sgills regardless of
the child's age, mother's educahion,-family income, or lgvei of per-

. formance at the beginniug of PreK. This is additional evideﬁ;e of a
multidimensionaléeff;ct.. In the case of knowledge of verbal concepts,
the effect is somewhat more limited, being strongést for children who
scored lowest on the measure of verbal concepts at the beginning of
Prek. . ) |

Some limitations should be noted. The ranges of mother's education.
arg family income are narrower than wouid‘be found in the general popu-
lation because the PreK pupils ére selected on the basis of scveral
socioeconémic and educétional indicators of disaévantagement. .The age'
range, of course, isothat normally found in a program designed for
children the yéar before they enter kindergé&ten. The scores on the

"tests at the beginning'of.PreK may’ also be expected to be somewhat
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luwer thea those found in the general population. Because of these
restrictions on the sample included 4n this study, generalizations of
the effect of parent involyement can be -made with greatgr certainty
about a disadvaﬁtaged population than about the gencral population,
More concrete information on the general population wou}gtrequire
additiupai research on-a less restricted‘sample. .qﬁ
A second limitation has to do with the measurﬁs‘uéed. The three
tests measure three dimensions of cogniﬁ;ve development, as_has been
peinted out hero HoweVQr, the cdgnitive domain represenﬁs only a

portiovn of the spoctrum of human functioning which the Prek program

is designed to affect. Other phases of the PreK evaluat1on are in-

o
1

. vestigating effects of the PreK pfograp:on.some of these other aspects

of deVelopment, such as the social competency of children and the
vxteut to wh;ch children persevere in taeir’ learninb aLL1V1tié&.

A third limitation is based on the fact that parent involvement
is lgrgely voluntary. One possible effect of this, which the present
study attémpts to remedy through the use of -control variables, is
that the underlying causes Qf the parent involvement effect may be un-

clear, A second possible problem centers around the use of the know-

ledge of the effects of parent involvement. Efforts to increase parent

1nvolvement in order to improve children's learning may change the

character of parent inVOIVement (meking it less voluntary, for example)
with the result that the effects change. Whether this occurs could be
studied in a more highly controlled experiment but was not studied in.

the analysis described here,
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Ih conclusion, the impact of parent involvement nay have a very
practical héaniﬁg for many New Yogk State school districts in a time
of financial stress, Parent involvement appeafs to be a relatively
inexpenéive proéram component for districts to implement. Encouraiing
parents to participatelin their childrenfs education may be one |
highly cost -effective technique for improving children's educational

Q

performance,
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