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ABSTRACT 
 
 

Joanna M. Carroll for the degree of Masters of Public Policy 
Presented on November 11, 2013 

 
 

Title: The Involvement Disadvantage: The Effects of Welfare Program Enrollment and 
Poverty on Familial Involvement 

 
 
 
 
The negative effects of poverty on childhood academic outcomes are well documented by 
current research. Children in poverty experience pronounced positive effects of familial 
involvement on these same academic outcomes. Unfortunately children in poverty 
experience low levels of familial involvement. Current familial involvement policy is 
centered in the school environment. This analysis seeks to fill a gap in current research by 
exploring alternative policy avenues to increase familial involvement in children’s 
education. Using the NHESP Parent and Family Involvement Survey of 2007 and 
utilizing a multivariate OLS model this analysis explores the policy avenue of welfare 
transfer programs. Focusing on interaction terms between poverty status and welfare 
enrollment it is revealed that enrollment in WIC mitigates the effects of poverty status on 
involvement by 87%. This effect is not present in SNAP enrollment. These results remain 
robust as several primary indicators of involvement are added to the model including 
maternal education, female-headed household status, and parental educational attitudes. 
These results vary across age groups and dimensions of involvement. The analysis 
concludes with a discussion of policy implications and future research recommendations. 
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Introduction 

 Poor children often become poor adults. Children who grow up in poverty are 

likely to have low levels of academic achievement and these low levels of academic 

achievement increase the chances that that the child will remain in poverty during 

adulthood. Relationships like this are why poverty is often seen as a cycle. This analysis 

sheds light on one such relationship that is feeding the cycle of poverty.  

Familial involvement has long been shown to have positive effects on childhood 

academic outcomes. These effects are most pronounced for children in poverty (Bradley, 

Whiteside, Mundfrom, Casey, Kelleher, & Pope, 1994; Dearing, McCartney, Weiss, 

Kreider, & Simpkins, 2004; Magnusen, 2007). However, children living in poverty 

experience lower levels of familial involvement. So ultimately, those who need 

involvement the most receive the least (McCloyd, 1998; Dearing & Taylor, 2007; 

Cooper, Crosnoe, Suizzo, & Pituch, 2010). The federal government’s primary support of 

poor families is through welfare programs and tax incentives. However, these programs 

are not designed to encourage familial involvement. To help increase levels of familial 

involvement the federal government offers grants to help schools develop familial 

involvement programs, but these are far from universal. A body of research examines the 

effects of welfare programs on indicators of child health, behavior and academic 

achievement, but almost no research examines how welfare programs may impact 

familial involvement. This analysis seeks to fill this gap by examining the effects of 

enrollment in welfare transfer programs on familial involvement. Specifically it will 

examine the interactive effects of poverty and welfare enrollment to see if these programs 

mitigate the negative impact poverty has on familial involvement.   
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Literature Review 

Childhood Poverty 

 Child poverty rates have outpaced aggregate poverty rates by between three and 

seven percentage points every year since 1959, when the U.S. Census Bureau began 

tracking poverty. Poverty has long been linked to a number of negative outcomes for 

children. Children in poverty are more likely to have slower than average cognitive 

development, to repeat grades, to score lower on standardized tests (Chase-Lansdale & 

Brooks-Gunn, 1997; Guo & Harris, 2000), to have lower IQs, to have poor academic 

performance (Duncan, Yeung, Brooks-Gunn, & Smith, 1998; Bradley & Corwyn, 2002), 

to drop out of high school (Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997), and are less likely to enroll in 

college (Acemoglu & Pischk, 2001).  

 Education has been shown to be a consistent and universal predictor of income 

level. The relationship between education and income is predominantly a cyclical one. 

Education provides skills and knowledge. Those skills are then turned into employment, 

productivity, and earnings. Those earnings allow the person to invest in their children’s 

education. That investment greatly increases the likelihood of higher educational 

attainment and success for the child. The opposite is also true. Those without adequate 

education lack skills and knowledge. It then becomes difficult to find employment. When 

obtained, employment is often low-wage and low-skill. This limits the educational 

investments that a person can make in their children. This lack of investment then 

increases the likelihood that the child will have poor educational performance and 

attainment (Tilak, 2002; Harper, Marcus, & Moore, 2003).  
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Why are poor children experiencing such low levels of academic achievement? 

While there are a multitude of reasons, this paper will focus on the family environment, 

which is of primary concern to this analysis. Two major roles that the family plays in a 

child’s education are providing physical resources and quality parent-child interactions. 

Low-income families tend to have fewer books and cognitively stimulating toys/games in 

their homes (Chase-Lansdale & Brooks-Gunn, 1997; Guo & Harris, 2000). A lack of 

income makes it difficult, if not impossible, for these families to take educational outings 

to places such as museums or zoos. Children in poverty are also more likely to live in 

neighborhoods with decreased quality of both schools and daycare facilities (Aber, 

Morris, & Raver, 2012).  

Parent-child interactions tend to be less frequent and of lower quality in low-

income families, as well. This means that interactions tend to me more negative and 

combative, which has been shown to negatively affect academic performance (McCloyd, 

1998; Dearing & Taylor, 2007; Cooper, Crosnoe, Suizzo, & Pituch, 2010). Reading is 

less frequent, even when books are present (Chase-Lansdale & Brooks-Gunn, 1997; Guo 

& Harris, 2000). Low-income parents also often have negative views of education and 

educational attainment, ultimately leading them to provide little support and 

encouragement to their children Parent’s poor attitude about education can spring from 

their past experiences with education, which have often been negative. If they didn’t have 

a good experience in school it may be difficult for them to view education in a positive 

light. They also may simply lack the knowledge and skills to be able to help their 

children. Stress and mental health precipitated by low-income status is another major 

driver of poor parent-child interactions (Davis-Kean, 2005; Zhan, 2005). 
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Familial Involvement 

The effects of familial involvement on children’s education have long been 

shown to be positive. However, this is a complex, multifaceted relationship. Involvement 

encompasses many activities in many different contexts and settings. To simplify the 

concept of involvement, it can be thought of as having two basic dimensions: school-

based involvement and home-based involvement. School-based involvement includes 

parent activities that take place at the school: attending parent teacher conferences; 

attending children’s school activities such as plays, band recitals, and sporting events; 

volunteering at the school; becoming a member of the Parent Teacher Association. 

Home-based involvement encompasses activities that take place in the home or family 

environment: assisting children with homework; reading to children; engaging in 

cognitively stimulating play/activities; encouraging academic support  (Stevenson & 

Baker, 1987; Steinberg, Lamborn, Dornbusch, & Darling, 1992; Alexander, Entwisle, & 

Horsey, 1997; Desimone, 1999; Hill & Tyson, 2009; Fan, 2001; Fantuzzo, McWayne, & 

Perry, 2004; Weiss, Kreider, & Simpkins, 2004; Davis-Kean, 2005; Dearing et al, 2004; 

Zhan, 2005; Hong & Ho, 2005; Aber, Morris, & Raver, 2012).  

 Increases in some or all of the above activities are associated with increases in 

several measurements of academic performance including teacher’s ranking of children’s 

school performance (Stevenson & Baker, 1987; Englund et al, 2004), literacy (Dearing et 

al, 2004), and standardized test scores (Fantuzzo et al, 2004; Zhan, 2005). These effects 

vary across types of involvement as well as the age of the child and race. Zhan (2005) 

and Fantuzzo, et al, (2004) found pronounced effects of home-based involvement, while 

finding either weak or no association between academic performance and school-based 
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involvement. Studies that compare age groups find larger effects of involvement for 

younger children compared to adolescents (Stevenson & Baker, 1987; Aber et al, 2012). 

It is still somewhat inconclusive if involvement has an impact on adolescents’ 

educational outcomes. Fan (2001) found no effects on academic growth for parental 

involvement during adolescents, whereas Barnard (2004) found that involvement in 

elementary school has spillover effects into high school achievement and attainment. 

Differences in the effect of involvement on child academic performance have also been 

found to differ by racial groups, although the evidence is sporadic (Desimone, 1999; 

Hong & Ho, 2005).  

 The effects of familial involvement also vary according to poverty status.  The 

effect of familial involvement estimated by Dearing, et al, (2004) is so pronounced for 

low-income children that it completely offsets the gap between children of mothers with 

low levels of education and children of mothers with high levels of education. Magnusen 

(2007) finds that the effects of additional maternal education on children’s academic 

achievement are most pronounced for young, low-income, uneducated mothers. Bradley, 

et al, (1994) found that parental involvement and improvements in the home environment 

are able to offset the negative cognitive effects of poverty on premature infants. These 

studies indicate that involvement may be most important for children from low-income 

families and those with low levels of maternal education, two situations that often coexist 

within a family (Gennetian, Castells, & Morris, 2010).    

 The reason for these pronounced effects is thought to be that familial involvement 

acts as a protective factor for children in poverty. Not only do children in poverty 

experience the positive influences of familial involvement by way of support, 



 

6 | C a r r o l l  
 

encouragement, and cognitive stimulation, but they are also shielded from the negative 

aspects of living in poverty such as poor parent-child interactions, poor school quality, 

and developmental deficiencies (Bradley et al, 1994; Evans, 2004; Dearing et al, 2005). 

 Unfortunately the same factors that cause poverty to negatively affect academic 

achievement: lack of physical resources, poor parental attitudes, low-levels of parental 

education, also lead to lower levels of familial involvement. Essentially these factors 

create a twofold disadvantage. They create an academic disadvantage by causing low 

levels of academic performance and they cause an involvement disadvantage by blocking 

children from receiving needed support. What this ultimately leads to is a situation where 

those who need involvement the most are receiving the least of it.  

 

Familial Involvement as Policy 

 The positive impacts of parental involvement on children’s education and the 

historically popular value of parents as the primary caretakers for children make familial 

involvement policies very appealing (Fan & Chen, 2001). Familial involvement policies 

are often aimed at and enacted through the school system, which is a primary access point 

where the government may influence children and families. Federal programs, such as 

FIRST (Fund for the Improvement and Reform of Schools and Teaching) and Even Start, 

award grants to schools in order to fund programs aimed at improving not only familial 

involvement, but parental/guardian literacy for low-income and minority families. School 

level programs, such as the Baltimore School & Family Connections Project, tend to be 

more far-reaching and seek to improve familial involvement and communication for all 
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students and families through improved orientation programs and home learning 

activities (Epstine, 1991). 

 These approaches to influencing familial involvement are attractive because they 

take very little monetary investment to see large results. In a study of federal, state, 

district, and school level initiatives, Epstine (1991) found that even small grants stimulate 

large changes in effort from teachers and principals to enhance family involvement and 

communication. Districts, schools, and teachers operate successful programs with a wide 

range of funds, from $200 to a more substantial $100,000 (Epstine, 1991). Because the 

effects of poverty reach well beyond the school environment, the home environment is a 

crucial component of educational development.  Current research suggests that home-

based involvement is more effective than school-based involvement at promoting 

academic success (Fantuzzo et al, 2004; Zhan, 2005). This reveals a need to examine 

additional policy access points to families with school ages children. Another common 

access point the government has to low-income families is the welfare system. This 

analysis tests the hypothesis that enrollment in a welfare transfer program will mitigate 

the effects of poverty on familial involvement. 

 There are two primary pathways through which welfare transfer programs may be 

able to influence familial involvement: income support and educational programming. 

Increases in income give parents the ability to invest more in physical resources for their 

children. Additional financial resources can purchase cognitively stimulating toys/books 

as well as general physical comforts that reduce stress and safety hazards (Coleman, 

1988; Guo & Harris, 2000; Dearing & Taylor, 2007; Gennetian et al, 2010; Aber et al, 

2012). Higher levels of income may also allow parents to afford more time with their 
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children. With increased income parents may be able to take time off of work without 

sacrificing financial security or they may be able to afford family outings (Heymann & 

Earle, 2000; Zhan, 2005).  

 In addition to time and physical resources, a lack of knowledge may present another 

barrier for families. Parental education, especially maternal education, has been shown to 

be a significant predictor of involvement levels. Low-income parents and parents with 

low levels of education can often lack the knowledge and skills to properly support their 

children’s academic development (Bradely et al, 1994; Harper et al, 2003; Dearing et al, 

2004; Magnusen, 2007; Gennetian et al, 2010). Educational programming offered 

through welfare programs may be able to alleviate this barrier. 

 The two programs that are examined in this analysis are the Supplemental Nutrition 

Assistance Program (SNAP) and the Special Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 

for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC). These programs were chosen for their size as 

well as their program features. Below the aspects of each program and what makes them 

of particular interest to this analysis are discussed. Since there is no research on the 

effects of these programs on parental involvement there is instead a brief discussion of 

the effects of these programs on children and families generally. 

 

1. Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 

SNAP, formerly the Food Stamp Program, is an in-kind transfer program. This 

means that income support is given in the form of restricted funds that can only be spent 

on specific items. Created in the 1960s under Lyndon B. Johnston’s “War on Poverty” it 

has become the largest nutritional support program in the country. In FY2011 the average 
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number of participants, nationally, per month was 44,709,000 receiving on average 

$133.85 per person per month (SNAP Summary 2011). Benefits are paid out monthly on 

to a debit card known as an EBT card, which can be used at a participating store to buy 

qualifying food products. 

Unfortunately, there is no research on the effects of SNAP participation on parent 

behavior or child academic outcomes. There has been some research on the effects of 

SNAP-Ed, the educational program component of SNAP, and similar programs on 

behavior change. Koszewski, Sehi, Behrend, & Tuttle (2011) found that six months after 

graduation, SNAP-Ed participants reported higher levels of desirable behavior, such as 

increased physical activity and feeding children within 2 hours of waking. Eicher-Miller, 

Mason, Abbot, McCabe, and Boushey (2009) found that participation in a similar 

program titled Food Stamp Nutrition Education improved participants' food security and 

food sufficiency status through behavioral changes in shopping habits, food selection, 

and food preparation. 

In this analysis the effects of SNAP should largely come through the pathway of 

income supports. While SNAP-Ed has the potential to influence familial involvement 

through the pathway of educational programming, it is not required for all participants. 

This makes it hard to determine if a positive influence through this pathway is expected. 

It is likely, though, given the income supports and potential for SNAP-Ed participants 

that SNAP enrollment will help positively influence familial involvement. 
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2. Special Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program for Women, Infants and Children 

WIC is an in-kind transfer program like SNAP. WIC was created in 1972, 

focusing on the nutritional needs of pregnant/nursing/postpartum mothers and their young 

children (up to age 5). Participants are prescribed a list of foods they can obtain every 

month including infant formula, milk, cheese, cereal, and vegetables. Participants must 

visit their local WIC office every few months to receive vouchers they then redeem in 

participating stores for eligible products. During their monthly meeting, families also 

receive individual counseling with their case manager and may receive other services 

such as medical referrals, immunizations, iron screening, and educational services. 

During these meetings parents, typically mothers, are questioned about their childs 

development and their general parenting practices including play routines, feeding 

routines, etc (Oliveira, Racine, Olmsted, & Ghelfi, 2002; Coleman, Nichols-Barrer, 

Redline, Devaney, & Ansell, 2012). While not as large as other programs, WIC reaches a 

large portion of its target population. In FY2011 WIC had roughly 8,961,000 participants 

enrolled each month. Currently 50% of all infants in the U.S. are now enrolled in WIC 

(WIC Summary, 2013; Oliveria et. al., 2002). 

 Little research has been done on the effects of the WIC program on parental 

behavior, outside of feeding habits (Hurley, Black, Papas, & Caufield, 2008). There is 

also a lack of literature on the effects of WIC participation on childhood academic 

achievement. Available research on the subject links nutritional deficiencies to cognitive 

development in infants and children. Two studies found that participation in the WIC 

program decreased incidents of nutritional deficiency adversely effecting cognitive 

development. Rush, et al, (2012) found that children whose mothers participated in WIC 
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while pregnant scored higher on verbal tests, while children who entered the program 

after one year of age scored higher on backward digit memory. Hicks, Langham, and 

Takenak (1982) compared 21 sibling pairs, one of whom received WIC benefits while in 

utero, while the other did not receive benefits until the age of one. The results of the 

study indicated that the siblings who receive prenatal WIC benefits score higher on 

verbal tests than their siblings. There is little support to link parental involvement and 

WIC participation in the research on the program itself. The poverty and parental 

involvement research, as well as program components of WIC, do support a theoretical 

connection.  

Since the income supports for this program are small this program should 

primarily influence parental involvement through the pathway of educational 

programming. WIC is targeted directly at mothers and young children. Mothers' 

education is one of the strongest predictors of involvement (Stevenson & Baker, 1987; 

Englund et al, 2004; Zhan, 2005). The WIC program counsels mothers on how to 

properly care for their children through regular meetings with a caseworker. These 

services are tailored to the individual needs of the family. If a child is not meeting a 

particular developmental milestone the caseworker will supply the mother with needed 

resources to help her work on this milestone with her child or may give her a needed 

medical referral. The program is also targeting the age group where involvement is not 

only most important, but more likely to take place (Stevenson & Baker, 1987). Increased 

knowledge gained by mothers on how to care for their young children could have 

significant impacts on family involvement.  
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Data and Methods 

The Data 

 The National Household Education Surveys Program’s Parent and Family 

Involvement Survey (PFI) is a nationally representative sample of families with children 

enrolled in kindergarten through 12th grade in public school, private school, or 

homeschooling. Commissioned by the National Bureau of Education Statistics and 

conducted by Westat, the survey sampled households using a random-digit-dial (RDD) 

method. Of the 54,034 households who completed screener interviews to assess 

eligibility for inclusion in the study, final interviews were completed on 10,681 children. 

This total represents an overall estimated unit response rate of 39.1%. To increase the 

number of Black or Hispanic respondents, area codes with higher percentages of Black or 

Hispanic residents were over-sampled.  

With a sample method such as this there is a serious concern of not including 

persons who live in a home without a phone. The RDD method only included homes with 

landlines. Roughly 4.7% of children ages 4-19 live in a home without a phone and 

another 11.9% of children live in cell phone-only homes. Response bias, specifically 

“social desirability” bias, is another potential issue where respondents provide what they 

believe to be the socially desirable response to a survey question. Nonresponse and 

noncoverage bias are also potential issues. This may introduce bias into final estimates if 

those who did not respond are systematically different than those who did.  

 Several methods were utilized to reduce and correct for these potential sources of 

bias, including the use of weights, bias tests, and comparing results to Current Population 

Survey (CPS) estimates. These tests and methods revealed that overall there were little to 
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no substantive sources of bias within the data. However, few issues were revealed that 

directly relate to this analysis.  

In the comparison between PFI responses and CPS responses, it was found that 

the PFI might have over-sampled highly educated and high-income households. The 

percentage of students in the PFI whose parents have a graduate education, who live in 

two parent households, and who live in a household with an annual income over $75,000 

were five percentage points or more over the CPS estimates. There was also a significant 

nonresponse rate for income in the PFI, at 9.5%. Weights were added to responses to 

account for the over-sampling (Herrold, O’Donnell, and Mulligan, 2008).  

The overall sample is restricted to include only non-adolescent (under the age of 

12) children. This is due to the fact that research has determined that children, under the 

age of twelve, tend to experience higher levels of involvement (Stevenson & Baker, 

1987). Including adolescents in the analysis could attenuate the effects of the independent 

variables of interest on the involvement variable. Young children also experience the 

largest gains to familial involvement, making them of particular interest for this analysis 

(Stevenson & Baker, 1987; Fan, 2001; Barnard, 2004). This approach also allows for a 

more direct comparison between SNAP and WIC. It is possible that WIC may show a 

larger impact since it is directed at the age group that has been identified as having the 

highest level of involvement. Limiting the SNAP sample to younger children may allow 

the model to capture these otherwise attenuated effects. 
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Empirical Model 

Utilizing a multivariate OLS regression method, familial involvement is modeled 

as dependent on poverty status and welfare enrollment, as well as on other essential 

indicators identified within current research. The baseline linear model can be written as 

follows: 

𝑌 =   𝛽! + 𝛽!𝑝𝑜𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑡𝑦 + 𝛽!𝑇𝐴𝑁𝐹 + 𝛽!𝑆𝑁𝐴𝑃 + 𝛽!𝑊𝐼𝐶 + 𝛽!𝑝𝑜𝑣𝑇𝐴𝑁𝐹 + 𝛽!𝑝𝑜𝑣𝑆𝑁𝐴𝑃

+ 𝛽!𝑝𝑜𝑣𝑊𝐼𝐶 + 𝛽𝛿 + 𝜀 

Where Y is the level of familial involvement and 𝛿 is a vector of control variables 

detailed below and 𝛽 is the corresponding vector of beta coefficients. 

 

Measurements 

 The complexity of involvement activities has led to serious inconsistencies in the 

literature with regard to the operationalization and measurement of involvement. While 

some studies use one general measurement for parental involvement (Stevenson & Baker 

1987; Steinberg et al, 1992; Hill & Tyson, 2009; Englund, Luckner, Whaley, & Egeland, 

2004), it is more common for authors to use measurements of anywhere from three to six 

dimensions of involvement (Hill & Tyson, 2009; Fan, 2001; Fan & Chen, 2001; Dearing 

et al, 2004; Fantuzzo et al, 2004; Zhan, 2005). These dimensions range from school-

parent communication (Fan & Chen, 2001) to supervising homework (Zhan, 2005).  

When authors use multiple dimensions of involvement in their analysis (e.g. using 

three or more measurements of involvement in one model) explanatory variables rarely 

impact levels of involvement in substantial or significant ways (Fan & Chan, 2001; Fan, 

2001; Hill & Tyson, 2009; Fantuzzo et al, 2004). It seems that dividing involvement into 
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multiple dimensions that encompass a smaller, more specific, list of tasks may not fully 

capture the total effect that explanatory variables have on involvement. Using multiple 

measurements may attenuate the effects so that no significant results can be detected. 

Using a general measure of involvement can account for this issue. This approach also 

allows for differences in life circumstances that cannot be accounted for within the 

model. For instance, if a certain family lives close to a library, but far away from the 

school, they may engage in more home-based activities than a similar family who lives 

close to their child’s school, but is otherwise relatively cut off from other resources.  

Seeking to avoid some of the weaknesses in early projects’ measurements, this 

analysis first uses a general measurement of involvement. However, current research 

shows that there is a significant difference between the effects of home-based 

involvement and school-based involvement (Fantuzzo et al, 2004; Zhan, 2005) Due to 

this finding it is reasonable to evaluate home-based and school-based involvement 

separately. This analysis first estimates a model using the general measurement of 

involvement, to account for attenuated effects. It then evaluates two separate models on 

home-based and school-based involvement. 

The general measurement in this analysis includes indicators of all available 

dimensions of involvement.  Indicators include frequency of reading to children, 

attending children’s events (such as school plays and sporting events), taking children to 

museums, and helping children with their homework. These measurements are first 

adjusted so that larger numbers represent greater involvement. The variables are then 

standardized and averaged to create a continuous index measure of involvement. Thus 

changes in any dimension of involvement are reflected in this one measurement. The 
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home-based and school-based involvement variables are constructed in the same manner, 

but each include only activities that take place in the home/family environment or school 

environment respectively. 

 

Primary Independent Variables of Interest 

Following the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) Institute of 

Education Sciences’ report (2008), the poverty indicator is constructed based on 

household income bracket and household size. Like the NCES approach, 2006 Census 

poverty thresholds are used. A household whose income bracket matches the poverty 

threshold for their respective size is coded as being “in poverty”.  Poverty should show a 

negative effect on involvement. 

 The welfare enrollment variables are simple binomials that indicate whether any 

member of the household had been enrolled in SNAP or WIC in the last 12 months. 

These dummy variables are then interacted with the poverty variable. Due to the wording 

of the survey question, households who receive welfare benefits for a short period of time 

are evaluated the same as those who received benefits for longer periods of time. This 

imprecision in measurement could cause variation in the estimated effects of welfare 

enrollment and the resulting interaction terms, possibly leading to the underestimation of 

these variables’ effects, as their magnitudes are not properly gauged in a binary measure.  

  

Control Variables 

Due to the fact that it is a strong predictor of both parental involvement and 

poverty status, maternal education is included in the baseline model (Bradely et al, 1994; 

Dearing et al, 2004; Magnusen, 2007; Gennetian et al, 2010).  The original categorical 
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variable for maternal education ranges from -1, indicating no mother or female guardian 

in the household (accounting for 394 families in the sample), to 5, indicating graduate or 

professional school. These categories are condensed to make three indicator variables 

representing either less than a high school diploma; the attainment of a high school 

diploma, GED, vocational degree, or some college; the attainment of an undergraduate or 

graduate/professional degree. All -1 responses are recoded as missing responses. The 

term “mother” in this question refers to the primary female guardian in the household 

allowing adoptive mothers, stepmothers, and other female guardians to be considered 

“mother”. Using high maternal education as the reference category a negative sign on the 

maternal education indicators is expected.  

 Also included in the baseline model is an indicator for female-headed households. 

Female-headed households are not only more likely to be in poverty, but they have fewer 

resources (e.g time, additional adults) that allow for involvement with children (Chase-

Lansdale & Brooks-Gunn, 1997; Guo & Harris, 2000). A value of 1 for the femalehead 

variable indicates that only the mother lives at home with the child(ren). A value of zero 

represents all other parental living arrangements including two parent households, single 

fathers, and non-parental guardians. This variable is expected to have a negative 

relationship with involvement. 

Another factor that is often considered an important predictor of involvement is 

parental attitude toward education. Low levels of education and income are often 

associated with less positive attitudes toward education, which can lead to decreased 

levels of involvement (Davis-Kean, 2005; Zhan, 2005). Using a Likert scale, respondents 

are asked to rank their opinion on two statements: 
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“It is the parents’ responsibility to teach their children to value education 

and success in school” 

“It is the parents’ responsibility to attend meetings with teachers or other 

school staff” 

 

Exactly like the involvement measurement these responses are first adjusted so larger 

numbers represented more positive responses (e.g. strongly agree). The variables are then 

standardized and averaged. Since higher values of this variable indicate more positive 

attitudes toward education the relationship between attitude and involvement is expected 

to be positive.  

Research indicates that inflexible work schedules can have an impact on parental 

relationships and involvement with children (Heymann & Earle, 2000; Morris et al, 2001; 

Danzingers, 2010). To capture these potential issues a set of indicator variables that 

represent how often the child’s school holds meetings that fit into the parent’s schedule 

(sometimes, always, or never) is constructed. Using “always” as the reference category 

the meeting indicators are expected to have a negative relationship with involvement. 

This analysis also controls for the number of children under the age of six. 

Younger children are less independent and require a larger time commitment from their 

parents, naturally leaving less time for parents to be involved with older children. Also 

generally parents tend to be more involved with younger children than with older 

children (Stevenson & Baker, 1987).   
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 Basic demographic indicators are also controlled for. A variable indicating the 

child’s age in the year 2006 is used in the analysis. A female indicator, which equals one 

if the child is a female, is also used. To control for racial differences the categorical race 

variable is transformed into four indicator variables: White, Black, Hispanic, and Other. 

As discussed above, the literature is somewhat inconclusive as to the exact differences in 

the effect of involvement by race and the reasoning behind these differences. However, it 

is clear that differences exist (Christian, Morris, & Bryant, 1998; Desimone, 1999; Davis-

Kean, 2005; Hong & Ho, 2005).  

Table 1:	  Descriptive Statistics  

	  
Mean	  (SD)	   n	   Min	   Max	  

Dependent	  Variable	   	  	   	  	   	  	   	  

Involvement	   0.082	  (0.299)	   5,126	   -‐1.070	   1.004	  
Independent	  variables	  of	  Interest	   	   	   	   	  

WIC	  Enrollment	  	   0.087	  (0.282)	   5,126	   0	   1	  
SNAP	  Enrollment	   0.095	  (0.293)	   5,126	   0	   1	  

Poverty	  	   0.132	  (0.339)	   5,126	   0	   1	  
Control	  Variables	   	   	   	   	  

Low	  Maternal	  Education	  	   0.080	  (0.271)	   5,126	   0	   1	  
Moderate	  Maternal	  Education	   0.490	  (0.500)	   5,126	   0	   1	  

High	  Maternal	  Education	   0.400	  (0.490)	   5,126	   0	   1	  
Female	  Headed	  Household	   0.160	  (0.835)	   5,126	   0	   1	  

Parental	  attitude	  toward	  education	   0.067	  (0.836)	   5,126	   -‐5.376	   0.644	  
Meetings	  Fit	  in	  Schedule	  (sometimes)	   0.453	  (0.498)	   4,973	   0	   1	  

Meetings	  Fit	  in	  Schedule	  (always)	   0.478	  (0.500)	   4,973	   0	   1	  
Meetings	  Fit	  in	  Schedule	  (never)	   0.068	  (0.252)	   4,973	   0	   1	  

Female	   0.484	  (0.500)	   5126	   0	   1	  
#	  of	  Children	  in	  Household	  Under	  6	   0.573	  (0.768)	   5126	   0	   5	  

Black	   0.102	  (0.303)	   5,126	   0	   1	  
White	   0.591	  (0.492)	   5,126	   0	   1	  

Hispanic	   0.214	  (0.410)	   5,126	   0	   1	  
Other	   0.092	  (0.290)	   5,126	   0	   1	  
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Results 
 
 Using the variables discussed above, four standard OLS regression models are 

estimated. The results of these models are reported (Table 2) with robust standard errors 

(because heteroskedasticity was detected in all models). An examination of a pairwise 

correlation matrix revealed there were no issues with multicolinearity in any model of 

this analysis.  

 The base line model performs exactly as expected. Not only are the variables 

highly significant, but they have the expected effect on involvement. Maternal education 

has a very prominent effect. According to Model 1 mothers with less than a high school 

education have involvement levels .233 standard deviations lower than those with a 

college degree, while mothers with a high school diploma or some college have 

involvement levels .095 standard deviations lower than their college graduate 

counterparts. The attitude variable indicates that a more positive view of education leads 

to higher levels of involvement, however, and the magnitude consistently decreases as 

more variables are added to the model.  

 The effects of poverty status are not quite as substantial as maternal education, but 

are still negative and significant. Families that fall below the poverty line have levels of 

involvement .077 standard deviations lower than those who do not. The size of the effects 

in Model 1 is rather unstable throughout the models, but the significance remains high 

(p<.01) in all models. This could potentially be due to the fact that the measure of poverty 

is rather simple and fails to capture depths of poverty. 
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Table 2: Regression Results General Measure of Involvement  

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Poverty -0.077** 
(0.014) 

-0.082** 
(0.014) 

-0.063** 
(0.016) 

-0.079** 
(0.019) 

Low maternal education -0.233** 
(0.018) 

-0.214** 
(0.019) 

-0.207** 
(0.019) 

-0.205** 
(0.019) 

Med maternal education -0.095** 
(0.008) 

-0.088** 
(0.009) 

-0.085** 
(0.009) 

-0.084** 
(0.009) 

Female headed household -0.040** 
(0.012) 

-0.036** 
(0.012) 

-0.031** 
(0.012) 

-0.031** 
(0.012) 

Parental Attitude toward education 0.061** 
(0.005) 

0.054** 
(0.005) 

0.054** 
(0.005) 

0.053** 
(0.005) 

Meetings fit in schedule (sometimes)  -0.027** 
(0.008) 

-0.027** 
(0.008) 

-0.026** 
(0.008) 

Meetings fit in schedule (never)  -0.128** 
(0.017) 

-0.127** 
(0.017) 

-0.127** 
(0.017) 

# of Children in household under 6  -0.007 
(0.006) 

-0.002 
(0.006) 

-0.002 
(0.006) 

female  0.017* 
(0.008) 

0.017* 
(0.008) 

0.017* 
(0.008) 

Child age in 2006  -0.021** 
(0.002) 

-0.020** 
(0.002) 

-0.020** 
(0.002) 

Black  0.021 
(0.015) 

0.025 
(0.015) 

0.026** 
(0.015) 

Hispanic  -0.024* 
(0.011) 

-0.021 
(0.011) 

-0.021 
(0.011) 

Other  -0.011 
(0.014) 

-0.011 
(0.014) 

0.010 
(0.014) 

Enrolled in WIC   -0.036* 
(0.017) 

-0.065** 
(0.022) 

Enrolled in SNAP   -0.033 
(0.018) 

-0.034 
(0.025) 

Poverty x WIC    0.069* 
(0.033) 

Poverty x SNAP    0.002 
(0.034) 

constant 0.160*** 
(0.006) 

0.344*** 
(0.021) 

0.339*** 
(0.021) 

0.340*** 
(0.021) 

F 137.885 70.081 61.227 54.415 
N 5,126 4,973 4,973 4,973 
R2  0.128 0.160 0.162 0.163 
Dependant variable of all models is general measure of involvement. HC2 robust standard errors reported in parenthesis. 
* and ** indicate beta significance at a 95% or 99% confidence level, respectively. 

 

Model 2 introduces the schedule conflict variables, number of children in the 

household, and the demographic variables. Families who have schedule conflicts with 

school meetings have significant and substantial decreases in involvement levels. 

Families who never have school meetings scheduled during times that work for them 

have involvement levels 0.130 standard deviations lower than those who always have 
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school meetings scheduled during times that work for them. The effect size for this 

variable remains stable throughout all models as additional explanatory variables are 

added. 

 In this analysis it does not appear that the number of children under the age of six 

has any effect on levels of familial involvement. It also does not appear that Black, 

Hispanic, and Other families differ significantly from their White counterparts in terms of 

levels of involvement. These effects essentially remain insignificant throughout all 

models. The Hispanic variable in Model 2, when it is originally introduced, shows a 

significant negative difference between involvement levels for Hispanic families 

compared to White families. However, this variable loses significance and remains 

insignificant as more variables are added to the analysis.  

So while the effects and types of involvement may vary between races, as is 

indicated in the literature, this analysis suggests that there are no substantial differences 

in levels of involvement, once income, poverty levels, and maternal education are 

controlled for. It is possible that there are differences between other racial groups (e.g. 

differences between Black and Hispanic families), but this analysis does not explore 

these relationships further.  

Age and gender do appear to be significant predictors of involvement levels, 

though. Age has a significant impact across all models indicating that as the child gets 

older they experience less and less involvement. It also appears that girls experience a 

slightly higher level of involvement than their male counterparts.    

 Model 3 introduces the hierarchical terms for welfare enrollment. The only 

program with a significant effect (p<0.05) is WIC. The WIC coefficient has a negative 
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sign, indicating those who are enrolled in the WIC program have involvement levels 

0.036 standard deviations lower than those who do not. This is an unexpected result. 

 In Model 4, the welfare interaction terms are introduced. The SNAP variables 

remain insignificant. The interaction term for WIC enrollment and its hierarchical term 

are statistically significant at the 99% and 95% confidence level respectively. The 

magnitude of the WIC enrollment variable also increased, showing a larger negative 

impact. What these results indicate is that generally WIC has a negative impact on levels 

of familial involvement, but has a positive impact on levels of involvement for those in 

poverty. 

Why would this be the case? While it cannot be said with certainty there are some 

likely explanations. WIC has a higher take-up rate than SNAP, more generous income 

guidelines, and covers a large section of the population, 50% of all infants. Once the 

interaction term is included, the WIC variable is more fully capturing the impact of the 

WIC program on those who are NOT in poverty. So it is possible that perhaps the 

program has a negative impact on those who earn above poverty wages while having a 

positive impact on those who fall at or below the poverty line. Another possible 

explanation is that this variable is perhaps picking up on different life circumstances not 

accounted for within this model. Perhaps one of the reasons that drove the non-poverty 

families to enroll in WIC is also causing them to have lower levels of involvement. Since 

these families are earning above poverty wages it is very likely that they are working full 

time, possibly working more than one job. These families may be substituting time away 

from involvement for time working. 
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As for the positive interaction term, again it cannot be said for certain, but the 

research on familial involvement lends support to a few theories to explain this 

relationship. WIC is a very distinct program that targets mothers and their young 

children. Maternal characteristics, such as education level and single-parenthood, have 

been shown in this analysis and others to be important predictors of familial involvement 

levels. Not only does WIC direct services at mothers, but these services are provided in 

the context of caring for their young children. Mothers who receive WIC or whose 

children receive WIC must meet with a caseworker regularly in order to receive their 

benefits. They are offered support services and referrals and are provided educational 

material on how to properly care for their children. These services are also directed at 

infants and very young children, who tend to experience higher levels of involvement 

compared to adolescents. As discussed above the families in poverty, if out of work, may 

also have more time to devote to involvement. The fact that WIC offers consistent face-

to-face support to a specifically targeted group seems to be the most likely driver of the 

relationship found in this analysis.  

Because the literature suggests that there are more benefits to home-based 

involvement than school-based involvement, two additional analyses were run on both a 

home and school-based measures of involvement. Both of these analyses were also 

restricted to children under the age of twelve. These analyses reveal interesting findings. 

First it appears that the changes seen in familial involvement from the original analysis 

are primarily in school-based involvement. There are no statistically significant effects on 

home-based familial involvement for any of the welfare terms including the interaction 

terms.  
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 Another interesting finding is that the primary control variables have a larger 

impact on school-based involvement than home-based involvement.  Poverty and attitude 

have more than double the effect on school-based involvement than they do on home-

based involvement. Maternal education has roughly 1.5 times the effect on school-based 

involvement than it does on home-based involvement. Female-headed household status is 

rendered insignificant when regressed against home-based involvement.  Thus, net of 

other variables associated with single-motherhood, single-mother households have the 

same levels of home-based involvement as other households.  

 The race variables yield an interesting result. As discussed above the findings on 

involvement and race are sporadic. For different racial groups, the effect of involvement 

varies differently across involvement type and the measure of involvement. While Black 

families seem to have lower levels of school-based involvement compared to their White 

counterparts, they appear to have higher levels of home-based involvement. These effect 

sizes are so similar that when combined into a general measurement of involvement they 

cancel each other out. It also appears that Hispanic and Other families have lower levels 

of school-based involvement than their White counterparts, but these effects were not 

substantial enough to remain significant when the two measures of involvement were 

combined. 
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Table 3: Regression Results of Home vs. School-Based Involvement 
Variable Home School 

Poverty -0.051** 
(0.020) 

-0.144** 
(0.031) 

Low maternal education -0.162** 
(0.019) 

-0.309** 
(0.030) 

Med maternal education -0.073** 
(0.009) 

-0.108** 
(0.014) 

Female headed household -0.004 
(0.013) 

-0.097** 
(0.019) 

Parental Attitude toward education 0.037** 
(0.005) 

0.092** 
(0.008) 

Meetings fit in schedule (sometimes) -0.004 
(0.009) 

-0.080** 
(0.013) 

Meetings fit in schedule (never) -0.071** 
(0.017) 

-0.260** 
(0.027) 

# of Children in household under 6 0.003 
(0.006) 

-0.016 
(0.010) 

female 0.018* 
(0.008) 

0.015 
(0.013) 

Child age in 2006 -0.025** 
(0.002) 

-0.011** 
(0.004) 

Black 0.070** 
(0.016) 

-0.076** 
(0.022) 

Hispanic 0.015 
(0.012) 

-0.104** 
(0.018) 

Other 0.021 
(0.015) 

-0.084** 
(0.022) 

Enrolled in WIC -0.042 
(0.023) 

-0.117** 
(0.033) 

Enrolled in SNAP -0.006 
(0.026) 

-0.102* 
(0.040) 

Poverty x WIC 0.031 
(0.034) 

0.159** 
(0.051) 

Poverty x SNAP 0.002 
(0.036) 

0.003 
(0.055) 

constant 0.296** 
(0.022) 

0.444** 
(0.034) 

F 61.227 54.415 

N 4,973 4,973 
R2  0.162 0.163 
Dependant variable of all models is general measure of involvement. HC2 robust standard errors reported in 
parenthesis. * and ** indicate beta significance at a 95% or 99% confidence level, respectively. 
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Using Model 4 specifications, an additional analysis was completed for 

adolescents (children twelve and older). The results of this analysis, reported in Table 4, 

indicate that restricting the sample to younger children was indeed a reasonable decision. 

The primary indicators of involvement remain significant in the adolescent model with 

maternal education, female-headed households, and schedule conflicts having similar 

predictive powers for involvement as the original model. However, the primary 

independent variables of interest have lost all of their predictive powers. The hierarchical 

term for poverty is insignificant for adolescents and all of the welfare variables, including 

the interaction terms, are insignificant as well. This loss of significance lends further 

weight to the decision to restrict the sample to children under twelve. Including 

adolescents would have attenuated the effects of both poverty and the welfare programs.  
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Table 4: Regression Result Comparison Between Age Groups 

 
Variable Children  

(age 5-11) 
Adolescents 
(age 12-18) 

Poverty -0.079** 
(0.019) 

-0.020 
(0.017) 

Low maternal education -0.205** 
(0.019) 

-0.211** 
(0.016) 

Med maternal education -0.084** 
(0.009) 

-0.069** 
(0.008) 

Female headed household -0.031** 
(0.012) 

-0.037** 
(0.010) 

Parental Attitude toward education 0.053** 
(0.005) 

0.064** 
(0.004) 

Meetings fit in schedule (sometimes) -0.026** 
(0.008) 

-0.018* 
(0.008) 

Meetings fit in schedule (never) -0.127** 
(0.017) 

-0.131** 
(0.013) 

# of Children in household under 6 -0.002 
(0.006) 

0.006 
(0.012) 

female 0.017* 
(0.008) 

0.010 
(0.007) 

Child age in 2006 -0.020** 
(0.002) 

-0.031** 
(0.002) 

Black 0.026** 
(0.015) 

0.048** 
(0.012) 

Hispanic -0.021 
(0.011) 

0.015 
(0.011) 

Other 0.010 
(0.014) 

0.010 
(0.014) 

Enrolled in WIC -0.065** 
(0.022) 

-0.046 
(0.029) 

Enrolled in SNAP -0.034 
(0.025) 

0.010 
(0.026) 

Poverty x WIC 0.069* 
(0.033) 

0.049 
(0.040) 

Poverty x SNAP 0.002 
(0.034) 

-0.057 
(0.034) 

constant 0.340*** 
(0.021) 

0.456*** 
(0.030) 

F 54.415 71.22 

N 4,973 5,397 

R2  0.163 0.174 

Dependant variable of all models is general measure of involvement. HC2 robust standard errors reported in 
parenthesis. * and ** indicate beta significance at a 95% or 99% confidence level, respectively. 
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Discussion and Conclusion 

The consequences of a life in poverty are far reaching and often cyclical. Children 

who grow up in poverty are vulnerable to a multitude of negative experiences that 

increase their chances of maintaining poverty status into adulthood. This analysis has 

revealed a compounded disadvantage within the cycle, feeding the poverty trap. Children 

in poverty often have delayed cognitive development and poor academic performance, 

which can then negatively affect academic achievement and future job prospects, thus 

perpetuating the poverty cycle. Familial involvement has been shown to have pronounced 

positive effects on the academic performance of children in poverty. Unfortunately the 

mechanisms through which children are academically disadvantaged by poverty also 

cause them to experience lower levels of familial involvement. 

This analysis was able to confirm findings in current research on what influences 

levels of involvement. Maternal education has a large impact on involvement levels as 

well as school-home schedule conflicts. Poverty, female-headed household status, and 

parental attitudes toward education all impact levels of involvement in significant ways. 

Current familial involvement policies are focused at a school level and welfare programs 

are another major access point that government has to low-income families. This analysis 

fills a gap in current research by examining the effects of the SNAP and WIC programs 

on parental involvement. Specifically, this analysis examines whether enrollment in these 

programs can help mitigate the effects of poverty on familial involvement through 

income support and educational programming.  

This analysis reveals that enrollment in WIC mitigates the effects of poverty by 

approximately 87%. However, caution is warranted in interpreting these results. While it 
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seems likely that program features, like consistent face-to-face counseling about 

parenting habits and families specific needs is driving this relationship it is also possible 

that the WIC population is systematically different than the SNAP population. There 

could be some other characteristic driving families in poverty to be more involved in their 

children’s education that is also driving them to seek the benefits of WIC. 

Once involvement was divided into school-based and home-based measures it 

became clear where the WIC program was having its effect. Enrollment in the WIC 

program did nothing to mitigate the effects of poverty on home-based involvement. It 

did, however, mitigate the effects of poverty on school-based involvement completely. 

Current research shows that home-based involvement often has a larger effect on children 

than school-based involvement (Fantuzzo et al, 2004; Zhan, 2005). If policy makers want 

to optimize results from public investment in programs for the poor, focus should shift to 

increasing home-based involvement. Since the primary changes within this analysis are 

taking place within school-based involvement, the welfare programs being examined may 

ultimately fail to improve child outcomes.   

Future studies should include more program specific data, such as which support 

services each family utilizes. This improved data would give researchers better insight 

into what program elements are affecting participants the most. Poverty can be either 

transitory or chronic. Experiencing short periods of poverty may have very little effect on 

involvement, while chronic poverty may have pronounced effects. It is important for 

future research to include not only a more detailed measure of poverty, in order to capture 

the depth of poverty that families are experiencing, but to also include longitudinal data, 

in order to capture the length of poverty spells and program enrollment spells. Including 
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measurements for home environment could offer further insight as home-based 

involvement and parent-child interactions are important predictors of both involvement 

levels and academic success.  

If policy makers want to break the cycle of poverty, focusing on education is one 

way supported by many researchers. However, if a child’s parent or guardian never reads 

to them, is unable to help with homework, and/or does not have time or money to support 

them in extracurricular activities the cycle may still persist regardless of the quality of the 

education system. It is vital that policies address the compound disadvantages, such as 

the involvement disadvantage, within the cycle of poverty in order to make progress. This 

analysis has revealed the potential welfare programs have in assisting this effort. 
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