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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

PARENTAL ABSENCE AND ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT IN IMMIGRANT 

STUDENTS 

by 

Chrysalis Lamae Wright 

Florida International University, 2010 

Miami, Florida 

Professor Mary J. Levitt, Major Professor 

Academic achievement and educational expectations as a function of parental absence 

were examined among 268 newly immigrant elementary, middle, and high-school 

students from Spanish-speaking countries.  Data collected as part of a longitudinal study 

of adaptation and achievement in newly immigrant students were analyzed.  Participants 

had varying experiences with parental absence, in terms of length of absence, gender of 

absent parent, and reason for absence.  Reasons for parental absence included parental 

divorce, parental death, and serial migration, a cause unique to immigrant children.  

Students who experienced parental absence reported lower educational expectations.  

Students who experienced the death of a parent had lower achievement scores and lower 

expectations than students who did not experience parental death.  Prolonged absence 

was also important, with students who experienced parental absence for more than one 

year performing worse than students who had minimal parental separation.  In addition, 

boys who experienced parental absence because of serial migration performed worse 

academically than boys who did not have this occurrence.  Educational expectations were 

reduced among students who experienced parental absence as a result of the migratory 

process, especially for younger students.  The extent to which parental absence related to 
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achievement and expectations through potential mediating factors, such as economic 

hardship, perceived school support, and parental school involvement was assessed with 

structural equation modeling.  Overall, the model was able to explain some of the 

relationship between parental absence and the academic achievement and educational 

expectations of immigrant students from Spanish-speaking countries.   
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

The aim of the current study was to examine the academic achievement and 

educational expectations of Spanish-speaking immigrant students who had experienced 

parental absence.  Little research has isolated the immigration process as a cause for 

parental absence in regard to its impact on the academic achievement of the children 

involved (Roer-Strier, Striet, Este, Shimoni, & Clark, 2005; Rousseau, Rufagari, 

Bagilishya, & Measham, 2004; Smith, Lalonde, & Johnson, 2004; Suarez-Orozco, 

Todorova, & Louie, 2002).  The majority of researchers who have examined the effects 

of parental absence on academic outcomes have focused on parental divorce as the cause 

of separation (e.g., Lamb, 1999; McLanahan & Teitler, 1999).  Research on parental 

absence has focused largely on the absence of the father (e.g., Lamb; McLanahan & 

Teitler; Rumbaut, 1994), with studies examining maternal absence being minimal.  

Immigrant children often experience some form of parental separation during the process 

of immigration (Suarez-Orozco & Carhill, 2008).  However, while numerous studies have 

been conducted on the academic achievement of Spanish-speaking immigrant students, 

very few have examined the effects of parental absence on these outcomes (Suarez-

Orozco, Rhodes, & Milburn, 2009; Suarez-Orozco et al., 2010).  Parental separation as a 

consequence of migration is generally mentioned, but ultimately brushed over.  Thus, 

with respect to academic outcomes, a gap exists between the body of research on parental 

absence and that on Spanish-speaking immigrant students, although a clear connection is 

evident.         
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Historically, the United States has been a country of immigration.  In 2007 alone, 

there were over 1,000,000 immigrants who became legal permanent residents of the 

United States.  Currently 22% of all children residing in the United States are foreign-

born (Suarez-Orozco & Carhill, 2008) and it has been estimated that by 2040 one-third of 

American children will have an immigrant parent (Rong & Priessle, 1998).  In addition, it 

has been estimated that 12 million undocumented immigrants enter the country annually 

(Suarez-Orozco & Carhill, 2008).  With an estimated 600,000 children migrating to the 

United States each year with one or both parents (Suarez-Orozco & Carhill, 2008), it is 

no surprise that immigrant children are considered the fastest growing segment of the 

population in America (Suarez-Orozco et al., 2009).   

Immigrants from Spanish-speaking countries are the fastest growing immigrant 

population in the United States.  According to the United States Census, the projected 

growth of the Latino population within the United States is expected to increase from 

12% in 2000 to 51% by 2050 (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2001).  Currently, the state 

of Florida receives the third largest number of Latino immigrants (U.S. Department of 

Homeland Security, 2007).   The vast majority of Florida’s Latino population is found in 

Miami-Dade and Broward Counties (1,291,737 and 271,652, respectively) (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2007), influencing student demographics and characteristics within the public 

school system of Miami-Dade.  According to Florida’s Office of Economic and 

Demographic Research (2005), 77% of Florida’s students who were born in Cuba 

attended school in the Miami-Dade School District.   

The goal of the current study was to close the gap in our current knowledge of 

academic outcomes for immigrant students from Spanish-speaking countries by assessing 



3 

 

the effects of parental absence on academic achievement and educational expectations for 

Spanish-speaking immigrant students in the Miami-Dade County school district.  The 

following literature review includes an overview of research on (a) parental absence and 

child academic achievement, (b) academic achievement of Spanish-speaking immigrant 

students, and (c) links between parental absence and immigration in relation to 

achievement.  

Parental Absence Literature: Single-Parent Homes and Academic Outcomes 

Han (2008) describes the family environment as the most important factor in 

learning and development for children.  Research suggests that children from two-parent 

homes experience psychological and developmental advantages that are not present in 

single-parent homes.  Children raised in dual-parent homes have better psychosocial 

adjustment (e.g., less internalizing and externalizing behaviors), better achievement in 

school, higher educational achievement, and less involvement in antisocial and 

delinquent behavior (Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Coley, 1998; Hernandez, 2004; Lamb, 

1999; Suarez-Orozco et al., 2009).  This may be because two-parent homes have greater 

resources, time, and attention to offer their children (Gibson-Davis, 2008; Suarez-Orozco 

et al., 2009).  Multiple caretakers also are better able to facilitate academic engagement 

and performance (Suarez-Orozco et al. 2009).   

Children in single-parent homes are particularly at a disadvantage because they 

most often experience a reduction in the number of adult role models who are available to 

them.  The reduction of adult role models, in turn, may result in the child missing out on 

resources that could have been invested by the absent parent (Heard, 2007).  Single-

parents may not have the resources necessary for children to attend a suitable learning 



4 

 

environment (Valencia, 2000) and to attend college (Glenn & Kramer, 1987).  Residing 

in a single-parent home can be detrimental for the children involved.   

 According to the National Center for Health Statistics (1998), over 1 million 

marriages in the United States end in divorce each year, and it has been estimated that 1.5 

million children experience divorce annually (Mullett & Stolberg, 2002).  Nearly 40% of 

children living in the United States do not reside with their biological fathers (Gillis, 

2000).    

When a divorce or separation occurs, the family unit often loses at least half of its 

income.  The loss may be significant, considering that it is usually the father, often the 

main financial provider, who leaves the family unit (Lamb, 1999).  Departure of a father 

may force new, single mothers to enter the workforce more actively.  Because these 

mothers are now working outside of the home more, they have less time to care for, 

supervise, and give guidance to their children (Lamb, 1999; McLanahan & Teitler, 1999).  

Even though these single mothers are working more just to make ends meet, poverty may 

still be an issue.  McLanahan and Teitler note that poverty may affect the emotional well-

being of the parents, leading to a problematic family life.  As noted previously, single-

mothers also may have fewer resources to offer their children (e.g., living in 

neighborhoods with underprivileged public schools), which may impede their children’s 

development and health.   

Factors Associated with the Impact of Parental Absence on Children. The effects 

of parental absence have been associated with a number of factors including (a) child’s 

age, (b) length of parental absence, (c) reason for parental absence, (d) gender of the 
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child, and (e) gender of the absent parent.  Research on these factors is cited in the 

following paragraphs. 

The age of the child at the time of disruption is thought to be important with 

respect to child outcomes (Zill, Morrison, & Coiro, 1993).  Parental separation that 

occurs while children are very young may be more detrimental than one that occurs later 

in children’s lives (Amato, 1996; McLanahan & Teitler, 1999).  McLanahan and Teitler 

claim that if the separation occurs in early childhood, children may be more emotionally 

affected by the experience of parental separation than would older children (see also Zill 

et al.).  However, some argue that waiting until children have reached adolescence to 

divorce is more detrimental for children than if parents divorced when children were 

young, especially if children had to endure the break up (McCabe, 1997; McLanahan & 

Bumpass, 1988; McLanahan & Teitler; Sprague & Kinney, 1997).  

 The length of the parental absence experience is related to the child’s age at the 

time of parental absence.  For instance, children who experience parental absence during 

childhood are more likely to experience a prolonged period of parental absence than 

those who experience parental absence during adolescence.  Previous research has been 

extremely limited in the examination of length of parental absence on children’s 

outcomes.  For instance, Biller (1970) looked at the length of father absence, ignoring 

other forms of parental absence experiences, such as mother absence, and concluded that 

prolonged periods of father absence resulted in detrimental outcomes for boys, such as 

sexuality confusion, cognitive deficits, and aggressive behavior.  This study, however, is 

outdated and is biased in terms of gender role expectations.   
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 As noted previously, the majority of existing research on the association between 

parental absence and academic achievement and educational expectations has been 

focused on the impact of parental divorce (Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Coley, 1998; 

Hernandez, 2004; Lamb, 1999) and the effects of prolonged father absence.  Little 

research has addressed other reasons for parental absence, such as parental death.  Studies 

that have addressed the effects of parental death on academic outcomes, while minimal, 

have suggested a negative association between the death of a parent and school 

achievement (Abdelnoor & Hollins, 2004a; Dowdney, 2000; Grollman, 1967; Van 

Eerdewegh, Bieri, Parilla & Clayton, 1982).  This negative association may result from 

the emotional turmoil and disturbed thinking that children often demonstrate after 

parental death (Adolnoor & Hollins, 2004b).  It has also been documented that the future 

educational plans of children were postponed after parental death (Adolnoor & Hollins, 

2004b).  Parental separation for this reason has also been linked to difficulties in deciding 

an educational or career path as well as increased college dropout rates (Adolnoor & 

Hollins, 2004b).   

It has been suggested that the impact of parental absence affects boys and girls 

quite differently, with boys having more long-term consequences than girls (Conway, 

Christensen, & Herlihy, 2003; McCabe, 1997).  For instance, boys who experience the 

absence of their biological father have been found to be more aggressive (Bishop & Lane, 

2000) and involved in more deviant and antisocial behaviors (Bereczkei & Csanaky, 

1996; Coney & Mackey, 1998; Zill et al., 1993) compared to boys who do not experience 

parental absence (Coley, 1998).  Research also has suggested that boys from parent 

absent homes have more academic problems than do girls (Coney & Mackey; 
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McLanahan & Teitler, 1999).  McLanahan and Teitler claim that adolescent boys are 

more likely to participate in delinquent activity, such as skipping school, while girls may 

engage in behaviors that compromise their future, such as engaging in early sexual 

activity and becoming pregnant at an early age (see McLanahan & Bumpass). 

The gender of the absent parent is also an important factor to consider when 

examining the impact of parental absence on child outcomes.  Most of the information 

regarding parental absence is derived from studies that focused on father absence, as 

fathers are more likely than mothers to be absent from the child’s home.  Father 

involvement in the academic lives of their children appears to be significant for their 

achievement and educational goals.  Research has found a positive relationship between 

father involvement (e.g., parenting style, paternal school involvement, child care) and 

child academic outcomes (Fagan, 2000).  Father absence has been linked to academic 

problems, particularly for boys (Coney & Mackey, 1998; McLanahan & Teitler, 1999).   

 In a rare study that examined the effects of both father absence and mother 

absence, Heard (2007) found that father changes (e.g., father absence, single-mother 

home) increased the risk of school disciplinary problems, while mother changes (e.g., 

mother absence, single-father home) reduced college expectations of the children.  Heard 

also found that, for each year a child lived in either a single-father or single-mother 

home, there was a substantial reduction in the grade point average of the child.  Heard 

concluded that living in two-parent homes encouraged the study habits and appropriate 

behavior of adolescents.  
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Academic Achievement among Spanish-speaking Immigrant Students  

Spanish-speaking immigrant students generally perform well academically 

(Fuligni, Witkow, & Garcia, 2005; Witkow & Fuligni, 2007), but a large segment 

struggle in school once they have migrated to the United States (Suarez-Orozco et al., 

2009).  Variation in school performance can be found both within and across 

sociocultural boundaries (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; Rumbaut, 1997).   

Post-migration risks experienced in the new country may compound risks to 

academic success already associated with the migration experience (e.g., cause of 

migration, process of migration, settlement in United States) (Gil & Vega, 1996; James, 

1997).  Stress accompanying immigration can hinder students’ adjustment to their new 

school environment and external community as well as increase their chances of 

academic failure (Suarez-Orozco et al., 2009).  Newly immigrant students not only have 

to adjust to the United States (Suarez-Orozco, Suárez-Orozco, & Todorova, 2008), but 

also have to learn a new language (Suarez-Orozco & Carhill, 2008), and struggle to 

complete school requirements (e.g., graduation requirements) (Ruiz-de-Velasco & Fix, 

2001).  These adjustments have to be made within the competitive testing environment 

that exists in American schools today.  Additional major life events, such as death in the 

family, or divorce, only add to the problems experienced by some immigrant families.    

Current literature demonstrates that while immigrant students have positive 

attitudes toward school (Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 1995), are optimistic about 

their future (Kao & Tienda, 1995; Suarez-Orozco,  2001), and have high aspirations for 

themselves (Fuligini, 1997; Portes & Rumbaut), many perform poorly on standardized 

achievement tests, have poor academic grades, are more likely to be behind at least one 
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grade level in school, have higher rates of high school dropout (Hernandez, 2004), and 

lower rates of college attendance (Gandara, 1994; Orfield, 2002) compared to native born 

students.  For instance, nationally 10% of 16-year-olds from immigrant families are 

behind one grade level compared to 8% of native-born students (Hernandez).  Also, while 

79% of native-born children can be expected to complete high school by age 19, only 

72% of immigrant children are expected to have the same outcome (Hernandez).  Spanish 

speaking immigrants have not shown the same achievement advantage and are more 

likely than other groups to drop out of school (Fuligni, 1997; Hernandez, 2004; Kao & 

Tienda, 1995; National Center for Educational Statistics, 2006).  Thus, it is especially 

important to understand the factors that are involved regarding the achievement of these 

students.     

  The academic struggles of immigrant students are also recognized at the local 

level.  Florida’s Office of Economic and Demographic Research (2005) has defined poor 

academic progress as being “two or more grades below modal grade” (p. 19).  Seventy 

percent of students who fit this criterion in Florida were born in the United States with 

English as their home language.  The remaining students were (a) foreign born with 

English as their second language (14%), (b) born in the United States with English as 

their second language (14%), and (c) foreign born with English as their home language 

(2%).  Those students who had poor academic progress increased for all groups as they 

moved from elementary school to middle school to high school.  High school students 

had the largest gap among the different groups, with students with English as their second 

language having the largest percentage (17.7%) of students meeting the criteria for poor 

academic progress.  



10 

 

 Academic achievement of students from immigrant households has been 

attributed to numerous factors.  These include gender of the student (Crul & Vermeulen, 

2003; Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; Suarez-Orozco & Qin-Hilliard, 2004; Suarez-Orozco & 

Carhill, 2008; Suarez-Orozco et al., 2009; Way, 2004), difficulties with the English 

language (Genesee & Gandara, 1999; Hernandez, 2004; Suarez-Orozco & Carhill; 

Suarez-Orozco et al., 2009), a problematic school environment (Gaytan et al., 2007; Han, 

2008; Suarez-Orozco & Carhill; Woolley, 2007), economic hardship (Garibaldi, 1997; 

Roscigno, 2000; Suarez-Orozco & Carhill; Suarez-Orozco et al., 2010), and reduced 

parental involvement in the educational process (Barnard, 2004; Hernandez; Gaytan et 

al.; Kuperminc, Darnell, & Alvarez-Jimenez, 2007; Martinez, DeGarmo, & Eddy, 2004; 

Suarez-Orozco et al., 2010), as well as coming from a single-parent home (Amato & 

Sobolewski, 2001; Coley, 1998; Lamb, 1999; Suarez-Orozco et al., 2009; Suarez-Orozco 

et al., 2010).   

 It is not just one of these isolated factors that hinder educational success but some 

combination among them.  For instance, in a recent study that examined the educational 

achievement of immigrant students from Central America, China, Dominican Republic, 

Haiti, and Mexico, poor academic achievement was linked to pre-migratory difficulties 

such as parental separation and poor receiving context within the United States (e.g., 

familial conflict, high crime neighborhood), as well as economic hardship, limited 

parental involvement and support, and prolonged periods of parental absence (Suarez-

Orozco et al., 2010).   Literature regarding factors associated with academic performance 

in immigrant students is cited in the following paragraphs.  The limited research on 
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parent absence in relation to immigrant student achievement is reviewed in a later 

section. 

 Gender of Child.  Previous research has found a gendered difference in the 

academic achievement and educational outcomes of immigrant youth.  Generally, 

research has found that girls tend to outperform their male immigrant counterparts (Portes 

& Rumbaut, 2001; Suarez-Orozco & Qin-Hilliard 2004; Suarez-Orozco et al., 2009; 

Suarez-Orozco et al., 2008).  Feliciano and Rumbaut (2005) concluded that patterns of 

success and failure vary by gender for immigrant students and are achieved through 

different methods, finding that boys from immigrant households exhibited lower 

educational and occupational expectations than girls from immigrant households.  They 

also found that immigrant males were less likely than immigrant females to follow a path 

that is congruent with accomplishing their educational and occupational goals, with 

immigrant females surpassing males in their educational attainment.  Specifically, 

Feliciano and Rumbaut found that by their mid-20’s 37% of immigrant males and 46% of 

immigrant females were either attending college or had earned a college degree.    

 The gendered difference may be the result of perceived level of school support 

and level of engagement with the educational environment, which would agree with 

previous studies.  Previous studies have found that immigrant boys tend to view their 

school environment as less supportive (Way, 2004) and are at greater risk for 

disengagement from their school (Crul & Vermeulen, 2003) than immigrant girls. 

Language Barriers.  Many immigrants who migrate to the United States do not 

speak English as their first language and many never become proficient in the language.  

For instance, a recent study found that of first generation immigrant students who had 
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been attending school in the United States for seven years, only 7% developed academic 

English skills that were comparable to their native-born peers (Suarez-Orozco et al., 

2008).  Difficulties with the English language pose a problem for academic success, as 

the immigrant family household is linguistically isolated from the external English-

speaking society (Hernandez, 2004).   

Numerous researchers have concluded that language barriers can be detrimental to 

the academic success of immigrant students (Genesee & Gandara, 1999; Hernandez, 

2004; Munoz-Sandoval, Cummins, Alvarado, & Ruef, 1998).  Difficulties with the 

English language may cause the immigrant student to struggle during class, miss valuable 

information that is presented in class lectures and class room discussions, have difficulty 

reading required materials, and have problems with academic writing (Suarez-Orozco & 

Carhill, 2008).  The language barrier can also present challenges for optimal performance 

on achievement tests (Suarez-Orozco & Carhill).  In fact, Hernandez lists a language 

barrier as one of the four critical risk factors for immigrant children.  The diminished 

language skills in English can make it very difficult for both Spanish-speaking immigrant 

students and their parents to effectively communicate with teachers and other school 

personnel (Hernandez) and may hinder the immigrant students’ access to college (Suarez-

Orozco & Carhill).  

School Support.  The school environment serves as a critical factor for the 

academic achievement of all students, including students from foreign countries.  Schools 

often serve as the students’ first contact with the external world (Han, 2008) and are 

locales of cultural change for immigrant youth, because it is in schools that they meet 

teachers as well as peers from various backgrounds (Gayton, Carhill, & Suarez-Orozco, 
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2007).  The school environment influences students through class instruction, teacher 

interaction, and peer associations and friendships.  Schools also serve as a source of self-

esteem (Karatzias, Power, Flemming, & Lennan, 2002) and social support which can 

have a protective effect on the well-being of students (Samdal, Nutbeam, Wold, & 

Kannas, 1998).  Teacher interaction (Burchinal, Peisner-Feinberg, Pianta, & Howes, 

2002) and the structural environment of the school (Crosnoe, 2005) are important factors 

that influence the academic achievement of students.  For optimal success, students need 

school environments that are stable, academically challenging, and that provide structure 

and relational warmth (Woolley, 2007).     

 Research has demonstrated that the composition of the student body, achievement 

level of the students, and the school’s dedication to providing students with an optimal 

education are all important factors influencing the academic progress of its students 

(Crosnoe, 2005).  It is unfortunate, however, that schools serving low-income, minority, 

and immigrant students do not generally produce a supportive school environment 

(Valencia, 2000), thereby harming the potential for academic achievement.  It has been 

found that immigrant students are more likely than native-born students to attend schools 

that are at a disadvantage (e.g., minority students, overcrowded, inadequate learning 

materials) (Crosnoe; Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001; Zhou, 1997).  Furthermore, 

many immigrant youth struggle in schools that fail to provide the resources that they need 

to achieve (Gaytan et al., 2007).  Research has also documented that teachers have more 

negative interactions with students from low-income families and/or schools (Burchinal 

et. al, 2002).  Previous research has suggested that a stressful school environment can 

directly affect the well-being of students (Karatzias et al., 2002).  The school 
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environment coupled with economic hardship, pressure on children to assist the family, 

and immigrant status has been directly related to increased dropout rates for Latino 

immigrant students (Suarez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 1995).   

 Recently, Han (2008) reported that Latino immigrant students were more 

influenced than non-Latino White students by their school environment in terms of their 

academic achievement.  Specifically, Han found that immigrant students of Latin 

American origin were more responsive to school-level factors than immigrant students 

from other origins, such as Asian backgrounds.  It was reported that a positive school 

environment served greater benefits to the academic achievement (e.g., math and reading 

scores) of disadvantaged Latino students from Mexico.  In addition, previous studies have 

demonstrated that Latino immigrant students can be highly influenced by their peers.  For 

instance, those who experience economic hardship may clique with peers who are 

resistant to school (James, 1997; Zhou, 1997; Waters, 1997), resulting in a reduction in 

academic achievement (Barr & Lacey, 1998; Fuligni, 1998).  Poor academic achievement 

in Latino immigrant students has also been associated with low acculturation, low self 

esteem (Hernandez & Charney, 1998; Levitt et al., 1998; 1999), ethnicity, family 

environment, age at migration, shorter residence in the United States, and associating 

with peers of the same cultural background (Levitt et al., 1998; 1999; Rumbaut, 1997).   

Economic Hardship.  Economic hardship has been linked to student academic 

achievement via school context (Suarez-Orozco & Carhill, 2008; Valencia, 2000) and 

parental school involvement (Martinez et al., 2004).  Economic hardship has been 

reported to coexist among other risk factors as well, such as single parenthood and high 

crime neighborhoods (Suarez-Orozco & Carhill).  Socioeconomic status is so important 
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for children that Hernandez (2004) lists economic deprivation as one of the four major 

risk factors for immigrant children’s outcomes.  Economic deprivation is not uncommon 

among immigrant populations.  For instance, Suarez-Orozco and Carhill reported that 

25% of the immigrant children in their sample lived below the poverty line and that a 

total of 37% reported family difficulties with buying food.  They also found that 

immigrant children were four times more likely to reside in overcrowded homes than 

native-born children (Suarez-Orozco & Carhill).   

Immigrant children who have experienced economic deprivation, reduced family 

income, and parental unemployment have been found to be at risk for negative 

psychological outcomes (Kopala, Esquivel & Baptiste, 1994; Rumbaut, 1994).  This may 

occur because economic difficulties may impact Latino immigrant parents’ behavior 

negatively (Siantz, 1997).  They may become less nurturing and less attentive to the 

needs of their children (McLoyd & Wilson, 1991; Siantz, 1997).   

Parental School Involvement.  Parental support is vital in promoting children’s 

adjustment after migrating to the United States (Cox & Harter, 2003) or may serve to 

buffer the negative effects of post-migration risk (Martinez et al., 2004; Short & 

Johnston, 1997).  High levels of intergenerational conflict, however, have been linked to 

poor adjustment (Harker, 2001; Rumbaut, 1994).  Immigrant parents face unique 

circumstances (e.g., economic difficulties) that may compromise their ability to provide 

support and lead to increased conflict with their children (Waters, 1997).   

Parental support for the educational process of their children can be demonstrated 

by the level of parental school involvement.  Research has suggested that parental school 

involvement is a good predictor of children’s academic and social-emotional 
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development during the school years (Barnard, 2004).  Teacher-parent communication is 

vital to the academic achievement of all students, especially immigrant students 

(Hernandez, 2004).  However, many immigrant parents are unable to be actively involved 

with their children’s education because of their own limited education and difficulties 

with the English language (Gaytan et al., 2007).  The National Center for Educational 

Statistics (2003) reported that Latino parents were less likely than their white 

counterparts to attend school meetings and events, volunteer at their children’s school, 

and serve on school communities.   

More recently, Kuperminc et. al (2008) found that parental school involvement 

was related to academic adjustment for high school immigrant students more than middle 

school immigrant students.  Immigrant parents, however, seemed to be more involved 

while their children were in middle school, with parental school involvement declining as 

their children moved through the educational system.  Parental school involvement was 

associated with teacher expectations for immigrant high school students but not middle 

school students.  The impact of parental school involvement on student grades was 

important in high school but not in middle school.   

Studies have shown that parents who emphasize academic achievement have 

children who are more likely to have higher academic achievement, a goal to attend 

college, and to graduate from high school (Astone & McLanahan, 1991).  However, 

parental socialization and transference of academic importance likely requires long-term 

contact with parents (Hao & Xie, 2002).  Therefore, it may be important for children to 

spend extended time with both parents so that parents can successfully socialize their 

children for educational achievement.  When comparing the involvement of Latino 
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fathers to non-Latino white fathers, Toth and Xu (1999) suggested that Latino fathers 

spend more time with their children than their non-Latino white counterparts.  The level 

of paternal involvement of Latino fathers has been found to be associated with 

socioeconomic status and the fathers’ employment status (Landale & Oropesa, 2001). 

Bridging the Gap: Parental Absence, Academic Achievement and Educational 

Expectations among Immigrant Students 

Literature focused specifically on the effects of parental absence on immigrant 

students is reviewed in this section.  The impact of immigration on the family is 

considered first, followed by a review of the limited literature on parent absence and 

achievement in Spanish speaking immigrant students. 

   Impact of Immigration on the Family.  Immigration can be considered an intense 

life transition that requires tremendous adaptation (Coll & Magnuson, 1997; Laosa, 1997; 

Rumbaut, 1997; Suarez-Orozco & Suares-Orozco, 2001).  The process of immigration 

can have a dramatic effect on the family unit, as well as individual family members.  It 

impacts both how the parents parent their children (Smith et al., 2004) and how the 

children adapt to their new environment.  For children, parental figures tend to be the 

primary source of support (Furman & Buhrmester, 1985).  However, the disruptions 

accompanying immigration may reduce parents’ ability to provide adequate support to 

their children.  Parent-child conflict may also increase during this time, impacting the 

adjustment of children even more (Siantz, 1997).  Furthermore, migration can leave the 

child without one or both parents, which may lead to the child experiencing a great 

reduction in the level of parental support, as well as tense familial relationships (Waters; 

Zhou, 1997).   
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Previous research has demonstrated how a familial structural change can be 

emotionally stressful for the entire family (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980).  Immigration, 

itself, can cause a familial structural change.  Often, the process of immigration leaves 

the family separated, with one or several family members going to the new country to 

establish a home, while the remaining family members wait in the mother country before 

migrating (Rousseau et al., 2004).  The reunion of the family may take several years after 

the first family member left for the new country (Rousseau et al., 2004).  Once the family 

has been reunited, family relationships that were disengaged need to be reestablished 

(Gaytan et al., 2007).  Not only does the child have to become reacquainted with family 

members who were left behind or who migrated ahead of the child, but there may also be 

new additions to the family unit that the child encounters, such as step parents, step 

siblings, or new siblings (Gaytan et al., 2007).  These changes within the family unit 

(e.g., parent child separations, new additions to the family, postponed reunions) 

demonstrate the enormous diversity that exists among recent immigrant families, which 

has important implications for the development and adaptation of immigrant youth 

(Gaytan et al., 2007). 

Because of the extended time that parents and children may be separated during 

the immigration process, their reunion may not be as pleasant as either had hoped.  

Studies have shown that familial separations due to immigration can result in problems 

within the family structure as well as psychological distress (Smith et al., 2004).  Suarez-

Orozco et al. (2002) reported no relationship between length of familial separation due to 

immigration and psychological symptoms.  They did, however, report that the majority of 

the children in their sample had experienced separation from one or both parents during 
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immigration and that children who arrived to their new country with their entire family, 

having experienced no familial separation, were less likely to report depressive symptoms 

than those children who experienced familial separation.  In a similar study, Gaytan et al. 

(2007) reported that 85% of their sample of immigrant students reported some form of 

parent child separation during the immigration process.  The extent to which these serial 

migration experiences might affect school achievement is unknown.   

Parent Absence and Achievement in Immigrant Students.  Previous research has 

demonstrated that the absence of either parent can have detrimental effects on the 

academic achievement of immigrant students.  For instance, maternal and paternal 

absence have been associated with reduced academic success, with prolonged periods of 

paternal absence being more detrimental to child outcomes (Suarez-Orozco et al., 2010).  

Rumbaut (1994) found that when the father was absent, immigrant children reported 

more psychological problems than immigrant children with the father in the home.  

Hernandez (2004) lists living in a one-parent family as one of the four main determinants 

of immigrant child outcomes.  

As noted previously, serial migration is a pervasive cause of parental absence in 

immigrant populations, but research that has addressed the academic achievement of 

immigrant students has only touched on the effects of parental separation due to serial 

migration.  Little research has specified serial migration as a cause of parental absence 

for immigrant students (Suarez-Orozco et al., 2009; Suarez-Orozco et al., 2010).  

However, as suggested by Suarez-Orozco and Carhill (2008), one of the primary goals of 

research on immigrant students should be to capture the various migratory experiences.   
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Although immigrant children often experience parental separation as a result of 

serial migration, an experience unique to them, they may also experience parental 

absence before or after the family has migrated to the new country for reasons similar to 

those for native born children.  Immigrant families may break up (e.g., separate, divorce) 

for a variety of reasons, exposing children to prolonged periods of parental absence.  It is 

important to examine the reason(s) for parental absence because parental absence may be 

viewed differently by those who have experienced parental divorce than by those who 

experience parental absence for other reasons (Lamb).  For example, children who have 

experienced the divorce of their parents may have difficulty dealing with the separation 

of their parents, as well as events or circumstances that occur after the separation (e.g., 

reduction in family income, remarriage of the custodial and noncustodial parent).  

Children who lose a parent as a result of death may view the separation as inevitable but 

may be overtaken by grief, instead of anger or resentment.   Those who experience 

parental absence because of the immigration process may view the absence as only 

temporary, being a necessary step in establishing a home in the new country (Rousseau et 

al., 2004).   

It is also important to examine the effects of parent absence on academic 

outcomes in the context of other factors known to affect the achievement of Spanish-

speaking immigrant students.   Battle (2002), for example, found that economic 

deprivation was more important for academic achievement in Latino immigrant students 

than family configuration.  Battle reported that educational attainment was related to 

family status (e.g., single-parent, two-parent home) when students were two years out of 
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high school but that economic hardship was more predictive than family configuration 

during high school and after.    

Summary and Rationale for the Current Study 

Despite the value of the research summarized above, our understanding of the 

factors that can impede or promote the academic achievement and educational 

expectations of Spanish-speaking immigrant students in the United States has been 

constrained by the limitations of many previous studies.  Previous research has indicated 

that Latino immigrant students are at risk for low academic achievement and reduced 

educational expectations (Hernandez, 2004; National Center for Educational Statistics, 

2006).  Previous research has also reported a number of factors that are influential with 

respect to the academic achievement of Latino immigrant students.  These factors include 

gender of the child, language barriers, an unsupportive school environment, economic 

deprivation, limited parental school involvement, and residing in a single-parent home 

(Amato & Sobolewski, 2001; Barnard, 2004; Genesse & Gandara, 1999; Hernandez; 

Kuperminc et. al, 2007; Lamb, 1999; Martinez et al., 2004; Rivas-Drake & Mooney, 

2008).   

Thus, parental absence has been found to relate to low academic achievement and 

expectations, but little is known about how the various reasons for parental absence affect 

academic achievement in Spanish-speaking immigrant children.  Parental absence in 

immigrant families may be caused for a variety of reasons.  Immigrant children may 

experience parental absence for reasons different from native-born children, such as the 

serial migration of family members (Rousseau et al., 2004), or for reasons shared by 

nonimmigrant children, such as parental separation or divorce (Mullett & Stolberg, 
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2002), and parental death.  Parent absence that results from the immigration process may 

be viewed quite differently by the children involved than parent absence due to parental 

separation or divorce and parental death.  Previous research has not been specific as to 

how different reasons for parent absence are viewed by children and how they might 

affect the academic achievement and life-course of the children with this experience.        

Also, the paths through which parental absence affects academic achievement for 

immigrant students have not been specified, although parental absence in general has 

been associated with a number of factors related to low academic achievement and 

reduced educational aspirations.  For instance, father-absence has been found to be 

related to a reduction in socioeconomic status (Heard, 2007), an unsupportive school 

environment (Glenn & Kramer, 1987; Valencia, 2000), and a reduction in parental school 

involvement (McLanahan & Carlson, 2002), all of which are correlated with poor 

academic achievement.  The factors associated with the academic achievement of Latino 

immigrant students in particular (e.g., supportive school environment, economic 

hardship, parental school involvement) are also related to parental absence.   

 To address some of the limitations of previous research, the current study 

examined the relation between parental absence and the academic achievement and 

educational expectations of children from immigrant households while controlling for 

such factors as (a) child’s age, (b) gender of the child, and (c) proficiency with the 

English language.  Achievement outcomes are known to vary by student age, so it is 

necessary to control for age when predicting achievement.  Age of the child may also 

interact with parental absence, as younger children may be more affected by separation 
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than older children or vice versa (Amato, 1996; McCabe, 1997; McLanahan & Bumpass, 

1988; McLanahan & Teitler; Sprague & Kinney, 1997).   

 Also, boys generally have more academic problems than girls (Portes & Rumbaut, 

2001; Suarez-Orozco & Qin-Hilliard 2004; Suarez-Orozco et al., 2009; Suarez-Orozco et 

al., 2008).  Immigrant girls typically perform better than boys (Feliciano and Rumbaut, 

2005).  Boys tend to view the school environment as less supportive and have lower 

expectations than girls (Way, 2004).  Girls are also more likely to go to college than boys 

(Feliciano and Rumbaut, 2005).  Thus, it is also necessary to control for child gender in 

predicting achievement.  Child gender may also interact with parental absence and with 

the gender of the absent parent, as boys and girls may respond differently to separation 

and to the absence of mother or father.  Father absence has been linked to low 

achievement, particularly for boys (Coney & Mackey, 1998; McLanahan & Teitler, 

1999).   

 English language proficiency is also known to affect academic outcomes for 

immigrant students (Genesee & Gandara, 1999; Hernandez, 2004; Munoz-Sandoval, 

Cummins, Alvarado, & Ruef, 1998).  Thus, it is necessary to control for language 

proficiency in predicting achievement as well. 

Parental absence was examined more extensively to determine how the following 

variables predicted the academic achievement and educational expectations of the 

immigrant children involved: (a) reason for parental absence, (b) gender of absent parent, 

and (c) length of parental absence.  Also, potential mediators of the influence of parental 

absence on academic achievement and educational expectations were examined.  The 

following variables were examined as mediating factors: (a) parental school involvement, 
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(b) family economic hardship, and (c) students’ perceived school support.  Thus, parental 

absence was expected to be associated with greater economic hardship, lower parental 

involvement, and a less supportive school environment.  Academic achievement 

indicators included teacher rated adaptation and competence, along with grade point 

average (GPA) and conduct and effort scores obtained from centralized student records.  

Student records also supplied information regarding student’s grade level, gender, and 

English-language proficiency scores, which were control factors in the study.  In addition 

to academic achievement indices, the following educational expectations were examined 

as outcome variables: (a) anticipated high school graduation, (b) anticipated college 

attendance, and (c) anticipated career choice.   

 Participants in the current study included 268 Spanish-speaking immigrant 

students (105 Cuban, 77 Columbian, 86 Argentinean) with varying experiences of 

parental absence, in terms of length of absence, gender of absent parent, and reasons for 

absence (immigration, separation/divorce, parental death).  Participants were interviewed 

at school in three consecutive years as part of a larger study of immigrant student 

adaptation.  Parents completed surveys at home that included data on parental absence.  

Data for the present study were drawn primarily from the third year interviews and parent 

surveys, as that is when detailed information regarding parent absence was gathered.   

The following research questions were addressed: 

Research Question 1: Are there significant differences in Spanish-speaking 

immigrant students from parent absent versus dual-parent homes in terms of educational 

expectations and academic achievement?   
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Children in two-parent homes generally have higher educational achievement 

than those from single parent homes.  However, this conclusion is based largely on data 

from divorced or unwed populations (Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Coley, 1998; 

Hernandez, 2004; Lamb, 1999; McLanahan & Teitler, 1999).  The first research question 

addressed whether the same was true for Spanish-speaking immigrant students in the 

current study.  It was hypothesized that participants from parent absent homes would 

demonstrate poorer academic achievement and lower educational expectations than 

students from dual-parent homes. 

 Research Question 2: How do various experiences of parental absence, including 

reason for absence (immigration, separation/divorce, parental death), gender of absent 

parent, and length of absence affect academic expectations and achievement?    

 In terms of reason for parental absence, parental divorce and the death of a parent 

have been linked to negative academic outcomes (Astone & McLanahan, 1991; 

Abdelnoor & Hollins, 2004a; Coley, 1998; Dowdney, 2000; Grollman, 1967; Hernandez, 

2004; Lamb, 1999; Van Eerdewegh, Bieri, Parilla & Clayton, 1982).  Serial migration of 

families is a primary reason for parental absence in immigrant students (Gaytan et al., 

2007; Rousseau et al., 2004; Suarez-Orozco et al., 2002) and has not been studied in 

relation to educational outcomes.  Father absence has been linked to academic problems 

(Lamb, 1999; McLanahan & Teitler, 1999; Rumbaut, 1994) but mother absence has 

rarely been addressed.  In a study that examined the effects of both father and mother 

absence, father absence increased the risk of school disciplinary problems, while mother 

absence reduced college expectations (Heard, 2007).  In addition, previous research has 

been limited on the effects of length of parental absence, but longer absences may be 
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more detrimental to academic outcomes.  In essence, the length of parental absence is 

related to the child’s age at the time of separation.  It was hypothesized that each of these 

factors would have some relation to academic achievement and educational expectations. 

Research Question 3:  To what extent does parental absence relate to academic 

expectations and achievement through potential mediating factors, including economic 

hardship, school support, and parental involvement?    

Immigrant students often experience economic hardship and the experience of 

parental absence may increase this risk.  Economic hardship may be linked directly to 

student achievement or indirectly through its relation to school context and parental 

school involvement (Suarez-Orozco & Carhill, 2008; Martinez et al., 2004; Valencia, 

2000).  Schools serving low-income, minority, and immigrant students do not generally 

produce a supportive school environment, harming the potential for academic 

achievement (Valencia, 2000).  Latino immigrant students may be more influenced by 

their school environment than other students (Han, 2008).   Parental absence may be 

linked to lower school support directly or indirectly through increased economic hardship 

(Waters, 1997).  Parental involvement is a good predictor of children’s academic 

achievement and educational expectations during the school years.  Parental absence may 

be linked to lower achievement and expectations through reduced parental involvement.  

It was hypothesized that the influence of parental absence on academic achievement and 

educational expectations would be mediated by (a) parental school involvement, (b) 

economic hardship, and (c) school support.  The proposed model of effects can be found 

in Figure 1. 
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Chapter II 

Methods 

Participants 

 Archival data were used for analyses in the current study.  Data came from a 

three-year longitudinal study focused on the school adaptation of newly-immigrant 

elementary, middle, and high-school students.  Participants were drawn from over 100 

different public schools in Miami-Dade County.  The subset of participants assessed 

included 268 Spanish-speaking immigrant students from Cuba (n = 105), Columbia (n = 

77), and Argentina (n = 86) for whom complete data were available in the third year of 

the project, when parents were queried about their children’s experiences with parental 

absence.  These students represented the largest Latino groups migrating to South Florida 

at the time of the study.  They were selected randomly from a list of all students from 

these countries who were entering the school system in the 3rd, 6th, or 9th grades in the 

first year of the project.  They had been in the U.S. for less than one year. 

Ninety one participants (34%) were in elementary school, 99 (37%) were in 

middle school, and 78 (29%) were in high school in the first year of the project.  Fifty-

one percent (n = 137) of participants were male and 49% (n = 131) were female.  The 

majority of participants (72%, n = 193) had experienced some form of parental absence.  

Thirty eight percent (n = 101) experienced parental absence that resulted from serial 

migration to the United States.  Another 7% (n = 19) experienced parental absence 

because of the divorce of their parents.  Twenty-three percent (n = 62) experienced 

parental absence because of both serial migration and parental divorce.  Another 6% (n = 

16) experienced parental absence following the death of a parent.  The majority of 
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participants who experienced parental absence, experienced the absence of their father 

(44%, n = 117).  Eleven participants (4%) experienced the absence of their mother and 

10% (n = 26) experienced the absence of both of their parents at some point.  Fifty-one 

percent (n = 99) experienced prolonged parental absence (> 1 year) and 37% (n = 71) 

experienced limited parental absence (< 1 year).   

Measures 

Student and parent surveys were completed in each year of the project.  Measures 

were translated by project personnel fluent in the language and dialects of the 

participants.  In consultation with the project directors, at least two staff members 

translated and back-translated each measure to make sure that the measures held their 

meaning across languages.  Needed adjustments were made to maintain uniformity and to 

ensure that items were culturally appropriate across interviews of students from different 

countries.  The following measures contained in the data set were used in analyses.   

Control Variables.  Initial grade level of student (3, 6, 9), gender of student, and 

proficiency with the English language (1 = no English, 5 = fluent) were obtained from 

public school records.  These variables were used as controls to assess the relation of 

parental absence to achievement and expectations independently of these factors.  Grade 

level and student gender were also used in interactions terms with the parent absence 

variables to determine whether the effects of parental absence varied by age or gender. 

 Experience with Parental Absence.  Parental absence was calculated based on 

answers to questions that assessed (a) parents marital status (asked of parents at time 1, 

time 2, and time 3) (i.e., married, separated, divorced, widowed, living in marriage-like 

relationship, never married), (b) serial migration (asked of students at time 1) (i.e., child 
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came to the United States alone, child came to the United States with others, who came 

before the child, who came with the child), and (c) parents location in relation to the child 

(asked of students at time 1, time 2, time 3) (i.e., in house with child, some other place in 

the United States, in home country).  From these questions gender of the absent parent, 

length of absence, and reason for absence were identified.    

 School Support.  A nine-item scale of students’ perceived school support from the 

Year 2 student survey, adapted from a scale used by Suarez-Orozco and Suarez-Orozco 

for a comparable study of recent immigrants (in progress), was used to index the level of 

perceived school support.  Example items are “Do you feel there is at least one adult in 

school you can always count on?” and “Do you feel that school is a lonely place where 

no one cares about you?”  Responses were dichotomous (1= Yes, 2 = No) and negative 

items were reverse coded.  The sum of the items in this scale was used in analyses.  Thus, 

higher scores indicate better school support.  Alpha reliability for the school support 

measure was .65.    

 Economic Hardship.  Economic hardship was assessed with a single question, 

asked of parents three different times (time 1, time 2, time 3): “How often does your 

family have problems paying for things that the family really needs, like food, clothing, 

or rent?”  Responses range from 1 (never) to 5 (almost always).  Answers to these three 

questions were averaged to develop a mean economic hardship indicator.  The overall 

economic hardship variable was used in analyses.   

  Parental School Involvement.  Three questions asked of parents’ were used to 

assess parents’ level of school involvement.  These include (1) “How often have you 

attended activities at your child’s school in the past year, such as parent meetings, athletic 
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activities, awards ceremonies, performances, cultural events, or other school programs,” 

with responses ranging from 1 (almost always) to 5 (never), (2) “How often do you check 

on whether your child has done his/her homework,” and (3) “How often do you help your 

child with his/her homework,” with responses ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (almost 

always).  Responses for question 1 were reversed scored.  Scores were then averaged to 

derive an overall mean score for parental school involvement that was used in analyses.  

Alpha reliability for parental school involvement was .67. 

     Student Expectations. Student educational expectations were measured with three 

items assessing students’ expectations that they will graduate from high school, attend 

college, and achieve their career goals.  Specifically these items asked, “How sure are 

you that you will graduate from high school,” “How sure are you that you will go to 

college,” and “How sure are you that you will have the job that you want?”  Responses 

range from 1 (not at all sure) to 4 (extremely sure).  These responses were averaged to 

derive an overall mean educational expectations score.  The overall score was used in 

analyses.  Alpha reliability for student expectations was .79.   

 Academic Achievement.  Academic achievement indicators included grade point 

average and conduct and effort scores obtained from centralized student records.  Grade 

point average was calculated by averaging end-of-year reading and math grades, which 

were assigned numeric equivalents (4 = A; 0 = F).  Teacher rated adaptation and 

competence scores were also used as a measure of academic achievement.  To measure 

school adaptation, teachers were asked to rate their students on 14- item scale developed 

by Alexander, Entwistle, and Dauber (1993).  The scale included items assessing the 

extent to which observed behaviors described the child, such as (1) happy mood, (2) 
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timid, afraid, (3) creative, (4) keeps to self, and (5) enthusiastic.  Response options 

ranged from 1 = exactly like this child to 6 = not at all like this child.  Teachers also 

completed four items comparing their students to typical pupils of the same age from the 

Teacher Report Form of the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL) (Edelbrock & Achenbach, 

1984) to assess student competence.  Items included (1) “How hard is he/she working,” 

(2) How appropriately is he/she behaving,” (3) “How much is he/she learning,” and (4) 

How happy is he/she?”  Response options ranged from 1 = much less to 7 = much more.  

The Year 3 achievement measures were transformed to z scores and then averaged to 

create a mean score for overall academic achievement.  The overall academic 

achievement score was used in analyses.  Alpha reliability for academic achievement was 

.88.      

Procedure 

Potential participants were contacted and screened for eligibility (residing less 

than a year in the U. S.) by an interviewer fluent in Spanish.  Eligible participants were 

given information concerning the study, along with parent permission and child assent 

forms.  If the student returned signed consent and assent forms to the interviewer at a 

scheduled appointment time, the student was interviewed individually in a quiet school 

location.  Participants were re-interviewed one and two years later.   The mean interview 

time was approximately 45 minutes for each session. Children took surveys home for 

parents to complete and return by mail.  Follow-up telephone calls were made to parents 

for surveys that were not returned and parents were given the option of answering by 

phone.  Very few parents (15 or fewer in each year) answered by phone.  Children were 
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given small prizes for participating and parents were given supermarket gift certificates 

for completing parent surveys. 

Analyses 

 Preliminary analyses were conducted to assess the reliability, distributional 

characteristics, and intercorrelations of measures.  The main analyses conducted relative 

to each research question are described below. 

 Research Question 1: Parental Absence and Achievement.   A multivariate 

analysis of variance (MANOVA) was first conducted to determine if there was a 

significant difference in the academic achievement and educational expectations of 

immigrant students from parent absent versus dual-parent households.    

Research Question 2: Reasons for Parental Absence and Achievement.  The 

extent to which various experiences of parental absence, including reason for absence 

(immigration, separation/divorce, parental death), gender of absent parent, and length of 

absence affect academic achievement and educational expectations was assessed in a 

hierarchical regression model.   

Research Question 3:  Paths through which Parental Absence Relates to 

Achievement Outcomes.  The extent to which parental absence relates to academic 

expectations and achievement through potential mediating factors, including economic 

deprivation, school support, and parental school involvement was assessed with structural 

equation modeling (SEM).    

Data Preparation Strategies 

Missing Data.  Missing data were minimal (< 10%) for most variables and were 

estimated using the Full Information Maximum Likelihood (FIML) method.  For those 
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variables containing missing values, a multiple imputation approach was used with five 

imputation data sets.  The imputations were performed with the computer program 

Amelia (King, Honaker, Joseph, & Scheve, 2001).  The imputed data set was then used in 

analyses. 

Non-normality and Outliers.  Prior to all major analyses, data were analyzed for 

outliers and non-normality. Multivariate normality was evaluated using Mardia’s test for 

multivariate normality. In addition, univariate indices of skewness and kurtosis were 

examined to determine if the absolute value of any of these indices was greater than 2.0.  

In the current study, non-normality was found to be a problem.  For instance, the kurtosis 

value for school support was 3.93, greater than the 2.0 requirement.  Therefore, in the 

structural equation analysis, bootstrapping with 2000 iterations was utilized to remedy 

this issue.   

Statistical Power and Sample Size Considerations.  In general, the outcome 

variables were continuous in nature and could be evaluated using means.  For a two 

group comparison of independent means, the necessary sample size to detect a mean 

difference corresponding to a medium effect size (d = 0.50) as defined by Cohen (1988), 

with a two tailed alpha level of 0.05, and statistical power of 0.80 is 65 per group.  The 

final sample size was over 65 per group for the main parent absent verses not absent 

groups (75 and 193).  Therefore, the study was adequately powered for single degree of 

freedom mean contrasts.  

To determine an appropriate sample size, structural equation modeling requires 

that in addition to statistical power, issues of the stability of the covariance matrix and the 

use of asymptotic theory be taken into account.  In terms of power, it is difficult to 
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evaluate the power associated with specific path coefficients in complex SEM models 

because of the large number of assumptions about population parameters that must be 

made.  A rough approximation of power can be obtained by using a limited information 

approach with variables of the path models implied by the proposed model.  This permits 

the use of traditional power analysis software to gain a sense of sample size demands 

(Jaccard & Wan, 1996).  For example, for a multiple regression analysis with 7 predictors 

where the squared multiple correlation is 0.25 and where one wants to detect a predictor 

that accounts for at least 5% unique variance in the outcome, the required sample size to 

achieve power of 0.80 is approximately 175.  The projected final sample size of 

approximately 268 produced adequate statistical power. 
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Chapter III 

Results 

 The analyses reported in this section were conducted to answer the three research 

questions posed in the introduction.  The results related to each question are described in 

the following sections.  Descriptive statistics for the sample for all measures used in the 

analyses can be found in Table 1.            

Research Question 1: Parental Absence, Academic Achievement, and Educational 

Expectations 

A multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted to determine 

what, if any, significant differences existed for academic achievement and educational 

expectations when students experienced parental absence.  The overall MANOVA was 

marginally significant for the experience of parental absence, F (2, 265) = 2.87, p = .06.  

Univariate tests revealed a significant effect of parental absence for educational 

expectations, F (1, 266) = 5.64, p < .02, but not for academic achievement, F (1, 266) = 

1.16, p < .30.  For educational expectations, students who experienced parental absence 

reported lower expectations (M = 3.16, SD = .66) than students who did not experience 

the absence of a parent (M = 3.36, SD = .60).  For academic achievement, while not 

statistically significant, students who experienced parental absence had lower 

achievement (M = .10, SD = .74) than those who did not experience parental absence (M 

= .22, SD = .88).   
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Research Question 2: Predicting Academic Achievement and Educational Expectations 

Intercorrelations of Study Variable 

 Intercorrelations of the study variables are presented in Table 2.  There were some 

significant correlations of the control variables of grade level, gender, and English language 

proficiency of child with academic achievement and educational expectations.  Females had 

higher academic achievement than males and those more proficient with the English language 

had higher academic achievement and educational expectations.   

Reason for parental absence variables demonstrated intercorrelations among 

factors related to parental absence and academic achievement.  It was unlikely for 

participants to experience both parental divorce as well as serial migration, even though 

there were participants who experienced both as dual causes for parental absence.  Those 

who experienced parental divorce and those who experienced serial migration were more 

likely to experience the absence of their father.  Those who experienced parental divorce 

were more likely to experience prolonged parental absence.  Those who experienced the 

death of a parent were less likely to experience serial migration as well.  However, there 

were some participants who experienced parental absence for all three reasons.  Those 

who experienced the death of a parent were more likely to experience the absence of both 

parents and to encounter prolonged absence.  The experience of parental death was also 

negatively related to academic achievement, with students who experienced parental 

death having lower achievement than those who did not experience the death of a parent.  

Parental divorce and serial migration as dual causes of parental absence intercorrelated 

with the absence of the father as well as the absence of both parents and prolonged 

parental absence. 
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 Factors related to parental absence were also correlated with coexisting factors 

related to the parental absence experience and academic achievement and educational 

expectations.  Prolonged parental absence was more likely to occur with the absence of 

the father as well as the absence of both parents.  Prolonged parental absence was also 

linked to reduced academic achievement and lower educational expectations.  Maternal 

absence was negatively correlated with paternal absence and paternal absence was 

negatively correlated with the absence of both parents.  The absence of both parents was 

linked to lower academic achievement. 

 Results also indicated that the outcome measures were intercorrelated.  

Educational expectations were found to be positively correlated with academic 

achievement in that those who had higher expectations also performed better in school. 

Predictors of Academic Achievement and Educational Expectations. Hierarchical 

multiple-regression analyses were conducted for academic achievement and educational 

expectations.  Hierarchical regression adds predictors to the regression model in blocks, 

or stages.  The control variables of gender of the child, grade level of the child, and 

English language proficiency were entered into the first block of the model.  Reason for 

parental absence (i.e., serial migration, parental divorce, both serial migration and 

parental divorce, parental death) was entered into the second block.  Reason for absence 

was dummy coded as three variables (1 = serial migration, 0 = no serial migration; 1 = 

divorce, 0 = no divorce, 1 = parental death, 0 = no parental death).  The third block 

added the length of parental absence variable.  Dummy-coded gender of the absent parent 

variables (i.e., mom, dad, both parents) were entered into the fourth block of the model.  

The fifth and last block of the model entered interaction terms of interest into the model 
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(i.e., grade X reason of absence, grade X parent gender, child’s gender X reason for 

absence, child’s gender X parent gender).  Both academic achievement and educational 

expectations were tested with the same regression model.  Results for the hierarchical 

regression models for academic achievement are reported in Table 3 and for educational 

expectations in Table 4.   

 For academic achievement, gender and language proficiency were significant 

predictors.  Girls performed better than boys and students more proficient with the 

English language performed better than those struggling with language communication.  

The experience of parental absence because of parental death was also significant for 

academic achievement, with those having this experience having lower academic 

achievement than those who did not experience the death of a parent.  The length of 

parental absence was marginally significant for academic achievement, with students 

having prolonged experience with parental absence performing worse than students who 

did not experience parental absence for long periods of time.  The absence of both parents 

was also marginally significant for academic achievement, with students experiencing the 

absence of both parents performing worse than students who did not experience the 

absence of both their mother and father.  Results indicated an interaction effect of gender 

and parental absence associated with serial migration for academic achievement.  Follow 

up regression analyses indicated that boys who experienced parental absence that resulted 

from serial migration performed worse academically than boys who did not have this 

experience (b = -.21, p < .05), whereas there was no significant effect of serial migration 

for girls (b = .11, p > .05). 
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 For educational expectations, language proficiency was marginally significant, 

with students more proficient with the English language having higher expectations than 

those who were not as proficient with the English language.  Parental absence resulting 

from serial migration was also significant for educational expectations, with students 

experiencing parental absence resulting from serial migration having lower educational 

expectations than students who did not experience parental absence because of the 

migratory process.  Results were similar for students who experienced parental death; 

those who experienced parental death reported lower educational expectations than 

students who did not experience the death of a parent.  Results indicated an interaction 

effect of grade level and parental absence related to serial migration for educational 

expectations.  Follow up regression analyses indicated that elementary school students (b 

= -.51, p < .01) and middle school students (b = -.35, p < .05), but not high school 

students (b = .22, p > .05), who experienced parental absence that resulted from serial 

migration reported lower educational expectations than students who did not experience 

parental absence as a result of serial migration.  

Research Question 3: Paths through which Parental Absence Relates to Achievement and 

Expectations 

 The extent to which parental absence relates to academic achievement and 

educational expectations through potential mediating factors, including economic 

deprivation, school support, and parental school involvement was assessed with structural 

equation modeling (SEM).  Structural equation modeling was used to test the proposed 

causal model (Figure 1).   
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Structural Equation Modeling.  The SEM framework represents the integration of 

the factor analytic model (i.e. measurement model) and path analytic model.  Structural 

equation modeling takes a confirmatory approach in specifying that causal processes can 

be represented by a series of regression equations and tested for fit to the observed data 

(Byrne, 2001).  It utilizes a full information estimation approach in which the path 

coefficients in all equations in the model are estimated simultaneously and tested for 

statistical significance (Jaccard, 2010).  Global model fit is evaluated independently of 

the significance tests of the path coefficients.  Thus, pairing SEM with the examination of 

the academic achievement and educational expectations of immigrant students from 

Spanish-speaking countries as a function of parental absence offers a plausible method 

for representing and evaluating the causal processes underlying academic achievement 

and expectations by allowing (1) evaluation of the degree to which the proposed model 

fits the data at the global level and (2) examination of the specific hypothesized mediated 

relationships. 

Following the recommendations of Bollen and Long (1993), a variety of global fit 

indices were used to assess model fit.  These include indices of absolute fit, indices of 

relative fit and indices of fit with a penalty function for lack of parsimony.  First, the chi-

square and its probability value (p-value) were examined.  The higher the p-value is, the 

closer the fit between the hypothesized model and model fit (Byrne, 2001), with a target 

p-value of greater than .05.  The comparative fit index (CFI) is an index of fit based on 

the comparison of the hypothesized model with the independence model.  A CFI value of 

greater than .95 indicates model fit.  The root mean square error of approximation 

(RMSEA) accounts for the error of approximation in the population.  An RMSEA of less 
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than .08 indicates model fit.  The standardized root mean square residual (standardized 

RMR) is the average value of standardized residuals derived from fitting the variance-

covariance matrix of the hypothesized model to that of the sample data (Byrne, 2001).  A 

standardized RMR of .05 or less indicates model fit. 

In addition to the global fit indices, more focused tests of fit were pursued.  These 

include the examination of the standardized residual covariances, which should be 

between -2.00 and 2.00, and modification indices, which should be less than 4.00.  

Model Evaluation for the Current Study. Model fit was evaluated using AMOS 

17.0 software.  The proposed model was a good fitting model for the current data set.  To 

ease the presentation and evaluation of the model examined in the current study, results 

are given in the order that they are presented in the AMOS output. 

Model Summary.  Consistent with the path diagram presented in Figure 1, overall 

academic achievement and average educational expectations served as observed variables 

and operated as dependent variables.  All other factors and error terms are independent 

variables in the model. 

Identification of the Model.  The model had 9 observed variables.  Exogenous 

variables were the control variables (child gender, grade level, English language 

proficiency) and the parental absence variable (1 = absent, 0 = not absent).  Variables 

specified as mediators were parental school involvement, economic hardship, and 

perceived school support.  The achievement and expectations variables were specified as 

outcomes with a direct path from educational expectations to academic achievement.   

There were a total of 45 distinct sample moments with 42 parameters needing to be 

estimated.  The model was an over-identified model with 3 degrees of freedom (i.e., 45-
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42).  At a conceptual level, an over-identified model is one where the number of 

parameters to be estimated is less than the number of data points or degrees of freedom 

available, including the variances and covariances of the observed variables.  Over-

identified models have positive degrees of freedom, which allow researchers to evaluate 

and to reject null hypotheses, if fitting.           

Recursive Model.  The model was listed by AMOS as being recursive.  A 

recursive model is one in which no variable has an (indirect) effect on itself.  That is, in 

the path diagram of the model, it is not possible to start at some variable and, by 

following a path of single-headed arrows, return to the original variable.   

Assessment of Normality.  Structural equation modeling requires data used in 

analyses to: (a) be measured on a continuous scale, and (b) have a multivariate normal 

distribution (Byrne, 2001).  It has been demonstrated that when data are not normally 

distributed, Chi-square values increase and standard errors are underestimated (Byrne, 

2001), which may result in statistically significant estimated indices that are not actually 

significant.  The distribution of data was assessed by procedures in AMOS based on 

Mardia’s test of normalcy.  Table 6 summarizes the results of Mardia’s test of normality.  

The first row of table 6 shows that the lowest value for the grade level variable was 1.00 

and the highest value was 3.00.  Skewness for this variable was .09.  The critical ratio, 

.58, is the sample skewness divided by its standard error and it had a sample kurtosis of -

1.40 and a critical ratio of -4.69.   The multivariate kurtosis value of 3.04 is Mardia’s 

coefficient.  Any kurtosis or skewness coefficient for an individual variable beyond +/-

2.00 indicates non-normality.  Therefore, as the kurtosis value of school support is 3.93, 
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beyond the +/-2.00 range, there is sufficient evidence that indicates a non-normal 

distribution for the data in the current study.   

 Mahalanobis d-squared values were also evaluated to identify individual data 

observations deviating farthest from the center of their distributions.  Table 7 lists the top 

10 observations in descending order of their Mahalanobis d-squared values.  Observation 

number 59 is the observation farthest from the centroid with a Mahalanbois d-squared 

value of 33.19; its p1 value (.00) and p2 value (.03) in the adjacent columns indicate the 

probability that the d-squared value for any individual case would exceed the value of 

33.19 is between < .00 and < .03.  As confirmed by Byrne (2001), while small numbers 

in the p1 column are to be expected, similarly small numbers in the p2 column would 

indicate that significant deviations from the central distribution were present.  This was 

the case in the current study.  Examination of Mahalanobis d-squared values, then, 

confirmed the non-normal distribution of the data in the current study.   

 As with the results of Mardia’s test of normality, significant non-normality 

indices were identified in this analysis.  Procedures designed to address non-normality 

issues were implemented following the conclusion that the data for the current model 

were non-normally distributed.  Boot-strapping was implemented with 2000 iterations to 

obtain accurate indices of total effects in the current analyses.    

Notes for the Model and Model Fit Statistics.  The following section in the output 

from AMOS informed the investigator that the minimum convergence was achieved, 

indicating that the estimation process yielded an admissible solution.  This section of the 

output also listed the Chi-Square value (3.53), along with the degrees of freedom (3) and 

the probability value (.32) for the statistic.   
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 The null hypothesis postulated that the specification of the model was valid and 

the Chi-Square test evaluated the likelihood that this statement was true.  The p value 

associated with the Chi-Square statistic represented the likelihood of obtaining a Chi-

Square value based on observed data that exceeds the Chi-Square value when the null 

hypothesis is true.  Therefore, higher p values associated with the Chi-Square statistic 

indicated closer fit between the hypothesized model and the observed data (Bollen, 

1989).  In the current study, a Chi-Square value of 3.53 with a p value of .32 represented 

a good fit to the observed data.  An examination of other indices of model fit also reflects 

that the hypothesized model was well represented by the sample data.  Specifically, the 

CFI value of 1.00, RMSEA value of .03, and PCLOSE value of .57 were also indicative 

of a good model fit.  These indicators of model fit also indicate goodness-of-fit between 

the hypothesized model and sample data.  Inspection of the residuals and modification 

indices revealed no significant points of ill-fit in the model.   

 Standardized and Unstandardized Path Coefficients.  Table 7 gives the 95% 

confidence intervals for each unstandardized path coefficient.  Table 8 gives the 

standardized path coefficients for the model.  Figure 2 is a simplified model highlighting 

the significant paths from the experience of parental absence to academic achievement 

and educational expectations and includes parameter estimates for the structural 

coefficients in the model.  Standardized coefficients appear on each path, with 

unstandardized coefficients in parentheses.   

The model indicates an impact of the experience of parental absence on academic 

achievement via economic hardship.  It also shows an impact of the experience of 

parental absence on educational expectations via economic hardship and level of 
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perceived school support, as well as a direct impact of parental absence on educational 

expectations.  The model also suggests an influence of educational expectations on 

academic achievement.  In addition, as can be seen in tables 7 and 8, the model 

documents separate significant influences of gender of the child, grade level of the child, 

language proficiency, and school support on participants’ academic achievement and 

educational expectations.   

Thus, for children experiencing parental absence, economic hardship increased by 

.10 units (p < .09).  As economic hardship increased, academic achievement decreased by 

.10 units (p < .06).  Also, as economic hardship increased, perceived school support 

decreased by .10 units (p < .09).  With the increase of perceived school support, 

educational expectations increased by .24 units (p < 001).  In addition, for children 

experiencing parental absence, educational expectations decreased by .13 units (p < .03).  

Furthermore, as educational expectations of students increased, academic achievement 

increased by .24 units (p < .001). 

There were significant direct influences of child’s gender on academic 

achievement, in that for males, academic achievement decreased by .28 units (p < .001).  

Also, child’s gender was found to influence academic achievement via economic 

hardship.  For males, economic hardship decreased by .13 units (p < .03) and as 

economic hardship increased, academic achievement decreased by .10 units (p < .06).  

Child gender also impacted educational expectations via perceived school support.  For 

males, perceived school support decreased by .12 units (p < .05) and as school support 

increased, educational expectations increased by .24 units (p < .001).      
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The current study also found mediated relationships between grade level of the 

child and educational expectations.  Grade level was found to influence educational 

expectations via parental school involvement.  As students progressed through school, the 

level of parental school involvement decreased by .37 units (p < .001).  With the increase 

of parental school involvement, educational expectations increased by .16 units (p < .01). 

The current study also found direct and mediated relationships between language 

proficiency and academic achievement and educational expectations.  Language 

proficiency was found to directly influence academic achievement and educational 

expectations.  Students more proficient in the English language performed better 

academically and had higher expectations for their education.  As language proficiency 

increased, academic achievement increased by .35 units (p < .001) and educational 

expectations increased by .11 units (p < .05).  There were also paths in the model that 

were not statistically significant, meaning that the predictor variable did not account for a 

significant amount of variance in the outcome variable.  For instance, while it was 

hypothesized that there would be a direct effect of the experience with parental absence 

on academic achievement, this path in the model was not significant (p = .85).  Also, the 

paths that hypothesized an effect of the experience of parental absence on school support 

(p = .86) and level of parental school involvement (p = .27) were not significant.  This 

means that the experience of parental absence did not account for a significant amount of 

variance in school support or level of parental school involvement, and influenced 

academic achievement only indirectly through economic hardship.   

Some of the hypothesized mediators in the current study were also not significant.  

For instance, level of parental school involvement did not have a significant impact on 
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academic achievement (p = .72).  Also, the model found no significant impact of 

economic hardship on parental school involvement (p = .82) or educational expectations 

(p = .48).  In addition, school support did not have a significant impact on academic 

achievement (p = .94).   

Total Effects.  Of particular interest in the current study were the total (direct and 

indirect) effects of the experience of parental absence on the academic achievement and 

educational expectations of students.  While the total effect of the experience of parental 

absence on academic achievement was not significant (p > .05), it was significant for 

educational expectations (p < .05).  The total effect of parental absence on educational 

expectations was -.37, meaning that including both direct (unmediated) and indirect 

(mediated) effects of parental absence on educational expectations, when parental 

absence increased by one unit, educational expectations decreased by .37 units.   

There were also marginally significant total effects of the experience of parental 

absence on economic hardship (p < .09).  For those who experienced parental absence, 

economic hardship increased by .14.  In addition, total effects were found for language 

proficiency, gender, grade level, economic hardship, school support, and level of parental 

school involvement on academic achievement and educational expectations  Total effects 

can be found in Table 9.     



48 

 

Chapter IV 

Discussion 

 In the current study, the academic achievement and educational expectations of 

immigrant students who had experienced parental absence as a result of serial migration, 

parental divorce, or parental death were examined.  The aim of the study was to bridge 

the gap between two bodies of literature: (a) literature on the effects of parental absence 

on the academic achievement of children which has focused on parental separation due to 

parental divorce (Coley, 1998; Lamb, 1999; Gibson-Davis, 2008) and (b) literature on the 

academic achievement of immigrant children who often experience the absence of a 

parent as a consequence of the immigration process (Gaytan et al., 2007; Rousseau et al., 

2004).  Despite the value of these two bodies of research, our understanding of the factors 

that can impede or promote the academic achievement and educational expectations of 

immigrant students in the United States is constrained because the gap that exists has not 

been closed.   

The current study had a primary goal of capturing and investigating the effects of 

parental absence for immigrant students from Spanish-speaking countries, as Latino 

students are more likely than other immigrants to have poor academic achievement and to 

drop out of school with no college aspirations.  The study was also designed to specify 

the paths through which parental absence might affect academic achievement and 

educational expectations for immigrant students.  Three research questions were 

proposed: (1) Are there significant differences in immigrant students from parent absent 

versus dual-parent homes in terms of educational expectations and academic 

achievement; (2) How do various experiences of parental absence, including reason for 
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absence (immigration, separation/divorce, parental death), gender of absent parent, and 

length of absence affect academic expectations and achievement; and (3) To what extent 

does parental absence relate to academic expectations and achievement through potential 

mediating factors, including economic hardship, school support, and parental 

involvement?  The results pertaining to each of these questions are discussed in the 

following sections.      

Are there significant differences in immigrant students from parent absent versus dual-

parent homes in terms of educational expectations and academic achievement? 

 A multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) using parental absence as the 

independent variable and academic achievement and educational expectations as 

dependent variables was conducted to answer this question.  The answer appears to be a 

qualified yes because the overall result was marginally significant.  While previous 

research has found a relationship between parental absence and reduced academic 

achievement and lower educational expectations (Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Coley, 

1998; Hernandez, 2004; Lamb, 1999; Suarez-Orozco et al., 2009), the current study 

found a significant effect of parental absence for educational expectations but not 

academic achievement.  Students who experienced parental absence had lower 

educational expectations than students from dual-parent homes.  Although the same 

occurred for academic achievement, the results were not statistically significant.     

 Previous research that has been addressed to the academic achievement of Latino 

immigrant students has focused largely on immigrant students from Mexico residing in 

other parts of the United States, such as California and Texas (i.e., Suarez-Orozco & 

Carhill, 2008; Suarez-Orozco et al., 2009), while the current study examined immigrant 
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students from Cuba, Columbia, and Argentina.  The public education systems in these 

countries likely provide students with some educational backgrounds that help them to 

fare well after migrating to the United States.  That coupled with the highly developed 

ESOL classes in the Miami-Dade county school district could explain why results of the 

current study differ from those of previous research in terms of academic achievement.  

The lower expectations reported by participants in the current study may reflect the 

reality of barriers that immigrants face in obtaining higher education and employment, 

especially for undocumented immigrants.  The current study did not assess if participants 

were undocumented or legal residents.   

How do various experiences of parental absence affect academic expectations and 

achievement?    

 Hierarchical regression analyses were performed to examine how the reason for 

absence (immigration, separation/divorce, parental death), gender of absent parent (mom, 

dad, both), and length of absence affected academic achievement and educational 

expectations in immigrant students from these Spanish-speaking countries.  The model 

used gender of child, age of child, and language proficiency of child as control variables.   

 For academic achievement, gender of the child, language proficiency, parental 

death, length of parental absence, the absence of both parents, and the interaction of 

gender of child and parental absence associated with serial migration were significant.  In 

the current study, girls out performed boys, consistent with previous studies from both 

bodies of literature (Coney & Mackey; McLanahan & Teitler, 1999; Portes & Rumbaut, 

2001; Feliciano & Rumbaut, 2005; Suarez-Orozco, 2004).  Students in the current study 

who were not proficient with the English language performed worse than students who 
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had mastered academic English skills, a result consistent with prior research (Genesee & 

Gandara, 1999; Hernandez, 2004; Munoz-Sandoval, Cummins, Alvarado, & Ruef, 1998).  

 In the current study, parental absence caused by the death of a parent was 

significant for academic achievement in that students experiencing the death of a parent 

had lower academic achievement than those who did not lose a parent.  This is consistent 

with studies that have documented a negative association between parental death and 

academic outcomes (Abdelnoor & Hollins, 2004a; Abdelnoor & Hollins, 2004b; 

Dowdney, 2000; Grollman, 1967; Van Eerdewegh, Bieri, Parilla & Clayton, 1982).  

While there is minimal previous research regarding the effects of parental absence length 

on academic outcomes (e.g., Biller, 1970), the current study found that students who 

experienced prolonged periods of parental absence performed worse than students who 

did not experience prolonged parental absence.  In addition, findings from the current 

study demonstrated that the combination of mother and father absence increased the risk 

of academic failure in their students.  Previous research has found that father absence 

increases the chance of school disciplinary problems while mother absence reduces 

college expectations of children (Heard, 2007).  In the current study, the absence of both 

parents hindered academic achievement where there was no significant effect for 

educational expectations.  It may be that students who experienced prolonged parental 

absence and the absence of both of their parents were deprived of adult role models who 

could have invested resources that could help the child succeed (Heard, 2007; Valencia, 

2000).   

In addition, results also indicated an interaction effect of gender of child and 

parental absence resulting from serial migration, in that boys, but not girls, who 
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experienced serial migration and parental separation performed worse academically than 

their peers.  This finding is quite interesting in that the majority of research that has 

examined the effects of parental absence on academic outcomes has focused on parental 

divorce (e.g., Mullet & Stolberg, 2001) with little examination of the effects of serial 

migration.  Results of the current study demonstrate, however, that parental absence 

resulting from serial migration of immigrant students is an important factor in academic 

outcomes for boys.  It may be that, for boys, separation from parents in the course of 

migration is viewed negatively and as unnecessary, causing distress in the child that 

affects his academic performance.          

 For educational expectations, language proficiency, parental absence from serial 

migration, parental death, and an interaction of grade level and parental absence resulting 

from serial migration were significant.  As with academic achievement, students in the 

current study who were not proficient with the English language had lower educational 

expectations than those who were proficient.  Numerous researchers have concluded that 

language barriers can be detrimental to the academic success of immigrant students 

(Genesee & Gandara, 1999; Hernandez, 2004; Munoz-Sandoval, Cummins, Alvarado, & 

Ruef, 1998), impacting reading and writing abilities as well as achievement test scores 

(Suarez-Orozco & Carhill, 2008).  Suarez-Orozco and Carhill concluded that language 

barriers may also hinder access to college for immigrant students.  Findings from the 

current study expand this literature by demonstrating that language barriers impact 

student educational expectations regarding their future. 

 The finding that parental death impacts student educational expectations as well 

as academic achievement was not surprising.  Although studies on the impact of parental 
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death on student outcomes are limited, it has been documented that educational plans of 

children have been postponed or forgotten altogether after experiencing the death of a 

parent (Adolnoor & Hollins, 2004b).  Students who lost a parent had difficulty deciding 

on a career path and educational plans after such an experience in a prior study (Adolnoor 

& Hollins, 2004b). 

Students who experienced parental absence because of serial migration reported 

lower educational expectations than students who did not experience parental absence as 

a result of immigration to the United States.  The current study, therefore, also 

demonstrates that serial migration is an important factor for educational expectations of 

immigrant students as well.  The effects of serial migration on education expectations 

appear to vary based on the grade level of the student.  Students in elementary school and 

middle school, but not high school, who experienced parental absence because of serial 

migration had lower educational expectations than students who did not experience 

parental absence associated with the migratory process.   

Previous research has been inconsistent in regards to the impact of the child’s age 

on academic outcomes.  Some have speculated that parental absence occurring during 

childhood is more detrimental on academic outcomes than if it occurred during 

adolescence (Amato, 1996; McLanahan & Teitler, 1999), while others have speculated 

parental absence during adolescence to be more detrimental (McCabe, 1997; McLanahan 

& Bumpass, 1988; McLanahan & Teitler, 1999; Sprague & Kinney, 1997).  Results of 

the current study suggest that the association between age of the child and negative 

outcomes associated with parental absence interacts with other factors, such as serial 

migration.  It may be that older children and younger children view parental absence as a 
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result of migration differently.  Older children may see parental separation for this reason 

as a necessary step in the migratory process, viewing the absence as acceptable and 

temporary.  Younger children may not be able to grasp this understanding of the 

separation and may experience stress as a result of parental absence, causing students to 

exhibit minimal expectations for themselves.           

 To what extent does parental absence relate to academic expectations and achievement 

through potential mediating factors, including economic hardship, school support, and 

parental involvement?    

The extent to which parental absence relates to academic achievement and 

educational expectations through potential mediating factors, including economic 

deprivation, supportive school environment, and parental school involvement was 

assessed with structural equation modeling.  The model also used gender, grade level, and 

language proficiency of the child as control variables.  It was expected that parental 

absence would be associated with greater economic hardship, lower parental school 

involvement, and a less supportive school environment, which would mediate the 

relationship between parental absence and academic achievement and educational 

expectations.  Overall, the model was a good fit to the data used in the current study, 

meaning that it was able to explain part of the relationship between parental absence and 

the academic achievement and educational expectations of immigrant students from three 

Spanish-speaking countries.   

The model suggests an impact of the experience of parental absence on both 

academic achievement and educational expectations.  Parental absence adversely affected 

academic achievement via economic hardship.  The experience of parental absence was 
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associated with an increase in family economic hardship, which is consistent with 

previous research (Heard, 2007; McLanahan & Teitler, 1999).  Increased economic 

hardship, then, led to lower academic achievement in students.  Parental absence also 

impacted educational expectations via economic hardship as well as perceived school 

support.  Economic deprivation was found to lead to a reduction in school support.  This 

was not surprising as previous research has recognized that schools serving low-income, 

minority, and immigrant students tend to be at a disadvantage for academic success 

(Crosnoe, 2005; Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2001; Zhou, 1997).  Reduced school 

support resulted in decreased educational expectations, consistent with previous research 

that has found a direct link between school support and student achievement (Woolley, 

2007), especially that of immigrant students (Han, 2008).  The direct effect of parental 

absence on decreased educational expectations is also consistent with previous findings 

(Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Coley, 1998; Hernandez, 2004; Lamb, 1999; Suarez-

Orozco et al., 2009).  The expectations of students were associated with their actual 

achievement, in that higher expectations led to higher achievement.     

Significant relationships were also documented between gender, grade level, and 

language proficiency and academic achievement and educational expectations.  Girls 

performed better academically than boys, which is consistent with previous research 

examining academic outcomes among youth from single-parent homes (Coney & 

Mackey; McLanahan & Teitler, 1999) and immigrant students (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; 

Feliciano & Rumbaut, 2005; Suarez-Orozco 2004; Suarez-Orozco, Rhodes, & Milburn, 

2009; Suarez-Orozco et al., 2008).  Gender also influenced educational expectations via 

economic hardship and perceived school support.  Boys, in the current study, were more 
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likely to report economic hardship than girls.  Girls viewed their school environment as 

more supportive than boys, consistent with the findings of Way (2004).  Increased 

perceived school support led to an increase in educational expectations in girls.  Previous 

research has demonstrated how important a supportive school environment is for student 

success (Burchinal, Peisner-Feinberg, Pianta, & Howes, 2002; Crosnoe, 2005; Gayton, 

Carhill, & Suarez-Orozco, 2007; Han, 2008), especially that of Latino immigrant students 

(Han).  The current study expands these findings to include future educational 

expectations.   

Grade level influenced educational expectations through parental involvement in 

school activities.  More specifically, as students increased in grade level, the level of 

parental school involvement decreased.  Lower levels of parental school involvement 

were linked to decreased educational expectations.  For immigrant students, the level of 

parental school involvement declines as children get older, which is consistent with prior 

findings (Kuperminc et al., 2007).  Difficulties with the English language had a direct 

effect on the outcome measures.  As students were more proficient in English, both their 

academic achievement (i.e., Genesee & Gandara, 1999; Hernandez, 2004; Munoz-

Sandoval, Cummins, Alvarado, & Ruef, 1998) and educational expectations increased.  

This may be because the more proficient they became with the English language, the 

more they saw the barriers against immigrants for higher education and career success 

decrease.   
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Limitations of Study 

 There are some important limitations of the current study that merit discussion.  

These include: the difficulties inherent in cross-cultural research, lack of causal 

relationships, and limited generalizability. 

 Difficulties of Cross-cultural Research.  Difficulties inherent in cross-cultural 

research include issues with measurement reliability and validity.   However, these issues 

were addressed exhaustively during the data collection phase of the original three-year 

longitudinal study.  Interviews were screened through a panel of advisors with expertise 

in research with immigrant populations.  Measures were also pre-tested with children 

from groups represented in the study.  Also, several research assistants from the target 

groups were used for development, translation, and improvement of survey questions to 

make sure that translations were comparable and meaningful across groups and all 

measures were back-translated prior to administration.  Furthermore, the internal 

consistency reliabilities of measures used in this study were relatively high.            

 Inability to Make Causal Statements.  In order to draw causal relations, the 

establishment of the temporal ordering of variables (i.e., a variable assumed to cause a 

change in an outcome should occur first), the correlations among variables, and other 

plausible alternative explanations should be ruled out (Pedhazur & Schmelkin, 1991; 

Shadish, Cook, & Campbell, 2002).  Structural equation modeling enables researchers to 

test the fit of causal models to their data.  A good fitting model then provides an 

indication that the hypothesized causal levels in the model are valid.  However, it does 

not rule out other alternative models and the findings are correlational and in need of 
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further verification.  The current study documented correlational relationships rather than 

cause-effect relationships.   

 Limited Generalizability.  The current study examined the academic achievement 

and educational expectations of immigrant students from three Spanish-speaking 

countries: Argentina, Columbia, and Cuba.  Therefore, the extent to which results would 

generalize to other immigrant groups is unknown.  Furthermore, limitations on sample 

size precluded analyzing results separately by country of origin group.  There may be 

differences across groups within the sample that remain undiscovered.     

Significance of Study 

 The current study is significant considering the current immigration trends in the 

United States.  Immigrants from Spanish-speaking countries are currently the fastest 

growing immigrant population in the United States.  By examining specifically Spanish-

speaking immigrant students representing predominant waves of recent immigrants to 

South Florida, factors related to academic achievement and educational trajectories for 

this population have be identified.  Measures can now be taken to reduce the negative 

impact of such factors and improve the academic achievement and educational 

trajectories of these students.     

Implications for Future Research 

 The current study attempted to bridge two bodies of literature, that on the effects 

of parental absence on children and that of academic success among immigrant students, 

by examining reason for parental absence, factors related parental absence, and factors 

associated with academic outcomes for immigrant students from Spanish-speaking 

countries.  Although the results of the current study helped to answer questions regarding 
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the academic success of immigrant students, they also pose implications for future 

research directions within this domain.   

 Much research that has addressed academic outcomes of immigrant students has 

only touched on the effects of parental absence that results from serial migration.  The 

current study found significant variation in academic achievement and educational 

expectations of immigrant students based on the experience of parental absence, as well 

as an important impact of serial migration.  Serial migration and the parental absence that 

occurs with it is an experience that is unique to immigrant students.  Serial migration, 

however, is only one aspect of the migratory process to the United States.  Variation may 

also occur with the timing of migration, location of parents before and after migration, 

and possible additional caregivers prior to and post migration.  In agreement with Suarez-

Orozco and Carhill (2008), one of the primary goals of research on immigrant students 

should be to capture the various migratory experiences and their effects on student 

performance.  Future research needs to examine the divergence of the migration process 

more specifically in relation to the academic achievement and educational expectations of 

immigrant students from Spanish-speaking countries.  

 Future research also needs to clarify how parental absence associated with serial 

migration is viewed by the children involved and how the perception of parental 

separation impacts academic outcomes.  It has been speculated that parental absence as a 

result of reasons other than parental divorce may be viewed differently by the children 

involved (Lamb, 1999).  The current study suggests that parental absence that results 

from serial migration may be viewed differently by age and gender of the child; boys 

may view the absence more negatively than girls and younger children may view the 
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absence more negatively than older children.  This, in turn, affects the academic 

achievement and educational expectations of the child.  
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Figure 1 

Structural Equation Model 

Parental 
Absence 

Academic 
Achievement 

Educational 
Expectations 

School Support 

Parental School 
Involvement 

 

 

 

Economic 
Hardship 



62 

 

Table 1. 

Descriptive Statistics for Variables 

Variable N % M SD 

Parental Absence 193 72 1.72 .45 

Male Gender 137 51   

Grade   1.95 .79 

     Elementary 91 34   

     Middle 99 37   

     High-School 78 29   

Language 

Proficiency 

  4.08 1.06 

Serial Migration 101 38   

Parental Divorce 19 7   

Parental Death 16 6   

Absence Length   .87 .86 

     < 1 yr 68 25   

     > 1 yr 83 31   

Mom Absent 11 4   

Dad Absent 117 44   

Both Absent 26 10   

School Support   8.21 1.30 
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Table 1. (continued). 

Descriptive Statistics for Variables 

Variable N % M SD 

Economic 

Hardship 

  2.10 1.05 

Parent 

Involvement 

  4.03 .76 

Achievement   .14 .79 

Expectations   3.21 .65 
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Table 2. 

Intercorrelations of Study Variables 

Variable 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 
1.Grade -.04 .02 .02 .00 .07 -.02 .04 .08 .02 .05 -.02 .01 
2.Gender --- .10 -.04 -.04 .01 .05 .02 .02 .04 .03 .10 .32** 

3.English 
Proficiency 

 --- -.06 .10 -.11 -.03 -.07 -.07 -.01 -.00 .12* .42** 

4.Parental 
Divorce 

  --- -.21** -.07 -.15*** .18*** .02 .20** -.04 -.01 -.04 

5.Serial 
Migration 

   --- -.20** -.43*** -.07 -.08 .25** -.10 -.09 .02 

6.Parental 
Death 

    --- -.14* .24** .11 .00 .24** -.11 -.15* 

7.Divorce and 
Serial Migration 

     --- .47** .11 .14* .21** .01 .02 

8.Absence 
Length 

      --- .07 .64** .34** -.12* -.13* 

9.Mother 
Absent 

       --- -.18*** -.07 .08 -.04 

10.Father 
Absent 

        --- -.29** -.06 -.00 

11.Both Absent          --- -.11 -.12* 

12.Expectations           --- .31** 

13.Achievement            --- 
*p < .05. **p < .001. ***p < .01
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Table 3.   
 
Predicting Academic Achievement: Hierarchical Regression Analysis 
 

 Academic Achievement 

Predictor       B  r2  Fchg  r2
chg 

Step 1: Control Variables  24.10***  .21 

     Gender .28***  .08   

     Grade .05  .01   

     Language Proficiency .16***  .12   

Step 2: Reason for Absence  1.15 .01 

     Serial Migration -.04 .00   

     Parental Divorce -.06 .00   

     Migration and Divorce -.05 .00   

     Parental Death -.27** .02   

Step 3: Duration of Absence  2.75* .01 

     Length of Absence -.09# .01   

Step 4: Parent Gender  1.41 .01 

     Mother -.01 .00   

     Father -.04 .00   

     Both Parents -.24* .00   

Step 5: Interactions of Interest  .83  .02 

     Gender X Serial Migration .30**  .02   

 
***p < .01.  **p < .05.  *p=.06. #p=.09 
 
Note: Only significant interactions are reported. 
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Table 4. 
 
Predicting Educational Expectations: Hierarchical Regression Analysis 
 

 Educational Expectations 

Predictor       B  r2  Fchg  r2
chg 

Step 1: Control Variables  2.24#  .02 

     Gender .11  .01   

     Grade -.01 .00   

     Language Proficiency .07**  .01   

Step 2: Reason for Absence  2.26* .03 

     Serial Migration -.26*** .02   

     Parental Divorce -.16 .00   

     Migration and Divorce -.16 .01   

     Parental Death -.41** .02   

Step 3: Duration of Absence  1.04# .00 

     Length of Absence -.08 .00   

Step 4: Parent Gender  1.39 .01 

     Mother .34 .01   

     Father .06 .00   

     Both Parents -.11 .00   

Step 5: Interactions of Interest  1.66#  .06 

     Grade X Serial Migration .23**  .00   

 
***p < .01.  **p < .05.  *p < .06. #p<.09. 
 
Note: Only significant interactions are reported. 
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Table 5. 

Madia’s Test of Normality 

Variable Min Max Skew c.r. Kurtosis c.r.

Grade  1.00 3.00 .09 .58 -1.40 -4.69

Parental Absence .00 1.00 -.98 -6.55 -1.04 -3.47

Language Proficiency 1.00 5.00 -.87 -5.81 -.31 -1.02

Gender .00 1.00 -.04 -.30 -2.00 -6.68

Economic Hardship 1.00 12.67 1.69 11.28 1.16 3.86

Parental School 

Involvement 

1.00 5.00 -1.15 -7.70 1.73 5.78

School Support 2.00 9.00 -1.97 -13.19 3.93 13.12

Expectations 1.00 4.00 -.56 -3.72 -.38 -1.28

Achievement -2.20 1.39 -.51 -3.38 -.52 -1.75

Multivariate 3.04 1.77
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Table 6. 

Top Ten Observations in Descending Order of Mahalanolois d-squared Values 

Observation Number Mahalanolois d-squared p1 p2 

59 33.19 .00 .03 

223 30.86 .00 .00 

190 22.66 .01 .29 

25 22.63 .01 .12 

22 21.05 .01 .24 

86 20.87 .01 .15 

247 20.61 .01 .10 

63 19.56 .02 .20 

206 19.29 .02 .16 

83 18.89 .03 .17 
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Table 7. 

95% Confidence Intervals for Unstandardized Path Coefficients 

Path Estimate 95% CI 

Economic hardship parental absence .79 -.14 to 1.56 

Economic hardship child gender -.89 -1.69 to -.06 

School support economic hardship -.04 -.09 to .01 

Parental school involvement economic hardship .00 -.03 to .03 

School support grade level .04 -.14 to .23 

Parental school involvement grade  level -.35 -.46 to -.23 

School support parental absence -.03  -.35 to .32 

Parental school involvement parental absence -.10 -.28 to .09 

School support child gender -.31 -.62 to .01 

Parental school involvement  child gender -.01 -.18 to .16 

School support language proficiency .01 -.13 to .17 

Parental school involvement language proficiency -.04 -.11 to .04 

Educational expectations school support .12 .06 to .18 

Educational expectations parental school involvement .14 .04 to .24 

Educational expectations economic hardship .01 -.01 to .03 

Educational expectations grade level .04 -.05 to .13 

Educational expectations parental absence -.19 -.35 to -.03 

Educational expectations child gender -.07 -.23 to .07 

Educational expectations language proficiency .07 -.01 to .15 
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Table 7. (continued). 

95% Confidence Intervals for Unstandardized Path Coefficients 

Path Estimate 95% CI 

Academic achievement school support .00 -.06 to .07 

Academic achievement parental school involvement -.02 -.14 to .10 

Academic achievement economic hardship -.02 -.05 to .00 

Academic achievement grade level -.01 -.12 to .11 

Academic achievement  parental absence -.02 -.19 to .17 

Academic achievement  child gender -.43 -.61 to -.26 

Academic achievement language proficiency .26 .19 to .33 

Academic achievement educational expectations .29 .14 to .42 
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Table 8. 

Standardized Path Coefficients for Model 

Path Estimate 

Economic hardship parental absence .10# 

Economic hardship child gender -.13** 

School support economic hardship -.10# 

Parental school involvement economic hardship .01 

School support grade level .02 

Parental school involvement grade  level -.37**** 

School support parental absence -.01 

Parental school involvement parental absence -.06 

School support child gender -.12** 

Parental school involvement  child gender -.00 

School support language proficiency .01 

Parental school involvement language proficiency -.05 

Educational expectations school support .24**** 

Educational expectations parental school involvement .16*** 

Educational expectations economic hardship .04 

Educational expectations grade level .04 

Educational expectations parental absence -.13** 

Educational expectations child gender -.05 

Educational expectations language proficiency .11** 

****p < .001. *** p < .01. ** p < .05. * p < .06. #p < .09. 
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Table 8. (continued). 

Standardized Path Coefficients for Model 

Path Estimate 

Academic achievement school support .00 

Academic achievement parental school involvement -.02 

Academic achievement economic hardship -.10* 

Academic achievement grade level -.01 

Academic achievement  parental absence -.01 

Academic achievement  child gender -.28**** 

Academic achievement language proficiency .35**** 

Academic achievement educational expectations .24**** 

****p < .001. *** p < .01. ** p < .05. * p < .06. #p < .09. 
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Figure 2 

Simplified Model of Parental Absence on Academic Achievement and Educational 

Expectations 
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Table 9. 

Total Effects in Model 

 Grade Parental 

Absence 

Language 

Proficiency

Child 

Gender 

Economic 

Hardship 

Parental 

Involvement

School 

Support 

Expectations 

Economic 

Hardship 

.00 -.14* .00 -1.69*** .00 .00 .00 .00 

Parental 

Involvement 

-.46**** -.28 -.11 -.18 -.02 .00 .00 .00 

School 

Support 

-.14 -.39 -.13 -.58* -.09 .00 .00 .00 

Expectations -.10 -.37** -.01 -.27 -.02 .04*** .06** .00 

Achievement -.11 -.27 .20**** -.62**** -.05* -.10 -.03 .14**** 

****p < .001. ***p < .01. ** p < .05. *p < .09. 
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