
Parenting stress and program support acceptance
among Mexican American Head Start mothers

Item Type text; Dissertation-Reproduction (electronic)

Authors Sewell, Margaret G.

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 21:21:32

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/280749

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/280749


PARENTING STRESS AND PROGRAM SUPPORT ACCEPTANCE 

AMONG MEXICAN AMERICAN HEAD START MOTHERS 

by 

Margaret Gamett Sewell 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 

DEPARTMENT OF FAMILY AND CONSUMER SCIENCES 

DIVISION OF FAMILY STUDIES AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 

For the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

2 0 0 4  



UMI Number: 3158154 

INFORMATION TO USERS 

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the copy 

submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality illustrations and 

photographs, print bleed-through, substandard margins, and improper 

alignment can adversely affect reproduction. 

In the unlikely event that the author did not send a complete manuscript 

and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if unauthorized 

copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate the deletion. 

UMI 
UMI Microform 3158154 

Copyright 2005 by ProQuest Information and Learning Company. 

All rights reserved. This microform edition is protected against 

unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code. 

ProQuest Information and Learning Company 
300 North Zeeb Road 

P.O. Box 1346 
Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346 



9 

The University of Arizona 'w 
Graduate College 

As members of the Final Examination Committee, we certify that we have read the 

dissertation prepared by Margaret Garnett Sewell 

entitled Parenting Stress and Program Support Acceptance Among 

Mexican American Head Start Mothers 

and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement for the 

Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

^Angela K. Taylor/ 

<(2_ 
date 

iO-- JL-Qt-I 
Donna H. Christensen date 

2, -2. - c 
date 

date 

date 

Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon the 
candidate's submission of the final copies of the dissertation to the Graduate College. 

I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my direction and 

recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement. 

Disserfation Director; .ngela R. Taylor date 



3 

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of requirements for an 
advanced degree at The University of Arizona and is deposited in the University Library 
to be made available to borrowers under rules of the library. 

Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special permission, 
provided that accurate acknowledgment of source is made. Requests for permission for 
extended quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in whole or in part may be 
granted by the head of the major department or the Dean of the Graduate College when in 
his or her judgment the proposed use of the material is in the interests of scholarship, hi 
all other instances, however, permission must be obtained from the author. 

SIGNED; 



4 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I would like to acknowledge the many people who have offered their support, 
encouragement, and constructive criticism over the years as I have completed this project. 
First of all, my dissertation advisor and Director of the University of Arizona Child 
Resilience Project, Angela R. Taylor, has been an invaluable mentor, friend, and 
colleague since I first arrived at the University of Arizona. The other members of my 
dissertation committee. Donna Christensen, Wendy Gamble, Brinton Milward, and Mari 
Wilhelm, have each contributed in unique and important ways to my thinking in terms of 
theory, content, and methodology in the areas of parenting processes, stress and coping, 
and social policy analysis. 

Thanks also go to the administration and staff of Child-Parent Centers, Inc. in 
Tucson, Arizona, and especially to Maggie Molloy and Teresa Acevedo for their 
sustained support through the data collection phase of the project. The project would not 
have been possible without the research staff and parent interviewers of the University of 
Arizona Child Resilience Project, and especially Suzanne Callor, Violeta Phillips, Amy 
Chandler, Irma Barragan, Lionor Guerrero, Marina Hinds, Maria Hingtgen, Lourdes 
Lopez, Teri Martinez, Erica Noymer, Meghan Raymond, and Yolanda Sevillano. 

Thanks also to all of my colleagues at the Monticello Area Community Action 
Agency, and other friends and colleagues in the early childhood community in 
Charlottesville, Virginia. These individuals went out of their way to encourage me to 
persevere with the dissertation in spite of the demands of my position there as Head Start 
Director, and in some cases helped make it possible to do so. Special mention goes to 
Pearl Early, Barbara Smith, Julia Broome, Jeff Sobel, Noah Schwartz, Marion Harden, 
Sharon Saari, Mary Reese, Gary Yablick, Alice Strang, and Maxine McKinney. As 
graduate students in the Psychology Department at the University of Virginia who were 
involved with the Head Start program, Stephanie Curenton, Lori Skibbe provided 
invaluable peer support, and Kevin Grimm provided services as a statistical consultant. 

Finally, special acknowledgment goes to my family: my daughter Abby Sewell 
who came of age during my graduate student years, and my father Richard Gamett, who 
has offered his support and example over the years. Most especially, I thank my husband, 
David Sewell, who has been my friend, critic, and in-house computer consultant, and has 
willingly put up with endless clutter, and endless weekends and evenings devoted to 
writing and analysis (even if he really just wanted an excuse for another trip to Tucson). 



5 

DEDICATION 

This study is dedicated to Head Start parents, past, present and future. Over the 

past decade, as a researcher and later as a Head Start director, I have been inspired by the 

dedication of so many of these mothers and fathers who courageously seek out 

educational opportunities for themselves and their young children, in spite of daunting 

economic, language, educational, health, and other challenges. They share in common a 

desire to give their children the positive school experiences that, in many cases, they 

lacked themselves. In contributing their time and energy to local Head Start programs 

across the United States, they develop talents and leadership skills that they never knew 

they had, and they go on to contribute to their communities and advocate for their 

children for years to come. They deserve the best research-based education and support 

programs that our communities can offer them. 
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ABSTRACT 

This study examined conditions under which low income mothers engage in 

voluntary supportive relationships with community-based early childhood programs. 

Parenting stress and support processes were examined in a population of low-income 

Mexican American Head Start mothers. A new construct, program support acceptance, 

describes mothers' appraisal of the program as a potential source of parenting support. 

Research questions related to (a) the relationship between Time 1 (fall) parenting stress 

and mid-year program support acceptance, (b) the relationship between mid-year program 

support acceptance and Time 2 (spring) parenting stress, and (c) the contribution of 

program support acceptance to longitudinal change in parenting stress. The study also 

considered contextual variables (acculturation, maternal education, stressful life events, 

partner status, and extended household) as predictors of parenting stress and program 

support acceptance, and potential moderation of parenting stress and support linkages by 

acculturation. Finally, the study considered the theoretical issue of whether parenting 

stress serves to motivate or inhibit support-seeking (reflected in program support 

acceptance) as a coping behavior. The guiding theoretical framework for the study was 

based on Abidin's parenting stress model (1983, 1992), and Lazarus and Folkman's 

general model of stress, appraisal and coping (1984), as well as family support literature 

based in ecological systems theory. 
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Mean levels of parenting stress declined significantly from Time 1 to Time 2 for 

mothers in the Head Start program. The contextual variables did not significantly predict 

Time 1 parenting stress, and marginally predicted program support acceptance. Higher 

Time 1 parenting stress scores significantly predicted lower levels of mid-year program 

support acceptance. Higher program support acceptance scores at mid-year significantly 

predicted lower Time 2 parenting stress in bivariate analysis, but dropped to non-

significance after controlling for Time 1 parenting stress. Acculturation did not moderate 

linkages between parenting stress and program support acceptance. However, several 

relationships were significant for immigrant generation mothers which were not 

significant for later generation mothers, hi the immigrant group, being partnered 

predicted higher program support acceptance, and program support acceptance 

contributed significantly to lower Time 2 parenting stress. Higher maternal education 

level was associated with lower Time 2 parenting stress. 
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION AND RATION AT P. 

This study was designed to examine conditions under which low-income mothers 

choose to engage themselves in voluntary supportive relationships with community-based 

early childhood programs. Considerable research has focused on parental involvement 

and well-being as mediators of a variety of child outcomes. However, this study takes a 

step back to focus on earlier stages in that process: understanding predictors of voluntary 

program engagement, and examining changes in parenting stress in the course of a year's 

participation in an early childhood program with a family support component. Further, 

the study was intended to shed light on factors that may moderate those relationships in 

an ethnic minority immigrant population. Head Start, as a multi-generational early 

childhood program with a long history of promoting voluntary supportive relationships 

with low income parents, provided an ideal setting for such explorations. 

Parenting support, as conceptualized in community-based family support 

programs, is not a formal or quantifiable service, such as an hour of counseling or a 

package of diapers. Rather, it is an informally-derived sense of belonging and 

empowerment which provides a parent with the confidence to function more effectively 

in the parenting role (Dunst, Trivette, Boyd, & Brookfield, 1994; Weiss & Halpem, 1991; 

Zigler & Freedman, 1987). In the context of multi-generation family support programs, 

especially those whose primary purpose is early childhood education, it is critical to 
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recognize the voluntary nature of the parent's use of potentially supportive program 

resources. 

The conditions under which parents choose to involve themselves in voluntary 

supportive relationships with early childhood programs are not well understood, and yet a 

better understanding of these conditions is important to designing effective programs. 

Assuming that parents do benefit in their parenting role from the support offered by such 

programs, they will only benefit if they avail themselves of the resources, and they will 

only do that if they perceive that it is both helpful and feasible to do so. 

The present study, based on an ecological understanding of parenting stress and 

support processes in community-based early childhood programs, was designed to expand 

current knowledge in this field, with special reference to how basic stress and support 

processes may function in extended households and in a low-income immigrant 

population in the United States. This knowledge is critically needed to inform policy, 

program planning, and professional training efforts in the area of family support and 

prevention. 

Why is research needed on parenting stress and support in the context of 

community-based early childhood programs? First, a substantial and concerning body of 

research indicates that highly stressed and isolated parents perceive their children more 

negatively (independent of actual child behavior), and are more likely to use ineffective 

or even abusive parenting practices to manage behavior (Mash & Johnson, 1990; 

Webster-Stratton, 1990, Whipple & Webster-Stratton, 1991; Telleen, et. al., 1989; Brody 
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& Forehand, 1986). While historically the rationale for including parent components in 

early childhood intervention programs was to enhance the child's developmental 

outcomes (Zigler & Hall, 2000; Zigler & Freedman, 1987; Cochran & Brassard, 1979; 

Cochran, 1988; Bronfenbrenner, 1987), the effects of program-based support on parent 

outcomes, especially those related to parental stress, are potentially of equal importance. 

Second, despite the intuitive appeal of informal community-based family support 

programs (Bronfenbrenner, 1987; Moroney, 1987; Garbarino, 1983), some parents seem 

either unable or unwilling to make effective use of informal parenting support even when 

it is readily available, and we have limited knowledge of the factors that influence the 

acceptability or sufficiency of community-based supports for these parents. Basic social 

connectedness is a commodity vital to the functioning of all families, but some analysts 

believe it is becoming increasingly difficult for vulnerable, low-income families to 

maintain these ties (Putnam, 2000; Nelson, 2000; Roschelle, 1997; J. F. Kennedy School 

of Government, 2001). Families raising young children in the U.S. may be more isolated 

than ever from their traditional informal sources of support. Combined with ongoing 

funding cuts to social "safety-net" services of all kinds, this leaves children and families 

vulnerable, and may represent a potentially serious threat to our collective social capital. 

Third, a number of questions remain about possible effects of household 

configuration on parenting stress and the utilization of informal program support by 

parents. Existing research presents a mixed picture. We know that family and social 

networks can be sources of stress as well as support (Bronfenbrenner, 1987; Wellman, 
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1981; Eckenrode & Gore, 1981; Belle, 1987; Bassuk, Mickelson, Bissell & Perloff, 

2002). Structural aspects of extended households might be expected either to facilitate a 

parent's interaction with community-based programs, or to impose practical constraints 

on their ability to do so. For example, the presence of other young children in the home 

seems to be a barrier to peirent involvement in preschool early intervention programs like 

Head Start (Parker, Baker, Piotrkowski, Young, Peay, & Kessler-Sklar, 1997). The 

presence of other adults in the home could potentially either be supportive (facilitating 

involvement by providing an alternate source of care for these children), or it could 

contribute to a general level of disorganization in the household that would inhibit parent 

program engagement. 

Who those adults are, and the specific roles they play in the family, may also 

make a difference. There is evidence that specific individuals in a parent's household or 

social network (spouses, grandparents, friends, and other kin) provide different kinds and 

degrees of support in the parenting role. The support offered by spouses and 

grandmothers in particular appears to be more salient than that provided by other 

individuals (Levitt, Weber, & Clark, 1986; Cochran, Lamer, Riley, Gunnarsson, & 

Henderson, 1990; Bassuk et al., 2002). The role that unmarried live-in partners may play 

in parenting, or in supporting the parenting role of low-income mothers, is less clear in 

the literature, and bears investigation. 

Finally, there is reason to believe that these household and social network effects 

may vary with ethnicity and, in immigrant populations, with acculturation in terms of 
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generational status in the new country (MacPhee, Fritz, & Miller-Heyl, 1996; Zambrana, 

Silva-Palacios, & Powell, 1992). Ethnicity and length of residence, in turn, have been 

associated with different patterns of family and household structure (Zambrana, 1995; 

Booth, Crouter & Landale, 1997; Buriel & DeMent, 1997; Golding & Baezconde-

Garbanati, 1990). Thus, extended households, whether as a cultural factor or simply as a 

structural constraint, may be a particularly salient issue within some ethnic and immigrant 

populations. Mexican American families are the fastest growing minority group in the 

United States, making up a growing proportion of participants in early childhood 

intervention programs in many communities (Zigler & Hall, 2000; U.S. Census, 2002; 

Zambrana, 1995; Booth, Crouter & Landale, 1997). It is not yet clear to what extent 

emerging parent and family support models are generalizable to this population. 

To promote sound, research-based policy and programming in the area of parent 

support, we need good theoretical models for understanding the processes by which 

parents decide to make use of potentially supportive resources. Models of parenting from 

the mid-1980s provide the theoretical foundation for an ecological understanding of 

parenting processes (Belsky, Robins, & Gamble, 1984; Belsky, 1984). Theoretical 

developments in the 1990s emphasized parenting stress, and parental beliefs and 

attributions (Abidin, 1992; Darling & Steinberg, 1992; Grusec & Kuczynski, 1997). A 

logical next step in an ecological theory of parenting is to integrate it with emerging work 

on community-based family support (Dunst, Trivette, & Deal, 1994; Weiss & Halpem, 

1991; Kagan, Powell, Weissbourd, & Zigler, 1987; Peisher, Sewell, & Kirk, 2001). 
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Current school-based conceptualizations of parental involvement do not fully 

capture the parenting support aspects of the relationship that may exist between a parent 

and her child's preschool program. The present study proposes a construct called 

program support acceptance, which is designed to describe that relationship. Program 

support acceptance is believed to be a factor in program effects on parental stress, 

perhaps moderated by such factors as acculturation (generational status). Using the 

classic Lazarus and Folkman (1984) model of stress, appraisal and coping as a guiding 

framework, the present study examines factors that may predict a parent's appraisal of her 

child's preschool early intervention program as a potential resource for coping with 

parenting stress. To the extent that this construct is found useful, future studies will be 

better able to conceptualize a stressed parent's acceptance and use of program-based 

parenting support as a coping resource. 

Finally, the study also begins to examine a long-standing theoretical question; Is 

stress primarily a barrier to parental involvement, or can moderate levels of parental stress 

actually provide motivation to seek out program-based parenting support? Factors 

associated with acceptance and use of such support may be incorporated into the design 

of programs to enhance their accessibility and usefulness to highly stressed parents. 
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CHAPTER 2 REVffiW OF LITERATURE 

Overview 

The following discussion is organized into six parts. The first provides a brief 

introduction to community-based family support programs in the United States, which 

considers the role of parenting support in those programs, and the integration of family 

support practices into early childhood intervention programs such as Head Start. 

The second section briefly reviews family support terminology, examines 

literature related to social support and parent program engagement, and introduces the 

program support acceptance construct. Program support acceptance is viewed as a 

resource or strategy for coping with parental stress. The voluntary nature of program 

support acceptance is highlighted. 

The third section discusses theoretical issues related to stress, support, coping, 

and parenting. The Lazarus and Folkman (1984) general model of stress, appraisal and 

coping, and Abidin's (1992, 1990, 1978) parenting stress model, are discussed as guiding 

theoretical frameworks for the study. Competing evidence about the role of parenting 

stress as either a motivator of support-seeking coping, or as a barrier to it, is explored. 

The fourth section focuses on contextual antecedents of parenting stress and 

support. Antecedents of parenting stress and program support acceptance are discussed 

in light of relevant theoretical literature on the stress and coping processes. These factors 

are explored as potential predictors of parenting stress and support linkages, and available 
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empirical studies are reviewed. 

The fifth section of the chapter addresses the same issues of parenting stress, 

support, and contextual antecedents from the perspective of low-income Mexican 

American families who may be involved in early childhood programs with a family 

support component. The design of the present study focuses on examination of within-

group differences in a Mexican American population, according to generational status, 

several household structure variables, and other contextual variables. An adaptation of 

the Lazarus and Folkman model by Slavin, Rainer, McCreary and Gowda (1991) 

addresses stress and coping processes in ethnic minority populations, and provides a 

framework for this discussion. 

Following this, the sixth section considers the potential moderating role of 

acculturation within this Mexican American immigrant population. 

Finally, several heuristic models are proposed for examining proposed linkages 

between parenting stress and program support acceptance in this population, and the 

research questions posed in the study are summarized. 

Introduction to Community-Based Family Support Programs 

Contemporary family support programs in the United States have their roots in the 

late 1880s, when large cities in the northeast and midwest experienced an influx of 

impoverished European immigrants. One response was the emergence of community-

based settlement houses, such as Jane Addams' Hull House in Chicago. Well-educated 
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and idealistic young settlement workers literally took up residence in poor immigrant 

neighborhoods, with the intent not only to provide services, but to share the lives and 

experiences of their clientele, and empower them to help themselves. They offered a 

range of life skills and adult education programs, which often included parent education 

classes for adults who had become isolated from their traditional sources of child-rearing 

advice as a result of immigration. 

In the 1960s, during Lyndon Johnson's War on Poverty, there was renewed 

interest in grassroots "self-help"and empowerment programs for disadvantaged groups. 

These included Project Head Start, a compensatory preschool system which was unique at 

that time in its emphasis on an active role for its low-income parent participants. 

Contemporary community-based family support programs emerged starting in the late 

1970s. By the late 1980s and early 1990s, they took many forms, including information 

and referral services, support groups, neighborhood drop-in centers, respite care, 

structured parent education classes, home visiting services, and a variety of early 

intervention and child care programs (Weiss & Halpem, 1991; Weissbourd, 1987; 

Peisher, Sewell, & Kirk, 2001). While services were sometimes targeted to specific 

groups, such as single parents or adolescent mothers, the family support philosophy has 

generally assumed that all parents could benefit from such support. 

Ecological and contextual theories of child development, which emerged around 

the same time period, also emphasized the important role of parents in early childhood 

education and intervention (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1979; Lamer, 1995; Dunst, Trivette, 
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& Deal, 1994; Zigler & Hall, 2000, Zigler & Styfco, 1993; Collins, 1993). This further 

supported the growth of multi-generational programs. Today, parent support services are 

an integral part of many traditionally child-focused settings such as preschools and early 

intervention programs (Weiss & Halpem, 1990; Kagan, Powell, Weissbourd, & Zigler, 

1987). Many have been designed to systematically create opportunities for informal 

social network building among parents (Cochran, Lamer, Riley, Gunnarsson, & 

Henderson, 1990; Weiss & Halpem, 1991). They attempt to alleviate parenting stress by 

supplementing the support that parents can access within their immediate households or 

personal networks (Weiss & Halpem, 1990; Kagan, Powell, Weissbourd, & Zigler, 1987; 

Garbarino, 1983). As with family support programs in general, parent-focused support 

services in early childhood programs take many forms, including home visiting (Klass, 

1996; Behrman, 1993; Olds, 1988) and formal parenting classes (Wandersman, 1987; 

Laosa, 1983), as well as more informal, peer-oriented supports such as drop-in centers 

and self-help groups (Telleen, Herzog, & Kilbane, 1989; Pizzo, 1987; Weiss, 1987). 

Family support practices can be incorporated into a variety of existing institutions 

and family services, for families of all ages and income levels. However, they were 

embraced most enthusiastically by programs serving young children, especially early 

intervention programs for at-risk children (Larner, 1995; Dunst, Trivette, & Deal, 1994; 

Zigler & Styfco, 1993; Collins, 1993). For example, under the EDEA (Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act), federally funded programs for handicapped children are 

required by law (P.L. 99-457, 1990; P.L. 105-17, 1997) to develop Lidividual Family 
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Service Plans that involve parents as active partners in providing services for infants and 

young children. 

Head Start as a community-based family support program. Head Start is a 

federally-funded early intervention program that has requirements for involving parents in 

meaningful ways in the child's educational program {Head Start Performance Standards, 

1998, 1996). Although it was established in 1965 as a compensatory preschool program 

for disadvantaged children between the ages of 3 and 5, Head Start's federal mandate has 

always included extensive parent involvement and family service components (Replogle, 

1995; Lamer, 1995; Collins, 1993; Zigler & Styfco, 1993; Piotrkowski, Collins, Knitzer, 

& Robinson, 1994). The parent component in Head Start programs has historically 

focused on issues like family literacy, parent involvement in program governance, and 

encouraging parents to volunteer in the classroom (Sissel, 2000). However, Head Start 

programs also provide a range of formal and informal opportunities for parents to expand 

their potential sources of support around parenting issues (Cochran, 1990; Weiss & 

Halpem, 1990; Telleen, Herzog, & Kilbane, 1989; Weissbourd, 1987; Bronfenbrenner, 

1987). In fact. Head Start has sometimes been described as a prototj^pe for the 

community-based family support program (Zigler & Freedman, 1987). 

Parent participation in Head Start takes a variety of forms, some more formal than 

others. In all Head Start programs, parents are automatically members of a Parent 

Committee at their child's center, with monthly parent-run meetings. They also have the 

opportunity to serve in policy-making roles as elected representatives on a program-wide 
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Policy Council. Policy Councils have significant power to approve or disapprove 

program policy decisions, including budgets and the hiring and firing of Head Start staff. 

In addition, because local Head Start programs can receive credit toward local matching 

fund requirements by tracking volunteer services, parents are strongly encouraged to 

volunteer in their child's classroom {Head Start Performance Standards, 1996, 1998). 

Other forms of program participation for Head Steirt parents include several 

required home visits and parent-teacher conferences during the school year, as well as 

telephone calls from teachers, developing Family Partnership Agreements with their 

family service workers, participating in periodic parent workshops and social events at 

the center, and simply talking informally with staff and fellow parents as they drop off or 

pick up their children on a daily basis, or meet the child at the bus stop (Lamer, 1995; 

Zigler & Styfco, 1993; Parker, Piotrkowski, & Peay, 1987). These activities are the 

primary program contacts for the majority of parents. Such contacts all constitute 

informal parent support as defined here, since they tend to promote a sense of belonging 

in parents who engage in them, and encourage the expansion of informal social networks 

around parenting concerns (Weiss & Halpem, 1990; Zigler & Freedman, 1987). 

Several additional forms of parent program involvement common to Head Start 

fall less clearly into the category of parent support. For example, as many as a third of 

Head Start staff nation-wide in 1992 were former Head Start parents {Head Start 

Performance Standards, 1996, 1998; Lamer, 1995). In local programs, intemal career 

paths exist by which a parent may move from volunteer to paraprofessional employee. 
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with the possibility of earning a CDA (Child Development Associate) teaching credential. 

At the other end of the spectrum of parental functioning. Head Start family service 

workers intervene on an individual basis with severely distressed parents, providing one-

on-one casework services. Head Start programs are also required to provide or contract 

for mental health consultation, and may refer families to more formal mental health and 

social services when this is warranted. 

Summary and implications for study. Parent involvement activities in Head Start 

vary in intensity and in their direct attention to parenting issues, but all provide some 

opportunity for parents to interact on an informal basis with other adults, whether they are 

other parents with similar life situations, teachers who know their child and are 

knowledgeable about child development, or family support workers who assist with their 

individual family needs. As such, the Head Start program provides an ideal setting for 

investigation of questions relating to parenting stress and support processes in low 

income families with young children. One aim of the present study is to examine whether 

voluntary utilization of formal and informal program-based parenting support resources 

by parents of children in an early childhood intervention program such as Head Start 

attenuates subsequent parenting stress. 

Program Support Acceptance 

Reviewing family support terminology. Before proceeding further, it may be 

helpful to define some commonly used, interrelated, and sometimes overlapping 
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terminology. Terms commonly used among family service practitioners and in applied 

research literature for the kinds of programs described above include community-based 

family support and education (Weiss & Halpem, \99\), family support (Weissbourd, 

1987; Dunst & Trivette, 1994), or simply parent support (common among community-

based professionals). However, some respected authorities (Zigler & Hall, 2000) have 

chosen to define/aw//y support program as an intervention consisting only of a parent 

intervention component, as distinct from early intervention program, designating 

programs that focus their services directly on children. In still other contexts,/am//_y 

support denotes limited, concrete, instrumental support services, such as welfare benefits 

or child support payments, and does not include social support elements at all. 

Therefore, it is important to clarify that the current study conceptualizes a tj^e of 

family support or parent support which is offered in the context of an early intervention 

program (essentially a two-generation program model), and includes a large measure of 

social and emotional support for parents in their parenting role. Instrumental types of 

support may or may not be part of the program model. 

The concept of parent support as used here also overlaps with parent involvement, 

a term popular in recent years in the education and child care literature (Zigler & Styfco, 

1993; Lamer, 1995). However, it is sufficiently distinct that using the parent involvement 

label in this context could be confusing. School-based conceptualizations of parent 

involvement tend to emphasize formalized activities, and emphasize the teaching rather 

than the social, emotional, or nurturing aspects of the parenting role. This formal. 
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academic approach to parent involvement becomes increasingly prevalent in the 

elementary school years, and in fact appears to represent a major shift in the way parents 

and institutions relate to each other after the preschool years. Studies of the transition 

from preschool to kindergarten have documented a shift from frequent, informal parent-

teacher contact to more formal types of parent involvement centering around scheduled 

conferences and exchanged notes (Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 1999). The National Center 

for Education Statistics, for example, reports on parental school involvement in terms of 

attendance at school meetings, parent-teacher conferences, school events, and 

volunteering (U.S. Department of Education, 2001). 

As vital as these forms of parent involvement may be in supporting a child's 

satisfactory academic progress through the elementary and high school years, they are not 

designed to represent a potential source of parent support for stressed low-income 

parents, and are not particularly likely to promote that outcome. However, no existing 

term entirely captures the notion of a parent voluntarily choosing to avail herself of 

potentially supportive resources. Hence the need to define a term that builds on the social 

psychology of social support, and the parent's subjective inclination or disinclination to 

take advantage of parenting support resources. 

Developing an understanding of parent social support and program engagement. 

Discussions of social support and support acceptance are rooted in social psychology. 

Gottheb (1981) distinguished three levels of analysis in conceptualizing social support: 

people's integration into the larger community, their day-to-day social networks of kin 
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and friends, and their access to intimate relationships such as those found within one's 

household from close family members. All three levels have relevance to the potential 

utilization of community-based programs by parents for support in their parenting role. 

Acceptance of parenting support is also closely related to the concept of perceived social 

support (Sarason, Sarason, & Pierce,1992). Emphasizing the subjective nature of social 

support, Sarason et al. defined perceived social support as: (a) a feeling of being cared 

for, (b) the belief that one is loved, esteemed and valued, and (c) the sense of belonging to 

a reciprocal network. According to these authors (Sarason, Sarason, & Pierce, 1994), 

perceived social support is a cognitive adaptation that individuals make as a function of a 

situational context (an event, and the real or perceived resources available), an 

intrapersonal context (cognitive models or attachment styles, which are more or less 

stable patterns of expectations of oneself and of relationships in general), and an 

interpersonal context (a history of more or less supportive interactions with particular 

individuals over time). 

Barnes and Duck (1994) emphasize the "ordinariness" of many social support 

mechanisms. As obvious as it may seem, they argue, it is important to explicitly 

recognize the role of daily interactions. The quality of everyday, informal 

communications, over time, appears to provide the context and continuity that leads 

individuals to regard a relationship as a "safe haven" or a source of support when needed. 

This is as likely to be true of a parent's interaction with staff of an early childhood 

intervention program as it is of interactions with others in their social support network. 



Burleson's concept of comforting messages builds on this notion, and provides 

another step toward a conceptualization of mechanisms of parent support in community-

based programs (Burleson, 1994). While the verbal or nonverbal social interactions he 

describes as comforting messages have the immediate effect of reducing emotional 

distress in the recipient, Burleson advises researchers to look beyond the immediate 

instrumental effect of such messages. Can they also help the recipient in the long term to 

develop more effective coping strategies for managing distress, or have immediate 

relational and identity effects on how the recipient feels toward the messenger and 

herself? Do they have long term relational effects on whether or not the recipient pursues 

a voluntary relationship (such as friendship or mentorship) with the messenger? 

hicreasingly, practitioners and program evaluators in the family support field 

recognize that simply offering a program is not enough, and have begun to recognize the 

importance of noting and measuring feelings of inclination or disinclination to interact 

with the program, which are also referred to as engagement (Peisher, Sewell & Kirk, 

2001). Engagement is viewed as an initial short-term indicator that may be predictive of 

more intermediate or long-term program outcomes. Since an underlying premise of 

family support programs is that the programs can serve as a sort of surrogate family, 

augmenting the social support available from the parent's personal and family support 

network, it is relevant to ask what factors may incline a parent who is experiencing 

parenting stress to voluntarily engage with the program, and avail him or herself of its 

potentially supportive resources. 
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If the recipient is a highly-stressed mother interacting with her child's preschool 

or early intervention program, and she consistently receives messages in these 

interactions that she perceives as "comforting" or supportive or welcoming (Burleson, 

1994), she might be inclined over time to choose to interact more frequently with the 

program, in effect regulating the "dosage" of her own exposure to the potentially 

supportive resources of the program (which may include teachers, other staff, and 

frequently other parents, as well as formal instruction or services). Even a parent who 

initially feels too alienated or overwhelmed to be actively involved in her child's 

preschool program may well find that spending time at the program, seeking out 

supportive staff members, or developing bonds with other parents, have all gradually 

become part of her repertoire for coping with the stress or isolation of her parenting role. 

Defining program support acceptance. Empirical investigation of program-based 

parenting support requires some measure or indicator. In light of the preceding, the 

present study proposes a new construct intended to capture elements of engagement, 

comforting messages, and perceived social support, in the context of community-based 

family support programs. A suggested concept that might incorporate these elements is 

acceptance of informal program-based parent support, or simply program support 

acceptance. 

Program support acceptance construct is defined as the perceived availability, and 

consequent voluntary utilization by parents, of informal social support (including 

"comforting messages") from staff or peers in a community-based program setting, 
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which may alleviate emotional distress and/or enhance confidence in ability to function 

in the parenting role. 

Summary and implications for present study. The present study was designed in 

part to examine the utility of the program support acceptance construct for research and 

practical purposes, and to examine some of the conditions under which parents choose to 

avail themselves of the parent support resources that are potentially available to them 

through their child's early intervention program. 

Theoretical Framework: Stress, Support and Coping 

Of the many theoretical models of stress and support in the literature, two seem 

particularly useful in providing the necessary framework for considering issues of stress 

and support acceptance among low-income ethnic minority parents. One is Lazarus and 

Folkman's general model of stress and coping (1984). The second is Abidin's parenting 

stress model (1986, 1990). These models are summarized below. 

Lazarus & Folkman model of stress, appraisal and coping. Lazarus & Folkman 

(1984) describe a model of stress and coping in which a person's experience of an event 

as stressful, and his or her reactions to the event, are mediated by a series of cognitive 

appraisals about the event and the availability of resources to deal with it. The potential 

environmental stressor may be a major life event, a minor event, or even a series of 

minor "daily hassles" that make up a chronic life circumstance. The first step in the 

cognitive process is a primary appraisal of whether the event is relevant to the 
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individual's interests at all, and if so, whether it is benign, positive, or stressful. If the 

event is relevant and stressful, the primary appraisal process considers whether it 

constitutes harm/loss (damage has already occurred), threat (harm or loss is anticipated), 

or challenge (there is a perceived potential for harm, but also for gain if the event is 

successfully managed). An appraisal of harm/loss or challenge would produce a state of 

arousal, and likely emotional distress. Once a threat or challenge has been identified, a 

secondary appraisal takes place in which the individual considers the available options 

and resources for dealing with the threat, and the likelihood that they will be successful. 

According to Lazarus and Folkman, the psychological and emotional experience of stress 

results from the balance and interplay between these two kinds of appraisal: what is at 

stake (producing a state of arousal), and what resources are perceived to be available for 

coping (material, emotional, social, or cognitive). 

The Lazarus and Folkman model has proved to be a fruitful one for research, 

largely because of the flexibility inherent in the two parts of the appraisal process. A 

wide variety of internal emotional and external situational factors may determine how an 

individual will assess the meaning of the potential threat (primary appraisal) or the 

availability of resources (secondary appraisal). Thus the model lends itself to adaptations 

for particular populations and contexts, including parents, immigrants, and ethnic or 

cultural minority groups. 

Abidin 's parenting stress model. A second organizing theoretical framework for 

this study is provided by Richard Abidin's extensive work on conceptualizing and 
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measuring stress processes in the parenting role. The full parenting stress model (1992, 

1990, 1978) posits that dysfunctional parenting is a function of the total stress the parent 

experiences due to parent characteristics, child characteristics, and situational variables. 

In the original model (Abidin, 1978, 1986), three parent characteristics were proposed: 

depression (influencing the parent's emotional and sometimes physical availability to the 

child), sense of competence in the parenting role (the extent to which the parent feels 

overwhelmed by his or her responsibilities), and parental attachment (the parent's 

intrinsic investment in the parenting role, and motivation to fulfil it). The attachment 

variable is based on Bowlby's concept of internal working models of relationships, and is 

assumed to be related to the parent's own developmental history and caregiving 

experiences (Bretherton & Waters, 1985). On the basis of these experiences, the parent 

constructs a "working model" of him or herself in the role of parent. 

Potentially stress-inducing child characteristics in the model include those 

temperament variables (Thomas & Chess, 1981) which influence how difficult the child 

is to manage. Two other child characteristics are seen as more interactive variables: the 

child's acceptability to the parent (how closely the child matches the parent's "idealized 

or hoped-for child"), and the degree to which interactions with the child are reinforcing 

to the parent (that is, the child expresses pleasure or affection, responds to comforting, 

acts on the parent's requests, etc.). 

Finally, situational variables contributing to parenting stress in the model include 

the parents' relationship with each other (emotional and physical support provided by the 
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other parent, and conflict in the relationship associated with parenting), social support 

available to the parent (degree of social isolation experienced by the parent), parent's 

physical health (its impact on the ability to meet the demands of parenting), and 

restriction caused by the parenting role (resentment or sense of loss due to parent's 

perception of negative impact on personal freedom or other life roles). 

In a later, simplified version of the model, based on factor analysis of the 120 item 

Parenting Stress Index (1986), Abidin reduced the number of major factors to three. 

Parental distress incorporates parental depression, as well as situational factors such as 

role restriction, social isolation, and relationship with spouse or partner. Dysfunctional 

parent-child interactions include the child's acceptability to the parent, the extent to 

which the child reinforces the parent, and parental attachment, all relating to the degree of 

satisfaction derived by the parent from interaction with the child. The third factor is 

perception of child difficulty, which includes aspects of temperament related to the child's 

adaptability, demandingness, dominant mood, and distractibility or activity level (as 

perceived by the parent). These factors correspond to the three subscales of the Parenting 

Stress Index-SF (1990a), used in the present study as the measure of parenting stress. 

Integration of models. In more recent exploratory discussions, Abidin considered 

an integration of the parenting stress model with Lazarus and Folkman, as well as with 

general ecological models of parenting (Belsky et al., 1984). In a largely exploratory 

discussion of an integrated model (Abidin, 1992; personal communication 2001), Abidin 

proposed a new element, emphasizing parental belief and motivational systems. In this 
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model, initial parenting stress is conceptualized as a motivational variable. Drawing on 

Lazarus and Folkman (1984), initial parenting stress is seen as the result of the parent's 

primary appraisal that a threat is posed by potential stressors, in the context of their 

relevance to the parental role. Based on attachment theory, parents are thought to develop 

an internal working model of themselves in the role of parent, as an outgrowth of their 

own developmental history. The working model includes a set of beliefs about "self-as-

parent" that becomes the mediator or cognitive filter through which potential threats to 

that role are appraised. The appraisal of the threat posed by an event determines the level 

of parenting stress experienced. In a process analogous to Lazarus and Folkman's model 

of stress and coping, Abidin proposed that parenting stress, considered as a motivating 

variable (primary appraisal), prompts the parent to assess and mobilize available 

contextual resources {secondary appraisal) in support of his or her parenting role, which 

in tum influences subjective parenting stress at a later time. This, of course, suggests that 

the relationship between parenting stress and support-seeking may be a curvilinear one. 

Linear vs. non-linear relationships in stress, support and coping. Abidin is not 

the only researcher to suggest the possibility of a non-linear relationship between stress 

and coping or support-seeking behavior. One body of empirical and theoretical literature 

on stress and support suggests that a minimal level of stress or environmental press serves 

as necessary motivation for individuals to engage in coping behaviors (such as seeking 

out potential resources and sources of support in their social networks). In this view, 

mobilization of coping strategies, which can include seeking social support, is stimulated 
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by the appraisal (a) that there is some stressor that constitutes a threat or challenge, and 

(b) that it is both necessary and feasible to call upon or expand one's available resources 

to meet the challenge (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Cochran, 1990; Garbarino, 1983). 

Successful experiences in dealing with moderate levels of stress are thought to have an 

enhancing or "steeling" effect on future coping efforts (Garmezy & Rutter, 1983). On the 

other hand, excessive levels of cumulative stress are believed to overwhelm the emotional 

and instrumental resources of most individuals, thus inhibiting the effective use even of 

supports which are readily available (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Wilson & Gottman, 

1996; Hetherington & Blechman, 1996; Abidin, 2001, personal communication). 

As an example of an empirical study that tends to support this view, Telleen 

(1990) reported that in one family support program, the mothers who most consistently 

used the program for support on parenting issues were those who had sufficient 

supportive resources in their own personal social networks to enable them to get to the 

center on a regular basis, but nevertheless perceived a need for greater support on 

parenting issues than they were receiving from these personal networks outside of the 

program. In another example, a study of divorced mothers, Hetherington (1989) reported 

that under conditions of low stress, social support had little effect on mothers' 

interactions with their children, and did not differentially affect their relationships with 

temperamentally easy or difficult children. At the opposite extreme, when mothers were 

multiply stressed, social supports were also ineffective, apparently because the mothers 

were simply too overwhelmed to utilize them even when they were available. Under 



conditions of moderate stress, however, supportive resources appeared to be utilized, and 

had a moderating effect on mothers' negative responses to temperamentally difficult 

children. Graphically, this would suggest an inverted U-shaped relationship between 

stress and coping efforts, including utilization of program-based social support (see 

Figure 1). 

An alternate and equally prominent view in the literature is that stress simply 

inhibits support-seeking in a linear fashion, functioning primarily as a barrier. One 

manifestation of parenting stress may be parental depression. Validation studies of the 

short form of the Parenting Stress Index indicated that the Parental Distress subscale is 

highly correlated with the Depression subscale of the full-length PSI, which in turn is 

correlated with the Beck Depression Index (Abidin, 1995). Parker, Piotrkowski, & Peay 

(1987) reported that maternal depression was associated with low levels of involvement 

in Head Start parent activities, even though higher levels of participation were associated 

with fewer psychological symptoms and greater life satisfaction at the end of the year. 

While the correlational nature of the study made it impossible to determine the direction 

of causality, it appeared that for some mothers, initial depression might be a barrier to 

taking advantage of the potentially supportive resources in the program. 

Powell (1988) also reported that highly stressed mothers in a family support 

program did not engage as readily in parenting support groups as less stressed mothers. 

Highly stressed mothers needed up to six months longer to develop active engagement 

and participation in the support groups. Another influential body of stress research. 
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which focuses on stress as physiological arousal in response to an environmental threat or 

noxious stimulus, suggests similar conclusions. In this research, excessive stress or 

physiological arousal appears to interfere with an individual's ability to evaluate and carry 

out effective coping strategies (which can include seeking and utilizing social support), 

perhaps by interfering with attentional processes (Wilson & Gottman, 1996; Hetherington 

& Blechman, 1996). This would be graphically represented as a negative linear 

relationship (see Figure 2). 

Summary and implications for present study. It appears that the role of parenting 

stress as a motivational variable has not been directly tested in an empirical study. In an 

empirical test, such a construct would imply a curvilinear relationship, graphically 

represented as an inverted U, between stress and coping efforts or support acceptance 

behaviors. The alternative view, that increasing stress functions primarily as a barrier to 

coping behaviors (including seeking social support), would be represented empirically by 

a negative linear relationship. Increasing stress would correspond to decreasing support-

seeking behavior. The literature appears to offer some support for both positions, and a 

second purpose of this study was to test for such a relationship on a small scale in one 

specific population. 
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Figure 1. Curvilinear Relationship 
Between Parenting Stress and 
Program Support Acceptance 
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Support 
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Figure 2. Negative Linear Relationship 
Between Parenting Stress and 
Program Support Acceptance 

Contextual Antecedents of Parenting Stress and Support 

In addition to considering general theoretical linkages between parenting stress 

and support acceptance, the present study also sought to examine the role of several 

contextual antecedents of both initial parenting stress and program support acceptance 

among low-income Mexican American parents who were involved in an early childhood 

program with a family support component. The situational or contextual variables under 

consideration in the present study include acculturation, maternal education, stressful life 

events, partner status, and extended households. While this is by no means an exhaustive 

list of influences on parenting stress and support processes, these contextual variables 



40 

were thought to have the potential to influence the initial level of parenting stress of 

parents participating in a family support program, and were also thought to have a 

potential to influence program support acceptance (see Figure 3). 

Parenting Stress and Program Support Acceptance in a 
Mexican American Head Start Population 

(Based on Lazarus & Folkman, 1984 and Abidin, 1992) 

Antecedents of Stress 
and Support-Seeking 

Arousal State 
(Primary Appraisal) 

Resources for Coping 
(Secondary Appraisal) 

Parenting Stress 
Outcome 

Time 1 
Parenting Stress 

Stressful 
Life Events 

Acculturation 

Maternal 
Education 

Partner 
Status 

Extended 
Household 

Program Support 
Acceptance 

Time 2 
Parenting Stress 

Figure 3. General heuristic model (Overview) 

Acculturation. Acculturation is the process by which immigrants adapt to the 

culture, language and values of their adopted country. While acculturation is defined and 

measured in many ways, for purposes of this study it is particularly tied to ways in which 

household structure typically changes from the immigrant generation (those bom in 

Mexico) through subsequent generations. Demographic studies indicate that immigrant 
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generation Mexican American adults are more likely to be married with a spouse present, 

to have larger households, and to have fewer contacts with relatives outside of the 

household, as compared to later generation (U.S.-bom) Mexican Americans or to non-

Hispanic Caucasian Americans (Zambrana, 1995; Booth, Crouter, & Landale, 1997; 

Buriel & DeMent, 1997; Golding & Baezconde-Garbanati, 1990). While Mexican 

American families are subject to the same trends as the rest of the U.S. population toward 

more single-parent households in recent decades, census data suggest that Mexican 

American women have lower rates of marital disruption and higher rates of fertility when 

compared to either other Hispanic groups or to non-Hispanic white women. When single, 

it is more likely because they have never married than because of divorce (Ortiz, 1995). 

Studies cited by Buriel & DeMent (1997) indicate that extended households 

including both relatives and non-relatives are a common pattern for Mexican American 

families in the first ten years after immigration. As time passes, household patterns 

become more similar to 2"^" and 3^^ generation immigrant families, though there is a 

tendency for extended family members to form new households nearby in the surrounding 

community. As the immediate household becomes less extended, the social network 

outside of the home is expanded, so that the social support of extended kin and friends is 

potentially maintained or expanded (S. Blank, 1993, as cited in Buriel & DeMent, 1997). 

Vega (1995) reports that extended households in Latino immigrant families may 

also be related to legal status. In studies he reviewed, illegal immigrant households were 

most likely to be extended laterally, meaning that the additional adults present were 
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siblings or cousins of the same generation as the parent. Legal immigrant households 

were more likely to be vertically as well as laterally extended, meaning that they included 

adults of an older generation, such as the mother, father, aunts, or uncles of the parent or 

householder. However, because information on the legal immigration status of study 

participants is not usually available to researchers, the implications of this observation 

remain speculative. 

Given these complexities of acculturation, one might reasonably expect certain 

relationships between household structure and parenting stress and support processes to 

be both predicted and moderated by acculturation in a Mexican American population. 

However, the likely implications are not always clear. For example, an interesting report 

from some studies is that less-acculturated immigrant (non-U.S. bom) Mexican American 

mothers may actually be lower in family stress and have more harmonious interactions 

with their children and spouses than more acculturated, U.S.-bom mothers, despite the 

obvious extemal stresses and dismptions associated with immigration (McClintock & 

Moore, 1992, as cited in Buriel & DeMent, 1997). In immigrant families in general, 

census data suggests that there is a progression toward more single parenthood and 

welfare receipt from the P' to the 3'^'' generation of immigrants (Rumbaut, 1997). This 

could amount to a slight advantage for the immigrant generation in certain kinds of social 

capital, such as cohesiveness within the immediate family. However, there are contrary 

reports of unusually high levels of parenting stress among mothers in some other 

Hispanic immigrant populations (Solis, 1991; Borrero, 1993). Thus, while differences in 
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parenting stress processes according to acculturation seem plausible, the likely direction 

of the differences is unclear. 

Maternal education is a contextual variable that was included in the present 

model on theoretical grounds, because of studies suggesting a potential for maternal 

education to be associated with the outcomes of interest for this study (parenting stress 

and program support acceptance). Some studies have reported associations between 

maternal education and parent-child interactions, with lower education levels in mothers 

associated with more negative perceptions of their children and more negative, less 

sensitive parenting behaviors (Siantz de Leon & Smith, 1994; Laosa, 1980; Allie, 1987; 

Cousins, Power, & Olvera-Ezzell, 1993). Because a mother's low educational status can 

easily be confounded with variables such as low income or acculturation, it was important 

to account for this factor in considering proposed linkages. 

Stressful life events and the concept of cumulative risk. It seems intuitive that 

negative life events, as environmental stressors constituting harm or loss, would predict 

initial parenting stress, and perhaps also support-seeking behavior or support acceptance. 

However, parenting stress research using negative life events has required some 

refocusing in recent years, as life events rating scales have proved to be disappointing 

predictors for both child and parent outcomes (Pianta & Egeland, 1990; Pianta, Egeland, 

& Sroufe, 1990). There are several possible reasons for this unexpected lack of 

association. It may be that events considered highly stressful by some are experienced as 

neutral or only moderately stressful by others (Johnson, 1986), or it may be that 
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apparently similar events result in differing degrees of lasting disruption to close 

interpersonal relationships (Pianta & Egeland, 1990). Also, while the Lazarus and 

Folkman model (1984) emphasizes the individual's secondary appraisal of available 

resources, most life events rating scales focus on the event itself, and fail to take into 

account real or perceived resources for dealing with the threat or stressor event. 

On the other hand, a growing "cumulative risk" literature suggests that the 

cumulative effect of exposure to multiple stressors, particularly chronic ones, may be 

more significant than the effect of any particular stressful situation or event (Evans & 

Enghsh, 2002). Not surprisingly, studies show that low-income families are significantly 

more likely to experience exposure to multiple and chronic stressors than are middle- or 

upper-income families (Ceballo & McLoyd, 2002; Moore & Vandivere, 2(K)0; Werner & 

Smith, 1982). In one recent study, low-income families were likely to be exposed to three 

or more categories of stressors (violence, family separation, family turmoil, housing 

problems, noise, and crowding), while middle-income families were more typically 

exposed to zero to two stressors (Evans & English, 2002). The implication for the 

present study is that, while it would be premature to eliminate stressful life events 

altogether from predictive models related to parenting stress and support, they may not 

function in straightforward ways as predictors. 

Partner status and extended household. In the family sociology literature, most 

studies of parents' personal social networks deliberately exclude members of the 

immediate household, focusing instead on dimensions of kinship and friendship 
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relationships which may provide differing kinds of supportive resources for parents 

(Cochran, Lamer, Riley, Gunnarsson, & Henderson, 1990, Acock & Hurlbert, 1990; 

Wellman, 1981). Structural dimensions of social networks such as size, density, 

diversity, stability, and proportions of kin to non-kin are thought to affect the potential 

capacity of networks to provide support. 

While acknowledging the importance of these more traditional forms of social 

network analysis, the present study took a somewhat different approach to examining 

social support in parenting. The concern here was to examine factors within the 

immediate household structure that might either directly influence parenting stress level, 

or motivate and enable the primary caregiving parent to seek and utilize external 

community-based resources for support in parenting. Household structure variables of 

particular interest in this study included partner status (whether the mother is either 

married or cohabiting with a partner), and whether there is an extended household that 

includes adults other than the mother and partner (whether relatives or non-relatives) who 

assist to some extent in caregiving. 

The parent support literature assigns importance to the supportive presence of 

specific individuals in the household, particularly marital partners and maternal 

grandmothers. Clearly, not all marriages are supportive. Any particular marital 

relationship may be conflictual, or at least inconsistently supportive. Nevertheless, 

studies do consistently show that for mothers in two-parent households, the spouse is the 

most important source of support in the parenting role, followed by the mother's own 



mother (Levitt, Weber, & Clark, 1986; Cochran, et al., 1990; Holtzman & Gilbert, 1986; 

FACES, 2001). Friends and other relatives, while listed as important network members 

by many mothers, rank below husbands and grandmothers as providers of both emotional 

support and child care assistance (Levitt, Weber, & Clark, 1986). Few studies 

specifically address the role played by unmarried live-in partners, who may or may not be 

biological fathers, and it is unclear whether these unmarried partners function like 

spouses in terms of parenting and caregiving roles in the household. 

Roschelle (1997) defined household extendedness as the presence of any non-

relative, or relatives other than the spouse or children of the target adult. In the present 

study, the concern was with the presence of persons in the household who might be 

supportive of the mother in her parenting role. Potential sources of caregiving assistance 

might include a grandmother, an adult child living at home, or other related or non-related 

adults. Because of this, an extended household was somewhat more stringently defined 

as one that includes one or more potential care-giving adults (aged 18 or older), other 

than the mother and her spouse or partner, who reside in the household. 

Extended households were of interest in this study for two reasons. First, social 

network studies, as well as ecological theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1987), suggest that having 

additional caregiving adults in the household (two parents, or another adult caregiver who 

can potentially provide either emotional or instrumental support for the mother) may be a 

resource that would enable a mother to be more actively engaged in her child's preschool 

program if she so chooses. Second, as indicated earlier, the literature on acculturation and 
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household structure suggests that particularly in the first decade after immigration, 

immigrant families may be more likely to live in extended households. 

Linkages between personal network support and parenting stress. It seems self-

evident that there should be a relationship between stress and social support, and that the 

best source of social support may be one's intimate personal network. The social support 

literature claims significant health-protective or "stress-buffering" effects when social 

support is provided to people considered to be at high risk for physical or mental health 

problems (Gottlieb, 1981). Thus, it is reasonable to expect that higher levels of social 

support from family members and higher levels of program support acceptance would 

predict lower parenting stress levels. 

However, not all close or intimate ties are consistently supportive, voluntary, or 

reciprocal (Wellman, 1981). Depending on the context, the same individual in one's 

primary network (eg., a spouse or a parent or a friend) may at different times be both a 

source of support and a source of stress (Eckenrode and Gore, 1981). This may be 

particularly true for low income women. Belle (1987) highlighted the two-edged nature 

of social network involvement for this group, reporting that women are more likely than 

men both to give and to receive network support in their roles as mothers, wives, sisters, 

and friends, and neighbors. While this may give women the advantage of being more 

easily able to mobilize social support when needed, women may also be more pressed 

with demands to provide support to others in the network. Belle suggests that, 

unfortunately, women with the fewest resources, such as those in immigrant or low-
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income communities, may also be the most inequitably burdened with providing support 

to children and needy friends or relatives. This additional strain may contribute to 

depression or a sense of demoralization. 

Social support is consistently associated in the literature with more nurturing and 

consistent parenting, and more positive perceptions of children, while social isolation and 

lack of social support are associated with child abuse and neglect. However, the 

mitigating effects of social support on parenting behavior, an important parent outcome, 

are also less clear under the conditions frequently faced by low-income parents. A recent 

study of parenting in poor, dangerous neighborhoods found that the usual positive effects 

of instrumental and emotional social support on parenting behaviors (ie., more nurturing 

behavior and less reliance on punishment) were significantly moderated and attenuated by 

stressful neighborhood conditions (Ceballo & McLoyd, 2002). The ability of mothers to 

utilize available emotional or instrumental support to enhance their parenting was limited 

under conditions of severe environmental or neighborhood stress. 

The ambiguous nature of close social network ties for low-income mothers was 

further highlighted in another recent study of the role of kin and non-kin support in the 

mental health of female heads of households living in homeless shelters (Bassuk, 

Mickelson, Bissell, & Perloff, 2002). hi this unmatched case-control study of a very low-

income population (single mothers in a homeless shelter, compared to single mothers 

who were AFDC recipients), women reported that they were more likely to receive 

instrumental support from partners and family, and more likely to receive emotional 
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support from friends and professionals. However, conflici with both kin and non-kin was 

a stronger predictor of their mental health status (depression, anxiety, distress, and 

hostility) than was either the social or the emotional support received from these sources. 

Conflict with siblings was more predictive of negative mental health (hostility) than was 

conflict with mothers. The only significant predictor of better mental health was 

instrumental support from professionals. Thus, it appears that conflicted family 

relationships severely attenuated any positive effects of kin or non-kin social support in 

these very low-income mothers. 

Contextual antecedents and barriers to program support acceptance. As the 

studies above suggest, an important issue for applied research is not so much whether a 

community-based program is offering some quantifiable amount of support, and whether 

that amount of support is sufficient, but determining what factors enable a particular 

parent, at a particular point in time, to make use of the potentially supportive resources 

that are available. Because the actual type and frequency of a parent's involvement in 

most community-based early childhood programs is largely under the parent's control, it 

is important to consider antecedent factors that may facilitate or discourage program 

support acceptance. 

Who uses program-based parent support resources, and what are some of the 

factors that inhibit or encourage effective use of the resources? As noted above, Telleen 

(1990) reported that the mothers who most consistently used one family support program 

for support on parenting issues were not depressed, and attended the center regularly. 
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Hetherington (1989) reported that divorced mothers of temperamentally difficult children 

made the most effective use of supportive resources under conditions of moderate stress. 

Studies suggest that a variety of factors may predict the relationship between 

parental stress and support-seeking in a population of Head Start parents (Parker, Baker, 

Piotrkowski, Young, Peay, & Kessler-Sklar, 1997; Chalkley & Leik, 1995). In one urban 

sample of Latino and African American Head Start mothers, mothers identified having a 

baby or toddler in the home, lack of child care, having a child with a health problem, and 

working during the day as the major barriers to their participation in Head Start parent 

activities. Further data analysis showed that depression, marriage, moving, and having 

more people in the home were additional factors which were statistically correlated with 

lower participation or utilization in this sample (Parker, Baker, Piotrkowski, Young, 

Peay, & Kessler-Sklar, 1997). Initial depression appeared to be a barrier to taking 

advantage of potentially supportive programmatic resources, while higher levels of 

participation were associated with fewer psychological symptoms and greater life 

satisfaction at the end of the year. 

Another study focused on psychological barriers to program use and acceptance 

by parents in an Early Head Start program (Robinson, Korfmacher, Green, Song, Soden, 

& Emde, 2002). Early Head Start is an extension of the Head Start program which serves 

low-income, high risk infants and toddlers and their families, and generally relies more 

heavily on home visiting than does the typical Head Start program for preschool-aged 

children. The authors of this three year study found that, consistent with Belsky, Robins, 
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depression, experience of domestic violence, sense of personal mastery, attitudes about 

relationships, and stress levels) were predictive of lower or more superficial levels of 

program engagement. 

Summary and implications for present study. The studies by Parker and 

colleagues, and by Robinson et al., suggest that higher initial levels of parenting stress 

would predict lower levels of program support acceptance. However, as noted above, 

other bodies of research might predict different outcomes. Similarly, the work of Parker 

et al. (1997) suggests that larger extended households would predict lower levels of 

program support acceptance, while Telleen's work (1990) suggests that larger personal 

networks, including extended households, might predict higher levels of support 

acceptance. One goal of the present study was to examine these ambiguous findings 

about antecedents and barriers to program support acceptance. 

Program-based support and stress in Head Start participants. A critical finding 

of recent studies of parent outcomes in Head Start is that those parents who participate 

actively in Head Start in either "learner" roles (such as volunteering in the classroom or 

attending parenting classes) or in "decision-maker" roles (such as serving on the Policy 

Council) report less depression and greater feelings of well-being and mastery at the end 

of the school year (Parker, Piotrkowski, & Peay, 1987). 

This conclusion is supported by the interim report of the Head Start Family and 

Child Experiences Survey (FACES, 2001), a longitudinal study of the performance of 
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Head Start programs using a nationally representative sample of over 3,000 families. 

Regarding the Head Start program objective of "strengthening families as the primary 

nurturers of their children," FACES reported that in 1998, 27% of primary caregivers in 

Head Start rated the program as "helpful" and 67% as "very helpful" as a source of 

support in raising their child. In this regard, Head Start ranked somewhat higher than 

relatives, and considerably higher than friends, other parents, co-workers, religious or 

social groups, professional helpers, or child care center staff. 

Parent participation and satisfaction was also significantly related to teacher 

certification and in-service training levels, suggesting that working effectively with 

parents is a learned skill. Interestingly, parents with lower levels of education were more 

likely to report satisfaction with the program, but greater participation was reported 

among parents with more education. Other correlates of greater participation were not 

being employed, having been involved in Head Start for a longer time, and being 

ethnically White as opposed to Hispanic or African American. Nationwide, most parents 

reported some level of participation in the program, and there was a small but statistically 

significant increase in sense of confidence or mastery in their lives over the course of the 

Head Start school year. Slight declines in measured levels of depression were reported, 

but were not statistically significant (FACES, 2001). 

Summary and implications for present study. This body of research highlights the 

ambiguous nature of family and network social supports, and raises a number of 

questions related to program support acceptance. For example, do extended household 



53 

or partner status predict higher or lower levels of parenting stressl Do they facilitate or 

hinder program support acceptance! Can higher levels of program support acceptance 

help to mitigate the effects of lack of familial support for mothers of young children? 

The assumptions underlying family support programming suggest that, in terms of 

ecological theory, staff and other participants in a community-based early childhood 

program may serve as "third party" support in relation to families raising young children 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1987). If this is the case, we might expect higher levels of program 

support acceptance to be associated with lower levels of parenting stress by the end of a 

program year. It is also noteworthy that the FACES (2001) study found maternal 

education to be related in contradictory ways to parents' program satisfaction and 

program participation in Head Start. The present study will examine these factors as 

possible predictors of stress and support within a Head Start population. 

Parenting Stress and Support in Low-Income Mexican American Families 

Issues of poverty and ethnicity in parenting, stress, appraisal, and coping. Ethnic 

minority families in the U.S. are often simultaneously dealing with problems of low 

socioeconomic status as well as issues of culture and ethnicity. As a result, culture and 

economic status are frequently confounded in the literature on family relationships and 

parenting across sub-cultural groups (Hernandez, 1997), leading to inappropriate 

generalizations about ethnic minority families. Therefore, it is important that research 

with this population avoid confounding these issues. The present study employed a 
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sample of low-income Mexican American mothers, both recent immigrants and those 

from more-acculturated second and third generation families, providing the opportunity to 

expand on within-group differences in this population. 

For example, parenting requires a high investment of time and energy on the part 

of all parents, and families of any culture or ethnicity that are dealing with the stressors of 

poverty, neighborhood crime, or marital conflict may simply not have that time and 

energy on a consistent basis (Baumrind, 1994). Several studies of parenting in Mexican-

American families conclude that reported differences in parenting behaviors and parent-

child interaction styles, which are sometimes attributed to ethnicity or culture, are actually 

attributable to other factors such as maternal education or acculturation. Siantz de Leon 

and Smith (1994), for example, reported negative parent-child relationships and negative 

maternal perceptions of their young children in a population of Mexican American 

migrant farm worker families. Because most of the mothers also had very low levels of 

education and very low incomes, however, the authors were unable to disentangle these 

influences from cultural influences in relation to parenting difficulties. Laosa (1980) 

reported that Mexican American mothers used more negative and directive teaching 

styles with their preschool children compared to average European American mothers, 

but when compared to other European American mothers with the same level of 

education, these differences disappeared. Allie (1987) looked at education level, income, 

generation, and language, and found that more acculturated (3"* generation) English-

speaking Mexican American mothers with more education and higher income tended to 



55 

have more positive child-rearing attitudes and to encourage more independence in their 

preschoolers. However, at least one study of low-income immigrant mothers (Cousins, 

Power, & Olvera-Ezzell, 1993) found that the more acculturated mothers used more 

negative parenting practices rather than less, suggesting that perhaps these groups 

acculturated differentially, adopting the dominant parenting values of their immediate 

communities (lower socioeconomic status European Americans in Cousins et al., and 

more educated middle-class European Americans in the Allie sample). 

In general, studies indicate that with increasing time in the new country, the 

family and household structure of immigrant families comes to more closely resemble 

dominant-culture families of similar levels of education and income (Buriel & DeMent, 

1997). In particular, the availability and roles played by spouses, grandparents, and live-

in partners appear to shift over time. Program participation among immigrant mothers 

may be tied to immediate structural household factors such as partner status, or the 

presence of other adults in the home who can assist with child care or otherwise facilitate 

or hinder her participation in the child's program. 

Contrary to some widely-held conceptions of the role of support networks in low-

income and minority families, higher levels of education and income have been reported 

as predicting more social support and contact with extended family members among 

Mexican American immigrants (Griffith & Villavicencio, 1985). It is commonly believed 

that extended family serves to significantly mitigate the negative aspects of poverty, by 

providing a ready source of instrumental and emotional support for family members 



56 

(Wilson & Tolson, 1990; Roschelle, 1997). However, other reports in the literature 

suggest that low income generally hinders efforts to maintain ties with kin and friends 

outside of the immediate household (Cochran, et al., 1990; Roschelle, 1997). Social 

networks require maintenance, and maintaining social ties with friends or extended 

family outside of the immediate household requires the expenditure of time and money, 

whether for shared meals, exchanging gifts, telephone calls, or travel to reunions. This 

maintenance work may be difficult to sustain for low income families whose resources 

are stretched (Roschelle, 1997; Wilson & Tolson, 1990). 

Stress and coping processes in ethnic minority families. As described earlier, 

Lazarus & Folkman (1984) described a general model of stress and coping in which a 

person's experience of an event as stressful, and his or her reactions to the event, are 

mediated by a series of cognitive appraisals about the event and the availability of 

resources to deal with it. Slavin, Rainer, McCreary, & Gowda (1991), extending the 

Lazarus and Folkman model, suggest that cultural factors can affect the experience of 

minority groups at each stage in the stress and coping process. First, factors related to 

culture or ethnicity may affect the types and frequencies of potentially stressful events 

that are experienced. Events related to discrimination or low socioeconomic status can be 

expected to occur more frequently in the lives of members of minority groups than for 

members of culturally or ethnically mainstream groups. Second, cultural definitions may 

affect the primary appraisal of the degree of threat posed by an event. A child behavior 

that would be considered normative in mainstream U.S. culture might be appraised as a 
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threat to parental authority in some immigrant groups, for example. Third, secondary 

appraisals of the resources available to counteract the threat may be influenced by cultural 

realities or expectations. For example, language barriers or past experiences of 

discrimination may discourage use of particular community resources. Fourth, ethnic 

group membership may affect the acceptability of particular coping strategies. In some 

traditional ethnic communities, it may be considered shameful to go outside the family or 

religious community for assistance, or to admit to mental health problems, whereas 

somatic disorders are acceptable manifestations of stress. Traditional gender role 

definitions may also dictate different coping strategies for men and women. 

While the Slavin et al. model is not exclusive to immigrant populations, it is easy 

to see its applicability to a Mexican American population, and to envision differences in 

experience that would be related to generational status or acculturation level. Both the 

exposure to stimulus experiences, and the primary and secondary appraisal of threat and 

available resources, might well differ from the immigrant generation to later generations. 

Summary and implications for present study. The theoretical model of Slavin et 

al. (1991) suggests several ways that ethnicity could affect stress and coping (or support-

seeking) processes in a population of low income Mexican American Head Start parents, 

especially in terms of appraisals of stressors and potential resources for coping. In 

addition, several empirical studies indicate that the variables of maternal education and 

acculturation, especially in terms of generational status, may differentiate among parents 

within this population (Laosa, 1980; Siantz de Leon & Smith, 1994; Allie, 1987; Cousins, 
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et al., 1993). The present study will examine the role of these variables. 

Parenting stress in low-income families. As noted in the earlier discussion of 

stressful life events, poverty and low socioeconomic status in themselves increase the 

likelihood that parents will experience stressful life circumstances. Recent studies 

continue to show that low-income families in the U.S. are significantly more likely to be 

exposed to multiple and chronic stressors than are middle- or upper-income families. 

Evans & English (2002) reported that low-income families in their sample were typically 

exposed to three or more categories of major stressors (violence, family separation, 

family turmoil, housing problems, noise, and crowding), while middle-income families 

were more typically exposed to zero to two stressors in the same period of time. 

Similarly, using a six point index of family stress, the National Survey of 

American Families (NSAF) found that half of all children in families with income below 

the Federal Poverty Level in the U.S. in 1997 lived in stressful family environments, hi 

contrast, only one child in 20 living in a family with income of three or more times the 

Federal Poverty Level was living in a stressful family environment. The family stress 

index included not being able to pay housing or utility bills, having two or more persons 

in a bedroom, running out of food before the end of the month, worrying about access to 

health care, a parent having a serious physical health, learning or mental health condition, 

and a child having a serious physical health, learning or mental health condition (Moore 

& Vandivere, 2000). 
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Summary and implications for present study. Based on the studies cited above, it 

is reasonable to conclude that as a group, the families who meet the income eligibility 

standards of the Head Start program are exposed to relatively high levels of family 

stressors, which might be expected to translate into high levels of parenting stress. The 

present study offers an opportunity to explore the acceptability of non-familial parenting 

support to low income Mexican American mothers when it is available free of charge and 

in a neighborhood-based setting, as is the case for Head Start programs. To what extent 

can personnel associated with the early childhood program, including program staff and 

other parents, become accepted as surrogate family or "third party" parenting support for 

these mothers? 

Parenting stress in Mexican American households. Several empirical studies 

have reported generally high levels of parenting stress in populations of Hispanic 

immigrant parents. Solis reported that in a sample of Spanish-speaking parents from 

pediatric clinics in New York City, less acculturated mothers experienced more 

depression, less attachment to their children, and felt less competent as parents as 

compared to more acculturated mothers. More acculturated mothers were more similar to 

European American mothers. There were no significant differences among Hispanic 

mothers across different socioeconomic strata. The respondents were primarily from 

Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic, the United States, and Ecuador (Solis, 1991; Solis 

& Abidin, 1991; Abidin, 1995). 

A study of Central American immigrant mothers of young children in 
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Washington, DC reported extremely elevated levels of parenting stress (Borrero, 1993). 

Given that the mothers in Borrero's sample were primarily undocumented refugees who 

had fled to the U.S. due to extreme political and economic instability in Central America 

in the 1980's, the results are not surprising. Most were monolingual speakers of Spanish, 

of low socioeconomic status, and had little or no formal education. These mothers also 

reported that they had access to few coping resources other than natural supports such as 

family and neighbors, due in part to their tenuous legal status as immigrants. 

Two studies examining aspects of parenting stress specifically in Mexican 

American populations suggested that Mexican American parents as a group may report 

less parenting stress than some other Hispanic immigrant groups. A study of U.S.-bom 

and Mexico-bom mothers in the Los Angeles area found that the immigrant (Mexico-

bom) mothers expressed greater confidence in their parenting ability prior to the birth of 

their child, although they reported more practical child-rearing concems after the birth 

(Zambrana, Silva-Palacios, & Powell, 1992). The differences were thought to be related 

both to cultural expectations (that is, immigrant generation mothers considered giving 

birth and parenting as natural events with clearly defined role expectations, and therefore 

did not regard parenting as a potentially stressful experience), and to availability of 

support after delivery (that is, immigrant generation mothers had access to less support 

after the birth of their children because important resources such as extended family were 

left behind in Mexico, and therefore experienced parenting as more challenging than 

expected). Another study of low-income U.S.-bom and non-U.S.-born Mexican 
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American mothers and European American mothers failed to show unusually high levels 

of parenting stress among the Mexican American mothers by the end of a Head Start 

program year, as measured by the Parenting Stress Index (Sewell & Taylor, 1996). 

Summary and implications for present study. While the FACES (2001) study 

cited earlier suggested that ethnicity is likely to be related to program support 

acceptance, it is less clear from the literature what relationships can be expected between 

ethnicity and parenting stress, particularly in a Mexican American population. Looking 

beyond ethnicity to acculturation, although several studies of Spanish-speaking immigrant 

generation mothers have reported higher than average levels of parenting stress, some 

studies specific to Mexican American mothers have not reported this result. The present 

study will examine these issues in more detail within a Mexican American population 

that includes both immigrant generation and later generation mothers. 

Potential Moderating Role of Acculturation 

Studies described above suggest that acculturation could moderate processes of 

parenting stress and support in this population of low-income Mexican American Head 

Start mothers. That is, parenting stress and program support acceptance may have 

different patterns of relationships among recent immigrant mothers than among more 

acculturated later generation mothers. At the same time, the literature also suggests that 

any effects of acculturation could be complex. While different patterns of relationships 

might be expected in the two populations, it is far less clear what those patterns may be. 
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The present study considers ways that accukuration may impact on key linkages between 

parenting stress and support acceptance. 

The Slavin et al. (1991) adaptation of the Lazarus and Folkman (1984) model 

provides one framework for speculation on how moderation by acculturation might 

operate. Both rates of exposure to stimulus experiences, and the primary and secondary 

appraisals of the threats posed and the resources available, might well differ from the 

immigrant generation to later generations. Both immigrant and non-immigrant generation 

Mexican American Head Start parents would be expected to experience relatively high 

incidence of stimulus events, based on their low income levels and their minority status 

(Slavin et al., 1991; Evans & English, 2002). In addition, the immigrant generation 

parents might experience more stressful stimulus events related to language barriers, lack 

of familiarity with U.S. institutions, and the immigration experience itself, while later 

generation parents might experience additional, and perhaps chronic, stressors related to 

their higher rates of marital disruption and single parenting (Ortiz, 1995; U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2002). Thus the primary appraisal of threat of harm/loss, as reflected in high 

parenting stress scores, could be elevated in both groups. 

However, the secondary appraisal of resources available for coping, and the 

salience of that appraisal, may differ for the two groups. Because of language barriers 

and restricted social networks, the immigrant generation Head Start mothers might 

perhaps turn more readily to their child's preschool program and its staff, as one of a 

small number of community resources they know to be available and accessible. Having 
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already established some kind of relationship with program staff, who would have made 

efforts during the enrollment process to accommodate their language needs and to 

welcome the child and family, immigrant mothers might perceive this staff as a source of 

further support when needed (Taylor, Machida, & Sewell, 1998). Thus, higher levels of 

prior parenting stress in the immigrant group could predict higher levels of program 

support acceptance. 

On the other hand, later generation mothers, being more aware of the existence of 

other resources in the community (such as social services or mental health agencies), 

might view the preschool program as just one of many community resources, and as one 

that is primarily for the child rather than for the parent. As suggested in other studies 

(Sewell & Taylor, 1996), the more acculturated mothers might also have broader social 

networks of family and friends who are appraised as more appropriate sources of support 

around adult issues. Thus, higher levels of parenting stress in the non-immigrant group 

might not be associated with higher levels of program support acceptance in relation to 

the Head Start program, and in fact might function more as a barrier to participation. The 

secondary appraisal of the community-based preschool program as an appropriate coping 

resource could simply be less salient in this group, relative to the primary appraisal of 

harm/loss (in this case, parenting stress). 

Similarly, the relationship between program support acceptance and later 

parenting stress might differ between the two groups. If the supportive resources 

available through Head Start are less salient to the more acculturated mothers, their 
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primary appraisal of the stressfulness of events might have a more dominant effect on 

their relationship with the program than their secondary appraisal of the program as a 

resource. Thus, a weaker relationship might be expected between program support 

acceptance and later parenting stress for the more acculturated non-immigrant generation 

mothers. On the other hand, because of secondary appraisals by immigrant generation 

mothers that the resources available through the program are both valuable and 

accessible, greater program support acceptance in this group might predict lower 

parenting stress over time. 

Summary 

The preceding literature review suggests that prior parenting stress, viewed as an 

arousal state, may be an important determinant of how a low-income Mexican American 

mother engages with her child's preschool early education program and utilizes its 

potentially supportive aspects to support her parenting (Parker et al., 1997). The 

parenting stress levels that these mothers bring with them when they enroll a child in an 

early education program are likely to be relatively high. 

While it is beyond the scope of the present study to account for all sources of 

initial parenting stress, it is possible to identify some factors such as maternal education, 

recent stressful life events, and household structure factors such as partner status 

extended household (the presence of other non-parental caregiving adults), which might 

contribute to higher parenting stress levels. In an immigrant population, demands of 
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acculturation could also be a source of initial parenting stress. The review considered the 

role of the same set of variables as antecedents to program support acceptance. 

Also discussed in this review were theoretical questions about the nature of the 

relationship between parenting stress and program support acceptance. Does parenting 

stress serve as a motivator for the mother to seek out and avail herself of available 

program-based supports, or is elevated stress simply a barrier to taking advantage of 

potentially supportive resources? A direct empirical test of this question could shed some 

light on an important theoretical issue, and suggest directions for further research. 

Several studies suggest that involvement of mothers in programs such as Head 

Start, even though the primary purpose of the program is preparing the child for school, 

can have measurable benefits for the mother's well-being. If a mother can overcome 

barriers to program participation, one might expect her acceptance and utilization of 

program-based supports through the year {program support acceptance) to be related to 

her level of parenting stress by the end of the year. 

Finally, the study examines whether these processes operate differently in recent 

immigrant families than they do in later generation immigrant families, which would 

indicate that acculturation is a moderator of these processes. Such a finding would have 

implications for the generalizability of basic community-based family support models. 
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Questions and Hypotheses for Present Study 

The overall purpose of the present study was to examine factors associated with 

low income mothers' decisions to involve themselves in voluntary supportive 

relationships with community-based early childhood programs (i.e., program support 

acceptance), and the relationship between parenting stress and program support 

acceptance. Further, the study examined how parenting stress and support-seeking 

processes operate in an ethnic minority immigrant population, specifically a population of 

Mexican American Head Start mothers. Described below are the specific questions and 

hypotheses addressed in the study. 

The present study is a secondary analysis of data from a larger study, which 

imposed some restrictions on the data available. Because Time 1 data on parenting stress 

were only available for English-speaking participants, questions related to Time 1 

parenting stress are posed only for the English speaking sample. Other questions are 

posed for the full sample of English-speaking and Spanish-speaking participants. 
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Parenting Stress and Program Support Acceptance In a 
Mexican American Head Start Population 

2a & 2b 

Maternal 
Education 

Partner 
Status 

Extended 
Household 

Acculturation 
(Generational 
Status) 

Stressful 
Life Events 

Acculturation 
(Moderator) 

Program Support 
Acceptance 

Time 1 
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Figure 4. Time 1 parenting stress: Antecedents and relationship to program support acceptance 
(English-speaking sample, n = 55) 

Time 1 Parenting Stress: Antecedents and Relationship to Program Support Acceptance 

Because Time 1 parenting stress data were available only for the English-

speaking Mexican American mothers, questions 1, 2a and 2b, and 3 refer only to that sub-

sample. See Figure 4 for a summary of the conceptual linkages addressed by these 

questions. 
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Question 1. To what extent do acculturation (represented by generational status), 

maternal education (represented by high school graduation/GED), stressful life events 

(as determined by a Life Events checklist), partner status (being married or having a live-

in partner), and extended household (presence of a grandmother and/or other care-giving 

adult, other than a partner or spouse, in the household) contribute to Time 1 parenting 

stress? 

Hypothesis 1. The set of variables, entered as a block in a regression equation, 

will contribute significantly to the prediction of Time 1 parenting stress. In addition, the 

variables will make significant individual contributions to Time 1 parenting stress. 

Specifically, being of the immigrant generation (born in Mexico), and having recent 

experience of more stressful life events, will both predict higher levels of Time 1 

parenting stress. Higher level of maternal education, and being partnered, will predict 

lower levels of Time 1 parenting stress. There is not sufficient basis for predicting 

whether living in an extended household will be positively or negatively related to Time 1 

parenting stress. 

Rationale. The parenting stress model (Abidin, 1990) posits that parenting stress 

is multiply determined. Two variables, acculturation and stressful life events, are likely 

to predict increased parenting stress. A few studies (McClintock & Moore, 1992, as 

cited in Buriel & DeMent, 1997) have suggested that less acculturated Mexican American 

mothers may be lower in family-related stress than more acculturated Mexican American 



69 

mothers. However, other studies (Solis, 1991; Borrero, 1993) suggest the opposite. On 

balance, this study expects that lower acculturation (being of the immigrant generation) 

would generally predict higher parenting stress because immigration is associated with 

disruptions of many kinds, including loss of key members of one's former social support 

network (Slavin, et al., 1991). Experience of more stressful life events in the past year, 

including such losses and disruptions, would predict higher levels of parenting stress, 

because situational stress is associated with parenting stress in the Parenting Stress model 

(Abidin). 

On the other hand, two variables, maternal education and partner status, are 

likely to predict lower levels of parenting stress. Higher levels of maternal education are 

generally associated with more sensitive and positive parenting (Siantz de Leon & Smith, 

1994; Laosa, 1980; Allie, 1987; Cousins, Power, & Olvera-Ezzell, 1993), which should 

be associated in turn with lower parenting stress. Many studies suggest that, despite 

evidence that marital relationships are not always supportive, support from a spouse is the 

most salient form of social support for most parents (Levitt, Weber, & Clark, 1986; 

Cochran, Lamer, Riley, Gunnarsson, & Henderson, 1990; Bassuk et al., 2002). Thus, 

being partnered is expected to predict lower parenting stress. 

Finally, it is not clear from the literature whether extended household in itself will 

predict in a consistent direction. Larger extended households (those including adults 

other than the partner or spouse) might provide more potential sources of support for the 

mother, or they might simply create additional stressful demands for her. 
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Question 2a. Is there a linear relationship between Time 1 parenting stress and 

mid-year program support acceptance? 

Hypothesis 2a. There will be a significant negative linear relationship between 

Time I parenting stress and mid-year program support acceptance among the English-

speaking Mexican American mothers. 

Rationale. A number of studies have found that stress generally functions as a 

barrier to support-seeking (Parker et al., 1987; Powell, 1988; Wilson & Gottman, 1996; 

Hetherington & Blechman, 1996). Several studies also indicate more specifically that 

high levels of parental stress can inhibit participation in community-based programs 

(Parker et al., 1987; Powell, 1988). This implies a negative linear relationship between 

Time 1 parenting stress and mid-year program support acceptance, with increasing stress 

corresponding to decreasing support-seeking or support acceptance. 

Question 2b. Is there a curvilinear relationship between Time 1 parenting stress 

and mid-year program support acceptance? 

Hypothesis 2b. There will not be a significant curvilinear relationship between 

Time 1 parenting stress and mid-year program support acceptance. 

Rationale. There is some support in both the theoretical and empirical literature 

for predicting a curvilinear relationship between Time 1 parenting stress and mid-year 

program support acceptance. Abidin (1992) suggests on theoretical grounds, and others 

on empirical grounds (Cochran, 1990; Hetherington, 1989; Telleen, 1990), that some 

minimal level of stress or "environmental press" is needed to motivate support-seeking as 
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a coping behavior. Viewing program support acceptance as a support-seeking behavior, 

this would imply a quadratic curvilinear relationship (an inverted U), with the initial rise 

reflecting the minimal level of stress needed to motivate support-seeking, and the drop

off reflecting effects of excessive stress. However, the weight of empirical studies 

conducted with similar populations in community-based programs (Parker et al., 1987; 

Powell, 1988) suggests that the negative linear relationship is more likely in this sample. 

Question 3. Does acculturation moderate the link between Time 1 parenting 

stress and program support acceptance ? 

Rationale. Slavin, Rainer, McCreary, & Gowda (1991) suggest that cultural and 

ethnic factors (including acculturation and immigration-related experiences) can affect 

the primary and secondary appraisal processes of stress and coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 

1984). Immigrant generation and later generation parents may assess both the level of 

threat and the availability of coping resources differently. These appraisals would be 

reflected in the Time 1 parenting stress score (a primary appraisal of threat), and in the 

program support acceptance score (a secondary appraisal that the community-based 

program is a potential resource for coping). Differences between the two groups in the 

relative salience of the primary appraisal phase and the secondary appraisal phase could 

lead to different patterns of relationship between Time 1 parenting stress and program 

support acceptance, which would indicate a moderating role for acculturation. However, 

the nature and direction of these differences is highly speculative, and testing of specific 

hypotheses does not seem warranted. To that extent, this is an exploratory analysis. 
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Parenting Stress and Program Support Acceptance in a 
Mexican American Head Start Population 

Maternal 
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Figure 5. Mid-year program support acceptance: Antecedents and relationship to Time 2 parenting stress 
(English and Spanish-speaking sample, n - 120) 

Mid-Year Program Support Acceptance: Antecedents and Relationship to Time 2 

Parenting Stress 

Questions 4, 5, and 6 refer to the full sample of English-speaking and Spanish-

speaking Mexican American mothers. The Time 1 parenting stress variable was not used 

in these analyses, as that data was not available for Spanish-speaking participants. See 

Figure 5 for illustration of the linkages addressed in this set of questions. 

Question 4. Do acculturation, maternal education, stressful life events, partner 

status, and extended household account for significant variance in mid-year program 

support acceptance ? 
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Hypothesis 4. The set of variables, entered as a block in a regression equation, 

will contribute significantly to the prediction of mid-year program support acceptance. 

In addition, the variables will make significant individual contributions to mid-year 

program support acceptance. No prediction is made as to the direction of relationship 

between acculturation (indicated by generational status) and mid-year program support 

acceptance. Higher levels of maternal education will predict higher levels of mid-year 

program support acceptance. Higher numbers of stressful life events will predict lower 

mid-year program support acceptance. Being partnered will predict higher levels of 

mid-year program support acceptance. No prediction is made as to the direction of the 

relationship between extended household and mid-year program support acceptance. 

Rationale. There is not a strong basis for predicting whether acculturation will be 

related in a positive or negative direction to mid-year program support acceptance. 

While immigrant generation mothers might be expected to be more receptive to program-

based parenting support because they believe they have fewer other social support 

resources outside of the immediate household, there may also be cultural or other barriers 

to making use of non-familial resources (Slavin et al., 1991). 

The basis for predicting the direction of the relationship between maternal 

education and mid-year program support acceptance is somewhat ambiguous. Head 

Start parents with lower levels of education are more likely to report satisfaction with 

their child's Head Start program, but those with higher levels of education have higher 

levels of actual participation in the program (FACES, 2001). The construct of program 
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support acceptance has elements of both satisfaction and participation, but is not identical 

to either. However, in a voluntary program, some level of program acceptance can be 

viewed as a prerequisite to participation, suggesting that more education will be 

associated with greater program support acceptance. 

Experience of more stressful life events in the past year is expected to predict 

lower mid-year program support acceptance because stress in general tends to function as 

a barrier to support-seeking (Parker et al., 1987; Powell, 1988; Wilson & Gottman, 1996; 

Hetherington & Blechman, 1996), and to participation in community-based programs 

(Parker et al., 1987; Powell, 1988). 

The expectation that having a spouse or live-in partner {partner status) will 

predict higher mid-year program support acceptance is based on studies indicating that 

spouses are particularly salient as sources of parenting support (Levitt, Weber, & Clark, 

1986; Holtzman & Gilbert, 1986; FACES, 2001). Their presence in the household may 

facilitate the mother's participation in her child's program, either by providing child care 

for other children, or by providing encouragement. 

On the other hand, there is not sufficient basis for predicting whether an extended 

household in itself (apart from a spouse or live-in partner) will predict mid-year program 

support acceptance. Some researchers (Parker, Baker, Piotrkowski, Young, Peay, & 

Kessler-Sklar, 1997) identify having more people in the home as a barrier to the mother's 

participation in Head Start, perhaps because crowded conditions or competing demands 

introduce a degree of chaos into the household that makes program participation more 



difficult. Family members can be sources of stress as well as support (Belle, 1987; 

Eckenrode & Gore, 1981; Bassuk, Mickelson, Bissell & Perloff, 2002). Others suggest 

that having additional adults in the home, particularly grandmothers, may facilitate 

program participation by providing child care for other children (Levitt, Weber, & Clark, 

1986; Holtzman & Gilbert, 1986; FACES, 2001). While parent participation is not 

synonymous with program support acceptance, parent participation in a voluntary 

program implies some degree of acceptance of the program. 

Question 5. Does prior program support acceptance predict Time 2 parenting 

stress, and remain significant after accounting for the contribution of acculturation, 

maternal education, stressful life events, partner status, and extended household? 

Hypothesis 5. Higher levels of program support acceptance at mid-year will 

predict lower levels of Time 2 parenting stress. It is unclear whether the relationship will 

remain significant after controlling for contextual antecedents. 

Rationale. Program support acceptance is a form of program engagement, and is 

considered a first step in taking advantage of available program-based social support 

(Peisher et al., 2001; Burleson, 1994; Barnes & Duck, 1994). The social support 

literature, in turn, predicts that taking advantage of social support should result in reduced 

levels of stress (Sarason, et al., 1992; Gottlieb, 1981). While these predictions were 

originally related to stress and support in general, it is assumed that they are also 

applicable to parenting stress and parenting support. The relative role of various 

contextual antecedents is unclear. 
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Question 6. Does acculturation moderate the link between prior program support 

acceptance and Time 2 parenting stress? 

Rationale. This is an exploratory analysis. As discussed earlier in regard to 

Question 3, Slavin, Rainer, McCreary, & Gowda (1991) suggest a rationale for 

anticipating that immigrant generation and later generation Mexican American Head Start 

mothers may assess both the level of threat and the availability of coping resources 

differently, in terms of the primary and secondary appraisal processes of the Lazarus & 

Folkman (1984) model of stress and coping. Differences between the two groups in the 

relative salience of the primary appraisal phase and the secondary appraisal phase could 

lead to different patterns of relationship between program support acceptance and Time 2 

parenting stress, which would indicate a moderating role for acculturation. However, the 

nature and direction of such differences is highly speculative. Nevertheless, for program 

design purposes, it would be helpful to know whether the relationship between program 

support acceptance and Time 2 parenting stress is the same for immigrant and non

immigrant generation mothers. 

Change Over Time In Parenting Stress: The Contribution of Program Support 

Acceptance 

Because Time 1 parenting stress data were available only for the English-speaking 

Mexican American mothers, questions 7 and 8 refer only to that sub-sample. Figure 6 

illustrates the linkages examined in these questions. 
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Parenting Stress and Program Support Acceptance In a 
Mexican American Head Start Population 

Time 1 
8 

Program Support 
8 

Time 2 
Parenting Stress Acceptance Parenting Stress 

Figure 6. Change over time in parenting stress: Contribution of program support acceptance 
(English-speaking sample, n = 48) 

Question 7. Does mean parenting stress level decrease significantly from Time 1 

(fall) to Time 2 (spring) for parents participating in a full program year of Head Start? 

Hypothesis 7. Mean parenting stress level will decrease significantly from Time 1 

to Time 2. 

Rationale. Over time, parents are expected to derive resources of social and other 

support from the program. In fact, parents in the Head Start FACES (2001) study did 

report small but significant increases in confidence and sense of mastery in the course of 

the school year. The Parenting Stress Model (Abidin, 1990), in turn, implies that parents 

who are more confident and less socially isolated should report lower parenting stress. 
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Question 8. In the English-speaking sample, does prior program support 

acceptance predict Time 2 parenting stress, over and above the contribution of Time 1 

parenting stress, acculturation, maternal education, stressful life events, partner status, 

and extended household? 

Hypothesis 8. Higher levels of program support acceptance at mid-year will 

predict lower levels of Time 2 parenting stress, after controlling for Time 1 parenting 

stress, acculturation, maternal education, stressful life events, partner status, and 

extended household. 

Rationale. As in Question 5, this prediction is based on the expectation that 

program support acceptance, as a form of program engagement, is a first step toward 

taking advantage of program-based social support (Peisher et al., 2001; Burleson, 1994; 

Barnes & Duck, 1994). The social support literature, in turn, predicts that taking 

advantage of social support should result in reduced levels of stress (Sarason, et al., 1992; 

Gottlieb, 1981). This question differs from Question 5 in that it is limited to the English-

speaking sub-sample, and includes the role of initial stress level of the parent (data which 

was not available for the full sample). Thus, it addresses the potential for within-group 

differences in the sample. 
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CHAPTER 3 METHODS 

The current study draws on interview data from parents of three, four and five-

year-old children who were participants in a larger multi-year study, the University of 

Arizona Child Resilience Project (CRP). Target children were enrolled in traditional 

center-based Head Start classrooms in a mid-sized U.S. city near the Mexican border. 

The Child Resilience Project was a Head Start-University Partnership research grant 

funded by the federal Administration for Children, Youth, and Families. The Child 

Resilience Project was conducted over a three year period. The first year consisted of a 

pilot study, and years two and three involved two waves of data collection (fall and 

spring) on two separate cohorts of families (one in year two and one in year three). Data 

collection for the Child Resilience Project included classroom observations and 

structured interviews with children, and self-administered teacher questionnaires, as well 

as structured parent/guardian interviews. Families were recruited on a voluntary basis 

from Head Start classrooms, with the cooperation of teachers who also participated on a 

voluntary basis. 

The current investigation examined parenting stress and support processes in a 

more homogeneous subgroup of Mexican American parents who were members of the 

second cohort (1994-95) of the University of Arizona Child Resilience Project, using only 

parent interview data. 
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Participants 

CRP Study 

Recruitment procedures. Recruitment for participants in the Child Resilience 

Project was voluntary at the classroom and the individual subject levels. Several weeks 

before the start of the school year, the agency administering the local Head Start program 

provided an opportunity for the Child Resilience Project staff to meet with Head Start 

teachers as a group, to explain the project and the level of involvement required from 

participating classrooms. Consenting teachers and their assistants were asked to assist in 

recruitment of parents, to complete several self-report questionnaires on their perceptions 

of their relationship with each participating child and parent, and to allow members of the 

research team access to their classrooms to interview and observe participating children 

on a regular basis throughout the school year. They were paid for their participation 

based on the number of questionnaires completed. Eight lead teachers who had 

previously participated in the Child Resilience Project agreed to participate, and an 

additional five were recruited during the summer, resulting in thirteen participating 

classroom teams in the third year of the project (1994-95). All were experienced Head 

Start teachers. 

Once the thirteen participating classrooms had been identified, the Head Start 

agency provided a brief bilingual flyer introducing the Child Resilience Project to each 

entering Head Start family during the intake and enrollment process. During the second 

week of school, in early September, bilingual teams of CRP research staff arranged to 
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attend initial day-time parent meetings at each Head Start center to further explain the 

project, and obtain informed consent from interested parents. Bilingual members of the 

research team also arranged to be at the Head Start classrooms at drop-off and pick-up 

times during the first weeks of school, in order to reach additional parents and obtain 

consents. In some cases, research team members rode the Head Start bus in order to 

introduce themselves and the project to those parents who did not transport their children 

to school or attend the parent meetings. This recruitment procedure yielded a sample of 

162 participating families. 

Subject characteristics of Year 3 CRP cohort. The full sample for the larger study 

was comprised of 87 non-U.S.-born (P' generation immigrant) Mexican American 

parents (54%), 57 U.S.-bom (2"'' generation or later immigrant) Mexican American 

parents (35%), and 18 European American parents (11 %). All families had a 3 or 4 year 

old child enrolled in the center-based Head Start program. In that sample, the immigrant 

(non-U.S.-born) mothers were more likely to be married and to have less than a high 

school education than either the European American or U.S.-bom Mexican American 

mothers. The U.S.-bom Mexican American mothers had more children than either the 

non-U.S.-bom mothers or the European American mothers (Sewell & Taylor, 1996). 

Attrition from Time 1 to Time 2 in CRP cohort. The full CRP sample dropped 

from 162 participants in the fall to 150 in the spring, an attrition rate of 7.4 %. This was 

considered a good retention rate, based on prior experience with a similar population. 
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Present Study 

Participant selection criteria. Unlike the CRP study, which included 

comparisons of Mexican American and European American families, the present study 

sample included only Mexican American respondents who were the biological mothers of 

the target child. A small number of fathers, foster parents, and custodial grandparents and 

other relatives were eliminated from the full CRP sample, along with 14 Anglo American 

parents or guardians, yielding a sample of 120 participants. Using these selection criteria 

served two purposes: first, by controlling for potential confounding due to ethnicity, 

gender, SES and generation, it allowed the study to focus on within-group differences in a 

low-income ethnic minority population. Second, statistical power in a small-to-moderate 

sized sample was maximized. 

Demographic characteristics of present sample. The subset of CRP mothers who 

identified themselves as Mexican American (n = 120) comprised the full present sample. 

Participants were 50 non-immigrant generation (U.S.-bom) and 70 immigrant generation 

(non-U.S.-bom) Mexican American mothers, who participated in a battery of structured 

interviews in either English or Spanish, during both the fall and spring semesters of a 

Head Start program year. Descriptive statistics and demographic characteristics of the 

mothers in the full sample are summarized in Table 1. Longitudinal data on parenting 

stress were available only for English-speaking respondents, as the Spanish version of the 

PSFShort form measure was not available for the Time 1 interviews. Therefore, for 
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analyses involving Time 1 parenting stress, the sample included only English-speaking 

respondents. Table 2 summarizes the characteristics of the sample broken down by 

generational or immigrant status. Table 3 summarizes characteristics of the sample 

broken down by dominant language of the participants (language in which the parent 

interviews were conducted, according to the participant's preference). Some analyses 

utilized only the English-speaking sub-sample because the Spanish language version of 

the Parenting Stress Index was not available for the Time 1 (fall) data collection . 

Since income eligibility requirements for Head Start require that families have 

incomes at or below 100% of federal poverty level, all participating families could be 

defined as low-income. Independent samples ?-tests indicated that the immigrant and 

non-immigrant groups differed significantly on the following variables: maternal 

education (high school graduation), marital status, grandmother presence, and number of 

children in home. 

The average age of the respondents overall was 29.26 years ( S D  =  5.64). Since 

Head Start children are 3, 4 or 5 years old, this indicates that most participants were not 

adolescent mothers, at least at the birth of the target child. The mean age of target 

children at the time of the fall parent interview was 4.7 years. Of these, 62 were male 

(51.7%) and 58 were female (48.3%). The mean number of children reported in each 

household was 2.82 (5^=1.05). Eighty-four percent of respondents had between two and 

four children under 18 living in the home. That is, virtually all respondents were 

responsible for at least one dependent child in addition to the target preschool-aged child. 
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Number of children differed significantly between immigrants and non-immigrants, with 

the non-immigrant group having more children in the home, f (118) = 2.00, p < .05 

The majority of mothers (55.8%) were married (n = 67), and another 17.5% were 

cohabiting with a partner (n = 21). When the categories were combined, nearly three-

quarters (73.3%) of participants were "partnered" or living in two-parent households. An 

additional 10.8% (n = 13) were single/never married, 9.2% (n = 11) were divorced, and 

the remaining mothers were separated (5%) or widowed (1.7%). Immigrant generation 

mothers were significantly more likely to be married than those who were born in the 

U.S., t (118) = -2.23, p < .05, but the groups did not differ significantly on partner status 

(defined as having either a spouse or a live-in partner in the household). The groups 

differed on grandmother presence, with non-immigrant (U.S.-bom) mothers significantly 

more likely to have a grandmother residing in the household, f (118) = 3.07, p < .01. 

Overall educational achievement level of the mothers in the sample was quite low, 

even when compared to other Head Start populations nationally (FACES, 2001). The 

majority of respondents (65%) had less than a high school education, and 15.8% had a 6"^ 

grade education or less. On the other hand, a subgroup (15.8%) had completed a 

bachelors degree or some college. Among non-immigrant generation (U.S.-bom) 

mothers, 28 (56%) were high school graduates, while only 14 (20%) of immigrant-

generation mothers were high school graduates. This was a significant difference, / (118) 

= 4.36,p< .001. 

Many respondents spoke Spanish as their primary or only language. Fifty-six of 
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the mothers (47%) elected to be interviewed in Spanish and 64 mothers (53%) elected to 

be interviewed in English. However, 69 mothers (57%) reported Spanish as the primary 

or only language spoken in the home, 25 mothers (21%) reported speaking primarily or 

only English in the home, and 26 (22%) reported that both languages are spoken, 

indicating varying degrees of bilingualism within the sample. The mean length of time 

that non-U.S.-bom respondents had lived in the U.S. was 9.20 years (SD = 6.12). 

The mean number of stressful life events experienced by participating mothers in 

the previous twelve months was 3.47 (SD = 2.71), ranging from zero to eleven. This is 

consistent with other reports that low-income families are tj^ically exposed to three or 

more categories of environmental stressors, compared to two or fewer for middle-income 

families (Evans & English, 2002). 

Attrition from Time 1 to Time 2 in present sample. Of the initial 120 participants, 

twelve dropped out of Head Start or were unavailable for interviews by the spring, 

resulting in a sample of 108 for Time 2 data collection (an attrition rate of 10%). 

Independent samples f-tests showed that participants who dropped out were not 

significantly different from those who remained in the sample on any study variable. 

Drop-outs were equally likely to be immigrant generation (bom in Mexico) or non

immigrant generation (bom in the U.S.). 



Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Mexican American Participants in Full Sample (n = 120) 

Acculturation-related variables: 

1. Generational status of mother 

Mexican birth (immigrant) 

U.S. birth (non-immigrant) 

2. Mean years lived in U.S. 

3. Language of interviews 

English 

Spanish 

Contextual variables: 

4. Mother's age (mean) 

5. Maternal education (median) 

6. Mother is high school graduate/GED 

7. Stressful life events in past year (mean) 

Household structure variables: 

8. Married (lives with spouse) 

9. Partnered (spouse or live-in partner) 

10. Number of care-giving adults (mean) 

11. Grandmother present in household 

12. Number of children in household (mean) 

N %/Mean/Median (SD) 

70 58% 

50 42% 

119 17.23 (11.06) 

64 53% 

56 47% 

120 29.26 (5.64) 

120 10"^-11'" grade 

42 35% 

117 3.47 (2.71) 

67 55.8% 

88 73.3% 

120 1.95 (.62) 

14 11.7% 

120 2.82 (1.05) 

00 
as 



Table 2. Descriptive and Demographic Characteristics of Participants by Generational Status (n = 120) 

Non-immigrant generation (N=50) Immigrant generation (N=70) 

N %/Mean (SD) N %/Mean (SD) 

Acculturation-related variables: 

1. Mean years lived in U.S. 50 28.30 (5.18) 69 9.2 (6.12) 
2. Language of interview 

English 49 98% - 15 21% -

Spanish 1 2% - 55 79% -

Contextual variables: 

3, Mother's age (median) 50 28 _ 70 29 
4. Mother is high school graduate/GED 28 56% - 14 20% -

5. Stressful life events in past year (mean) 48 3.9 (2.83) 69 3.2 (2.60) 

Household structure variables: 

6. Married (lives with spouse) 22 44% 45 64% — 

7. Partnered (spouse or live-in partner) 33 66% - 55 79% -

8. Number of caregiving adults (mean) 70 2 (.69) 50 1.9 (.57) 
9. Grandmother present in household 11 22% - 3 4% -

10. Number of children in household 50 3 (1.00) 70 2.7 (1.05) 

Parenting Stress & Program Support Acceptance: 

11. Time 1 (Fall) parenting stress" 45 74.89 (19.81) 12 78.92 (24.73) 
12. Time 2 (Spring) parenting stress'• 44 69.93 (21.61) 64 65.50 (22.08) 
13. Program support acceptance 46 3.28 (.50) 67 3.42 (.54) 

' Fall PSI total score (available for English speakers only); n = 45 for Non-Immigrant, n = 12 for Immigrant; normative mean PSI score = 71 
•' Spring PSI total score (available for full sample); n = 64 for Immigrant, n = 44 for Non-Immigrant; normative mean PSI score = 71 

00 



Table 3. Descriptive and Demographic Characteristics of Participants by Language of Interview (n = 120) 

English interview (N= 64) Spanish interview (N=56) 

N %/Mean (SD) N %/Mean (SD) 

Acculturation-related variables: 

1. Mean years lived in U.S. 64 24.98 (8.23) 55 8.20 (5.82) 
2. Generational status of mother 

Mexican birth (immigrant) 15 23.4% - 55 98.2% -

U.S. birth (non-immigrant)] 49 76.6% - 1 1.8% -

Contextual variables: 

3. Mother's age (median) 64 28 _ 56 29 _ 

4. Mother is high school graduate/GED 35 54.7% - 7 12.5% -

5. Stressful life events in past year (mean) 62 3.87 (2.88) 55 3.02 (2.45) 

Household structure variables: 

6. Married (lives with spouse) 31 48.4% _ 36 64.3% _ 

7. Partnered (spouse or live-in partner) 42 65.6% - 46 82.1% -

8. Number of caregiving adults (mean) 64 1.98 (.77) 56 1.91 (.39) 
9. Grandmother present in household 13 20.3% - 1 1.8% -

10. Number of children in household 64 2.88 (1.03) 56 2.75 (1.07) 

Parenting stress & Program support acceptance: 

11. Time 1 (Fall) parenting stress ' 57 75.74 (20.77) 0 n.a. n.a. 
12. Time 2 (Spring) parenting stress '' 57 68.67 (22.44) 51 65.78 (23.53) 
13. Program support acceptance 64 3.31 (.48) 56 3.42 (.58) 

' Fall PSI total score (available for English speakers only); n = 45 for Non-immigrant, n = 12 fo Immigrant. Normative mean PSI score = 71 

' Spring PSI total score (available for full sample); n = 44 for Non-Immigrant, n = 64 for Immigrant,; normative mean PSI score = 71 
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Procedure 

Interview procedures. All participants, teachers and parents, completed informed 

consent forms approved by the Human Subjects Review Board (see Appendix C). Forms 

were available in English and Spanish. Parents were compensated for their participation 

in the study at the rate of $10 per interview (one early in the school year, and one near 

the end of the school year). Because of the anticipated range of educational and literacy 

levels among parents in this population, all forms and questionnaires were read aloud to 

the parents by the interviewers. The parent measures were administered in interviews of 

approximately one hour in length, conducted by trained bilingual parent interviewers. 

All interviews with mothers and other care-givers were conducted in the language of the 

respondent's choice (English or Spanish), usually in their homes, hi some cases, when 

requested by the parent and space allowed, parent interviews were conducted at a Head 

Start classroom site. To maximize subject retention for the longitudinal study, the same 

interviewer generally conducted both fall and spring parent interviews, and parents were 

provided with periodic project updates. 

Parents provided detailed demographic information regarding household 

composition, education, employment status, country of birth, years in U.S., ethnicity, and 

language preferences. They also participated in interviews concerning their participation 

in Head Start activities and their levels of parenting stress. 

Time 1 (Fall) parent data collection for the full study began in September. Time 

1 assessments pertinent to the present study included a Life Events Checklist, Abidin's 
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(1990a) Parenting Stress Index/Short Form (English only), and a Family Profile Form 

consisting of basic demographic and family history information. Time 2 (Spring) data 

collection began in March, and interviews were timed to ensure that approximately six 

months time had elapsed since the first interview. Time 2 parent measures pertinent to 

the present study included the Life Events Checklist, and the Parenting Stress 

Index/Short Form (English and Spanish). The assessment of program support acceptance 

was derived from the Parent Involvement Questionnaire-Parent Form (Taylor), which 

was administered in separate brief follow-up interviews in December. This assessment 

was conducted at mid-year, since patterns of parent program involvement could not 

reasonably be expected to be established by September. 

The PSI/Short form was administered to English speakers in the fall (n = 57) and 

to the full sample (Spanish and English) in the spring (n = 108). Longitudinal data on 

parenting stress was available only for English-speaking respondents, as the Spanish 

version of the PSI/Short form measure was not available for the Time 1 interviews. The 

English-speaking respondents in the fall included 12 immigrants and 45 non-immigrants. 

Recruitment and training of interviewers. Bilingual parent interviewers were 

recruited for the Child Resilience Project (CRP). Orientation and training for parent 

interviewers took place approximately three weeks prior to the start of the Head Start 

school year, and was conducted by the Project Coordinator and the Principal Investigator 

of the Child Resilience Project. Project staff received a staff handbook, and were 

oriented as to procedures for scheduling and conducting interviews, confidential and 
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accurate handling of data, mandated reporting procedures for suspected child abuse or 

neglect, and professional behavior in the home or the classroom. Specific training for 

parent interviewers consisted of review of the interview questionnaires (provided in 

packets for English and Spanish speaking participants), and practice interviews. When 

recruitment of subjects was completed, identification numbers were assigned to each 

consenting subject, and packets were prepared with questionnaires in English or Spanish 

according to the parent's preference. Parent interviewers scheduled interviews with the 

parents by telephone, and then picked up pre-numbered questionnaire packets prior to the 

interview. Data packets were turned in to the CRP Project Coordinator, and were 

checked for completeness and accuracy. Interview, observation and questionnaire data 

from each cohort of Head Start parents, children and teachers were coded and entered 

into a database in SPSS format by the staff of the Principal Investigator of the larger CRP 

study. 

Measures 

Four parent self-report questionnaires provided measures for the variables of 

interest in this study: (a) the Parenting Stress Index/Short Form; (b) the Family Profile 

Form-, (c) the Parent Involvement Questionnaire-Parent Form, and (d) the Life Events 

Checklist (see Appendix A). This study was a secondary analysis of data collected for a 
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larger study, and employed a short-term longitudinal design. Data collection took place 

in the fall (Time 1) and spring (Time 2) of a Head Start academic year, with a mid-year 

assessment of one variable, program support acceptance. Questionnaires were 

administered by bilingual parent interviewers in face-to-face interviews of approximately 

one hour in length, or in follow-up telephone calls, and were available in both English 

and Spanish, according to the preference of the parent. 

Acculturation 

All participants in the study were self-identified as Mexican American, or of 

Mexican origin. The Family Profile questionnaire included several possible indicators 

for acculturation of the respondents in this sample: (a) generational status/country of 

birth (non-immigrant generation / bom in U.S., vs. immigrant generation / bom in 

Mexico), (b) years lived in the U.S., and (c) language dominance/preference. The 

literature on acculturation provides some support for use of each of these as indicators, 

although each has limitations (Marin & Gamba, 1996; Cuellar, Harris, & Jasso, 1980). 

Another potential indicator of acculturation is reported cultural values. However, since 

the present study was a secondary analysis, the available data for the present study did 

not include direct measures of cultural values. 

Initially, an acculturation index was constructed by coding the self-identified 

Mexican American mothers according to two indicators: language preference (based on 

the language chosen for administration of their parent interview), and generational status 
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(based on whether they belonged to the immigrant, non-U.S. bom generation or 

subsequent, U.S.-bom generations). This resulted in four categories thought to represent 

a continuum of acculturation: 1) English interview / U.S. birth, 2) English interview / 

Mexican birth, 3) Spanish interview / U.S. birth, and 4) Spanish interview / Mexican 

birth. The resulting acculturation index scores showed limited distribution, with the 

majority of responses falling into category 1 (English interview / U.S. birth) or category 

4 (Spanish interview / Mexican birth). Comparison of the acculturation index scores also 

showed the index to be highly correlated with the other potential acculturation indicators: 

years lived in U.S. (r = .86, p <.01 ) and language preference (r = .97, p <.01). Since 

the acculturation index did not appear to provide significantly more relevant information 

than the other indicators alone, it was eliminated from further analyses. 

Generational status. The simple indicator of generational status (U.S. vs. 

Mexico as country of birth) was adopted for most analyses. This was consistent with the 

literature on patterns of household stracture in immigrant and non-immigrant households 

(Buriel & Dement, 1997), and was most consistent with the research questions of interest 

in the current study. Country of birth, as indicated on the Family Profile, was dummy 

coded to indicate non-immigrant/bom in U.S. (0) vs. immigrant/bom in Mexico (1). 

Years in U.S. A closely related indicator is years lived in the U.S. As reported 

earlier, the literature suggests that household structure and social networks in immigrant 

households come to more closely resemble pattems in the adopted country after about ten 

years of residence (Buriel & Dement, 1997). It is also reasonable to expect that English 
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proficiency increases with length of residence in the adopted country. In other words, 

length of residence should be highly correlated with language dominance, and with 

generational status. These assumptions were supported in the present sample by high 

correlations between years in U.S. and generational status ( r = -.86, p < .001), and 

between years in U.S. and language preference (r = -.75, p <.001). However, due to the 

way that this indicator was measured and reported, there was concern that the measure of 

years lived in the U.S. could be confounded with age of the respondent, and the decision 

was made not to use this variable as the primary indicator of acculturation. 

Language preference (language of interview). For purposes of the present study, 

language preference was indexed by the language chosen for the parent interview 

(English vs. Spanish). Longitudinal data for the Parenting Stress Lidex was available 

only for the English-speaking parents. This variable was dummy coded to indicate 

English (0) vs. Spanish (1) interviews. 

An additional language-based indicator of acculturation was the language most 

frequently spoken in the home, which did not necessarily correspond to the language of 

the interview. In this sample, while only 56 respondents requested Spanish interviews, 

69 reported that Spanish is the primary or only language spoken in the home. Twenty-

five mothers reported speaking primarily or only English in the home, while 64 requested 

English interviews. An additional 26 reported that both languages are spoken at home. 

The fact that more mothers reported speaking Spanish at home than chose to be 

interviewed in Spanish suggests that many fully bilingual parents choose to pass on their 
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culture by communicating with their children and other family members at home in 

Spanish at least some of the time. Ultimately this information was not utilized as an 

indicator of parental acculturation for the study, because it was not entirely clear how it 

interacts with the other indicators of acculturation. However, it provides an interesting 

glimpse into the home life and acculturation process of families with bilingual parents, as 

they attempt to bridge two cultures. 

Maternal Education 

Data on maternal education was obtained from the Family Profile questionnaire, 

administered at Time 1 (fall of the program year). A number of studies have reported 

associations between maternal education and parent-child interactions in populations 

similar to the study sample. In general, lower education levels in mothers are associated 

with more negative perceptions of their children and more negative, less sensitive 

parenting behaviors (Siantz de Leon & Smith, 1994; Laosa, 1980; Allie, 1987; Cousins, 

Power, & Olvera-Ezzell, 1993). Maternal education was included in the present model 

on theoretical grounds, because these studies suggested a potential for maternal 

education to affect outcomes of interest for this study (parenting stress and program 

support acceptance). As part of the Family Profile questionnaire administered in the 

initial parent interview, respondents reported the highest education level completed 

(grade or degree), distinguishing high school graduation from GED completion, and 

vocational or military training programs from college degrees. Responses were coded on 
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a scale ranging from 1 (6th grade education or less) to 9 (BA degree or higher). For 

analysis in the present study, the categorical responses were dummy coded to indicate 

high school graduation / GED completion (1) vs. less than high school education (0). 

In bivariate correlations, higher education levels were not significantly correlated 

with the criterion variables. However, there was a moderately strong and significant 

correlation (r = -.37, p <.001) between maternal education and the mother's generational 

status, such that immigrant generation mothers had lower levels of education. 

Examination of frequencies showed that virtually all of the respondents at the very low 

end of the scale of educational achievement (less than 6* grade or less than 9"^ grade) 

were immigrant generation mothers bom in Mexico, where the educational system is 

structured differently than in the United States. 

Stressful Life Events 

Recent studies suggest that the cumulative effect of exposure to multiple 

stressors, particularly chronic ones, is more significant than the effect of any particular 

stressful situation or event. Families living in poverty are significantly more likely to 

experience exposure to multiple and chronic stressors than are middle- or upper-income 

families. One recent study found that low-income families were typically exposed to 

three or more categories of physical and psychosocial stressors (violence, family 

separation, family turmoil, housing problems, noise, and crowding), while middle-

income families were typically exposed to zero to two stressors (Evans & English, 2002). 
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In the present study, exposure to difficult or stressful life events in the previous 

year was measured by a Life Events Checklist, a parent self-report questionnaire 

administered by parent interviewers during the initial interview in the fall. Respondents 

indicated whether or not their child or family had experienced each of 32 events in the 

past twelve months (see Appendix A). Events included moves, birth of new siblings, 

being a victim of and/or witnessing family violence, arrest or incarceration of a parent or 

close family member, death of a parent or close family member, divorce or marriage of a 

parent, parental depression, parental unemployment or increased financial stress, 

separation of the child from the family, and serious illness or injury of the child or 

parent. The mean number of stressful life events reported by participating mothers was 

3.47 (SD = 2.71), with a range from zero to eleven. 

The rate of exposure to stressful life events in the present sample is consistent 

with the rates reported elsewhere for low-income and minority families (Evans & 

English, 2002; Slavin et al., 1991; Moore & Vandivere, 2000). This provided assurance 

that the present sample was representative of other low-income populations in this 

respect, with a higher rate of exposure to stressful life events than would be expected in a 

middle class population. The stressful life events variable was included in regression 

analyses as a contextual antecedent to Time 1 parenting stress, and a potential influence 

on program support acceptance. 
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Partner Status 

Partner status in this context refers to whether the mother has a husband or 

cohabiting partner present in the household, as a potential source of parenting support. 

Partner status was determined from a parent self-report questionnaire, the Family Profile 

form, administered to each respondent during an initial interview near the beginning of 

the Head Start school year. Categories included married, remarried, live-in partner, 

single/never married, widowed, separated, and divorced (see Appendix A). Prior to 

conducting analyses, the married and partner variables were dummy coded to indicate 

married (1) / not married (0) and partnered (1) / not partnered (0). 

While not all marriages are consistently supportive, the social network literature 

clearly indicates that for mothers in two-parent households, the spouse is the primary 

source of social support for parenting. There is no clear consensus in the literature as to 

whether a cohabiting partner provides the same level or quality of parent support as a 

spouse (Levitt, Weber & Clark, 1986; Cochran, et al., 1990; Holtzman & Gilbert, 1986). 

Therefore, both variables were considered in bivariate correlational analyses: married 

(spouse living in household) and partnered (spouse or cohabiting partner in household). 

Preliminary analysis of bivariate correlations in the present sample indicated that being 

partnered (either married or having a live-in partner) was significantly correlated with 

outcome variables in the full sample, while being married was significantly correlated 

with outcome variables only in the immigrant sample. Therefore, partner status was 

selected as the indicator for regression analyses. 



Extended Households 

Information on family structure and household composition was obtained from 

the Family Profile questionnaire (Appendix A). Participants listed all persons living in 

the household, including themselves and the target child (enrolled in Head Start). For 

each individual listed, they were then asked to list age, relationship of that person to 

themselves (eg., son or daughter, spouse, live-in partner, parent, sibling), relationship of 

that person to the target child (eg. parent, step-parent, sibling, grandparent), and whether 

the individual contributed to household income. For each adult over age 18 listed 

(including themselves), respondents also indicated whether this person had a parental or 

care-giving role in relation to the target child. This household roster approach is 

consistent with recent methodological recommendations for obtaining and describing 

demographic information in developmental research (Hernandez, 1997). 

Extended households were defined as households that include adults (other than 

the biological mother and her spouse or live-in partner), who might be potential sources 

of parenting support. These adults could include adult children living at home, 

grandparents, other relatives, or unrelated adults. Because the literature indicates that 

grandmothers may play a unique role in providing parenting support to mothers, presence 

of a grandmother in the household was of particular interest. In the present sample, 14 of 

120 respondents (11.7%) reported having a grandmother residing in the household, a 

proportion which seemed unusually high compared to the general U.S. population. The 

extended household variable was computed as the sum of grandmother presence, coded 
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as grandmother present (1) / no grandmother present (0), and other care giving adults in 

the home, coded as other caregiving adults present (l)/no other caregiving adults present 

( 0 ) .  T h i s  y i e l d e d  a  s c o r e  r a n g i n g  f r o m  0 - 2 .  

Parenting Stress 

Parenting stress was measured by the Parenting Stress Index/Short Form (Abidin, 

1990). The PSI/Short Form is a parent self-report measure with 36 items, using a 5-point 

Likert response scale. The PSFShort Form consists of items from the full-length PSI, 

and includes three 12-item subscales empirically based on a factor analysis of the 

normative data. The PSI/SF consists of three subscales, each with 12 items: Parental 

Distress (PD), Parental-Child Dysfunctional Interaction (P-CDI), and Difficult Child 

(DC). The three subscales are summed to yield a Total Stress score. 

The Parental Distress (PD) subscale of the PSI/Short Form reflects distress 

related to the parent's perception of his or her psychological state or social circumstances. 

Items relate to the parent's depression, sense of role restriction due to having a child, 

social isolation, and the effects of having a child on the relationship with the spouse or 

partner. Conceptually, the Parental Distress scale incorporates both the parent's sense of 

having adequate contextual social support for the task of parenting, and his or her 

emotional response to the situation. 

The Difficult Child (DC) subscale reflects the parent's perception of those aspects 

of the child's temperament related to ease of management and the child's self-regulatory 
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capacities. The perceived difficulty of caring for a child has been associated with 

parenting stress and parental depression (Webster-Stratton, 1988; Abidin, 1995). 

Although tapping into aspects of child temperament, this subscale is concerned with the 

parent's perception of the child as difficult or easy to manage, and may or may not reflect 

an objective outsider's appraisal of the child's temperament. 

Finally, the Parental-Child Dysfunctional Interaction (P-CDI) subscale reflects 

whether the parent derives satisfaction from interactions with the child. Content of items 

on this subscale relates to parental attachment, and the extent to which the child 

reinforces or is acceptable to the parent. 

Total stress scores on the PSI that are above the SS"' percentile are considered to 

indicate clinically significant levels of parenting stress, and have been associated with 

several types of parental psychopathology, including depression and dysfunctional 

parenting behavior (Mash, Johnson, & Kovitz, 1983; Webster-Stratton, 1988). Total 

stress scores at or above the 90"^ percentile correspond with indicators of high risk for 

child abuse (LaFreniere & Dumas, 1995). Very low stress scores on the PSI (falling 

below the 15"' percentile criterion score) have also been reported to have clinical 

significance, indicating that parents are (a) denying the normal stresses associated with 

parenting and/or attempting to portray an unrealistically positive image of themselves, 

(b) not invested in the parenting role and so do not experience normative levels of 

parental concern or stress, or (c) highly competent parents in supportive circumstances, 

who are in fact experiencing minimal difficulties in the parenting role (Abidin, 1995). 
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Psychometric data for PSI (normative samples). The Parenting Stress Index is an 

extensively validated measure (Abidin, 1995). The Short Form of the PSI was 

empirically derived from the full-length version, and correlation between Total Stress 

scores on the full length PSI and the PSI/Short Form is reported as .94 (Abidin, 1995). 

Test-retest reliability over a six-month interval for the PSI/SF reported in a normative 

sample (n = 270) ranged from .68 to .85 for the Total Stress score (36 items) and for the 

three sub-scales. Alpha reliabilities based on the normative sample (n = 800) ranged 

from .80 to .87 for the three sub-scales. 

A Spanish version of the full-length PSI (Solis, 1991; Solis & Abidin, 1991) was 

tested in a population of Hispanic parents (n = 223) recruited from pediatric clinics in 

New York City. Respondents were from Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic, the 

United States, and Ecuador. When compared to the normative sample for the English 

version of the PSI (n = 2633), mean stress scores were found to be somewhat higher for 

the Hispanic sample on most scales (Solis, 1991; Abidin, 1995). The Spanish PSI was 

reported to be reliable and valid for use with Hispanic parents, with alpha coefficients 

comparable to the English version. No independent normative studies specific to 

Mexican American samples are known to have been reported for the Spanish PSI. 

Psychometric data for PSI (present sample). In the present study, the PSI/Short 

form was administered to English-speaking parents (n = 57) at Time 1 in the fall, and to 

the full sample of Spanish and English-speaking parents (n = 108) at Time 2 in the 

spring. After attrition, longitudinal data on this measure was available for 50 English-
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speaking Mexican American mothers. Analysis of scale reliability was conducted in the 

present study using the spring (Time 2) Parenting Stress Index scores on the full sample 

of 108 Mexican American Head Start mothers (both English and Spanish-speaking). 

Scale reliabilities in general were relatively high, and compared favorably to the 

normative data, with Crohnbach's alphas ranging from .87 to .93. When the sample was 

split by language of the interview, alpha reliabilities in the English-speaking sample (n = 

57) ranged from .86 to .91 on the three sub-scales, while alphas in the Spanish-speaking 

sample (n = 51) were slightly higher, ranging from .88 to .94. For purposes of the 

present study, the Total Stress score was used. Cronbach's alpha for the Total Stress 

score in the overall sample (spring PS I) was .94. Total Stress score alpha in the English 

sample was .93, and in the Spanish sample the Total Stress alpha was .96. 

Program Support Acceptance 

To measure program support acceptance for this study, a scale was developed 

comprised of nine items from the Parent Involvement Questionnaire - Parent Form 

(PIQ-P), a questionnaire which was developed for the CRP study (Appendix A). The 

original ten items comprising the Program Support Acceptance scale were selected from 

several sub-scales of the Parent Involvement Questionnaire-Parent version. 

Conceptually, the items selected for the new scale were intended to tap the frequency and 

overall quality of informal contacts between mothers and the other adults they encounter 

through their Head Start involvement, rather than their relationship with a specific 
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individual (such as the teacher), or their utilization of specific services (such as 

counseling or parenting classes). The scale was intended to reflect informal support 

broadly, as the parent's overall sense of belonging and feeling welcome in the setting, 

such that she might seek out more frequent contact. The conceptualization of the scale 

overlaps with constructs of social support and teacher relationship quality, including both 

behavioral aspects (frequency of contact) and perceptual aspects (perceptions of 

supportiveness of contacts). 

The items on the PSA scale asked parents to rate, on a four-point Likert-type 

response scale, questions such as the following: "How often do you go to parent 

meetings (not including individual appointments with teachers)?"; "How often do you 

talk with other Head Start parents about program activities or parenting experiences?", 

and "How often would you say that you have some contact with Head Start teachers or 

support staff, including dropping off or picking up the child from school, visiting the 

classroom, attending meetings, home visits by program staff, phone conversations, etc.?" 

Other items explored agreement with such statements as: "I often go to the Head Start 

teachers when I need help or advice," and "My interactions with the Head Start teachers 

make me feel more confident and effective as a parent." Program support acceptance is 

concerned with the parent's perception of support availability and acceptability, rather 

than objective measurement of her actual frequency of involvement. 

Psychometric data for Program Support Acceptance scale. Scale analysis was 

based on data from the mid-year administration of the Parent Involvement Questionnaire, 
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which took place in December, or mid-way through the Head Start progreim year. Scale 

reliability analysis of the initial ten items resulted in Crohnbach's alpha of .78. Deleting 

one item which had a different response set ("How often would you say that you have 

some contact with Head Start teachers or support staff, including dropping off or picking 

up the child from school, visiting the classroom, attending meetings, home visits by 

program staff, phone conversations, etc.?") resulted in a nine-item scale with an alpha of 

.79, which was considered acceptable. 
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CHAPTER 4 RESULTS 

The analyses conducted to address the research questions and their results are 

summarized below. Demographic characteristics of the full sample were previously 

described in Chapter 3 (Methods), and summarized in Tables 1, 2 and 3 in that chapter. 

Results of analyses used to address the research questions are described below in order, 

and are summarized in Tables 4 through 10. 

Preliminary Analyses and Data Reduction 

Preliminary analyses included frequencies and descriptive statistics for all study 

variables, and bivariate correlations for all potential study variables. Lidependent 

samples ?-tests were used to test group differences on demographic and study variables. 

Demographic characteristics of the full sample were previously reported in Table 1. 

Descriptive and demographic characteristics according to generational status (non

immigrant vs. immigrant) are reported in Table 2. Cheiracteristics of the sample 

according to preferred language or language of parent interview are reported in Table 3. 

Bivariate correlations of all potential study variables, reported in Table 4, were used to 

guide data reduction. Significant control variables, and those of substantial theoretical 

interest, were retained for inclusion in subsequent analyses. Means, standard deviations, 

and correlations are reported separately for the retained variables in Table 5. 
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Data reduction. As described earlier and noted in Table 4, three potential 

indicators of acculturation {generational status, years in U.S., and language preference) 

were highly inter-correlated. Because generational status (being born in the U.S. vs. 

bom in Mexico) was most relevant to the research questions of the present study, the 

other two variables were dropped from further analyses. 

Another set of variables related to household structure. Two marital status 

variables, married and partnered, were highly correlated (see Table 4). The partner 

status variable, which included households with a cohabiting partner as well as those 

with a spouse, was retained for subsequent analyses because it was significantly 

correlated with other variables in the full sample, while the married variable correlated 

with other variables primarily in the immigrant group. Grandmother presence, a special 

case of extended household, was of particular theoretical interest, but did not correlate 

with outcome variables of interest in the study. It is included as a component of the 

extended household measure, along with the presence of other non-parental care-giving 

adults. In bivariate correlations, grandmother presence was negatively correlated with 

being partnered (-.31, p < .001), as shown in Table 4. Thus, grandmother presence did 

not necessarily increase the total number of caregiving adults present in the household. 

Having a grandmother in the household was more prevalent among non-immigrant, U.S.-

bom respondents (22 %) than among immigrant respondents (4 %), as shown in Table 2. 

Bivariate correlations of number of children in the household with all other study 

variables showed significant correlations only with years in the U.S. {r= .19,p < .05), 
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indicating that the longer the mother had lived in the U.S., the more children she had) 

and generational status ( r = -. 18, p < .05, indicating that mothers bom in Mexico had 

significantly fewer children than U.S.-bom Mexican American mothers). These results 

are reported in Table 4. Because of the relative homogeneity in the sample and because 

there were no significant correlations between number of children and outcome 

variables, number of children in the household is simply reported as a characteristic of 

the sample and was not included in subsequent analyses. 

Description of sample characteristics. Independent samples f-tests indicated that 

the immigrant and non-immigrant groups differed significantly on the following 

variables: years lived U.S., t (117) = 17.90, p <.001 (non-immigrants had lived longer in 

the U.S.); language preference, t (118) = -12.57, p <.001 (non-immigrants were less 

likely to speak Spanish); maternal education, t (118) = 4.36, p <.001 (non-immigrants 

were more likely to be high school graduates); marital status, r (118) = -2.23, p <.05 

(non-immigrants were less likely to be married); grandmother presence, f (118) = 3.07, 

p <.01 (non-immigrants were more likely to have a grandmother living in the household); 

and number of children, ? (118) = 2.00, p <.05 (non-immigrants had more children). 

Both the immigrant and non-immigrant groups in the present study reported 

higher than normative parenting stress levels at the beginning of the school year, as 

reported in Table 2. The normative mean PSI total score, as reported by Abidin (1995), 

is 71 {SD = 15.4). In contrast, when the sample was split by immigrant vs. non

immigrant respondents, immigrant (Mexico-bom) mothers reported a mean initial PSI 
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score of 78.92 ( S D  =  24.73), while non-immigrant (U.S.-bom) mothers reported a mean 

initial PSI score of 74.89 (SD = 19.81). Based on an independent samples 1 test, the 

difference between the immigrant and non-immigrant groups was not statistically 

significant. The mean Time 1 PSI score for the English-speaking Mexican American 

sample (n = 57) was 75.74 (SD = 20.77), as reported in Table 3; Time 1 PSI scores were 

not available for Spanish-speaking sample. 

In full sample, the mean Time 2 score was 67.3, compared the normative mean of 

71. The mean score at Time 2 for non-immigrant mothers was 69.93 (SD = 21.61), and 

the mean for immigrant mothers was 65.50 (SD = 22.08). The between-group difference 

in Time 2 parenting stress, based on an independent samples f-test, was not significant. 



Table 4. Bivariate Correlations for All Potential Study Variables (Pairwise deletion) 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

1. Generational status" _ 85*** 75*** .14 _ 37*** -.14 .20* .14 -.10 -.27** -.18* .08 -.10 .14 

2. Years in U.S. _ _ 75*** .20* 47*** .09 -.22* -.19* .03 .24** .19* .08 .05 -.13 

3. Language of interview' - .12 _ 44*** -.16+ .16-1- .19* -.06 -.29** -.06 - -.07 .11 

4. Mother's age - .11 -.13 .01 -.12 -.18* -.08 .15-1- .09 -.16 .08 

5. High school graduation' - -.01 -.02 .05 .09 .06 -.07 -.12 -.17-H -.13 

6. Stressful life events - .02 -.02 .24** .18-1- .03 -.17 .03 .01 

7. Married" - 68*** .28** -.15 -.11 .16 .05 .16-H 

8. Partnered® - .35** _ 3^*** -.11 .20 -.01 .23* 

9. Number of caregiving adults - 45*** -.12 .13 .06 -.01 

10. Grandmother presence ' - -.01 .01 -.06 -.10 

11. Number of children - -.16 -.00 .04 

12. Time 1 (Fall) Parenting Stress ® - .35* -.27* 

13. Time 2 (Spring) Parenting Stress ^ - -.20* 

14. Program Support Acceptance -

" 0 = bom in U.S., 1 = bom in Mexico;' 0 = English, 1 = Spanish;' 0 = not HS graduate/GED, 1 = HS graduate/GED;" 0 = not married, 1 = married; ° 0 = not partnered, 1 = married or 

Hve-in partner; 0 = no grandmother present, 1 = grandmother present; * Parenting Stress Index total score; ""Parenting Stress Index total score 
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001; + p < .10 (marginal significance) 



Table 5. Means, Standard Deviations, and Bivariate Correlations for Retained Study Variables (Pairwise deletion) 

Variable N M (SB) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1. Generational status" 120 .58 (.50) -.37*** -.14 .14 -.25** .08 -.10 .14 

2. Maternal education (HS grad/GED)' 120 .35 (.48) -.01 .05 .11 -.12 -.17-h -.13 

3. Stressful life events (past 12 months)' 117 3.47 (2.71) - -.02 .21* -.17 .03 .01 

4. Partner status (Partnered)'' 120 .73 (.44) - -.27** .20 -.01 .23* 

5. Extended household 120 .21 (.52) - .09 -.01 -.20* 

6. Time 1 (Fall) Parenting Stress " 57 75.74 (20.77) - .35* -.27* 

7. Time 2 (Spring) Parenting Stress 108 67.30 (21.90) - -.20* 

8. Mid-year Program Support Acceptance 113 3.36 (.53) -

' 0 = bom in U.S., 1 = bom in Mexico;'' 0 = not HS graduate/GED, 1 = HS graduate/GED; ' number of events 0 = not partnered, 1 = married or live-in partner; ° Parenting Stress Index 
total score 
* p < .05; ** p<.01;*** p<.001;+ p <. 10 (marginal significance) 
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Primary Analyses 

Following preliminary analyses, proposed links in the conceptual model 

were analyzed using a series of regression equations to test predictive 

relationships, as well as interaction (or moderation) effects. Paired r-tests were 

used to compare Time 1 and Time 2 mean parenting stress scores in the English-

speaking sample. Analysis of the research questions posed by the study proceeded 

as follows: 

Time 1 Parenting Stress: Antecedents and Relationship to Program Support 

Acceptance 

Time 1 parenting stress data were not available for Spanish-speaking 

Mexican American mothers. Therefore, questions 1-3 refer only to the English-

speaking study participants. Question 1 concerns the antecedents of Time 1 

parenting stress. Questions 2 and 3 address aspects of the relationship between 

Time 1 parenting stress and program support acceptance. Results are reported 

below, and in Tables 6 and 7. 

Question 1. To what extent do acculturation (represented by generational 

status), maternal education (represented by high school graduation/GED), 

stressful life events (as determined by a Life Events checklist), partner status 

(being married or having a live-in partner), and extended household (presence of 

a grandmother or other care-giving adult, other than a partner or spouse, in the 

household) contribute to Time 1 parenting stress? 
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The question was analyzed in the English-speaking sample (n = 55), using 

multiple regression with Time 1 parenting stress as the criterion. Acculturation, 

maternal education, stressful life events, partner status, and extended household 

were entered as a block. As reported in Table 6, the model was not significant. 

The total for the model was .12, indicating that these antecedent variables, 

considered as a set, accounted for only 12% of the total variance in Time 1 

parenting stress. One variable, partner status, made a marginally significant 

independent contribution to Time 1 parenting stress {Beta = .25, p = .08), such 

that being partnered was marginally predictive of higher Time 1 parenting stress. 

Question 2a. Is there a linear relationship between Time 1 parenting 

stress and mid-year program support acceptance ? 

This question was analyzed using bivariate regression to test for a linear 

relationship between Time 1 parenting stress and mid-year program support 

acceptance, with program support acceptance as the criterion. As expected, there 

was a significant negative linear relationship between Time 1 parenting stress and 

mid-year program support acceptance {Beta = -.27, p = .05), such that higher 

parenting stress predicted lower program support acceptance. These results are 

reported in Table 6. 

Question 2b. Is there a curvilinear relationship between Time 1 parenting 

stress and mid-year program support acceptance? 

This question was analyzed using bivariate regression with a quadratic 

term to test for a curvilinear relationship between Time I parenting stress and 
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mid-year program support acceptance, with program support acceptance as the 

criterion. The analysis used the curve-fit function of SPSS to create a quadratic 

term {Time 1 parenting stress X Time 1 parenting stress). The quadratic term was 

not significant, and the data were more consistent with a linear than with a 

curvilinear relationship between Time 1 parenting stress and mid-year program 

support acceptance, as reported in Table 6. 

Question 3. Does acculturation moderate the link between Time 1 

parenting stress and program support acceptance? 

This question was addressed using hierarchical multiple regression in the 

English-speaking sample, with mid-year program support acceptance as the 

criterion. Maternal education, stressful life events, partner status, and extended 

household were entered as control variables at Step 1. At Step 2, acculturation 

{generational status) and Time 1 parenting stress were entered. At Step 3, an 

interaction term {acculturation X Time 1 parenting stress) was entered. Neither 

the model as a whole nor the interaction variable was significant, indicating that in 

this sub-sample (which excluded participants whose dominant language was 

Spanish), acculturation did not moderate the link between Time 1 parenting stress 

and program support acceptance. The full results are reported in Table 6. 



Table 6. Time 1 Parenting Stress: Antecedents and Relationship to Program Support Acceptance (English-speaking sample, n 

1. Multiple regression predicting Time 1 parenting stress 

=  5 5 )  

Criterion Predictors Beta F a R 

Time 1 parenting stress Acculturation (generation) .12 

Maternal education -.16 

Stressful life events -.20 

Partner status .25 + 

Extended household .16 f (5,49) = 1.37 .12 .12 

2. Bivariate regressions testing linear and curvilinear relationships between Time 1 parenting stress and program support acceptance 

Criterion Predictors Beta F R^ A R^ 

Program support acceptance Time 1 parenting stress -.27* F (1,53) = 4.16* .07 .07 

(Linear) 

Program support acceptance Time 1 parenting stress .89 

(Quadratic) Time 1 parenting stress ^ -1.18 F (2,51) = 3.41* .12 .12 



Table 6. Time 1 Parenting Stress: Antecedents and Relationship to Program Support Acceptance (Continued) 

3. Hierarchical regressions predicting moderation of link between Time 1 parenting stress and program support acceptance by acculturation 

Criterion Predictors Beta F A 

I. Program support acceptance 

Step I Maternal education -.14 

Stressful life events -.16 

Partner status -.07 

Extended household -.10 F (4,47) = .57 .05 .05 

Step II Acculturation (generation) .82 F (6,45) =1.08 .13 .08 

Time 1 parenting stress -.15 

Step III Generation X -.78 f (7,44) = 1.25 .17 .04 

Time 1 parenting stress 

< .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001; + p < .10 
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Program Support Acceptance: Antecedents and Relationship to Time 2 Parenting Stress 

Questions 4, 5, and 6 refer to the full sample of English-dominant and Spanish-

dominant Mexican American mothers. Question 4 addresses contextual antecedents of 

program support acceptance. Questions 5 and 6 address aspects of the relationship 

between program support acceptance and Time 2 parenting stress. Results for these 

questions are reported below, and in Tables 7 and 8. 

Question 4. Do acculturation (represented by generational status), maternal 

education (represented by high school graduation/GED), stressful life events (as 

determined by a Life Events checklist), partner status (being married or having a live-in 

partner), and extended household (presence of a grandmother or other care-giving adult, 

other than a partner or spouse, in the household) account for significant variance in mid

year program support acceptance? 

This question was addressed using multiple regression, with mid-year program 

support acceptance as the criterion. The variables acculturation, maternal education, 

stressful life events, partner status, and extended household were entered as a block. The 

model as a whole was marginally significant, F (5,104) = 1.96, p = .09, as reported in 

Table 7. One individual variable, partner status, also made a marginally significant 

independent contribution to program support acceptance (Beta = .11 ,p = .09). That is, 

participants who were in a partnered relationship were marginally more likely to report 

higher levels of program support acceptance. 
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An additional post hoc analysis was conducted comparing samples split by 

acculturation, with mid-year program support acceptance as the criterion. The variables 

maternal education, stressful life events, partner status, and extended household were 

entered as a block. In the non-immigrant (U.S.-born) sample, the model was not 

significant, and no individual variable made a significant independent contribution. In 

the immigrant (Mexico-bom) sample, the model was significant, F (4, 61) = 3.62, p = .01. 

The was . 19, p = .01. In the immigrant group, the partner status variable made a 

significant independent contribution {Beta = .32, p = .01); see Table 7. 

Question 5. Does prior program support acceptance predict Time 2 parenting 

stress, and remain significant after accounting for the contributions of acculturation, 

maternal education, stressful life events, partner status, and extended household? 

A bivariate regression was first conducted using the full sample, with Time 2 

parenting stress as the criterion. Mid-year program support acceptance significantly 

predicted Time 2 parenting stress, F (1,101) = 4.28, Beta = -20, p = .04, as shown in 

Table 7. 

This was followed by a hierarchical regression, entering the control variables 

acculturation, maternal education, stressful life events, partner status, and extended 

household at Step 1, and program support acceptance at Step 2. In the hierarchical 

regression, the model as a whole was no longer significant. The change of .05 for 

program support acceptance continued to be significant, p = .02, and the program 

support acceptance variable had a significant independent effect in a negative direction 
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{Beta = -.24, p = .02), such that a higher level of program support acceptance was 

associated with a lower level of parenting stress. Of the control variables, only maternal 

education made a significant independent contribution, in a negative direction {Beta = -

.24, p = .03), such that having a higher education level or a higher level of program 

support acceptance predicted a lower level of parenting stress at the end of the year. 

These results are reported in Table 7.3. 

Question 6. Does acculturation moderate the link between prior program support 

acceptance and Time 2 parenting stress? 

This exploratory question was addressed in two stages. First, a hierarchical 

regression was conducted in the full sample, with Time 2 parenting stress as the criterion. 

The control variables maternal education, stressful life events, partner status, and 

extended household were entered at Step 1. Acculturation {generational status) and 

program support acceptance were entered at Step 2. Finally, an interaction term, 

acculturation X program support acceptance was entered at Step 3. While the model as a 

whole was marginally significant, F (7,92) = 1.87, p = .08, the interaction term was not 

significant. The only individual variable to make a significant independent contribution 

was maternal education. Beta = -.22, p = .04. The results are reported in Table 8. 

To further explore this relationship, an additional regression analysis was 

conducted with the sample split by acculturation (immigrant and non-immigrant 

generations). For each of the two split samples, the variables of maternal education, 

stressful life events, partner status, and extended household were entered at Step 1. 



Program support acceptance was entered at Step 2. In the non-immigrant sample (U.S.-

born mothers), the model was not significant. In the immigrant sample (Mexico-bom 

mothers), the model was again marginally significant, F (5,55) = 2.23, p = .07. In the 

immigrant sample, the program support acceptance variable made a significant 

independent contribution in a negative direction. Beta = -.38, p = .01, such that higher 

program support acceptance was associated with lower Time 2 parenting stress. Results 

of this analysis are reported in Table 8. 



Table 7. Mid-Year Program Support Acceptance: Antecedents and Relationship to Time 2 Parenting Stress (Full sample, n = 110) 

1. Multiple regression predicting mid-year program support acceptance 

Criterion Predictors Beta aR' 

Program support acceptance Acculturation (generation) .05 

Maternal education -.11 

Stressful life events .04 

Partner status .17 + 

Extended household -.12 F i 5 ,  104)= 1.96 + .09 .09 + 

2. Sample split by acculturation 

Criterion Predictors Beta R^ A R^ 

Program support acceptance (Non-immigrant sample) 
Maternal education 

Stressful life events 

Partner status 

Extended household 

-.22 

-.02 

-.05 

-.07 F ( 4 ,  39) = .58 .06 .06 

Program support acceptance (Immigrant sample) 
Maternal education 

Stressful life events 

Partner status 

Extended household 

-.03 

.12 

32** 

-.21 F (4, 61) = 3.62** .19 .19** 



Table 7. Mid-Year Program Support Acceptance: Antecedents and Relationship to Time 2 Parenting Stress (Continued) 

3. Bivariate and multiple regressions predicting Time 2 parenting stress from program support acceptance 

Criterion Predictors Beta aR^ 

1. Time 2 parenting stress 

2. Time 2 parenting stress 

Step 1 

Program support acceptance -.20 ' 

Acculturation (generation) -.15 

Maternal education -.24 * 

Stressful life events .06 

Partner status .07 

Extended household -.09 

f (1,101)^=4.28 

F ( 5 ,  94)= 1.04 

.20 .20 * 

.05 .05 

Step II Program support acceptance -.24 * F(6, 93)= 1.78 .10 .05 * 

* p < .05; **p < .01; *** p < .001; + p < .10 



Table 8. Hierarchical Regressions Predicting Moderation of Link Between Program Support Acceptance and Time 2 Parenting Stress by 
Acculturation (English and Spanish-speaking sample, n = 100) 

i. Full sample with interaction term 

Criterion Predictors Beta F A 

Time 2 parenting stress 

Step I 

Step II 

Step III 

to U) 

Maternal education - .22 * 

Stressful life events .07 

Partner status .10 

Extended household - .09 F (4, 95) = .68 .03 .03 

Acculturation (generation) .79 

Program support acceptance -.04 F (6,93) = 1.78 .10 .08 * 

Generation X -1.01 F (7,92) = 1.87 -i- .12 .02 

Program support acceptance 



Table 8. Hierarchical regressions predicting moderation of link between Program Support Acceptance and Time 2 Parenting Stress by 
Acculturation (Continued) 

2. Sample split by acculturation 

Criterion Predictors Beta F A 

Time 2 parenting stress (Non-immigrant sample) 

Step 1 Maternal education -.18 

Stressful life events -.05 

Partner status .08 

Extended household -.13 F (4, 34) = .62 .07 .07 

Step 2 Program support acceptance -.03 F (5, 33) = .49 .07 .07 

Time 2 parenting stress (Immigrant sample) 

Step 1 Maternal education -.21 

Stressful life events .15 

Partner status .12 

Extended household -.07 F (4,56) = .83 .06 .06 

Step 2 Program support acceptance -.38** F (5,55) = 2.23 -i- .17 .11 

* p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001; + p < .10 
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Change Over Time In Parenting Stress: The Contribution of Program Support 

Acceptance 

Analyses of change over time in parenting stress in the present study included 

only the English-dominant participants, as data on Time 1 parenting stress were not 

available for the Spanish-dominant mothers. Question 7 considers change in parenting 

stress from Time 1 (fall) to Time 2 (spring) in the sample of English-dominant Mexican 

American participants. Question 8 considers the contribution of program support 

acceptance to Time 2 parenting stress after controlling for antecedent variables, including 

Time 1 parenting stress level. Results for Questions 7 and 8 are described below and in 

Table 9. 

Question 7. Does mean parenting stress level decrease significantly from Time 1 

(fall) to Time 2 (spring) for parents participating in a full program year of Head Start? 

This question was answered for English-speaking respondents who remained in 

the Head Start program for the full program year (n = 50). Comparison of mean Time 1 

(fall) parenting stress scores to mean Time 2 (spring) parenting stress scores using paired 

samples f-tests confirmed that the overall mean level of parenting stress did in fact 

decrease significantly for participants over the course of the Head Start program year. 

Mean parenting stress scores dropped from 76.16 to 67.86, t (49) = 2.48, p = .02. 
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Question 8. Does prior program support acceptance predict Time 2 parenting 

stress, over and above the contribution of Time 1 parenting stress, acculturation, 

maternal education, stressful life events, partner status, and extended household? 

This question was addressed using hierarchical multiple regression, with Time 2 

parenting stress as the criterion. At Step 1, Time 1 parenting stress was entered. The 

variables generational status, maternal education, stressful life events, partner status, and 

extended household were entered at Step 2. Program support acceptance was entered at 

Step 3 .  Only the f irst  s tep,  with Time 1  parent ing s tress ,  was marginal ly  s ignif icant ,  F  (1,  

44) = 3.05, p = .09. When the other variables were entered, the model dropped to non-

significance. Among English-dominant participants, program support acceptance failed 

to predict Time 2 parenting stress, over and above the contribution of Time 1 parenting 

stress, acculturation, maternal education, stressful life events, partner status, or extended 

household (see Table 9). 



Table 9. Hierarchical Regression Predicting Time 2 Parenting Stress (English-speaking sample, n = 46) 

Criterion Predictors Beta aR^ 

Time 2 parenting stress 

Step 1 Time 1 parenting stress .25 + F (1,44) = 3.05 + .07 .07 + 

Step 2 Generation status 

Maternal education 

Stressful life events 

Partner status 

Extended household 

-.09 

-.14 

.01 
-.01 

- .07 F (6, 39) = .67 .09 .03 

Step 3 Program support acceptance .02 F (7, 38) = .56 .09 .00 

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001; + p < .10 
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Treatment of Missing Data 

In the present study, two sources of missing data posed significant challenges for 

the desired analyses, and required different solutions. The first was attrition from the 

study (individual respondents interviewed in the fall who moved, dropped out of Head 

Start, or were otherwise not available for follow up interviews in the spring). Overall 

attrition for the cohort was 10 %, a rate that is not unusual or unexpected in a longitudinal 

study, and was lower than the predicted attrition rate of 15% for the Child Resilience 

Project as a whole. While those respondents who dropped out differed somewhat from 

the remainder of the sample on a few variables {grandmother presence and maternal 

education), they did not differ systematically or significantly on key variables such as 

generational status, language dominance, partner status, or initial parenting stress. 

Therefore, this data was considered to be MAR (Missing At Random). 

A second, and more troubling, source of missing data affected only the parenting 

stress variable. As noted earlier, delays in obtaining copyright permission to use the 

Spanish version of the Parenting Stress Index/Short Form meant that the Spanish measure 

was not available for use in the Time 1 (fall) data collection. As a result, longitudinal 

data on parenting stress was available only for the English-dominant respondents. While 

the English-dominant sample included both immigrant (n = 12) and non-immigrant (n = 

45) respondents, it is reasonable to assume that the non-immigrant mothers in this 

subgroup (generally second and third generation Mexican American women), as well as 

those immigrant mothers who chose to be interviewed in English, were more acculturated 
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as a group than the Spanish-speaking respondents who were not interviewed on this 

measure at Time 1. Therefore, the data for Time 1 parenting stress was clearly MNAR 

(Missing Not At Random). Since there is no commonly accepted statistical procedure for 

handling missing data which avoids systematic bias in analyzing data that is MNAR 

(Kline, 1998; Shafer & Graham, 2002), it was necessary to limit analysis of change in 

parenting stress to English-dominant respondents. 

Unfortunately, this subgroup of respondents was also affected by general attrition, 

further reducing the size of the sample available for longitudinal analysis from 57 (the 

number of cases with Time 1 parenting stress data), to 48 (the number of cases with both 

Time 1 parenting stress and Time 2 parenting stress data), producing a significant 

additional loss of statistical power (Cohen, 1992). 

In an effort to maximize the available information from each respondent in 

preliminary analyses in SPSS, bivariate correlations of all study variables were conducted 

using both pairwise and listwise deletion of variables, and results were compared. Since 

the two methods of case deletion produced very similar overall patterns of relationships, 

only those intercorrelations based on pairwise deletion are reported (see Tables 4 and 5). 

While case deletion is the simplest and most common method of handling missing 

data, and is frequently the most effective approach, particularly when a small proportion 

of cases are missing, the loss of statistical power can be very problematic when larger 

portions of a sample are lost. Further, and perhaps more concerning, Schafer and Graham 

(2002) have demonstrated that case deletion, whether pairwise or listwise, can itself be a 
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source of bias. Except in situations of MCAR (Missing Completely At Random), the 

parameters of the set of complete cases for which all data is available are likely to be 

unrepresentative of the population. Since the assumptions of MCAR are very stringent, 

and are not often met in social science investigations, deleting cases that do not have 

complete data at all points can result in misleading results and excessive Type n error. 

Substitution of the mean, another popular method of handling missing values, has 

the advantage of preserving cases and preventing loss of statistical power. However, 

mean substitution also has limitations in that information about the distributions and 

variances of the missing variables is lost. Therefore, several other probabilistic methods 

of handling missing data have recently been developed, which more effectively preserve 

available information about the distribution and parameters of the data. Multiple 

imputation (MI) is a currently recommended method which uses Bayesian methods and 

available information about the covariances of other variables in the model to arrive at 

less biased substitute values (Schafer & Graham, 2002). 

In the present study, while no statistical method appeared to be appropriate for 

handling the loss of Time 1 parenting stress data for Spanish-dominant respondents, MI 

appeared to be a plausible approach to the smaller loss of cases through subject attrition. 

Thus, an additional set of analyses were conducted on an ad hoc basis, to explore the 

potential role of missing data in the present study. 

The longitudinal analyses were first conducted on the English-dominant portion of 

the sample, using regression procedures in SPSS, with standard listwise deletion. The 
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resulting sample was further reduced by additional cases which were missing the program 

support acceptance data. 

Then, the MIANALYZE module of SAS was used to create 100 new data sets 

from the English-speaking portion of the sample, with imputed values based on 

parameters of all available study variables: maternal education, language, partner status, 

generational status, grandmother presence, household extendedness, number of children, 

program support acceptance, stressful life events, years in U.S., Time 1 parenting stress, 

and Time 2 parenting stress. Boundaries were set for the parenting stress values (Time 1 

and Time 2) at zero and 150, to avoid inclusion of negative values or those which 

exceeded the maximum observed scores. The resulting augmented data sets using 

imputed data for missing values included 64 cases. 

In the first longitudinal equation, multiple regression analysis predicting Time 2 

parenting stress by program support acceptance. Time 1 parenting stress, partner status, 

and maternal education was performed on each of the 100 imputed data sets, and results 

were averaged. In the second set of analyses, hierarchical regression analysis predicting 

Time 2 parenting stress from program support acceptance (Step 1) and from Time 1 

parenting stress, maternal education, and partner status (Step 2) was performed on each 

of the 100 imputed data sets. The results were also averaged. 

Finally, results of the analyses based on the augmented data sets were compared 

with results based on the analyses based on the original data set with listwise deletion. 

This procedure served two purposes: (a) it provided a test of whether additional predictor 
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variables would prove significant in the longitudinal analyses with the enhanced 

statistical power of the augmented sample, and (b) it provided a test of the reliability or 

stability of results from the initial analyses. Analyses using of the augmented sample did 

not produce results that differed significantly from results based on the original data set. 

The results are reported below in Table 10. 



Table 10. Analyses Using Imputed Data Sets (English speakers only): 
Multiple Regressions for Prediction of Time 2 Parenting Stress by Program Support Acceptance and Time 1 Parenting Stress 

Regression coefficients 

Criterion Predictors Unstandardized" 95% Confidence limits Relative increase 

parameter estimate in variance 

1. Program support acceptance Time 1 parenting stress -.005+ (.003) -0.0119 0.0008 .309 

2. Program support acceptance Time 1 parenting stress -.006+ (.003) -0.0126 0.0004 .283 

Partner status .0372 (.131) -0.2213 0.2957 +.066 

Maternal education -.1486 (.126) -.3946 .0973 +.088 

3. Time 2 parenting stress Program support 1.810 (5.87) -9.703 13.324 .134 

acceptance 

Time 1 parenting stress 0.318 * (.142) .0389 .5981 +.206 

Partner status 1.520 (5.73) -9.710 12.75 +.102 

Maternal education -6.196 (5.56) -17.094 4.701 +.142 

" Values in parentheses are standard errors; *p < .05; **p < .01; *** p < .001; + p < .10 (Based on average of 100 imputed data sets) 

U) U) 
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CHAPTER 5 DISCUSSION 

Summary and Conclusions 

This study examined several key theoretical linkages related to parenting stress 

and support processes, in a population of low-income Mexican American mothers with 

children in a community-based early education program. The study was concerned with 

(a) the relationship between initial parenting stress and mid-year program support 

acceptance, (b) the relationship between mid-year program support acceptance and year-

end parenting stress, and (c) the contribution of program support acceptance to change 

over time in parenting stress. The research also sought a better understanding of 

contextual variables that might impact both parenting stress and program support 

acceptance in this population, and especially the potential role of acculturation as a 

predictor or moderator of key relationships. There was reason to believe that the 

participants belonged to a highly stressed population, relative to middle class parents, and 

that there could be within-group differences based on acculturation and other factors. 

The guiding theoretical framework was based on Abidin's parenting stress model 

(1983, 1992) and Lazarus and Folkman's general model of stress, appraisal and coping 

(1984), as well as a body of family support literature based in ecological systems theory 

Time I Parenting Stress: Antecedents and Relationship to Program Support Acceptance 

Antecedents of Time 1 parenting stress. Contrary to expectations, none of the 

contextual antecedent variables included in the study accounted for significant amounts of 
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variance in the parenting stress levels of English-speaking mothers at the beginning of the 

program year. Together, acculturation, maternal education, recent experience of stressful 

life events, partner status, and extended household accounted for only 12% of the 

variance in Time 1 parenting stress in participating mothers. Only one of the contextual 

variables, partner status, made a marginally significant independent contribution to 

parenting stress. 

While perhaps counterintuitive, these results are consistent with Abidin's 

parenting stress model. Abidin's model indicates that parenting stress is multiply 

determined by a range of parent characteristics (including relatively subjective 

psychological qualities), child characteristics, and situational variables. The antecedent 

variables used in the present study were primarily situational variables, which are 

important, but constitute only one component of parenting stress in the model. 

The parenting stress measure did provide some indication of the mother's 

perceptions of her child's temperamental characteristics. However, data on maternal 

characteristics, such as developmental history, mental health status, belief systems, and 

personality factors, were not available. Yet, results of analyses suggest that as much as 

88% of the variance in initial parenting stress was related to such factors, or others not 

included in the model. 

Unfortunately, data on Time 1 parenting stress were not available for the Spanish-

speaking mothers, who were likely the least-acculturated members of the sample. While 

unavoidable, this was a limitation of the study. Slavin et al. (1991), in their adaptation of 
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the general model of stress, appraisal and coping, made a convincing case that ethnic 

minority groups, immigrants, and those who are further from the cultural mainstream, 

may experience different stressful events or different frequencies of events, and may 

appraise both the events and the resources available for coping with them differently. In 

an immigrant population, lack of proficiency in English is certainly a factor that could 

influence a parent's ability to access supportive resources in the community. Had 

measures of initial stress been available for this population, research questions could have 

addressed the role of these factors in more depth. 

Relationship of Time 1 parenting stress to program support acceptance. In this 

study, a regression analysis testing for a curvilinear relationship between Time 1 

parenting stress and program support acceptance was not significant, while the linear 

relationship between initial parenting stress and mid-year program support acceptance 

was significant in a negative direction. That is, higher initial levels of parenting stress 

predicted lower levels of program support acceptance at mid-year. 

A key theoretical question in this study was the role of parenting stress in either 

motivating or inhibiting program support acceptance as a coping behavior. Several 

researchers and theorists have suggested that some minimal level of stress serves as a 

necessary stimulus for support-seeking, which is a coping behavior (Cochran, 1990; 

Abidin, 1992). The hypothesis that some level of parenting stress is needed to motivate 

utilization of program-based parent support resources implies a curvilinear relationship 

between parenting stress and program support acceptance. 



Others believe that increasing stress serves mainly to inhibit performance, 

including adaptive coping behaviors such as seeking out social network support 

(Hetherington & Blechman, 1996; Janis, 1993). This would imply a negative linear 

relationship between parenting stress and program support acceptance. In this sample, the 

data were more consistent with the linear relationship. However, the linear relationship 

was modest, and only a small percentage of the variance in the model was accounted for 

by these variables (for the linear model, = .07, or 7% of variance). Clearly, many 

factors other than prior parenting stress had an impact on the program engagement or 

program support acceptance of mothers in the study. 

There is reason to believe that low-income immigrant parents, as a group, are 

more highly stressed than their middle-class counterparts, probably well above any 

minimal level needed to motivate utilization of support resources. Nevertheless, results 

of this study did lend support to the idea that, at least in this population, elevated 

parenting stress served as a barrier to program engagement rather than as a motivator to 

seek out support. 

Moderation of the relationship. Results did not support the idea that acculturation 

would moderate the relationship between Time 1 parenting stress and program support 

acceptance in this sample. Again, it must be noted that this analysis was based only on 

the sub-sample of mothers who requested English-language parent interviews (that is, 

participants who were either fully bilingual, or later generation women who spoke 

English as their primary language). While there were immigrant generation mothers 
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(bom in Mexico) in this English-dominant sub-sample, it is reasonable to assume that as a 

group, the English-dominant mothers were more acculturated than those whose dominant 

language was Spanish. Had Time 1 parenting stress data been available for the Spanish-

dominant participants, it is possible that acculturation would have emerged as a 

significant moderating factor. However, the results of analyses conducted in the available 

sample did not support such a conclusion, suggesting that the basic relationship between 

initial parenting stress and program support acceptance is similar across the two groups 

(Baron & Kenny, 1986). 

Program Support Acceptance: Antecedents and Relationship to Time 2 Parenting Stress 

Antecedents of program support acceptance. The set of contextual variables used 

in the study proved to be somewhat better predictors of program support acceptance than 

of Time 1 parenting stress, making a marginally significant contribution, and accounting 

for 9% of the variance in program support acceptance at mid-year. The stronger 

relationship of the contextual variables to program support acceptance, as compared to 

Time 1 parenting stress, may be due to the expanded sample, which included both 

English and Spanish-dominant participants, and provided greater statistical power to 

detect effects. In a subsequent analysis comparing samples split by generational status, it 

was clear that the significant effects were almost exclusively in the less acculturated 

immigrant generation group, in which the contextual variables accounted for 19% of 

variance in program support acceptance. 
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The only contextual variable to make an independent contribution to program 

support acceptance was partner status. Being in a partnered relationship (having a 

spouse or live-in partner in the household) was marginally predictive of higher program 

support acceptance in the full sample. On the other hand, living in an extended 

household (having adults other than the mother and spouse/partner in the home) did not 

contribute to increased program support acceptance. 

Together, these results tend to support the hypothesis that spouses are especially 

salient sources of parenting support, and that they facilitate the mother's participation in 

the community-based early childhood program. It was not possible to determine from 

this data whether facilitation takes the form of instrumental help, such as providing child 

care for other children in the home, or whether it consists of some other form of 

encouragement of the mother's involvement. 

Relationship of program support acceptance to Time 2 parenting stress. In a 

bivariate regression, as expected, higher levels of program support acceptance at mid-year 

significantly predicted lower parenting stress at the end of the program year. Although 

the variance accounted for was small (about 4%), this tends to support a basic premise 

underlying community-based early education programs that include family support 

components in their program models. 

However, when acculturation (generational status), maternal education, stressful 

life events, partner status, and extended household were controlled, the model dropped 

below significance. Program support acceptance continued to make a significant 
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independent contribution, as did maternal education, with higher levels of education 

contributing to lower Time 2 parenting stress. While the basic relationship between 

program support acceptance and Time 2 parenting stress was in the expected direction, it 

was a weak relationship. This analysis reinforces the earlier conclusion that parenting 

stress (whether at the beginning of program involvement or at the end) is multiply 

determined, and that the factors examined in the present study represent a very limited 

portion of total variance. 

Moderating role of acculturation. In designing the study, it was not immediately 

clear whether acculturation could be expected to play a moderating role in the 

relationship between program support acceptance and Time 2 parenting stress, although 

the model proposed by Slavin, Rainer, McCreary, & Gowda (1991) strongly suggested 

that it might. Therefore, this was considered an exploratory analysis. A regression 

analysis that included an interaction term did not support a conclusion of moderation by 

acculturation. The only significant variable in this marginally significant model was 

matemal education. 

Because of other indicators of differences between the two groups, this procedure 

was followed by a split-sample analysis, with the sample split according to generational 

status (immigrant-generation and non-immigrant generations). Interestingly, the model 

was not significant for the more acculturated non-immigrant sample, but was marginally 

significant for the immigrant sample, with program support acceptance making a 

significant independent contribution to decreasing Time 2 parenting stress for this group. 
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The whole model, including program support acceptance, accounted for only 7% of 

variance in the non-immigrant sample, but 17% of variance in the immigrant sample. 

The results did not support a conclusion that the link between program support 

acceptance and Time 2 parenting stress was moderated by acculturation in this sample. 

However, there were some group differences between the recent immigrant group and the 

more acculturated later generation Mexican American mothers. Future studies might 

explore the role of maternal education in accounting for these differences. 

Change Over Time in Parenting Stress and Contribution of Program Support Acceptance 

Decline in parenting stress from Time 1 to Time 2. The finding that mean 

parenting stress levels declined significantly from the beginning of the program year to 

the end of the program year is an extremely important and welcome one for community-

based early education programs such as Head Start. It is especially noteworthy given that 

this resulted from relatively informal, unstructured forms of interaction with the program 

over the course of the year, with a curriculum that is primarily designed around child 

outcomes, not parent outcomes. It is noteworthy that the Head Start mothers in this study 

were not necessarily participating in parenting classes, intensive counseling, or any other 

structured or systematic intervention designed specifically to reduce high levels of 

parenting stress. They were simply participating in their child's preschool program, 

where they were welcomed to attend parent meetings, visit the classroom, and interact 

informally with staff and other parents in the course of the year. Yet both English-
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speaking and Spanish-speaking parents in the sample had started the year with mean 

parenting stress levels above the norm, and both groups saw their parenting stress levels 

decrease significantly, to levels at or below the norm. 

Contribution of program support acceptance to change in parenting stress. The 

place of the program support acceptance construct in parenting stress and program-based 

support processes was ambiguous in this study, probably reflecting the inherent 

complexity of those processes. Mean parenting stress decreased over the course of the 

program year for mothers who remained engaged in the Head Start program, and greater 

program support acceptance at mid-year was associated with lower Time 2 parenting 

stress in the full sample, in bivariate regression analysis. These are precisely the 

relationships one would hope to see in a two-generation community-based early 

childhood program. 

However, this relationship was not found when the English-speaking group was 

considered alone, and it was completely obscured in longitudinal analyses when Time 1 

parenting stress was introduced. Thus, program support acceptance was no longer a 

major contributor to the change over time in parenting stress, at least in the English-

speaking sample, after controlling for effects of Time 1 parenting stress and several 

contextual variables. Missing data for Spanish-speaking mothers did not permit 

conducting this analysis in the full sample, or in samples split by generation or language, 

and it is possible that the effects of program support acceptance would have been stronger 

in the less acculturated group. However, ad hoc analysis using a data set augmented by a 
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multiple imputation procedure produced the same results. 

Based on reports by other authors, however, these are perhaps not surprising 

findings (Powell, 1988; Cochran, 1988, 1989; Belsky et al., 1984; Robinson et al., 2002). 

Program support acceptance is a construct closely related to what others have called 

perceived support, program engagement, and "comforting messages." It represents a kind 

of precursor to making use of specific supportive services, but it is not in itself an 

intervention. Program support acceptance is probably best viewed as a necessary but not 

sufficient factor enabling a parent to benefit from the supportive resources of a program. 

Other research suggests that the intrapersonal psychological resources and the 

interpersonal relationship skills required to participate actively in community-based 

programs, particularly in group formats, can be quite advanced. Some highly stressed 

mothers may require a considerable period of trust-building, observing, and engaging in 

one-on-one relationships with staff before they are able to participate fully in parent 

support services at higher levels (Powell, 1988; Zigler & Weiss, 1985). 

Role of Acculturation in Parenting Stress and Support Processes 

The present study did not support the expectation that acculturation would play a 

moderating role in relation to parenting stress and support processes. Nevertheless, in 

those analyses that allowed for the sample to be split by generational status or language, 

there were some striking differences in results. Several effects examined in the study 

were stronger among the less acculturated mothers (immigrant generation), and 
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sometimes the only significant relationships were found in this group. 

Several factors potentially enter into explaining this difference in effects, and bear 

closer investigation in future research. For example, the immigrant generation mothers 

(born in Mexico) were more likely to be married or partnered than their second- or third-

generation counterparts, and so were somewhat more likely in Bronfenbrenner's terms to 

have a third party in the household who could facilitate their participation in the child's 

preschool program (1987). This could account for the significant relationship found 

between partner status and program support acceptance for the immigrant group, but not 

for the non-immigrant group. 

Still, since the majority of mothers in both groups were partnered, it is not clear 

whether this difference in predictive effect represents a cultural value, in which it is the 

husband's role to actively encourage and support the wife's involvement in the school, or 

whether other factors are at work. Earlier studies have suggested that, with the loss of 

other traditional social network supports due to immigration, first generation immigrant 

parents may turn to the staff of the child's preschool program more readily as a source of 

parent support. Later generation parents, having more access to extended social network 

supports outside of the program, may feel less need to use the program staff for this 

purpose (Sewell & Taylor, 1996). 

Other lines of research speculate about a more psychological approach to 

differences attributed to acculturation, suggesting that psychological characteristics of 

low-income immigrant-generation parents may differ from those of more acculturated 
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second- and third-generation parents who live in low-income communities. In this view, 

relatively stable aspects of the mother's mental health status and psychological resources 

would influence her ability or inclination to meaningfully engage with a community-

based program for support (Robinson, et al., 2002; Powell, 1988; Cochran, 1988; Belsky, 

Robins & Gamble, 1984). 

In support of this view, the literature suggests that families acculturate toward the 

dominant patterns and values of their adopted communities (Cousins, Power, & Olvera-

Ezzell, 1993; Buriel & DeMent, 1997; Allie, 1987), and may actually suffer a loss in 

personal psychological resources over time if those adopted communities happen to be 

chronically under-resourced, highly-stressed neighborhood environments. In this study, 

patterns of support acceptance in the non-immigrant group of Mexican American mother 

resembled patterns described among stressed Anglo American mothers in other urban 

areas (Cochran, 1988; Powell, 1988). The particular developmental niche experienced by 

these second and third generation mothers, if characterized by long-term poverty or 

family conflict, could be conducive to depression and the development of internal 

working models that lack trust in supportive personal relationships. 

While more recent immigrant families may be equally stressed by immediate 

conditions of poverty, the challenges of parenting young children, and the loss of previous 

social networks, mothers in these first-generation immigrant households may as a group 

be more responsive to the immediate, structural aspects of their situation, such as having 

a partner in the home to assist with child care or otherwise facilitate her participation in 
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the child's program (Buriel & DeMent, 1997). 

Role of Maternal Education in Parenting Stress and Support Processes 

In this sample, the role of maternal education was interesting and somewhat 

difficult to disentangle. In some analyses, high school graduation or GED completion 

emerged as a significant predictor of lower Time 2 parenting stress, along with partner 

status and program support acceptance. We may speculate that mother's education level 

stands in for a variety of constructs, such as self-confidence, socioeconomic status, verbal 

and cognitive skills, patience, impulse control, or ability to delay gratification. The 

association of higher educational achievement with lower parenting stress at the end of 

the year may simply indicate greater stability or more economic security among the more 

highly-educated mothers. 

However, in this sample, maternal education was also highly correlated with 

acculturation. The immigrant generation, Mexico-bom mothers frequently had extremely 

low levels of education by U.S. standards, reflecting the Mexican education system in 

which the 6"* grade level may still be considered one of the normal "stopping points" for 

women. In contrast, among U.S.-bom women, ending one's education after the 6"^ grade 

would be highly unusual, and dropping out of high school without obtaining a GED is 

often associated with school failure, or early pregnancy and childbearing. This is an 

important variable to explore in future studies. 
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Role of Stressful Life Events in Parenting Stress and Support Processes 

Experience of more stressful life events in the last year was not a significant 

predictor of either parenting stress or program support acceptance, contrary to some 

expectations. However, this finding is consistent with the cumulative risk literature, 

which focuses on the accumulation of stressors rather than discrete events (Evans & 

English, 2002). It also suggests, consistent with the parenting stress model, that parenting 

stress is determined by many factors other than external events, including maternal and 

child characteristics, and the relationship with the spouse or partner. Lazarus and 

Folkman (1984) would suggest that the parent's primary appraisal of the threat, and 

secondary appraisal of the resources available, may not be reflected in the kind of life 

events checklist tj^ically used in research. While it is important to include such 

measures in studies of parenting stress, they may serve primarily to verify that the sample 

is representative of similar low-income populations. 

Role of Partner Status in Parenting Stress and Support Processes 

In the full sample and the immigrant-generation sample, having a partner was 

predictive of higher levels of program support acceptance. This effect was not found in 

the more acculturated non-immigrant-generation sample. Close examination of the 

households of the two groups shows that nearly three quarters of all respondents had 

some type of live-in partner, whether legally married or not. However, in immigrant 

households in this study, nearly two-thirds of mothers were married with a spouse 
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present, while in non-immigrant households, fewer than half of respondents were legally 

married. 

It is possible that there are differences in the quantity or quality of caregiving 

support provided by married partners (more common in the immigrant group) as 

compared to live-in unmarried partners (more common in the non-immigrant group), 

which would account for differences in the effects of having a partner for mothers in the 

two groups. Differences in the duration or commitment level of the two kinds of 

partnership, for example, might have implications for the kinds of parenting support 

provided. 

It is also possible that there are cultural values or role expectations within the less 

acculturated families that would lead partners or spouses to facilitate the mother's active 

participation in the child's school program. It could not be determined from this data 

whether facilitation takes the form of instrumental help, such as providing child care for 

other children in the home, or whether it consists of some other type of encouragement of 

the mother's involvement, nor was it clear why this effect was found in the immigrant 

generation, but not the later generations. 

Role of Extended Households in Parenting Stress and Support Processes 

Living in an extended household was not a significant predictor of parenting stress 

or program support acceptance in this study. However, it was possible to look at the 

extent to which household structures of the low-income Mexican American families in 
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this sample mirrored those described in the literature, which may be of interest due to the 

rapid growth of this population in many parts of the United States. From 1990 to 2000, 

census data indicate that persons of Hispanic or Latino origin moved from 9% to 12.5% 

of the population, slightly surpassing Black or African American residents to become the 

largest minority group living in the U.S. (U.S. Census Bureau, 2002). 

Consistent with the reported demographic research, longer time lived in the U.S. 

in the present sample was associated with fewer marriages and more live-in partner or 

single parent family situations. In other words, in this sample, over time and across 

generations, the household and marriage patterns of immigrants did come to more closely 

resemble dominant U.S. patterns. 

This sample differed from expectations in that extended households were no more 

common in the immigrant group than in the non-immigrant group. In fact, contrary to 

expectations (Vega, 1995), vertically extended households (those extended across 

generations) were actually more common among the non-immigrant families than among 

immigrant-generation respondent families. While inspection of household rosters 

revealed some lateral extensions in immigrant-generation households (the presence of 

persons of the same generation as the parent), as well as a variety of other non-parental 

caregiving adults, such as children over 18 living at home, the frequencies of these other 

relationships were too small to justify conclusions or generalizations. Grandmothers 

were more often present in non-immigrant generation households than in immigrant 

generation households, and grandmothers were unlikely to be present in the household if 
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there was a spouse or live-in partner. Mothers in the study typically had either a partner 

or a grandmother available in the household for parent support, but not usually both. 

Implications 

Theoretical Implications 

Overall, results of this study tend to support the conceptual formulations described 

in Chapter 2. Both the literature and the results of this study suggest that in a population 

of low-income parents of young children, initial levels of parenting stress are relatively 

high, probably high enough in many cases to serve as a significant barrier to the mother's 

utilization of the potentially supportive aspects of her child's preschool early education or 

intervention program (Parker et al., 1997). As predicted, in this study, the mother's initial 

level of parenting stress appeared to negatively influence her ability to meaningfully 

engage with a community-based program. Head Start, for support. 

The third party principle. It was expected that the presence of other potential 

caregiving adults in the home (indicated by partner status and extended household) 

would predict the mother's program support acceptance. This study found that partner 

status and acculturation were related to the mother's voluntary use of program-based 

parent support, but there was not support for the prediction that living in an extended 

household in itself, apart from partner status, facilitated program support acceptance. In 

later theoretical work, which underlies the design of many contemporary family support 

programs, Bronfenbrenner attached great importance to the notion of the third party in 
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encourages, spells off, gives status to, and expresses admiration and affection for, the 

person caring for and engaging in joint activity with the child" (Bronfenbrenner, 1991, 

p.4). While ideally this party is a spouse or partner, Bronfenbrenner believed that other 

adults living in the home, as well as friends, relatives, neighbors, or even staff of 

community-based programs, could serve as functional equivalents. Family support 

interventions are at least implicitly designed to provide such substitutes, either through 

staff relationships, or by encouraging networking among parents. 

Unfortunately, this study was unable to demonstrate that other caregiving adults in 

the household were effective as functional equivalents of a spouse or partner for mothers, 

either in facilitating the mother's program engagement or in reducing her level of 

parenting stress. It appears that, as suggested by some social network researchers (Levitt, 

Weber, & Clark, 1986; Bassuk, et al., 2002), all third parties may not be equal. This is a 

subject that calls for further theoretical development, since the stakes can be very high for 

children and parents. There is a need to understand the qualities of effective third party 

parent support, the circumstances under which it is effective, and how to design 

interventions which replicate such support as much as possible when it does not occur 

naturally. In addition, researchers and program planners need to pay attention to the 

possibility that these processes will operate differently in different populations. 

Stress and support processes. One of the unresolved questions in the literature of 

stress and support is the role of stress in either motivating or inhibiting adaptive or 
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support-seeking behavior. Some researchers and theorists suggest that some minimal 

level of stress (Cochran, 1990; Abidin, 1992), serves as a necessary stimulus for support-

seeking behavior. Others suggest that increasing stress serves as an inhibitor or barrier to 

performance, including effective coping behaviors such as seeking out social network 

support (Hetherington & Blechman, 1996; Janis, 1993). The Lazarus and Folkman 

(1984) model of stress and coping may accommodate both kinds of processes in the 

primary and secondary appraisal stages, as both processes may occur under different 

circumstances. The present study certainly does not conclusively resolve the larger 

theoretical issue. However, results of this study do lend support to the idea that parental 

stress, at least at the levels found in this low-income population, can inhibit program 

support acceptance as a form of coping behavior. In the present study, parental stress 

functioned as a barrier to program support acceptance, not as a motivator. 

Research Implications 

Study of within-group contrasts. Bronfenbrenner believed that ecologically-based 

developmental research studies should, whenever possible, include at least two 

contrasting macrosystems (1989). This study seems to support the value of that 

prescription. Many research and evaluation studies have been conducted of parenting, 

stress and social support in low-income families, and some have contrasted processes and 

outcomes of one ethnic group to another. However, relatively few studies have focused 

on with-in group differences in a particular ethnic minority community. The value of this 
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study may ultimately lie in a better understanding of within-group differences in a 

specific ethnic minority immigrant community, and in raising awareness of differing 

developmental macrosystems that can exist within such a community. 

Li particular, this study highlighted significant differences in parenting stress and 

support-seeking processes within a community of low-income Mexican American 

mothers. Predictors of program support acceptance and Time 2 parenting stress differed 

for first generation, non-U.S.-bom mothers and later-generation, U.S.-bom Mexican 

American mothers, even though the two groups were fairly homogeneous in many 

features such as age, number of children, income level, geographic location, and 

experience of stressful life events. 

These results, highlighting within-group contrasts, may serve to discourage over-

generalization and stereot5^ical assumptions about ethnic minority groups. It is also 

hoped that one effect will be to focus attention on the "fit" between the individual mother 

and her environment. While some developmental and family support processes are 

universal and generalizable, it is important from both a theoretical and a practical 

standpoint to recognize the unique aspects of each situation. 

Methodology. An ultimate goal of applied research in this area is to reach a better 

understanding of causal mechanisms, which will in turn allow for the design of more 

effective interventions. In recent methodological work of particular relevance in 

ecologically-based research, Shrouts and Bolger describe a form of partial causal 

mediation called moderated mediation, in which there is complete mediation in one 
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group, and no mediation in a second group (Shrouts & Bolger, 2002). While causal and 

mediational effects were not examined in this study, it would be helpful to design future 

studies so that these kinds of effects can be analyzed, using a variety of macrosystem 

contrasts. This implies ensuring that longitudinal data is available for as many variables 

as possible. One note of caution, however, is that effects of social support on stress, 

particularly those related to informal parent support over the course of a school year, can 

generally be considered distal rather than proximal causal effects. Because distal effects 

are more likely to be affected by competing or random causes, or transmitted through 

longer causal chains, effects are likely to be smaller and more difficult to detect than more 

proximal causal effects. 

Applied Implications 

Head Start is a multi-generational early childhood program with a long history of 

promoting voluntary supportive relationships to empower parents. Head Start programs 

offer a range of informal and formal opportunities for parental support and empowerment 

in the context of an early childhood program. The present study lends support to the idea 

that the ordinary ways that parents engage themselves with program staff over the course 

of a year in Head Start are related to reduced parenting stress. It lends qualified support 

to the conclusion of Faith Parker and her colleagues that Head Start may be conceived of 

as "an institution that is supportive to the extent that parents utilize it" (Parker, 

Piotrkowski, & Peay, 1987). 
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An underlying assumption of two-generation early childhood programs such as 

Head Start is that parent support, offered in the context of a comprehensive program, may 

reduce levels of parenteil stress, and thereby improve parental well-being. The present 

study does not permit conclusions about causality. Nevertheless, any significant 

reduction in parenting stress has important implications, especially since the 

"intervention" may be as simple as making the parent feeling comfortable, welcome, and 

understood in daily interactions with teachers and other program staff. Since excessive 

parenting stress can result in child abuse at the worst, and less-than-sensitive parent-child 

interactions at best, encouraging strong relationships with parents should be an important 

component of any program for at-risk children. This feature should not be overlooked or 

short-changed in Head Start reauthorization, or in the design of state and local-level early 

childhood education programs. 

At the same time, it is disheartening to confirm what many practitioners have long 

suspected: the most highly stressed parents, the very parents who need the program's 

support the most, may be the least likely to engage and benefit. While greater program 

engagement (which we have called program support acceptance) is correlated with a 

decline in Time 2 parenting stress, any effect of program support acceptance on Time 2 

parenting stress was completely washed out in regression analyses by the effects of initial 

level of parenting stress, at least in the most acculturated group of mothers. 

Continuum of services. The results of this study suggest a number of practical 

recommendations, some of which will come as no surprise to community-based 
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practitioners. One is that program-based parent support should be viewed as a continuum 

(Zigler and Weiss, 1985). In unilateral parent/program relationships, parents are viewed 

by the program as passive recipients of professional expertise. This is the model of one-

on-one casework services, which may be employed as part of home visiting programs. In 

bilateral relationships, parents are viewed as partners to the professionals; this is the 

traditional model of many educational institutions, often based around parent-teacher 

conferences, with parents occasionally serving as observers or volunteers in the program 

setting. In multilateral parent-program relationships, parents are viewed as both 

recipients of support, and providers of support to others, often through peer support 

groups and informal mutual helping relationships. 

While bilateral and multilateral modes of parent-program relationship are 

considered the most desirable end points for multi-generational early childhood programs 

and other community-based family support programs, the present study suggests that 

these may not be realistic starting points. Some of the parents who need the support the 

most, whether because of high levels of initial stress or because of other personality or 

mental health issues, will not initially be able to take advantage of program-based support 

at those levels. It is important for programs to be designed with some flexibility, because 

some parents will need a period of more intensive one-on-one outreach before they can 

take the initial step of engaging with the program staff, much less with their peers. 

Policy implications. Flexibility is important at the policy level, as well as at the 

local program level. This study has documented group declines in parenting stress in the 
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course of a Head Start program year. The presumed mechanism is simply informal 

participation in their child's early childhood program in the course of a school year, even 

without necessarily participating in parenting classes, therapy, or other specific, targeted 

intervention services. Unfortunately, the study also provides some support for the idea 

that some highly stressed parents may not be able to make effective use of this informal 

program support without some individualized assistance. Programs need to have the 

resources and flexibility to tailor their support services to the needs of the family. 

Training implications. Staff who work in multi-generational early childhood 

programs need to understand the fragile nature of program engagement for highly-

stressed parents. It is not surprising that the Head Start FACES (2001) study reported that 

parent participation and satisfaction was significantly related to teacher certification and 

in-service training levels. The natural inclination of program staff is to view those 

parents who are challenging, miss appointments, don't respond to phone calls, and fail to 

attend parent meetings, as "difficult" or uncaring. Inexperienced teachers, office staff, 

bus drivers, and even paraprofessional family services staff who do not have clinical 

training or specific knowledge of parenting psychology, may not intuitively understand 

that dealing with parents requires as much persistence, patience, and awareness of 

individual differences as dealing with children. 

The study shows that parenting stress can be a barrier to program support 

acceptance, or effective engagement with their child's preschool program staff. Engaging 

with highly stressed parents at a level where they can connect with the program is a 
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learned skill, and it is reasonable to expect that line staff may need specific training, as 

well as access to clinical consultation. The apparent simplicity and "ordinariness" 

(Barnes & Duck, 1994) of the welcoming early childhood center and the "comforting 

message" is deceptive. In fact, a significant level of maturity and sophistication on the 

part of staff is required to operationalize such an environment. 

As early childhood programs come under increasing pressure to be "school-like", 

with more emphasis on academic achievement and less on comprehensive services to 

families, there is a real danger that programs will become less nurturing and welcoming 

environments for parents, as well as for young children (Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 1999). 

This has important implications for the continuum of child abuse prevention services. 

Policy makers should invest in strong relationships with parents as a component of 

programs for children, and the importance of this goal should not be overlooked or short

changed in the design of federal, state and local-level early childhood education 

programs. 

Limitations 

Design, Validity and Generalizability 

A significant limitation of the design of the present study was lack of data on 

initial maternal characteristics for the non-English-speaking mothers. This limited the 

ability of the study to explore in greater depth some of the more intriguing effects that 

emerged. Availability of longitudinal data on parenting stress for the full sample, rather 
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than just the presumably more acculturated English speakers, would have allowed closer 

examination of the actual causes and processes of change in stress from the beginning to 

the end of the school year. While it is possible that differences according to acculturation 

(generational status) would have carried over into longitudinal analyses had the full 

sample been available, with more significant effects in the immigrant group, it was not 

possible to verify this assumption. The number of immigrants vs. non-immigrants in the 

English-speaking sample was too small to allow for meaningful analysis. 

Recent methodological work on mediational analysis (Shrout & Bolger, 2002) 

highlights issues of proximal versus distal mediation processes. Effects of social support 

on stress, particularly those related to informal parent support over the course of a school 

year, certainly fall into the category of more distal causal effects. Because distal effects 

are more likely to be affected by competing causes, affected by random causes, or 

transmitted through longer causal chains, the effects are likely to be smaller and more 

difficult to detect than more proximal causal effects. Of particular relevance in 

ecologically-based research, Shrouts and Bolger describe a form of partial causal 

mediation called moderated mediation, in which there is complete mediation in one 

group, and no mediation in a second group (Shrouts & Bolger, 2002). Given the patterns 

found in this study (no moderation, but evidence of mean differences between groups), it 

would have been helpful to be able to explore this possibility in the present sample. 

However, that was not possible since longitudinal data was available only for one group. 
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Analyses and Statistical Power 

Cohen (1992) indicates that sample sizes required for a multiple regression with 

two independent variables to show significant effects (power = .80) would be 30 cases for 

large effects, 67 cases for medium effects, and 481 cases for small effects. This is a 

concern in ecological studies, which tend to be concerned with multiple variables, and 

with predicting relatively distal effects. Using listwise deletion of cases with missing 

values, the longitudinal regression analysis for the present study had only 48 available 

cases, which provided sufficient power to demonstrate large effects, but not to reliably 

demonstrate small-to-medium effects. 

Use of a newer missing-data technique, multiple imputation or MI, was of value 

because of the ability to increase the number of cases in the augmented data set (n = 64), 

and thereby increase the statistical power of the analysis to detect significant effects in the 

longitudinal sample. While researchers generally hope that increasing the sample size 

will reduce Type n error and increase the likelihood of detecting significant effects of 

variables, in this case, the effect of averaging the 100 imputed augmented data sets 

actually led to a more conservative interpretation of the data in the longitudinal analysis. 

In this instance, use of multiple imputation prevented reporting a marginal effect from 

one analysis which was not in fact a stable finding. 
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Measurement Issues 

The main measurement limitations of this study were issues common to secondary 

analyses. The Child Resilience Project was a comprehensive study, and provided an 

unusually rich range of information on parents, children, and teachers, but it was not 

originally designed as a study of parenting processes. Fortunately, two key measures did 

allow meaningful analysis of some parenting stress and support processes. The Parenting 

Stress Index is a widely-used measure, which has strong psychometric properties and 

addresses several theoretically-important dimensions of parental well-being. Collection 

of longitudinal data on that measure for the full sample was planned, but was not possible 

due to logistical problems beyond the control of the researchers. Availability of this data 

would have strengthened the study, and increased generalizability of the results. A 

second strong parent measure available in the CRP, the Parent Involvement 

Questionnaire, included items that lent themselves to development of a Program Support 

Acceptance scale with reasonable scale reliability. 

However, measures of some additional maternal characteristics might have shed 

further light on certain parenting stress and support processes. Some measure of parental 

belief systems (both in general and as related to acculturation) could have strengthened 

the theoretical conclusions of the study, and a measure of parenting behaviors would have 

allowed exploration of some of the more distal causal linkages between program support 

acceptance, changes in parenting stress, and changes in parenting behavior. Finally, some 

more qualitative data on parent personality variables might possibly have shed some light 
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on group differences between the immigrant and non-immigrant mothers, and the 

different patterns of relationships among variables in the two groups. 

Future Directions 

While moderation by acculturation was not demonstrated, certain significant 

group differences in the study raise provocative questions. Differences were not related 

to ethnic or cultural group membership; this was a study of within-group differences, not 

a comparison across ethnic or cultural groups. All of the mothers in the study sample 

were low income mothers of Mexican heritage, and lived within a limited geographic 

area. Yet in Bronfenbrenner's ecological terms, generational status appeared to define 

different macrosystem experiences or "niches" for these mothers. Such within-group 

differential effects are certainly not unprecedented in the family support literature. As 

early as 1979, Cochran and Brassard described differing processes of network support 

among married and unmarried African American mothers, as well as married and 

unmarried Caucasian mothers, in the Family Matters project. 

One question for future research involves understanding what changes occur from 

the first generation to subsequent generations of Mexican American immigrants, which 

would account for different outcomes. What accounts for the greater impact of household 

structure factors (partner status) and program relationship factors (program support 

acceptance) among the mothers bom in Mexico? How can family support programs be 

responsive to these apparently different needs? 
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Clearly, one part of the answer to these questions includes identifying other 

determinants of parenting stress and program support acceptance in this population. 

While this study had access to a relatively broad and rich range of variables, the 

predictors at hand accounted for only a maximum of 12% of total variance in parenting 

stress. Such constructs are multiply determined, and ecological theories of parenting 

would suggest that a portion of the remaining 88% of variance may reside in what we 

have loosely referred to as maternal characteristics: the mother's developmental history, 

current mental health status, or longer-term personality factors and psychological 

resources (Belsky et al., 1984). 

While widely-used parenting stress measures such as the PSI correlate with 

measures of depression, a wide range of other initial measures of mental health status 

could also be helpful. Robinson and colleagues (2002) found that both the level and 

quality of program engagement over time in an Early Head Start program was related 

measures of the mother's initial depression, experience of domestic violence, sense of 

personal mastery, attitudes about relationships, and stress levels. 

One note of caution is that these are relatively intrusive measures, and there are 

practical limits to the amount of personal and psychological information that program 

participants are willing to share early in their relationship with a program. This is 

particularly true if the program is informal, voluntary, and perceived as being primarily 

for the benefit of the child. Such measures may never be a routine part of intake 

procedures for Head Start or other community-based early childhood or family support 
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programs. Nevertheless, for research purposes, it would be desirable to find ways to 

incorporate such measures judiciously into studies with sufficiently large samples to 

provide insight into program support processes. 

It would also be instructive to further investigate the nature of relationships within 

the household. Having documented that having a live-in partner is related to higher levels 

of program support acceptance, particularly in the immigrant generation families, it 

would be helpful to have a better qualitative understanding of how mothers see these 

relationships as facilitating their involvement and utilization of the supportive resources 

of the child's Head Start program. Do first-generation Mexican American fathers see it 

as their role to facilitate the mother's program participation to a greater extent than later 

generation fathers? At a microsystem level, do these domestic partners, whether 

husbands or boyfriends, participate directly in caregiving activities at home, or do they 

support the mother in more indirect ways? And finally, how do these community-based 

supportive relationships impact the interactions that take place at the microsystem level, 

both in the mother-child dyad, and in the mother-partner relationship? 
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UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA CHILD RESIUENCE PROJECT 
Family Profile 

CHILD 10 CH1LI» BOtTHOATE CHILO-S SEX TODAY* DATE 

MTERVIEVVER PROJECT SITE: UA CA 

RESPONOEKT (paraen Mwvlmnd): MOTHER FATHER OTHER (Spwtty ralatioiMhIp to cMM) 

1. OoM ttik child Bw with wouT U no, who doM !»/»>» iv» wMiT 

2. R you an qsJ bielogieol parant, ptaaaa ghia aga el blelogieii maihaf A Mhar___ 

3. Who lakM eai« el thl« child moat at tha UmaT 

4. Who haa lha meal eentad wtth Ihla cMld'a Haad Stan taaehar and achoelT 

8. la mla • alngla parant heuaaheWT Yaa Mo 

Sa. n yaa, la than a bMogleal paiant 0si I" heuaaheld who la alia aeUM in Ihla chikfa IHa7 (Spaelly; ) 

5. Plaaaa ttil all et ttw oaoola who lh>« In cMld'a houaahold (Including youraall): 
LIST ADULTS FIRST, THEN CHILDREN 

Baltlonahlp to Child IWIalleMhiD to Raanondanl Aoa Contrlbutaa to Houaahold IncomaT 
(la., aiatar, uncia, ataptathai) (la., huataend, ttva-in partnai) 0t * la adulQ (Vaa or No] 



Family Profile 

7. For all adulti fit or ewrt IMrto In houMhoM (jneluding youfMlt), pluw IM: 
USE LETTER (a, ale.) THAT CORRESPONDS TO rTEU i6 

Hioh««t «due«Hon l«v»r Db«s have earwitel rote? 
(Sea below) (grada/degraa oompWad) (Helps cars (or chid) 

a. 

b. 

c 
d. 

e. 

7a. H ttMie are blolooieel aafsnts not Bvlna In Ihe houeehold. plaaae >at ttie eame Monnatlan (even H <11 years): 

Mailtal Status' Highest education level" Does he/rtw have perenlal role? Is he  ̂encloved? If Yes, what type? 
(Sea below] (grade/degree completed) (Helps care tor chî  (Yes / No; FT, FT or (occupation or employei) 

saasonaQ*~ 

Mo: 

Fa: 

CHOICE CATEQORIES FOR #7 AND «7A OF APPLICABLE): 

'Marital atatue: mairied, remained, Bve-ln partner (specVy length of relationship), single/nevar manied, widowed, separated, dhoread 

** EducaUonal level rsieis to highest grade or degree eemcleted ; <fistinguish high school gnduate vs. QED; attended some college vs. AA or BA degree; 
specify other training such as vocational training pregrams, miltary. 

Employment Status: H employed, note fulltime, perttime, seasonal If Qrt employed, ipedfy homemaker, disabled, in school, etc. 

I. Does anyone In the houeehoM rscehrs any of ttie Mlowliig lanilly incenie supports? (Ctwck an applicable) 

AFDC Food Stamps WIG SSI Other (spedy) 

b he/she emoloved? 
(Yes/No;FT. FT.Of 
seasonaO'" 

If Yes what type? 
(occupation or employeO 



Family Profile 

ETHNIC BACKGROUND INFORMATION: 

(Items 9-11 rater to blokxileal oarante It avilatite: M eomplating for adoptlva or ottxr parante, plaata aoaclftrt: 

a. a. Child'* Blrtliplaea b. Yaars In US 0t bom •Isawlwra) 
(City, Stats, Country) 

10. a. Biological Mothai's Blilhplaca b. Ysars In US (H bom slaswiwra) 
(City, Stats, Country) 

11. a. Biological Fatltsr's BIrtliplaes b. Ysars In US (It bom slsswhsra) 
(City, State, Country) 

12. It Rsspondsnt te Qot biological parsnt: 
a. Rsspondsnfs Blrthnlaes b. Years In US bom elsewhereN 

(City, State, Country) 

13. What language dose thie child uae most otten at hooisT 

14. What languages do psrsnte and ottier niembere ot the houeehoM uee most otten at lioffle? 

Father Mother Other Children 

Others (specify) 

15. Ethnic IdeiiUtleallon; 
Child Biological Mother Biological Father 

INTERVIEWER COMMENTS: 
Record below any lasuee/concsms/commsnte ralsvant to ths Inteivisw. Use back of torn K addUonal space needed. 
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II. Life Events Checklist 

UMVEIMTY Of AiaZONA CMLD REHUENCe PROJECT 
UiiEnnteCtMeUM 

CkMD: 

CawglwT. FaVMT MoVwr <Miar 
(cWaam) 

MK UA CSUC (dnkoMlfaMlMrn: -— 

lMlnio«om: e«liiw li • fct«« •wnli In* •onulniM li«iip«n b eNMi»n. m«i •• «>• fcinly ii«whg or • |)«nl ihrtng • iwx 
Jah PbmlndlcMxttMlhwyour|»MchoolcWilhnw|iMtan6«lai|ro(lMMo<iilna*nnliduringtMpaftkMlMlib 
moniM. qpctey—orwfcr—chttrtMiwnt 

t Hm iMfdy mov»d to • mw houM or afMrtmnl Yee No 

I A MW broiwr or oMtr MM bom. Yee No 

a. Th« cMd WM • tftodm of ̂ rioUno*. Yae No 

4. Vf cNVo bofMr or thrttr 90I Into •oriout touUo. Yae No 

8. Tbo cNkf• portnl dad. Yee No 

6. Iho cMfo mo8»«r began wocfclng. Yee No 

7. Hm cMtfa brofMT or aMir had a Mrieua Nhaao or Infury laquMnp hoipMhaVon. Yee No 

8. A pamnl got raeilad to • elep»erenL Yee No 

t. AfiotMr adidi wa» added to lie ton«y. Yee No 

M. The cMU  ̂paranto potdKwoed. Yee No 

11. lha cMd changed aehooli. Yee No 

12. The eNId had a eeitow •neee or hjisy laquMng hoepWdta**!. Yea No 

13. lha chNd** pareMi wen tiparatod. Yee No 

14. The .cNhi% peianto vgued mot*. Yee No 

IS. The cNkfi paranto argued leee. Yee No 

Ifl. lha cMd^Mter changed Jobe and had to epand more ftne amiair loni home. Yee No 

17. Ibe chife parent had a eerioui Hneee or l^iury requHng hoipltoliaion. Yae No 

19. 1?M cHU i)und out haWia was adoptod. Yae No 

19. A iMnlif member wae a o( vtolenoe. Yee No 

20. Ihe cMtf* doea Mend dM. Yee No 

21. Iba cMd twae eeparatod tom 8m iMnly for 2 waaha or mora. Yee No 

22. lha ch8d'e broSter or elitor dtod. Yee No 

23. A paranl wm anaetod or h eertoue boubto «Mi fie im. Yee No 

24. Ihe cNhfs parinto had mom money. Yae No 

2S. l?ia cWe vandparanl dtod. Yee No 

28. Tha cMhfe bnSier or alitor toll home. Yee No 

27. Ihe cMd devatoped a vWbto detom< .̂ Yee No 

20. lha cNkfa paw* had toee money. Yae No 

28. A panni ket hMier Job. Yae No 

30. A paranl bacwna bivolvad In couneaing or fierapy. Yae No 

31. A pmnto* mood or hilng aboMl Me bac«ne woiee or much woraa. Yae No 

32. A paranli'mood or laaino iboul Ifa bacwM bettor or mueJi baHsr. Yae No 

WB3 
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in. Program Support Acceptance Index 
(derived from Parent Involvement Questionnaire, Parent Form) 

1. How often do you go to parent meetings (not including individual appointments with 
teachers)? [Item # PIQP02] 

Often (4) Sometimes (3) Rarely (2) Never (1) 

2. How often do you talk with other Head Start parents about program activities or parenting 
experiences? [Item #PIQP06] 

Often (4) Sometimes (3) Rarely (2) Never (1) 

3. How often does someone from the Head Start staff invite you to attend parent meetings? [Item 
#PIQP09] 

Often (4) Sometimes (3) Rarely (2) Never (1) 

4. How often does someone from the Head Start staff give you information about child 
development and/or ways to improve your parenting? [Item #PIQP12] 

Often (4) Sometimes (3) Rarely (2) Never (1) 

5.1 often go to the Head Start teachers when I need help or advice. [Item #PIQP14] 

Strongly agree (4) Somewhat agree (3) Somewhat disagree (2) Strongly disagree (1) 

6. My interactions with the Head Start teachers make me feel more confident and effective as a 
parent. [Item#PIQP16] 

Strongly agree (4) Somewhat agree (3) Somewhat disagree (2) Strongly disagree (1) 
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7.1 am able to talk freely and openly with the Head Start teachers about my feelings and 
experiences. [Item #PIQP18] 

Strongly agree (4) Somewhat agree (3) Somewhat disagree (2) Strongly disagree (1) 

8. The Head Start teachers understand and support what I am trying to do as a parent. [Item 
#PIQP21] 

Strongly agree (4) Somewhat agree (3) Somewhat disagree (2) Strongly disagree (1) 

9.1 have benefitted greatly from my relationship with the Head Start teachers. [Item #PIQP22] 

Strongly agree (4) Somewhat agree (3) Somewhat disagree (2) Strongly disagree (1) 
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APPENDIX B. HUMAN SUBJECTS APPROVAL 

(Original approval letter for University of Arizona Child Resilience Project, 1992-1995) 
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Humsn Subfcct OMnmlUee 

August 24, 1992 

Angela R. Taylor/ Ph.D. 
Department of Fanlly & Consumer Resources 
210 FCR Building 
Main Canpus 

RE: HSC A92.98 THE INFLUENCE OF CLASSRC30H SOCIAL SUPPORT ON SCHOOL 
AOJUSTHENT AND SOCIAL COMPETENCE IN HEAD START CHILDREN 

Dear Dr. Taylor: 

He received your above referenced research proposal. The procedures 
to be followed in this study pose no laore than minimal risk to 
participating subjects. Regulations issued by the U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services [45 CFR Part 46.110(b)] authorize 
approval of this type project through the expedited review 
procedures, with the condition(s) that subjects' anonymity be 
maintained. Although full Committee review is not required, a brief 
summary of the project procedures is submitted to the Committee for 
their endorsement and/or comment, if any, after administrative 
approval is granted. This project is approved effective 24 August 
1992 for a period of one year. 

The Human Subjects Committee (Institutional Review Board) of the 
University of Arizona has a current assurance of compliance, number 
H''1233, which is on file with the Department of Health and Human 
Services and covers this activity. 

Approval is granted with the understanding that no further changes 
or additions will be made either to the procedures followed or to 
the consent form(s) used (copies of which we have on file) without 
the )cnowledge and approval of the Human Subjects Committee and your 
College or Departmental Review Committee. Any research related 
physical or psychological harm to any subject must also be reported 
to each committee. 

A university policy requires that all signed subject consent forms 
be Kept in a permanent file in an area designated for that purpose 
by the Department Head or comparable authority. This will assure 
their accessibility in the event that university officials require 
the information and the principal investigator is unavailable for 
some reason. 

Sincerely yours, 

Hilliam F. Denny, H.D. 
Chairman 
Human Subjects Committee 

WFD:rs 
cc: Departmental/College Review Committee 

THe Univcrsity or 

A. Vimtrtn (bmk. sub) 
HtA|.TH SCI£NCtS CtNTtR Tucwo. Arizona 85724 

l«02) 626-6721 or 626-7575 
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Child-Parent Centers, Inc, 
A«linliiblcdn( Head Suit la SoudtcJMCfn Af Isona 

602 EAST22n<l STREET 

. TUCSOU, ABiZOH\ IJIlJ-nW . -

{002) M2-0I00 TAX (602) >12-0712 

Dear Perant: 

W« hova agread lo paiUclpala In a resoardi prolact beinu cofNludeil b)r Or. Angela Taylor from Uia 
Urtvaralty of Arizona. Tin purpose of the pro|gct Is to llnd out tiow parents, leadiers, and classmataa 
Iralp Head Start clilldran lo succoad In scliool. This Infotniallon will help us lo understand liow we can 
balisr halp (ha cliildren got ready for klrKiargaiten ai)d Ihiw wq caii Itnpiuvo our sorvluos to Head Start. 
families. 

TiM projsct ktvolvas the foikmlng actlvHles: 

1} A researcher would ask you sonie questions about your diikJ's behavior at Inme, your farnily 
background and Imporlanl recent events hi your fadiRy We, your opbrions about parenting, and 
Inw you feel about your tnvolvemaiit with Uia Head Start program. Tills bitorvlow lakes about 
one hour and would ba dona In the fall and again In Urn spring. You would be pakl $10 for 
each bitervlow. 

2) A tBseardrar woukJ conduct a brief avalualkMi of your drikJ's vocalnilaty knowledge, and would 
talk to your clilki about ways you and the Head Start teadrars Iralp Uie dilkJ team, your dilld's 
dassroom friendslilps, and liow your dilhl fesls about hhiKliefJsalf. Tlieso actlvlUas would be 
completed in (wo or Uiroe 20-(nlnu(e iriteivlews bi Uio faH mid again bi tlie spring. 

3) A researcher wouM watch your dilM's adlvHIes In tira Heed Start dassroom and during outdoor 
play (or atxnit 20 minutes during (he faH and agabt hi Ura spring. 

4J Your dilld's teadrars wouM give us hifotmatkni atioul your drikl's (lehavtor at sdiool, hov» your 
chad gals along wMi tin teadilhg staff, and your bivoWament far the Head Slatt program. 

. • • 
6) We wouM allow (lie researdi (aam lo get Infonnalton from our Head Start records on your 

dilM's school progress and about your family bacfcgixwnd. Job, and educatkm tilstoiY. 

Al (hs jnTonnallon will be Iteld bi confldence, and no names wM be used bi any reports. PaiUdpation is 
vohmUvy, and you end your child are free lo willnlraw (nrni Un project at any tbna. 

Wo hope Ihat you wHI support this pio|ed by signing the attadiad consent fonn. If you have any 
queslkina about ihe project, please contact your dilki's (aadrar. Tlimk you for your oonUnued support. 

SlicarBly, 
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cm BA5T22a4 SIKESr 

TUCSOK-AltlZOMA. IS7I1-I799 

(floz) 1(2-0100 rAX(<oi)in-«7ti 

Quarido Padre: 

HfltiNM dacidMo parildpar m un pnoyocto do kivMOBacUn dkfuMo por la Oactata Angola Taylor da la 
Unlvaraldail da Ailcona. S propd^o dol proyodo •• avwIgtMr oonio loo padreo, maoslrot. y too mtomoa 
akimnoa aywlan a los nllos da Head Stml a loiior 4*110 on la oscuola. Creoniuo qua oola InfonnauMnnos 
ayudartl a ontondar mafor oomo podemos praparar tos nllos para ol kknlor, y oomo podrfamos inatorar 
loo oatvidoa qua damoo a laa (amllas da Head Start. 

B proywAi InduWa las slgulontaa acUvMades; 

1) Un InvasUgador las harik algunas pragutilas sobre si oompof lainlaiilo da su nilofa en su casa, sus 
antacadenlas famMares, ooof liocknloiilos rodonlos on sti vMa, sus opMonoo sobre lo qua signlica 
sar padre, y oomo sa simian sobra su paitlclpacUn on Head SlaiL La onbavlsia loinaiA alredador 

' da una hm an comptolarsa, y sa hart priinoio durania si oialo y oira vas duranla la primavera. 
RodUfan iflez doiares por cada anlravlsla. 

2) Un InvasUgador dMgIrt una ovahiacMn tiravo sobre ol oonodmlanlo vocaliulatio da su nflo/a, 
iMblaifa oon su nHofa sobra como Ud. y las wasiltao do Head Start 1* aywlan a aprander. las 
amistadoo da la oocuaia da su nllara. y lonibion oomo sa slonla sobre si mlsmo îL Eslas 
acUvidadaa so Movartn a cabo an dos saslonoo da 70 mlnuias durante ol oialo y do nuovo duranta 
laprtaavara. 

3) Duranta ol otalo y tamUen on lo ptlmavora, un kivasUgador obsoivart laa acUvtdados do su nkliVa 
an la dasa y duranta si Itompo do rsaao quo lomara akododor da 20 mbiutos. 

4) La maaslra^o do su nVSo^a nos daifa kiiormadon sobra ol oonipoilamlonto do su nllo/a on la 
ascuala, oomo sa lava oon las maaslras, y sobra la parUdpacTon da usiad on ol programa. 

6) Noaolios de|aromos si grvpo do kivosilgadoios quo obtongan liifonnadan da nuoslros rvgisbos 
da Haad Start soixa si progreso osoolar do su nfWa y soixa su anlacadonlos famliaras, su 
lraiia|o y sua artooandenlas oducaUvos. 

IMa la Infoimackln sai4 confldsndal, y no sa usaiin nombres sn ninguno da los rspoites. Su 
pattdlpacUn 01 wlunlarto. Usiod y su nflofa puodon laUrarea dot proyodo on cualqular momanlo. 

Esporamoa quo apoyon osto proyodo Hrniaiido si fummlaiia do oonsonUmlanlo adfunlo a osia carta. SI 
<lo"ow praouniaa soixa ol proyodo. favor da oamuntcarso oon la maoslrafo do su nitofa. Gtadas por su 
apoja 

SkiomnMnto. 

Angota R. Taykir, PIlO. 
Pn  ̂Director Hwd Start Olractor 



UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
CHILD RESILIENCE PROJECT 

Parent Consent Form 

I AM BEINO ASKED TO READ THE FOLLOWING MATERIAL TO ENSURE THAT I AM INFORMED 
OF THE NATURE OF THIS.RESEARCH STUDY AND OF HOW MY CHIU3 AND I WILL 
PARTICIPATE IN IT, IF WE CONSENT TO DO SO. SIGNING THIS FORM WILL INDICATE THAT I 
HAVE BEEN SO INFORMED AND THAT I GIVE MY CONSENT. FEDERAL REGULATIONS 
REQUIRE WRITTEN INFORMED CONSENT PRIOR TO PARTICIPATION IN THIS RESEARCH 
STUDY SO THAT I CAN KNOW THE NATURE AND THE RISKS OF MY PARTICIPATION AND CAN 
DECIDE TO PARTICIPATE OR NOT PARTICIPATE IN A FREE AND INFORMED MANNER. 

I am bobig osKed to voluntartly paifldpata In Iho UnlvartKy of Arizona Chlhi RasMenco Projact balng 
oondudad by Dr. Angala Taylor. The purpose of Ws piojart to to And out how parents, teachers, and 
dacsmatos help Head Start children got ready for Undergarten. I undereland lhat I wIM be Intorvlawed 
during ttia fall and spring about my child's behavior, famMy badtground and events, my opinions about 
parenting, and my Involvoment In the Head Start program. I will recolve a payment of $10 for each 
Interview. I also underatand that Infonnatlon on my famHy background, Job aiKl education, and my 
chad's school progress will be obtained from Head Start program reoonis. 

I giva pennlsslon for (Child's Name) at 
Bead Start Center to partlc t̂e In Iho same project. I understand ttrat my child win be obseived during 
acOvlltos In the Head Start dassroom, and will partldpala In two or three Individual Interviews about 
how parents and teachers help my child to learn, classroom friends, and liow he/she feels about 
hlm(her)self. My child's vocabulaiy will also be evaluated. 

BEFORE GIVING MY CONSENT BY SIGNING THIS FORM. THE METHODS. INCONVENIENCES, 
^K3, AND BENEFrrS HAVE BEEN EXPLAINED TO ME AND MY QUESTIONS HAVE BEEN 
ANSWERED. I UNDERSTAND THAT I MAY ASK QUESTIONS AT ANY TIME AND TTtAT I AM FREE 
TO WITHDRAW FORM THE PROJECT AT ANY TIME WITHOUT CAUSING BAD FEEUNGS OR 
AFFECTING ME OR MY CHILD IN ANY WAY. MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS PROJECT MAY BE 
ENDED BY THE INVESTIGATOR OR BY THE SPONSOR FOR REASONS THAT WOULD BE 
EXPLAINED. NEW INFORMATION DEVELOPED DURING THE COURSE OF THIS STUDY WHICH 
MAY AFFECT MY WILLINGNESS TO CONTINUE IN THIS RESEARCH PROJECT WIU BE GIVEN 
TO ME AS IT BECOMES AVAIUBLE. I UNDERSTAND THAT THIS CONSENT FORM WIU BE 
FILED IN AN AREA DESIGNATED BY THE HUMAN SUBJECTS COMMITTEE WITH ACCESS 
RESTRICTED TO THE PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR. DR. ANGELA TAYLOR. OR AUTHORIZED 
REPRESENTATIVES OF THE SCHOOL OF FAMILY AND CONSUMER RESOURCES. I 
UNDERSTAND THAT I DO NOT GIVE UP ANY OF MY LEGAL RIGHTS BY SIGNING THIS FORM. A 
COPY OF THIS SIGNED CONSENT FORM WILL BE GIVEN TO ME. 

Parent Name (Print) (Stgnaturs) Data 

Address 

Pham(Honî  (WoritfOtheifMassaga) 

No phono-tho best way to reach ma Is 

I prefer to be bitaivlewed at: Home Head Start Center (̂If space allaws) 



UNIVERSIOAD OE ARIZONA 
PROYECTO ADAPTABIUDAD DEL WJO 

FORMULARK) DE CONSENTIMIENTO DE PADRES 

ME HAN PEDIOO QUE LEA EL SIGUIENTE »^TERIAL PARA ASEGURAR QUE ESTE INFORMADO 
SOBRE LA NATURALEZA OE E3TA INVESTISACKJN Y COMO Ml NlQWA Y YO PARTICIPARpWS 
EN ELU EN CASO DE QUE DECIDIMOS HACERLO. FIRMANOO ESTE FORMULARIOINDICARA QUE 
HE SIDO INFORMADO Y QUE DOY Ml CONSENTIMIENTO. REGULACIONES FETORALES 
REQUIEREN CONSENTIMIENTO ESCRITO ANTES DE PARTICIPAR EN ESTAINVESTIGACION PARA 
QUE YO ENTIENDA LA NATURALEZA Y LOS RIESGOS DE PARTICIPACKJN, Y ASf PODER DEODIR 
SI PARTICIPAR 0 NO PARTICIPAR EN UNA MANERA UBRE Y INFORMADO. 

Mt esMn pMlendo qua partldps vokMitariammite en si Proyoeto AdaptabWdad del NHo de la UnlvereWad 
da Arizona dbtgldo por la Dodora Angela a Taylor. El proptoHo da etta proyacto as avariguar oomo los 
padraa, maastros, y loa mlsmoa ahimnoa da la Head Start ayudan a los ninos a prepararBe para el Under. 
Entiendo qua ma entravlstaidn durante el oMo y la pilmaveia acerca del ooinix)rtamlanto da ml nHo^a, 
aniacedenles famlllares, aoontedmlenlos (amillares, ml opInUn sobre lo que slgnRIca ser padre, y wbre 
ml paitldpacMn en el programa Head Start. Recit)M 10 dolares por cada entravlsta. TamtMn entlendo 
qua la InfomiacMn sobre ml aniacedenles famlllares, ml traba|o y educacUn, y el progrsso esoolar de ml 
nHo^a sart obtenldo da los reglstros del progtama Head Start. 

Doy pennlso para (̂nombre del nHo/a) 
qua asMa al cantro ^da la Head Start para qua partldpe en el mlsmo proyoeto. 
Entlendo que ml nHofa seril observado durante las acUvMades en la dase da Head Start, y partldpard an 
de dos a tras antrevlstas Indlviduales acaia de oomo los padres y maastros ayudan a ml nllo/a aprender, 
las amistades da la dasa da ml nHo/a, y oomo sa slants sobra si mlsmo. El vocabulario da ml nHc/a 
lambMn sartl avaluado. 

AhTTES DE DAR Ml CONSENTIMIENTO Y FIRMAR EL FORMULARIO ME EXPUCARON LOS 
METODOS. INCONVENIENCIAS, RIESGOS Y BENEFICIOS, Y CONTESTARON MIS PREGUNTAS. 
ENTIENDO QUE EN CUALQUIER MOMENTO PUEDO HACER PREGUNTAS, Y QUE Ml NÎ O/A Y YO 
PODEMOS RBTIRARNOS DEL PROYECTO SIN CAUSAR MALOS SENTIMIENTOS O AFECTARNOS 
DE CUALQUIER MANERA. Ml PARTICIPACKSN EN ESTE PROYECTO PUEDE SER TERMINADA POR 
EL INVESTIGAOOR 0 FIADOR POR M0T1V0S QUE ME EXPUCARAN. ME HARAN DISPONIBLE LA 
INFORMACK^N NUEVA DESCUBIERTA DURANTE EL TRANSCURSO DE ESTE ESTUDIO QUE PODRfA 
AFECTAR Ml DECISION DE CONTINUAR EN EL PROYECTO DE INVESTIGACKJN. ENTIENDO QUE 
ESTE FORMULARIO DE CONSENTIMIENTO ESTARA ARCHIVADO EN UN LUGAR DESIGNADO POR 
EL INVESTIGAOOR PRINCIPAL. LA DOCTORA ANGEU TAYLOR, U OTROS REPRESENTANTES 
AUTORIZAOOS DE U ESCUELA DE RECURSOS DE FAMIUA Y CONSUMIOORES. ENTIENDO QUE 
FIRMANOO ESTE FORMULARIO NO CEDO NINGUNO OE MIS DERECHOS LEGALE5. ME DARAN 
UNA COPIA FIRMADA DE ESTE FORMULARIO DE CONSENTIMIENTO. 

Nomtn (Emprasa) (Fbma) Facha 

DIreodan 

TeMono (Casa) (Tfabajoftnanŝ atotro) 

No tango lelefono-oomurtquese oonmlgo por 

Yo praflato la antrevista an: Casa Head Start (̂sl pannRa aspado) 
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