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ABSTRACT

This longitudinal qualitative study, involving low-income parents and children, tutorial-agency staff, 
and one college student (all Latinx), took place in a city along the U.S./Mexico border. Data sources 
included field notes through participant observation, questionnaires, and interviews. The authors asked, 
“How are parents involved in their children’s education? What limitations or barriers do they express?” 
Using a social justice framework and grounded-theory data analysis, these types of parental involvement 
emerged: academic, social skills, school volunteerism, extracurricular activities, community, and college 
enrollment. Conversely, parents expressed involvement obstacles. Implications relate to changing the 
deficit discourse regarding low-income, immigrant parents’ involvement. Collaborating with families to 
create equitable educational outcomes for minoritized children is imperative.

INTRODUCTION

Some mainstream educators perpetuate negative discourse of Latinx immigrants’ parental involvement 
(Valdés, 1996), especially if parents do not speak English (Spencer-Rodgers & McGovern, 2002), are 
minoritized (Flores & Rosa, 2015), and are low-income (Altschul, 2012). Yosso (2006) critiqued the 
deficit assumption that “parents neither value nor support their child’s education” (p. 75). Despite ob-
stacles, such as the English language and inadequate knowledge of the U.S. educational system, Latinx 
immigrant parents have high expectations for their children’s education and want to participate in their 
children’s academic success (Coronado, 2003; Gándara & Contreras, 2009; Hernández, 2003; Zalaquett 
& López, 2006).
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This topic is important because parental involvement in their children’s education correlates posi-
tively with their children’s academic success (Jeynes, 2016). In a meta-analysis of 42 studies of pre-
kindergarten to college youth, Jeynes found a significant correlation between parental engagement, 
overall child outcomes, and child academic achievement. Specific to the topic of our chapter, Latinx 
parental involvement relates to their children’s academic success (Gándara & Contreras, 2009; García 
& Kleifgen, 2010; Zalaquett & López, 2006).

Furthermore, although low socioeconomic status (SES) does relate to less involvement by Mexican-
heritage parents, parental involvement is more salient than SES for student achievement (Altschul, 2012). 
In a national longitudinal study of 1,609 Mexican-heritage students, Altschul discovered that parental 
engagement “appeared to mediate the effects of income and mothers’ education on youth’s achievement” 
(p. 20). Likewise, Caspe (2009) concluded from her literacy findings of Latinx mothers and their children, 
“Demographic characteristics, such as maternal education, were not nearly as important in predicting 
children’s outcomes, as were booksharing styles” (p. 321). Additionally, Caspe, like UNESCO (1948), 
believed families to be foundational for their children’s development. In this particularly foreboding 
time in the USA and world, it is important to push back on the pathologizing, marginalizing discourse 
regarding the subaltern and to realize intersectionality in education, ethnicity, immigration, language, 
race, social class, and other factors (Anzaldúa, 2007; Berliner, 2009; Bussert-Webb, Díaz, & Yanez, 
2017; Murillo, 2012; Yosso, 2006).

We define parental involvement as guardians being supportive of academic and extracurricular activi-
ties, navigating school choices, conveying school’s importance (Harris & Robinson, 2016), and teaching 
their children social skills to function with peers and teachers (Bussert-Webb et al., 2017). Getting along 
with others is part of 21st Century career and life skills, involving emotional and social competencies 
(Partnership for 21st Century Learning, 2007).

Epstein (1987) described six basic categories of parental involvement: parenting, communicating 
with the school, volunteering at the school, facilitating children’s learning at home, participating in 
decision-making at the school, and collaborating within the community to improve the education sys-
tem. Families operationalize these categories in two dimensions: participation at home and school. We 
found these categories present in our study, except for participating in decision-making at school. This 
decision-making input of nondominant parents relates to Fraser’s (1997) concept of representative justice.

Our parental involvement chapter is based on our ten years of studies in a low-income Texas neigh-
borhood with immigrant parents and their children and Díaz’ two studies in the same city. Díaz’ first 
study took place in a different low-income neighborhood; her second study took place at our university 
campus with a pre-service teacher, who served as a focal participant. Our research questions were:

•	 How are Latinx parents involved in their children’s education?
•	 What limitations or barriers do they express?

BACKGROUND

Theoretical Framework

Social justice informs this study because of structural inequalities and resistance (Fraser, 1997; Freire, 
2000) and the discourse of power (Foucault, 1972; Fraser, 2008). In an attempt to theorize and redress 
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