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This article examines bow parent configuration (two-parent, mother-
extended, or solo-motber) and number of siblings affect first graders’ con- .
Jormity to the student role as measured by their absences, latenesses, and
conduct marks. The article builds on earlier studies by examining the
different living arrangements of single parents and by directly compar-
ing compliance indicators for African-American and White children when
socioeconomic status, parents’ expectations, mother’s age, and
kindergarten attendance are taken into account for both. African-
" American children with more sibs are more often absent or late. Both
White and African-American children with sibs get better marks in con-
duct at the beginning of first grade. Also, both White and African-
American children from two-parent families improve their conduct over
first grade more than do their counterparts from solo-mother bhomes.
However, only African Americans from mother-extended bomes, not
White children from mother-extended bomes, improve in conduct over
the year. Since two-parent bomes generally contain movre sibs, sib effects
in prior research may bave inflated positive effects on schooling attributed
to two-parent family arrangements. :
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E ven before children enter first grade, the family exercises a major in-
fluence on their adaptation to school. For example, some parents
describe school as a place where children should follow rules, obey the
teacher, sit still, and the like, while others portray the school as a more
responsive environment where students can exercise initiative and affect
their own progress (Hess & Shipman, 1965). There can be little doubt that
much of the preparation for school takes place in the home, yet little is
known about how families of primary grade youngsters help or hinder their
children in meeting the behavioral demands of the student role (Entwisle
& Alexander, 1988). This article focuses on how the composition of the
family may affect first-grade children’s conformity to the student role.
Most research on how parents affect the schooling of very young
students focuses on cognitive performance, either marks or standardized
test scores (Alexander & Entwisle, 1988). In the carly primary grades, though,
compliance with school routines may be a critically important barometer
of successful or not-so-successful school adjustment, and this domain is one
over which parents exercise considerable influence. Young children are
dependent on their parents for getting them to school and getting them
there on time. Also, primary school children respond strongly to their
parents’ expectations for their school conduct (Entwisle & Hayduk, 1978),
and their conduct in turn affects their performance in reading and mathe-
matics (Entwisle & Hayduk, 1982). It can matter a great deal for children’s
long-term academic prospects whether they attend school regularly and are
well-behaved because achievement patterns established early in children’s
school careers tend to persist. Unfortunately, the nonacademic sources of
carly academic success have prompted relatively little research.
Differences in family composition are known to affect attendance pat-
terns and deportment of older students. In a comprehensive review of
research on one-parent households, Hetherington, Camara, and Feather-
man (1983) found that children from single-mother households had higher
rates of absenteeism, tardiness, and truancy and had more disruptive
classroom behaviors, problem referrals, and suspensions than did children
from two-parent homes (see also Garfinkel & McLanahan, 1986). Along
similar lines, teachers’ assessments of children’s social skills and personalities
are more negative for those from divorced homes compared to those from
intact homes (Santrock & Tracy, 1978). Teachers also rate children from
one-parent homes more negatively on homework completion (Epstein,
1984) and as less effective in study skills (Hetherington, Camara & Feather-
man, 1983) than children from two-parent homes. Hence, the general pic-
ture suggests that single parents are not as effective as those in two-parent
homes in helping their youngsters comply with the student role.
Research on how siblings affect students’ school performance shows
that school achievement of students from large families is slightly but con-
sistently lower than that of children from small families (Blake, 1989; Mer-
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cy & Steelman, 1982). The greatest effect of sib-size is on high school gradua-
tion (Blake, 1989). In terms of proportions graduating from high school,
there is a 23-percentage-point difference between only children and those
coming from families of seven or more. To our knowledge, however, the
way family sib patterns intersect with parent configuration in affecting
school performance is virtually unexplored. Some of the negative effects
attributed to single parenting could reflect instead effects of sibship pat-
terns. For one thing, only children are found more often in families of
divorced or separated parents than in two-parent families (Blake, 1981;
1989), and there are reports that only children have more difficulty getting
along with others (Falbo, 1982). Also, having many children in a family might
make it more (or less) difficult for parents to get first graders to school on
time or for children to settle into school routines. So sibs could have ef-
fects on first-graders’ compliance with the student role. :

" The information presently available on how family type affects chil-
dren’s schooling, based as it is on data from the 60s and 70s, neglects what
could be several other key issues. One is the living arrangements of single-
parent families. Single mothers, especially if they are African American, often
live in extended families containing other adults. Nevertheless, with two
exceptions, neither of which compares African Americans and Whites
(Kellam, Ensminger, & Turner, 1977; Furstenberg, 1976), single parents are
treated in the literature as one family type, irrespective of whether they
live alone or in extended family arrangements. This categorization could
be misleading, though, as single parents who live in extended-family ar-
rangements may have more or different resources to draw upon in prepar-
ing children for school than do single parents who live alone (McLanahan,
1985). ' :
In 1989, about 38% of African-American children were living with two
parents, compared to 80% of White children (U.S. Department of Com-
merce, 1989). Among single mothers, about the same percentage of African
Americans (41%) as Whites (37 %) lived in households that contained adults
- besides the mother (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1988), but since 51% of
the African-American families are single-mother compared to 16% of White
families, the likelihood that African-American families involve extended liv-
ing arrangements without a father is much greater.

still another factor neglected in earlier investigations of how family pat-
terns affect school performance is mother’s age at the child’s birth. Single
mothers tend to be younger than married mothers, and children of adoles-
cent mothers do not do as well in school as children of older mothers (sce
Hofferth, 1987, for a review). '

To examine effects of family composition on children’s school per-
formance requires that we take account not only of ethnicity and mother’s
age but also of the family’s socioeconomic resources (Garfinkel &
McLanahan, 1986). We will also take into account the parent’s performance
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expectations for the child, because of recent research showing family type
differences in parents’ expectations (Thompson, Alexander, & Entwisle,
1988). Last, we need to consider the child’s gender and kindergarten ex.
perience because gitls are rated higher in school deportment than boys (Mac-
coby, 1990) and the amount of kindergarten experience children have haqd
also affects their performance in first grade (Entwisle, Alexander, Cadigan,
& Pallas, 1987).

The Model

The considerations reviewed above are joined in the multivariate model
shown in Figure 1, which will guide our analysis. The model is designed
to evaluate how family arrangements affect first graders’ compliance with
the student role. The compliance measures are absences, tardiness, and con-
duct marks in the fall and spring of the year. The test variables distinguished
here include three parent configurations: mother-father, mother-extended,
and mother-alone (those who do not share households with other adults).
A fourth test variable is the number of siblings of the study child.
Control variables, known from prior research to predict youngsters’
compliance with the student role, include the following: (a) the child’s sex;
(b) the family’s socioeconomic status, measured here by mother’s educa-
tion and family economic standing; (c) the parent’s performance expecta-
tions, measured here by parent’s estimate of the child’s school ability and
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Figure 1. Family configuration and first graders’ compliance with the
student role
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parent’s expectations for the child’s future marks in reading, math, and con-
duct; and (d) the child’s amount of kindergarten experience. Mother’s age
at the child’s birth is included because it is thought to be inversely related
to the child’s level of school achievement and it varies by family type.

Two other factors, school differences and the child’s academic achieve-
ment level, need to be discussed. The children in this sample attended 20
different schools, and family patterns varied across schools. The model,
therefore, is estimated using a set-of “school dummies” to adjust for possi-
ble school differences in the outcomes. Schools, for example, could record
Jatenesses differently or have different standards for deportment. We would
not want such school differences to be confused with family effects. In ad-
dition, youngsters who are doing well academically may; be less disruptive
or more favorably judged in conduct (halo effects), or may even be absent
less or tardy less than other children. Although achievement test sCOres and
marks in reading and arithmetic are not included in Figure 1, these variables
were inserted as an additional check for halo effects at the end of every
analysis, as discussed below.

Setting and Data

The Sample

The data for the analysis come from the Beginning School Study (BSS), ini-
tiated in the fall of 1982 in 20 Baltimore City elementary schools. A stratified .
random sampling of schools in the City system was drawn to yield a sam-
ple about equally divided between White and African-American children
and representative of all socioeconomic levels in the school system. Kinder-
garten rosters for 1981-82 in these 20 schools served as initial sampling
lists. These lists were supplemented by rosters of new registrants in the fall.
Both rosters were then used to draw random samples of children from each
first-grade classroom in September of 1982. Less than 3% of the children
thus selected were excluded because of parent refusals.

After giving permission for their first-grade child to participate in the
research, a high percentage (97 %) of parents (usually the mother) also agreed -
to be interviewed. Analyses presented here are based on a core sample of - -
484 first graders, those who remained in the study for the entire year and
for whom there are complete data on all the relevant variables. Table A-1
in the Appendix shows that for both African Americans and Whites, the
children with complete data have slightly better marks and slightly higher
parental expectations than those in the full sample, but generally differences
between the full sample and the sample analyzed in this article are very small.

Procedure

Parents were questioned in the summer Or early in the fall of the year in
which their children began first grade. These interviews provided data on
household composition, kindergarten attendance, family socioeconomic
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status, and parents’ performance expectations. Information on mother’s age -
was secured in the following year. School marks, number of absences, tardy
days, and CAT (California Achievement Test) scores were obtained from
school records after the end of the first-grade year.

Control Variables

Ethnicity. Ethnicity was coded 0 for White and 1 for African American,

Sex. Sex was coded 0 for boys and 1 for girls.

Kindergarten attendance. Parents were asked, “Did your children at-
tend kindergarten?” Answers were coded as (4) one full year with full-day
sessions, (3) one full year with half-day sessions, (2) one half year or less
with half-day sessions, or (1) not at all.

Parents’ educational attainment. This is measured by number of
school years completed, as reported directly by parents (89% mothers).

Family economic standing. This is measured by whether or not the
child is eljgible for subsidized meals at school (breakfast and/or lunch). Ac-
cording to guidelines used in the summer of 1984, a child in a family of
four with a yearly income of $ 12,870 would be eligible for full meal sub-
sidy (breakfast and lunch), while one with an income of $18,315 would
be eligible for partial subsidy. In the coding used here, 1 represents no sub-
sidy and O represents any subsidy.

Parents’ general ability estimate. This variable is coded from a single
question that asked the parent: “How do you think your child compares
with other children in his/her school in terms of ability to do school work?”
The five response options ranged from “among the best” (5) to “among
the poorest” (1). ‘

Parents’ performance expectations. Parents responded to three ques-
tions asking their “best guess” for their child’s first report card marks in
reading, math, and conduct in first grade. The response options corresponded
to the marking system employed on report cards (from 4 for “excellent’
to 1 for “unsatisfactory” in reading or math, and from 2 for “‘satisfactory”
to 1 for “needs improvement” in conduct).

Mother’s age. This is the mother’s age in years at the time the study
child was born.

California Achievement Test scores. In fall and spring of first grade,
systemwide testing provided California Achievement Test (CAT) scores (Level
11, Form C) in reading comprehension and mathematics concepts/reasoning.

Marks. Children’s marks in reading and math were obtained from
school records. These are the following: E (excellent), G (good), S (sat-
isfactory), or U (unsatisfactory), coded from 4 for “excellent” to 1 for
“unsatisfactory.”

Test Variables

Parent configuration. This information was obtained directly from the
parent. Family living arrangements are the following: (1) mother-alone
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households; (2) mother-extended households, in which mothers lived in
households with adults other than the child’s father or stepfather; about
40% lived with grandparents, the remainder with other relatives; and
(3) mother-father households that could include step-parents (estimated to
be 6% in Year 2) or other relatives. Two dummy variables were constructed
for mother-extended and mother-father households, with the mother-alone
household as the baseline. A small number of mother-absent households
was identified (about 2%). This category is too small to sustain dnalysis and
was eliminated.

Number of siblings. This is the number of the child’s brothers and
sisters as reported by the parent, when asked, “How many older brothers,
older sisters, younger brothers, and younger sisters does the child have?”
It could include half- or step-sibs as well as full sibs.

Dependent Variables

Absences. The total number of absences for the school year was taken
from the end-of-year report card.

Latenesses. The total number of days the child was late for school was
taken from the end-of-year report card. Because the number of latenesses
was markedly skewed, latenesses were recorded as 0 if below the median
or 1 if above the median for each ethnic group.

Conduct marks. First-quarter and fourth-quarter marks in conduct were
obtained from school records. These are coded as 2 for “‘satisfactory’ or
1 for “needs improvement.”

Analysis

Table 1 shows that about three-quarters of the White children in this sam-
ple and somewhat under half of the African-American children are in mother-
father homes. About a third of African Americans and one-tenth of Whites
live in mother-extended arrangements, while about one-quarter of ‘African
Americans and one-sixth of Whites live with mothers only. Mothers who
‘live in extended arrangements are the youngest (African American, 20.1
years; White, 22.2 years). African Americans who live in mother-father fam-
ilies are the oldest of any subgroup (26.0 years).

The number of siblings is equivalent overall for the two ethnic groups,
but varies across parent configurations. Children in mother-father homes
have the most siblings, while children in mother-extended homes have the
fewest (one or less on average for both races).

The model in Figure 1 was used to examine family relationships. This
model estimated effects of family variables (parent configurations and
number of sibs) net of the child’s sex, family socioeconomic status, paren-
tal performance expectations, kindergarten attendance, and mother’s age.
To control for school differences, all analyses also included sets of dummy
variables (19 for the pooled sample; 13 for the African-American or White
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Means and Standard Deviations for Variables by Famjly Type and Race?

Mother onlyb Mother extended® Mother & Fatherd Total®
Variable M SD M SD M SD M SD
African Americans ;
Sex .49 .50 .55 .50 .53 .50 .53 .50
Parent ability estimate 3.8 .85 3.9 .84 3.8 .86 3.8 .85
Parent expectations—reading 2.7 .65 2.7 .65 2.9 .78 2.8 72
Parent expectations—math 2.6 72 2.8 .64 2.8 .66 2.8 67
Parent expectations—conduct 1.9 .33 1.9 .28 1.9 .28 1.9 29
Parent education—years 11.6 2:1 11.8 1.9 12.4 2.6 12.0 2.3
Economic standing 12 .33 .05 22 .38 .49 22 41
Amount of kindergarten 3.1 41 3.1 47 3.4 .56 3.2 .52
Mother’s age at child’s birth 23.2 5.2 20.1 4.5 26.0 6.0 23.5 5.9
Number of siblings 1.4 1.3 .96 .92 1.8 1.7 1.5 1.5
Special problems 15 36 .21 41 .18 .39 .18 .39
Number of absences 15.5 12.8 13.1 10.8 12.1 13.3 13.2 12.5
Number of times tardy 10.5 13.6 9.1 12.2 6.1 12.8 8.0 12.9
Number of parent conferences 1.2 1.3 .74 1.1 45 .89 72 1.1
Fall conduct mark 1.64 48 1.63 .49 1.76 43 1.69 46
Spring conduct mark 1.63 .49 1.74 44 1.82 .38 1.75 43
Fall test—reading comprehension 284 38.6 276 35.7 290 42.1 284 39.7
Fall test—math concepts 286 30.3 289 26.8 295 28.8 291 28.7
Fall mark—reading 1.6 72 1.8 .65 1.9 .76 1.8 72
Fall mark—math 2.0. 91 2.0 .81 2.3 .86 2.2 .87
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Parent ability estimate 3.2
Parent expectations—reading 23
Parent expectations—math 2.5
Parent expectations—conduct 1.8
Parent education—years 10.4
Economic standing 24
Amount of kindergarten 3.1*
Mother’s age at child’s birth 25.1*
Number of siblings 1.6
Special Problems 27
Number of absences 13.9
Number of times tardy 3.8
Number of parent conferences 24
Fall conduct mark 1.70
Spring conduct mark 1.70
Fall test—reading comprehension 274
Fall test—math concepts 289
Fall mark—reading 1.8
Fall mark—math 2.3

Whites

.50
3.4
2.5
2.8
1.9
10.8
27
2.9*
22.2*
1.0
23
14.1
5.1
.62
1.85
1.73
274
289
211
2.5

45
31.3
27.4

.63

.99
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*Means reported here are for listwise present cases. bFor mother only, African Americans = 59 (23%) and Whites = 33 (15%). “For mother extended,
African American = 80 (31%) and Whites = 26 (11%). dRor mother & father, African Americans = 117 (46%) and Whites = 169 (74%). °For total,

African Americans = 256 and Whites = 228.

“Means for mother’s age and amount of kindergarten are based on a subsample (N = 176) of the total White sample (N = 228).
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Table 3
Logistic Regressions for Latenesses and Conduct Marks?
Lateness Fall conduct mark ' Spring conduct mark
White Afr.—Am. White Afr.—Am. White Afr.—Am.
coefficient - coefficient coefficient coefficient coefficient coefficient
Variables (N =.200) (N = 282) (N = 200) IV = 283) (N = 206) N = 277)
Test variables : ‘ ’
Mother—extended® .28 -.03 - .68 .02 -.04 64+
Mother—father? .04 —-.69** 33 .20 1.16** G7**
Number of sibs .08 15 39** 2% —-.04 —-.04
Context variables® : :
Sex .09 15 31 .68** .98** 24
Parent education -.06 —.06* —.17** .00 -.02 ~-.03
Poverty status : -.33 .10 12 —-.04 32 -.11
Mother’s age —.04** —-.02 -.03 -.01 -.02 .01
Kindergarten -.01 -.03 —-.24 .06 .03 .07
attendance

2These analyses were performcd using the PROBIT procedure from SPSSX Version 3.1. ®Mother alone is baseline. “Other control variables also in-
cluded are parent ability estimate, parent performance expectations for reading, mathematics, and conduct, plus 13 school dummies (6 segregated
and 8 integrated schools for each race). For the regressions predicting spring conduct mark, fall conduct mark was also included as a control variable.
*Significant at or beyond the 10% level. * *Significant at or beyond the 5% level. : ‘
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Table 4 _
Fall and Spring Conduct Marks by Sex and Race
African Americans Whites
Sex M SD N M SD N

Fall conduct mark

Boys 1.59 493 152 1.77 418 125
Girls 1.82 "~ .388 158 1.91 .290 131
Spring conduct mark
Boys 1.68 468 . 152 1.79 © 408 125

Girls 1.82 383 158 1.94 .240 131

either solo-mother or mother-extended families, but not significantly so (see
Table 3). However, logistic regressions show that children with more sibs
in both ethnic groups tend to get higher fall conduct grades than do children
with fewer sibs (p < .05 for whites; p < .10 for African Americans). For ex-
ample, African Americans with no sibs get 1.62 in conduct in the fall, com-
pared to 1.72 for children with sibs; Whites with no sibs get 1.78 com-
pared to 1.89 for those with sibs. For both ethnic groups, the low conduct
marks of the only children explain much of the difference associated with
number of sibs. ' L

Improvement in conduct marks over first grade, which would be an
indication of adjustment to school, is assessed by logistic regressions using
the model in Figure 1 plus the fall conduct mark to predict the spring con-
duct mark. Table 3 shows that conduct marks of children who come from
father-present homes improve significantly over the year: African-American
children’s marks increase so that 82% receive a grade of satisfactory in spring
compared to 76% in fall; White children’s marks also improve in that 93 %
receive a satisfactory grade compared to 88%. The regression shows that
these changes are significant when evaluated against changes in marks of
children from solo-mother homes (p < .05 for both ethnic groups). African-
American children in mother-extended families also improve significantly
over the year (74% vs. 63% satisfactory marks, p < .05) compared to their
counterparts in solo-mother homes, while marks of African-American
children from solo-mother homes decrease a little (64% vs. 63% satisfac-
tory). By contrast, White children in mother-extended homes, who are
relatively few in number, show a decline (nonsignificant), and marks of
White children from solo-mother homes remain the same from fall to spring
(70% satisfactory both times). Number of sibs does not have a significant
effect on changes in children’s marks over the year, although children with
no sibs did improve somewhat (1.73 for African Americans; 1 .86 for Whites). -
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Discussion

This work builds on prior research on single parenting in several ways. Most
importantly, it focuses on effects for young children, at the point of school
entry, who were growing up in the 80s. Most of what is presently known
about effects of single parenting is based on findings for older children who
grew up in the 60s and 70s (see Garfinkel & McLanahan, 1986). Our research
also builds on prior work by taking parents’ expectations and ability
estimates into account. Earlier studies contrast effects for African Americans
and Whites, controlling socioeconomic indicators but not parents’ attitudes
about their children. Finally, by classifying single mothers according to their
different living arrangements and by adding sib size to the analysis, we offer
a more analytic approach to the specific family factors that may burden
children of single mothers in their early schooling. In particular, systematic
differences in family size and in mother’s age between one- and two-parent
families have previously been overlooked.

In designing this analysis, we intended to study single parents who live
in extended arrangements separately from those who live alone because
of suggestions that another adult in the home may represent “another pair
of hands.”” That is, two.adults may be able to help children more than just
one adult, irrespective of whether or not the second adult is the child’s
parent (McLanahan, 1985). In this article, the main comparison showing
an advantage for children living in mother-extended homes compared to
those in mother-only homes is seen for African-American children’s im-
provement in conduct over first grade. Our sample has relatively few White
mothers living in extended arrangements and so is not ideal for testing dif-
ferences between White and African-American mother-extended families,
but these extended arrangements may have quite different implications for
the two groups. Sharing living quarters with kin is characteristic of African-
American families (Staples & Mirande, 1980), and it may help in managing
scarce economic resources. The extended family form in the African-
American community thus represents a kind of social support system that
is available to African-American single mothers, but that is not as well in-
stitutionalized among Whites. Other research also documents the benefits.
for African-American mothers in extended family arrangements. These
mothers are better off than those who live alone in terms of their own
psychological well-being (Stack, 1974), and their children are better adjusted
to school (Furstenberg, 1976; Kellam et al., 1977). There is not much
research about school outcomes for children of White mothers who live
in extended arrangements as compared to their counterparts who live with
mothers alone.

In many ways, the African-American and White single parents in our
sample look similar. In both groups, mothers who live alone have more
children than those who live in extended arrangements. In both groups,
those who live alone are about 3 years older than those who live in ex-
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tended families. Additionally, most mothers, in both groups, who live in
extended arrangements reported that they shared a residence with “other
relatives.” For 40% of African Americans and 30% of Whites, these “‘other
relatives” include a grandmother.

The main difference between racial groups is that African-American
mothers in extended families are about 2 years younger that their White
counterparts; 58% of African-American mothers in extended families were
adolescent when the study child was born compared to 36% of the White
mothers. In light of the higher percentage of African-American adolescent
mothers living in extended arrangements and their younger ages at birth
of the study child (the youngest was 13), it seems likely that many of these
mothers continued to live where they were after they became pregnant—
they never moved out of their family of origin. The White parents’ ages
are enough higher (the youngest was 18 at the time the study child was
born) so that probably fewer of those in extended arrangements are there
because they remained in their family of origin. Teen parenting was not
uncommon among Whites in the late 70s when our study children were
born but still was considerably less common for Whites than for African
Americans. Among adolescents, age 15 through 19, who became mothers
in 1975-1979, the same 5-year time period in which our study children
where born, about 32% of Whites conceived and gave birth out of wedlock
compared to 80% of African Americans (O’Connell & Rogers, 1980). In light
of these differences, using age as a further control in the analysis strengthens
conclusions about ethnic differences. '

Another goal of this research was to consider number of sibs along
with parent configuration. In this sample, which is randomly drawn from
a large urban school population, single mothers who live alone had more
children by the time the study child entered school than did single mothers
who live in extended arrangements, irrespective of race. Prior research on
family size shows consistently that children with more sibs do not achieve
as well in school as those with fewer sibs, but most of this research is
oriented toward larger families (Mercy & Steelman, 1982). We sce both disad-
vantages (more absence and lateness for African-American children) and ad-
vantages (better conduct for White children) for those children with more
sibs. To our knowledge, positive effects of sibs on school performance have
not previously been reported, but should be interpreted in light of the fact
that the children in this sample had only one or two sibs on average. In
prior research, two-parent effects could have reflected sib effects. That is,
two-parent families have more children than single-parent families; so some
part of the negative effect of single parenting previously reported might
be explained by the fact that single-parent families have just one child more
frequently than other families (Blake, 1989). :

Why would only children have difficulty settling into school? Blake
(1989) notes that single children not only have a high probability of com-






[image: image14.jpg]Thompson, Entwisle, Alexander, and Sundius

, ing from broken families but are more likely to have had health problepg-
as infants. There are also “‘socialization” problems. Compared to othe; =
children, only children belong to fewer organizations, report having fewe,
friends, visit friends and relatives less often, and have a less active socig]
life (Falbo, 1982). In addition, only -children probably receive more help
and nurturance from their parents than children with sibs (Sutton-Smith
& Rosenberg, 1970). Compared to children with sibs, then, it may be harg
for “onlies” to adjust to a classtoom group, to share the teacher’s attention
with other children, and to share communal resources like playthings and
equipment:.

Better conduct in first grade could have considerable impact on
children’s long-term prospects for doing well in school because children’s
first marks are strong predictors of later marks (Alexander & Entwisle, 1988),
and in first grade deportment predicts academic marks. In fact, effects of
conduct in first grade on academic performance are impressive. In other
analyses of the BSS data, which include the control variables in Figure 1,
childrén’s first conduct marks predicted their first-quarter reading marks and
improvement in their reading marks over first grade (Entwisle, Alexander,
Cadigan, & Pallas, 1987). For African-American boys, first-quarter conduct
marks also predicted first-quarter math marks. Similar findings emerged in
earlier work with another large sample of Baltimore children (Entwisle &
Hayduk, 1982) in which conduct marks predicted arithmetic marks at the
end of both the first and second semesters of first grade, net of a series
of controls that included the child’s tested cognitive ability.

Our two most provocative findings related to family configuration are
() children in both ethnic groups who have more sibs are judged by teachers
to be better behaved when they start first grade, and (b) African-American
children from either mother-extended or father-present homes improve
more in conduct over first grade than their classmates from mother-only
homes, and for whites those from father-present homes improve. The larger
implications of our study could be substantial both for designing research
in the future and for interpreting research done in the past. The positive
effects of two-parent families may have been overestimated in previous
research in which sib effects are neglected.

Other Findings

We summarize briefly three further aspects of adjustment to the student
role that did not uncover differences related to family composition.
The first of these investigations centers on the number of special prob-
lems recorded in children’s school records. These problems could be of
many types: referrals to psychologists, speech therapists, social workers,
reading resource specialists, vision or hearing specialists, physical therapists,
attendance workers, or to one of three school committees concerned with
classroom behavior problems and retention. The incidence of any of these
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problems is low, so the measure used here is referral status (scored 1 if any
of the problems occurred, and 0 if otherwise). Referral status (Table 1) us-
ed as a dependent variable in logistic regressions revealed no significant
effects of any family composition variable.

The second topic concerns parent conferences. Generally, teachers re-
quest conferences because children are having some kind of difficulty and
teachers request conferences much more often for first-grade children than
for older children. Unfortunately, although all schools in this sample were
part of a single school system and ostensibly used the same guidelines to
initiate conferences, the number of conferences per child varied so widely
from school to school as to preclude any overall analysis. Still, conferences
for African-American children were most frequent for those from mother-
only homes, whereas for Whites the highest frequency was for those from
mother-extended homes (see Table 1).

Finally, parental expectations were investigated. Prior research shows
that single parents who live along have lower expectations for their .
children’s performance in first-grade reading and math than other parents,
and these lower parental expectations account in part for the poorer per-
formance in reading and math of first graders from single parent homes
(Thompson et al., 1988). Here, however, parents’ expectations for conduct
did not serve a mediating role in explaining differences across family types
in children’s conduct. There are no significant differences in parents’ con-
duct expectations by family configuration when these expectations are €X- -
plained using the model in Figure 1. Furthermore, for éncreases in conduct
marks over the year, logistic regressions showed that parents’ expectations
for conduct have effects that look much the same for each group (positive,
not significant).
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problems is low, so the measure used here is referral status (scored 1 if any
of the problems occurred, and 0 if otherwise). Referral status (Table 1) us-
ed as a dependent variable in logistic regressions revealed no significant
effects of any family composition variable.

The second topic concerns parent conferences. Generally, teachers re-
quest conferences because children are having some kind of difficulty and
teachers request conferences much more often for first-grade children than
for older children. Unfortunately, although all schools in this sample were
part of a single school system and ostensibly used the same guidelines to
initiate conferences, the number of conferences per child varied so widely
from school to school as to preclude any overall analysis. Still, conferences
for African-American children were most frequent for those from mother-
only homes, whereas for Whites the highest frequency was for those from
mother-extended homes (see Table 1).

Finally, parental expectations were investigated. Prior research shows
that single parents who live along have lower expectations for their .
children’s performance in first-grade reading and math than other parents,
and these lower parental expectations account in part for the poorer per-
formance in reading and math of first graders from single parent homes
(Thompson et al., 1988). Here, however, parents’ expectations for conduct
did not serve a mediating role in explaining differences across family types
in children’s conduct. There are no significant differences in parents’ con-
duct expectations by family configuration when these expectations are €X- -
plained using the model in Figure 1. Furthermore, for éncreases in conduct
marks over the year, logistic regressions showed that parents’ expectations
for conduct have effects that look much the same for each group (positive,
not significant).
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, ing from broken families but are more likely to have had health problepg-
as infants. There are also “‘socialization” problems. Compared to othe; =
children, only children belong to fewer organizations, report having fewe,
friends, visit friends and relatives less often, and have a less active socig]
life (Falbo, 1982). In addition, only -children probably receive more help
and nurturance from their parents than children with sibs (Sutton-Smith
& Rosenberg, 1970). Compared to children with sibs, then, it may be harg
for “onlies” to adjust to a classtoom group, to share the teacher’s attention
with other children, and to share communal resources like playthings and
equipment:.

Better conduct in first grade could have considerable impact on
children’s long-term prospects for doing well in school because children’s
first marks are strong predictors of later marks (Alexander & Entwisle, 1988),
and in first grade deportment predicts academic marks. In fact, effects of
conduct in first grade on academic performance are impressive. In other
analyses of the BSS data, which include the control variables in Figure 1,
childrén’s first conduct marks predicted their first-quarter reading marks and
improvement in their reading marks over first grade (Entwisle, Alexander,
Cadigan, & Pallas, 1987). For African-American boys, first-quarter conduct
marks also predicted first-quarter math marks. Similar findings emerged in
earlier work with another large sample of Baltimore children (Entwisle &
Hayduk, 1982) in which conduct marks predicted arithmetic marks at the
end of both the first and second semesters of first grade, net of a series
of controls that included the child’s tested cognitive ability.

Our two most provocative findings related to family configuration are
() children in both ethnic groups who have more sibs are judged by teachers
to be better behaved when they start first grade, and (b) African-American
children from either mother-extended or father-present homes improve
more in conduct over first grade than their classmates from mother-only
homes, and for whites those from father-present homes improve. The larger
implications of our study could be substantial both for designing research
in the future and for interpreting research done in the past. The positive
effects of two-parent families may have been overestimated in previous
research in which sib effects are neglected.

Other Findings

We summarize briefly three further aspects of adjustment to the student
role that did not uncover differences related to family composition.
The first of these investigations centers on the number of special prob-
lems recorded in children’s school records. These problems could be of
many types: referrals to psychologists, speech therapists, social workers,
reading resource specialists, vision or hearing specialists, physical therapists,
attendance workers, or to one of three school committees concerned with
classroom behavior problems and retention. The incidence of any of these
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