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Introduction

Family characteristics and structure are thought to play a large role in learning and the academic success of students.  This paper investigates the role of family in learning in four areas: Birth order, parent education, family values, and family structure.   There are several connections between the family environment and learning.  Birth order is thought to play a role in determining the intelligence and personality of children, which influences how teachers will structure cooperative learning, is in the classroom.  Parents serve as an important teacher and model, so parental educational attainment determines the expectations parents have for their children.  Parenting values and style influence the independence and self-efficacy of a child.  The family structure, the number and gender of parents in the household, often determines whether the physical and emotional needs of the child are being met, which is turn affects how much learning will occur.  This paper reveals for teachers the multiple family factors that may contribute or distract from a child’s learning process. The classroom is an opportunity for teachers to look at the family dynamics of each student and determine ways to assist the child with regard to these factors.

Four Questions of Interest in the Effects of Family on Learning

How does birth order affect learning?

Birth order—whether one is an only child, a first-born, a second-born, last-born child, etc.—and how it affects intelligence and learning is a topic often speculated in literature (Hock, 1992).  

One important area concerning birth order and learning is intelligence.  Zajonc and Markus (1975), using a data set from the Netherlands of over 350,000 intelligence tests of 19-year-old males, concluded that birth order plays a causal role in one’s performance on intelligence tests, such as the IQ test (Hock, 1992).  According to their research, the first-born child is the most intelligent, and intelligence gradually decreases with each birth order after the first, making second children slightly less intelligent than first, and third slightly less than second.  Their reasoning is that as each child enters the household, the intellectual climate of the household decreases, that is, the first-born enters a climate with two adults and one infant (himself), making the intellectual climate mostly determined by adult interaction.  However, when the second-born enters, they encounter a climate less intellectual because of the infant/child already present.  The decrease has multiplied by the time the third child is born.  Perhaps surprising is that only children and youngest children are much less intelligent than expected; the researchers hypothesize that this is because they are never given the chance to be “teachers,” a role that builds intelligence (Hock, 1992).

Of course, Zajonc and Markus’s research is not without challenge and certainly has limitations (Hock, 1992).  The most important thing to remember about the study is that the gains in intelligence for earlier-born children are very slight, and its significance has been challenged (Hock, 1992).

Neither Zajonc and Markus, nor Hock make suggestions for how these intelligence findings should inform teachers.  However, teachers might use this research to inform their teaching practices by attempting to foster greater self-efficacy in children of lower birth order, especially allowing for teaching opportunities for only and last-borns.

Other authors and researchers rely on the effects of birth order on personality to inform educators (Morales, 1994; Romeo, 1994).  They suggest even if birth order does influence intelligence or personality, the classroom provides an opportunity to “level the playing field,” so to speak (Romeo, 1994).  They also surmise that by knowing the birth order of one’s students, a teacher can better assign classroom learning roles to foster development, especially in cooperative learning (Morales, 1994).  Below are the typical personalities of the frequently-studied birth order positions and implications for cooperative learning as interpreted by Morales (1994, p. 250) for teachers from Dreikurs (1958).

Only Child 

Unfamiliar with relating to other children - shy around other children, not used to competition, lacks opportunities to learn how to successfully share with other children, selfish. 

First Born 

Most favorable position, entrusted with power and responsibility, possesses positive self-esteem, possesses confidence, has strong self-image, feels older, bigger, superior… has tutoring/teaching opportunity at home… responds with hostility towards second child, feels status is threatened when second child is born… 

Middle Child 

More relaxed, even tempered, less driven by parents, sometimes develops sense on humor to obtain attention becomes more extroverted, becomes clownish, faces competition from both directions…could develop low self-esteem, could develop feelings of inferiority. 

Youngest Child 

More sociable, friendly, less demanding, less jealous, develops skills such as accommodation, tolerance, power of negotiation, becomes more popular… If too pampered, can feel weak and develop feeling of inferiority, not entrusted with responsibility. Some develop the attitude that "I can do it all," others may lack self-confidence, seeks situations free of competition, and shies away from tasks for fear of failure.

Children arrive at school expecting that their classmates will behave like their siblings, their teachers like their parents (Romeo, 1994).  By keeping these personality traits in mind, teachers can group their students for cooperative learning to help them learn to work with others in a classroom relationship, rather than a family one (Morales, 1994).  Teachers should also pay careful attention to the roles that students normally play because of their birth order and balance those with different roles in their learning groups in order for them to learn alternate behaviors (Morales, 1994).  In other words, teachers should assign roles (such as “Reader,” “Encourager,” “Materials Porter,” “Announcer”) by balancing the roles the child already knows with roles the child would benefit from learning, and assigning accordingly.

How does parental education affect learning?

If you had to bet on who would be more successful academically, the child of two parents with post-graduate degrees or the child of high school graduates, which child would be the safer bet? Duncan and Magnusan state that students with highly educated parents score higher on cognitive and academic achievement tests than students with uneducated parents (2005).   However, it is often difficult to isolate parental academic achievement from socioeconomic characteristics like family income and structure and also from family characteristics like acceptance, parental expectations, and warmth.

Within low-income families, maternal education is a key factor in determining children’s achievement in literacy.  A study at the kindergarten level by Dearing et al. (2005) indicates children with more educated mothers, who are also involved in their child’s education, have the most positive feelings about literacy; whereas children with less educated mothers, who are also involved, have the least positive feelings.  The same children were analyzed again in fifth grade and parent involvement was again important in determining literacy level, especially for children with less educated mothers.  Parent involvement is extremely important for literacy in low education families and may improve the literacy success of students by giving them more positive attitudes about reading (Dearing et al., 2004). 

Parent education and involvement is thought to affect the student in three main ways: instruction, modeling, and reinforcement (Dearing et al., 2004).  Instruction involves the cognitive abilities of the parents.  If the parents do not understand the information being taught or they cannot read, how will they help their children?  Modeling comes from the social cognitive theory that students learn from observing others. Parents are important models for children, since they usually try to emulate their parents.  From a behaviorist point of view, parents reward the behavior they value, so if highly educated people value education, then they will probably structure their home environment to promote learning and enforce behavior that leads to gains in intelligence.  

In another study, Davis-Kean (2005) looked at the indirect relationship between parent education with child achievement.  She showed that parental education affects the beliefs and behaviors of the parent, which affects the academic achievement of the child.  However, the indirect processes of how parents’ education affects achievement differed between African Americans and Europeans in the study: For the Europeans, a relationship existed between parent’s expectations and children’s achievement; and for African Americans, parental education and income were indirectly related to achievement through parental expectations, through reading together, and through the warmth of parent-child interactions.  Davis-Kean (2005) contributes this indirect relationship to more literature in the African American home as well as an increase in quality relationships between parent and child.

Liononen and Snellman (2002) also showed the effects of parents’ expectations, based on parental educational attainment, on their children entering secondary school in Finland.  In this study 92% of educated parents and 61% of vocationally-educated parents rated the chances of their children attending secondary school in one of two ways, very probably or fairly probable.  They found that more educated parents attributed more cognitive abilities to their children, such as problem solving and success with academic subjects, whereas vocationally-educated parents attributed creativity and more practical skills to their children.  Parents seemed to view their children’s skills as being similar to their own, so they continued in the same social class.  

It seems apparent from this literature review that parental education level affected the child’s learning process and that eventually affected the child’s achievement level, but teachers can help students from families where parents have little education to be successful in academics.   Teachers should encourage parental involvement in the classroom to help break the pattern of academic failure.  Parents and teachers should also set high, but achievable, expectations for students to help them reach their potential.    
How do family values affect learning?


From a behaviorist point of view, parents appear to reinforce behaviors that are directly related to their value systems. In three studies described herein, parental values, including parenting styles, are demonstrated to affect the autonomy of children in both home and school environments. With references to effects in early childhood, parental styles that promoted conformity trained children to be less self-reliant and reduced the child’s ability to become autonomous. 

Self-reliance and autonomy seemed to be linked to success and achievement in students situated in American schools that are influenced by European schooling heritage. Self-reliance and autonomy are also indicators of an ability for the child to have self-efficacy in the classroom.

Family Values: Autonomy


A parental value for conformity does not promote self-reliance in students (Ellis, 1978). This study integrated extant theories on the antecedents of parental values in child socialization and generalized into a theory that supervision of the parent in salient behavioral domains is positively related to a parental value of conformity and negatively related to a value of self-reliance. This theory was tested on a sample of 122 cultures drawn from the Human Relations Area Files and the Standard Cross-cultural Sample. The study showed that the theory was generally supported using cross-cultural data. Ellis’ work seems to predict future research that indicates autonomy supports learning due to a connection between autonomy and self-reliance.

Bachtold (1982) reported that childrearing value systems in parents were examined to find different outcomes in children’s social behavior and to find correspondence between children’s social behavior and families’ cultural value systems. The study involved California residents and preschool children of Anglo-American heritage and Hupa Native American heritage. Both groups of children demonstrated responsible behavior for their age, while Anglo-Americans were highly autonomous and assertive compared to Hupa children who demonstrated sociable-intimate behavior. Bachtold indicates the children demonstrated behavioral outcomes directly consistent with the expectations of their parents’ value systems. Although the Hupa desired their children to learn new ways and prosper more than previous Hupa generations, their embedded values were transmitted earlier than six years of age. Bachtold concluded that Hupa children conformed early to transactions of intimacy and cooperation that are consistent with the Hupa values – an altruism in their culture circumvented development of autonomy, assertiveness and competition which leads to seeking of attention and goal orientation in their Anglo-American counterparts (Baumrind, 1977).

Similar to Bachtold’s (1982) findings, Arcia, Reyes-Blanes, & Vazquez-Montilla (2000) found that Latino parents, whether Puerto Rican or Mexican Americans, were consistent across the Latino group in parenting values and styles. Parents did not encourage autonomous behavior but indicated that independence, or a child thinking for him/herself was desirable only when the parents thought that parental values were being internalized by children. Arcia et al. (2000) discovered that Latino parents did not value achievement in the sense of the Anglo-American definition, but that children maximized their potential by being respectful, responsible, and by internalizing parental values.

Surveys in the Detroit metropolitan area were performed in 1958, 1971, and 1983, and revealed patterns of change in parental socialization values over time (Alwin, 1984). The surveys revealed a clear, consistent increase in parental valuation of autonomy for children and a decrease in preferences for obedience, from 1958 to 1983. Today, children of the surveyed population are of ages ranging from approximately 20 to 45. Religious/ethnic categories were observed as a variable and the extent of change was most pronounced among Catholics. The study found that approximately 25% to 30% of the differential change in parental values (e.g., valuation of autonomy) was attributed to increased educational levels in parents. The changing values of Detroit Catholics are significant, and are interpreted as the major source of aggregate social change observed in the Detroit surveys. Alwin (1984) stated that the Detroit results are consistent with other evidence regarding the recent historical movement of Catholics’ values. 

Family Values: Literacy

Increasing educational level over time became a concern in educational discourse due to research by Alwin (1984) and others, and the term “family literacy” was eventually coined to describe the educational level of the family as a whole, especially based on the parents’ educational backgrounds. Le Tendre (1997) discusses how three decades of research shows that family literacy and parental participation in schooling does improve student learning, that the research shows the single greatest predictor of a child’s academic success is the educational level of the parents. 

Family literacy is a paradigm, a phrase, attempting to describe a desired increase in the educational abilities of parents, thought to be attained via school services for non-English-speaking families, parenting skills, or other services a community may need that foster a value for learning. The result is that children are inclined to succeed in school (Le Tendre, 1997). Understanding that socio-economic status is a backdrop, student learning is a secondary result of improved family literacy. With improved family literacy, student learning improves and students observe schools working together with families in support of learning. Perhaps then, children also see the value placed on their education by the surrounding community.

Parental involvement in homework is a factor related to family literacy and to family involvement in schools. Hoover-Dempsey, Battiato, Walker, Reed & Jones (2001) investigated the reasons parents became involved in their children’s homework. Their findings suggest that the parental value system has a key role in the reasoning for parental involvement in homework: parents believed they should be involved and believed that parental involvement would make a positive difference in children’s learning experiences. Parents’ homework involvement influenced student academic success when parental modeling, reinforcement and instruction supported student attitudes about homework, student perceptions of competence and student self-regulatory skills (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2001). 

Behaviorist views are supported in the Hoover-Dempsey et al. (2001) findings, where the parental involvement served to reinforce children’s attitudes and self-regulatory skills. Social cognitive theory is also supported due to the positive outcomes that resulted from parental modeling and parental support of student’s perceptions of competence.
Family Values: Parenting Style


Parenting styles are based on value systems, often inherited from family patterns passed from one generation to the next. In a study that examined the association between peer group orientation and parenting style among European-American high school adolescents, parenting styles were categorized as authoritative, authoritarian, indulgent, or uninvolved (Durbin, Darling, Steinberg, & Brown, 1993). During the study, questionnaires were completed by 3,407 9th through 12th graders regarding their own peer groups and their caretakers’ parenting styles. The results indicated a direct relationship between parenting style and adolescent orientation toward peer groups. Adolescents who described caretakers as authoritative were more oriented toward balanced peer groups that rewarded both adult- and peer- values (e.g., "jocks," "the in crowd," and "brains")(Durbin et al., 1993). Predominantly girls, but also some boys, who described parents as uninvolved were more likely to be oriented toward crowds that did not endorse adult values (e.g., "druggies")(Durbin et al., 1993). Boys who described their caretakers as indulgent were more likely to be oriented toward crowds that were characterized by a fun-culture orientation (i.e., "partiers")(Durbin et al., 1993). This study did not make a connection to learning outcomes in students, though it must be recognized that parenting style affects students’ peer orientation and may be a factor that will have a causative effect on learning. 

Two questions arise from Durbin’s work. One question is whether or not the peer group facilitates learning or remains consistent with any parental value for education. The second question is whether or not there is a negative side to promoting a value for autonomy.
Sunita-Mahtani, Bond, Mcbride-Chang, Fielding, Deeds, and Westrick (1998) defined values as people’s criterion for selecting and justifying priorities and actions. Ten distinct value types were recognized by these researchers as existing across cultures and were used in the study to express value priorities in the participants. From a sample of families that are highly educated and socially privileged, 58 Caucasian and 66 Asian high school teens self-reported on their own values and expectations of autonomy, and teen mothers also reported on these variables. Researchers found that more school disciplinary actions were taken against Western teens compared to Asians. Values interacted in complex ways and the data predicted misconduct: Parental values did not directly correlate with misconduct, yet misconduct was predicted by a disparity between parent and child self-reported values (Sunita-Mahtani et al., 1998). The study concluded that misconduct was tied to poor adjustment in children as a result of the disparity in values.  This study confirmed findings of previous studies that individualistic Western cultures promote misconduct more than restrictive Asian cultures that values conformity to a greater extent. A value for autonomy, and the teen’s expectation of growing autonomy, were important values in the disparity between teen and parent values. The study concluded through multivariate analyses that teens’ individual variables combined with the mothers’ values are significant indicators of contexts for developing problem behaviors, such as those influenced by the interaction of parental and child values. 

The Sunita-Mahtani et al. (1998) study did not make a connection to learning outcomes but did make connections to parenting styles and teens being oriented toward deviant peers, eventually led to delinquent acts. Although the connection was not directly made to learning outcomes, there is a logical progression from the interaction of parental and child values to teen misconduct and peer group choices, to a distraction from teens’ learning process in school. The results of this study seem to indicate that parental extrinsic motivation for teens is inversely proportional to teen intrinsic motivations toward behaviors hinting of the parental value system.

It seems important to note that the Sunita-Mahtani et al. (1998) study identified the importance of the teen’s perception: The greater the conflict there seemed to be, the greater was a perception of disparity, causing maladjustment in the teen. This could be a matter of basic acceptance of differences within the family, though further study is needed to understand the complexities of the parent-child interaction. 

How does family structure affect learning?


“Schools include growing proportions of students from single-parent families and stepfamilies, and this trend prompts the investigation of whether these families affect all students’ achievement,” (Pong, 1997, p. 734).


Family structure describes the makeup of a family unit.  In looking at how this affects learning, it is essential to examine several different types of family structures.  Some examples of those would include; two-parent and single-parent families, as well as traditional nuclear families (families where all children are the joint children of both parents) and blended families (families that have children that are from previous relationships, and are now living together as a family).

“Projections suggest that more than half of the children born in the U.S. in the 1990’s will spend some of their childhood in single-parent families,” (Pong, 1997, p. 734).  Since the institution of what used to be considered a family is dramatically changing, it is important to look at how that affects kids in school and in learning. 


There are several factors that lead to student success in school, but a lot of performance indicators depend on the family background.  Things included with family background comprise such things as income, parents’ educational attainment and structure.  “Students from two-parent families were more likely to be identified as gifted than were those from single-parent families,” (Ford, et al., 1998, p. 360).  This can be attributed to many factors.  For starters, it has been found that children are affected by a divorce for up to a time period of two years (Deutsch, 2001).  During those two years, that student can experience turmoil, sadness, confusion and lack of security.  According to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, people seek affectionate relationships with others so that they are able to feel a sense of “belonging.”  People need to feel good about themselves, and it is difficult for children to feel good when children may feel that the divorce was their fault (Ormrod, 2004, p. 432-433).  Dealing with these types of issues, while trying to concentrate and perform well in school, can be extremely difficult and distracting.

In a study of children in kindergarten through grade 9, Malone et al. (2004) tracked the externalized, at-school, behavior of boys and girls whose parents were married at the beginning of kindergarten.  The behavior was reported by the teacher; the marital status of the parents was reported by the mother. There were striking behavior patterns in boys whose parents subsequently divorced during the important, formative years covered by the study (Malone et al., 2004).  When the parents divorced while the boy was in elementary school, the study observed the boy’s externalized behavior increased markedly at school for the year of the divorce, and for years afterward.  When the parents divorced while the boy was in middle school, his externalized behavior rose during that year, but decreased in the years following (Malone et al., 2004).  In contrast, girls’ externalized behavior, regardless of when the parents divorced, did not change.

For teachers, this study has several implications.  First of all, if teachers typically treat all students with the assumption that they have two biological parents in their households, then teachers should train themselves to look for acting-out behavior in young boys, in order to identify them as children in need of sensitive care, for such boys might be children of divorce.  Secondly, teachers should realize that this acting-out is a normal reaction to divorce and should discipline accordingly.  According to Frieman (1997), a good way to do this is to tell the student that the behavior is unacceptable, and emphasize that the student is still liked and valued in the classroom.  Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, teachers should realize that for girls, it is unlikely that their external behavior will change at all because of divorce (Malone et al., 2004).  Instead, teachers must pay attention to more subtle emotional or attitudinal differences to determine when girls might be hurting because of their parents’ marital dissolution.

Children’s school achievement is greatly influenced by parental involvement.  “In terms of parenting practices, the research suggests that when parents are involved in their children’s education and monitor their children’s after-school activities, they facilitate their children’s academic achievement and educational attainment,” (Spera, 2005, p. 141).  Based on this statement, it is a fair assessment to say that children from a single-parent family would likely be at a disadvantage compared to the traditional nuclear or two-parent family.  

Single-parents typically have to work in order to support the family, therefore making it difficult to monitor after-school activities, etc.  In addition, children from traditional nuclear or two-parent families will typically have either:  Both parents working and obtaining a larger family income; or one parent that works and one that is able to stay at home and care for the children.  Typically, traditional two-parent families have a larger income, which allows for them to live in a safe community and attend schools which are well-funded, providing a good education.  A combination of these things allows for children from traditional nuclear and two-parent families to have more resources available to them.  Clearly, in traditional family settings, it seems more likely that children will have their physiological needs met, as well as their safety needs.  While this is not an assumption that children of other family structures do not have basic needs met, traditional families are at more of an advantage when it comes to meeting Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, (Ormrod, 2004, p. 433).
Based on the arguments above, as well as statistical evidence, it is believed that traditional nuclear family settings allow for better school achievement by students.  While there will be some exceptions to this, based on the range of needs to be met, and resources available to them, students from single-parent homes, or even blended homes, are forced to deal with issues that students from traditional nuclear families may not.

Conclusion
Sources investigated in this paper revealed the role of family in learning based on research studies concerning: The child’s birth order, parental educational level, family values, and family structure. Connections were observed in the literature regarding family environment and learning outcomes in children.  

Birth order is likely a factor in determining intelligence and personality. Teachers may seek ways to improve the self-efficacy of later born siblings, as well as use birth order information to decide on the structure for cooperative learning in the classroom.  

Parents are the first teachers and models for children; consequently, the level of parental education contributes to child learning through attitudes, instruction, modeling, and reinforcement. Parental education forms the expectations that parents have for their children, affecting a parenting style that, from a behaviorist point of view, reinforces learning. It seems apparent from this literature review that parental educational level affects the child’s learning process and eventually affects the child’s achievement level. Yet, teachers can assist students from families in which parents have little education, encouraging parental involvement in homework and the classroom, in order to help broaden the community of support for children.  Parents and teachers should set high, achievable, expectations for students to help them reach their potential.
The autonomy and self-efficacy of a child are influenced by parenting values and style, and these seem to determine whether a child will adjust to Anglo-American-based school settings. 

An investigation of family structure illuminated factors affecting children in their learning process. Children are affected by divorce, it seems for a minimum of two years, and this includes emotional upset and insecure feelings that result in an inability to concentrate in school. Divorce is a distraction to learning, a distraction that girls may hide from their teachers while boys may act-out in disruptive ways in the classroom due to their emotional turmoil. Family structure determines if parents are available, and determines how much the parent(s) can be involved in homework and the learning process: Family structure determines if, how, and when children’s basic physical and emotional needs are met, and may result in secondary effects on children’s progress toward learning.  

Family characteristics are factors in the learning process, and the eventual academic success of students.  The school, teacher, and classroom are support systems for children in their individual struggles to grow and learn. Teachers have a unique opportunity to observe each child’s family and determine ways to partner with the family to help children learn. The literature reviewed herein reminds us of the important role that family plays in modeling and in the social and cognitive components of the learning process.
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