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Abstract

This study investigates differences in the pattern of motivation, mental health, and
family experience variables between students’ who are more or less academically
disengaged in their 7th grade year in middle school. Data come from the Prince
George's County Family Management Study that aims to understand how parents
influence the psychological and social development of their children. The sample
includes 1482 youth and their families, 62% are African-American, and the mean
income of the sample is $45,000-$49,999 (Range $5,000 to $75,000). A
"Psychological Disengagement Scale” was created from several attitude scales
concerning school. Students falling in the lower and upper quartile were designated
as our "Low" and "High" alienation groups, respectively. These groups were then
compared on adolescent self-reports of their academic motivation, mental health and
the support for schooling in their home. Groups were also compared on several
parent self-report measures, including parent beliefs concerning their child's
schooling and their involvement in their child's school life. Results showed that
alienated students were more negative on a broad array of variables, indicating a
general sense of alienation. Specifically, disengaged students, especially those who
also evidenced school problems such as suspension and failure, reported more
feelings of anger and depression, less positive feelings of belonging, self-worth and
resilience, lower grades, and less positive beliefs about their academic competence
and the importance of education than their non-alienated peers. The disengaged
adolescents aiso perceived less frequent help from their parents with schoolwork, less
support and rules concerning school problems and performance, and more negative
affect when working with their parents on school work. Additionally, parents of
disengaged students reported less of a value of education, less favorable views of
involvement in school in general, and less positive perceptions of the school their
child attended. It is impornant to note that parents of students in the different groups
did not differ on reasons for not being more involved, on actual school invoivement,
on mean income level, or on their own educational level obtained. Overall, these
results suggest that academic motivation and behavior, mental health, and parent
involvement measures arc all part of the portrait of academic alicnation in
adolescence. Given the descriptive nature of this study, the cross-sectional nature of
our data, and the pattern of parent report results found in this study, it is not clear
how parent practices arc related to academic disengagement. Further on-going work
will allow us to examine this question longitudinally.

1 Please address correspondence to the first author at 5201 Institute for Social Research,
Ann Arbor, MI, 48106-1248.



A Portrait of Academic Alienation in Adolescence:
Motivation, Mental Health and Family Experience

Introduction
The period of early adolescence marks a time of tremendous concurrent growth in the

psychological, social, and biological spheres of a child's development. The major life tasks to be
achieved during this transitional period include the development of what Erikson (1939) referred
to as a "sense of industry,” as well the integration of different facets of the self into a coherent
sense of personal identity. School experience and academic success can play important roles in
helping early adolescents to develop a sense of competence and autonomy, as well as feelings of
relatedness to others (e.g. Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991; Eccles & Midgley, 1989).
But just how are academic motivation and achievement related to personal adjustment in early
adolescence? And how does parent involvement and support related to patterns of motivation

and adjustment in early adolescence?

School Experience and Well-Being

The literature on at-risk adolescents highlights the importance of considering the
interdependence of academic and personal adjustment outcomes during adolescence. Work in
educatonal psychology shows that many academic motivation variables tend to cluster in
constellations of affects, cognitions and behaviors (e.g. Ames, 1992), while work on problem
behaviors in adolescence also suggests substantial co-occurrence of psychological and behavioral
manifestations of maladjustment (e.g. Donovan & Jessor, 1985; Jessor & Jessor, 1977). For
instance, Dryfoos' (1990) review draws together data that shows academic failure is an important
correlate in later problems such as delinquency, substance abuse, teenage pregnancy, and school
dropout. In this review, she raises the queston “if school failure were eliminated, and all
children were achieving well in school, would the other categorical interventions {for pregnancy,
delinquency and substance abuse] become obsolete?” (1990; p. 236). This work suggests that
understanding the factors that contribute to academic alienation early in adolescence may have
implications for addressing other related problem behaviors that appear later in adolescence. In
addition to this work, other studies suggest that school achievement and success serve as
protective factors against some of the maladaptive behaviors and psychological problems that
emerge in adolescence (e.g. Lord, Eccles & McCarthy, in press; Rae-Grant, Thomas, Offord, &
Boyle, 1989).

Although 1t is clear that many adolescents do experience belonging and success in middle
school, and move through adolescence without serious psychological or behavioral problems, for
some this period commences or continues a process of alienation that may ultimately result in
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school withdrawal (Finn, 1989; Kagan, 1990). In this study, the first question we examine is
how motivation and achievement measures are related to broader measures of student well-being
during the period of early adolescence. We examine the general issue of whether or not one can
draw a multidimensional portrait of academic alienation during the early middle school years that

includes both motivational and mental health variables.

Home Involvement in the Child's School Experience

The role of the home environment in fostering positive academic beliefs (values,
competence perceptions, goals) and behaviors is seen as important to keeping students engaged
in school during adolescence. Research has shown that parents’ beliefs and values can have an
important impact of their children's achievement-related beliefs and values (Ames & Archer,
1987: Parsons, Adler & Kaczala, 1982). In addition, direct parent involvement in and support of
the child's school experiences are known to play an important role in a child’s academic success
(e.g. Epstein, 1989).

Even though it is widely recognized in the educational community how important parent
involvement is in helping schools to work effectively for all students {e.g. Comer, 1988}, some
evidence suggests that parents in this country actually feel that the school personnel, not
themselves, are in large measure responsible for their child's education (Stevenson & Sugler,
1992). This attitude seems to become more prevalent as the child progresses in school. Parent-
school connections, and parent involvement in general have been shown to decline right around
the time students enter the middle or junior high school (e.g. Camegie, 1989; Epstein, 1983).
This is ei-;pecialiy problematic considering that the overlap between a home environment that
promotes support for and valuing of education, and an educational setting that creates a sense of
belonging, promotes competence, and instills autonomy are thought to be critical to the healthy
development of adolescents’ during this ime (e.g. Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Eccles, Midgley,
Wigfield, Buchanan, Reuman, Flanagan & Maclver, 1993).

In this study, we examine how particular aspects of parent involvement are related to the
level of academic disengagement a child manifests. Following Epstein's (1991) model of various
levels of parent involvement in school, we examine variables related to (1) parent involvement in
learning activities in the home; and (2) parent involvement in the school. We also examine
measures of the “psychological environment” of the home related to education by looking at how
parents of students who are disengaged might differ from those parents of students who are
engaged in school. Specifically, we Jook at measures of parents’ valuing of education, and the
aspirations parents have for their child’s future education (e.g. Eccles, 1983). Finally, we assess
demographic differences in the socio-economic status and ethnic background of the students and



their parents to see if these variables are related to disengagement in this sample. All of these

measures are described below.

Summary: Research Questions

In general, this study looks at two main questions. First, what are the differences
between a group of academically alienated and a group of non-alienated students on a series of
academic motivation and mental health measures? Furthermore, are there any differences on
these measures between students who are also showing behavioral signs of disengagement (e.g.
suspension, academic failure). Finally, are there any differences between demographic variables
(SES, ethnicity, gender) and level of alienation?

The second main research question addresses the issue of differences in parent support
for schooling between the alienated and non-alienated students. Do adolescents who are
academically disengaged report less parent involvement? More negative affect when working
with their parents? Less help with school and social problems than non-alienated students?
Additionally, do the parents of academically alienated students report less involvement? Less
value attached to education? Less favorable aspirations for their child’s educational future?

In sum, these two questions will allow us to draw a descriptive summary of the kinds of
factors that are related to school disengagement in early adolescence. Because the data is cross-
sectional, this study attempts only to provide the broad strokes of a portrait of alienation. No
attempt is made to assess correlational relationships at this point. On-going work is looking at
the relationships among these variables, and the relationships among parent and student measures

ACToss time.

Methods

Sample
The sample consisted of 1482 families with a seventh grader who agreed to participate in

the Prince George's County Middle School Family Survey, a study designed to assess how
parents influence the academic, psychological, and social development of adolescents. In
addition to the target youth, primary care givers (approximately 2% mothers) and secondary
care givers (approximately 75 % fathers) were interviewed. Of the target youth, 50.9% were
male, and 62% were Black. The mean family income was 45,000-49,999 (range 5,000 -75,000).
Each consenting parent and target youth was interviewed at home by a trained
interviewer, and also completed a self-administered questionnaire. The interview and
questionnaire for parents included measures of parent involvement in school, parenting style,
family environment and relationships, and perceptions of their adolescents’ adjustment. Target



youths reported on their perceptions of their parents' involvement in school, their school
environment, and their motivational beliefs and mental health.

Measures
The measures examined in this smdy can be summarized by five main categories: (1)

demographic background variables, (2) adolescent motivation and school behaviors, (3)
adolescent mental health measures, (4) adolescent perceptions of parent-school
involvemenv/attitudes, and (5) parent reports of school involvement/attitudes. All of these
constructs, including items and reliabilities are included in an extended appendix attached 1o the
paper. Because of the sheer number of scales, only a brief overview is provided here (please
refer to Appendix). In general, the measures were reliable (0.60). Exceptions to this criterion
of reliability include adolescent reports of the affect they experience when they work with their
parents, and a scale that assesses the amount of contact the parent had with the school during the
last year. These reliabilities fell in the .58 range (see Appendix).

Demographic measures include mean family income before taxes, ethnic background
(African-American vs. European American for this study), and gender. The measures of
academic motivation include indices of self-concept of academic ability, academic liking and
importance, and feelings of belonging in school (single item). School behavioral measures
inctude adolescents’ self-report of their grades, and parent and child reports of school problems
including skipping classes, suspension, and failing a class. Mental health measures include
adolescents’ self-reports of self-esteem, resiliency, depressive symtomatology, and feelings of
anger.

The parent involvement measures are drawn from surveys and interviews with both the
adolescent and their parent. Adolescent reports include perceptions of the importance their
parent attaches to school, the educational expectations and aspirations the parent has for the
child, the frequency of parent help, existence of school rules by the parents, and the affect the
child experiences when doing on school work with the parent. Parent reports include the values
they attach to education, expectations they have concerning their child’s educational future,
beliefs regarding involvement in their child’s middle school life, and actual involvement
behaviors. Finally, parents perceptions of the climate and quality of middle school their child

was attending were also examined in this study.

Creating Academic Alienation Groups

To create the "Academic Alienation” groups, 2 composite scale was created from three
existing measures: attitudes toward school (e.g. liking), school disengagement {e.g. boring,
waste of time), and the adolescent’s sense of school subjects as important. In addition, a "School



Problems” scales was created to further differentiate those students who were psychologically
disengaged from those who were psychologically disengaged and showing behavioral problems.
The school problems scale was a sum_of both adolescent and parent reports of the child being
suspended or expelled in the last year, and the child failing a class within the last two years.

For the first series of analyses that examined the relationships between motivation and
mental health variables, three groups were created. First, groups were created by taking the
upper and lower quartiles of the psychological alienation scale. Next, within the high
psychological alienation group, we differentiated those with at least one suspension/expulsion
and one class failure, from those who did not report having both of these experiences. The
groups that are presented in Tables 1 and 2, and Graphs 1-3 are described below:

Group 1 (N=342} - Low psychological alienation from school, few school problems
Group 2 (N=306) - High psychological alienation from school, some school problems
Group 3 (N=61) - High psychological alienation from school, school problems

Analysis Procedure
To assess differences in motivation, mental health and family experience of more or less

academically alienated adolescents, two main sets of analysis were conducted. First, we
examined differences among the three groups outline above on demographic, motivational, and
mental health measures using chi-square and analysis of variance techniques (ANOVA). These
results are presented in Tables 1 and 2.

Next, we looked at differences in adolescents’ and parents reports of home involvement.
In these analyses, we collapsed together the two disengaged groups of students ("some school
probiems” and "school problems"), all of whom reported high levels of academic disengagement.

These groups are described below:

Group 1 (N=342) - Low psychological alienation from school, Lower 25%
Group 2 (N=367) - High psychological alienation from school, Upper 25%

For these analyses, two group t-tests were used to assess differences between "Low™ and "High"
academic alienation adolescents. All of the variables presented in this section were entered into
analysis of variance techniques to examine group, race, and gender main effects and interactions.
Because few significant interactions of group by race, gender, or race and gender emerged. only

the t-test results are presented here in Tables 3 and 4. Exceptions are noted in the results section.



Resuits
Demographic Variables by Alienation Groups

Table 1 shows the gender and racial composition of each of the three alienation groups, as
well as the mean family income before taxes of the parents of students in each group. There is
no significant effect of mean pre-tax income level by group. There are significant gender and
race differences, as well as a significant three-way interaction of gender by race by group
membership. First, boys are over-represented in Group 3, high psychological alienation and
school problems (75%). Second, both European-American boys and girls are over-represented
in Group 2 (high alienation-some school problems), and under-represented in Group 1 (low

alienation-few school problems).

Academic Motivation and Mental Health Variables by Alienation Groups

Table 2 shows the three-group comparisons for the academic motivauon, school
problems, and mental health measures. In addition, a parent report of how worried the parent
was about the child's motivation, cutting school, adjustment to junior high, and academic
performance was included to validate the three-group distinctions? . The results are also

presented in Graphs 1 to 2 in the Appendix.
In looking first at the results for the motivation and achievement variabics, the results

show that the students who are academically alienated are also more negative in their
assessments of their academic competence, the importance they attach to school, feelings of
belonging in school (single item), and the grades they receive. Furthermore, adolescents who
have been suspended and failed in the past are differentiated from those alicnated students who
don't also show these behavioral problems by grades, academic self-concept, and parent concern.
Members of this third group, which is mainly comprised of equal proportions of African and
European-American boys, report the lowest grades, the lowest academic self-concepts, and their
parents are much more concerned about their well-being than parents in the other group.

In looking at the school behaviors by group membership, Graph 2 shows the proportions
of students reporting a yes response 10 itemns about skipping of classes, being suspended or
expelled, and failing a class in the last 2 years. It should be noted that the latier two scales were
used to create differentiate the "School Problems” group (Group 3). Both groups of alienated
students were more likely to report at least some cutting of classes and academic fatlure than the
non-alienated students. The "school problems™ group, by definition, had a significantly higher

incidence of at least one suspension/expulsion than the other two groups.

2A significant interaction of group membership and gender occurred on this variable.
=9 .12, df=3,645 - p=.003). Parcnts of boys in the high alienation group were more worricd than parents
of any other students. Boys were significantly over-represented in this group.

_7-



Finally, Graph 3 shows the group differences on adolescents' self-reports of four indices
of mental health. Again, the psychologically alienated groups score more negatively on these
measures {(e.g. higher depression and anger, lower self-esteem and resilience) than the non-
alienated students. Additionally, the alienated students who also evidence school problems
report more anger than either of the other two groups.

Adolescent Perceptions of the Home by Alienation Groups

As mentioned above, for the final series of analyses students were divided into two
groups only, those in the upper and lower guartiles of the "Psychological Disengagement” scale.
Table 3 and Graphs 4-5 show the results for adolescents’ perceptions of their parent's academic
beliefs, the availability of school help and support, and the affect they experience when working
with their parent on school work. Overall, alienated students reported a more negative
psychological environment related to school in their homes, and less opportunities to work with
and recetve support from their parents. While significant results emerged on the perceptions of
parent belief measures, and the alienated students did perceive lower expectations and
aspirations, and less importance attached to education by their parents, for both groups students
attributed very positive beliefs concerning education to their parents. However, the alienated
students also report less frequent interactions with their primary and secondary care-givers
around school work, less parent management concerning school and good performance, and
fewer opportunities where the parent provided support for problems the adolescent experienced
in school. Finally, more negative affect and less positive affect was reported by the alienated

students concerming their parent's involvement in their schooling.

Parent Reporis of School Involvement by Alienation Group of Their Adolescen:

In turning to parent reports concerning their beliefs and behaviors regarding their child's
education, fewer significant differences emerged than in the previous analyses. Table 4 shows
the t-test results. Parents of the alienated students show a statistcally significant difference in
their valuing and aspirations for their child, which are less positive. However, these more
"negative” attitudes are very small, and the value attached to schooling and level of educational
attainment expected and wished for adolescents in both groups is quite high. For instance,
parents of adolescents in both of these groups expect and wish for their children to obtain at least
a two-year professional degree, if not a master's degree. Again, however, parents of the
academically alienated students are more worried about their child's education and behavior.

In looking at parent beliefs about school involvement, and the reasons they report for not
being more involved in their adolescents’ education, few differences emerge. In fact, parents of
the alienated students do not report that lack of efficacy or interest keeps them from helping any



more than the parents of the non-alienated adolescents. In terms of actual involvement in the
child's school, no differences between the two groups exist. Finally, parents of the alienated
group of students do report more frequent contacts with the school in the last several years,
perhaps due to parent-teacher conferences concerning grades and/or behavior? .

Parent and Adolescent Perceptions of the Middle School

Finally, Tables 4 and 5, and Graph 6 show differences among the two groups for both
adolescent and parent perceptions of the school. Adolescents who are academically alienated
report significantly more negative views of their schools' quality, their teacher relationships and
the expectations held for them to achieve, and the availability of adult support in their school.
Parents of these students have less favorable views of the school also, being less satisfied with its
overall guality, the interpersonal climate for students, and the accessibility of the staff.

Discussion
Motivation and Mental Health

Overall, these results provide a broad, descriptive portrait of the kinds of variables that
are related to academic alienation in early adolescence. The results of this study suggest
substantial co-occurrence of difficulties in school and difficulties in personal adjustment.
Although our cross-sectional data does allow us to make statements regarding the causal nature
of the relations among motivation and mental health, two potential explanations seem plausible.
First, because adolescence is known to be a time of increased psychological difficulties for some
students (e.g. Kazdin, 1993), issues of mental health (depression, low seif-worth, low
resourcefulness) may impact school performance and motivation. Conversely, a student who
continually experiences school failure, lack of reinforcement, and subsequent negative feelings
of competence may eventually become depressed, show low self-worth, or act out (e.g. Cole,
1991; Gold & Mann, 1985). It could be that, as Deci and his colleagues (1991) suggest, when
the basic needs for competence and feelings of belonging (relatedness) are not met in the contex:
of schooling, especially during this developmental time, personal adjustment suffers. The
negative perceptions of support and expectations for success in school that alienated students
report point in the direction of an environment that serves to alienate these students (e.g. Finn,
1989). It is interesting to note that socio-economic status was not found to be significantly
related to alienation status, and the European-American students were over-represented in the

high alienation groups. Further investigation into why this might be the case is on-going.

3A significant interaction of group membership by gender occurred on this variable
(F=7.98, df=3,647 - p=.005). Parents of boys in the high alienation group reported the most {requent
amount of contact with the school last year.

9.



Home Experiences and School Experiences

Adolescents who were academically disengaged also reported a more negative home and
school environment. The amount of support and academic helping time available in the home,
and feelings associated with receiving help from parents were seen as more negative by the
alienated adolescents. This is particularly troublesome given the fact that parent support is
known to decline at this time, and known to be important to an adolescents' continuing
achievement (e.g. Epstein, 1989). The students who seem to most need support and parent help,
those who are alienated, report less support and encouragement in both the home and the school
context. It seems likely that this lack of adult support serves to further the alienation.

The parent involvement results need to be approached with caution, for two reasons.
First, parents of alienated and non-alienated students do not reporting different amounts of actual
involvement in their child's school, different reasons for not being more involved, or expectations
ot aspirations concerning their child's education. Alienated adolescents do report less
involvement and support, however. This may be because we did not ask the adolescent and
parents parallel measures concerning the quality of help in the home, or because parents and
alienated adolescents’ view these opportunities differently. At this point, we can only say that
alienated adolescents perceive their homes as less supportive of education, while their parents do
not. This might be a cause of problems as well. We are currently examining the predictive

relationships among these variables,

Future Directions

To expand on this descriptive study, we plan to examine more ¢losely the role of specific
features of the home and school environment in their impact on motivational and mental health
vaniables. For instance, we will use measures that assess the "fit” of the students' school culture
with their needs, and assess how well this "fit” influences outcomes in the child. Also, we are in
the process of preparing follow-up data from the students 8th grade year, so we will be able to
assess the influence of home and school environments on these outcomes, taking intc account

prior levels of motivation and mental health.
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Likert Items {1,7)

Academic Motivation Measures by Alienation Group

7.0 -

6.5 4

6.0 4

5.5+

5.0 =

4.5 4

4.0~

3.5~

3.0+

2.5

Self-Concept, Importance and Liking

8  Academic Self-Concept
¢ Academic Importance
~®—  Academic Liking

2.0

Group 1 (N=342) Group 2 (N=306)

Alienation Groups

Group 3 (N=61)

i

LJ
o



Percentage of 'Yes' Responses in Group

School Behaviors by Alienation Group:

Skipping Class, Suspension, and Failing a Class

160.0% 1

80.0% 7

60.0%

40.0%

B Percent Skipping School
2 Percent Suspended from School

Percent Failing a Class

Group 1 (N=342) Group 2 (N=306) Group 3 (N=61)

Alienation Groups



almost never, 5=

1

almost always

4.5+

4.0 4

3.54

3.0+

2.5

2.0+

1.5

Mental Health Measures by Alienation Groups:
Self-Esteem, Resourcefulness,
Depression and Anger

N

L5 ~ )

/

General Self-Esteem
Resourcefulness
Depression

Anger

1.0

Group 1 (N=342)

Group 2 (N=306)

Alienation Groups

Group 3 (N=61)




(I=almost never, S5=almost cvery day)

5.0 4

4.5

4.0

3.5~

3.0

2.5

Adolescent’s Perceptions of Parent
Involvement/Support Concerning Schooling

——f&—-  Primary Parent School Help
—*— Second Parent School Help

—®— Parent Management Arcund School
¢ Parent Support-School Problems

2.0

Low Alienation (N=342) High Alienation (N=367)
Alienation Groups



Likert Items (1,5)

Related to Parent Involvement in Their Schooling

5.0

4.5 1

4,07

3.5

3.0 1

2.5

2.0

1.5

Adolescent's Self-Report of Feelings

— & Like Parent Involvement
== Positive Affect School Help
& Negative Affect School Help

1.0

Low Alienation (N=342) High Alienation (N=367)

Alienation Groups



Likert Items (1,5)

School Perceptions by Low and High Academic Alienation:
School Climate and Social Support

5.0~

4.5

4.0

3.5

3.0 -

2.5+

2.0
———  General School Climate/Quality

1.5 4 s Adult Support in the School
— 8 Hostile Peer Climate in School
~==¢— Quality Teacher Relationships

1.0 T ¥ T

Low Alienation (N=342) High Alienation (N=367)

Alienation Groups
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