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SUMMARY

The collective body of research in this thesis applies a process-oriented
perspective to the investigation of family effects on children’s psychological, social and
school-based adjustment. Specifically, it investigates the role of children’s cognitions
relating to inter-parental and parent-child relationships and their symptoms of
psychological distress (internalising symptoms, externalising problems) as mechanisms
underlying links between inter-parental conflict, negative parenting and children’s
academic attainment. Using two distinct samples of families from the UK a systematic
programme of analyses was conducted.

First, the role of children’s perceptions of harsh, rejecting parenting was assessed
as a mechanism through which inter-parental conflict and parental hostility were related
to children’s behaviour problems, academic application and attainment in school. In
order to integrate family and school influences, the moderating role of school support in
the links between family influences and school outcomes was also examined in this
study. Second, analyses were extended to consider the role of children’s perceptions of
the inter-parental and the parent-child relationship in linking hostility between parents
(inter-parental conflict) to academic attainment. To clarify the nature of the relationships
between indices of psychological adjustment (internalising symptoms, externalising
problems) and academic attainment, these analyses also considered specific dimensions
of psychological adaptation as mediators of links between child appraisals and academic
adjustment. Finally, the importance of these appraisal processes in linking inter-parental

conflict to children’s adjustment during a time of recognised stress, the transition from

viii



primary to secondary school, was investigated. Taken together, these analyses highlight
the role of children’s appraisals in linking inter-parental conflict and pareﬁt-child
relations to children’s adjustment in the school setting. Collectively, this body of
research provides a basis for making specific links between children’s experiences of
family life and their adjustment in the school context, presenting a systematic approach to
investigating the family-school interface with implications discussed for parents,

educators, practitioners and policy makers.
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CHAPTER 1

The last 30 years of research considering factors contributing to children’s
psychological development has been marked by a change in emphasis with respect to
the source and nature of effects on children. Early studies focused primarily on wider
social factors, such as poverty and social class (Davis, 1943) and broad family
descriptors, such as family size and family type (Parsons & Bales, 1955). Research in
recent decades, while recognising the contribution of these factors, has highlighted
specifically the quality and nature of relationships within the family, as an important
basis from which to understand children’s psychological, social and academic
development. This literature acknowledges that the family environment is the primary
context within which a child develops and that, as such, it is of principle importance to
understanding their ability to function well (Collins, Maccoby, Steinberg, Hetherington,
& Bornstein, 2000).

The majority of research acknowledging the importance of family influences on
children has focused upon how these effects serve to inform children’s development
within the family context, specifically focusing on children’s psychological adjustment.
In more recent years, however, research has begun to recognise that families can affect
children’s adjustment across a range of contexts (Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Ryan, Adams,
Gullotta, Weissberg, & Hampton, 1995). While this literature is in its infancy, it
provides some evidence of family effects on children’s ability to function well in
school.

Early considerations of family influences on children identified the importance
of family structure to explaining variation in children’s psycho-social development

(e.g., Parish & Dostal, 1980; Parish & Nunn, 1981). The issue of family type remains a



central area of investigation, as national statistics demonstrate that there are an
increasing number of children in the UK who are part of family types other than
traditional two-parent households. Specifically, more than 10 percent of families with
dependent children in the UK were step-parent families in 2005, furthermore, the
number of children living in single-parent families has increased from seven percent in
1976 to 22 percent in 2006 (Social Trends, 2007). As family types that deviate from
traditional two-parent families are becoming increasingly common in the UK, this
factor will be considered further.

Family Structure and Divorce

Children belonging to family types that deviate from the traditional two-parent
family tend to exhibit higher levels of behaviour problems, higher levels of
internalising symptoms, more social problems and lower academic performance
(Bankston & Caldas, 1998; Battle, 1998; Ham, 2004; Marotz-Baden, Adams, Bueche,
Munro, & Munro, 1979). While early research suggested that the structure of the
family itself was responsible for these problems in children, more recent studies have
observed that certain family structures are associated with other factors that have
documented negative effects on children. Therefore, these factors serve to explain the
negative effects associated with certain family types. Specifically, children in single-
parent families are often at a disadvantage economically compared to two-parent
families (Amato, 1993; Demo & Acock, 1988; 1996). Economic disadvantage in terms
of low socio-economic status and economic pressure have consistently been linked with
psychological, social and academic problems in children (see Conger et al., 1992; 1993;
McLoyd, 1998), therefore, providing a link between family type and child adjustment.
However, this does not explain why step-parent families also show lower levels of

functioning than families with both biological parents present; these two types of



family should be equivalent economically.

One factor often common to both single-parent and step-parent families is the
experience of family break-up or divorce. Divorce too has escalated in recent years,
with the number of children under 16 years experiencing the divorce of their parents
being below 80, 000 in 1970, rising sharply to 176, 000 in 1993 and falling slightly to
136, 000 in 2005 (Social Trends, 2007). While recent statistics might seem
encouraging, the lower levels of divorce in recent years may be explained by the
decline in marriages and the increase in cohabitation during this time. Studies have
linked divorce and family break-up with a wealth of negative outcomes for children
(see Amato, 2001; Amato & Keith, 1991). It is a particularly potent family transition as
it is often accompanied by physical relocation of the family, poorer socio-economiq
conditions, limited contact with the non-resident parent, less supportive relations with
the resident parent and increased levels of family conflict (Amato, 2001; Amato &
Keith, 1991; Demo & Acock, 1988; 1996).

Children experiencing divorce tend to experience higher levels of internalising
symptoms and externalising problems, lower self-esteem, poorer social adjustment and
lower academic performance (see Amato, 2001; Amato & Keith, 1991) A number of
explanations of the impact of divorce on children have been offered. As outlined
above, some studies have noted that divorce is associated with poorer economic
conditions. This creates family stress and exposes children to neighbourhoods with
higher levels of deprivation and poorer schools. However, this explanation does not
entirely account for the effects of divorce on children because children who become
members of a step-parent family post-divorce often experience the same difficulties as
those who are members of single-parent families at this time even though these families

are in a better position financially (Jeynes, 1999).



Another explanation for the negative effect of divorce is that it causes
disturbances in the parent-child relationship. There are several ways in which this
relationship may be affected by the divorce process. First, the heightened levels of
hostility in the inter-parental relationship may bubble over into the parent-child
relationship (Erel & Burman, 1995). Second, children may be put in a position of
feeling that they must choose between their parents, leading to feelings of distress and
resentment. Divorce can drastically change the nature of the relationship between the
ciwild and the non-resident parent. Though figures vary, studies suggest that upwards of
20 percent of non-resident parents lose touch with their children after family break-up
(Bradshawi& Miller, 1991, Dunn, 2003). The nature of the relationship between the
child and the non resident parent has implications for their self-esteem, psychological
adjustment, academic performance and behaviour problems (Clarke-Stewart &
Hayward, 1996; Hetherington & Stanley-Hagan; 1997; Lamb, 1999). Divorce also may
affect the child’s relationship with the resident ﬁarent. In particular, these parents can
be less emotionally available for children post-divorce more hostile towards the child,
less consistent in their parenting practices and may rely on the child as an ally or source
of support. These disrupted parent-child relations have been associated with
internalising symptoms and externalising problems in children (Wood, Repetti, &
Roesch, 2004).

Divorce also marks a time of pronounced family conflict in many cases. Inter-
parental conflict pre-divorce is often high, and disagreements between parents
regarding child custody, contact with the child and residency in the family home can
further fuel discord during and after the completion of divorce proceedings (Grych,
2005). Studies considering levels of conflict at this time suggest that heightened levels

of discord during divorce can have detrimental effects on children’s psychological,



social and academic adjustment (Amato, 2001 Amato & Keith, 1991).

Therefore, it appears that although divorce represents an important family
sﬁessor, it is associated with disruptions in the parent-child relationship and inter-
parental conflict that put children at risk of maladjustment in the face of family break-
up, with a large body of evidence supporting the existence of effects of these two
factors on children’s psychological adjustment.

Research in recent years has considered additional factors that place children at
risk of adjustment problems. This research has widened the scope of influences to
consider the effects of siblings and peers (as well as genetic influences) on children.
Social Influences on Children: Peers and Siblings

Siblings in particular are an important aspect of the family unit. There is
evidence to suggest that sibling relationships have implications for children’s
adjustment and their behaviour in wider social settings. Studies have demonstrated
links between the nature of sibling relationships and children’s internalising symptoms
and their antisocial or delinquent behaviour (Criss & Shaw, 2005; Feinberg, Reiss,
Neiderhiser, & Hetherington, 2005; Lobato, Kao, & Plante, 2005; Slomkowski, Rende,
Conger, Simons, & Conger, 2001). Furthermore, it appears that features of the sibling
relationship have implications for children’s behaviour in social situations outside the
family (Feinberg et al., 2005).

Studies investigating the influence of peers on children have revealed similar
findings, with documented effects of peer relations on internalising symptoms and
externalising problems, as well as social competence. Specifically, findings suggest
that while positive relationships with peers can lead to improved social competence,
peer rejection and victimisation can lead to emotional and behavioural problems (Ladd,

2006; Ladd, Herald, & Andrews, 2006; Troop & Ladd, 2005). However, a large body



of research has also provided evidence that children’s own temperament, psychological
adjustment and social behaviour predict peer acceptance and successful peer
relationships, demonstrating the opposite direction of effects. For example, social skills
training leads children to be more accepted by peers (Ladd & Mize, 1983). Also,
studies emphasising the roles of behaviour and cognition have suggested that children
who are rejected by peers tend to be more aggressive, with a greater propensity for
hostile attribution biases and more self-serving social goals (Crick & Dodge, 1994;
Dodge & Feldman, 1990; Ladd & Crick, 1989).

Though findings are somewhat mixed with respect to peers, it appears that peer
relationships are important sources of influence on children’s emotional adjustment and
their behaviour in terms of social competence, aggression and delinquency. Moreover,
work by Harris (1995; 1998) has contended that peers primarily orient differences in
long-term personality development, with parental influences being limited to the
contribution that genes passed on to their offspring play in accounting for variation in
such development.

In support of the role of genetic influences, contemporary research has
documented the role of genes to a range of adjustment problems in children.
Behavioural and molecular genetic studies have found evidence for the heritability of
depression, anxiety and antisocial or aggressive behaviour among others (Ge et al.,
1996; Plomin, 1994; Rice, Harold, & Thapar, 2002a, b; Rutter, 2003; Thapar, Harold,
Rice, & Langley, in press). Findings suggest that children whose parents experience
specific psychological adjustment problems may have a predisposition to experiencing
the same adjustment difficulties, which are passed down to them via genes that they
share in common with their parents. Recent studies have also noted that there is a

complex interplay between genes and environment, such that parents’ provision of



specific family environments may be partially genetically determined. Furthermore,
parents responses to their children may represent reactions to aspects of the child's
behaviour and disposition that are genetically influenced (gene-environment
correlation, see Rutter & Silberg, 2002). Environmental aspects of famﬂy life can also
put children at increased genetic risk for developing symptoms (gene-environment
interaction, see Rutter & Silberg, 2002).

However, a recent study by Rutter (2006) suggests that little recent research has
provided evidence for the influence of direct genetic effects on psychopathology in the
absence of an environmental risk factor. Recent findings have demonstrated main
effects of environment, but not genes, on child adjustment and they note that the
biggest effects are due to gene-environment interactions (Rutter, 2006). Therefore,
genes appear to be passive in exerting effects on children unless accompanied by the
appropriate environmental conditions to activate any underlying genetic potential.

Studies have identified specific environmental contexts in which genetic effects
are expressed. In particular, heightened levels of family conflict and harsh, negative
parental behaviour put children at greater risk of developing adjustment problems if
there is an existing family history of specific indices of psychopathology (Jaffee et al.,
2005; Rice, Harold, Shelton, & Thapar, 2006). Therefore, as the family environment
serves to activate genetic susceptibilities as well as influencing their adjustment
directly, it remains important to identify particular family experiences that increase
children’s risk of poor adjustment.

In relation to peers and siblings as well, it appears that the family environment
may be the initial source of influence, with evidence suggesting that there are family
factors common to each of these sources of socialisation. In terms of sibling

relationships, studies have noted that negativity in the parent-child relationship leads to -



more negative sibling relationships (Feinberg et al., 2005), with differential parental
negativity to one sibling over the other being of particular significance to the quality
sibling relationship (Dunn & Plomin, 1990). Furthermore, conflict in the inter-parental
relationship has been associated with increased conflict and hostility between siblings
(Dunn & Davies, 2001). While most studies suggests the effects of conflict between
parents affects the sibling relationship indirectly through parental negativity (Brody,
Stoneman, & McCoy, 1994; Dunn, Deater-Deckard, Pickering, Beveridge, & the
ALSPAC study team, 1998), there is some evidence to suggest that inter-parental
conflict makes a direct contribution to hostile sibling relationships (Dunn & Davies,
2001; Dunn et al., 1998). Research assessing familial effects on peer relationships has
revealed similar influences. In particular, parental involvement in child socialisation
appears to improve children’s social competence and appropriate peer behaviour,
whereas family conflict and poor parent-child attachment quality have negative effects
on children’s social skills and peer behaviour (Parke & Ladd, 1992).

Overall, it appears that siblings, peers and genetic influences play an important
role in children’s development. However, these factors are also likely influenced by
aspects of the home environment. Influences specifically highlighted as important to
the quality of both sibling and peer relationships are conflict and discord in the inter-
parental relationship and levels of warmth versus negativity in the parent-child
relationship. Research considering the combined influence of genetic and
environmental effects has also highlighted these family subsystems as important in
activating genetic susceptibilities in children. These two relationships have been
ﬁirther implicated in research concerning the effects of family structure (Clarke-Stewart
& Hayward, 1996; Demo & Acock, 1996; Wood et al., 2004), socio-economic

conditions (Conger et al., 1992; 1993), gene-environment interplay (Jaffee et al., 2005;



Rice et al., 2006) and peer and sibling relationships (Dunn & Davies, 2001; Dunn et al.,
1998; Feinberg et al., 2005; Parke & Ladd, 1992) on children’s social and
psychological adjustment. As these two subsystems appear to have pervasive effects on
families and children, these two relationships will be considered in further detail and
will serve as the primary focus of family effects on children’s emotional, behavioural
and academic functioning considered throughout this thesis.
The Inter-Parental Relationship

Though the relationship between inter-parental discord and child adjustment has
been studied since the 1930s (Hubbard & Adams, 1936; Wallace, 1935), there has been
increasing recent recognition that this relationship has important implications for the
functioning of the family and the child alike (Davies & Cummiﬁgs, 1994; Emery, 1982;
Erel & Burman, 1995; Grych & Fincham, 1990). Recent studies have made consistent
links between inter-parental conflict, in particular, and children’s adjustment problems.
Research has documented a relationship between inter-parental conflict and children’s
internalising symptoms, externalising problems, social adjustment and school
adjustment (Davies & Cummings, 1994; Davies, Harold, Goeke-Morey & Cummings,
2002; Grych, Harold, & Miles, 2003; Harold, Aitken, & Shelton, in press; Sturge-
Apple, Davies, & Cummings, 2006a, b). These findings suggest that this factor is
central to understanding children’s adjustment across a number of different domains.

While links have been made between high levels of conflict and adjustment
difficulties in children, it is important to note that not all inter-parental conflict is
damaging for children. On the contrary, conflict is a normal part of most relationships.
Furthermore, conflict between parents that is managed effectively can teach children
valuable lessons about how to negotiate conflict in their own relationships (Harold,

Pryor, & Reynolds, 2001). Research investigating what aspects of conflict are



particularly predictive of adjustment problems in children has suggested several aspects
of conflict that are significant. Specifically, conflict that is frequent, intense or hostile
in nature, poorly resolved and related to the child in content is a particularly potent
predictor of adjustment problems in children (Grych & Fincham, 1990; Grych, Seid, &
Fincham, 1992).

Research documenting children’s responses to these forms of conflict has shown
increased physiological arousal in response to inter-parental conflict in children as
young as 6 months old (Shred, McDonnell, Church, & Rowan, 1991). There is also
evidence that inter-parental conflict can lead children to perceive a sense of threat or
feelings of responsibility for the cause of the conflict (Dadds, Atkinson, Turner, Blums,
& Lendich, 1999; Grych et al., 2003). Children may also feel overwhelmed in response
to conflict, leading to a sense of helplessness (Cummings & Davies, 2002). Links have
been documented between inter-parental conflict and children’s concurrent
internalising symptoms, externalising problems, school adjustment and sleep problems
(Dadds et al., 1999; El-Sheikh, Buckhalt, Mize, & Acebo, 2006; Grych, Fincham,
Jouriles, & McDonald, 2000; Sturge-Apple et al., 2006a, b). Studies have also
demonstrated that conflict of this kind has long-term effects on children’s psychological
adjustment (Grych et al., 2003; Harold, Shelton, Goeke-Morey & Cummings, 2002).
There is also a large body of literature demonstrating the effects of inter-parental
conflict on the quality of the parent-child relationship, suggesting that high levels of
inter-parental conflict lead to increased levels of discord in the parent-child relationship
(Erel & Burman, 1995).

It appears that the inter-parental relationship serves as a foundation for other
relationships within the family. As such, it provides an orienting function, directing

other relationships, especially the parent-child relationship (Satir, 1972). The parent-
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child relationship itself is documented to impact on children’s adjustment in as number
of different ways. Moreover, there is a comparatively larger body of research
investigating links between this relationship and child adjustment than there is
concerning the inter-parental relationship.

The Parent-Child Relationship

The parent-child relationship is the most consistently investigated relationship
within the family system. Literature focusing on the parent-child subsystem follows
two distinct lines of investigation 1) studies concerning parents’ behavioural control
and child rearing strategies 2) research investigating reciprocal relations between parent
and child. Literature investigating the former focuses on broad patterns of child rearing
behaviours employed by parents to control and socialise their child. Importantly, this
area considers the direction of influence to flow entirely from the parent to the child.
Research considering the latter differs in that it involves reciprocal relations between
the parent and the child. Rather than representing a general approach to child
management, parent-child relations describe the affective, cognitive and behavioural
dimensions of parent-child interactions (Maccoby, 1992).

Most early research concerning family influences focused on the parent-child
bond, particularly the maternal bond. Pioneers in this area (e.g., Ainsworth, Blehar,
Walters, & Wally, 1978; Bowlby, 1944; Rutter, Tizard, & Whitmore, 1970) focused on
maternal deprivation or privation and the attachment between the child and parent as a
potential source for maladjustment. Such research suggested that disruptions in the
parent-child relationship could have long-lasting negative consequences for children in
terms of emotional and behavioural problems.

Attachment can be conceptualised as the quality of the child’s relationship with

his or her primary care-giver (Bowlby, 1969). Subsequent classification of attachment
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styles was identified by Ainsworth et al. (1978). Four main categories were
constructed: secure, in which both parent and child are relaxed and enjoy the
interaction; insecure-avoidant, in which the child displays physical and affective
avoidance of the parent; insecure-resistant, in which the child shows both resistance and
seeking of parental attention; and insecure-disorganised, m which the pattern of
attachment behaviours are not consistent.

Research has consistently documented links between these broad styles of
attachment and psychological adjustment in children (Bretherton, 1985; Carlson &
Sroufe, 1995; Colin, 1996; Hazan & Shaver, 1990). These studies have suggested that
secure attachment styles are associated with a range of positive adjustment indices for
children including decreased internalising symptoms and externalising problems and an
increased sense of autonomy. Bowlby (1969; 1973) suggested that the association
exists because children’s experiences of early interactions with primary care-givers lead
to more generalised expectations about themselves and their environment.

Theories considering parental strategies of behaviour management have
identified a number of different aspects of parenting behaviour. These patterns of
behaviour have often been categorised into different forms or parenting styles.
Baumrind (1967; 1978) initially proposed three distinct styles: authoritative,
authoritarian and permissive parenting. Authoritative parents are child centred and
controlling but not restrictive. Authoritarian parents show strict control and are more
adult-centred than child-centred. Finally, permissive parents are warm and accepting
but show a lack of parental control.

There is a cogent body of research linking these parenting styles to social,
psychological and academic adaptation. Typically these studies have found that

authoritative parenting is linked to positive adjustment across ages (Baumrind, 1991;
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Lambourn, Mounts, Steinberg, & Dornbusch, 1991; Steinberg, Elmen, & Mounts,
1989), whereas authoritarian parenting has been most consistently associated with
negative outcomes for children (Baumrind, 1991; Lambourn et al., 1991; Steinberg et
al., 1989). Children of permissive parents tend to have high levels of self-esteem but
lower levels of maturity, impulse control, social responsibility and achievement
(Baumrind, 1991). A fourth parenting style, termed uninvolved or neglectful parenting

‘was introduced by Maccoby and Martin (1983), and is characterised by low
responsiveness and low demandingness and has been associated with a battery of social
and psychological problems in children (Block, 1971; Lambourn et al., 1991; Patterson,
DeBaryshe, & Ramsey, 1989).

Research has also considered specific dimensions of parenting that have
negative implications for children. Excessive behavioural control has been linked with
externalising problems in children (Maccoby & Martin, 1983, Radke-Yarrow, Zahn-
Waxler, & Chapman, 1983), whereas excessive psychological control has been linked
with a range of internalising symptoms (Allen, Hauser, Eickholt, Bell, & O’Connor,
1994; Barber, Olson, & Shagle, 1994; Fauber, Forehand, Thomas, & Wierson, 1990).
Parental monitoring, alternatively, has been identified as a positive aspect of parenting,
predicting reduced externalising problems (Herman, Dornbusch, Herron & Herting,
1997, Patterson & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1984). Furthermore, inconsistencies in
discipline practices also have detrimental effects on children, predicting poor behaviour
and conduct problems (Pattefson, DeBaryshe, & Ramsey, 1989).

The dimensions of parenting that comprise parenting styles have also been
considered separately with respect to child development. Studies have documented
effects of acceptance and responsiveness (Stayton, Hogan, & Ainsworth, 1971; Loeb,

Horst, & Horton, 1980; Bakeman & Brown, 1980; Egeland, Pianta, & O’Brien, 1993;
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Jacobvitz & Sroufe, 1987) as well as warmth and hostility on child adjustment
(Colman, Hardy, Albert, Raffaelli, & Crockett, 2006; Dennis, 2006).

Literature considering the effects of parent-child relations on children in the
context of inter-parental conflict has particularly highlighted these latter affective
aspects of the parent-child relationships as predictive of child adjustment problems. In
studies where both inter-parental and parent-child relations have been considered,
parental hostility in particular has been identified as an important factor in determining
children’s psychological adjustment. These studies suggest that hostile parent-child
exchanges, in the context of inter-parental conflict, are associated with heightened
levels of internalising symptoms and externalising problems in children (Harold &
Conger, 1997; Harold et al, 1997). Similar effects have been found for the impact of
parental withdrawal, in the presence of inter-parental discord, on children with higher
levels of withdrawal predicting poorer psychological and school adjustment (Katz &
Gottman, 1996, Sturge-Apple et al., 2006a, b).

From Documenting Links to Explaining Effects

The literature outlined above identifies two factors as particularly important
predictors of adjustment problems in children: inter-parental conflict and parent-child
relations. These family influences also provide an explanation of why broader or more
distal descriptors of family life, such as socio-economic conditions and divorce,
adversely affect children. Such findings suggest that these two factors have pervasive
effects on children. Studies demonstrate links between these two aspects of family
functioning and a wide range of adjustment indices, with effects being most
consistently demonstrated in relation to children’s internalising symptoms and
externalising problems but with effects on physiological arousal, school adjustment,

sleep quality and social behaviour also being documented (El-Sheikh et al., 2006; Katz,
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2001; Struge-Apple et al., 2006a, b). The literature discussed so far provides evidence
that inter-parental conflict and parent-child relations affect children’s adjustment but it
provides little insight into Aow or why these effects occur. In order to understand fully
how these two factors inform child well-being it is important to consider the specific
nature of the relationship between these two influences and the processes through
which they affect children.

Furthermore, most of the studies described above focus on the effects of inter-
parental and parent-child relations on children’s psychological adjustment. In order to
understand how far-reaching these effects may be for children, it is also important to
consider how inter-parental and parent-child relations might both serve to inform
children’s adjustment beyond the family context and how effects might be conveyed.
One context outside the family that is of particular importance to child development is
the school context. Children spend a large proportion of their time between early
childhood and late adolescence in the school setting. As such, it is an important setting
for child development and their ability to function well in this context has implications
for their adaptation to adult life (Ek, Sovio, Remes, & Jarvelin, 2005; Guay, Larose, &
Boivin, 2004; Kosterman, Graham, Hawkins, Catalano, & Herrenkohl, 2001; Pelkonen,
Marttunen, & Aro, 2003; Windle, Mun, & Windle, 2005).

Effects have been documented between family influences and children’s school-
related outcomes. Specifically, research to date has noted the impact of factors such as
family economic pressure (Conger et al., 1992; 1993), parent education (Considine &
Zappala, 2002) and family income (Amato & Ochiltree, 1986) on school performance
and aptitude. The impact of divorce and family structure on children’s school
behaviour and academic achievement has also been documented (Emery, Hetherington,

& DilLalla, 1984; Hetherington et al., 1982; Milne, Myers, Rosenthal, & Ginsberg,
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1986). There are also a large number of studies demonstrating links between the
parent-child relationship and children’s behaviour and performance in school (e.g.,
Jacobson & Hofmann, 1997; Strage & Brandt, 1999). A small number of studies have
documented the influence of inter-parental conflict on children’s school outcomes
(Doyle & Markiewicz, 2005; Sturge-Apple et al., 2006a, b).

On the whole, studies documenting family influences on children at school have
made a strong case for drawing links between these two domains. However, compared
to literature linking family influences to children’s psychological adjustment, this
literature has provided a less detailed account of how these effects occur. This
literature will be considered further in Chapter 2.

In order to investigate 1) the processes through which inter-parental and parent-
child relations inform child adjustment and 2) how these effects might be transferred to
other contexts of child development, theoretical approaches to understanding faniily
effects on children will be considered.

Theoretical Overview

There are three main theoretical perspectives relevant to understanding the
effects of family relationships on children as outlined in this thesis: social learning
theory, family systems theories and social-cognitive theories.

Learning Theory and Social Learning Theory

Early behavioural learning principles indicate that behaviour is learned as a
result of exposure to punishments and rewards. In this way an increased engagement in
certain behaviours might be facilitated by the introduction of a positive stimuli, or
reward, and discouraged by the introduction of a negative stimuli, or punishment
(Skinner, 1938; Tolman, 1932). In this way behaviour may be reinforced over a period

of time to produce ingrained behaviour patterns. Social learning theory (Bandura,
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1977) built on these principles but also considered the roles of cognition and
environment in order to provide a more social-behavioural account of child
development. This theory contends that the child takes an active role in their own
environment. Therefore, children do not just learn through a schedule of punishments
and rewards, they also learn from their social environment by observing behaviour and
deriving rules from these observed events, which allow the child to make assessments
of the likely outcomes based on a given course of action. This ability to derive general
rules based on observed behaviours and consequences is called vicarious learning and it
allows children to learn from their social environment based on events that may not
involve them directly (Bandura, 1977). Based on their observations of the social
environment, children may enact, or model, the behaviour they have learnt. This
modelling of observed behaviours provides one simple explanation of how effects are
transferred from inter-parental and parent-child relations to child adjustment. For
example, children may observe a hostile exchange between parents and may model this
behaviour in their own social exchanges (see Erel & Burman, 1995).

However, the emphasis in this theory is on the interplay between cognition,
behaviour and environment (reciprocal determinism, Bandura, 1977). This interplay
provides children with a strategy for choosing which behaviours to enact and which
ones not to engage in. Therefore, in order to reproduce an observed behaviour, children
must first be motivated to do so. Previous personal experience or vicarious learning
may provide children with this motivation. Once a behaviour is enacted the child can
also evaluate the consequences of the behaviour, if they are favourable it is more likely
the child will enact this behaviour again in the future. In the family context, for
example, children who witness conflicted inter-parental exchanges may modél this

behaviour. They may be further motivated to copy this behaviour if they reason that it
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may distract parents from their own negative inter-parental exchanges. - If this
behaviour results in successful termination of the negative inter-parental exchange then
the parents have served to reinforce the child’s behaviour by providing the child with
their desired outcome.

There are some limitations to social learning theory. It does not explicitly take
into account the child’s developmental stage or cognitive capacities in accounting for
how children interpret observed behaviour. Also, it only really acknowledges events
that are directly proximal to children and are salient in their immediate environment or
directly observable to them (e.g., violence on television). Therefore, the wider social
context within which the child operates is overlooked.

Functionally, social learning theory emphasises the salient aspects of events in
relation to outcomes or behaviours pertinent to the child’s level of appraisal and derived
sense of implication (i.e., learning). The perspective emanated as a direct extension
from of classic learning-based approaches (Skinner, 1938; Tolrhan, 1932) to explaining
the origins and sequalae of children’s social and behavioural development. This
perspective was derived as a reactionary product to earlier intra-psychic stage-based
approaches to understanding child development (e.g., Freud 1914; Eriksson, 1968).
Interestingly, as a reaction to the reductionist criticisms levied at learning and social
learning perspectives in turn, a return to internal, emotion-focused processes was
facilitated by Bowlby and colleagues (e.g., Bowlby, 1969; 1973) in articulating classic
attachment theory. |
Attachment Theory

In contrast to these learning-based approaches to understanding child
socialisation, attachment theory emphasises the importance of affective reiations

between parents and children as a source of security and support for the child. As
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described earlier, attachment is conceptualised as the bond that develops between the
child and his of her primary care-giver (Bowlby, 1969). These emotional bonds have
been described in terms of the child perceiving the parent as a secure base from which
to explore and understand their wider social world (Ainsworth et al., 1978). Perceiving
the parent as a secure base means that the child has confidence in the parent’s
availability and responsiveness. As such, attachment quality informs the child’s sense
of autonomy and mastery. It also serves as a foundation for more generalised
expectations about other relationships and interactions.

Attachment security is derived from previous and current experiences within the
parent-child relationship. Furthermore, contextual factors can temper the nature and
quality of attachment. The family context has been emphasised as a particularly
influential factor in understanding child distress and security. Consistent with this,
some researchers have highlighted the importance of the family itself as a secure base
(Bying-Hall, 1995). Beyond experiences in the parent-child relationship, a number of
studies have documented the effects of the inter-parental relationship on children’s
attachment security (Belsky, 1999; Davies et al, 2002; Owen & Cox, 1997). Findings
suggest that while supportive inter-parental relations serve to augment attachments,
negative or hostile interactions between parents can be detrimental to attachment
security. It is proposed that inter-parental conflict impacts on attachment security
because, under these conditions, parents are a source of distress for the child and this
may undermine the child’s perception of the parent as a source of security and support
(Owen & Cox, 1997Waters & Cummings, 2000). Therefore, attachment security not
only provides children with a basis from which to form generalised working models of
relationships, it can also be affected by other relationships and contextual factors.

One approach that builds further on the concept of the cross over of influences from
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one family relationship to another is provided by systems theories such as family
system theory and ecological theory.
Family Systems Theory and Ecological Theory

One theory that provides significant consideration of the contexts within which
the child develops is family systems theory. It acknowledges two important factors that
advance understanding of child development with respect to family influences. First, it
suggests that children develop as part of a number of different systems, such as the
family system and the school system. Second, it proposes that these systems are
interrelated. It contends that children are influenced by, and influence, these systems
on both distal and proximal levels.

This theory was developed from general systems theory (Bertalanffy, 1973) and
it suggests that systems possess four fundamental properties: 1) wholeness and order, 2)
adaptive self-stabilisation, 3) self-organisation and 4) hierarchical structuring (Laszlo,
1972). Wholeness and order refers to the notion that the whole is more than the sum of
its parts; the whole does not only contain the parts it also provides information on the
relationship between parts. Therefore examining parts in isolation does not allow
satisfactory reconstruction of the whole. With respect to the family system, this theory
suggests that early focus on the parent-child relationship in absence of consideration
any other relationships within the family does not provide an accurate account of how
family relationships inform child adjustment; family processes can not be reduced to
parent-child processes. This provides an argument for considering both inter-parental
and parent-child relationships in order to understand family effects on children (Buehler
& Gerard, 2002; Fincham, Grych, & Osborne, 1994; Harold & Conger, 1997; Harold et
al., 1997).

The second property of adaptive self-stabilisation refers to the homeostatic

20



features of the system, which allow the system to self-regulate and compensate for
changing conditions in the environment by making internal adjustments to maintain
stability. This allows the family unit to adapt to changes such as children changing
schools, parents changing or losing jobs and moving to a new neighbourhood.
However, the family also needs to change in order to accommodate new conditions;
this is termed adaptive self-organisation (Sameroff, 1989). For example, there are often
permanent structural changes to the family unit. The birth of a child or the departure or
introduction of a spousal partner constitute permanent changes to which the family
must adapt and reorganise itself (Cox & Paley, 1997).

The last property of hierarchical structure describes the nested quality of
systems. Each system is composed of smaller subsystems, which also function as
systems. Therefore systems operate on microcosmic to macrocosmic levels. In the
family setting, as outlined by Minuchin (1985), the éhild him- or herself functions as a
system (as do other members of the family); family dyads, such as mother-child, inter-
parental and sibling relationships function as systems; and the family as a whole
represents a system. The family unit has many subsystems within it and family
members can be members of more than one subsystem at once. In this way a mother
can be a member of the mother-child dyad and the marital dyad simultaneously
(Minuchin, 1985). Consequently, these systems are interconnected such that
disturbances in one dyad may inform the functioning of another dyad. In this way, and
of importance to this thesis, disturbances in the inter-parental relationship may disrupt
the parent-child relationship.

Furthermore, the family functions within larger societal structures such as
neighbourhoods or communities, which are also systems. Therefore, the child is part of

the family system but also as a member of wider social systems such as the school and

21



the community. Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) ecological theory, expands on this further, it
describes the relationship between the human as a growing organism and the changing
environments within which it develops. The emphasis here is on contexts for
development and the notion that these contexts may overlap. For example, a child can
be a member of a peer group and a school simultaneously.

The implication in this theory is that to understand human development, it is
important to go past simple observations and begin to examine multiperson systems
that are not limited to one setting. This perspective affords more dynamic appraisals of
putative influences on child development; research, rather than being over simplified
and outcome focused, should emphasise processes of and contexts for development, it
should also consider the development of the child across bontexts.

Ecological theory depicts the ecological environment as a hierarchical structure;
with simple systems nested in more complex ones (see Figure 1). In this way systems
can be considered on many different levels. The simplest level is the microsystem,
which represents the level on which the child interacts with his or her immediate
environment or environments, such environments include school, home and peer group.
This microsystem is nested in a higher level structure termed the mesosystem. At this
level interrelations among environments in which the child is present are considered.
Therefore, relations between settings such as school, home and peer group are
considered here. The next level is the exosystem, this is an extension of the
mesosytem, it contains settings that may have some influence on the child’s
development but do not directly contain the child. Examples of this would include
government and the mass media. The final structure is the macrosystem, within which
all the other structures are nested. Bronfenbrenner describes the macrosystem as “the

overarching institutional patterns of the culture or subculture, such as the economic,
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social, educational, legal and political systems, of which micro-, meso-, and exosystems

are the concrete manifestations” (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, p515).

microsystem

mesosystem

exosystem

macrosystem

Figure 1: Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Framework

Most literature examining child adjustment has focused on the microsystem —
that is, looking at the effects of the child’s immediate environments on them; the
primary environment to the child being the family. This is evidenced by the large body
of literature discussed above, which documents the impact of inter-parental and parent-
child relations on children's psychological adjustment. At the mesosystem level there
are several important issues: 1) the impact of one system on the child’s functioning in
another, 2) the impact of more than one system on the child and 3) ecological transition
and these are of particular relevance to the current thesis.

Children typically experience the family context as the primary domain of

development. However, when children reach the age of four or five in the UK they are
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introduced to the school environment. As ecological theory suggests that these family
and school systems are interconnected, children’s experiences of family life may
influence children’s level of functioning in the school context and, conversely, their
experiences at school may inform their adaptation in the family context. For example,
the way children behave as a result of peer group influences (Laird, Jordan, Dodge,
Pettit, & Bates, 2001; Vitaro, Brendgen, Pagani, Tremblay, & McDuff, 1999) may
affect their interactions with parents. Similarly, children’s experiences of family life
serve to inform their behaviour in a peer group or school setting (Parke & Ladd, 1992;
Pettit, Harrist, Bates, & Dodge, 1991). It is also possible that there are combined effects
of both settings on children. However, there is evidence to suggest that, though there is
some degree of reciprocity, the family is the primary context for child development;
therefore, this is the most influential setting for children (Collins et al., 2000). This will
be considered further in Chapters 2, 3 and 4.

Another important feature of the mesosystem level is ecological transition.
Ecological transitions are described as “the successive shifts in role and setting that
every person undergoes throughout the lifespan” (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, pp 525).
Examples of this include the birth of a child in the family, divorce, and the move to
primary school or from primary school to secondary school. Such transitions often
include more than one setting and mark changes in role as well as activity and
sometimes in physical location. For example, a child starting primary school
exchanges time in the home (or nursery) for time in school where they may become
members of other settings (e.g., peer group, classroom), they take on the new role of
“pupil” and engage in new activities related to learning and friendship building.
Transitions most pertinent to the family-school interface involve school transitions, and

these will be investigated further in Chapter 5.
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Family systems theories provide an important framework from which to
understand the conceptual connectedness of family with other systems. It also gives an
account of pertinent influences within different levels of systemic strucﬁxres. However,
further consideration needs to be given to how effects are transferred from one social
context to another and #ow contexts might combine to inform child development. One
important perspective that provides an explanation of how this may occur is social
cognition.

Social Cognitive Theories

Social cognitive theories build on social learning theory, placing emphasis on
the role of perceptions and subjective evaluations of the social environment. The
implication is that individuals construct and develop meaning relating to themselves
and the social world around them (Noam, Chandler, & Lal.onde, 1995). Specifically,
social cognitions represent the processing by individuals of information relating to
themselves, others and the social environment (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). Central to this
approach is the concept that individuals make mental representations of how the social
world functions. These mental representations are known as schemata, which are
collections of knowledge based on past experience centring on a particular event, theme
or person, they provide a working model, guiding attention, memory and behaviour in
novel situations (Markus & Zajonc, 1985). Based on this individuals can also make
attributions about the behaviour of others or themselves in many social situations
beyond the information provided by the present situation (Heider, 1958). These
derived schemata and attributions guide an individual’s behaviour in a given situation.

One social cognitive theory, which has been applied effectively to child
development, is social information processing (Crick & Dodge, 1994; Dodge, 1993). It

suggests that children are active interpreters of their surroundings; they encounter social
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situations already instilled with memories, past experiences and schemata. Therefore,
previous experiences of interpersonal exchanges will provide children with examples
that form their comprehension and expectations relating to a current circumstance.‘ This
theory proposes that children’s behaviour in any given situation is determined by a
series of sequential processing stages in which information about the environment is
encoded stored, retrieved and acted upon (Crick & Dodge, 1994; Criss, Pettit, Bates,
Dodge, & Lapp, 2002; Dodge, 1985; 1986; Slaby & Guerra, 1988).

Crick and Dodge (1994) provided a detailed account of these sequential steps.
Children must first encode the internal and external cues and then interpret them.
These first two steps allow children to have a mental representation, or schema, of their
present social situation. Interpretation of a given situation may be informed by relevant
knowledge from past experience, including previously derived attributions and social
cues. After the child has encoded and interpreted the cues they must then devise or
clarify a goal for the situation. Goals are states of arousal that aim to produce specific
outcomes; these can be determined by feelings, temperament, adult instruction and
cultural norms. After goals have been clarified the child must construct, or access a
response, often generating multiple potential responses for any one situation. From this
bank of responses the child must make a selection. To do this, they must evaluate the
responses based on the relative success or failure of past behaviour in achieving goals,
moral rules or values and self efficacy. This process results in the most positively
evaluated response being selected and enacted.

As implied above, because children’s comprehension of current events is based
on schemata and attributions formed by their own interpretations of past events,
previous negative experiences can inform children’s expectations in new situations or

contexts. For example, if a child is exposed to hostile exchanges within the home that
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child may learn to expect hostile exchanges in novel social exchanges outside the home
leading to a hostile attribution bias, creating a tendency to view others’ behaviour as
hostile, even in the absence of evidence of clear intent (Nasby, Hayden, & DePaulo,
1979; Pettit, et al., 1991). In this way, children’s memories of social exchanges within
the family, encoded according to their own subjective interpretations, serve as the basis
for understanding their interpretations and expectations relating to subsequent social
exchanges. So children’s interpretations of exchanges in one family relationship will
inform their understanding and expectations relating other family relationships.

Furthermore, children’s interpretations can become ingrained over time. Crick
and Dodge (1994) suggest that early experiences “lay down the neural paths™ initially
that subsequent experiences will negotiate (p81). Based on previous interpretations and
greater efficiency developing in the neural pathways, patterns will become more rigid
over time. Therefore, early experiences will then continue to inform children’s
interpretations of later exchanges and their understanding of exchanges and experiences
across contexts. This interpretation of new situations based on previous experience
demonstrates how social cognitions might explain the effects of family relationships on
children’s adaptation across contexts. As the majority of children’s early experiences
occur within the family, it is feasible that this context provides some of the most rigid
working models informing their social knowledge. Therefore, children’s experiences
of family life will determine their interpretation of events that occur across settings.
Links Between Cognitions and Adjustment

Social information processing may offer several explanations of the impact of
social exchanges within the family on children’s adjustment. Specifically, there are
several stages in cognitive processing where biases may lead to maladaptive cognitions

and responses, providing implications for children’s emotions and social interactions.
po P g 1mp
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First, biases may occur when cues are being encoded. There are a vast amount of cues
in the social environment; because of this, previously developed heuristics are used to
ensure that only the relevant sectionsb are encoded. Biases at this point inay mean that
relevant information is overlooked or that individuals may pay selective attention to
particular types of cues, such as hostile cues, over others (Dodge, 1985).

Secondly, cues are interpreted to produce a mental representation of their
meaning, especially with respect to threat or the intentions of others. Representations
also may be subject to biases. If cues are represented mentally as threatening the
individual is more likely to respond in an aggressive manner (Nasby et al., 1979). In
support of this, aggressive behaviour in children is associated with a number of biases
in cognitive processing. When presented with a social situation aggressive children are
most likely to attend to aggressive cues within the environment over benign cues and
have problems attending to other, more relevant stimuli (Dodge & Coie, 1987; Dodge,
Pettit, Bates, & Valente, 1995). These children tend to pay less attention to external
cues when interpreting behaviour of others; instead they rely on their own stereotypes
or the most recent cues (Dodge & Newman, 1981; Dodge & Tomalin, 1987). They are
also more likely to have hostile attribution biases relating to others’ behaviour (Dodge,
Pettit, McClaskey, & Brown, 1986) and to interpret ambiguous situations as hostile
(Dodge et al., 1995; Dodge et al., 1986; Graham & Hudley, 1994). Furthermore,
aggressive children appear to generate fewer hypothetical responses, and poorer quality
responses, to social exchanges (Shure & Spivack, 1980) and generate a higher number
of potential aggressive responses (Waas, 1988). Research has also demonstrated that
these children make more positive assessments of outcomes of aggressive behavioural
responses (Crick & Ladd, 1990; Guerra, Huesmann, & Hanish, 1995).

Studies have also shown links between cognitive styles and depressive
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symptoms. Children experiencing higher levels of depressive symptoms appear to
selectively attend to negative aspects of social events (Dodge, 1993). Similar -to
aggressive children, they tend to have hostile attribution biases but they are more likely
to generate indirect or passive responses to the perceived aggressive stimulus (Quiggle,
Garber, Panak, & Dodge, 1992). Furthermore, these children are subject to other
attributional biases such that they make stable, internal attributions for social failure but
external attributions for social success (Crick & Ladd, 1993).

Anxious children are most likely to selectively attend to threatening cues and
view ambiguous situations as threatening (Daleiden & Vasey, 1997). They often select
avoidant responses to social exchanges (Barrett, Rapee, Dadds, & Ryan, 1996) and
have a tendency to expect negative outcomes from social events (Chorpita, Albano, &
Barlow, 1996). Similar to children with symptoms of depression they seem to make
stable, internal attributions for their social failures (Daleiden & Vasey, 1997).

Children who are socially isolated and withdrawn show a different pattern of
cognitions. They tend to be less accurate in their encoding of relevant social
information (Harrist, Zaia, Bates, Dodge, & Pettit, 1997), especially with respect to
understanding other peoples’ intentions (Waldman, 1996). They also appear to
generate fewer proactive and more indirect, passive potential responses to social
situations (Chung & Asher, 1996) and are more likely to evaluate these types of
responses as positive (Erdly & Asher, 1998). Socially competent children on the other
hand are inclined to encode social cues more accurately (Dodge & Price, 1994). They
are less likely to attribute hostile intent (Dodge & Price, 1994) and more likely to
perceive benign intent (Nelson & Crick, 1999) in others’ behaviour. They are also
more likely to positively evaluate prosocial goals and are less inclined to evaluate

aggressive strategies positively than their aggressive counterparts (Chung & Asher,
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1996).
A Summary of Theoretical Approaches

The three theories outlined above provide a basis from which to consider family
effects on children’s adaptation across settings. Social learning theory (Bandura, 1977)
provided an early account of how cognitions, behaviour and environment interact to
inform children’s understanding of their social environment and their behaviour as a
result of that understanding. Two theories building from this were then explored in
order to consider how family relationships might be interrelated and how they might
inform children’s adjustment across contexts. Ecological theory (Bronfenbrenner,
1977) provided a framework recognising that children develop within complex
interlocking social systems, which can combine to inform child developmenf. Social
information processing theory (Crick & Dodge, 1994) provided an account of how
these effects can be transferred from one context to another and how experiences in
several contexts might consolidate existing cognitions and inform children’s schemata
and attributions. These in turn inform their understanding of social situations and
orient their behavioural and emotional responses. In this thesis, these theories will
serve as the conceptual basis for understanding how children’s experiences of family
life affect their ability to function well in school and how family and school settings
may combine to inform children’s psychological and academic adaptation.

The next section of this chapter will consider how these perspectives relate to
the two family relationships identified earlier as particularly important for
understanding child adjustment: the parent-child relationship and the inter-parental
relationship. Research highlighted earlier demonstrated that these two aspects of
family functioning are particularly important to understanding child adjustment.

Further discussion will use the theories outlined above to serve as a basis for
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understanding how inter-parental conflict and parent-child relations affect child
adjustment and the mechanisms through which these effects occur.

Inter-Parental Conflict and Parent-Child Relations: A Process-Oriented Approach

The theories outlined above suggest three primary issues important to providing
a process-oriented account of the influence of inter-parental and parent-child relations
on children. First they suggest that dyadic relationships within the family are
interconnected. This suggests that the inter-parental relationship informs the parent-
child relationship and vice versa. Second, they suggest that children’s cognitions
derived from witnessing social exchanges shape their interpretations of other social
situations and their behavioural responses to these situations. Finally they suggest that,
as children operate in multiple social contexts, their experiences in one context may
serve to inform their adjustment in another context. Each of these issues will be
considered further below.

Inter-Parental Conflict and Child Adjustment: Effects Through the Parent-Child

Relationship

The majority of research supporting the connections between inter-parental and
parent-child relations has suggested that, while some bi-directional effects may exist,
conflict in the inter-parental relationship is more likely to inform the quality of the
parent-child relationship rather than vice versa. Literature considering interrelatedness
of these two factors has proposed that the link is best accounted for by a transfer of
negative affect from the inter-parental relationship to the parent-child relationship (Erel
& Burman, 1995). This may occur for a number of reasons. First, intense conflict
between parents may lead to a spillover of hostility into the parent-child relationship
leading parents to express hostility towards the child (Engfer, 1988; Erel & Burman,

1995). Second, parents experiencing high levels of inter-parental conflict may attempt
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to detract from the problems in their own relationship by directing their attention away
from the couple relationship and toward the problems in the parent-child relationship;
therefore, scapegoating the child for problems in the marital relationship (Fauber et al.,
1990; Vogel & Bell, 1960). Finally, parents experiencing high levels of inter-parental
conflict may be less emotionally available for their children, which may lead to
inconsistent parenting styles (Emery et al., 1984; Erel & Burman, 1995) or more
withdrawn and less emotionally responsive parenting (Katz & Gottman, 1996).

In support of this, research has documented a robust correlation between aﬁ‘gct
expressed in the inter-parental relationship and that expressed in the parent-child
relationship (Cox, Paley, & Harter, 2001; Erel & Burman, 1995; Fauber & Long, 1991).
Many of these studies have demonstrated that inter-parental conflict impacts on child
adjustment through its effect on the parent-child relationship. This strong and
consistent association between inter-parental conflict and parent-child relations, and
between parent-child relations and child adjustment, has lead some researchers to
suggest that as the effects of the inter-parental relationship on children appear to
operate through the parent-child relationship, then it is the latter relationship that should
be considered of primary importance to child adjustment and not the former (Fauber &
Long, 1991).

However, if effects of inter-parental conflict were only conveyed to children
through the parent-child relationship, this conflict would impact on children regardl_ess
of whether they were present to witness it or not. In opposition to this, a study
conducted by Emery, Fincham and Cummings (1992) provided evidence that children
are more adversely affected by conflict between parents if they are present to witness it
than if they are not, suggesting that effects of inter-parental conflict on children are not

entirely explained by the parent-child relationship. Instead, conflict must also exert
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some direct effects on children, which may be informed by their own interpretation of
inter-parental exchanges.
Inter-Parental Conflict and Child Adjustment: The Role of Child Appraisals

Research relating to social cognition, as discussed earlier, has provided evidence
that children’s understanding of novel situations is based on their cognitive
representations built by subjective interpretation of past events (Crick & Dodge, 1994).
This work emphasises that children’s subjective evaluations of social events, rather
than the events per se, more closely correspond to their behavioural responses, and that
these interpretations and evaluations of a given social exchange serve to inform their
interpretations and behavioural responses in future exchanges in different contexts.

Research considering direct links between inter-parental conflict and child
adjustment has used accounts of social information processing to explain the unique
contribution of conflict to children’s psychological well-being. This research has
highlighted the role of children’s appraisals of the inter-parental relationship in
explaining variation child adjustment in the context of conflict in this relationship
(Davies & Cummings, 1994; Davies et al., 2002; Grych & Fincham, 1990; Grych, et
al., 2003). It suggests, in particular, a direct link between children’s appraisals of
conflict situations and their adjustment outcomes. Therefore, children actively attempt
to understand conflict situations and respond according to this understanding (Davies &
Cummings, 1994; Grych & Fincham, 1990; Harold & Conger, 1997). In this way,
different children witnessing the same conflict may interpret it differently according to
their own subjective appraisals. This suggests that children’s appraisals of conflict
should more consistently predict adjustment outcomes than parents’ reports of conflict,
a suggestion that has been borne out in recent research (Davies et al., 2002; Harold et

al., 1997; Harold, Shelton, Goeke-Morey, & Cummings, 2004).
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The theory of inter-parental conflict that most closely corresponds to this
information processing approach is the cognitive contextual framework, proposed by
Grych and Fincham (1990). This purports that children's cognitive evaluations of
conflict between parents are fundamental to understanding the impact that this conflict
has on their psychological well-being. It proposes that children’s interpretation of the
inter-parental exchanges inform their immediate affective reactions and that the
emotions elicited determine more in-depth processing of the interaction (Grych &
Cardoza-Fernandez, 2001). The appraisals that children form are also likely to be
informed by the characteristics of the conflict, the context (for example, prior
experience of similar conflicted exchanges and the nature of the parent-child
relationship) and the age of the child. The emotional climate of family relations,
previous experience of conflict, interpretation of conflict, and the child’s coping ability
also inform this understanding.

Specific attributions have been identified as particularly potent in the context of
inter-parental conflict. Specifically, it is important for children to identify whether a
hostile inter-parental exchange is threatening to them. Attributions relating to threat
will determine children’s behavioural responses to conflict. For example, children who
perceive inter-parental conflict as personally threatening and feel unable to cope may
seek to withdraw from that exchange (Kerig, 2001). Evidence has also suggested that
children make attributions in order to establish who is responsible for the conflict.
While locating blame for the conflict with parents might be quite adaptive for children,
feeling responsible for the conflict themselves may lead to negative emotions that
might motivate them to intervene and attempt to resolve the conflict. This may entail
the child becoming a direct target for the hostility being expressed in the exchange or

could lead to children repeatedly engaging in ‘acting out’ behaviour to divert parents’
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attention away from the conflicted exchange (Cummings, Davies, & Campbell, 2000;
Davies & Cummings, 1994). Recent research has specifically implicated these two
appraisals: threat and self-blame as mediators of the relationship between inter-parental
conflict and adjustment problems.

Appraisals of threat have been repeatedly linked with internalising symptoms
(Grych et al., 2000; Grych, et al., 2003). Similarly, appraisals of self-blame have been
linked to internalising symptoms (Dadds et al., 1999; Grych et al., 2000) and
externalising problems (Dadds et al., 1999; Grych et al., 2003). However, recent
research has demonstrated a stronger relationship between self-blame and externalising
problems than between self-blame and internalising symptoms. Longitudinal research
by Grych et al. (2003) found that threat was more strongly implicated in children’s
internalising symptoms, consistent with children’s withdrawal from threatening
conflicted exchanges. The same research found that self-blame was more strongly
associated with externalising problems, consistent with the notion that children may
intervene in conflict they feel responsible for by acting out in order to distract their
parents. These acting out behaviours perhaps become ingrained over time leading to
externalising problems.

A second theory, the emotional security hypothesis, proposed by Davies and
Cummings (1994) stresses the importance of affective processes in explaining
children’s responses to inter-parental conflict. The hypothesis posits that conflict
between parents has powerful implications for children because it poses a threat to their
emotional security. Emotional‘security supports the child’s ability to cope effectively
with problems and is derived from their past experiences of the frequency, form and
resolution of inter-parental conflict. Children’s emotional security, in turn, affects their

regulation of their own emotional arousal, guides them to cope with conflict and affects
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their internal representations of family relationships.

Research has suggested implications for emotional security in children’s
internalising symptoms and externalising problems (e.g., Harold et al, 2004). Several
pathways explaining these links have been offered (Cummings et al., 2000; Davies &
Cummings, 1994). First, repeated experience of destructive conflict leads to
sensitisation and chronic arousal in children, leaving them with fewer resources to
regulate their own emotions (Davies & Cummings, 1994). Second, research has shown
that frequent exposure to conflicted inter-parental exchanges leads children to become
sensitised to conflict situations, this leads to increasingly intense responses. Third,
consistent with social information processing perspectives, past experience of negative
inter-parental conflict increases the likelihood that children will interpret current
conflict as negative and ensures that they will attend to more negative aspects of
conflicted exchanges so they are more likely to view conflict as threatening, leading to
higher levels of emotional arousal (Crick & Dodge, 1994; Davies & Cummings, 1994).
Finally, children may be motivated to improve their emotional security by attempting to
reduce or end conflict between parents.

Inter-Parental Conflict, Parent Child Relations and Child Adjustment: A Combined

Approach

Some researchers have begun to assert that trying to assess the contribution of
either the inter-parental or the parent-child subsystem to children’s adjustment in
absence of the other provides only partial understanding of the influences of family
relationships on child adjustment (Buehler & Gerard, 2002; Fincham et al., 1994;
Harold & Conger, 1997; Harold et al., 1997). Consistent with family systems theory, it
is suggested that effects from these subsystems do not occur independently. Rathef itis

important to understand how inter-parental conflict and parent-child relations mutually
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influence child adjustment. In recognition of this, Harold and colleagues proposed a
family wide model (Harold & Conger, 1997; Harold et al., 1997) in which inter-
parental conflict impacts on children via their perceptions of the inter-parental
relationship and through their perceptions of the parent-child relationship. As
highlighted in social information processing theories, this model posits that children’s
subjective evaluations of exchanges within a given family relationship serve to inform
their working models of relationships in general (Crick & Dodge, 1994). In this way,
previous experience of inter-parental conflict can serves as an “emotional primer”
making children more sensitive to conflict and hostility in the relationships they share
with other members of the family (Harold & Conger, 1997). Aé it has been noted in
previous studies that the intensification of inter-parental conflict serves to disrupt the
relationship between parent and child (Fauber & Long, 1991; Erel & Burman, 1995),
the family wide model posits that perceptions of the inter-parental relationship will be
particularly relevant to children’s appraisals relating to the parent-child relationship.

Evidence supporting this model has demonstrated that both inter-parental
conflict and parent-child relations contribute to children’s appraisals of these two
relationships (Harold & Conger, 1997; Harold, et al., 1997). However, children’s
appraisals of conflict between parents also inform their appraisals of the parent-child
relationship. Therefore, children who perceive inter-parental conflict to be destructive
are also likely to interpret parent-child relations as more hostile and threatening. So
conflict serves as a context for disrupted appraisals of both inter-parental and parent-
child relations and it is these evaluations that inform subsequent adjustment in terms of
internalising symptoms and externalising problems (Harold & Conger, 1997; Harold et
al., 1997).

Overall, it appears that accounts suggesting effects of inter-parental conflict on
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children via disturbances in the parent-child relationship and those suggesting effects
through children’s appraisals of inter-parental conflict both provide important
explanations of the mechanisms through which these inter-parental relations inform
child adjustment. However, family systems and social cognitive theories described
above suggest that both of these mechanisms are important to understanding child
adjustment in the context of family discord. Furthermore, family wide models testing
the role of these two mechanisms demonstrate the contribution of each of these
mechanisms to children’s psychological well-being. In order to provide further insight
into the nature of the effects of these factors on children, which indices of child
adjustment are affected by these two family relationships and why these effects may
occur should be considered further.

Family Relationship Effects on Children: Indices of Adjustment

Early research investigating the influence of inter-parental relations on children
noted a greater association between inter-parental conflict and psychological outcomes
associated with undercontrol and poor self-regulation, such as aggression, than with
symptoms of overcontrol, such as anxiety and withdrawal (Emery, 1982). A large body
of research has found links between dissatisfaction and discord in the inter-parental
relationship and aggressive or antisocial behaviour (Hetherington, Bridges, & Insabella,
1998; Holden & Ritchie, 1991; Peterson & Zill, 1986). Similarly, disruptive inter-
parental relations have been associated with hyperactive or impulsive behaviour (Block,
Block, & Morrison, 1981; Peterson & Zill, 1986), delinquency (McCord & McCord,
1959; Porter & O’Leary, 1980) and conduct disorder (Gonzales, Pitts, Hill, & Roosa,
2000; Long, Forehand, Fauber, & Brody, 1987; Webster-Stratton & Hammond, 1999).
However, most recent research has considered this range of aggressive, delinquent

behaviour as part of a spectrum of externalising problems (Cummings, Vogel,
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Cummings, & El-Sheikh, 1989; G;ych et al., 2003; Harold et al., 2004).

There have been several explanations of how and why negative inter-parental
exchanges are associated with these externalising problems. Firstly, as discussed
above, children may act out to distract parents from conflicted exchanges. If this
behaviour is successful in reducing or ending conflict they will be more likely to
engage in this behaviour again, leading to more and more disruptive behaviour over
time (Cummings et al, 2000; Davies & Cummings, 1994). Secondly, children may
model hostile behaviour that they witness in inter-parental exchanges (Bandura, 1977).
Finally, as a result of witnessing repeated aggressive exchanges between parents,
children appear to develop biases in social-cognitive processing leading them to
respond more aggressively to other social situations (Crick & Dodge, 1994; Pettit et al,
1991).

Robust links have also been documented between inter-parental conflict and a
range of symptoms categorised as internalising symptoms in more recent research.
Disturbances in the inter-parental relationship have been related to depressive
symptoms (Johnston, Gonzalez & Campbell, 1987; Turner & Kopiec, 2006; Unger,
Brown, Tressell, & Ellis-McLeod, 2000a) and lower self-esteem (Doyle & Markiewicz,
2005; O'Brien, Bahadur, Gee, Balto, & Erber, 1997; Turner & Kopiec, 2006), as well as
anxiety (Kerig, 1998a; Porter & O’Leary, 1980) and withdrawal (Jacobson, 1978;
Long, Slater, Forehand, & Fauber, 1988). However, the most studies considering this
range of symptoms have noted links between inter-parental conflict and broad indices
of internalising symptoms (Davies et al., 2002; Harold, et al., 2004; Holden & Ritchie,
1991).

Researchers have suggested that discordant relations between parents impact on

these internalising symptoms for several reasons. Children become sensitised to
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conflicted inter-parental exchanges after repeated exposure, and may become
increasingly physiologically and emoﬁonaliy aroused by witnessing conflict situations,
leading children to be unable to regulate their emotional responses. Also, children who
witness intense, frequent and poorly resolved conflict between parents are more likely
to feel threatened by conflict and withdraw from these exchanges; this response pattern
may become ingrained over time. Furthermore, these perceptions may contribute to
cognitive biases causing children to view other social situations as negative and
threatening (Cummings et al., 2000; Davies & Cummings, 1994; Grych & Fincham,
1990).

While the majority of research investigating family socialisation has focused on
children’s psychological adjustment, some studies have also considered how distress in
the inter-parental relationship might affect children’s social behaviour (Hetherington et
al., 1982; Lindsey, MacKinnon-Lewis, Campbell, Frabutt, & Lamb, 2002; Marks,
Glaser, Glass, & Horne, 2001). Explanations of how the inter-parental relationship
affects social competence are largely derived from social information processing theory
(Crick & Dodge, 1994). These problems in social behaviour, as described in relation to
cognitions, may be caused by children misinterpreting social situations based on
understanding derived from witnessing exchanges between parents (Crick & Dodge,
1994; Grych & Cardoza-Fernandez, 2001; Pettit et al., 1991).

There has been little application of research concerning inter-parental conflict to
the investigation of children’s academic competence. The research that does exist
largely concerns the effects of discordant divorce on academic performance (Amato &
Keith, 1991; Forehand, Neighbors, Devine, & Armistead, 1994; Long et al., 1988;
McCombs & Forehand, 1989). Some studies have considered the impact of this

relationship on children’s school adjustment (Sturge-Apple et al., 2006a, b) and their
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cognitive competence (Wierson, Forehand, & McCombs, 1988; Long et al., 1987).
However, there is little programmatic research in this area, particularly with respect to
inter-parental conflict, so it is still unclear how or why conflict between parents impacts
on children’s cognitive or academic functioning. In particular, there aré very few
studies that consider the role of children’s appraisals as a mechanism through which the
effect of conflict on school-related outcomes can be understood (see Harold et al., in
press for exceptions). This will be discussed further in Chapter 2.

Research linking aspects of the parent-child relationship, in the éontext of inter-
parental conflict, to child adjustment have considered the effects of several specific
aspects of this relationship, as outlined above. Studies have highlighted parental
hostility as particularly significant in the context of inter-parental discord. This factor
has been linked with both internalising symptoms and externalising problems in
children (Harold & Conger, 1997; Harold et al., 1997). This hostility may be
threatening to children, causing them to be;:ome withdrawn. Conversely, it also
provides children with examples of hostile, aggressive behaviour to model.

Parental withdrawal or lack of emotional availability has also been associated
with internalising symptoms and externalising problems in children (Katz & Gottman,
1996; Sturge-Apple et al., 2006a, b; Webster-Stratton & Hammond, 1999). Findings
suggest that withdrawal may lead children to feel rejected. It may also lead to a lack of
parental awareness of the child’s social world (Katz & Gottman, 1996), which may
allow children to act out undetected by the parent. Furthermore, inconsistent parenting
styles or inconsistent discipline associated with a preoccupation with problems in the
inter-parental relationship, or with disagreements between parents relating to discipline
strategies, have been linked to psychological adjustment problems (Fauber et al., 1990).

These inconsistencies provide children with few clear boundaries with respect to
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behaviour. Furthermore, conflict that arises from differences in approaches to
parenting concerns the child directly and children find this kind of child-related conflict
particularly stressful (Grych & Fincham 1993). Studies have also suggested that inter-
parental conflict can affect the nature of attachment between parent and child and that
this, in turn, is associated with children's internalising symptoms and externalising
problems (Davies et al, 2002). This is because disruptions to the attachment processes
threaten children’s emotional security, leading to feelings of distress. |

There is also a considerable amount of research concerning the impact of the
parent-child relationship on children’s adjustment in school and their academic
attainment, though very few of these studies consider effects of the parent-child
relationship on school related outcomes in the context of inter-parental conflict (see
Harold et al., in press; Sturge-Apple et al., 2006 a, b for exceptions). Common themes
in this area have been parenting styles and parenting behaviour (Aunola, Stattin, &
Nurmi, 2000; Beyer, 1995; Bronstein, Clausen, Stoll, & Abrams, 1993), attachment
(Jacobson & Hofmann, 1997; Moss & St-Laurent, 2001; Noom, Dekovic, & Meeus,
1999) and parent-child interactions (Feldman & Wentzel, 1990; Harrist, Pettit, Dodge,
& Bates, 1994). The few studies that do consider the influence of parent-child relations
in the context of conflict between parents have revealed mixed findings, with some
studies providing evidence for this relationship as a mechanism through which inter-
parental conflict leads to poor school functioning and others finding no support for this
pathway (Harold et al., in press; Sturge-Apple et al., 2006a, b). These findings will be
considered in more detail in Chapter 2.

Collectively, the literature described above provides a complex account of the
effects of inter-parental and parent-child relations on children, considering two primary

mechanisms through which effects are transferred from the inter-parental relationship
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to child adjustment. While this provides a more accurate view of how these influences
occur, further specificity can be derived by considering what factors serve to moderate
these pathways.

Age and Gender: Moderating Effects

There is evidence to suggest that family effects on children may vary with age.
Children’s responsés to family relationships vary as a function of age in several
respects. Studies have documented changes in the nature of cognitive evaluations,
behavioural responses and susceptibility to certain indices of adjustment. In particular,
children's cognitions develop as the child matures and this has implications for their
responses to social exchanges within the family.

While effects of family relationships on children appear to start early, with
children as young as 6 months of age showing distressed responses to inter-parental
conflict (Shred et al., 1991), the nature and magnitude of these responses changes over
time. In the early years children typically show distress and fear in responses to
witnessing inter-parental conflict (Cummings et al., 1989), as a result these children are
less likely than other age groups to actively intervene in conflict (Cummings & Davies,
1994).

Early to mid childhood (2-6 years of age) marks the onset of pre-operational
thought. Children in this period typically have a grasp of more abstract representation
of reality and from the age of three can remember central details of personally relevant
events in correct temporal order (Grych & Cardoza-Fernandez, 2001). Therefore these
children are able to more accurateb; represent events that have occurred within the
family. Due, perhaps, to deficits in executive function and fewer social experiences
from which to generate alternatives, these children struggle to generate possible

behavioural responses to inter-parental conflict that will allow them to change the
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outcomes of the situation or allow them to moderate their levels of emotional arousal
(Grych, 1998). Furthermore, these children tend to have a largely egocentric
perspective, which means they often fail to distinguish their own point of view from
others. This also leads these children to judge their own behaviour is highly salient,
often leading them to view their own behaviour as the cause of parental anger (Covell
& Abramovitch, 1987; Grych, 1998). Children of this age group also view their own
intervention in inter-parental disputes as an effective strategy for reducing or ending the
conflict and consequently are more likely to become directly involved (Covell & Miles,
1992; Cummings, 1994). Favourable evaluation of this strategy drops off in late
adolescence, when children favour more avoidant responses (Hetherington &
Clingempeel, 1993). One explanation for this is that children adopt more effective
strategies for dealing with conflict as they get older.

Adolescence marks the onset of puberty and formal operational thought for
children, it is also often coupled with increasingly wide social circles for children.
Adolescents have larger working memories; therefore increased ability to apply
problem solving and more sophisticated information processing. They are more able to
think systematically about logical relations within a given problem and have an
increased capacity for abstract ideas. As a result, schemata increase in sophistication
further leading to greater reliance on these to efficiently process social information
(Crick & Dodge, 1994). Therefore, adolescents may make more efficient appraisals of
family exchanges and may have more accurate recall of these events. This capacity for
abstract ideas allows these children to be more introspective at this age, allowing them
to cope with stressful events using cognitions rather than behaviour (Kleiwer, 1991).
However, this ability to be introspective may cause adolescents to view social

exchanges as more personally relevant (Elkind, 1967), which may lead them to view
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conflict between parents as more personally relevant and more pertinent to their
psychological well-being than children at earlier stages of development.

Studies have also suggested that children’s susceptibility to particular
adjustment problems in the face of family discord varies with age. Research has
suggested that toddlers are more likely to respond to stressors with temper tantrums and
aggression, whereas older children are more likely to show psychological distress
through dysphoria and passivity (Angold & Rutter, 1992; Compas, Hinden, & Gerhardt,
1995; Davies & Cummings, 1994). Rates of delinquency are also higher in older
children and peak during adolescence (Moffitt, 1993).

Additionally, the features of these family relationships that are salient to
children may vary according to age. Studies have shown th;t young children tend to
emulate parents’ behaviour more, suggesting that adjustment problems at this age may
be partly due to modelling of maladaptive behaviour witnessed in the home. This effect
appears to diminish as children enter school (Easterbrookes & Emde, 1988). As
children get older and their understanding of family interactions becomes more
sophisticated, it is likely that effects of family interactions on children become more
complex. Understanding of exchanges within the family will change over time due to
biological changes in child development and increasing complexity of cognitive
representation of social situations.

Another factor that is documented to moderate the influence of family
relationships on child adjustment is child gender. Two broad models of gender
differences in effects of inter-parental conflict on children have been proposed. First, it
has been suggested that family conflict exerts greater effects on boys than on girls.

This approach implies that boys are more vulnerable to conflict between parents

because they are less sheltered from family disputes than girls (Rutter, 1970). The
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second model is based on theories of gender socialisation, it suggests that children’s
responses to social situations are informed by gender norms and, therefore, adjustment
problems for boys and girls tend to be aligned with gender typical responses. This
means that boys are more likely to display externalising problems and girls are more
susceptible to internalising symptoms (Davies & Lindsay, 2004; Zahn-Waxler, 1993).
In relation to responses to family interactions, some research has provided support for
the contention that boys are less sheltered from conflicted family exchanges and,
therefore, are more vulnerable to adjustment problems (Block et al., 1981; Kerig, 1996;
1999). However, recent studies have suggested that this vulnerability model only holds
true for children in middle childhood and that girls may actually fare worse than boys
when they reach adolescence (Davies & Lindsay, 2001; 2004). One explanation for
this reverse of effects in adolescence is that adolescents adhere more strongly to social
norms in gender differences than children of other ages, leading boys to pursue
independence and self-direction, while girls place emphasis on communion and
therefore take greater responsibility for the family. Therefore, conflicted and
discordant family relations may actually lead to more pronounced feelings of distress
and inadequacy in girls of this age group than boys, consistent with the gender
socialisation explanation (Davies & Lindsay, 2001; 2004).

There is also some suggestion that the mechanisms through which conflict
affects children may vary as a function of gender, with some studies suggesting a more
direct impact of inter-parental conflict on boys but a more indirect route via the parent-
child relationship for effects of conflict on girls (Harold et al., 1997; Johnson &
O’Leary, 1982). However, findings relating to differences between mechanisms
between boys and girls need to be explored further before any confident conclusions

can be drawn.
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Summary and Thesis Focus

Overall, the present chapter suggests that the family is an important context
from which to understand child development. In particular, it emphasises the
importance of both inter-parental and parent-child relationships as a source of influence
on children. It highlights the role of family systems and ecological theories and social
information processing as a platform from which to understand the relationship
between these two family factors and their influence on child adjustment. Specifically,
the literature described above demonstrates the importance of children’s appraisals of
these family relationships in explaining children’s psychological adjustment in the
context of inter-parental conflict and disrupted pa:ent-child relationships. The evidence
discussed also provides a rationale for the application of these appraisal processes to
understanding family influences on children’s adjustment in the school context.
Ecological theory provides a platform for integrating family and school contexts by
suggesting that the contexts within which a child develops overlap and, as such, are
interrelated. The social information processing perspective s;uggests a means for these
effects to be transferred from the family system to the school system by demonstrating
that children’s cognitions derived from the family environment are used to inform their
understanding of other contexts. In this way appraisals'relating to family relationships
are proposed to inform children’s adjustment in the school context in the current thesis.

The programme of research covered in this thesis will also explore how
psychological processes and cognitions identified as integral to the literature pertaining
to psychological adjustment might extend to explain variation in academic adaptation.
The studies will attempt to move beyond the historic focus on internalising symptoms
and externalising problems in the literature investigating the impact of inter-parental

and parent-child relations on children in order to understand children’s ability to
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function across contexts.

As one of the most sensitive periods highlighted in children’s academic careers
is the transition children make from one school to another (Bronfenbrenner, 1977), the
thesié will also explore the effects of family stress on children’s transition from primary
to secondary school, recognising that the timing of this transition coincides with other
important developmental changes, such as the onset of adoléscence and increasingly
sophisticated cognitive processes. It will investigate the implications of family stress at
this sensitive period for aspects of social interaction and adaptation to school transition
and academic attainment. Finally, the thesis will delineate the implications of the
associated findings for family- and school-based interventions and programmes aimed
at recognising the importance of ‘the voice of the child’ as highlighted in recent
legislation.

Chapter Outline

Chapter 2: Chapter 2 will provide a review of existing research linking
children’s experiences of family life with their school-related outcomes. It will identify
the key themes in research making family-school connections in comparison to
literature linking family influences to psychological adjustment and consider the range
of school-related outcomes featured in this research. It will also emphasise the need for
more process-oriented research when assessing the impact of the family context on
children’s ability to function in the school context.

Chapter 3: This chapter will take a broad appreciation of the influence of
family relationships on children, suggesting that disruptions in inter-parental and
parent-child relationships tend to co-occur. This study builds on literature suggesting
that conflict and hostility in these two relationships inform children’s appraisals of each

relationship, but that appraisals relating to inter-parental conflict also actually serve to
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inform children’s appraisals of the parent-child relationship. Furthermore, this'
literature demonstrates that these appraisals relating to the parent-child relationship are
associated with children’s long-term internalising symptoms and externalising
problems (see Harold et al., 1997). Therefore, the chapter will also consider how
children’s experiences of both inter-parental and parent-child relationships inform their
appraisals of parent-child relations and how appraisals of this relationship, in turn,
inform their school-related outcomes. In terms of these outcomes, the chapter will
consider indices that represent a global assessment of school adjustment by not only
considering academic attainment but by also exploring teachers’ assessments of
behaviour and children’s ability to apply themselves at school. It will also examine the
role of school support as a moderator of the links between distress in these two family
subsystems and children’s adaptation in the school context.

Chapter 4: This chapter will build on the previous chapter by recognising that
inter-parental conflict often precedes and contributes to disruptions in the parent-child
relationship. Specifically, this study will investigate the impact of inter-parental
conflict on children’s academic attainment, paying particular attention to the role of
children’s appraisals of both the inter-parental and the parent-child relationship. The
chapter will also emphasise the importance of reconceptualising psychological
adjustment when examining its influence on other factors, in particular, children’s
school-related outcomes. Specifically, it will consider the utility of grouping
psychological adjustment into internalising symptoms and externalising problems when
attempting to explain variation in academic attainment.

Chapter 5: This chapter is distinct from the preceding two chapters because it
considers school transition as a ‘special case’ of family influences on school adaptation.

School transition is perceived as a sensitive period in which social transition from one
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school environment to another often coincides with the transition from childhood to
adolescence, and cognitive changes as children move towards the onset of formal
operational thought. The analyses in this chapter assess family and school influences
on children's expectations and adaptation to school transition. Consistent with the
previous study, this chapter examines the influence of both appraisals of the inter-
pérental and the parent-child relationship in explaining the effects of inter-parental
conflict on children's ability to function well in school in terms of internalising
symptoms, externalising problems, social adaptation and academic competence.
However, these factors are considered in the context of anticipation of transition and
actual transition from primary to secondary school.

Chapter 6: This chapter will review programmes already aimed at family-school
interventions and compare US and UK based practice and existing policy relating to
these. Based on the literature discussed in Chapters 1 and 2 and the evidence provided
in the empirical chapters it will assess existing strategies aimed at improving children’s
behaviour and performance in school. In particular it will consider the importance of
acknowledging family influences on children’s adjustment in this context and make
specific recommendations for improvements to existing practice based on the empirical
findings making specific reference to 1) the importance of the inter-parental
relationship 2) the role of child appraiséls of family-level interactions and 3) the effects
of family influences on children during times of pronounced school stress, notably, the
transition from primary to secondary school.

Chapter 7: This final chapter will be an extensive conclusion to the thesis,
providing an integrative summary of derived findings and their implications.
Limitations of the current research, recommendations for future research and practical

applications of the findings will also be discussed.
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CHAPTER 2

The first chapter of this thesis reviewed literature and theories considering the
effects of inter-parental and parent-child relationships on children’s psychological
adjustment, paying particular attention to the role of children’s cognitions relating to
these two primary family subsystems. It also noted that there has been little systematic
application of literature considering the role of appraisals in explaining the effects of
both inter-parental and parent-child relations on children’s school related outcomes.
Chapter 2 will review literature assessing family effects on children’s academic
adaptation. This literature will be used to consider how mechanisms through which
family relationships are demonstrated to affect children’s psychological functioning
might relate to children’s school adjustment.

Traditionally, literature concerned with family socialisation and literature
making family-school connections have followed distinct lines of inquiry. Therefore,
themes emphasised in one domain have not necessarily crossed over to the other. As a
result, while studies assessing children’s development within the family context have
emphasised the importance of inter-parental and parent-child relations, research
considering children’s development in the school context has had a different focus.
This second chapter will, therefore, concentrate on reviewing research considering
these forms of family-level influences and children’s academic capabilities.

Family Influences on School Outcomes

Literature investigating familial influences on children’s academic adaptation is
in short supply compared to the literature linking family experiences and psychological
adjustment. Notably, there is a large body of research assessing the latter that focuses

on how both inter-parental and parent-child relations inform children’s psychological
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well-being. While these studies have reached a so called ‘second generation’ of
research (Davies & Cummings 2002), which considers the processes through which
inter-parental and parent-child relations impact on children, research concerning
family-school connections shows less systematic investigation of these two sources of
influence. Research assessing the family-school interface has typically focused on
documenting three broad domains of family influences on children: socio-economic
factors (e.g., McLoyd, 1998), the parent-child relationship (e.g., Aunola et al., 2000;
Feldman & Wentzel, 1990), and divorce and family structure (Amato & Keith, 1991;
Demo & Acock, 1996; Ham, 2004).
Socio-Economic Status and Other Wider Community Factors

Socio-economic status refers to the social and economic standing that a given
person or family may have and is often indexed by parents’ education levels, family
income and parents’ occupation. There is evidence to suggest that this aspect of family
functioning affects children's behaviour in school and their academic achievement
(Considine & Zappala, 2002; Hope & Bierman, 1998). Several pathways of influence
have been suggested in relations between socio-economic status, children’s
psychological adjustment and school outcomes. It can impact on interpersonal
relationships within the home through feelings of stress relating to economic hardship
(Conger et al., 1992; 1993). It may also determine the amount of resources available to
the child within the home, such as books and computers (Entwisle & Alcxandér, 1995).
Furthermore, families with low socio-economic status tend to live in more deprived
areas in which schools are overpopulated and under funded; these areas may also be
subject to more community violence and higher crime rates (Hope & Bierman, 1998).

A major literature review of the effects of socio-economic disadvantage on child

cognitive functioning, socio-emotional functioning and academic achievement was
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conducted by McLoyd (1998). It identified low socio-ecoﬁomic status, family poverty
and economically disadvantaged neighbourhoods as unique predictors of podr cognitive
functioning, socio-emotional functioning and low academic achievement. The review
highlights family income as one of the most potent predictors of poor outcomes.
Further, it suggests that effects of socio-economic status on children’s academic
outcomes can be considered at community, school and family levels. Community level
resources refer to neighbourhood socioeconomic composition, housing and crime rates.
School level influences include educational resources, teacher’s morale and teacher’s
expectations. Family level influences concern economic pressure and home resources.

Literature considering neighbourhood effects of socio-economic status on
children suggests that neighbourhoods marked by low economic deprivation also have
poorer housing, higher levels of community violence and a higher frequency of ethnic
minorities. Children from these communities tend to display higher levels of
aggression in school, lower levels of academic performance and are more vulnerable to
bullying (Considine & Zappala, 2002; Datcher, 1982; Hope & Bierman, 1998;
Schwartz & Gorman, 2003).

The general demographic of the school can also have an impact on academic
performance. In particular, research suggests that children from schools with a high
proportion of low socio-economic status pupils, a low proportion of pupils living in
intact families and a high proportion of ethnic minority pupils tend to fare worse
academically (Caldas & Bankston, 1997; 1999). Furthermore, low socio-economic
status schools have teachers with different characteristics than those of high socio-
economic status schools in terms of ethnicity, gender and years of teaching and these
factors are associated with children’s attendance, attention to work and academic

performance (Farkas, Grobe, Sheehan, & Shaun, 1990).
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There are several family-level mechanisms that have been propqsed to explain
the effect of family socio-economic status on children. Parents from low socio-
economic status families tend to have lower aspirations and expectations for their
children and feel less equipped to help their children with schoolwork (Amato &
Ochiltree, 1986; Zady & Portes, 2001). Furthermore, the stresses associated with
economic hardship may lead to feelings of financial strain, which affect parents’
psychological well-being, levels of inter-parental conflict and the nature of the parent-
child relationship as well as parents’ school involvement. These factors in turn affect
children’s psychological adjustment and their academic attainment (Conger et al., 1992;
1993; Gutman & Eccles, 1999).

From the above literature it appears that the relationship between socio-
economic status and academic performance is mediated by factors more proximal to the
child. In school, socio-economic status affects the resources available in the classroom
(McLoyd, 1998), teachers’ experience (Farkas et al., 1990) and their expectations (Rist,
1970) and these in turn affect children’s performance. Within the family, research has
demonstrated two broad ways in which socio-economic status affects children’s school
related outcomes. First, parents from low socio-economic status families tend to be less -
involved, or less effectively involved, in their children’s schoolwork and have lower
expectations of their child’s achievement (Hess & Holloway, 1984; Zady & Portes,
2001). Second, families experiencing economic pressure tend to be more depressed
and susceptible to family conflict, which impacts on parent-child relations and
children’s psychological and academic functioning (Conger et al, 1992; 1993). As
socio-economic factors appear to affect children through these more proximal family
relationships, it is important to consider which aspects of these family relationships

affect children’s academic adaptation and through what mechanisms.
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Parenting Behaviour and Parent-Child Relations

There is a considerable amount of literature assessing the impact of the parent-
child relationship on academic achievement. This research has considered parents’
direct involvement in children’s school-related activities as well as more generalised
assessment of the quality of pé.renting and parent-child interactions.

The importance of parental involvement as a factor in children’s school
performance has been widely investigated. Research has demonstrated that the nature
and degree of parental involvement in children’s school life has a significant bearing on
children’s academic achievement, academic attitudes and behaviours, and their school
completion (Anguiano, 2004; Englund, Luckner, Whaley, & Egeland, 2004; Jeynes,
2005; 2007; Ratelle, Larose, Guay, & Senécal, 2005).

Parental involvement is a broad construct made up of various components
including parental aspirations and expectations, their involvement with school activities
and their supervision of school-related activities within the home. One meta-analysis
demonstrated that while parental home supervision appears to exert only weak effects,
parental expectations are strongly related to children’s school-related achievements
(Fan & Chen, 2001). Work focusing specifically on parental aspirations and
expectations has suggested that this factor is important in shaping children’s academic
achievement (Fan, 2001) selection of school subjects (Jacobs, Davis-Kean, Bleeker,
Eccles, & Malanchuk, 2005), self-perceptions relating to task performance (Frome &
Eccles, 1998) and career choices (Schnabel, Alfeld, Eccles, Koller, & Baumert, 2002).
It is argued that parental expectations have such an effect on children’s school
performance because parental attitudes and expectations are conveyed to the child
through parenting behaviour and associated reward and reinforcement processes. This

shapes the child’s own perceptions in terms of academic goals, task demands and their
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own sense of competence in school-related activities. These social cognitions, in turn,
determine the child’s value judgements and expectations relating to academic tasks,
which affects their task selection and performance (Eccles & Wigfield, 1995; Parsons et
al., 1983). In this way parents’ direct involvement in their child’s academic life has an
important influence on the child’s motivation, task selection and academic
performance. This literature provides insight into the importance of parental
engagement in the child’s academic career, a concept that has been well heeded in
school-based interventions aimed at improving children’s academic performance
(Epstein, 2005). However, there is a large body of research demonstrating that the
general quality of the parent-child relationship also has significant effects on children’s
school adjustment. As this factor has also been associated with children’s
psychological and social adjustment, it appears to have far-reaching consequences for
children in the school context; not only in terms of their academic progression but also
in terms of their social, affective and behavioural adaptation.

Literature considering the influence of the quality of the parent-child
relationship on school-related outcomes, aside from parental academic engagement, can
be broadly divided into parenting characteristics or practices and the quality of the
interactions between parents and children. A number of parenting characteristics that
have positive and negative effects on children’s school adjustment have been identified.
Findings have demonstrated that supportive, involved parenting and high parental
expectations of children’s academic achievement predict the best academic outcomes
for children (Bronstein et al., 1993; Bronstein et al., 1996; Masten et al., 1999; Melby
& Conger, 1996).

Early studies assessing the impact of parenting styles on children suggested that

authoritarian parenting, characterized by strict control and lack of responsiveness has
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negative effects on children (Baumrind, 1967; 1978). Further research has indicated
that authoritarian and neglectful parenting lead to maladaptive achievement strategies
and low academic performance (Aunola et al., 2000; Steinberg et al., 1989).
Alternatively, authoritative parenting has been consistently aésociated with adaptive
achievement strategies and high levels of academic success (Aunola, et al., 2000;
Steinberg et al., 1989) even in college years (Strage & Brandt, 1999). Explanations for
the effects of parenting styles on children focus on the mediating roles of children’s
achievement strategies or motivations styles. These studies suggest that parenting
styles determine children’s academic expectations, their attributions relating to the
causes of academic failure or success and their self-discipline, and that this in turn
determines academic performance (Aunola, et al., 2000; Steinberg et al., 1989; Strage
& Brandt, 1999).

Distinct from this literature on parenting praciices, studies have also
demonstrated links between the quality of interactions in the parent-child relationship
and children’s academic performance. Much of this research has focused on
attachment, which has been associated with higher cognitive engagement and
motivation styles (Moss & St-Laurent, 2001), school readiness (Belsky & Fearon,
2002), attention and participation in school (Jacobson & Hofmann, 1997) and academic
competence (Jacobson & Hofmann, 1997; Noom et al., 1999). This research has
suggested that attachment informs children’s sense of autonomy and mastery, which
determines their ability to engage with academic tasks and perform wel‘l at them.
Therefore, children who have secure attachment styles develop a sense of confidence,
persistence and task involvement with respect to academic tasks that allows them a
more successful approach to academic achievement (Strage & Brandt, 1999).

The general quality of interactions between parents and children are also
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important in informing children’s school adjustment. Negative parent-child
interactions have been associated with poor academic competence (Harrist et al., 1994;
Pianta, Nimetz, & Bennett, 1997), low levels of frustration tolerance and poor work
habits (Pianta et al., 1997), classroom behaviour problems (Morrison, Rimm-Kauffman,
& Pianta, 2002; Pianta et al., 1997), school absences (DuBois, Eitel, & Felner, 1994)
and low grades (Feldman & Wentzel, 1990; Morrison et al., 2002).

Specific aspects of parenting also have significant implications for children’s
academic adaptation. Parental hostility and rejection in particular have detrimental
effects on children’s academic performance (Feldman & Wentzel, 1990; Jacobson &
Hoffman, 1997), as does parental withdrawal or emotional unavailability, which is
associated with poor school adjustment (Melby & Conger, 1996; Sturge-Apple et al.,
2006a, b).

Collectively, there is a large body of evidence documenting the impact of a
wide range of factors relating to the parent-child relationship on children’s behaviour
and performance in school. Findings suggest that this relationship is central to
understanding how children function within the school context. However, research
considering children’s psychological adjustment has highlighted the inter-parental
relationship as important to understanding child development. This research has
portrayed the inter-parental relationship as the conductor of the family system in that it
orients and directs other relationships in this context (Satir, 1972). There is
comparatively less research investigating how this relationship informs children’s
adaptation to school. Research that does exist in this area largely focuses on family

structure and divorce.
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Family Structure and Divorce

Literature assessing the impact of family structure on children has typically
viewed the two-parent nuclear family as the most adaptive for a child (Parsons & Bales,
1955). Therefore, deviations from this family type in terms of single-parent or step-
parent families are problematic for children (Bankston & Caldas, 1998; Battle, 1998;
Ham, 2004; Marotz-Baden et al., 1979). With respect to academic adaptation, studies
have documented links between single-parent families and low academic achievement
(Kurdek & Sinclair, 1988; Milne et al., 1986), poor school attendance, low educational
attainment and low grade point average (Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Heard, 2007).
Researchers have provided several explanations for the impact of the single-parent
family type on children’s academic performance. Some studies have noted the impact
of reduced socio-economic status associated with single parent families as a factor in
determining academic performance and school engagement (Asfone & McLanahan,
1991; Zill, 1996). Related to this, research has also suggested that maternal
employment might determine the influence of single-parent families on ac.ademic»
performance (Beyer, 1995). Furthermore, it has been suggested that parents from
single-parent families are less involved with their children’s schoolwork (Astone &
McLanahan, 1991; Kurdek & Sinclair 1988; Martinez & Forgatch, 2002).

Step-parent families have also been linked with academic disengagement and
poorer academic performance (Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Kurdek & Sinclair, 1988;
Jeynes, 1999). Specifically, this family type appears to impact on children negatively
because of variation in parenting practices (Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Martinez &
Forgatch 2002), reduced time spent with non-resident parents (Clarke-Stewart &
Hayward, 1996; Hetherington & Stanley-Hagan; 1997; Lamb, 1999) and the heightened

levels of family conflict associated with step-parent families (Dunn, 2002; Jeynes,
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1999). Research has identified transitions between different family structures (e.g.,
two-parent to single-parent, single-parent to step-parent) as times of particular strain for
children. These periods are marked By upheaval and conflict between fémily members,
which children find stressful (Martinez & Forgatch, 2002; Dunn, 2002).

One particular family structure transition associated with marked negative
effects in children is divorce. Children from divorced families are less productive in
school (Kinard & Reinharz, 1986); they show lower cognitive competence (Forehand,
McCombs, Long, Brody, & Fauber, 1988) and lower academic performance (Amato,
2001; Demo & Acock, 1988; 1996; Kinard & Reinherz, 1986). However, most of the
effects of divorce on children’s academic capabilities can be explained, not by the
divorce itself but by factors associated with this event. The amount of contact with the
non-resident parent and the quality of the relationship with the resident parent during
this period of transition are particularly important for children’s adjustment
(Hetherington et al., 1982; Marotz-Baden et al., 1979). As mentioned earlier, research
has also noted a connection between divorce and decreased socio-economic status
(Amato, 1993; Demo & Acock, 1996) and the impact of socio-economic status on
children’s emotional and academic functioning has been widely recognized. However,
this explanation is not sufficient to explain the effects of divorce on children because
children in step-parent families who have experienced divorce tend to fare as badly as,
and in some cases worse than, those from single-parent families even though their
socio-economic status is higher (Amato, 1994; Jeynes, 1999).

Furthermore, evidence for the effects of divorce being explained entirely by
reduced contact with the non-resident parent is not sufficient. Children who lose
contact with a parent due to divorce and separation in particular are at a greater risk of

adjustment problems than children who lose contact with a parent for other reasons
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(Lynn, 1974). With respect to academic performance in particular, findings
demonstrate that children who have experienced the death of a parent had lower levels
of academic achievement than children from intact families; however, they had higher
levels of achievement than children from divorced families (Amato & Keith, 1991),
suggesting that it is the nature of the separation, not the sepération per se which is
important.

A further explanation of the effects of divorce on children is that of family
conflict. This suggests that inter-parental and parent-child conflict can mediate the
effects of divorce on children (Demo & Acock, 1988; Emery, 1982). In support of this,
studies have found that divorces characterised by high levels of conflict are most
damaging for children (Amato, 2001; Amato & Keith, 1991; Demo & Acock, 1988). In
terms of academic performance, these types of divorce have been associated with lower
levels of cognitive competence and academic performance (Amato & Keith, 1991;
Demo & Acock, 1996; Forehand et al., 1988; Forehand et al., 1994). Furthermore,
differences have been noted between high and low academic performance groups in
terms of inter-parental and parent-child conflict (McCombs & Forehand, 1989).

Explanations of the effects of inter-parental conflict associated with divorce on
children’s academic performance include direct effects of conflict on children due to
sensitisation to conflicted exchanges (as described by Cumming & Cummings, 1988;
Davies & Cummings, 1994) and the impact of inter-parental conflict on parent-child
relations (as outlined by Emery, 1982; Erel & Burman, 1995; McCombs & Forehand,
1989). However, how these explanations relate specifically to academic performance
as opposed to psychological adjustment, or which explanation is most credible in this
context has not been fully explored. Indeed, while there is a wealth of research

investigating links between inter-parental conflict in the absence of divorce and

61



children’s psychological adjustment, there has been very little investigation of the
impact of the inter-parental relationship on children’s functioning beyond the bounds of
psychological adjustment, particularly with respect to academic attainment (Grych,
2001).

Some studies have demonstrated that low marital satisfaction has a negative
impact on children’s academic achievement (Feldman, Wentzel, Weinberger, &
Munson, 1990; Westerman & LaLuz, 1995). However, while this research gives some
indication of the impact of the inter-parental relationship on children, research suggests
that inter-parental conflict rather than general satisfaction with the inter-parental
relationship is particularly detrimental to children’s adjustment (King, Radpour,
Naylor, Segal, & Jouriles, 1995).

Several studies have documented links between marital diséord-and children’s
behaviour in school (Emery & O’Leary, 1984; Erath & Bierman, 2006; Marcus,
Lindahl & Malik, 2001). However, there are even fewer studies assessing its impact on
children’s school adjustment (Sturge-Apple et al., 2006a, b) and their school grades
(Doyle & Markiewicz, 2005; Harold et al., in press; Unger, McLeod, Brown & Tressell,
2000b). One study has provided some evidence that inter-parental and parent-child
relations each make unique contributions to children’s academic functioning (Belsky &
Fearon, 2004). Findings suggested that children with positive experiences of both
inter-parental and parent-child relationships functioned better cognitively and
academically than those who only had positive experience of one of these relationships.
This provides some indication that not all effects of the inter-parental relationship on
children’s academic capacities are transmitted through the parent-child relationship.

These few studies provide different explanations of the impact of inter-parental

relations on children’s adjustment in school. Some of this research suggests that inter-
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parental conflict disrupts the nature of the parent-child relationship and parental
involvement in schoolwork (Erath & Bierman, 2006; Sturge-Apple et al., 2006a, b;
Unger et al., 2000b). Other research asserts that conflict impacts on children’s
emotional-cognitive processing of events, which has implications for their ability to
function well at school (Marcus et al., 2001; Harold et al., in press). However, the
aspects of the parent-child relationship and the types of processing considered vary
greatly across these studies, making it difficult to draw any firm conclusions about the
processes involved. These studies will be discussed further later in this chapter.

On the whole, few studies have adequately investigated the role of the inter-
parental relationship in accounting for variation in children’s academic performance.
Research investigating children’s psychological adjustment has repeatedly
demonstrated that the inter-parental relationship not only orients other relationships
within the family, it is also central to children’s socio-emotional functioning. This
work places emphasis on the child's own perspective in determining their psychological
adjustment in the context of negative family relationships. There has been little, if any,
systematic application of this research to understanding how children develop in the

school context.

Exploring how Family Factors Impact on School Performance: From Family Effects to

Family Process

As demonstrated in Chapter 1, research linking inter-parental relations to
children’s psychological adjustment has covered a wide spectrum of influences on
children. While early research in the area tended to be outcome focused, placing
emphasis on outcomes associated with certain variables, more recent research has
placed emphasis on the need for a process-oriented approach to understanding links

between marital conflict and children’s adjustment problems (Fincham, 1994). This
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process-oriented research stresses the need for understanding the intervening
mechanisms that determine how children may be affected by inter-parental and parent-
child relations and to what extent (Cummings & Davies, 2002). In response to this,
literature concerning the impact of this relationship on childrén’s psychological
adjustment has explored various family conditions and relationships, paying particular
attention to the cognitive and affective mediators of these influences (Cummings,
Schermerhorn, Davies, Goeke-Morey, & Cummings, 2006; Grych et al., 2003; Harold
et al.,, 2002; 2004). Findings in this area of research reveal a complex interplay of
influences on psychological adjustment. Some of this work has provided evidence that
effects of family relationships on children may occur across contexts. Moreover,
effects are transferred to other contexts according to the genéral social rules that
children might derive from witnessing exchanges within the family (Crick & Dodge,
1994; Forehand, Armistead, & Klein, 1995).

Studies specifically assessing family effects on children’s academic adaptation
have identified several important influences in this domain. This research suggests
influences common to other aspects of child adjustment, such as divorce and socio-
economic status are important to children’s school performance but it also notes aspects
of family life that are specific to school performance such as parental achievement
expectations (Amato & Ochiltree, 1986) and parental involvement in schoolwork
(Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Jeynes, 2007).

Research focusing specifically on the influence of family relationships on
children’s academic adjustment, in contrast to research making links between family
relationships and psychological adjustment, is still in its infancy. While literature
assessing the influence of the parent-child relationship on school performance has

assessed the importance of various mediating factors (e.g., Ketsetzis, Ryan & Adams,
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1998; Steinberg et al., 1989), there are few studies that recognise this relationship in the
context of the wider family system. In particular there is little recognition of the role of
the inter-parental relationship, independent of divorce and family structure, in orienting
this and many other aspects of family life in relation to children’s school-related
outcomes (for exceptions see Harold et al, in press; Sturge-Apple et al., 2006 a, b).
Literature considering the role of divorce has provided preliminary evidence for the
association between inter-parental conflict and academic performance.' However, with
little empirical investigation of the mechanisms through which this association is
explained, this research is still at the outcome-oriented stage. In order for this area of
research to progress further, a more integrated and process-oriented approach is
required. Future research should consider the mechanisms through which family
relationships combine to inform adjustment in this context by building on work
established in literature assessing children’s psychological adjustment. In particular
consideration should be given to the cognitive and affective mechanisms highlighted in
the psychological adjustment literature and how these may relate to children’s
adjustment and performance in school (Harold et al., in press). Furthermore, influences
inherent in the family environment must be considered as part of a wider ecological
system rather than as isolated predictive factors (Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Cox & Paley,
1997; Minuchin, 1985).

Contextualising Family Effects: Familial Influences as Risk Factors

In order to contextualise family influences as they impact on children, many
studies have considered these inﬂuences as indices of family stress. These have been
conceptualised as a series of risk factors for poor adjustment in children (e.g., Belsky &
Fearon, 2002; Rutter, 2000; Sameroff; 2000). These risk factors represent familial

sources of stress for children, which put them at risk of adjustment problems. The
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central premise of this approach is that, rather than indi\fidual risk factqrs being
important, it is an accumulation of various negative events and experiences, which put
children at risk of psychological, social and academic problems (Brookes-Gunn,
Klebanov, Liaw, & Duncan, 1995; Furstenberg, Cook, Eccles, Edler, & Sameroff,
1999). Therefore, children with a greater number of risk factors present are more likely
to display adjustment problems.

However, considering family influences as additive risk factors provides
perhaps a too simplistic account of the effect of the family environment on children.
Some Studies have suggested that there is an increased risk for adjustment problems
associated with a certain threshold of risk factors. In particular, an increase from three
to four risk factors has been associated with steep increases in adjustment difficulties
(Forehand, Biggar, & Kotchick, 1998; Rutter, 1979). It appears then that risk factors do
not operate in a simple additive manner; instead, consistent with a family systems
approach, stresses within the family potentiate one another such that the cumulative
effect is greater than the sum of each risk factor considered separately (Forehand et al,
1998; Rutter, 1979). Furthermore, the nature of the risk-resilience process appears to
differ for different outcomes being considered (Belsky & Fearon, 2002). It has also
been suggested that there is a lack of specificity in particular family factors that put
children at risk of maladjustment in this literature, which may be due to unmeasured
risk factors or inconsistency in risk factors being assessed across studies (Coie et al.,
1993). Risk factors that have been identified include divorce, parents’ marital status,
low social support, indices of socio-economic status and economic pressure, parental
health, parental psychopathology, parent-child relations and inter-parental conflict
(Belsky & Fearon, 2002; Blackson, Butler, Belsky, Ammerman, Shaw, & Tarter, 1999;

Forehand et al., 1998; O'Connor, Hetherington, & Reiss, 1998).
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Although few studies making family school connections acknowledge the role
of inter-parental conflict, there is evidence that this relationship can serve as a source of
acute stress for children. Lewis, Siegel and Lewis (1984) noted that, out of a list of 20
life events, parents arguing in front of their children was identified as the third worst by
children. Furthermore, research has identified inter-parental conflict and marital
quality as risk factors affecting children’s psychological adjustment and their academic
achievement (Belsky & Fearon, 2002; Forehand et al., 1998).

Studies have noted that inter-parental conflict is not simply an additional risk
factor, it can be triggered by other familial influences such as divorce, economic
pressure and emotional distress and it sets in motion a causal chain of events (Fincham
et al., 1994; MacKinnon-Lewis & Lofquist, 1996). In this way inter-parental conflict
may be accompanied by increased parental rejection or withdrawal (Easterbrookes &
Emde, 1988; Erel & Burman, 1995; Gerard, Krishnakumar, & Buehler, 2006),- changes
in parents’ mood and disruptions in implementation of parenting practiées (Patterson,
1982). Therefore, not only is inter-parental conflict a distinct stressor in its own right,
it can lead to a series of other negative familial events, which each put children at risk
of adjustment problems.

As discussed in Chapter 1, there is a compelling body of literature providing
evidence for the spillover of negative emotion from the inter-parental to the parent-
child relationship (Erel & Burman, 1995). Collectively this research suggests that
inter-parental relations characterised by conflict and hostility lead to hostility and/or
emotional withdrawal in the parent-child relationship (Easterbrookes & Emde, 1988;
Katz & Gottman, 1996; Volling & Belsky, 1991). Furthermore, parents may become
preoccupied with problems in the inter-parental relationship, leading to inconsistent

discipline for the child (Emery et al., 1984).
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Though inter-parental conflict has been identified as one of many risk factors
associated with academic underachievement (Forehand et al, 1998), only a small
number of studies have noted links between inter-parental conflict and parent-child
relations with respect to children’s academic adaptation. First, some studies assessing
the impact of divorce on academic attainment have suggested that effects are due to the
impact of divorce on the quality of the parent-child relationship (Martinez & Forgatch,
2002). In particular, findings have demonstrated that divorced parents tend to be less
emotionally available, less involved or consistent in their parenting and more hostile
towards children and that this, in turn impacts on children’s behaviour and performance
in school (Hetherington et al., 1982; Marotz-Baden et al., 1979; Sturge-Apple et al.,
2006 a, b). Consistent with this, some studies have noted links between general family-
level conflict and children’s social and emotional adjustment in school through the
quality of the parent-child relationships (Adams, Ryan, Ketsetzis, & Keating, 2000;
Kesetzis et al., 1998). The few studies that do exist assessing the effects of inter-
parental conflict and parent-child relations on academic outcomes have demonstrated
that inter-parental hostility and withdrawal impacted on children’s school adjustment
through parental emotional unavailability (Sturge-Apple et al., 2006a, b; Unger et al.,
2000b). This suggests that the chain reaction initiated by conflict between parents
affects children across contexts; not just in terms of psychological adjustment but also
their school adjustment and academic achievement.

However, support for the parent-child relationship as a mechanism through
which inter-parental conflict impacts on school adjustment and academic attainment
has been inconsistent. Doyle and Markiewicz (2005) found that parenting mediated the
influence of inter-parental conflict on internalising symptoms and externalising

problems but failed to mediate the influence of inter-parental conflict on children’s
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school grades. Furthermore, a recent study conducted by Harold et al. (in press)
demonstrated that when the parent-child relationship and children’s appraisals of
conflict are considered as competing mechanisms children’s appraisals, rather than the
parent-child relationship, provide a mechanism through which inter-parental conflict
impacts on children’s academic attainment. Therefore, as noted earlier, it is possible
that the impact of familial risk factors and their relationship with other risk factors may
vary according to the context being considered or the index of child adjustment being
assessed (psychological versus social versus academic). This study is also the first, to
the author's knowledge, to demonstrate the importance of appraisals relating to inter-
parental conflict for children's academic attainment.

Overall, research assessing family-level risk factors for poor child adjustment,
and the literature exploring family socialisation suggests that both inter-parental and
parent-child mlaﬁom are closely linked and have important implications for children.
However, there is little research assessing the combined influence of these family
relationships on children’s ability to function well in the school setting. Furthermore,
there is little understanding of the mechanisms through which these relationships
inform children’s behaviour and performance in school. In particular, there has been
very little investigation of chiidren’s cognitive appraisals of these relatidnships as they
relate to school adjustment, though the evidence that does exist suggests that appraisals
are important to children's academic functioning. Therefore, mechanisms through
which these family factors inform school adjustment must be considered further.
Family to School: The Transfer of Effects

Ryan and Adams (1995) provided a family-school relationships model in order
to understand how effects might be conveyed from the family to the school context. In

this model, family and school related factors are arranged along a distal-proximal
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dimension such that children’s school adjustment is placed at the centre and all factors
contributing to children’s school adjustment were expressed concentrically surrounding
this. The influences range from the outermost level, which include exogenous
social/ctﬂttﬁal and biological factors, to the most proximal level: child personal
characteristics. The models suggests that family factors with an intermediate level of
proximity, such as general family relations and parent-child relations affect children’s -
school outcomes through more proximal factors such as child personal characteristics.
These characteristics represent a wide range of personal qualities but of most relevance
to the present thesis are the two characteristics that have received a lot of attention in
the family socialisation literature: children’s psychological adjustment and their
appraisals or attributional processes.

In support of this link between family and school domains through children’s
personal characteristics, Forehand and colleagues (Forehand et al., 1995; Forehand &
Wierson, 1993) have argued that children’s early experiences at home lay the
foundations for social exchanges and learning in the school context. So if problematic
behaviours and cognitions are established in this environment, then this can create
difficulties for children in the school context. Therefore, children’s cognitions formed
in the family environment and their emotional and behavioural disposition may serve as
a mechanism for the transfer of effects to the school context.

Attributions and Academic Attainment

The first mechanism through which family relationships are proposed to
influence children’s behaviour and performance in school is through the attributions
and cognitions they derive from family experiences, which may be applied to the
school setting. An explanation for the nature of links between attributions and

academic performance has been provided by Weiner (1974), who linked attribution
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theory (see Heider, 1958) to mqtivation and achievement. This adapted framework
emphasised causal attributions in particular, which were categorized along three
dimensions: stability, controllability and locus of control. In this way the cause of a
given event can be classified as stable if causes do not change over time or unstable if
they do change. The cause can be perceived as controllable if it can be altered by the
individual or uncontrollable if they cannot. Also, the cause can be perceived to have
either an external or internal locus of control, depending on whether the event is due to
factors internal or external to the individual. So academic ability, for example, can be
classified as stable, internal but uncontrollable; effort is unstable, internal and
controllable; and luck is unstable, external and uncontrollable.

Studies by Dweck and Repucci (1973), and Diener and Dweck (1978) have
noted that children with the poorest performance and failure orientation with respect to
academic performance are more likely to attribute failure to internal, stable attributions,
such as ability (also discussed in Weiner, 1979). Alternatively, the most successful
students appear to attribute success and failure to internal, unstable, controllable
factors, such as effort (Dweck & Repucci, 1973; Platt, 1988).

Though these specific attributions do not correspond directly to the attributions
and appraisals acknowledged in the family socialisation literature it is plausible that,
consistent with work demonstrating that early family experience lays the foundations
for behaviour and perfoxmance' in other contexts, these attributional styles originate
from early family socialisation (Crick & Dodge, 1994; Forehand et al., 1995). With
respect to children’s social cognitions, Crick and Dodge (1994) remark that early
experiences initially chart the neural paths that will be traversed by cognitions relating
to subsequent experiences. These pathways become more rigid over time, meaning that

subsequent experiences have less capacity to change neural pathways and the related
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cognitive styles. Therefore, early experiences have an enduring influence on
subsequent appraisals and attributions made by an individual. As most early experience
occurs within the family, attributional styles that are formed early in the child’s life
may be a mechanism through which family effects are conveyed to the school context.
Some support for this link between family socialisation and attributions relating to

. achievement has been provided by Hokoda and Finchar\n (1995). This study
demonstrated more sensitive and responsive parenting from mothers of children
displaying mastery orientation to achievement than those than mothers of children who
had a helpless orientation. Further to this, some studies have noted that parenting styles
also inform children’s attributions relating to the causes of academic achievement
(Aunola et al., 2000).

Further evidence for the potential link between family experiences and
academic attributions can be derived from literature considering attributions relating to
inter-parental conflict. As discussed in Chapter 1, literature considering family
socialisation has proposed that children actively try to understand conflict situations
and respond according to this understanding (Davies et al., 2002; Davies & Cummings,
1994; Grych & Fincham, 1990; Harold & Conger, 1997). In this way, children
witnessing the same conflict may interpret it differently according to their own
appraisals. In particular children’s appraisals of inter-parental conflict m terms of their
feelings of threat, self-blame, coping efficacy and emotional security have been
identified as important to explaining variation in psychological adjustnient (Davies et
al, 2002; Grych et al., 2003; Dadds et al., 1999). These appraisals bear some similarity
to the causal attributions observed in Weiner’s (1972; 1974) work. For example,
children’s tendencies to self-blame in response to inter-parental conflict have internal

and stable and somewhat uncontrollable attributions about the causes of conflict. These
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types of attribution are consistent with feelings of helplessness (Diener & DWeck, 1978;
Dweck & Repucci, 1973). Children who experience feelings of threat in contrast
perceive the causes of conflict to be external, stable and uncontrollable. The formation
of these attributional styles, therefore, may lead to the formation of particular appraisals
of social exchanges in other contexts, which may have deleterious effects on their
efficacy in these specific settings.

Only one study has investigated the role of appraisals of conflict as a
mechanism through which inter-parental conflict impacts on children in the school
context (Harold et al., in press). Findings suggest that the attributional styles developed
by children in response to inter-parental conflict play an important role in informing
children’s long-term academic performance over time. Specifically this study
highlighted the unique impact of children’s appraisals of self-blame in response to
inter-parental conflict on their academic attainment over and above any effects exerted
by the parent-child relationship.

Psychological Adjustment and Academic Achievement

The second mechanism through which family effects are transferred to
children’s school performance is via their psychological adjustment. As discussed at
length in Chapter 1, there is a vast array of literature documenting the link between
family factors and children’s psychological well-being. Explanations of how
psychological adjustment is related to other aspects of children’s academic functioning
differ. Research has documented links between psychological adjustment and other
aspects of child functioning, whereby psychological maladjustment has a spillover
effect, leading to social inadequacies and academic problems (Dodge & Pettit, 2003;
Garber, Quiggle, Panak, & Dodge, 1991). i—Iowever, there is also a competing

suggestion that some adjustment problems may actually serve as protective factors
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buffering children against other adjustment problems (Farrington, 1995; Masten et al,
2005; Moffitt, Caspi, Harrington, & Milne, 2002). As most research investigating the
influence of inter-parental conflict and parent-child relations have considered
internalising and externalising problems, research investigating the nature of links
between these two indices of psychological adjustment and children’s academic
performance will be considered.

Links between externalising problems and academic performance have been
repeatedly demonstrated. Research investigating these links suggests that children
displaying high levels of externalising behaviour tend to perform less we11~ academically
than their peers (Adams, Snowling, Hennessy, & Kind, 1999; Hinshaw, 1992;
Mingyue, Rengang, & Jian, 2001; Stormshak, Bierman, & the Conduct Problems
Prevention Research Group, 1998). However, most of this research only reports
covariation between behaviour problems and academic achievement, rather than
asserting causal relationships between the two variables.

The few studies that do try to establish the direction of effects between these
two factors provide mixed findings. There is some evidence that academic difficulties
lead children to become frustrated and subsequently act out (Wil]iams & McGee,
1994). However, most of the studies provide evidence that, on the whole, externalising
problems impact on academic performance rather than vice versa. This research |
reveals links between high levels of externalising problems and a decline in academic
performance over time (Jimerson, Egeland, & Teo, 1999). Also, there are a number of
studies demonstrating that children’s behaviour problems affect their ability to perform
well in class (Egeland, Kalkoske, Gottesman & Erickson, 1990; Fergusson, Horwood,
& Lynsky, 1993). These studies indicate that children with behaviour problems

perhaps lack the concentration, attention and application required to perform as well as |
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their peers at school.

Research attempting to explain the relationship between internalising symptoms
and academic performance has produced unclear results. On the whole there are fewer
studies documenting links between internalising and academic achievement than there
are showing links between externalising problems and academic achievement (Masten
et al., 2005). Furthermore, some studies suggest that internalising symptoms inform
academic performance (Kovacs & Devlin, 1998; Roeser, Eccles, & Sameroff, 2000)
while other studies have suggested that the effects are in the opposite direction (Masten
et al., 2005; Maughan, Rowe, Loeber, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 2003). Moreoﬁer, some
studies have failed to find any significant links between internalising symptoms and
academic performance (Cole, Martin, Powers, & Truglio, 1996). One possible
explanation for these mixed results is the nature of the different profiles of symptoms
that contribute to the concept of internalising. Internalising typicall)'l consists of scores
on depression, anxiety and withdrawal. While this range of symptoms provides a
global measure of affective symptoms, it may be too broad for assessing relations with
academic achievement for several reasons.

Depression, anxiety and withdrawal all represent distinct problems in
adaptation; an individual experiencing high levels of anxiety may not be experiencing
high levels of depression and vice versa. As these problems are distinct, they may
inform academic performance differently (or be affected by it differently). The
majority of studies investigating the links between depression and academic
achievement have found that high levels of depression lead to low academic
performance (Bardone, Moffitt, Caspi, Dickson, & Silva, 1996; Haines, Norris, &
Kashy, 1996; Roeser et al., 2000; Shahar et al., 2006). However, there have been

mixed reports concerning these links, with some research suggesting no significant link
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between depressive symptoms and children academic competence (Cole et al., 1996).
Inconsistencies in these findings may be due to heterogeneity of age groups
investigated, for example, Maughan et al. (2003) found links between reading ability
and depression in boys aged 7-10 years but not in teeﬁ-aged boys. Mixed findings may
also be a result of differences between clinical and normative samples, as there is more
evidence for clinical levels of depression impeding performance than sub-threshold
levels (see Masten et al., 2005).

Links between anxiety and academic performance are similarly mixed. Early
research concerning stress and performance suggests that the relationship between these
two factors differs according to the levels of stress experienced, such that stress can aid
performance up to a certain level but when stress levels go above a certain threshold
they can impede performance (Y erkes & Dodson, 1908). So certain levels of stress or
anxiety may be necessary in order to complete any given task. This suggests that
normative levels of anxiety may actually be useful in achieving academic goals,
whereas clinical levels of stress may hinder performance. In support of this research
has documented a positive association between anxiety in community samples and
academic competence (DiLalla, Marcus, & Wright-Phillips, 2004), yet clinical levels of
anxiety have been associated with achievement deficits (Bernstein & Borchardt, 1991).

It appears then, that although internalising is an important way to conceptualize
a cluster (;f psychological adjustment problems, grouping symptoms of anxiety,
depression and withdrawal in this way obscures understanding of the nature of the
relationshié between these specific symptoms and academic competence. In normative
samples at least the relationship between depression and academic performance is
distinct from the relationship between anxiety and academic performance. In order to

understand the nature of the relationship between the symptoms that comprise
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internalising symptoms and academic outcomes these components need to be
considered as distinct symptom profiles.

Overall, it appears that a wide range of indices of psychological adjustment are
related to children's academic application and attainment. However, the nature of these
relationships varies according to the specific index of psychological adjustment being
considered. Notwithstanding these differential effects, as psychological adjustment has
been linked to disturbances in interparental and parent-child relations and is also
associated with academic adaptation, psychological adjustment may offer a mechanism

through which these family relationships inform academic outcomes.

Family Process and Academic Functioning: A Summary of Mechanisms

A review of the potential mechanisms through which family relationships
inform children’s academic functioning has highlighted several important factors.
First, it has demonstrated thatr inter-parental conflict can lead to a spillover of negative
emotion into the parent-child relationship. It can also affect children’s subjective
evaluations of conflicted exchanges, such as appraisals of threat and self-blame. Both
parent-child relations and children’s attributions relating to family relationships have
documented effects on children’s psychological adjustment in terms of internalising
symptoms and externalising problems. Moreover, a limited number of studies have
noted effects of these factors on children’s academic adaptatioﬁ (Harold et al., in press;
Sturge-Apple et al., 2006a, b). Attribution styles and children’s psychological
adjustment have also been identified as mechanisms through which these experiences
of family life affect children’s adjustment and achievement in the school context.

However, while this evidence provides a detailed account of the intervening
mechanisms through which family relationships affect behaviour and performance in

school, these effects do not occur in isolation. Children’s ability to function well at
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school is also partly determined by the nature of the school environment. Aspects of
this setting may also affect the extent to which these family processes impact on school
adjustment. Therefore, in order to provide a truly process-oriented account of family-
school connections, it is important to consider what aspects of this environment affect
children and whether these factors might moderate the impact of family influences on
children in this context.

An Integrated Perspective of Family-School Connections: The Role of School-Level

Influences

There is evidence to suggest that many aspects of the school setting inform
children’s school performance (Coon, Carey, Fulkner & DeFries, 1993; Marchant,
Paulson, & Rothlisberg, 2001; Pianta et al., 1997; Wentzel, 2002; Wright & Cowen,
1983). Generally, it appears that positive perceptions of school life are associated with
better motivation, higher competence and fewer behaviour problems (Entwisle, Kozeki,
& Tait, 1989; McEvoy & Welker, 2000; Rutter, 1983). Effects of school characteristics
on children’s peer acceptance and psychological adjustment have also been
demonstrated (e.g., Chang, 2003). Areas receiving the most attention have been the
role of teachers (Babad, 1993; Birch & Ladd, 1997; Juvonen & Wentzel, 1996) and the
school environment (Coon et al., 1993; Marchant et al., 2001; Wright & Cowen, 1983).

Literature relating to characteristics of the school has found that school
environment and climate have an impact on children’s school functioning. Specifically,
order and organisation in the classroom have been associated with children’s affect,
achievement, peer popularity and adjustment (Wright & Cowen, 1983). The social
composition of the school, in terms of race, SES, school social structure and social
climate also has implications for children’s academic achievement (West, 1986).

Furthermore, children’s perceptions of the school as positive and nurturing and a
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supportive social environment in school are associated with higher social and emotional
functioning, academic competence, motivation and academic achievement (Marchant et
al., 1997; Roeser et al., 2000). Children’s perceptions of the school climate in terms of
cohesion, friction, competition and overall satisfaction with classes have also been
associated with children’s conduct problems in school (Loukas & Robinson, 2004).

Studies have also highlighted the importance of the teacher-child relationship in
determining child adjustment in this setting. Consistent with research highlighting the
parent-child relationship as a primary source of socialisation (Collins et al., 2000) it
appears that the teacher-child relationship exerts less influence on school adjustment
outcomes in comparison to the parent-child relationship (Birch & Ladd, 1997).
However, the teacher-child relationship informs a variety of aspects of children’s
adjustment in the school setting. In particular it affects children’s school attitudes, their
engagement with the school environment, their work habits and their academic
performance (Birch & Ladd, 1?97; Marchant et al., 2001; Pianta et al., 1997).
Investigations of the impact of teachers’ pupil management strategies on child
adjustment suggest that teaching styles that involve high levels of control and
responsiveness and low levels of negative feedback appear to have positive effects on
children’s school achievement (Marchant et al., 2001; Wentzel, 2002).

Research has also considered the effect of teacher’s expectations and beliefs on
children’s social interactions within the classroom and their academic achievement.
There is a compelling body of research suggesting that teachers’ expectations of
children’s academic competence have a significant effect on their subsequent
achievement (Brophy & Good, 1974; Jussim, Eccles, & Madon, 1996; Jussim & Eccles,
1992; Wentzel, 2002). Furthermore, teachers’ attitudes to specific behaviours have an

impact on classroom norms, which in turn affect students’ assessments of each other
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and themselves. In this way teachers act as social referents in the classroom context,
giving other students information regarding rules and expectations and thus have an
effect on how a child is evaluated by their peers (Chang, 2003).

It also appears that the affective quality of the teacher-child relationship is
‘important. In particular, studies have demonstrated that high levels of conflict in the
teacher-child relationship are associated with poor classroom behaviour and low
academic performance. Conversely, warm and supportive relations with teachers are
associated with higher levels of self-esteem and improved achievement levels in
children (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004).

There is also some indication that teachers and other adults at school may offer
some protection for children against the effects of negative experiences at home on
their psychological and academic adaptation. Literature investigating protective factors
buffering children against the effects of discord or divorce at home has noted that
children who receive support from sburces outside the home tend to fare better than
children who do not (Cowen, Pedro-Carroll, & Alpert-Gillis, 1990; Emery & Forehand,

1994). Specific to the school environment, Kelly and Wallerstein (1977) identified
warm and attentive relations with teachers as being associated with more positive
adjustment in children who had experienced discord in the home. Children also appear
to fare better academically in the face of divorce if their schools adopt a more
authoritative teaching style (Hetherington, 1993).

It appears then that understanding connections between family relationships and
school performance requires consideration of intervening mechanisms that originate
from both family and school contexts. Children’s appraisals of family relationships
have been highlighted as mechanisms through which these relationships impact on

children’s internalising symptoms and externalising problems (Davies & Cummings,
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1994; Grych & Fincham 1990; Harold & Conger, 1997). These indices of
psychological adjustment have been differentially linked with academic performance,
with externalising symptéms demonstrating the most robust negative effects (Adams et
al., 1999; Hinshaw, 1992; Jimerson et al., 1999).

Literature exploring children’s school outcomes has also suggested that the
quality of the teacher-child relationship exerts significant effects on children’s
academic performance (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Pianta et al.,
1997) and may protect children from the effects of negative family experiences (Kelly
& Wallerstein, 1977). Therefore, consistent with Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) Ecological
Framework, both family and school contexts appear to combine to inform children’s
psychological and academic adjustment.

Summary of Chapters 1 and 2

The primary aims of Chapters 1 and 2 have been to collate research to date that
concerns the‘inﬂuence of the family on children’s behaviour and performance in
school, to provide an overview of theoretical frameworks that allow more organised
consideration of links between family and school domains and to highlight where
further research is required. Chapter 1 provided a historical overview of literature
relatiﬁg to family effects of children’s adjustment. It emphasised the importance of the
main theories with respect to this: family systems, in particular ecological theory
(Bronfenbrenner, 1977), as a broad framework for understanding the connected nature
of influences within the family, and connections between family and school domains.
Social information processing (Crick & Dodge, 1994) was also considered as a
mechanism through which family effects inform child development and eXplain how
these effects may be conveyed to settings other than the home. Further to this, Chapter

1 described the importance of inter-parental and parent-child relations in informing
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children’s psychological adjustment and that children’s appraisals of these two
relationships are of primary importance in understanding variation in children’s
adjustment. It also highlighted the lack of investigation of these processes with respect
to school performance.

In light of this, Chapter 2 has highlighted the difference in focus between the
family socialisation literature and family-school literature and outlined the key themes
in research making family-s;:hool connections. It was noted, in particular, that the
importance of the inter-parental relationship as architect of the family system and the
role of children’s perceptions, well documented in the family socialisation literature,

- has largely been overlooked in the family-school interface literature. It was also
recognised that the inter-parental relationship and the parent-child relationship
represent two important factors in a complex pattern of familial risk factors in which
certain household events trigger causal chains of negative relationships and
experiences. This chapter also sought to propose mechanisms through which effects of
these family factors were conveyed to the school context. In particular, children’s
personal appraisals and attributions were proposed as a mechanism through which
children’s beﬁaviour and performance in school may be affected by experiences in the
family. It was also suggested that children's school performance may be affected by
family experiences through children's psychological adjustment. In addition to this,
Chapter 2 recognised that the way in which children’s experiences of family life play
out in the school environment may be affected by support received in the school
environment and it placed emphasis on the importance of the teacher-child relationship
as an influence on children in school.

These two chapters together provide a platform for several directions for further

investigation. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory (1977) outlined in Chapter 1 and
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evidence discussed in Chapter 2 suggests that the family environment exerts significant
influences on children’s school adaptation, Chapter 1 highlighted the importance of
inter-parental and parent-child relations for children’s psychological adjustment and
offered appraisals as mechanisms through which these relationships impact on children.
However, Chapter 2 noted that few studies have considered the impact of the inter-
parental relationship, in the absence of divorce, on behaviour and performance in
school. Furthermore, very few studies have considered the internal appraisals
highlighted as mechanisms explaining the impact of inter-parental and parent-child
relations on children’s psychological adjustment as described in chapter one as they
might apply to the school context. Therefore, Chapter 2 identified ways in which
children’s psychological adjustment and their appraisals and attributions derived from
the family environment might act as mechanisms through which iﬁter-parental and
parent-child relations inform school performance. Chapfer 2 also recognised that the
nature of relations between indices of psychological adjustment and academic
performance may be complex and require further investigation. Additionally, Chapter
2 highlighted that, although'the family setting is recognised as the primary site for child
socialisation (Collins et al., 2000; Crick & Dodge, 1994), teachers and the school
environment also have an important influence on behaviour and performance in school.
Finally, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory (1977) outlined in Chapter 1 identified
ecological transitions such as school transitions as sensitive periods for children and,
therefore, as times when family effects on school adaptation may be particularly
important.

With a view to addressing these issues, three empirical chapters will follow.
The first empirical chapter will address the lack of research applying the mechanisms

identified in the literature concerning inter-parental conflict and child psychological
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adjustment to the school setting by giving a broad appreciation of effects of family
relationships on academic performance, considering the combined influence of inter-
parental and parent-child relations. Using a three-wave longitudinal design this study
will also assess the importance of children’s perceptions of the parent-child relationship
as a mechanism through which family effects are conveyed to the school setting. It will
provide a broad view of school adaptation, assessing how teachers’ reports of children’s
behaviour and children’s application to schoolwork inform their subsequent exam
results. Building on research that recognises the importance of support from outside
the family, this chapter will also consider support from adults at school as a moderator
of the influence of conflict and hostility at home on children’s behavjour and
performance in school. Variations with respect to gender will also be explored.

The second empirical chapter will extend the findings of the previous study by
taking a more in-depth view of the nature of the influence of inter-parental conflict on
children’s academic outcomes. As there has been a distinct lack of research
considering the role of children’s appraisals when making family-school connections it
will also introduce the role of child cognition in relation to both inter-parental and
parent-child relations in order to understand effects on adjustment in this context. The
properties of academic attainment as an outcome will also be explored, specifically
investigating relations between indices of psychological adjustment and academic
attainment. Analyses will assess the impact of inter-parental conflict on children’s
academic attainment using a longitudinal design. Specifically the study will consider
the effects of inter-parental conflict on ch&en’s psychological adjustment via
children’s appraisals of threat, self-blame and parenting, and how indicators of
psychological adjustment differentially inform academic attainment. Again, gender

differences in these processes will also be considered.
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Based on Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) consideration of ecological transitions as
sensitive periods in development, the final empirical chapter will review existing
literature assessing family and school influences on sensitive periods of schooling when
children are asked to make transitions from home to school or from one school to
another. It will recognise the importance of these transitions in informing the
children’s academic adjustment and will propose that family influences may be
particularly potent at these stages. Specifically, using data from a two-wave
longitudinal study, this chapter will consider how transition affects a number of indices
of child and family functioning before and during the transition process, it will also
explore_ how the family processes considered in the preceding chapter inform children’s
psychological, social and academic adaptation during anticipation and negotiation of
the transition from primary to secondary school.

Collectively, these studies should provide a clearer understanding of the
processes through which inter-parental and parent-child relations contribute to
children’s behaviour and performance in school through a range of appraisal-based and
adjustment-based mechanisms; They should also provide further insight into how
family and school influences can combine to inform children’s academic functioning.
These analyses will not only further current empirical understanding of family-school
connections, but also have direct application to practice and policy aimed at improving
children’s academic development. The findings from each study will carry practical
implications for interventions directed at both family and school aimed at achieving
these ends.

Two Longitudinal Studies

The analyses outlined above emphasise the importance of intervening

mechanisms in explaining the effects of family relationships on children. They also
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emphasise the need for investigation of the child’s perspective in order to understand
how these effects are conveyed. Furthermore, they highlight the importance of
considering the combined influence of effects located in both family and school
domains on children. These issues require investigation with the use of datasets with
very specific properties. First, studies that speak to the processes through which one
factor affects another, making predictions about the causal ordering of variables is best
assisted by the use of longitudinal data, in which the variables of interest can be
separated in time. Second, research assessing the child’s perspective, as well as sources
of influence on this such as the family context and the school context require multi-
informant designs, in which information is provided from multiple perspectives. The
use of several different reporters also reduces reporter bias and problems relating to
error variance. Finally, the last study aims to assess how family effects on children in
the school context may vary based on whether these children are undergoing school
transition or not. These research questions, along with the specifications outlined
above, require a particular type of sample, which allows children undergoing transition
to be considered in comparison to children who are not.

Based on the issues outlined above, this thesis will use data derived from two
longitudinal studies. The first, called the Welsh family study, assessed the influence of
family factors on children’s psychological, social and academic adjustment over three
waves. The second, called the South Wales school transition study, assessed these
factors in two cohorts of children: those making the transition from primary to
secondary school and those completing their last two years of primary school. These

will be described in detail below.
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The Welsh Family Study

Data for the Welsh family study were collected between 1999 and 2004 (see
Grych et al., 2003; Harold et al., 2002; 2004 for published work using this dataset).
The primary focus of this study was to explore the processes through which children’s
family environment determines variation in their emotional, behavioural and academic
development over time. Data were gathered from 387 families at the first wave of data
collection. Using questionnaire materials, children provided reports of their
experiences of family climate, economic pressure, inter-parental relations and parent-
child relations. Children also gave reports of their school life as well as their social,
emotional, behavioural and academic adjustment. Importantly, both mothers and
fathers provided data for this study. Parents responded to questionnaires concerning
similar aspects of family life as those completed by children and additionally provided
reports of their own psychological well-being and social support. They also provided
evaluation of their children’s adjustment across a range of indicators. Teachers also
completed questionnaires concerning each child’s adjustment and their application and
performance in school. Key Stage Three (KS3) and General Certificate of Secondary
Education (GCSE) exam results of children’s in the study were also obtained. These
are nationally administered government set exams in key subjects completed by
children in year nine (KS3, aged 13-14 years) and year eleven (GCSEs, aged 15-16
years).
Sample

Schools were selected to take part in the study based on the socio-economic
profile of their “catchment area” to provide a cross section of schools representative of
families living in England and Wales at the time of data collection. Children in the UK

living in a specific geographic region are all members of the same “catchment area” and
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are required to attend one of a prescribed list of schools. Demographic information on
families living in any given school catchment can be accessed by postal code location
(Office of National Statistics - UK). Of families who took part in all three waves of
data entry, 75.9 % were both biological parent families, 10.9 % were single parent
families and 11.0 % were step-parent families (2.2 % representing “other”).
Demographic statistics calculated for this sample suggest the families involved in this
study were representative‘ of British families living in England and Wales at the time of
the study with respect to parent education, family composition, ethnic representation
and economic diversity (Social Trends, 2002). Specifically, 81.4% of mothers and
73.2% of fathers completed secondary or high-school education only, 41.8% of mothers
and 35.0 % of fathers completed technical or vocational level training, and 42.4 % of
mothers and 35.7 % of fathers completed university education. Additionally, 97.6% of
the children in the study were of White-European origin, 1.5 % were of Indian, Sri-
Lankan, or Pakistani origin, with the remaining .9 % being of non-British origin (e.g.,
East African, Jamaican).
Procedure

After contacting schools, letters were sent to parents offering them and their
children the opportunity to participate in a study looking at links between children’s
experiences of family life and their well-being. In addition to this, parents were able to
attend a presentation describing the study during a school parents’ evening.
Subsequently, parents received another letter describing the study in more detail and a
consent form. No money was offered to families but parents were told that they would
receive a booklet detailing the key findings of the study after all data were collected.
Parents received their questionnaires through the post. Questionnaire packets contained

instructions for completion, two packets of questionnaires (one each for mothers and
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fathers), and stamped addressed envelopes for each parent to return when completed.
Their questionnaires consisted of measures aiming to reflect the nature of family
interactions, quality of the marital relationship, parent-child relations and child rearing,
parents’ symptoms of psychological well-being, work and financial issues, and their
children’s behavioural, social and emotional adjustment. Parents were asked to
complete their questionnaires independently and a contact number was provided for
questions or queries. Children completed their questionnaires as part of their ordinary
school day. Items relating to the nature of the family environment, the relationship
with their parents, the relationship between their parents, the school environment, social
support and coping, and their behavioural, social and emotional adjustment comprised
their questionnaire. As part of an overall debriefing, researchers discussed with
children the benefits of successfully negotiating and resolving conflicts between
individuals. Children were encouraged to speak about how they felt after completing
their questionnaires. No concerns were raised by any children participating in the
study. Teachers also filled in questionnaires providing information on children’s
academic achievement and their psychological and social adjustment. Three waves of
data were collected at twelve-month intervals (1999, 2000, and 2001) and parents,
teachers and children completed the same questionnaires at each time point.
The South Wales School Transition Study

The second dataset is derived from the South Wales school transition study.
The central aim of this study was to examine how family influences inform children’s
anticipation and negotiation of transition from primary to secondary school. It followed
94 children from year five (aged 9 to 10 years) in spring 2006 to their final year of
primary school in year six (aged 10 to 1 1byears) in spring 2007, capturing the build up

to transition. Concurrently it followed 95 children from year six in spring 2006 to their
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first year of secondary school (year 7, aged 11 to 12 years) in spring 2007, capturing
the period of transition. Children, mothers, fathers and teachers all provided responses
to questionnaires similar to those constructed for the Welsh family study; however, all
reporters also provided responses to questions relating specifically to anxieties and
expectations surrounding transition and resources that had been available to aid this
transition period.
Sample

Schools were selected to take part in the study based on the socio-economic
profile of their catchment area to provide a cross section of schools representative of
families living in England and Wales at the time of data collection. Of families who
took part in both waves of data entry, 75.5 % were both biological parent families, 11.7
% were single parent families and 8.5 % were step-parent families (3.2 % representing
“other”). Demographic statistics calculated for this sample suggest the families
%nvolved in this study were representative of British families living in England and
Wales at this time in terms of parent education, family composition, ethnic
representation and economic diversity (Social Trends, 2007). Of the total sample,
86.26 % of mothers and 83.36 % of fathers completed secondary or high-school
education only, 32.82 % of mothers and 55.26 % of fathers completed technical or
vocational level training, and 39.00 % of mothers and 34.21 % of fathers completed
university education. As with the first study, this study had a low ethnic composition
with 98.48 % of mothers and 96.30 % of fathers being of White-European origin, .01 %
of mothers and .03 % of fathers were of Asian origin, and .01% of mothers and .01 %
of fathers were of Black-Caribbean or Black-African origin.

As described above, children who took part in the study were in one of two

cohorts, those in year five at Time 1 who were followed up in year six and Time 2 and
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those in year six at Time 1 who were followed up in year seven at Time 2.
Procedure

Upon initial contact with schools, letters were sent to parents asking them and
their children whether they would like to participate in a study investigating children’s
experiences of family life and their well-being and their feelings surrounding making
the transition from primary to secondary school. Parents were provided with a contact
number for further details relating to the study and a consent form was included.
Parents who consented for their children to participate received their questionnaires
through the post. Parent questionnaire packets contained instructions for completion,
separate packets of questionnaires for mothers and fathers, and stamped addressed
envelopes for each questionnaire to be returned when completed. Their questionnaires
consisted of measures relating to the nature of family interactions, the quality of the
inter-parental relationship, the parent-child relationship and parental child rearing
strategies, parents’ symptoms of psychological well-being, work and financial issues,
and their children’s behavioural, social and emotional adjustment. Parents were also
asked to comment on their anxieties and expectations surrounding their child’s
transition to secondary school. Parents were asked to complete their questionnaires
independently and were encouraged to use contact number if they had any questions or
queries.

Children completed their questionnaires as part of their ordinary school day.
Their questionnaires consisted of items relating to the nature of the family environment,
their relations with their parents, the relationship between their parents, the school
environment, social support and coping, and their behavioural, social and emotional
adjustment. Children were also asked questions relating to their opinions, expectations

and anxieties concerning the transition to secondary school. As in the previous study,
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childreﬁ were encouraged to speak about how they felt after completing their
questionnaires and no concerns were raised by any children participating in the study.
Teachers also filled in questionnaires providing information on children’s academic
achievement, their psychological and social adjustment and any programmes the school
had in place to prepare children for secondary school.

Summary of Datasets

These two datasets have specific attributes that will facilitate investigation of
the research questions outlined for each of the empirical chapters. The Welsh family
study consists of three waves of data provided by parents, teachers and children, as well
as children’s key stage three exam results. This dataset will allow the investigation of
the impact of family and school experiences on children’s behaviour problems,
application and exam results in school over time. As it this dataset uses a multi-
informant design, providing information from parents, children and teachers, family
relationships and children’s adjustment can be assessed from different perspectives and
within different contexts. This multi-informant approach will also reduce error and
inflated associations that occur as a result of a single-reporter bias.

Assessing effects longitudinally will further reduce error variance associated
with participants providing responses at a single time point, it also affords examination
of how effects unfold over time and allows the possibility of asserting the temporal
ordering of variables using practices such as autoregressive techniques, which allow the
criterion variable to be considered as an index of change. These data will be used to
explore the research questions highlighted in Chapters 3 and 4.

The South Wales school transition study is also multi-informant and has the
potential for autoregressive techniques afforded in the Welsh family study. The study

also uses the same multi-informant design used in the Welsh family study. This dataset
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assessed children’s experiences of family and school and their perceptions of transition
before and after their progression from primary to secondary school. The opportunity
that pre and post-transition assessment offer for research have been previously noted
(Bronfenbrenner, 1977). The child, and the contexts in which the child functions, can
be appraised prior to and post-transition, assessing the impact of the transition on the
child’s development and on the systems involved. The dataset also provides a means
for assessing how children undergoing transition differ from children those not
undergoing this experience by comparing two cohorts of children: those making the
transition from primary to secondary school and those remaining in the primary school
setting for the duration of the study. It will also be possible to assess the contribution
that family and school influences make to children’s ability to negotiate this period
successfully using the data from this study. These data will be used to investigate

questions relating to school transition as outlined for Chapter 5.
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CHAPTER 3

The previous two chapters have provided a review of two lines of empirical
investigation: that concerning the processes through which family relationships inform
children’s psychological adjustment and that investigating the effects of family influences
on children’s school-related outcomes. Literature described in the first chapter suggested
that households marked by low socio-economic status (Conger et al., 1992; 1993), changes
in family structure (Amato & Keith, 1991; Hetherington et al., 1998), parental
psychopathology (Downey & Coyne, 1990) and disrupted parent-child relations (Erel &
Burman, 1995) are associated with a broad range of psychological adjustment difficulties
in children, including aggression, conduct disorder, anxiety and depression. Some of this
literature also observes that a factor common to many of these family influences is conflict
in both inter-parental and parent-child relationships. It has been argued that these two
family relationships inform children’s psychological and social adaptation (Davies &
Cummings, 1994; Emery, 1982; Erel & Burman, 1995; Fauber & Long, 1991; Grych &
Fincham, 1990). Moreover, research has placed emphasis on children’s appraisals as a
mechanism through which the influence of family discord on children’s psychological
well-being can be explained (Davies & Cummings, 1994; Grych & Fincham, 1990; Harold
& Conger, 1997).

As described in the previous chapter, research making links between family
influences and children’s school-related outcomes has acknowledged the effects of similar
family influences on children’s academic performance (socio-economic status, McLoyd,
1998; divorce, Demo & Acock, 1996; McCombs & Forehand, 1989; the parent-child
relationship, DuBois et al., 1994; Melby & Conger, 1996) with one exception: while

recognising, to some extent, the importance of both inter-parental and parent-child
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relations, this literature has provided little consideration of how children’s appraisals obf
family relationships might explain variation in behaviour and performance in school (see
Harold et al., in press for exceptions). |

This first empirical chapter aims to address this by considering children’s appraisals
of the parent-child relationship as a mechanism through which inter-parental and parent-
child relations contribute to children’s behaviour and performance in school. Furthermore,
Chapter 2 outlined the influence of the school environment on children’s academic
adaptation. In order to provide an integrated perspective of the family-school interface
consistent with an ecological perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1977), the present study will
also consider how support from the school environment influences school adjustment and
whether school support might buffer children against the effects of hostile family
relationships on their behaviour and performance in school.

Inter-parental Conflict, Parent-Child Relations and Children’s Psychological Adjustment

There is a well established history of literature recognising the potential negative
impact of inter-parental discord on children (see Davies & Cummings, 1994; Emery 1982;
Grych & Fincham 1990; Zimet & Jacob, 2001 for reviews). Two primary mechanisms
through which inter-parental conflict impacts on children’s psychological well-being have
been identified: 1) via disturbances in the parent-child relationship, and 2) through the
emotional responses and cognitive appraisals that children form following exposure to
conflict.

Evidence for the first mechanism demonstrates that parents who are involved in
discordant and hostile inter-parental relationships tend to also behave in a more hostile
manner towards their children (Erel & Burman, 1995). Specifically, hostile exchanges
between parents can spillover to adversely affect the quality of the parent-child relationship

(Erel & Burman, 1995; Fauber & Long, 1991; Zimet & Jacob, 2001). Some researchers

95




have gone as far as to say that “it is at the site of parenting practices that conflict has its
effect on children”, suggesting that efforts to improve children’s adjustment should,
therefore, be directed at this level (Fauber & Long, 1991, p. 816). However, if inter-
parental conflict only impacts on children through disturbances in the parent-child
relationship then conflict should exert the samé effects on children whether they are
present to witness it or not (Emery et al., 1992). Yet children appear more adversely
affected by conflict that they witness than by conflict that they do not (Cﬁmmings &
Davies, 2002; Emery et al, 1992), thereby suggesting that inter-parental conflict exerts
important direct effects on children.

In order to further understand this direct link between conflict and children’s
adjustment, researchers have considered another mechanism of influence, focusing on the
role of children’s cognitive appraisals, emotional responses and internal representations of
the inter-parental relationship (Davies & Cummings, 1994; Grych & Fincham 1990;
Harold & Conger, 1997). This research demonstrates that conflict between parents affects
children’s psychological well-being according to the child’s own subjective evaluations of
the implications of that conflict for their emotional security (Davies & Cummings, 1994)
and according to their appraisals of the degree of threat posed by the conflict, their sense of
responsibility for it and their ability to cope with it (Dadds et al., 1999; Grych & Fincham,
1990; Grych et al., 2003; Kerig, 1998a). Therefore, the child’s perspective serves as a
mechanism through which variation in children’s psychological adjustment in the context
of inter-parental conflict is explained. Furthermore, children’s appraisals of inter-parental
conflict not only orient immediate responses to conflict; they also inform children’s long-
term psychological adjustment (Davies et al., 2002; Grych et al., 2003).

In seeking to integrate and assess the respective roles of inter-parental and parent-

child relations as well as children’s appraisals in explaining the effects of family
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relationships on children, Harold and colleagues (Harold & Conger, 1997; Harold, et al.,
1997) proposed a family-wide model. This model suggests that rather than considering
either mechanism in isolation, it is important to consider how both inter-parental and
parent-child relations contribute to adjustment. Specifically, these studies observed that
disturbances in inter-parental and parent-child relations co-occur and that children’s‘
experiences of these relationships both inform their working models of relationships.
These interpretations of inter-parental and parent-child relations, in turn, impact on
children’s psychological adjustment. Findings from these studies demonstrated that parent-
child relations exerted effects on child adjustment via child appraisals of this relationship.
Inter-parental conflict, however, affected child appraisals of conflict frequency, which in
turn affected their appraisals of the parent-child relationship and these appraisals were
related to children’s psychological adjustment (Harold, et al., 1997; see also Buehler &
Gerard, 2002). These findings suggest that inter-parental conflict serves as a context for
disrupted appraisals of both the inter-parental relationship and the parent-child relationship.

This integration of inter-parental and parent-child mechanisms represents a step
forward in research concerning family process. However, further areas of investigation
require clarity. First, how do these processes affect children’s adjustment in different
developmental contexts such as the school environment? Second, what gender differences
exist in the influence of these relationships and associated appfaisals on children?
Gender Differences

Gender differences are apparent in the documented relations between inter-parental
conflict, parent-child hostility and child adjustment. Some studies have found that the type
of adjustment problems experienced by children differ according to gender, with boys
being more likely to externalise their distress in response to family conflict while girls

appear more likely to internalise it (Zahn-Waxler, 1993; Grych et al., 2003). Others have
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found that the processes thrdugh which conflict and hostility at home inform child
adjustment appear to be gender-differentiated, (see Davies & Lindsay, 2001; 2004; Kerig,
1998b). However, collectively there are inconsistencies in findings relating to gender
differences, with few studies testing whether statistically significant differences exist
between boys and girls in the effects of inter-parental conflict and parent-child hostility on
child adjustment (Davies & Lindsay, 2001; 2004; Grych et al., 2003). Therefore, the
nature of the differences in process for boys and girls warrants further investigation.
Family Influences Across Contexts: Implications for the Family-School Interface

Previous research examining the mechanisms through which inter-parental and
parent-child conflict impact on children has focused on broad indices of psychological
adjustment (internalising symptoms and externalising problems). In order to fully
appreciate the effect of inter-parental and parent-child relationships on children it is
important to consider how they affect children’s ability to function across contexts. One
context of primary importance in childhood is the school setting (Booth & Dunn, 1996;
Ryan et al., 1995). Children spend a significant amount of time in this environment and
their ability to perform well in school has implications for their functioning in later life, not
just in predicting future academic success and transition to the work place but also levels of
depression, alcoholism and violent or criminal behaviour (Ek et al., 2005; Guay et al.,
2004; Kosterman et al., 2001; Pelkonen et al., 2003; Windle et al., 2005).

Research addressing the family-school interface has considered a variety Qf family
influences on children’s behaviour and performance in school. Studies have noted the
influence of parenting practices (Aunola et al., 2000; Fang, Xiong & Guo, 2003),
attachment quality (Jacobson & Hofmann, 1997; Moss & St-Laurent, 2001; Noom et al.,
1999) and the affective quality of the parent-child relationship (Melby & Conger, 1996;

Moss & St-Laurent, 2001) in explaining variation in children’s academic adaptation. In
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particular, parental hostility and rejection have been associated with a range of problems
for children in school, including school absences, poor scholastic self-perceptions and low
academic performance (Feldman & Wentzel; 1990; DuBois et al., 1994).

Though there has been little investigation of the impact of inter-parental conflict on
children’s ability to function well at school (see; Harold et al., in press; Sturge-Apple et al.,
2006a, b for exceptions), the association between divorce and children’s behaviour and
performance in school is well documented (Demo & Acock, 1996; Kinard & Reinharz,
1986; McCombs & Forehand, 1989) and some studies have suggested that the impact of
divorce on children’s academic adaptation is a product of conflict in the family (Amato &
Keith, 1991; Demo & Acock, 1996; Long et al., 1988; McCombs & Forehand, 1989).
Studies that do exist assessing relations between inter-parental conflict and school-related
outcomes demonstrate that appraisals relating to conflict (Harold et al., in press) and
parent-child relations (Sturge-Apple et al., 2006a, b) provide mechanisms through which
inter-parental conflict informs children’s academic adaptation.

School Influences on Children

Another important source of influence on children’s school-related outcomes is the
relationships that exist in the school environment itself. Specifically, there is a compelling
body of evidence suggesting that the teacher-child relationship is particularly influential in
determining children’s school adaptation. While this relationship appears to exert less
influence on school outcomes than the parent-child relationship (Birch & Ladd, 1997),
links have been documented between the quality of the teacher-child relationship and a
range of outcomes for children including behaviour problems (Hamre & Pianta, 2001),
academic skills (Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004), motivation (Harter, 1996), school attitudes

(Birch & Ladd, 1997), work habits and academic application (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Pianta
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et al., 1997), and academic performance (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Hamre & Pianta, 20d1;
Pianﬁ etal., 1997).
From Outcomes to Processes: Mediators and Moderators of Family Influences on
Academic Outcomes

Research considering the family-school interface that is outlined above
acknowledges the importance of family relationships for understanding children’s
behaviour and performance in school. Hov;'ever, understanding connections between
family relationships and school performance requires consideration of intervening
mechanisms that originate from both family and school contexts. As identified in the
family socialisation literature, the child’s own perspective provides an important link
through which family relationships inform children’s adjustment (Davies & Cummings,
1994; Grych & Fincham, 1990; Harold & Conger, 1997). In particular, children’s
appraisals of inter-parental and parent-child relations have been highlighted as mediating
mechanisms through which these two relationships impact on children’s internalising
symptoms and externalising problems (Davies & Cummings, 1994; Grych & Fincham
1990; Harold & Conger, 1997). There is preliminary evidence that children’s appraisals
documented to explain variation in children’s psychological adjustment may also be the
mechanisms through which family discord impacts on children’s behaviour and
performance in school. These studies highlight the intervening role of the parent-child
relationship (Sturge-Apple et al., 2006a, b) and children’s appraisals of conflicted inter-
parental relations (Harold et al., in press) in explaining the impact of inter-parental conflict
on school adjustment and academic attainment. Notwithstanding this héndful of recent
studies, there has been little empirical investigation of how these family processes relate to

child and adolescent school adaptation.
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Another mechanism through which family relationships impact on children’s
academic performance is through their psycholbgical adjustment (Ryan et al., 1995).
While evidence for associations between internalising symptoms and academic
achievement has been inconsistent (Masten et al., 2005), there is a large body of literature
documenting the contribution of children’s externalising problems to their academic
performance (Adams et al., 1999; Hinshaw, 1992; Jimerson et al., 1999). This relationship
has been explained in terms of children with behaviour problems being less able to apply
themselves in school, leading to a lack of engagement with material delivered in class
(Jimerson et al., 1999). Few studies, however, have considered how psychological
adjustment with respect to school outcomes fits into a wider framework of family and
school influences (Ryan et al., 1995).

Children’s application and goal-oriented behaviour has also been considered as a
mechanism through which family relationships serve to inform academic attainment.
Studies have suggested that family socialisation informs children’s motivation to perform
goal-directed behaviour in the school context (Ryan et al., 1995; Wentzel, 1999).
Specifically, children who experience positive and supportive family relationships tend to
report more interest in school work and more persistence and effort relating to school and
homework, perhaps because these children are more likely to internalise adaptive goal
orientations towards learning (Hokoda & Fincham, 1995). Adaptive goal orientations,
such as intrinsic motivation and mastery orientation, are associated with increased effort
aimed at understanding academic material and mastering the skills involved in the tasks, in
turn, these efforts are associated with improved academic outcomes for children (Goldberg
& Cornell, 1998; Gottfried, 1985; Morgan & Yang, 1995).

Wentzel (1999) argues that family socialisation influences on children’s motivation

and goal-directed behaviour also have important implications for the teacher-child
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relationship, in that children’s affiliation with teachers may lead to greater rule compliance
and on-task behaviour. In support of this, studies suggest that warm, low conflict teacher-
child relationships are associated with more appropriate behaviour in school and higher
academic achievement (Birch & Ladd, 1996; Schaps, Battistich, & Solomon, 1997).
Further to this, perceived support from adults at school has been associated with adaptive
pursuit of academic goals and mastery orientation (Wentzel, 1997). There is also evidence
to suggest that support from sources outside the home represent an important protective
factor, which might buffer children against the effects of discord or divorce at home on
their behaviour and performance at school (Cowen, Pedro-Carroll, & Alpert-Gillis, 1990;
Emery & Forehand, 1994). Concerning the school environment particularly, Kelly and
Wallerstein (1977) demonstrated that warm and attentive relations with teachers were
associated with more positive adjustment patterns in children who had experienced
parental divorce. Therefore, support children receive in the school environment may not
only inform children’s appropriate behaviour and academic application but it may also
moderate the influence of family relationships on children’s school-related outcomes by
attenuating the effects of negative experiences at home on behaviour and performance in
school.
Summary

The literature considered above suggests that inter-parental and parent-child
relations are pertinent to understanding children’s academic attainment (Buehler & Gerard,
2002; Harold & Conger, 1997; Harold et al., 1997). It also identifies several processes
through which these relationships influence attainment. First, family socialisation research
has emphasised the importance of children’s appraisals of family relationships as a
mechanism through which variation in children’s adjustment outcomes can be explained

(Grych & Fincham, 1990; Harold & Conger 1997). Second, literature making family-
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school connections has identified externalising problems and academic application as
mechanisms through which family relationships inform academic attainment (Ryan et al.,
1995; Wentzel, 1999). Third, there is evidence to suggest that supportive teacher-child
relations not only influence children’s behaviour and performance in school but also may
determine the impact of hostile family relations on children’s ability to function in the
school setting (Kelly & Wallerstein, 1977; Wentzel, 1999).

The Present Study

The present study employed a longitudinal design to investigate the impact of inter-
parental conflict and parent-to-child hostility on children’s academic adaptation (see Figure
1). It was proposed that academic application and children’s extemélising behaviour
would serve as a mechanism linking these twé family relationships to academic attainment.
The role of children’s appraisals of parent-child relations as a mechanism through which
inter-parental conflict and parent-to-child hostility exert effects on children’s academic
application and their behaviour in school was also examined. In order to provide an
integrated perspective of the family-school interface, the present study also assessed the
role of school support as a moderator of links between distress in these two family
subsystems and children’s behaviour and application in school. Additionally, to assess
whether processes differed by gender, models were estimated first together and then
separately for boys and girls. It was hypothesised that children’s appraisals of parent-child
relations would provide a linking mechanism through which inter-parental conflict and
parent-to-child hostility would impact on children’s behaviour and application in school. It
was also hypothesised that children’s perceptions of support from adults at school would
moderate the influence of inter-parental conflict, parent-to-child hostility and children’s

perceptions of parent-child relations on children’s behaviour and application in school.
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Method
Sample

The sample for the present study was derived from the Welsh family study
described in Chapter 2 (refer to this chapter for a more detailed description of the sample
and précedure). Due to the nature of the questions being asked in this study, the subsample
used for the current analyses only included households that consisted of two adults (two-
parent families, 91.3%; stepparent families, 8.7%). In this subsample 99.5% of the
children were of White-European origin and 0.5% were of Indian or Sri Lankan origin. The
combined sample of children, parents and teachers who provided complete data for all
three time points (1999, 2000, 2001) equalled 208 cases (girls = 107, boys = 101). Ages
ranged from 11 to 13 years (mean = 11.66 years, SD = .48) at Time 1 (1999).

There were tﬁree significant differences between measures provided by children for
whom there was complete data and those for whom there was not. Children who provided
complete data had significantly improved exam scores (f (458) = 4.83, p<.01), poor
academic application (7 (408) = 6.10, p<.01) and lower levels of behaviour problems (¢
(431)=3.71, p<.01).

Measures
Inter-Parental Conflict

Two indices of inter-parental conflict were used to assess parent reports of inter-
parental conflict: a subset of questions relating to inter-parental hostility taken from the
Iowa Youth .and Families Project ratings scales (IYFP; Melby et al., 1993) and the O’Leary
Porter Scale (Porter & O’Leary, 1980). The IYFP measure consists of four questions,
including: “During the past month, how often did your husband/wife/partner 1) get angry
at you 2) Criticise you or your ideas”. Responses for this scale range between one

(“Always”) and seven (“Never”). Items for this measure were recoded so that high scores
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reflected high conflict. Reports from this measure demonstrated a good reliability estimate
(mothers o =.88 and fathers a =.90). The O’Leary Porter Scale (Porter & O’Leary, 1980)
was used to measure inter-parental conflict occurring in the presence of the child; itis a 10
item scale and includes questions such as: “How often would you say you and your
spouse/partner argue over money matters in front of this child?” and “How often do you
complain to your spouse/partner in front of his child?” Responses for this scale range
between one (“Never”) and five (“Very often”). The internal consistency estimates for this

scale were good (mothers, a =.83; fathers, a =.79). These two scales were combined to

give an overall measure of inter-parental conflict (a =.92).
Parent-to-Child Hostility

This was measured using parent reports of their hostility towards their children,
assessed by a subset of questions relating to parent-child hostility taken from the IYFP
rating scales (Melby et al., 1993). This measure consists of four questions, including:
“During the past month, how often did you 1) get angry at him/her 2) criticise his/her
ideas”. Responses for this scale range between one (“Always™) and seven (“Never”).
Reports from this measure demonstrated good internal consistency (mothers, o = .83;
fathers, a = .86, combined, a = .85).
Child Perceptions of Parent-Child Relations

Children’s perceptions of parent-child relations were measured using the Rejection
and Withdrawal of Relations subscales of the Child Report of Parental Behaviour Inventory
(CRPBI; Margolies & Weintraub, 1977). These subscales consisted of seven and five
items respectively and included questions such as: “My mum/dad forgets to help me when I
need it” (Rejection) and “My mum/dad is less friendly with me if I don’t see things his/her
way” (Withdrawal of Relations). Responses were of the form “True”, “Sort of True;’ or

“Not True”. Items for this measure were coded such that high scores reflected poor parent-
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child relations. Both subscales showed good internal consistency for mothers (Rejection, o
= .88; Withdrawal of Relations, o = .84) and for fathers (Rejection, o = .86; Withdrawal of
Relations, a = .82). These subscales were combined to give an overall measure of child
perceptions of parent-child relations (a = .94).
School Support

Children’s perceptions of support from adults at their school were assessed using a
subset of questions from the ‘My School’ scale from the IYFP Ratings Scales (Melby et
al., 1993). The measure assesses children’s attitudes towards adults at their school and
their appraisals of the extent to which adults at their school are dependable, supportive and
positive towards them. The current study aimed to consider the potential buffering role of
general warm and positive relations between children and adults at school. This aspect of
the teacher-child relationship has been noted as particularly beneficial for children (Birch
& Ladd, 1997; Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004). The subset of questions used for the present
study reflected aspects of general warmth and closeness in relations between children and
adults at school, items pertaining to help with schoolwork related problems and specific
personal problems were not included. This subscale consisted of seven items, Which
included “Most of the adults at my school care about me” and “I like the adults at my
school”. Responses took the form “Yes”, “Don’t Know”, “No”. A good internal
consistency estimate was attained for this scale (a = .90).
Teacher reports of behaviour problems

This construct consisted of teacher reports of children’s aggression and
delinquency, which were assessed using the aggression and delinquency subscales of the
Teacher Report Form (TRF) of the Child Behaviour Checklist (CBCL; Achenbach, 1991).
Example items from these subscales are “Argues a lot” (Aggression) and “Lying or

cheating” (Delinquency). The fesponse scales ranged from zero to two (0 = “Not true of
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the child”, 1 = “Somewhat/sometimes true of the child”, 2 = “Very/often true of the
child”). Good internal reliability estimates were attained for both subscales (o =.95 and a
=70 respectively) and these were combined to give an overall measure of teacher reports
of child behaviour (o = .95).
Poor Academic Application

Teachers were asked to report on each child’s level of application at school
compared to other pupils of the same age. This measure compﬁsed two questions: “How
hard is s/he working?” and “How much is s/he learning?” The response scale ranged from
one (“Much less”) to seven (“Much more”). A good internal consistency estimate was |
established for these questions (a = .95). Scores were recoded so that high scores
reflected poor academic application.
Low Academic Attainment

End-of-year examination grades (Key Stage 3) in three core subject areas (English,
maths and science) were used to measure academic attainment. Key Stage 3 exams are
national tests in core subjects that all British school students sit at the end of their third
year of secondary school (aged 13 or 14 years). This measure of academic attainment was
used because it carries practical significance for children as it may be used to determine,
based on ability, the class that they are placed in for core subjects for the rest of secondary
school. It also gives the most objective measure of their performance since their first year
of secondary school. As these are national tests graded By external examiners they are also
free from reporter bias. Grades for these exams are given in the form of numeric scores
between one and seven, seven representing the highest level of attainment and one

representing the lowest. Exam scores were recoded so that high scores reflected low

academic attainment. The internal consistency score for this measure was good (o = .87).
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Table 1: Means, standard deviations and intercorrelations among all study variables

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7.
1999
1. Inter-parental conflict 1.00
2. Parent-to-child hostility A45** 100
2000
3. Children’s perceptions of parent-child relations  .29**  33** 1.00
4. School support =22%%  _30%* .24%%  1.00
5. Teacher reports of behaviour problems .16* 2%+ 27 -26%F 1.0
6. Poor academic application 26%F 37 3% _32%  66** 1.00
2001
7. Low academic attainment 17* Q3% 5%+ _]5% 41%¥*  61**  1.00
Mean .00 1227 3471 17.89 75 5.53 6.46
SD 14.07 644 9.96 3.72 1.06 2.83 2.70
Note. N =208
*p<.05, **p<.01.

Table 2: Means, standard deviations and Intercorrelations among all study variables for boys (N =

101) and girls (N = 107) separately

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7.
1999
1. Inter-parental conflict - A6¥* 27 -32%* 16 23* 12
2. Parent-to-child hostility A5** . 33*x 28+ 19° 26%* 13
2000
3. Children’s perceptions of parent-child relations  .32**  33%* . -28%%  37¥x  33%*% 2%
4. School support -.07 -32%* .17 - -12 -29%% - 19*
5. Teacher reports of behaviour problems 18 A4 16 =37 - 54 41
6. Poor academic application 32%%  48%* 26%* -33%F 68%*¢ - S59%*
2001 -
7. Low academic attainment 24* 3% 27 -.082 41**  66**
Boys’ Mean .00 23.52 36.00 7.8 1.01 6.37 6.60
Boys’ Standard deviation 13.54 6.14 10.30  3.52 1.19 3.11 2.72
Girls’ Mean .00 23.03 3349 8.18 .50 4.73 6.33
Girls’ Standard deviation 15.16  6.73 9.53 3.90 .86 2.28 2.69

Note. Boys below the diagonal, girls above.
°p<.10. *p<.05. **p<.01.
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Results
Preliminary Analysis

Tables 1 and 2 contain means, standard deviations and correlations for all study
variables. The correlations across constructs are consistent with the proposed theoretical
model. Measures of inter-parental conflict correlated with measures of
parent-to-child hostility (» = .45, p<.01). Both conflict and hostility correlated with
behaviour problems and poor academic application (inter-parental conflict and behaviour
problems, r = .16, p<.05; inter-parental conflict and poor academic application, » = .26,
Pp<.01; parent-to-child hostility and behaviour problems, r = .32, p<.01; parent-to-child
hostility and poor academic application, r = .37, p<.01). In turn, behaviour problems and
poor academic application were related to low academic attainment (r = ;41 , <01 & r=
.61, p<.01 respectively).
Model Tests

Structural equation modelling (LISREL 8.50; Joreskog & Sorbom, 1996) using
maximum likelihood estimation was employed to test the validity of the proposed
theoretical model. Model tests were conducted in four stages. The first stagé provided
initial tests of the impact of inter-parental conflict (Time 1) and parent-to-child hostility
(Time 1) on academic performance (Time 3). The second stage tested the roles of
behaviour problems (Time 2) and children’s poor academic application (Time 2) in
explaining the influence of inter-parental conflict (Time 1) and parent-to-child hostility
(Time 1) on academic performance (Time 3). The third stage tested the role of child
perceptions of the parent-child relationship (Time 2) in explaining the influence of inter-
parental conflict (Time 1) and parent-to-child hostility (Time 1) on teacher’s reports of
behaviour (Time 2) and children’s poor academic application (Time 2). The final stage of

analysis tested the moderating role of school support (Time 2) in determining the impact of
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inter-parental conflict (Time 1) and parent-to-child hostility (Time 1) and child perceptions
of parent-child relations (Time 2) on poor academic application (Time 2) and behaviour
problems (Time 2).
Initial Effects Tests

The first model tested the influence of inter-parental conflict and parent-to-child
hostility on low academic attainment two years later. Though inter-parental conflict shared
an initial bivariate correlation with low academic attainment (r = .17, p<.05), there was no
significant relationship between these two variables once parent-to-child hostility was
included in the model (B = .09, p>.05). There was, however, a significant association
between inter-parental conflict and parent-to-child hostility (r = .45, p<.01) and a
significant path between parent-to-child hostility and low academic attainment (§ = .19,
p<.05). Therefore, according to the criteria set out by Baron and Kenny (1986), the
relationship between inter-parental conflict and low academic attainment was mediated by
parent-to-child hostility. In support of this, indirect tests (see MacKinnon, Lockwood,
Hoffman, West, & Sheets, 2002) confirmed that the indirect path between inter-parental
conflict and low academic attainment via parent-to-child hostility was significant ( = .10,
p<.05). This model produced a perfect fit to the data, which results from all unknown
parameters relative to degrees of freedom being estimated (i.e., the model is fully
saturated).
The Roles of Poor Academic Application and Behaviour Problems

The second model (Figure 2) tested the intervening roles of poor academic
application and behaviour problems in the influence of inter-parental conflict and parent-
to-child hostility on later low academic attainment. Again there was no significant path
between inter-parental conflict and low academic attainment (f = .02, p>.10). There was

also no significant relationship between inter-parental conflict and poor academic
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application (B = .12, p>.10) or between inter-parental conflict and behaviour problems in
this model (§ = .02, p>.10). The pathway between parent-to-child hostility and low
academic attainment was no longer significant in this model ( =-.01, p>.10). However,
there was a significant path between parent-to-child hostility and poor academic
application (B = .32, p<.01) and a significant path between poor academic application and
low academic attainment (B = .61, p<.01), suggesting that poor academic application
mediated the initial relationship between parent-to-child hostility and low academic
attainment. There was also a significant path between parent-to-child hostility and
behaviour problems (B = .31, p<.01) but no significant direct relationship between
behaviour problems and low academic attainment (8§ = .01, p>.10). However, there was a
significant association between poor academic application and behaviour problems (r =
.54, p<.01), and behaviour problems were significantly related to low academic attainment
when poor academic application was absent from the model (§ = .37, p<.01), suggesting
that poor academic application mediated the relationship between teacher reports of
behaviour problems and low academic attainment; therefore providing a further indirect
mechanism through which parent-to-child hostility was related to low academic attainment.
In support of this, indirect effects tests revealed that there was a significant indirect
pathway between parent-to-child hostility and low academic attainment through poor
academic application (B = .22, p<.05) and a marginally significant pathway between
parent-to-child hostility and low academic attainment through behaviour problems and
poor academic application (B = .12, p<.10). Again, the model provided a perfect fit to the
data due to all unknown parameters relative to degrees of freedom being estimated.
Stacked model comparisons (Bollen, 1989) revealed two gender differences in the
pattern of relations in this model. In the boys’ model there was a significant pathway

between parent-to-child hostility and poor academic application (B = .42, p<.01) but this
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effect was only marginal in the girls’ model (B = .20, p<.10, Ay? = 5.61, p<.05). There
was also a significant pathway between parent-to-child hostility and behaviour problems
for boys (B = .45, p<.01) but not for girls (B = .14, p>.10, Ay = 7.95, p<.01), suggesting
direct effects of parent-to-child hostility on boys’ behaviour problems and poor academic
application but not on girls’.
The Role of Children’s Perceptions of Parent-Child Relations

The third model (Figure 3) tested the intervening role of children’s perceptions of
the parent-child relationship in the influence of both inter-parental conflict and parent-to-
child hostility on children’s poor academic application and their behaviour problems. As
there were no significant direct effects of either inter-parental conflict or parent-to-child
hostility on children’s low academic attainment in the previous model, these paths were
taken out for this stage of analyses to provide a more parsimonious model.
Significant paths were found between parent-to-child hostility and child perceptions of
parent-child relations (B = .25, p<.05); child perceptions of parent-child relations and poor
academic application (B = .20, p<.05); and child perceptions of parent-child relations and
behaviour problems (f = .19, p<.05). There was no significant path between child
perceptions of parent-child relations and low academic attainment (§ = .07, p>.10).
However, significant paths remained between parent-to-child hostility and poor academic
application (B = .27, p<.05) and between parent-to-child hostility and behaviour problems
(B = .26, p<.05). Therefore, child perceptions of parent-child relations appeared to
partially mediate the impact of parent-to-child hostility on both poor academic application
and behaviour problems. In confirmation of this, indirect effects tests demonstrated that
parent-to-child hostility was also significantly indirectly related to low academic

attainment via these two pathways (B = .04, p<.05 and B = .04, p<.05 respectively). There
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was also a significant path between inter-parental conflict and child perceptions of parent-
child relations (B = .18, p<.05). Indirect effects tests revealed that inter-parental conflict
was marginally indirecﬂy related to low academic attainment in this model through child
perceptions of parent-child relations and poor academic application (B = .03, p<.10), and
through child perceptions of parent-child relations, behaviour problems and poor academic
application (B = .03, p<.10). The Fit indices confirmed that this model was a good fit to
the data (x> = .08; RMSEA = .00; GFI = 1.00; AGFI = 1.00). |

Some gender differences were identified in the pattern of relationships. The
pathway between child perceptions of parent-child relations and behaviour problems was
significant for girls (B = .34, p<.05) but not for boys (B = .03, p>.10, Ay*> = 8.86, p<.01).
There were also significant differences for paths between parent-to-child hostility and poor
academic application and between parent-to-child hostility and behaviour problems. Both
pathways were significant for boys (B = .40, p<.01; B = .44, p<.01 respectively) but not for
girls (B = .13, p>.10, Ay> = 6.61, p<.05; p = .06, p>.10, Ay> = 10.31, p<.01 respectively).
Again, this demonstrates the direct effect of parent-to-child hostility on behaviour and
application for boys but not for girls. For girls effects were through their perceptions of
parent-child relations.
The Moderating Role of School Support

The final model (Figure 4) tested the moderating role of school support in
determining the degree of impact that inter-parental conflict, parent-to-child hostility and
children’s perceptions of parent;child relations had on poor academic application and
behaviour problems. Interaction terms were centred in accordance with guidance provided
by Aiken and West (1991). There were main effects of school support on poor academic

application (B = -.20, p<.05) and behaviour problems (B = -.15, p<.05). School support
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also moderated the relationship between parent-to-child hostility and behaviour problems
(B =-.16, p<.05). The fit statistics suggested that this model was poorer fit to the data than
previous models (x> = 138.87; RMSEA = .15; GFI = .87; AGFI = .74); however, the poor
fit is an artefact of the increased number of non-
specified pathways in this model, which are due to the inclusion of the interaction terms.
Simple slope analyses were conducted to assess the nature of the moderating effect
of school support on the impact of parent-to-child hostility on behaviour problems (Aiken
& West, 1991). The effect of parent-to-child hostility on behaviour problems was plotted
for low (one standard deviation below the mean), medium (mean) and high (one standard
deviation above the mean) levels of school support (see Figure 5). The relationship
between parent-to-child hostility and teacher’s reports of behaviour problems was not
signiﬁcani at high levels of school support (B =.07, p>.10). It was significant at medium

and low levels (B = .21, p<.01 and B = .36, p<.001 respectively).
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Figure 5: Simple slope analysis testing the influence of parent-to-child hostility on
teacher reports of behaviour problems at low, medium and high levels of school

support
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These results suggest that, while parent-to-child hostility exerts direct as well as
indirect effects on children’s behaviour problems, these direct effects are strongest when
there is an absence of support for children from the school environment. Conversely, when
support from the school environment is high, the direct impact of parent-to-child hostility
on children’s behaviour is less pronounced. However, the indirect effects of inter-parental
conflict and parent-to-child hostility on children’s behaviour problems through their
perceptions of parent-child relations are not diminished by support from the school
environment.

Summary

Preliminafy analysis suggested that parent-to-child hostility exerted direct effects
on low academic attainment but that thé impact of inter-parental conflict on low academic
attainment was mediated by parent-to child hostility. The second stage of analysis
demonstrated that parent-to-child hostility was related to both behaviour problems and
poor academic application. Application, in turn was significantly related to low academic
attainment one year later, whereas the influence of behaviour problems on low academic
attainment was mediated by poor academic application. Therefore the initial relationship
between parent-to-child hostility and low academic attainment was mediated by poor
academic application. The stage of analyses testing the role of child perceptions of parent-
child relations demonstrated that child perceptions partially mediated the impact of parent-
to-child hostility on both application and teacher reports of behaviour problems. Child
perceptions also provided a mechanism through which inter-parental conflict was related to
these two factors. The final stage of analysis, testing the moderatiﬁg role of school
support, demonstrated that not only did schopl support influence children’s poor academic
application and teacher reports of behaviour problems as reported by teachers, it also

moderated the effect of parent-to-child hostility on these behaviour problems. By gender
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analyses revealed that while boys appeared to experience a more direct effect of parent-
child relations on their behaviour and application in school, the effects of this relatipnship
on girls’ poor academic application and behaviour problems was through their perceptions
of the parent-child relationship.

Discussion

The present study extends existing research by providing a family-wide perspective
of influences on children’s behaviour, application and performance in school. It provides
evidence for the roles of both the parent-child relationship and the inter-parental
relationship in infomﬁng children’s ability to function well at school. Importantly, the
study demonstrates that children’s perceptions of parent-child relations provide a
mechanism through which both inter-parental conflict and parent-to-child hostility impact
on children’s behaviour and application in school. Findings also indicate that support from
adults at school might buffer children against the impact of hostiljty at home on their
functioning in school.

Earlier studies have identified links between events that occur at home and how
children behave and perform in school. Most of this evidence has focused on aspects of
the parent-child relationship and has demonstrated the importance of parenting and
parenting styles (Aunola et al., 2000; Steinberg et al., 1989), attachment (Moss & St-
Laurent, 2001) and parental hostility (Feldman & Wentzel, 1990) for children’s adaptation
in school. Comparatively less research has considered the importance of the inter-parental
relationship to school-related outcomes (Sturge-Apple et al., 2006a, b; Westerman &
LaLuz, 1995) and only one study, to the authors’ knowledge, has considered the impact of
inter-parental conflict and parent-child relations on children’s behaviour and performance
in school using a longitudinal design (Harold et al., in press). Previous research indicates

that conflict between parents not only informs children’s appraisals of the inter-parental
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relationship, it also informs their appraisals of the parent-child relationship (Harold &
Conger, 1997; Harold et al., 1997). Providing support for this, the present study
demonstrated that both inter-parental conflict and parent-to-child hostility exert unique
effects on children’s perceptions of parent-child relations. These perceptions appeared to
act as a linchpin, linking inter-parental conflict to children’s academic application and their
ability to behave appropriately in school; they also partly explained the initial effect of
parent-to-child hostility on these two aspects of school adjustment.

Previous research has éonsidcrcd the influence of children’s behaviour on their
ability to perform well at school. Findings have provided robust evidence for the effects of
aggressive and delinquent behaviour on low academic attainment (Adams et al., 1999;
Hinshaw, 1992; Jimerson et al., 1999). The importance of motivation or academic
engagement in determining levels of performance has also been emphasised (Eccles &
Wigfield, 2002, Marchant et al., 1997; Pintrich, 2003). However, few studies have looked
at these two factors together. The findings in the current stud)'r suggest that the relationship
between children’s behaviour in school and their low academic attainment is mediated by
their level of application in school. It seems that children who experience behaviour
problems are unable to successfully apply themselves to schoolwork and this affects their
performance in the classroom. This is consistent with previous research linking high levels
of externalising behaviour with a decline in children’s academic achievement over time
(Jimerson et al., 1999) and findings indicating that children who act out in the classroom
are less able to attend to and engage with academic tasks (Egeland et al., 1990).

Some gender differences were found in the pattern of relations between family
functioning, school support and child adjustment. For girls, inter-parental conflict and
parental hostility exerted effects on their behaviour and application through perceptions of

parent-child relations. However in the boys’ model, while inter-parental conflict and
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parental hostility were related to their perceptions of the parent-child relationship, these
perceptions were not related to application or behaviour problems. Instead, parent-to-child
hostility exerted direct effects on poor academic application and behaviour problems.
Inter-parental conflict exerted indirect effects on these outcomes through the concurrent
association with parent-to-child hostility. Overall, family relationships exerted direct
effects on boys’ behaviour and application, whereas perceptions of parent-child relations
acted as a mechanism through which family effects impacted on girls’ behaviour and
application. These stronger direct links between discord in family relationships and
externalising problems for boys than for girls are consistent with past research (Davies &
Lindsay, 2004). Previous studies have demonstrated that boys appear to be less shielded
from family conflict than girls, leading to a greater risk of psychological adjustment
problems for boys in conflicted households (e.g. Harold & Conger, 1997), which appears
to be borne out in the present study. However, the present study did not examine effects on
levels of internalising symptoms. Davies and Lindsay (2001; 2004) have argued that boys
and girls are equally affected by family conflict but that, consistent with gender
socialisation, girls are more likely to display internalising symptoms in response to conflict
and boys are more likely to display externalising problems (Davies & Lindsay, 2001,
2004). It is possible that a stronger link between family relationships and internalising
symptoms would have been observed in girls if this had been assessed.

The final aim of this study was to investigate the moderating role of support from
adults at school in understanding the effects of hostility in inter-parental and parent-child
relationships on children’s academic adaptation. While several studies have highlighted
the importance of the teacher-child relationship in informing behaviour and performance in
school (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Pianta et al., 1997), few studies have considered the

possibility that positive relationships with teachers and other adults at school might serve
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as a protective factor, buffering children against the impact of negative aspects of
relationships in the family on children’s ability to function well at school (see Kelly &
Wallerstein, 1977 for exceptions). Findings from the present study suggested that not only
were adults at school able to directly influence children’s behaviour and application in
school, they were also equipped to buffer children against the impact of hostility at home
on their behaviour in school. When support from adults at school was perceived to be
high, children’s behaviour was less affected by hostility from parents than when children
perceived medium or low levels of support. This suggests that even in the context of
discord at home children may be able to function well at school if they have warm,
supportive relationships with the adults there.

Overall, the findings from this study demonstrate that children’s experiences in
their relationships at home, and their understanding of those experiences, can have
important effects on their ability to behave and perform well in school. This is consistent
with studies based on a family-wide perspective (Harold & Conger, 1997; Harold et al,
1997), which document the influence of inter-parental and parent-child relations on
children’s appraisals, and demonstrate the impact of these appraisals, particularly of the
parent-child relationship, on children’s psychological adjustment. The findings of the
present study extend previous research by suggesting that these appraisals also inform
children’s academic adaptation. The findings also provide evidence for the interplay
between family and school contexts, showing that, while children’s appraisals mediate the
impact of family relationships on children’s behaviour and performance in school, support
at school can moderate the effects of some of these family influences.

Some limitations to the present study are noteworthy. First, the measure of
academic attainment used was children’s scores on national Key Stage Three exams. As

these exams only occur once in the child’s academic career it was not possible to control
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for academic attainment at an earlier time point. Therefore, autoregressive techniques,
which allow the criterion variable to be considered as an index of change, could not be
employed for the present analyses. This means that caution should be exercised when
interpreting pathways in these analyses as causal.

Second, there were some significant differences between children who provided
complete data for all study variables and those for who did not and, therefore, were not
included in the current sample. Children who had complete data fared better with respect
to behaviour problems, poor écademic application and academic attainment, which may
have affected the pattern of results. Consequently, the findings may offer a niore
conservative estimate of the effects of family relationships on children’s academic
attainment.

Third, poor academic application was assessed using only two items, which were
designed to assess the amount of effort the child was applying in class. A fuller measure of
motivation to learn or goal orientation might have provided a more complete view of the
child’s attitude to their work.

Finally, as an initial step towards an integrated perspective of the processes through
which family and school influences combine to inform children’s academic attainment, the
current analyses only considered children’s appraisals of the parent-child relationship as a
mechanism through which inter-parental and parent-child relations inform children’s
behaviour and performance in school. However, there is evidence to suggest that
children’s appraisals of inter-parental conflict are also an important mechanism through
which inter-parental conflict impacts on child adjustment (Grych & Fincham, 1990; Grych
et al., 2003). Therefore, further investigation of links between hostile family relationships

and children’s school related outcomes should consider these appraisals.
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Notwithstanding these limitations, the present study represents an important step
towards integrating research relating to child adjustment in the family and school setting.
The findings provide evidence for the role of children’s perceptions of parental behaviour
in understanding adaptation to school and extend previous research by considering the
combined influence 6f both family and school contexts on children’s behaviour, academic
application, and attainment in school.

Implications for Policy & Practice

These findings have practical importance for policy makers and practitioners,
indicating three points of departure for designing interventions aimed at improving
children’s ability to function well at school. 1) Findings suggest that, consistent with
research assessing influences on children’s psychological adjustment, inter-parental and
parent-child relations are important for understaﬁding children’s academic adaptation.
These findings give credence to theories suggesting that the family unit exerts strong
effects on children’s ability to function across contexts (Booth & Dunn, 1996;
Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Ryan et al., 1995). 2) The results also suggest that children’s
perceptions of relationships within the family act as the mechanism through which the
transfer of effects from family background to school adjustment occurs. Therefore,
interventions aimed at shaping children’s understandings and attributions relating to both
inter-parental and parent-child relations may reduce the impact of negative family
experiences on children’s ability to function in multiple contexts. 3) While previous
research has shown that teachers are able to exert a positive influence on children’s
behaviour and performance, the present study has shown that positive relationships with
adults at school can also moderate the influence of hostile experiences at home on
children’s behaviour in school, suggesting that teachers are in a potentially powerful

position to inform children’s adjustment in the school context, even in the face of family
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adversity. However, with the family context being a dominant and enduring influence,
teachers may feel ill-equipped to bolster children against problems rooted in the home. The
challenge is to assist teachers in recognizing their capacity in this regard and to identify the
means to support them in doing so.
Summary

This chapter has provided a broad perspective of how relationships within the
family combine to influence children’s behaviour and attainment in school. It has also
demonstrated how family and school contexts combine to influence children’s academic
adaptation. While this chapter represents one of the first studies to consider children’s
appraisals as a mechanism through which family relationships inform behaviour and
attainment in school, several questions remain. First, it is unclear what role children’s
appraisals of inter-parental relations might play m the connection between family
relationships and academic attainment. Second, Chapter 2 and the current chapter noted
that while links between externalising problems and academic attainment are robust, there
is less consistent evidence of links between internalising symptoms and academic
attainment. Therefore, the nature of this latter relationship warrants further consideration.

Both of these issues will be investigated further in Chapter 4.
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CHAPTER 4

The present chapter aims to make an in-depth investigation of how discordant
family relationships inform children’s psychological well-being and academic attainment.
It will build on literature suggesting that, though disturbances in inter-parental and parent-
child relationships often co-occur, it is more consistently the case that conflict and hostility
in the inter-parental relationship precedes, and may be a catalyst for, hostility in the parent-
child relationship (Engfer, 1988; Erel & Burman, 1995). As an extension of the study
contained in Chapter 3, this chapter will consider the child’s perspective of both inter-
parental and parent-child relations as mechanisms through which inter-parental conflict
impacts on academic attainment. The present study also attempts to provide further insight
into the nature of the relationship between psychological adjustment and academic
attainment by considering internalising symptoms and externalising problems as
mechanisms through which inter-parental conflict and children’s appraisals of inter-
parental and parent-child relations inform academic attainment.

Inter-parental Conflict and Children’s Psychological Adjustment

Research conducted in the last 15 years has given attention to the processes through
which certain aspects of conflict impact negatively on children (e.g., Cummings & Davies,
2002; Davies et al., 2002; Grych et al., 2003). As outlined in the previous chapter and in
Chapter 1, literature in this area has proposed two possible mechanisms through which
conflict affects children: the indirect effects hypothesis (e.g., Erel & Burman, 1995; Fauber
& Long, 1991) and the direct effects hypothesis (Davies & Cummings, 1994; Grych &
Fincham 1990).

The indirect effects hypothesis posits that inter-parental conflict impacts on children

through the disturbances it causes in the parent-child relationship. Specifically, affect
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expressed in the inter-parental relationship spills over into the parent-child relationship.

- Therefore, parents who express aggression and hostility towards each other may become
aggressive and hostile towafds their children (Easterbrooks & Emde, 1988; Fauber et al.,
1990). Alternatively, parents who are frustrated or preoccupied with the inter-parental
relationship may become less emotionally available for their child (Katz & Gottman, 1996,
Sturge-Apple et al., 2006a, b; Volling & Belsky, 1991). These two specific aspects of
parenting have been associated with a range of negative outcomes for children. Moreover,
as demonstrated in the previous chapter, discordant inter-parental relations can also affect
children’s working models of relationships; therefore affecting children’s perceptions of
the parent-child relationship.

Children experiencing hostile parenting in the context of inter-parental conflict are
at greater risk of attention problems, internalising symptoms, externalising problems and
conduct disorder (Fauber et al., 1990; Jouriles, Barling, & O’Leary, 1987). Similarly,
parental withdrawal or lack of emotional availability of parents in this context has been
associated with poor psychological well-being and poor school adjustment (Buehler &
Gerard, 2002; Easterbrooks & Emde, 1988; Sturge-Apple et al., 2006a, b).

However, as noted in the previous chapter, conflict also exerts direct effects on
children; that is, effects that are not channelled through the parent-child relationship. These
direct effects stem from children directly witnessing conflict between parents (Emery et al.,
1992). Early direct effects explanations focused on children modelling parents’ aggressive
behaviour (Patterson, 1982). However, much of the research in this area in the past two
decades has demonstrated that inter-parental conflict also impacts on children according to
their emotional responses and appraisals relating to conflict (Davies & Cummings, 1994;

Davies, et al., 2002; Grych & Fincham, 1990).
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This approach has emphasised that rather than relying on parent reports of conflict,
it is important to assess children’s perceptions of these exchanges. One reason for this is
because different children show widely varying responses to witnessing the same conflicted
exchange (Davies & Cummings, 1994). Investigation of why such individual differences
are consistently demonstrated has lead to the conception that children’s subjective
evaluations of these exchanges explain variation in responses to witnessing inter-parental
conflict (e.g. Davies & Cummings, 1994; Grych & Carodoza-Fernandez, 2001; Grych &
Fincham, 1990; Harold & Conger, 1997).

One of the most documented theories acknowledging the importance of children’s
subjective evaluations of inter-parental conflict is the cognitive contexfual framework
(Grych & Fincham, 1990). This theory focuses on the role of cognitions in understanding
the impact of inter-parental conflict on children’s well-being. According to this
perspective, children’s awareness of the frequency, intensity and resolution of conflict
informs the degree of emotional arousal they experience. Furthermore, if children perceive
conflict to be threatening or feel unable to cope with it they will experience more distress.
Similarly, if the conflict is related to the child in content this may lead to feelings of self-
blame, which will elicit negative emotions (Dadds et al., 1999; Grych et al., 2003).

There is a growing body of research implicating children’s appraisals of threat and
self-blame as mechanisms linking inter-parental conflict to children’s adjustment problems.
Appraisals of threat have been consistently associated with internalising symptoms in
children (Grych et al., 2000; Grych et al., 2003), particularly in boys (Grych et al., 2000;
Dadds et al., 1999; Grych et al., 2000; Kerig, 1998a). One recent study has also noted
links between threat and eternalising problems for boys only (Grych et al., 2003).
Appraisals of self-blame have been linked to internalising symptoms (Dadds et al., 1999;

Grych et al., 2000) and, more recently, externalising problems in boys and girls (Dadds et
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al., 1999; Grych et al., 2003). The only study to longitudinally assess the role of these
appraisals in explaining variation in children’s psychological adjustment has demonstrated
that appraisals of threat and self-blame appear to differentially predict internalising
symptoms and externalising problems, respectively. While appraisals of threat were
associated with internalising symptoms in this study, appraisals of self-blame were more
consistently associated with externalising problems (Grych et al., 2003).

Overall, both direct and indirect explanations of the impact of inter-parental conflict
on children have received a substantial amount of* support. However, most studies only
consider one or the other approach, which does not allow comparison of the two
mechanisms. To examine the relative contribution of both the parent-child relationship and
children’s perceptions of conflict to children’s adjustment, a relatively small number of
studies have assessed direct and indirect mechanisms simultaneously (e.g., Frosch,
Mangelsdorf & McHale, 2000; Harold et al., 1997; Davies et al., 2002; Owen & Cox,
1997). Most of these findings demonstrate roles for both direct and indirect mechanisms in
explaining variation in psychological adjustment in the context of inter-parental conflict.
These studies suggest that conflict may cause disturbances in the parent-child relationship,
which impact on child adjustment, and that inter-parental conflict also affects children
directly according to the perceptions they form of their parents’ arguments and
disagreements. This work, acknowledging both mechanisms, suggests that in order to fully
consider the processes through which inter-parental conflict affects children, both
mechanisms should be considered.

Familial Influences of Children’s Attainment in School

The majority of existing research investigating links between inter-parental conflict

and child adjustment has investigated broad dimensions of internalising Symptoms and

eternalising problems (see El-Sheikh et al., 2006; Harold et al., in press; Sturge-Apple et
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al., 2006a, b for exceptions). While these indices of adjustment are important for
understanding children’s psychological well-being, other outcomes that are central to child
development have received comparatively little attention. Notably, there has been no
systematic application of this research in relation to children’s school adjustment and
academic achievement. As outlined in Chapters 2 and 3, the school environment is an
important context for children’s functioning. Additionally, .Chapter 3 provides preliminary
.evidence that children’s appraisals of family relationships are important to their functioning
in this domain.
Family Relationships and School Attainment

The majority of research assessing the influence of family relationships on school
success has focused on the parent-child relationship (Feldman & Wentzel, 1990; Strage &
Brandt, 1999). Findings suggest that harsh or inattentive parenting practices are associated
with poor academic attainment, behaviour problems in school and fewer friends.
Conversely, positive parenting practices are associated with higher academic achievement,
fewer behaviour problems and greater popularity with peers (Steinberg et al., 1989; Strage
& Brandt, 1999; Aunola et al., 2000). It has also been noted that the affective quality of the
parent-child relationship impacts on children’s school attainment. Specifically, parental
hostility and rejection and parental withdrawal or emotional unavailability have been
repeatedly associated with poor school adjustment and academic attainment in children
(Feldman & Wentzel, 1990; Jacobson & Hoffman, 1997; Sturge-Apple et al., 2006a, b).

Literature addressing the influence of the inter-parental relationéhip in this context
has primarily been concerned with the effects of divorce on school outcomes (Mchmbs &
Forehand, 1989; Amato & Keith, 1991; Demo & Acock, 1996). This body of literature
suggests that children who have experienced their parents’ divorce tend to fare worsé than

their peers from intact families with respect to academic attainment and classroom
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behaviour. Though this research is largely concerned with family structure, much of it
suggests that the links between divorce and problems at school are best accounted for by
levels of conflict within the family (McCombs & Forehand, 1989; Amato & Keith, 1991;
Demo & Acock, 1996), especially conﬂi;:t between parents pre- and post-divorce (Long et
al., 1988; Amato & Keith, 1991).

A handful of studies have considered and documented the effects of the quality of
the inter-parental relationship on children’s school adjustment (Feldman et al., 1990;
Sturge-Apple et al., 2006a; Westerman & La Luz, 1995). Similar to the literature exploring
children’s psychological adjustment, proposed explanations for this link include direct
effects of conflict on children through sensitisation and indirect effects through
disturbances in parent-child relations (McCombs & Forehand, 1989; Sturge-Apple et al.,
2006a).

One recent study has considered the roles of parenting and children’s appraisals of
conflict in linking inter-parental conflict to children’s academic attainment (Harold et al., in
press). This study specifically tested the roles of negative parenting and self-blame in
response to this conflict as mechanisms through which inter-parental conflict affects
academic attainment. It also considered children’s externalising behaviour as a mechanism
through which parent-child relations and self-blaming appraisals inform their academic
attainment. Interestingly, findings revealed that it was children’s appraisals of self-blame
not parenting which were the strongest predictor of academic attainment and these effects
were not mediated by children’s aggressive behaviour. These findings provide clear
evidence that children’s appraisals of conflict are important in determining children’s
attainment in school. However, the role of threat appraisals has also been implicated in
recent studies relating to children’s appraisals of conflict (e.g., Dadds et al., 1999; Grych et

al., 2003). Therefore, the importance of appraisals of threat as a mechanism through which
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inter-parental conflict informs academic outcomes should be considered. Additionally, the
analyses in Chapter 3 only considered externalising problems in relation to academic
attainment so the role of ihternalising symptoms in this process warrants further
investigation.

Psychological Adjustment and Children’s Academic Adaptation

Research investigating potential links between children’s psychological adjustment
and their capacity to perform well academically, as described in previous chapters, has
provided evidence for robust links between externalising problems and academic
attainment (Adams et al., 1999; Hinshaw, 1992; Mingyue et al., 2001; Stormshak et al.,
1998). Many of these studies demonstrate that children’s behaviour problems affect their
ability to perform well in class (Fergusson et al., 1993; Egelan(i et al., 1990), perhaps
because children with higher levels of externalising problems are less well able to
concentrate and apply themselves.

Research attempting to explain the relationship between internalising symptoms and
academic attainment has produced mixed findings. On the whole there are fewer studies
documenting links between intemé,lising symptoms and academic achievement than there
are highlighting the role of externalising problems (Masten et al., 2005). One explanation
for the lack of established links between internalising symptoms and academic attainment
lies in the nature of the different profiles of symptoms that contribute to the construct of
internalising. Internalising symptoms typically consist of scores on depression, anxiety and
withdrawal. While this range of symptoms provides a global measure of affective
symptoms, it may confound relations between distinct (albeit related) indices of
psychological distress and academic achievement. Depression, anxiety and withdrawal all
represent distinct adaptive problems. Therefore individuals experiencing high levels of

anxiety may not be experiencing high levels of depression and vice versa (Cannon &
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Weems, 2006). As these problems are distinct, they may also inform academic attainment
differentially.

Studies have documented links between clinical levels of depression and low
academic gttainment (Bardone et al., 1996; Kovacs & Devlin, 1998). However, those
investigating thé influence of sub-threshold levels of depressive symptoms and facademic
attainment are fewer in number and have produced mixed findings (see Masten et al.,
2005), with some studies finding significant effects (Haines et al., 1996) and others failing
to do so (Cole et al., 1996). These findings imply that while severe levels of depression
impede academic attainment, sub-threshold levels of depression affect academic attainment
toa lésser extent. One explanation of links between depression and low academic
attainment may be learned helplessness. This factor has been identified as common in
depression sufferers (Miller & Seligman, 1975; Valas, 2001) and is also associated with
poor academic outcomes. Specifically, children with a helpless orientation to achievement
tend to have poorer test attainment and academic attainment (Fincham, Hokoda, & Sanders,
1989).

Links between anxiety and academic attainment are equally unclear. Early research
investigating stress and attainment also suggests that the relationship between these two
factors may differ depending on whether anxiety levels are normative or severe (Sharma,
1970; Yerkes & Dodson, 1908). Specifically, this research suggests that some degree of
stress is necessary in order to motivate goal directed behaviour but extreme levels of stress
interfere with an individual’s capacity to perform effectively. Therefore, certain levels of
stress or anxiety may be necessary for achieving academic goals, whereas clinical levels of
stress may hinder attainment (Bernstein & Borchardt, 1991). In support of this, there is

evidence to suggest that high levels of anxiety in community samples, though detrimental
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to psychological adjustment, may actually lead to high levels of academic attainment
because anxiety serves as a motivator to achieve (DiLalla et al., 2004; Eady, 1999).

It appears then, that although internalising symptoms are an important means of
conceptualising a constellation of psychological adjustment problems, this categorisation
obscures the understanding of the nature of the relationship between the distinct symptoms
profiles represented by this broad index and academic competence. In normative samples
at least, there are findings to suggest that the relationship between depression and academic
attainment is diametrically opposed to the relationship between anxiety and academic
attainment (DiLalla et al., 2004; Haines et al., 1996). Specifically, while high levels of
anxiety may induce motivation to achievement, high levels of depression may be associated
with learned helplessness, which is related to poor achievement. Therefore, it appears that
in order to understand the nature of the relationship between the symptoms that constitute
internalising symptoms and academic outcomes these components need to be considered as
distinct symptom profiles.

Summary

Based on the literature covered here there are several important issues to consider
when hypothesising links between inter-parental conflict and academic achievement. 1)
Research investigating child psychological adjustment suggests that both direct and indirect
paths are important processes in understanding the impact of inter-parental conflict on
children (e.g., Harold et al., 1997; Davies et al., 2002). This research has emphasised the
importance of using children’s appraisals of inter-parental conflict and the parent-child
relationship in order to understand why some children are affected more by conflict than
others. 2) While literature making family-scilool connections has documented bivariate
associations between disturbances in inter-parental relationship and children’s academic

achievement, this literature gives little consideration of the processes identified in the
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family socialisation literature, namely how children’s appraisals of family relationships
inform academic achievement. 3) Though conceptualising children’s emotional and
behavioural well-being as internalising symptoms and externalising problems provides a
useful insight into children psychological adjustment, the nature of the relationship
between psychological adjustment and academic attainment may be more complex than
these broad indices of psychological adjustment are able to\;:apture. Internalising
symptoms in particular appear to have a complex relationship with academic attainment.
The Present Study

The aim of this study, therefore, was to consider the long-term effect of inter-parental
conflict on children’s academic attainment (see Figure 1). Because past research has
highlighted the role of direct and indirect pathways, children appraisals of inter-parental
conflict in this context (specifically, threat and self-blame) and parenting behaviour were
both examined. Children’s perceptions of parental rejection and withdrawal in particular
were assessed because these two dimensions are identified as consistent with a spillover
hypothesis (Erel & Burman, 1995). Furthermore, the present analyses considered how
symptoms representing internalising symptoms and externalising problems might link
children’s appraisals of inter-parental and parent-child relations to subsequent academic
attainment. Therefore, for the present study, a sample of 236 school children (aged 11-13
years), their parents and teachers was used to test a family-school model in which inter-
parental conflict (Time 1) was hypothesised to directly affect children’s appraisals of
negative parenting behaviour (Time 2), threat (Time 2) and self-blame relating to inter-
parental conflict (Time 2). Appraisals of threat (Time 2), self-blame (Time 2) and negative
parenting behaviour (Time 2), in turn, were hypothesised to affect later academic
achievement (Time 3) through concurrent relations with children’s internalising symptoms

(Time 2) and externalising problems (Time 2).
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Figure 1: Theoretical model of the relationship between inter-parental conflict, children’s perceptions of negative parenting behaviour,

children’s appraisals threat, children’s appraisals self-blame, psychological adjustment and low academic attainment




Method

Sample

Data for these analyses were derived from the Welsh family study. This study
focused on children’s experiences of family life and their social, psychological and
academic adjustment (for a more detailed description of sample and procedures see
Chapter 2).

Due to the nature of the issues being investigated in the current study, children
from any families other than two-parent families were excluded from the sample.
Consequently only families comprising either both biological parents (91.3 %) or one
biological parent and one step-parent (7.7 %) were retained for the study sample so that
all families had one male and one female guardian within the home. Of parents in the
study, 38.0% of mothers and 34.7% of fathers completed secondary or high-school
education only, 32.6% of mothers and 28.9% of fathers completed technical or
vocational level training, and 29.8% of mothers and 36.4% of fathers completed
university education. Of the children in the study, 98% were of White-European origin,
1.5% were of Indian, Sri-Lankan, or Pakistani origin, with the remaining 0.6% being of
non-British origin (e.g., East African, Jamaican). The combined sample for the current
analyses, containing complete information for children and parents for all three time
points, consisted of 236 cases (125 girls, 111 boys). Children were between the ages of
11 and 13 years at the first point of data collection, with a mean age of 11.69 (SD = .47)
at this time.

As in Chapter 3 there were some differences between scores on study variables
for children who completed all three waves of data and those who did not provide
information for all measures included in the study. Children who did not complete all

three waves scored higher on child perceptions of inter-parental conflict, teacher scores
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of aggression and had lower grades on two of the three exam subjects considered (child
reports of conflict properties: ¢ (526) = 5.59, p<.01; teacher reports of aggression: ¢
(431) = 11, p<.01; maths scores: ¢ (467) = 17.16, p<.01; science scores: ¢ (471) =
16.25, p<.01).
Measures
Inter-Parental Conflict

Two measures were used to assess parent reports of inter-parental conflict, a
subset of questions relating to inter-parental hostility taken from the IYFP rating scales
(Melby et al., 1993) and the O’Leary Porter Scale (Porter & O’Leary, 1980). The IYFP
measure consists of four questions, including: “During the past month, how often did
your husband/wife/partner 1) get angry at you 2) Criticise you or your ideas.”
Responses for this scale range between one and seven (representing “Always” and
“Never” respectively). Items for this measure were recoded so that high scores
reflected high co@ict. Reports from this measure demonstrated good reliability
estimates for both mothers (a =.89) and fathers (a0 =.89). The O’Leary Porter Scale
(Porter & O’Leary, 1980) was used to measure inter-parental conflict occurring in the
presence of the child; it is an eight item scale and includes questions such as: “It is
difficult in these days of tight budgets to confine financial discussions to specific times
and places. How often would you say you and your spouse/partner argue over money
matters in front of this child?” and “How often do you complain to your spouse/partner
in front of his child?” Responses for this scale range between one and five
(representing “never” and “very often” respectively). Again, reliability estimates for
this scale for both mothers and fathers were good (o = .83 and o = .78 respectively).
These two subscales were combined to provideban overall index of inter-parental

discord and hostility (a = .92).
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Child reports of inter-parental conflict were measured using the Conflict
Properties subscale of the Children’s Perceptions of Inter-parental Conflict scale
(CPIC; Grych, et al., 1992). This subscale consists of 17 items and is made up of three
further subscalés that aim to represent the Frequency, Intensity and Resolution of inter-
parental conflict, it includes questions such as: “I never see my parents arguing
(Frequency); My parents get really angry when they argue” (Intensity) and “When my
parents argue they usually make it up right away” (Resolution). Responses for this
scale take the form “True”, “Sort of True” and “False”. Items for this measure were
coded such that high scores reflected high levels of conflict. Internal consistency
scores for these subscales were good (o = .80, o = .81 and a = .75 respectively).
Therefore, these subscales were combined to provide an overall index of children’s
perceptions of conflict properties (o =.89). Child and parent reports of inter-parental
conflict were used as two indicators of a latent variable representing inter-parental
conflict in the current analyses.

Appraisals of Threat

Children’s appraisals of threat relating to inter-parental conflict were assessed
using the threat subscale of the CPIC (Grych, et al., 1992). This subscale consists of 12
items and questions include “When my parents argue I worry what will happen to me”.
One item was omitted from the scale (“When my parents argue I’m afraid one of them
will get hurt”) because of concerns raised during the process of obtaining ethical
approval. Responses for this scale took the form “True”, “Sort of True” and “False”.
Items for this measure were coded such that high scores reflected high levels of threat.

The reliability of this subscale was good (o = .86).
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Appraisals of Self-Blame

Children’s perceptions of self-blame in response to inter-parental conflict were
measured using the self-blame subscale of the CPIC (Grych et al., 1992). This subscale
consists of nine items, which include questions such as: “It is usually my fault when my
parents argue" and "I am not to blame when my parents have arguments”. Responses
took the form “True”, “Sort of True” and “False”. Again, items were coded such that
high scores reflected high levels of self-blame. The reliability of this subscale was
good (a = .89).
Perceptions of Negative Parenting Behaviour

Because parental hostility as well as parental rejection ax.ld withdrawal have
been associated with inter-parental conflict, children’s perceptions of parental
behaviour were measured using the Rejection and Withdrawal of Relations subscales of
the CRPBI (Margolies & Weintraub, 1977). These subscales consisted of seven and
five items respectively and included questions such as: “My mum/dad forgets to help
me when I need it” (Rejection) and “My mum/dad is less friendly with me if I don’t see
things his/her way” (Withdrawal of Relations). Responses were of the form “True”,
“Sort of True” or “Not True”. Both subscales showed good internal consistency for
mothers (Rejection, a = .86; Withdrawal of Relations, a. = .83) and fathers (Rejection,
o = .84; Withdrawal of Relations, a = .81). Items were coded so that high scores
represented negative parenting behaviour. These subscales were combined to provide
an overall index of negative parenting behaviour (o0 = .93).
Child Externalising Problems

This construct consisted of both child and teacher reports of extémalising
behaviour. Teachers completed the externalising scale of Teacher Report Form (TRF)

of the CBCL (Achenbach, 1991). Example items from this scale are “Argues a lot” and
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“Bragging or boasting”. The response scales ranged from zero to two (0 = “Not true of
the child”, 1 = “Somewhat/sometimes true of the child”, 2 = “Very/often true of the
child”). This variable was positively skewed; therefore a log transformation was
applied and the new logged variable was used for all analyses. Children completed the
Buss and Durkee (1957) trait measure of antisocial behaviour. Examples of items in
this scale are: “If someone hits me first I let them have it and “When I get angry I say
nasty things”. The measure contained nine items and responses ranged from one to five
(1 representing “Not at all”, 5 representing “Exactly”). Good reliability estimates were
attained for both scales (o = .94 & a = .83 respectively) and these two subscales were
employed as two indicators of a latent variable assessing child externalising problems
in the current analyses..

Child Internalising Symptoms

As it was hypothesised that different aspects of children’s internalising
symptoms would inform academic attainment differentially, internalising symptoms
were first considered together as a manifest variable and then separately as either
depression or anxiety. Depressive symptoms were assessed using the Child Depression
Inventory (CDI; Kovacs, 1981). This measure is widely used to assess depressive
symptoms. One item concerning suicidal thoughts was omitted for this study. Internal
consistency estimates for this scale was good (a0 = .87).

Symptoms of anxiety were assessed using a subset of items from the
Anxious/Depressed subscale of the CBCL (Achenbach, 1991). While this subscale
represents both depressive and anxious symptomatology, some attemptbhas been made
in recent years to derive scales from the CBCL that mai) more directly onto DSM-IV
(American Psychiatric Association, 1994) categories for diagnoses (Achenbéch,

Dumenci, & Rescorla, 2003; Ferdinand, 2007; Lengua, Sadowski, Friedrich, & Fisher,
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2001). These studies have adopted a range of methods for extracting items to assess
anxiety, involving the election of items by professionals (Lengua et al., 2001); factor
analysis (Achenbach et al., 2003; Lengua et al., 2001), items predicting anxiety disorder
diagnosis (Ferdinand, 2007) and by correspondence to catalogued anxiety symptoms
(DiLalla et al., 2004). Items were selected for the present study under several criteria:
1) that the item appears in the original CBCL Anxious/Depressed subscale, 2) that the
item was selected as representing anxiety in the Achenbach et al. (2003), the Lengua et
al. (2001) or the DiLalla et al. (2004) study, 3) that the item is associated with diagnosis
of any anxiety disorder as evidenced by either the Ferdinand (2007) or the Lengua et al.
(2001) study. Under these criteria the Anxiety subscale comprised six items: 1) “I feel
I have to be perfect”, 2) “I am afraid I might think or do something bad”, 3) “I am
nervous, or tense”, 4) “I am too fearful or anxious”, 5) “I am self-conscious or easily
embarrassed”, 6) “I worry a lot”. The response scales ranged from zero to two (0 =
“Not true”, 1 = “Sometimes true”, 2 = “Very true”). Internal consistency estimates for
this scales were adequate (o0 = .75).
Low Academic Attainment

Key Stage 3 examination grades in English, maths and science were used to
measure academic achievement. Grades for these exams were in the form of numeric
scores between one and seven, seven representing the highest level of attainment and
one representing the lowest. Exam scores were recoded so that high scores reflected
low academic attainment and English, maths and science scores were used as three
indicator of a latent variable representing low academic attainment in the current

analyses.
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Results
Preliminary Analysis

Means, standard deviations and correlations among all study variables are
provided in Table 1. Table 2 reports correlations separately for boys and girls.
Polyserial correlations were calculated in order to estimate the magnitude of bivariate
relations between continuous measures of inter-parental conflict, appraisals of threat,
appraisals of self-blame, negative parenting, internalising symptoms and externalising
problems and ordinal measures of the academic achievement scores (English, maths,
science). Correlations among construct indicators generally reflect the theoretical
model well. Both measures of inter-parental conflict correlate with measures of threat
(r=.19, p<.05; r = .45, p<.01), self-blame (r = .21, p<.01; r = .26, p<.01) and negative
parenting behaviour (r = .27, p<.01; r = .36, p<.01), which in turn correlate with
indicators of internalising symptoms, eternalising problems and low academic
attainment (e.g., threat and depressive symptoms, r = .46, p<.01; self blame and
aggression, r = .26, p<.01; negative parenting behaviour and science scores, r = .19,
p<.01). Correlations between indicators of each construct are generally high,
demonstrating the validity of these indicators in representing each latent variable.
Structural Equation Modelling

Structural equation modelling (LISREL 8.50; Joreskog & Sorbom, 1996) based
on maximum likelihood estimation was used to test the validity of the theoretical
model. Analyses were conducted in several stages: first, testing separately the roles of
negative parenting (Time 2) and appraisals relating to conflict (Time 2) in explaining
the impact of inter-parental conflict (Time 1) on low academic attainment (Time 3);
second, assessing the relative contribution of threat (Time 2), self-blame (Time 2) and

negative parenting behaviour (Time 2) to explaining the effects of inter-parental
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Table 1: Means, standard deviations and intercorrelations among all indicators of theoretical constructs

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12.
1999
1. Inter-parental discord and hostility 1.00
2. Children’s appraisals of inter-parental conflict .37** 1.00
2000
3. Children’s perceptions of negative parenting 27 36** 1.00
4. Appraisals of threat .19* A5%*  46%* 1.00
5. Appraisals of self-blame 21%* 26%*%  56%*  45%*  1.00
6. Anxiety -12 13 -.01 30%* 05 1.00
7. Depressive symptoms 18* 20%%  54%%  46%*  42*¢  36**  1.00
8. Aggression (TRF) 15 .07 21** 08 26%*%  -20%*% 05 1.00
9. Antisocial behaviour 23%% 27 36%*¢ (13 31+ - 14% 29%*% 40**  1.00
2001 :
10. English exam scores (recoded) 15% -.05 25%*% .10 27%*% 27 13 A1 23% 1,00
11. Math exam scores (recoded) .16* .03 .18* 17 27 -07 A7+ 32*%* .08 69**  1.00
12. Science exam scores (recoded) A7 -.06 9% 12 26** .15 |13 2% 11 J74%*%  88**  1.00-
Mean 52.61 26.10 34.65 18.38 1242 3.57 8.98 .65 2329 222 2.04 2.14
Standard Deviation 1364 6.75 958 532 4.01 266 770 98 6.98 1.00 .98 97

Note. N =236. TRF = Teacher Report Form.

°p<.10. *p<.05. **p<.01.
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Table 2: Means, standard deviations and intercorrelations among all indicators of theoretical constructs for boys (N=111) and

girls (N = 125) separately

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12.

1999
1. Inter-parental discord and hostility - A4r* 22% 25%% 25+ .07 21* 21* 31 11 a1 .15
2. Children’s appraisals of inter-parental conflict .30** - 38%F 45%x 6%+ 12 28%%  28%*  28%*  _05 .00 -.04

000
3. Children’s perceptions of negative parenting ~ .33%*  .35%* - S3%x 54% 21 H4**  26%*  46*+  23* .19* 22%
4. Appraisals of threat 12 AT** 3% S0** 36%* 50 12 .08 15 21* 14
5. Appraisals of self-blame .18 30%* 58 40**+ - 15 S4x% 4% 9%%  30%k 3]R* 3%
6. Anxiety 11 21 .04 38%* .04 - S2%x 27 .11 -09 =10 -5
7. Depressive symptoms 15 SI%E 45%% 41xx 8%k 7Rk .05 28%x 25 17 18*
8. Aggression (TRF) 15 -09 .11 00  25%% 5%+ 09 - AS*E 50%F  4TEE 4%+
9. Antisocial behaviour .16 20%%  25%*%  (19% 1% 03 J32%% 35%% . 25%* 12 17
2001
10. English exam scores (recoded) 21* -.05 23* .07 22% -34%*% 02 38%* .13 - JJ8**  87**
11. Math exam scores (recoded) 22* .07 .14 .07 20% -11 15 31 .04 J6** - 92%*
12. Science exam scores (recoded) .19* -.08 .16 .09 .19* -.17 .04 34% .07 J0**  85%* -
Boys’ Mean 5270 25.78 35.67 1841 12,69 297 8.64 .88 24.63 249 1.91 2.09
Boys’ Standard Deviation 12.68 6.67 9.84 5.03 4.18 2.52 6.88 1.11 7.02 1.03 .94 .93
Girls’ Mean 5253 2638 33.74 1835 12.18 4.10 9.29 44 22.10 198 2.16 2.19
Girls’ Standard Deviation 1449 6.92 9.30 5.58 3.85 2.68 8.38 .80 6.74 .92 1.00 1.00

Note. Boys below the diagonal, girls above. TRF = Teacher Report Form.

’p<.10. *p<.05. **p<.01.



conflict (Time 1) on children’s low academic attainment (Time 3); third, investigating
the impact of inter-parental conflict (Time 1) and children’s appraisals of threat (Time
2), self-blame (Time 2) and negative parenting behaviour (Time 2) on low academic
attainment (Time 3) through internalising symptoms (Time 2) and externalising
problems respectively (Time 2); finally repeating this last model but splitting
internalising symptoms (Time 2) into anxiety and depressive symptoms.
1. The Respective Roles of Negative Parenting Behaviour and Children’s Appraisals of
Conflict
The first model (Figure 2) tested the relationship between inter-parental conflict,
negative parenting behaviour and low academic attainment. Results revealed a
significant path between inter-parental conflict and perceptions of negative parenting
behaviour (f = .49, p<.01). A significant path was also found between negative
parenting behaviour and low academic attainment (B = .25, p<.05). However, no
significant association was found between inter-parental conflict and low academic
attainment (§ = .11, p>.05). The initial direct association between inter-parental
conflict and low academic attainment was not significant (f = .12, p>.05) but the
indirect effect of inter-parental conflict on low academic attainment via negative
parenting was significant (§ = .10, p>.05); therefore the relationship between inter-
parental conflict and low academic attainment occurred indirectly through negative
parenting behaviour. Fit statistics demonstrated that this model provided a good fit to
the data (2 = 19.16; RMSEA = .085; GFI = .97; AGFI = .92).

The second model (Figure 3) tested the relationship between inter-parental
conflict, appraisals of threat and self-blame, and low academic attainment. Significant

paths were found from inter-parental conflict to appraisals of threat and self-blame (§ =

46, p<.01, B = .27, p<.05). A significant path was also present between self-blame
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and low academic attainment (§ = .27, p<.01). Therefore there was an indirect link
between inter-parental conflict and low academic attainment through children’s reports
of sélf-blame (significance of indirect path: = .08, p<.05). However, there was no
significant path between appraisals of threat and low academic attainment so this factor
was only related low academic attainment through its association with self-blame. Fit
statistics suggested that this model provided a good fit to the data () = 18.04; RMSEA
=.058; GFI = .97, AGFI = .94). |
2. The Relative Roles of Negative Parenting Behaviour and Children’s Appraisals of
Conflict

The third model (Figure 4) assessed the impact of inter-parental conflict on 1(;W
academic attainment through appraisals of threat, self-blame and negative parenting.
Results revealed paths between inter-parental conflict and negative parenting behaviour
(B = .44, p<.01), inter-parental conflict and appraisals of threat (§ =.53, p<.01), and
inter-parental conflict and appraisals of self-blame (B = .33, p<.05). Similar to the
earlier models, a significant path was present between appraisals of self-blame and low
academic attainment (B = .23, p<.05); however, the path between negative parenting
behaviour and low academic attainment was no longer significant (§ = .06, p>.10) and
there was no significant path between appraisals of threat and low academic attainment
(B = .00, p>.05). Indirect effects tests revealed that there was a significant indfrect
pathway between inter-parental conflict and low academic attainment through
children’s appraisals of self- blame (B = .09, p<.05). GFI and chi-square statistics
confirmed that the model provided a good fit to the data (x> = 29.45; RMSEA = .069;

GFI =.97; AGFI =.92).
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3. The Roles of Internalising Symptoms and Externalising Problems

Model 4 (Figure 5) tested the impact of inter-parental conflict on low academic
attainment through negative parenting, appraisals of threat, appraisals of self-blame and
externalising problems. Again, there were significant paths from inter-parental conflict
to negative parenting behaviour, appraisals of threat and appraisals of self-blame B=
44, p<.01; B = .53, p<.01 and B = .33, p<.05 respectively). Both negative parenting
and appraisals of self-blame were significantly related to children’s externalising
problems (f = .33, p<.05; B = .33, p<.05 respectively) but appraisals of threat were not
(B =-.14, p>.05). There were no direct effects of threat, self-blame or negative
parenting on low academic attainment (B = -.05, p>.05; B = .05, p>.05; B =.12, p>.05
respectively). There was, however, a significant path between externalising problems
and low academic attainment (B = .35, p<.05), suggesting that eternalising problems |
mediated the relationship between self-blame and low academic attainment, and
provided a linking mechanism through which negative parenting was related to
attainment. In support of this, indirect effects tests confirmed indirect pathways
between inter- parental conflict and low academic attainment through negative
parenting and externalising problems (B = .07, p<.05) and through self-blame and
ektemalising problems (B = .06, p<.05). GFI and chi-square statistics confirmed that
this model provided a good fit to the data (x> = 75.06; RMSEA = .090; GFI = .94;
AGFI = .84). Stacked model comparisons (Bollen, 1989) revealed no significant
gender differences in the pattern of relations in this model.

Model 5 (Figure 6) tested the impact of inter-parental conflict on low academic
attainment through negative parenting, appraisals of threat, appraisals of self-blame and
internalising symptoms. There were significant paths from inter-parental conflict to

negative parenting behaviour, appraisals of threat and appraisals of self-blame (B = .44,
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p<.01; B =.53, p<.01 and P = .34, p<.05 respectively). Both negative parenting and
appraisals of threat were significantly related to children’s internalising symptoms (B =
33, p<.05; B = .30, p<.01 respectively) but appraisals of self-blame were not (8 = .06,
p>.05). There were no direct effects of threat, negative parenting or internalising
symptoms on low academic attainment (§ = .09, p>.05; B = .01, p>.05; B = -.06, p>.05
respectively). However, there was a significant direct path between self-blame and low
academic attainment (B = .25, p<.05). Indirect tests confirmed an indirect pathway
between inter-parental conflict and low academic attainment through appraisals of self-
blame in this model (§ = .10, p<.05). GFI and chi-square statistics suggested that this
model provided a good fit to the data (%> = 42.44; RMSEA = .075; GFI = .96; AGFI =
.90).
4. Assessing Effects Separately for Anxiety and Symptoms of Depression

The literature outlined earlier suggested that depression and anxiety
differentially predict low academic attainment. Specifically, it demonstrated that while
high anxiety might serve to motivate children to perform well academically, depression
might lead to a sense of helplessness that impedes attainment (Fincham et al., 1989).
With this literature as the rationale, the analyses completed in step three were repeated
for model 6 (Figure 7), substituting internalising symptoms with respective assessments
of symptoms of anxiety and depression. As in previous models, inter-parental conflict
predicted appraisals of threat, self-blame and parenting (f = .53, p<.01 and B = .34,
p<.05; B = .44, p<.01 respectively). Children’s perceptions of negative parenting
predicted depressive symptoms (f = .38, p<.01) but not symptoms of anxiety (f = -.05,
p>.05). Appraisals of threat predicted both symptoms of anxiety (B = .43, p<.01) and

depressive symptoms (B = .24, p<.01). Appraisals of self-blame did not predict either

depressive symptoms (B = .09, p>.05) or symptoms of anxiety (B = -.08, p>.05).
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However, self-blame did have a significant direct effect on low academic attainment (8
=20, p<.05). There was a significant negative effect of symptoms of anxiety on low
academic attainment, such that high levels of anxiety were associated with high exam
scores (P = -.25, p<.05). There was also a marginal positive effect of depreésive
symptoms on low academic attainment such that higher levels of depressive symptoms
predicted lower academic attainment (f = .17, p<.10). Indirect effects tests
demonstrated that inter-parental conflict was significantly indirectly related to low
academic attainment through appraisals of threat and anxiety (B =.02, p<.05);
However, the indirect path between conflict and attainment through threat and
depressive symptoms was not significant (B = .00, p>.10), nor was the indirect path
between conflict and attainment through negative parenting and depression.
Furthermore, neither anxiety nor depressive symptoms mediated the influence of self-
blame on low academic attainment; therefore the indirect effect of inter-parental
conflict on low academic attainment through self-blame observed in the previous
model remained. Fit statistics demonstrated that this model provided a good fit to the
data (x> = 51.52; RMSEA = .074; GFI k= .96; AGFI = .90). Stacked model comparisons
(Bollen, 1989) revealed one gender difference in the pattern of relations in this model.
The relationship between self-blame and depressive symptoms was significant for girls
(B = .23, p<.05) but not for boys (B = -.05, p>.05; A= 4.98, p<.05).
Summary

Initial models conéidering the role of children’s perceptions of ﬁegative
parenting behaviour suggested that there was an indirect relationship between inter-
parental conflict and low academic attainment through negative parenting behaviour.
Similarly, initial models considering the role of appraisals of self-blame showed an

indirect effect of inter-parental conflict on low academic attainment through appraisals
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of self-blame. However, when parenting and appraisals of conflict were considered
together (i.e., allowing direct and indirect effects mechanisms to compete) negative
parenting behaviour was no longer significantly related to low academic attainment,
whereés appraisals of self-blame affected achievement directly. The full model
assessing the impact of inter-parental conflict on low academic attainment through
parenting, conflict appraisals and externalising problems demonstrated that
externalising problems provided a mechanism through which both parenting and self-
blame appraisals were related to low academic attainment.

Models for internalising symptoms revealed that though both negative parenting
and threat appraisals were associated with internalising symptoms, these symptoms did
not significantly contribute to low academic attainment. Therefore, only self-blame
appraisals predicted low academic attainment in this model. However, when
internalising symptoms were spilt into symptoms of anxiety and depression, while self-
blame remained a significant predictor of low academic attainment, high anxiety levels
predicted high academic attainment but >high levels of depressive symptoms were
marginally significantly related to l;)wer academic attainment. While depressive
symptoms appeared to provide a mechanism through which threat and parenting were
related to low academic attainment, indirect pathways between inter-parental conflict
and low academic attainment through depressive symptoms were not significant.
However, anxiety did provide a mechanism through which threat appraisals and were
related to low academic attainment.
Discussion

The present study provides further evidence for the role of children’s
perceptions of both inter-parental conflict and parenting in understanding adjustment

outcomes. By using a longitudinal design, this study extends previous research findings
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by showing that inter-parental conflict experienced by children influences their ability
to function well across contexts. Such findings suggest that the effects of inter-parental
conflict on children are persistent and pervasive.

The aim of the present study was to test the roles of direct and ipdirect effects
mechanisms in explaining the impact of inter-parental conflict on children’s academic
attainment. Specifically, this study built on the findings of the previous chapter by
considering children’s perceptions of inter-parental conflict as well as parenting as
mechanisms through which inter-parental conflict impacts on academic attainment. It
also attempted to provide a clearer explanation of the nature of the influence of
internalising symptoms on academic attainment. The findings demonstrated that
conflict witnessed by children that was frequent, hostile and poorIy resolved impacted
on children’s appraisals of threat and self-blame, and on their perceptions of parenting
behaviour. Appraisals of self-blame and perceptions of negative parenting both
informed the degree of externalising problems experienced by the child and
externalising problems in turn were associated with low academic attainment. In terms
of internalising symptoms, findings indicated that considering anxiety and depression
separately provides a clearer understanding of the mechanisms through which conflict
informs children’s academic attainment. Specifically, the results suggest that inter-
parental conflict impacts on academic attainment through children’s appraisals in the
context of inter-parental conflict and negative parenting, which impact on their
symptoms of depression and anxiety, and that these symptoms differentially affect
children’s subsequent academic attainment.

Initial models found support for the respective roles of parenﬁng and children’s
appraisals of conflict in linking inter-parental conflict to low academic attainment.

However in a second stage of analyses, the relative roles of threat, self-blame and
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negative parenting behaviour were assessed simultaneously. When assessed in the
context of children’s appraisals of threat and self-blame, parenting no longer exerted
direct effects on academic achievement. However, consistent with recent research
(Harold et al., in press), self-blame continued to exert direct effects on academic
achievement. With the addition of externalising problems to this model, findings
suggested that both parenting and self-blame informed academic attainment through
externalising problems. These findings indicate that both indirect and direct effects
explanations are important to understanding the impact of inter-parental conflict on
academic achievement. Links between hostile or withdrawn parenting and
externalising problems in the context of inter-parental conflict have been well
documented (e.g. Erel & Burman, 1995). Research suggests that links may be due to
modelling of aggressive or hostile behaviour exhibited by parents (Easterbrooks &
Emde, 1988). Studies have also shown that low parental monitoring associated with
withdrawn parenting may lead children to act out (Krishnakumar, Buehler, & Barber,
2003; Williams & Kelly, 2005).

The relationship between self-blame and academic attainment through
externalising problems has not been documented before but links between self-blame
and eternalising problems and between externalising problems and academic attainment
are consistent which past research. Previous studies have suggested that self-blame
possibly impacts on externalising problems because children who feel responsible for
conflict are more likely to take it upon themselves to intervene in conflict; this may
require children to act out in order to distract parents. If this strategy is successful it
will increase the likelihood that the child will engage in this behaviour again (Grych et
al., 2003). Associations between externalising problems and academic attainment have

been frequently noted in both cross-sectional and longitudinal research (Mingyue et al.,
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2001; Adams et al., 1999; Hinshaw, 1992; Fergusson et al, 1993; Egeland et al., 1990).
This relationship is possibly due to children with externalising problems exhibiting
more disruptive behaviour in the classroom. This kind of behaviour is likely to affect
the child’s ability to attend to and concentrate on information given.in class and,
therefore, make it difficult for them to perform well academically (Fergusson et al,
1993; Egeland et al., 1990). From the present findings, it appears that children’s self-
blaming appraisals set in motion a chain-reaction in which first children’s behaviour
and then their academic attainment is affected.

The present study demonstrated that, while both parenting and threat appraisals
significantly predict internalising symptoms, internalising symptoms were not related to
academic attainment. Inter-parental conflict affected children’s low academic
attainment via appraisals of self-blame only in this model. The absence of an
association between internalising symptoms and academic achievement was proposed
to be a consequence of the different symptom profiles that constitute internalising
symptoms. Studies have found that, while depression has é detrimental effect on
academic attainment, high levels of anxiety may actually improve academic attainment
(DiLalla et al., 2004; Eady, 1999). Taking this into consideration, anxiety and
depressive symptoms were assessed as distinct constructs. Findings revealed that threat
appraisals predicted both anxiety and depressive symptoms; wheréas negative parenting
was only associated with depressive symptoms and self-blame was related to neither of
these factors but did exert direct effects on low academic attainment.

Links between negative parenting and internalising symptoms may occur
because children view hostile or negative parent-child relationships as threatening and
may have less of a sense of security in the parent-child relationship in the context of

negative parent-child relations, leading to feelings of dysphoria and depression (Harold
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et al, 1997). With respect to appraisals of inter-parental conflict, recent research has
noted more consistent links between threat and internalising symptoms than threat and
eternalising problems (Dadds et al., 1999; Grych et al., 2003; Kerig, 1998b). This work
suggests that children become sensitised to threatening conflict, leading them to
become increasingly anxious or depressed upon witnessing repeated conflicted
exchanges. When girls and boys were considered separately, there was a significant
link between self-blame and depressive symptoms for girls but not for boys. This was
the only gender difference observed in this set of analyses and it is consistent with
previous research conducted by Grych et al. (2003), which revealed a significant
association between self-blame and internalising symptoms for girls but not for boys.
These findings are also consistent with literature considering gender socialisation,
which suggests that girls are more likely to internalise in response to conflict, whereas
boys are more likely to externalise their distress (Davies & Lindsay, 2001; Zahn-
Waxler, 1993). However, given the number of gender corhparisons tested this one
difference may be a chance finding and, therefore, must be treated with caution.
Consistent with predictions, there was a positive but marginal relationship
between depressive symptoms and low academic attainment and a significant negative
relationship between anxiety and low academic attainment, suggesting that children
with high levels of anxiety fare better academically than children with low levels of
anxiety. Previous findings have suggested that, while high levels of depression are
typically associated with a deficit in academic attainment, these associations tend to be
less robust in community samples (Masten et al., 2005), perhaps explaining why the
effect of depression on academic achievement in the present set of analyses was
marginal. However, this finding in the present study is consistent with children

experiencing high levels of depressive symptoms adopting less effective learning
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strategies, perhaps based on a helpless orientation to learning (Miller & Seligman,
1975; Valas, 2001). The negative relationship between symptoms of anxiety and low
academic attainment is consistent with the hypothesis that, while clinical levels of
anxiety may be detrimental to functioning, high but normative levels of anxiety may
actually improve motivation and academic attainment (DiLalla et al., 2004; Yerkes &
Dodson, 1908). These findings also provide some explanation of why previous studies
have failed to find links between internalising symptoms and academic attainment.

Some limitations of the present study are noteworthy. First, some participants
were not included in the present analyses either because they did not belong to a two-
parent family (either both biological parents or one biological and one step-parent) or
because they did not provide complete data for all the variables used. There were some
differences between children who were included in the present analyses and those who
were not. Those who were not included had higher scores on the conflict properties
scale, teacher reports of aggression and had lower exam grades in two subjects. The
exclusion of these children from the analyses may have affected the magnitude of the
associations between variables. Second, as in Chapter 3, the measure of academic
attainment was children’s grades in Key Stage Three exams; exams that only occur
once in the child’s academic career. Therefore, as in the previous set of analyses, it was
not possible to measure attainment in the same way at an earlier time point. This
precluded the use of autoregressive techniques, which allow the criterion variable to be
considered as an index of change. This means that findings from the present study
should be replicated using these techniques before causal conclusions can be drawn
with confidence.

Finally, it should be noted that academic attainment is unique in its attributes in

comparison to other indices of child adjustment: the factors that precipitate high
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academic attainment are not necessarily the optimum conditions for a well adjusted
child. As evidenced here, high levels of anxiety may promote academic achievement in
the short term, but they can be detrimental to long term psychological health.

Therefore, high academic attainment does not represent the ultimate goal for every
child; rather it is important to focus on fostering positive global adaptation of children
academically, socially and psychologically.

Notwithstanding these limitations and qualifications, the present study adds to
current understanding of the impact of family relationships and parenting on children’s
school adaptation. To the authors’ knowledge it is the first study to longitudinally
assess both indirect and direct explanations of the impact of inter-parental conflict on
children’s academic attainment, whilst considering internalising symptoms and
externalising problems. Past research has highlighted the importance of children’s
perceptions in linking inter-parental conflict with psychological adjustment (Grych &
Fincham, 1990; Grych et al., 2003) but few studies have assessed these perceptions
with respect to acadeﬁlic adaptation (see Harold et al, in press; Sturge-Apple et al.,
20064, b for exceptions). Furthermore, no previous studies to the author’s knowledge
have considered parenting, and threat and self-blame appraisals as mechanisms through
which inter-parental relations affect academic attainment.

Implications for Practice and Policy

| The present study has important implications for improving children’s
functioning in the school setting. There is increasing recognition that efforts to improye
children’s behaviour and attainment in school must be aimed at the family unit (Booth
& Dunn, 1996; Cowan & Cowan, 2001; Cowan, Cowan, Ablow, Johnson, & Measelle,
2005; Ryan et al., 1995). There are a vast range of strategies to addreés this, which

have focused on parenting and the parent-child relationship (e.g., Webster-Stratton,
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1993). However, a small number of researchers have consistently advocated
consideration of the inter-parental relationship in these interventions (Cowan et al.,
2005). The present study adds weight to this growing body of research, suggesting that
programmes designed to improve children’s schooi functioning need to recognise the
contribution that the couple relationship makes to children’s ability to function well
across contexts. Furthermore, findings are consistent with the previous chapter,
suggesting that children’s appraisals of family felationships are important to
understanding children’s adjustment across contexts. As such, interventions aimed at
addressing the appraisal process may be beneficial, not only for improving children
psychological adjustment but also their academic attainment.
Summary

This study has demonstrated that children’s appraisals of conflict are important
to understanding children’s academic attainment. The findings suggested that both the
parent-child relationship and children’s appraisals of threat and self-blame in response
to inter-parental conflict, make an important contribution to children’s academic
attainment through their psychological adjustment. In particular, externalising
problems, anxiety and depressive symptoms appear to differentially inform children’s
academic attainment; they also provide a mechanism through which negative parenting
behaviour and appraisals in the context of inter-parental conflict inform children’s
performance in Key Stage Three exams. However, there are several issues, which arise
from the current analyses. First, as implied above, academic attainment is not
sufficient for understanding the extent of children’s adjustment in the school setting.
Children who achieve high scores in exam results may be experiencing other deficits in
functioning, as evidenced by the association between high anxiety and high exam

grades in this study. The next study will aim to address this by considering a broader
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scope of adjustment indices relevant to the school context. Second, though Chapter 3
provided evidence that aspects of the school environment also inform children’s
academic adaptation in the context of family conflict, the influence of the school
environment was not considered in the present analyses. Chapter 5 will address this by
considering how the processes identified in the current chapter affect children
experiencing high levels of stress in the school environment, indexed by the transition

from primary to secondary school.
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CHAPTER 5

The present chapter aims to extend the previous study by considering whether there
are sensitive periods in children’s educational development, in which the influence of
family relationships on children’s school adjustment might be particularly pertinent.
Previous research has identified school transitions as periods of particular upheaval for
children with implications for the trajectory of their academic careers (Lohaus, Elben, Ball
& Klein-Hessling, 2004; Zeedyk et al., 2003). The transition from primary to secondary
school may be particularly stressful as, in the UK at least, this transition occurs at the age
of 11 or 12. As this age group is associated with the beginning of adolescence it may pose
particular problems for children (see Brooks-Gunn & Reiter, 1990; Wigfield, Eccles, &
Pintrich, 1996). Specifically, transition at this age often coincides with pubertal changes,
which represent a potential time of vulnerability or distress for children in the context of
other stressors (Buchanan, Eccles, & Becker, 1992). This age is also associated with the
onset of cognitive advances associated with formal operational thought for some children.
This combination of biological and cognitive changes may exacerbate the potentially
stressful experience of moving from one school context to another.

Chapters 3 and 4 have demonstrated that family relationships have the capacity to
affect children’s academic outcomes via the appraisals children form of these relationships.
At times of stress and upheaval, such as school transition, it is possible that these
influences are exacerbated. Therefore, the present chapter will consider how the parent-
child relationship and children’s appraisals of conflict explain the influence of inter-
parental conflict on children’s psychological adjustment, social adjustment problems and

academic application across the transition from primary to secondary school. Based on the
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recommendations made in Chapter 4, it will also provide a broader perspective of
children’s school adjustment by assessing children’s psychological, social and academic
adjustment at this time.

An Introduction to School Transition

In British schools all children experience at least two school transitions: the
transition from the home or nursery to primary school (aged 4 or 5) and the transition from
primary school to secondary school (aged 11 or 12). These transitions are typically
characterised by a move to a new school site or building, the introduction of new teaching
and non-teaching staff, exposure to a new classroom environment and exposure to new
peer groups. In addition to this, children are introduced to the educaﬁonal setting (or a
more advanced educational setting), in which they are required to learn new concepts,
demonstrate acquired abilities and adhere to new rules. School transitions have been
described as times of increased stress in a child’s educational career and have even been
regarded as critical life events due to their capacity to shape children’s academic
trajectories (Lohaus et al., 2004; Zeedyk et al., 2003). The success with which children
navigate these transitions has documented implications for children’s school adjustment,
psychological adjustment and overall well-being (Zeedyk et al., 2003).

Research ﬁndingé have suggested that school transition affects children’s
adjusﬁnent in a range of different domains. Studies have documented heightened
depressive symptoms, poor self-esteem and greater externalising problems subsequent to
school transition (Collins, 2000; Robinson, Garber & Hilsman, 1995; Wigfield & Eccles,
1994; Wigfield, Eccles, Mac Iver, Reuman, & Midgely, 1991). Furthermore, decreased
motivation, academic performance and school attendance post-transition have also been

noted (Anderman, Maehr, & Midgley, 1999; Alspaugh, 1998; Gutman & Midgley, 2000;
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Reyes, Gillock, Kobus, & Sanchez, 2000; Wigfield et al., 1991).

One explanation of why children experience problems, particularly in the transition
from primary to secondary school is that the school transition at age 11 directly contradicts
the developmental needs of children (Eccles et al., 1993). At a time when children require
increased psychological and behavioural autonomy within a context of continued positive
interpersonal relations with adults and peers, they are exposed to a school environment that
is less personal and more controlling. In support of this, the co-occurrence of school
transitions and perceived differences in the school environment have been associated with
reductions in the quality of children’s academic, personal and interpersonal fuﬁctioning
(Barber & Olsen, 2004). However, findings relating to the nature of the influence of
transition on children are somewhat inconsistent; while the majority of studies suggest
negative effects of transition on children, some have failed to find effects and some even
suggest positive effects (Lohaus et al., 2004; Nottelman, 1987; Wallis & Barrett, 1998).

In an attempt to investigate why some children manifest adjustment difficulties in
the context of school transition and others do not, studies have begun to investigate what
factors might determine variation in children’s ability to negotiate school transitions. Some
literature has demonstrated influences of the school environment on children’s adjustment
across transitions. Specifically, many of children’s anxieties regarding transition relate to
the school environment, school rules, bullying, schoolwork and getting lost (Akos, 2002;
Zeedyk et al., 2003). There is also evidence that the quality of the teacher-child
relationship pre- and post-transition can affect children’s psychological adjustment and
academic performance at this time (Greene & Ollendick, 1993; Silver, Measelle,
Armstrong, & Essex, 2005).

Studies have also considered the role of internal processes such as self-regulatory
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beliefs (Rudolph, Lambert, Clark & Kurlakowsky, 2001) and self-concepts (Lord, Eccles,
& McCarthy, 1994) in explaining adjustment across transition. These findings suggest that
children who adopt more adaptive self-beliefs experience a more successful transition.
Children also appear to experience declines in motivation subsequent to transition to a
secondary school setting (Eccles et al., 1993). These reductions have been associated with
corresponding declines in academic performance (Eccles & Wigfield, 2002, Pintrich,
2003). However, studies have suggested that there may be factors affecting these internal
processes that are guided by wider contextual factors. In particular, studies have noted the
influence of the family environment on these processes (Marchant et al., 2001; Wentzel,
1998).
Family Influences and School Transition

As the family represents a primary context for child development, both empirical
studies (e.g., Cowan, Cowan, & Heming, 2005; Ikason & Jarvis, 1999; Ketsetzis et al.,
1998) and interventions aimed at school transition (e.g., Cowan et al., 2005; Ralph &
Sanders, 2003) have begun to acknowledge the implications of the family environment for
school transition. Studies focusing on the role of family influences in children’s ability to
negotiate school transitions have paid particular attention to the parent-child relationship.
Typically this relationship has been considered as more proximal to children’s school
outcomes and, therefore, more influential than other family relationships (Ryan et al.,
1995). Research has provided evidence for the importance of parental support (Ikason &
Jarvis, 1999; Lord et al., 1994; National Institute of Child Health and Human Development
Early Child Care Research Network, 2004), positive parental involvement in the child’s
school and social life (Falbo, Lein, Amador, 2001), positive parenting characteristics

(Duchesne, Larose, Guay, Vitaro, & Tremblay, 2005) and authoritative parenting styles
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(Cowan et al., 2005; Mattanah, 2005) in informing children’s psychological adjustment,
social adjustment problems, sense of school membership and academic performance across
transition. Research has also provided evidence for the importance of the affective quality
of the parent-child relationship for school transition, with negative or hostile parent-child
relations predicting poor academic achievement post-transition (Estrada, Arsenio, Hess, &
Holloway, 1987) and warm, close parent-child relations being associated with improved
psychological and academic adjustment during this period (Mattanah, 2005; National
Institute of Child Health and Human Development Early Child Care Research Network,
2004).

Some literature concerning school transition has also considered the implications of
the inter-parental relationship for children’s adjustment at this time. Similar to research
considering the effects of family influences on children’s school performance, there is
evidence of the influence of divorce and family structure on children’s adjustment across
transition (Duchesne et al., 2005). Recent research exploring the role of the inter-parental
relationship suggests that conflict in this relationship may be particularly potent for
children experiencing school transition (Ablow, 2005).

One study conducted by Cowan et al. (2005) has made a compelling case for the
importance of the inter-parental relationship in informing children’s adaptation to the
transition to elementary school. This study used a preventative intervention to test the
relative influence of inter-parental and parent-child relations on children’s adjustment
during this period. Families involved in the study took part in group meetings with either a
couples focus or a parenting focus, prior to their child’s transition to elementary school.
While involvement in either group resulted in changes in parental behaviour and children’s

subsequent psychological adaptation and academic performance, the couples focus group
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reported improvements in their parent-child relationship as well as in their couple
relationship. Conversely, there was no positive effect of parenting training on the inter-
parental relationship. These findings suggest that, as noted previously (Satir, 1972), the
inter-parental relationship orients other relationships within the family. It also affects
children’s psychological and academic adjustment during times of transition. In support of
these findings, research by Measelle (2005) has also demonstrated that the inter-parental
relationship, in addition to the parent-child relationship, exerts unique effecfs on children’s
social adjustment during the transition from primary to secondary school.

Few studies, have explored what accounts for effects of inter-parental conflict on
children’s adjustment during periods of transition. It is possible that children confronting
the academic and social challenges that accompany school transitions rely on previously
developed attributions, coping strategies and inter-personal skills derived from previous
experiences in the home (Collins et al., 2000; Nasby et al., 1979; Pettit, et al., 1991). Some
support for this explanation is provided by Ablow (2005), who investigated the role of
children’s perceptions of marital conflict in determining psychological adjustment
subsequent to the transition to elementary school. In particular, findings demonstrated that
children’s self-blaming appraisals in response to conflict predicted variation in children’s
internalising syh‘nptoms and externalising problems post-transition. Therefore it appears
that, consistent with earlier research (Grych & Fincham, 1990; Grych et al., 2003) outlined
in Chapter 4, children’s appraisals derived from experiences of inter-parental conflict
inform their adjustment when negotiating school transitions. However, it is unclear from
these findings whether other appraisals relevant to inter-parental conflict, such as appraisals
of threat, might inform adjustment at this time. Furthermore, this study considered

children’s psychological adjustment only, so it is unclear how these processes might affect
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other indices of adjustment that are particularly pertinent to school transition, such as
school performance or social behaviour.
Indices of Adjustment Across Transition

Literature considering children’s successful negotiation of school transitions has
investigated a number of indices of adjustment. Studies have considered internalising
symptoms and externalising behaviour (Robinson et al., 1995), self-esteem énd self-
perception (Wigfield & Eccles, 1994; Wigfield et al., 1991), motivation (Eccles et al.,
1993) and academic achievement (Alspaugh, 1998). These indices fall into three primary
domains: psychological adjustment, social adjustment and academic performance. As
outlined above, many studies have noted changes in levels of children’s internalising
symptoms and externalising problems at times of school transition (Collins, 2000;
Robinson et al., 1995; Wigfield et al., 1991). While findings are mixed, on the whole,
evidence suggests that transition does affect psychological functioning negatively.
Typically, children undergoing transition experience increases in internalising symptoms
and externalising problems and lower self-esteem (Robinson et al., 1995; Wigfield &
Eccles, 1994; Wigfield et al., 1991).

Additionally, social adjustment is particularly relevant to periods of school
transition. Social groups change at this time; children are exposed to new peer groups in
the new school environment and may lose touch with their old ones. Also, children’s
social experiences change vastly during school transition: the transition between primary
and secondary school requires them to move from a familiar academic environment, in
which they are the oldest pupils, to an unfamiliar and much larger social setting, in which
they find themselves the youngest and least experienced. In other words, their experience

changes from that of being a ‘big fish in a small pond’ during the final year of primary
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school to being a ‘small fish in a big pond’ during their first year of secondary school.

Transition also has important implications for children’s academic application and
attainment. Specifically, school transitions often result in reductions in motivation,
academic self-concept, school attendance and academic achievement (Anderman et al.,
1999; Eccles et al., 1993). These findings suggest that the introduction of new academic
material and changes in the nature of the school environment serve to disrupt children’s
motivation, application and academic self-concepts (Eccles et al., 1993). These factors, in
turn, inform children’s academic attainment subsequent to transition.

While there is evidence that these three domains of adjustment (psychological,
social and academic) are affected by school transition, previous research suggests that such
indices of adjustment are often related to one another. Findings demonstrate that deficits in
one area of adjustment may cause “spreading activation” or cascades, spilling into other
domains of adjustment (see Masten et al., 2005). Therefore, it is important to consider how
these three domains of adjustment relevant to school transition are related to each other.

Findings from previous research and from Chapters 3 and 4 suggest that it is likely
that psychological adjustment precedes and influences academic performance (Bernstein &
Borchardt, 1991; Jimerson et al., 1999). Externalising problems in particular have been
consistently linked with children’s ability to apply themselves in class and their acadenﬁc

-attainment (Chapter 3; Jimerson et al., 1999; Masten et al., 2005). This is because children
who act out are less able to attend to and act on information and instructions provided in
the classroom. Moreover, some studies have noted that externalising problems contribute
to children’s social behaviour and their popularity with peers. Findings demonstrate that
children displaying high levels of externalising behaviour tend to be less popular with their

peers and tend to have fewer friends (Bronstein et al., 1996; Dodge & Feldman, 1990;
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Johnson & Foster, 2005; Ladd & Crick, 1989). This evidence indicates that aggressive
behaviour is viewed negatively by peers, causing aggressive children to be less popular
possibly even resulting in them to be excluded from social groups.

Internalising symptoms have also been associated with academic performance
(Bernstein & Borchardt, 1991; Kovacs & Devlin, 1998; Roeser et al., 2000). However, as
outlined in Chapter 4, findings in this area have been mixed (Masten et al., 2005). Some
studies have documented links between internalising symptoms and low academic
performance (see above); whereas others have suggested little or no relationship between
these two factors (Strauss, Lahey, & Jacobsen, 1982). The preceding chapter suggested
that anxiety and depressive symptoms contribute to academic attainment in different ways,
with high levels of anxiety leading to higher exam scores and high levels of depression
being marginally associated with lower scores. The relationship between internalising
sympt(;ms and academic application is even more unclear. While previous research has
demonstrated that learned helplessness, associated with depressive symptoms (Miller &
Seligman, 1975; Valas, 2001), is also linked with maladaptive achievement strategies
(Diener & Dweck, 1978; Fincham et al., 1989), it is unclear whether these achievement
strategies affect the level of academic application invested by children or just the efficacy
of their approach to learning.

There is evidence to suggest that internalising symptoms contribute to children’s
social adjustment problems. In particular, links have been documented between
internalising symptoms and children’s social competence and popularity with peers
(Lillehoj, Trudeau, Spoth, & Wickrama, 2004). Findings also suggest that children who
have high levels of internalising symptoms show deficits in social adjustment (Strauss et

al., 1986) and that these children tended to be less liked by peers (Strauss, Forehand, Smith,
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& Frame, 1988). However, results have been mixed, with some studies failing to find
effects of internalising symptoms on social behaviour (Chen, et al., 2005).
Summary

Overall, school transitions represent important periods in a child’s life. The
negotiation of these transitions has implications for psychological, social and academic
trajectories. However, the nature of the influence of transition on children’s functioning in
these domains remains somewhat unclear, with some research providing mixed findings
(Lohaus et al., 2004; Nottelman, 1987; Wallis & Barrett, 1998).

Many studies have made the case for the importance of family relationships in
determining children’s negotiation of school transition. This research notes the impact of
the inter-parental relationship in particular on children’s appraisals of inter-parental conflict
(Ablow, 2005) and on the parent-child relationship (Cowan et al., 2005) and the effect of
these factors in turn on children’s psychological and academic adaptation across transition.
However, a limited range of processes through which inter-parental conflict impacts on
children during transition have been considered. Moreover, studies that do exist in this
area mostly consider the transition into the school system in early childhood, and they have
mostly been conducted in the US. One further notable shortcoming of research regarding
family influences on school transition is that no comparison groups have been employed.
In order to capture the distinct processes through which family relations inform children’s
adjustment across a period of school transition, a comparison group of children not
undergoing school transition would be beneficial.

The Present Study
The present study initially aimed to examine differences between pre- and post-transition

levels of family functioning, school support and psychological, social and academic
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adjustment for children making the transition from primary to secondary school; scores for
these children were assessed in comparison to children who were not undergoing school
transition. Furthermore, the study aimed to assess the role of negative parenting and
children’s appraisals of threat and self-blame in response to inter-parental conflict in
linking inter-parental conflict to children’s social and academic adaptation across the
transition from primary to secondary school (see Figure 1). It was also proposed, based on
the findings of the previous chapter and the research described above, that children’s
internalising symptoms and externalising problems might serve as a linking mechanism
through which negative parenting and appraisals of threat and self-blame informed
children’s social adaptation and their application in school. In order to address the lack of
use of comparison groups in previous research, the sample was first considered as a whole
and then models were assessed separately for two cohorts of children, those moving from
year five (aged 9 to 10 years) to year six (aged 10 to 11 years) who would not be making a
school transition and those moving from year six to year seven (aged 11 to 12 years) who
made the transition from primary school to secondary school during this period. It was
hypothesised that negative parenting and children’s appraisals in response to conflict would
serve as a mechanism through which inter-parental conflict impacted on children’s
psychological adjustment post-tranéition, and that children’s internalising symptoms and
externalising problems, in turn, would differentially predict children’s social adjustment
problems and academic application. It was also hypothesised that the impact of these
processes on children would vary depending on whether they were undergoing school

transition or not.
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Figure 1: Theoretical model linking inter-parental conflict to children’s social adjustment problems and academic application via

appraisals of threat and self-blame, and negative parenting




Method
Sample

Data for these analyses were derived from the South Wales School Transition
Study, which focused on how family influences inform children’s anticipation and
negotiation of transition from primary to secondary school. It followed two cohorts of
children across two time points: children from year five (aged 9 to 10 years) in spring 2006
and again in their final year of primary school in year six (aged 10 to 11 years) in spring
2007, capturing the build up to transition and children from year six in spring 2006 to their
first year of secondary school in year seven (aged 11 to 12 years) in spring 2007, capturing
the period of transition (see Chapter 2 for description of the sample and procedure).

Analyses were conducted in two stages: differences between Time 1 and Time 2
scores for transition and non-transition groups for indices of family functioning and child
adjustment were first assessed, and then structural equation modelling was used to assess
the theoretical model described above. The first stage of analyses involved # tests on all
participants who provided complete data for the study variables. Due to the nature of the
study questions, only children in two-parent households, or children who had experience of
recent and sustained interaction between both parents were included in the second stage of
analysis. Therefore the remaining families comprised both biological parents (71.28 % of
the sample) or one biological parent and one stepparent (7.52 % of the sample), one other
category was included; children who lived split time between both parents (.02 % of the
sample). The combined sample for the current analyses testing theoretical model,
containing complete information for children at both time points and complete teacher data
for Time 2, consisted of 90 cases (35.6 % girls, 64.4 % boys). Children were between the

ages of 9 and 11 years at the first point of data collection, with a mean age of 10.30 years
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(SD .68) at this time. Of this sample, 86.26 % of mothers and 83.36 % of fathers had
completed secondary or high-school education only; 32.82 % of mothers and 55.26 % of
fathers completed technical or vocational level training; and 39.00 % of mothers and 34.21
% of fathers completed university education. The study sample had a low ethnic
composition with 98.48 % of mothers and 96.30% of fathers being of White-European
origin. The remaining 1.52% of mothers and 3.70% of fathers were of Asian, Black-
Caribbean or Black-African origin. Children who did not complete both waves had
significantly higher scores for externalising problems than children who were part of the
study sample (¢ (110) =2.15, p<.05). No other differences were found across study
variables between children with complete versus incomplete data.

Measures

Measures outlined below are included in either the ¢ tests analysis or the analyses
for the theoretical model, or both.
Inter-Parental Conflict:

A subset of questions reflecting inter-parental hostility taken from the IYFP rating
scales (Melby et al., 1993) was employed to assess parents’ reports of conflict with their
spouse or partner conflict. This measure consists of four questions, including: “During the
past month, how often did your husband/wife/partner 1) Get angry at you 2) Criticise you
or your ideas”. Responses for this scale range between one and seven (representing
“Always” and “Never” respectively). Items for this measure were coded such that high
scores reflected high levels of hostility between parents. Reports from this measure
demonstrated good reliability estimates for both time points for both motﬁers (Time 1 o

=.90, Time 2 o = .86) and fathers (Time 1 o =.88, Time 2 o = .88); therefore mothers’ and

fathers’ reports were combined (Time 1 o =.89, Time 2 o = .85).
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Child reports of inter-parental conflict were measured using the Conflict Properties
subscale of the CPIC (Grych, et al., 1992). This 17 item subscale consists of three smaller
subscales, which relate to the Frequency, Intensity and Resolution of inter-parental conflict.
Example questions include: “I never see my parents arguing” (Frequency); “My parents get
really angry when they argue” (Intensity) and “When my parents argue they usually make
it up right away” (Resolution). Responses for this scale take the form “True”, “Sort of
True” and “False”. Items for this measure were coded such that high scores reflected high
levels of conflict. Internal consistency scores for these subscales were good (a.=.78, a =
.79, o = .86 respectively for Time 1 and a. = .84, a = . 81, a = .81 for Time 2). These three
subscales were combined to provide an overall index of children’s perceptions of conflict
properties for Time 1 and Time 2 (a = .91, a = .91).

Appraisals of Threat

Children’s appraisals of threat relating to inter-parental conflict were assessed using
the threat subscale of the CPIC (Grych, et al., 1992). This subscale consists of 12 items
and includes questions such as “When my parents argue I worry what will happen to me”.
One item was omitted from the scale (“When my parents argue I’m afraid one of them will
get hurt”). Responses for this scale took the form “True”, “S‘ort of True” and “False”.
Items for this measure were coded such that high scores reflected high levels of threat .
The reliability estimates for this subscale for Time 1 and Time 2 were good (o = .85, a =
.84).

Appraisals of Self-Blame

Children’s perceptions of self-blame in response to inter-parental conflict were

measured by the self-blame subscale of the CPIC (Grych et al., 1992). This subscale

consists of nine items, which include questions such as: “It is usually my fault when my
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parents argue” and “I am not to blame when my parents have arguments”. Responses took
the form “True”, “Sort of True” and “False”. Again, items were coded such that high
scores reflected high levels of self-blame. Again, the reliability of this subscale for both
time points was good (a = .84, a = .86).
Negative Parenting Behaviour

As previous research discussed in the Chapter 3 has highlighted parental hostility or
rejection and withdrawal as being linked with inter-parental conflict, negative parenting
behaviour was assessed using two subscales of the CRPBI (Margolies & Weintraub, 1977).
These subscales and included quesﬁons such as: “My mum/dad forgets to help me when 1
need it” (Rejection subscale, seven items) and “My mum/dad doesn’t talk with me very
much” (Hostile Detachment subscale, eight items). Responses were of the form “True”,
“Sort of True” or “Not True”. Both subscales showed good internal consistency at both
time points (mother reliabilities ranging from o =.78 to a = .87; father reliabilities ranging
from a. = .86 to o = .89). Items for these subscales were coded so that high scores reflected
negative parenting behaviour. These scores were combined at each time point to give and
overall index of negative parenting behaviour (Time 1 a = .92, Time 2 a =.90).
Child Externalising Problems

Teachers, parents and children completed the aggession scale of the CBCL
(Achenbach, 1991). Cross informant example items from this scale are “Argues a lot” and
“Bragging or boasting”. The response scales ranged from zero to two (0 = “Not true [of the
child]”, 1 = “Somewhat/sometimes true [of the child]”, 2 = “Very/often true [of the
child]”). Good reliability estimates were attained at both time points for these measures
(teacher: o = .94, o = .94; parent: a. = .87, a = .83; child: o = .87, a = .88 respectively).

Children’s externalising problems were assessed in the analyses for the theoretical model
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by teacher and child reports of the Aggression scale of the CBCL (Achenbach, 1991;
combined a = .94).
Child Internalising Symptoms

Internalising symptoms were assessed using child reports of the Anxious/Depressed
and Withdrawn subscales of the CBCL (Achenbach, 1991). Example items include “I am
afraid I might think or do something bad” (Anxious/Depressed) and “I would rather be
alone than with others” (Withdrawn). The response scales ranged from zero to two (0 =
“Not true”, 1 = “Sometimes true”, 2 = “Very true”). Internal consistency estimates for
these scales were adequate at both time points (anxious depressed a. = .89, o = .87;
withdrawn o = .64, a = .65). Internalising symptoms in analyses for the theoretical model
were measured using both of these subscales (combined a = .76).

Importantly, while internalising symptoms were assessed separately for depression
and anxiety in the analyses in Chapter 4, this method was not used for the current analyses
for two reasons. 1) The sample size for the subgroup analyses were not large enough to
allow for the number of parameters involved in assessing anxiety and depressive symptoms
separately; these analyses would have resulted in a participants to parameters ratio of less
than 2:1 (see Bollen, 1989). 2) The previous chapter considered how internalising
symptoms would inform academic attainment in Key Stage 3 exam results; whereas the
present analyses consider academic application. In contrast to studies investigating
academic attainment, there is no evidence to suggest that anxiety and depressive symptoms
differentially affect this aspect of school adaptation.

Social Adjustment Problems
Reports of social adjustment problems were provided by children, teachers and

parents using the Social subscale of the CBCL (Achenbach, 1991). Cross informant
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example items include “[I am] not liked by other kids and [I] act too young for [my] age”.
Response scales ranged from zero to two (0 = “Not true”, 1 = “Sometimes true”, 2 = “Very
true”). Internal consistency estimates at both time points for these scales were adequate
(child: o = .66, o =.66; teacher: o = .69, o = .63; parent: a.= .81, a = .83). In order to
reflect social adjustment problems relating primarily to the school setting, social
adjustment problems was assessed as part of the theoretical model using teachers’ reports
only.
Attention Problems

Reports of children’s attentional capacities were, again, provided by children,
teachers and parents using the Attention subscale of the CBCL. Crdss informant items
include “[I have] trouble concentrating or paying attention”. Again, response scales ranged
from zero to two (0 = “Not true”, 1 = “Sometimes true”, 2 = “Very true”). Internal
consistency estimates at Time 1 and Time 2 for these scales were good (Child: o = .71, a =
.73; parent; a = .78, a. = .79; teacher: a = .92, a = .91).
School Support

Children’s perceptions of support from adults at their school were assessed using
the ‘My School’ scale from the IYFP Ratings Scales (Melby et al., 1993). The measure
assesses children’s attitudes towards adults at their school and their appraisals of the extent
to which adults at their school are dependable, supportive and positive towards them.
Items include: “Most of the adults at my school are interested in me”. Responses took the
form “Yes”, “Don’t Know”, “No”. Adequate internal consistency estimates were attained
for this scale at Time 1 and Time 2 (a = .61, a. = .64).
Academic Application

Reports of children’s academic application were assessed by asking teachers to
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report on each child’s level of application at school compared to other pupils of the same
age. This measure contained only two questions: “How hard is s/he working?”” and “How
much is s/he learning?” The response scale ranged from one (“Much less™) to seven
(“Much more”). In contrast to Chapter 3, these items were not recoded in the current set of
analyses; therefore, high scores reflect high levels of application. A good internal
consistency estimate was established for these questions (o. = .93, a = .91).
Academic Competence

Academic competence was assessed by teachers’ responses to the following
statement “please circle the number that indicates this pupil’s performance”. Separate
responses were required for English, maths and science and responsés ranged from one
(“Far below class average”) to five (“Far above class average”). Reliability estimates for
this scale at Time 1 and Time 2 were good (a = .94, o = .95).
Results
T-Tests and Preliminary Analyses

In the first stage of analyses, ¢ tests were conducted assessing differences between
Time 1 and Time 2 for two groups of children. The first group comprised children in year
five at Time 1 (mean age = 9.74 years, SD = .45) who remained in primary school at Time
2, these children were the non-transition group. The second group comprised children in
year six at Time 1 (mean age = 10.79 years, SD = .40) who made the transition to
secondary school between Time 1 and Time 2, these children were the transition group.
Tests were conducted for both groups for parent reports of family functioning and child
adjustment (see Table 1), teacher reports of child functioning (see Table 2) and child

reports of family functioning, school suppdrt and their own adjustment (see Table 3).
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However, no significant differences were found for any of the parent reported measures for

either group of children (see Table 1).

Table 1: T tests results for parent reports of family and child functioning and Time 1 and Time 2

for transition and non-transition groups

Parent Non-transition Group Parent Transition Group
Time 1 Time 2 Time 1 Time 2

Variable M SD M SD df T M SO M SO df T

Family functioning

Inter-parental

hostility 2296 8.14 23,63 6.10 23 -6l 21.55 538 2236 680 21 -.65

Child functioning ’

Social adjustment '

problems 242 222 263 324 23 -32 1.68 196 232 219 21 .12

Attention

problems 4.46 552 4.67 561 23 -26 4.73 437 464 444 21 -18

Aggression 12.04 8.23 9.38 585 23 1.89* 9.77 7.52 10.05 6.87 21 .68
Note. °p<.10.

Teacher reports of child adjustment also revealed several significant differences.
Children in the non-transition group demonstrated a significant reduction in aggression,
delinquency and attention problems from Time 1 to Time 2, while the transition group did
not (see Table 2). Teachers also reported a significant drop in the transition group’s
academic competence and academic application post-transition, whereas there was an

increase in competence from Time 1 to Time 2 for the non-transition group.
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Table 2: T tests results for teacher reports of child functioning and Time 1 and Time 2 for
transition and non-transition groups

Parent Non-transition Group

Parent Transition Group

Time 1 Time 2 Time 1 Time 2
~Variable M SD M SD da T M SO M SD df T
Academic
application 9.61 280 1039 265 37 -1.99° 10.54 246 9.57 252 36 2.57*
Academic
competence 1021 262 1097 3.01 37 -260* 1131 2.62 10.00 225 34 3.37*
Social adjustment '
problems 1.05 1.90 .77 1.39 38 1.22 .62 21 .89 29 36 -.80
Attention ,
problems 4.41 6.18 226 226 38 3.03* 2.57 488 422 6.03 36 -1.44
Aggression 3.74 810 1.82 503 38 2.13* 2.51 446 354 593 36 -1.05
Delinquency 126 274 .46 1.57 38 233* .62 128 95 1.65 36 -1.08

Note. °p<.10. *p<.05. **p<.01.

Children’s reports of family functioning revealed no significant differences for the

transition group. However, for the non-transition group, children’s perceptions of inter-

parental conflict and threat in relation to inter-parental conflict significantly reduced from

Time 1 to Time 2. Additionally, children’s perceptions of parental rejection and hostile

detachment significantly decreased for this group (see Table 3).

Children’s reports of their own social, psychological and academic adjustment also

revealed some significant differences. There was a significant reduction in withdrawal and

social problems from Time 1 to Time 2 for the non-transition but not the transition group.

In addition, there was a significant reduction in perceived school support and significant

increase in attention problems from Time 1 to Time 2 for the transition group but not for

the non-transition group.
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Table 3: T tests results for child reports of family functioning, school support and their own adjustment

at Time 1 and Time 2 for transition and non-transition groups

Par ent Non'transition Group Parent Transition Group

Time 1 Time 2 Time 1 Time 2
Variable M SD M SD af T M SO M SD df T
Family functioning
Inter-parental
conflict 2727 8.11 2533 1775 77 247* 28.49 8.06 278 770 71 .88
Appraisal of threat 21.04 6.15 19.12 5.89 73 3.01* 20.75 562 1987 554 75 1.59
Appraisals of self- .
blame 11.13 297 1072 277 74 1.06 11.94 356 1209 391 78 -42
Parental rejection  19.23  6.37 17.70 4.88 69 2.31* 19.31 529 1870 4389 70 1.19
Parental hostile ,
detachment 20.28 6.54 1891 496 62 2.29* 20.03 528 1924 467 67 1.67
School
support 41.07 541 4102 510 91 -08 40.85 433 3891 563 93 -3.71*
Child functioning
Social adjustment
problems 2.69 2.38 2.01 1.78 87 3.27* 2.55 200 222 2.19 90 1.49
Attention
problems 3.27 2.52 3.24 264 87 .14 3.30 278 4.02 291 90 -3.20*
Aggression 7.99 70 7.78 .68 86 .36 9.03 5.48 9.64 631 89 -1.08
Withdrawal 4.29 270 3.77 255 85 2.13* 3.93 2.53 3.67 248 89 1.03
Anxiety-
depression 7.33 5.99 6.53 547 86 1.92° 6.21 5.53 6.38 5.12 88 -37

Note. °p<.10. *p<.05. **p<.01.

Overall, these results demonstrate first, a general increase in family and child
functioning for the non-transition group as these children enter their final year of primary
school and, in addition, a general drop in child functioning for the transition group after

they move to secondary school.
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Preliminary Analysis for the Theoretical Model

Means, standard deviations and correlations among all study variables for transition
and non-transition groups together are provided in Table 4. Table 5 reports correlations
separately for non-transition and transition groups. Correlations among the variables
generally reflect the theoretical model well. Inter-parental conflict correlates with
measures of threat (r = .46, p<. 01), negative parenting (r = .52, p<.01) and self-blame (r =
.39, p<.01), which in turn correlate with indicators of internalising symptoms, externalising
problems, social adjustment problems and academic application (e.g., threat and
internalising symptoms, r = .36, p<.01; self blame and externalising problems, r = .36,
p<.01; externalising problems and academic appliéation, r=-49, p<.01). |
Structural Equation Modelling

Structural equation modelling (LISREL 8.50; Joreskog & Sorbom, 1996) using
maximum likelihood estimation was employed to test the validity of the proposed
theoretical model. Models were estimated for three different samples 1) the non-transition
and transition group together, 2) the non-transition group alone and 3) the transition group
alone. For each sample the models were constructed in three stages. The first stage tested
the direct effects of inter-parental conflict on social adjustment problems and academic
application. The second stage assessed the roles of negative parenting and appraisals of
threat and self-blame as mechanisms through which inter-parental conflict impacts on
social adjustment problems and academic application. The final stage assessed the impact
of inter-parental conflict and children’s appraisals of threat, self-blame and negative
parenting behaviour on social adjustment problems and academic application through-

internalising symptoms and externalising problems respectively.
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Table 4: Means, Standard Deviations and Intercorrelations Among all Indicators of

Theoretical Constructs for the Full Sample

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8.
1. Inter-parental conflict 1.00
2. Appraisals of threat A6** 100
3. Negative parenting S52%*% 37%x 100
4 Appraisals of self-blame ~ .39**  46** 41** 1.00
5. Internalising symptoms ~ .35%* | 36*%* 42%+ 3%+ 1.00
6. Externalising problems J32%* 25%  37%* 36*¢  .50** 1.00
7. Social adjustment 27¢ 25%  26% 4% 30%  65%% 100
problems ,
8. Academic application -085 -22* .18 -18 -.19 -49%%  _40%% 100
Mean 27.37 20.18 39.19 1161 9.16 10.62 .69 10.28
Standard deviation 7.80 534 10.66 3.01 6.62 9.77 1.64 2.67
Note. N =90. ‘

p<.10. *p<.05. **p<.01.

Table 5: Means, Standard Deviations and Intercorrelations Among all Indicators of
Theoretical Constructs for Transition (N = 48) and Non-Transition (N = 42) Samples

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8.
1. Inter-parental conflict - 36 34¢ 33+ 17 22 22 .09
2. Appraisals of threat 53+ A0%*  62%*  S54%x 32+« 22 -23
3. Negative parenting 60** 37+ - 35+ 24 30%  46%*  40%*
4.Appraisals of self-blame ~ .45*%* 31*  50%* - A3%*  46%*  32¢  -25
5. Internalising symptoms S0** 21 S4%* 34* . A0%* 17 -22
6. Externalising problems A42%* 19 A45%% 26 O1** - S3*% - 45%%
7. Social adjustment
problems 31 27 34 18 A0%*  T4* -27
8. Academic application -2  -22 .23 -11 -19 =51%F J51¢% .
Transition mean 27.00 2025 3798 11.71 888 11.69 .77 9.88
Transition standard 660 480 764 310 636 9.04 132 238
deviation
Non-transition mean 27.79 20.10 40.57 1150 9.48 940 .60 10.74
Non-transition standard 9.04 594 1326 294 696 1052 195 294
deviation :

Note. Transition group values are above the diagonal, non-transition group values are below the

diagonal
'p<.10. *p<.05. **p<.01.
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Analyses for Transition and Non-Transition Groups Combined
Direct Effects

The first stage of analysis tested the influence of inter-parental conflict on
children’s social adjustment problems and academic application one year later. Inter-
parental conflict was significantly related to social adjustment problems in this model (B =
.27, p<.05); however, there was no significant relationship between inter-parental conflict
and academic application (B =-.09, p>.05).
The Respective Roles of Negative Parenting, and Appraisals of Conflict
Model 1 (Figure 2) assessed the intervening roles of negative parenting, and appraisals of
threat and self-blame in the influence of inter-parental conflict on social adjustment
problems and academic application. The influences of inter-parental conflict on negative
parenting, threat and self-blame were all significant (B = .52, p<.01; B = .46, p<.01; and B
=.39, p<.01 respectively). However, there were no significant relationships between any
~ of these intervening variables and either social adjustment problems (negative parenting:
= .10, p>.10, threat: B = .09, p>.10, and self-blamg: B =.09, p>.10) or academic
application (negative parenting: p = -.09, p>.10, threat: p = -.16, p>.10, and self-blame: p =
-.07, p>.10). This is in contrast to findings in Chapter 3 in which child perceptions of
parenting were significantly related to academic application. Further, the relationship
between inter-parental conflict and social adjustment problems was no longer significant in
this model (B = .17, p>.10). Fit statistics suggested that this model provided a good fit to

the data (> = .57; RMSEA = .00; GFI = 1.00; AGFI = .96).
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The Role of Psychological Symptoms

The final stage of analysis assessed the respective roles of internalising symptoms and
externalising problems in linking inter-parental conflict, negative parenting and children’s
appraisals of threat and self-blame to their social adjustment problems and academic
application. Model 2 (Figure 3) tested the impact of inter-parental conflict on academic
performance through negative parenting, appraisals of threat, appraisals of self-blame and
externalising problems. Again the pathways from inter-parental conflict to negative
parenting, thfeat and self-blame were significant (as in model 1). Consistent with findings
from Chapter 4, the relationship between self-blame and externalising problems was also
significant (B = .22, p<.05) and the relationship between negative parenting and
externalising problems was marginally significant (B = .21, p<.10). Howevér, the pathway
between negative parenting and externalising was of a higher magnitude when self-blame
was not included in the model (B = .26, p<.05); therefore, self-blame appeared to partially
mediate the effect of negative parenting on externalising problems in this model. The
relationship between threat and externalising problems was not significant (B = .01, p>.10)
SO threaf was only linked to externalising problems through its association with self-blame.
As inter-parental conflict was initially significantly directly related to externalising
problems and this path was no longer significant in this model (B = .13, p>.10), according
td criteria set out by Baron and Kenny (1986), parenting and self-blame mediated the initial
relationship between inter-parental conflict and externalising problems. The pathways
from externalising problems to social adjustment problems and academic application were

significant (B = .65, p<.01; and B = -.49, p<.01 respectively). Indirect effects tests
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revealed that inter-parental conflict was related to social adjustment problems and
academic application through negative parenting and externalising problems ( = .12,
p<.05 and B = .-08, p<.05 respectively) and through self-blame and externalising problems
(B =.09, p<.05 and B = -.06, p<.05 respectively). Therefore, externalising problems
provided an indirect mechanism through which inter-parental conflict, negative parenting
and self-blame were related to social adjustment problems and academic application one
year later. Fit indices suggested that this model provided a good fit to the data (3> = 5.33;
RMSEA =.00; GFI = .98; AGFI = .94).

Model 3 (Figure 4) tested the impact of inter-parental conflict on academic performance
through negative parenting, appraisals of threat and self-blame, and internalising
symptoms. Pathways from inter-parental conflict to negative parenting, threat and self-
blame were all significant (as in model 2 above). There was a significant path between
negative parénting and internalising symptoms (B = .25, p<.01) but no significant path
between threat and internalising symptoms (B = .15, p>.10) or self-blame and internalising
symptoms (B = .18, p<.10). This is in contrast to findings in Chapter 4, which
demonstrated significant pathways from both negative parenting and appraisals of threat to
internalising symptoms. Furthermore, the initial direct relationship between inter-parental
conflict and internalising symptoms was no longer significant in this model (§ =.10,
p>.10) so parenting mediated this initial direct relationship. There was a significant
relationship between internalising symptoms and social adjustment problems in this model
(B = .30, p<.05) and a marginal relationship between internalising symptoms and academic

application (B =-.19, p<.10). Indirect effects tests revealed that inter-parental conflict was
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indirectly related to social adjustment problems through negative parenting and_
internalising symptoms (B = .05, p<.05). However, the indirect pathway between conflict
and academic application via negative parenting and internalising symptoms was not
significant (B =-.02, p>.10). Fit statistics suggeéted that this model provided a good fit to
the data (x* = 7.97; RMSEA = .00; GFI = .98; AGFI =>.91).
Comparisons of Non-Transition and Transition Groups
Direct Effects

Direct effects tests for the non-transition group demonstrated that inter-parental
conflict was significantly related to children’s subsequent social adjustment problems (B =
.31, p<.05) and but not their academic application (B = -.22, p>.10). However, there were
no significant direct effects of inter-parental conflict on either social adjustment problems
or academic application in the transition group model (B =.22, p>.10 and B = .09, p>.10
respectively).
The Respective Roles of Negative Parenting, and Appraisals of Conflict

Models 4 and 5 (see Figure 5, panels A and B) assessed the roles of negative
parenting, and appraisals of threat and self-blame in linking inter-parental conflict to
both social adjustment problems and academic application separately for non-transition and
transition groups. For the non-transition group inter-parental conflict was significantly
related to negative parenting, threat, and self-blame (B = .60, p<.01; B = .53, p<.01; and B
= 45, p<.05 respectively). However, as in the combined model, none of these intervening
variables were significantly related to either social adjustment problems (negative

parenting: B = .25, p>.10, threat: p = .14, p>.10, and self-blame: p = -.02, p>.10) or
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academic application (negative parenting: § =-.19, p>.10, threat: § = -.17, p>.10, and self-
blame: § = .04, p>.10). Further to this, inter-parental conflict was no longer significantly
related to social adjustment problems in this model (B = .07, p>.10). Fit statistics
demonstrated that this model provided a good fit to the data (x> = .13; RMSEA = .00; GFI
= 1.00; AGFI = .98).

For the transition group, pathways from inter-parental conflict to threat, negative
parenting and self-blame were all significant (§ = .36, p<.05; f = .34, p<.05; and p = .33,
p<.05 respectiveiy). As in the non-transition group, there were no significant relationships
between any of these intervening variables and either social adjustment problems (negative
parenting: p =-.01, p>.01, threat: f = .01, p>.10, and self-blame: p = .30, p>.10) or
academic application (negative parenting: p = -.05 p>.10, threat: B = -.11, p>.10, and self-
blame: g =-.17, p>.10). GFI and chi-square statistics suggested that this model provided a
moderate fit to the data (x> = 4.27; RMSEA = .16; GFI = .97; AGFI = .69). Stacked
comparisons, as outlined by Bollen (1989), demonstrated that there was also a significant
difference between pathwayé from inter-parental conflict to parenting, in that the pathway
was significantly stronger in the non-transitions group (Ay? = 4.04, p<.05), than in the
transition group.

The Role of Psychological Symptoms

Models 6, 7, 8 and 9 (see Figures 6 and 7) assessed the respective roles of
internalising symptoms and externalising problems in linking inter-parental conflict,
negative parenting and children’s appraisals of threat and self-blame to their social
adjustment problems and academic application for non-transition and transition groups

separately. Model 6 (Figure 6, panel A) assessed the influence of inter-parental conflict on
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academic application and social adjustment problems through negative parenting,
appraisals of threat, appraisals of self-blame and externalising problems for the non-
transition group. The pathways from inter-parental conflict to negative parenting, threat
and self-blame were significant (as in model 4). Furthermore, there was a marginally
significant relationship between riegative parenting and externalising problems (f = .32,
p<.10) but the relationships between threat and externalising problems and between self-
blame and externalising problems were not significant (§ = .07, p>.10 and p = .01, p>.10
respectively). As the initial direct path between inter- parental conflict and externalising
problems dropped to non-significance in this model (f = .18, p>.10), parenting mediated
the initial relationship between inter-parental conflict and externalising problems. Finally,
the pathways from externalising problems to social adjustment problems and academic
application were significant (B = .74, p<.01; and B = -.51, p<.05 respectively). Indirect
effects tests demonstrated a significant indirect pathway between inter-parental conflict and
social adjustment problems through negative parenting and externalising problems (f = .19,
p<.05) and a marginally significant indirect path between inter-parental conflict and
academic application through negative parenting and externalising problems ( = -.09,
p<.10). Therefore, externalising problems provided a linking mechanism through which
inter-parental conflict, negative parenting were related to social adjustment problems. It
also linked inter-parental conflict and negative parenting to academic application. Fit
statistics demonstrated that this model provided a good fit to the data (x> = 2.97; RMSEA =
.00; GFI = .98; AGFI = .91).

For the transition group (model 7, Figure 6, panel B), again, pathways from inter-

parental conflict to negative parenting, threat and self-blame were significant (as in model
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5). However, in this model the relationship between negative parenting and externalising
prqblems was not significant (B = .15, p>.05) nor was the relationship between threat and
externalising problems (f = .00, p>.10). Conversely, the relationship between self-blame
and externalising problems was significant (B = .39, p<.05). Howeyver, stacked
comparisons did not reveal any significant differences between transition and non-
transition models in pathways from self-blame to externalising problems orbpathways from
parenting to externalising problems.

Externalising problems were significantly related to both social adjustment
problems and academic application (B = .53, p<.01; and p = -.45, p<.05 respectively) in
this model. As there was no initial significant direct relationship between inter-parental
conflict and externalising problems for this group, self-blame appeared to provide a linking
mechanism through which inter-parental conflict was related to externalising problems. In
turn, externalising problems appeared to provide an indirect mechanism through which
negative parenting, threat and self-blame were related to social adjustment problems and
academic application one year later. Indirect effects tests confirmed that there were
marginally significant indirect pathways from inter-parental conflict to social adjustment
problems and academic application through appraisals of self-blame and externalising
problems (B = .08, p<.10; and § = -.06, p<.10 respectively). Fit statistics suggested that
this model provided a good fit to the data (3 = 5.74; RMSEA = .00; GFI = .97; AGFI =
.88).

The last two models (models 8 and 9, Figure 7, panels A and B) assessed the impact
of inter-parental conflict on social' adjustment problems and academic application through

negative parenting, appraisals of threat and self-blame and internalising symptoms. For the
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non-transition group pathways from inter-parental conflict to negative parenting, threat and
self-blame were all significant and of the same magnitude as previous models. There was
also a significant path between negative parenting and internalising symptoms (B = .34,
p<.05) but no significant paths between threat and internalising symptoms (B = -.10,
p>.10) or self-blame and internalising symptoms (B = .00, p>.10). The pathway between
internalising symptoms and academic application was also non significant (§ = -.19, p>.10)
but there was a significant relationship between internalising syl%lptoms and social
adjustment problems in this model (f = .42, p<.05). As the initial significant direct path
between inter-parental conflict and internalising symptoms was no longer significant in this
model (B = .31, p>.10), parenting mediated this initial relationship. Further to this,
internalising symptoms provided a mechanism through which parenting (and self-blame
through its association with negative parenting) was related to social adjustment problems.
Specifically, indirect effects test confirmed a significant indirect pathway between inter-
parental conflict and social adjustment problems through negative parenting and
internalising symptoms (B = .13, p<.05). Fit statistics suggested that this model provided a
good fit to the data (x> = 2.99; RMSEA =.00; GFI=.98; AGFI =.93).

For the transition group, pathways from inter-parental c;)nﬂict to negative
parenting, threat and self-blame were all significant and identical to those in previous
models. However, there was no significant path between negative parenting and
internalising for the transition group, nor was there between self-blame and internalising
symptoms (B =-.02, p>.10 and = .15, p>.10 respectively) but there was a significant path
between threat and internalising symptoms (B = .46, p<.05).

As there was no significant initial direct path between inter-parental conflict and
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internalising symptoms, threat provided a mechanism through v;'hich inter-parental conflict
was related to internalising symptoms in this model. In confirmation of this, indirect
effects tests demonstrated significant indirect paths between inter-parental conflict and
internalising symptoms through threat (f = .19, p<.05). However, pathways from
internalising symptoms to social adjustment problems and academic application were not
significant in this model (B = .17, p>.10 and B =-.22, p>.10 respectively). Again, fit
statistics suggested that this model provided a good fit to the data (x> = 8.72; RMSEA =
.04; GFI=.95; AGFI = .82). Stacked comparisons showed that the difference between
models in the pathway from threat to internalising symptoms was significant (Ay*> = 6.63,
p<.01).
Summary

Test of the theoretical model using the combined sample revealed that inter-parental
conflict impacted on externalising behaviour primarily through children’s appraisals of
self-blame and negative parenting. Externalising behaviouf, in turn, provided a mechanism
through which inter-parental conflict, negative parenting and appraisals of self-blame were
related to children’s social adjustment problems and academic application. Results for the
internalising symptoms model demonstrated that the relationship between inter-parental
conflict and internalising symptoms was mediated by negative parenting and that
internalising symptoms, in turn, provided a mechanism through which inter-parental
conflict and negative parenting were related to children’s social adjustment problems.
Internalising symptoms were also marginally significantly related to children’s application
to learning. Results for the non-transition group alone revealed similar findings. In these

models, negative parenting provided the mediating mechanism through which inter-
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parental conflict influenced both internalising symptoms and externalising problems.
However, while externalising problems provided a mechanism through which inter-
parental conflict and negative parenting were related to social adjustment problems and
academic adaptation, internalising symptoms only linked these influences to‘social
adjustment problems, as there was no significant relationship between internalising
symptoms and academic application. Results for the transition group indicated that inter-
parental conflict was not directly related to internalising symptoms, externalising problems,
social adjustment problems or academic application. However, children’s appraisals of
self-blame provided a mechanism through which inter-parental conflict was related to
externalising problems post-transition. Externalising problems, in turn, provided a linking
mechanism through which inter-parental conflict and self-blame appraisals were related to
children’s social adjustment problems and academic application. For the internalising
symptoms model for this group, children’s appraisals of threat provided the mechanism
through which inter-parental conflict was related to internalising symptoms post-transition.
However, internalising symptoms were not related to either social adjustment problems or
academic application in this model.

The primary differences between non-transition and transition groups in the
processes through which inter-parental conflict affected adjustment one year later lie in two
different areas. 1) While parenting was the primary mechanism through which inter-
parental conflict informed children’s psychological adjustment in the non-transition group,
appraisals of threat and self-blame respectively were the mechanisms through which inter-
parental conflict informed internalising symptoms and externalising problems in the

transition group. 2) While children’s internalising symptoms were related to their social
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adjustment problems in the non-transition group, children’s internalising syinptoms were
not related to their social adjustment problems in the transition group; however, this
difference was not significant based on group comparisons.

Discussion

The findings described in this study provide further insight into the changes in
psychological, social and academic functioning during the anticipation and negotiation of
the transition from primary to secondary school. This is the only British study to consider
how inter-parental relations inform adjustment during school transition with a sample of
children entering early adolescence. This study represents the first investigation of how
family processes inform children’s adaptation during the transition from primary to
secondary school, specifically considering the role that children’s appraisals of inter-
parental and parent-child relations play in explaining the effects of inter-parental conflict
on psychological, social and academic adjustment during school transition. Furthermore,
they provide insight into the distinct processes involved in the transfer of effects from
family relations to child adjustment that are specific to transition, by comparing children
undergoing the transition from primary to secondary school with those remaining in the
primary school setting.

The present study had two aims: first, to assess changes in children’s adaptation
across a one-year period for two groups; those who made the transition from primary to
secondary school during this time and those in the year immediately prior to transition.
Second, given findings in recent studies demonstrating the importance of the inter-parental
relationship to adjustment during transition (Ablow, 2005; Cowan et al., 2005; Measelle,

2005), the study aimed to assess the processes through which inter-parental conflict
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impacted on these two groups in terms of psychological adjustment, social adjustment
problems and academic application. It focused specifically on parent-child relations and
children’s appraisals of inter-parental conflict as mediators of the relationship between
inter-parental conflict and children’s psychological well-being at this time.

The initial findings provide evidence that the transition from primary to secondary
school marks a time of stress and upheaval for children. Comparisons between transition
and non-transition groups suggest that children experience marked improvements in
psychological and academic functioning as they move into their final year of primary
school. They also report reductions in inter-parental conflict and hostile, rejecting
parenting during this period. These improvements may be explained in terms of children in
this period being confident and comfortable in their school environment; they are also well
supported in the school context at this time as teachers begin to prepare them for the
transition to secondary school. Conversely, children one year older making the transition
from primary to secondary school experience no such benefits. While children’s
perceptions of family life remain consistent across this period children’s delinquent
behaviour and attention problems increase subsequent to transition, they also display
poorer academic competence. These results are consistent with previous findings, which
note the increase of externalising problems during transition (Robinson et al., 1995) and
studies that have documented achievement loss in the transition from primary to secondary
school (Alspaugh, 1998; Wigfield et al., 1991). This research suggests that transition may
serve as a stress factor affecting children’s ability to function well at this time. The current
results also demonstrate that school support drops off as children enter the secondary

school environment. This finding provides some support for the contention that a less
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supportive and more authoritarian school climate sometimes associated with secondary
school may serve to negatively affect children’s behaviour and performance at this time
(Eccles et al., 1993).

There have been several explanations for what might inform children’s behaviour
and performance across transition but recent studies have provided evidence that family
relationships are an important source of support, or conversely stress, during this period
and that children’s experiences of family life can shape their ability to negotiate school
transitions successfully (Ablow, 2005; Cowan et al., 2005; Lord, et al., 1994). Several
recent studies have highlighted the inter-parental relationship as an important influence on
children’s psychological and academic adjustment at this time (Ablow, 2005; Cowan et al.,
2005; Measelle, 2005). Taking this into consideration, the present study assessed the
influence of inter-parental conflict on children’s psychological adjustment, social
behaviour and academic application for children experiencing the transition from primary
to secondary school and children in primary school in the year imrﬁediately prior to
transition. In order to further understand how inter-parental conflict impacts on children at
this time, negative parenting and children’s threat and self-blame appraisals were
considered as mechanisms through which conflict informs psychological, social and
academic adaptation.

Analyses were first carried out with transition and non-transition groups combined.
Interestingly, analyses considering the impact of inter-parental conflict on social
adjustment problems and academic application revealed no significant effects of negative
parenting on academic application, even though this path was significant in analyses for

Chapter 3. It is possible that this non significant path is due to the difference in ages
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between samples. The children in Study 1 (Chapter 3) were between the ages of 12 and 13
years at the time of assessment of their perceptions of the parent-child relationship; the
children in the current study were between the ages of 9 and 11 years (non-transition
children: aged 9-10 years, transition children: aged 10-11 years). It is possible that the
parent-child relationship may be more pertinent to children’s academic application as
children grow older progress through secondary school. However, further investigation is
required before any confident conclusions can be drawn.

Findings for the exfemalising problems model demonstrated that inter-parental
conflict impacted on children’s externalising problems through their perceptions of parental
hostility and rejection and their feelings of responsibility for parents’ arguments. These
findings, consistent with previous chapters, demonstrate that conflict impacts on children
via the spillover of negative affect into the parent-child relationship, with influences in turn
on children’s adjustment problems (Erel & Burman, 1986). These findings also suggest
that conflict affects children according to their own appraisals of the personal relevance and
personal responsibility they derive from witnessing inter-parental disputes. Previous
studies have noted the consistent links between self-blame and externalising problems (see
Chapter 4; Harold et al., in press; Grych et al., 2003). Children who feel more responsible
for their parents’ arguments are more likely to intervene in conflict, often acting out in
order to distract parents, repetition of this type of behaviour may lead to externalising
behaviour patterns over time (see Grych et al., 2003).

Externalising problems for this model were, in turn, related to children’s social
adjustment problems and academic application. As outlined in Chapter 3, children who

display behaviour problems in school tend to be less able to engage with schoolwork.
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Furthermore, children who are aggressive tend to have fewer appropriate social skills
(Bronstein et al., 1996).

Findings for the combined group relating to internalising symptoms demonstrated
that inter-parental conflict was related to internalising symptoms through negative
parenting, suggesting that a spillover of hostility from the inter-parental to the parent-child
relationship also affects children’s internalising symptoms, leading them to feel depressed,
anxious and withdrawn (Fauber et al., 1990; Fauber & Long, 1991). Interestingly,
appraisals of threat were not related to internalising symptoms in this model, though
findings from Chapter 4 provided evidence for the existence of this path. This may be due
to the younger age group of the current sample. Research suggests younger children are
less able to recognise that conflict in the inter-parental relationships is unrelated to the
parent-child relationship; however, children’s perceptions of family relationships become
more differentiated as they get older (Bretherton, Prentiss & Ridgeway, 1990; Grych &
Cardoza-Fernandes, 2001).

Internalising symptoms in turn were related to children’s social adjustment
problems but were only related to academic application as a trend. As noted in the
previous chapter, links between internalising symptoms and academic outcomes are less
consistent than those between externalising problems and academic outcomes. It also may
be that, while externalising problems affect children’s application and engagement with
schoolwork, internalising symptoms contribute to academic performance, not by reducing
academic application but through other mechanisms such as maladaptive achievement
strategies (e.g., Diener & Dweck, 1978). It may also be the case that, as in the previous

chapter, different indices of internalising symptoms differentially inform this index of

210



academic adaptation. However, the small sample size available for these analyses
precluded reliable investigation of this.
Comparisons Between Transition and Non-Transition Groups

There were two main differences between the transition and non-transition group
for the current analyses. First, the relationship between internalising symptoms and social
adjustment problems was significant in the non-transition group but not in the transition
group. As described above, reseéarch has established a link between externalising
behaviour and social adjustment problems. As this is the most overt aspect of
psychological adjustment, it is possible that children entering secondary school may accept
or reject other children based on this factor and may develop more nuanced social networks
and exchanges as secondary school progresses. Children in primary schools in contrast,
already have long established relationships based on richer information so more subtle
factors, such as internalising symptoms may be more important in these relationships and,
therefore, may make a greater contribution to their social success and adaptation at this age.
However, further investigation is required in order to explore this contention.

Second, in models for the non-transition group, parenting was the primary
mechanism through which inter-parental conflict affected both internalising symptoms and
externalising problems; however, in the transition group it was appraisals of inter-parental
conflict that provided the mechanism through which inter-parental conflict affected
internalising symptoms and externalising problems respectively. This is perhaps because
children in the transition group are undergoing stress and disruption associated with school
transition. Inter-parental conflict is considered a particularly potent stressor for children

(Lewis et al., 1984). Previous research has suggested that when a child is exposed to
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several risk factors at once there may be steep increases in fheir maladjustment (Forehand
et al., 1998; Rutter, 1979). The accumulation of family and school stress factors may push
children over this threshold of risk factors. Under these conditions inter-parental conflict,
which the child construes to be threatening or self-relevant may exert stronger influences
on their psychological well-being. In this way school stress appears to activate the
appraisal process with respect to inter-parental conflict, leading children to rely on
schemata relating to inter-parental relations to guide their sense of well-being under these
conditions.

Children in the transition group are also entering an age group associated with the
onset of fbrmal operational thinking, though not all children in this age group will have
reached this stage. Children who are at the formal operational stage are more adept at
abstract thinking, allowing them to be more introspective. While this has its benefits, it can
also lead to a form of egocentrism in which the child construes events to be more
personally relevant (see Elkind, 1967). This may mean that children view conflict as more
threatening to themselves and see themselves as the cause of conflict more often. They
may also see inter-parental conflict as more personally relevant and, therefore, more central
their psychological well-being than children at the concrete operational stage of
development. Findings from Chapter 4, using a sample of older children, in which effects
were found for inter-parental conflict affecting ;:hild adjustment via both negative parenting
and appraisals of conflict, provides some support for both explanations. However, it
should also be noted that variance of the negative parenting behaviour variable does vary
across the transition and the non-transition groups, which could partly account for the

difference in pathways between the two models.
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. There are some limitations to the present set of analyses. First, the sample size for
the currént study was modest, especially for the subgroup comparisons. The ratio of
participants to parameters was quite low but it was still greater than 2:1, suggesting that the
power for the current analyées was sufficient (Bollen, 1989). However, small sample sizes
such as this may mean that some of the fit indices that are sensitive to sample size, such as
the chi square statistic, are less interpretable. Furthermore, the sfnall sample size may
explain why some of the pathways with modest magnitudes did not attain significance, or
only attained marginal significance compared to pathways of similar magnitudes in the
preceding two studies (e.g., in the current chapter Figure 5, panel A, the path between
negative parenting and social adjustment problems is not significant though p = .25; Figure
6, panel A, the path between negative parenting énd externalising problems was marginal
even though B = .32).

Second, due to the small number of responses among parents in the study, only
children provided responses for measures of family functioning, which may explain the
high magnitude of some pathways between conflict and psychological adjustment in
several models. Third, autoregressive techniques were ruled out for the present analyses
due to the drop in sample size that occurred when teacher reports were provided at Time 1.
Therefore, causal relations between pathways should be inferred with caution.

Finally, as in the previous two empirical chapters, there was a difference between
children who were part of the study sample and those who were not. Children who were
not part of the study sample scored significantly higher on externalising problems than
children who were. This may have affected the magnitude of the pathways concerning this

variable, perhaps providing a more conservative estimate of effects due the reduced range
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of scores at the higher end of the externalising problems scale.
Implications for Practice and Policy

In spite of these limitations the current set of analyses provides further insight into
the changes children experience when making the transition from primary to secondary
school and the processes through which children’s experiences of family relationships
inform their psychological, social and academic adaptation at this time. Consistent with
previous research by Cowan and colleagues (2005), the findings suggest that the inter-
parental relationship, and children’s appraisals in response to conflict in this relationship;,
have important implications for children’s psychological adjustment and, related to this,
their social adjustment problems and academic application during school transition.
Furthermore, comparisons between transition and non-transition groups revealed that
children’s appraisals of inter-parental conflict were particularly pertinent to children’s
psychological adjustment for children undergoing transition.

Most interventions tailored to school transition that acknowledge the role of family
relationships at this time focus solely on the parent-child relationship (e.g., Webster-
Stratton, 1990; Webster-Stratton & Hammond, 1997). The present analyses add weight to
a small number of studies that have highlighted the importance of the quality of the inter-
parental relationship at this time (Ablow, 2005; Cowan et al., 2005; Measelle, 2005) and
suggest that, in order to improve children’s ability to negotiate school transition
successfully, interventions should make provision for the inter-parental relationship also.

They also extend previous findings by demonstrating that children’s appraisals
relating family relationships play an important role in linking children’s experiences of the

inter-parental relationship to their adjustment during the period of transition between
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primary and secondary school. They make the case that the specific appraisal processes
that serve as mechanisms through which conflict affects child adjustment at this time vary
based on whether children are concurrently experiencing school transition or not.
Therefore, interventions aimed at improving children’s functioning during school transition
should acknowledge the;e appraisal processes.

Summary

This chapter has provided evidence for the significance of school transition as a
period of stress for children. It has also provided evidence that this period of stress triggers
specific processes through which inter-parental conflict impacts on their psychological,
social and academic adjustment at this time. In particular, findings suggest that children’s
appraisals of threat and self-blame play specific roles in determining children’s adjustment
in the context of family conflict at this time.

Taken together, the empirical chapters of this thesis suggest that inter-parental
conflict and parent-child relations, as well as children’s appraisals relating to each of these
family subsystems have important implications for children’s psychological adjustment,
academic attainment and their ability to function well during times of school transition.
These empirical chapters highlight the importance of understanding the processes through
which family experiences inform children’s school adjustment and have direct application
to policy and practice questions concerning how best to ‘improve children’s experiences of
school life in the context of problems at home. The specific contribution of these findings

to the advancement of policy and practice will be considered in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 6

The empirical chapters of this thesis provide evidence for the importance of
familial influences in determining children’s psychological adjustment (Chapter 3),
academic attainment (Chapters 3 & 4) and their ability to negotiate the transition from
primary to secondary school (Chapter 5). These findings advance understanding of the
processes through which family relationships inform children’s academic development.
Importantly, they also have direct application to policy and practice relating to
children’s adjustment in the school setting.

All three chapters make specific recommendations for improving children’s
adaptation in this context. First, they suggest that the inter-parental relationship is
important to children’s behaviour and performance in school and, therefore, attempts to
improve children’s academic adaptation should also aim to incorporate this
relationship. Second, findings from Chapters 3 and 4 demonstrate the importance of
children’s appraisals of both inter-parental and parent-child relations in explaining
variation in children’s behaviour problems (Chapters 3, 4 and 5), internalising
symptoms (Chapters 4 and 5), academic application (Chapters 3 and 5) and academic
attainment (Chapters 3 and 4). In addition to this, Cilapter 5 suggests that appraisals of
inter-parental conflict are particularly pertinent to children’s adjustment at times of
increased stress in the school environment, such as school transition. These findings
imply that interventions aiming to address this appraisal process would improve
children’s ability to function across contexts. Chapter 3 also demonstrates that teachers

play an important role in children’s school adjustment; not only do they directly
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influence children’s behaviour and performance in school, they can also serve as a
buffer protecting children against the negative effects of hostility at home on their
externalising behaviour, as reported by teachers. These findings suggest that fostering
warm, positive relationships between teachers and children might protect children from
some negative effects of the family environment on their behaviour in school.

The findings from the current programme of research also provide insight into
the nature of the relationship between children’s psychological well-being and their
ability to function well in school. Chapter 4 provides evidence that both internalising
symptoms and externalising problems contribute to children’s academic attainment,
though the nature of the influence varies according to the particular index of
psychologiﬁal adjustment being considered. Importantly, it suggests that some indices
of psychological adjustment that reflect poor psychological well-being actually serve to
improve children’s academic attainment, with anxiety in particular having a positive
effect on children’s exam results. This finding implies that over-emphasis on high
academic attainment as the overall goal for interventions aimed at the family-school
interface could overlook children experiencing high levels of anxiety.

These findings, therefore, make the case for taking a more global assessment of
the child’s adjustment in the school setting. Chapter 5, in an attempt to address this,
assessed tﬁe impact of family processes on children’s psychological, social and
academic adaptation during a period of school transition. Findings from this study
revealed that school transition marks a time of pronounced stress for children in which
they experience a drop in psychological, social and academic functioning. The results

also suggest that, at this time of stress, children’s appraisals of the inter-parental
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relationship, relative to their assessments of the parent-child relationship, are especially
important to understanding variation in children’s adjustment post-transitioh.
Therefore, interventions aimed at aiding children’s negotiation of school transitions
should pay particular attention to the inter-parental relationship and related child
appraisals in order to improve children’s adjustment at this time.

This chapter will first consider recent policy relevant to these findings and will
then discuss the thesis findings in comparison to existing pra(_:tice relating to children’s
academic development and interventions aimed at the family-school interface. It will
also address deficits in policy and practice and make recommendatipns for improving
these based on the findings of the three empirical chapters of the thesis. Specifically it
will consider the need for improvements in policy and practice based on recent
assessments of UK children’s well-being in the school context compared to other
nations.

Child Functioning in the UK: Current Assessments, Current Policy and the Need for

Policy and Practice Revision

Recommendations for revisions in policy and practice in the UK are particularly
pertinent in the wake of a recent UNICEF report, which ranked the UK bottom of a
league of 21 developed countries with respect to child well-being (UNICEF, 2007) with
the US only one place above this. The report reveals that children from the UK score
poorly on a number of indicators of child well-being including poverty, risk-taking
behaviour and their own subjective sense of well-being. They score most poorly in
terms of family relationship indicators, with comparatively more children living in

single-parent and step-parent families, and children spending less quality time with
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parents. The report also demonstrated that children from the UK score amongst the
lowest with respect to educational indicators; the UK had fewer children in education
between the ages of 15 and 19, and had lower occupational expectations. Many
children in the UK also reported being bullied and expressed a greater dissatisfaction
with school in comparison to children living in other developed countries.

While some of the data included in the report are several years old and
shortcomings in the methodo'logy in terms of the precision and range of questions has
been acknowledged in the report, these findings are damning in terms of UK provision
for child well-being. They suggest that children in the UK feel disconnected from
families and schools and that their own sense of psychological well-being is low. They
also suggest that the UK government need to make more effective provision for
families and schools in order to support children and improve their quality of life.

International Policy

Notwithstanding the above findings, several shifts in recent policy have marked
the onset of a more family-based approach to improving children’s academic
development. One of the most important pieces of legislation introduced in recent
years is the United Nations (UN) Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989). This
was the first international, legally binding} instrument to set out a full range of
fundamental human rights for children. It recognises that children are distinct from
adult_s in their needs for care and protection and, therefore, require distinct legislation.
The main focus is rights for children to have life (Article 6), to be safe from harm
(Article 19, Article 32, Article 36) and exploitation and to have the right to participate

fully in family (Article 5, Article 7, Article 9), culture (Article 14, Article 20),

219



education (Article 28, Article 29) and social life (Article 15). It aims to achieve these
ends by setting standards for education, health, and legal and social services.

Furthermore, the convention places emphasis on the role of the family in
informing children’s development (article 5, article 10, article 18) and states that
children have the right to inform decisions about their own well-being (article 12). This
legislation was opened for signature in 1989 and came into force in 1990; it was ratified
by the UK in 1991 but has yet to be ratified by the US. The implications.of this
instrument are that each country that has ratified the convention takes responsibility for
ensuring the rights and protection of children; they are required to construct and deliver
policies that recognise the best interests of the child. The US has recently stated that it
does not intend to ratify the convention, citing concerns relating to entitlements
requiring economic, social and cultural rights for children (UN, 2001).
UK Policy

In parallel with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, the UK
government produced the Children Act (1989), which focused on several main
principles. The act statesl that the needs of the child are paramount and that, wherever
possible, children should be cared for by their own families. Related to this, it directs
that families with children who have special needs should be assisted to look after their
own children. Tt also states that non-resident parents, where possible, should maintain
parental responsibility of their children. In addition, it requires that children are
protected from danger using effective intervention; therefore, where courts are
involved, decisions should be made in the best interests of the child and the perspective

of the child should be considered when making decisions about their future.
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A new Children Act was introduced in 2004. This new act made several extra
provisions for children. It established a Children’s Commissionef, to take
responsibility for increasing awareness of the interests of children. It also placed a
requirement on Local Authorities that they co-ordinate services for children, improve
information sharing between these services and to appoint director of children’s
services for each authority in order to achieve these ends. This Children Act (2004)
also makes provision for children to be represented in family legal proceedings and for
families and children to receive support during such proceedings (discussed further
later). Importantly, this act provided the legislative basis for the Every Child Matters
framework for reform in children’s services (see, Department for Education and Skills,
DfES, 2004). This strategy places emphasis on preventative interventions, children’s
service co-ordination and community partnerships in order t(; improve child welfare
(discussed in more detail later).

Several themes emerge from these legislative documents; first, there is
increasing recognition that the family unit is the most important influence on children’s
development and that families should be supported in this role. Further, this legislation’
is some of the first to recognise the role of the child’s perspective. It advises that the
child’s own experiences and wishes should be taken into consideration when making
decisions for the child’s future. These themes are both reflected in the literature
covered in this thesis. Empirical research has repeatedly demonstrated that the primary
source of children’s development across family, educational and social settings is the
family (Bowlby, 1944; Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Collins et al., 2000). All three empirical

chapters, as well as recent research, have stressed the importance of children’s
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perceptions as a mechanism through which the impact of the family on children’s
adjustment can be understood (Davies & Cummings, 1994; Grych & Fincham, 1990;
Harold et al., 1997). However, this research goes much further than legal frameworks
in emphasising the importance of the child’s perspective as a mechanism through which
variation in child adjustment in the context of family discord can be understood.

While these documents (UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989;
Children Act, 1989; 2004) demonstrate that gdvernment policy is beginning to
recognise themes that have been highlighted in family research, the efficacy of these
policies is dependent on how they filter into practice. Evidence from the UNICEF -
report (2007) published nearly 20 years after the first two legislative documents would
suggest that either this legislation does not go far enough in terms of provision for
children, or that it has not been effectively translated into practicé.

The Every Child Matters framework, legislated for in the Children Act (2004)
outlines changes to practice with child welfare in mind. This initiative was initially a
response to Lord Laming’s recommendations relating to the death of Victoria Climbié
(The Victoria Climbi€ Inquiry, Lord Laming, 2003), this report documented a catalogue
of failings across children’s services, resulting in the death of a small child at the hands
of her guardians. This document makes recommendations for the co-ordination of
children’s services and information sharing between health, education and social
services. It speaks to themes common to systemic theories since the 1970s
(Bronfenbrenner, 1977; 1979), which suggest that problems that originate from the
family impact on children across a variety of contexts. In support of this, empirical

chapters presented in this thesis demonstrate that family influences affect children’s
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adjustment across contexts, and that improved efforts in one context (the school) may
bolster children against the negative effects of another context (the family, see Chapter
3).Therefore, sharing information between these contexts should allow children
experiencing difficulties to be identified earlier and, perhaps, allow professionals and
workers in other contexts to make provision for improving their sense of well-being.

In conjunction with the Every Child Matters initiative, a further document was
produced to consider how families might be supported in informing their children’s
psychological and educational development (Every Parent Matters, DfES, 2007a). This
- document specifically acknowledges the link between family background and
children’s psychological adjustment and educational attainment. In particular it
recognises the influence of divorce, socio-economic status, parental involvement and
parents’ aspirations for their children as informing children’s behaviour and
performance in school. These two documents combined make specific pfovision for
services for families aimed at improving children’s ability to function across a number
of settings — the school being one of the most prominent. Recommendations include
children’s centres (described later); school transition sessions and information for
parents whose children will shortly be attending primary or secondary school for the
first time; improving relations between parents and schools; and early interventions for
truancy and parenting programmes. On the whole these provisions aim to foster
stronger links between families and schools, and greater parental involvement in
children’s school life (DfES, 2003a).

In comparison to UK practices, US policy is not directly informed by the UN

convention. However, similar legislation exists making provision for children’s
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academic, social and emotional development via children’s centres or family centres,
parent-school involvement initiatives, school readiness programrhes, resources for
poorer families and dissemination of information regarding parenting, education and
behaviour management to parents (Educate America Act, 1994; Elementary and
Secondary Education Act, 1965; Head Start Act, 1998; Leave No Child Behind Act,
2001). Both nations channel the majority of support for families and children through
overarching frameworks: Head Start in the US and Sure Start in the UK. Both
countries also advocate the use of family centres or children’s centres as a base for
resources and service delivery.

Frameworks for Service Delivery: Sure Start, Head Start and Children’s Centres

Overarching programmes such as Sure Start in England and Wales (with the
addition of Cymorth and Flying Start in Wales), and Head Start and Family Resource
Centres in the US have been developed to support the delivery of the recommendations
of a wide range of initiatives aimed at supporting families. The aim of these
programmes is to provide a base from which families can easily access a wide range of
facilities including child care, counsellors, health professionals, support networks,
parenting programmes and play centres.

US Frameworks

The US operates several over-arching frameworks, which disseminate a range
of services and resources. One of the best recognised of these is Head Start, which has
been operating since the 1960s (Economic Opportunity Act, 1964; Head Start Act,
1998). Head Start offers a range of children’s services for disadvantaged families for

children of pre-school age, focusing specifically upon health, social and cognitive
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abilities and school readiness. Professionals and Head Start workers provide group-
based and home-based delivery of parenting programmes, programmes for improving
children’s cognitive development and behaviour, preparation for school and
information resources. Even Start provides similar services but focuses specifically on
improving children’s educational attainment in the early years; this also educates
parents in order that they may support their children’s learning (Leave No Child Behind
Act, 2001; Literacy Involves Families Togéther Act, 2000). Strategies such as Head
Start offer a broad range of services, including support and education relating to the
quality of the parent-child relationship. However, these frameworks offer a variety of
different services and the nature and quality of these can vary widely from State to
State. |
UK Frameworks

In the UK, as in the US, provisions are largely aimed at young children from
disadvantaged backgrounds but the UK government has stated that it aims to make one
of the most prevalent of these frameworks, Sure Start, available in every community by
2010 (DfES, 2007a). Sure Start programmes tend to operate from specialised children
centres, which can be accessed by each community. The government is also beginning
to develop extended schools for access to resources for older children. Sure Start and
extended schools are instrumental in fulfilling the aims of Every Child Matters (DfES,
2004) in terms of co-ordinating child services and providing access to a range of child
related professionals. They provide a means of distributing extra resources to children
such as toy libraries and Bookstart, an initiative to provide children with free books at

different developmental stages. These centres focus specifically on child care, parental
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support, health services and support for children’s emotional development. They also
provide a base from which parents can access integrated services, support, advice and
parenting programmes.
Welsh Provisions for Children and Families

The samples used in this thesis are situated in Wales, within the UK. Wales
itself, while sharing some services in common with England or the rest of the UK (such
as Sure Start) also has its own initiatives with respects to improving children’s
educational development and psychological well-being. Two of the main provisions
are Cymorth (Welsh Assembly Government, WAG, 2003) and Flying Start (WAG,
2005a). The first of these provides financial support to areas identified aé particularly
deprived. The funds are ear-marked for improvements in health, leisure, training and
mentoring, and childcare provision; though the form that this provision takes is decided
by the Local Education Authority (LEA). Often this extra funding is channelled
through existing frameworks such as Sure Start and Flying Start. Flying Start bears
some similarity to Head Start in that it makes specific provision for deprived families
and focuses on supporting physical, cognitive and socio-emotional development in the
early years. Resources are disseminated based on the deprivation levels of the school
catchment. Flying Start operates both in homes and in specialised centres often based
on school sites. The services provided include child care, access to health visitors,
parenting programmes and a range of resources for both children and parents including
books and toys for children as well as information leaflets for parents. While these
services offer extra provision for Welsh families, they tend to be financial or practical

in nature (e.g., providing literature and resources). Moreover, funds are often
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channelled through services similar to those in the rest of the UK: children’s centres
and information resources and, therefore, operate in the same manner.
Summary of Policy Frameworks

From the above it appcafs that frameworks for distributing resources for
children bear many similarities either side of the Atlantic; many of them are aimed at
more socially and economically deprived families and include home- or centre-based
services. Typically services on offer include information in terms of literature on
parenting, education and behaviour management; resources such as free books and toy
libraries; child care; support workers to work with children; access to healthcare or
social care professionals; and pareﬁting programmes. These parenting programmes
range from those aimed at improving parental education and parental support for
children’s learning, to those aiming to improve the quality of family relationships.
Though the programmes and services are consistent with recommendations made in the
preceding empirical chapters, most of these focus solely on the parent-child relationship
or practical support for families. There is little evidence of consideration of the inter-
parental relationship in these services, or any strategies aimed at directly addressing the
child’s perspective. In addition to this, though these services are broadly similar,
emphasis varies between countries and the nature, quality and quantity of services on
offer varies widely from one community to another. The amount of funding, the choice
of services and the quality of training all determine the overall efficacy of the
framework and the resources provided therein. This makes comparisons across nations
and assessments on a global level difficult to achieve. It also means that there has been

little rigorous assessment of the quality and efficacy of the services provided. In
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particular, few parenting programmes employed in children’s centres have been
assessed effectively. Furthermore, some recent findings from Sure Start evaluations
suggest that these services have done little to improve children’s development
(Merrell, Tymms, & Jones, 2006). In order to provide effective services to improve
children’s psychological, academic and social adjustment there needs to be a more
effective integration of research and practice. This requires that 1) policy and practice
is developed based on an existing empirical evidence base and that 2) programmes and
services that are provided are rigorously evaluated. Therefore, recent research
considering family functioning and child adjustment will be conside;ed below. This
will be assessed in conjunction with evidence based on existing programmes for
itﬁproving child functioning.

Implications of Research for Policy and Practice

The empirical findings outlined in this thesis collectively suggest that children’s
experiences at home have pervasive effects on their ability to function well at school.
Chapter 1 provided research evidence and theoretical rationale for the effects of inter-
parental and parent-child relations on child adjustment. Chapter 2 provided evidence
for links between these two aspects of family life and children’s adjustment in the
school context. In particular this chapter observed that, though previous studies had
demonstrated that children’s appraisals are an important mechanism through which
family relationships inform children’s psychological adjustment, there has been little
application of this research to children’s school-related outcomes. In order to remedy
this, Chapter 3 considered children’s perceptions of the parent-child relationship as a

mechanism through which inter-parental and parent-child relations informed children’s

228



behaviour and performance in school. Findings from this chapter provided evidence to
support the family-wide explanation, which states that children’s specific experiences
of either inter-parental or parent-child relations contribute to their understanding of
relationships in general and that inter-parental conflict in particular provides a context
for disrupted appraisals of both inter-parental and parent-child relations (Harold &
Conger, 1997; Harold et al., 1997). In particular, results from Chapter 3 demonstrated
that both inter-parental and parent-child relations contribute to children’s perceptions of
the parent-child relationship. Moreover, these perceptions inform children’s behaviour
and application in school, which in turn affect their academic performance. This study
also considered the influence that adults at school can have on children. It
demonstrates that not only are adults at school able to directly affect children’s
behaviour and performance in school, they also appear to buffer children against the
effects of hostility at home on their behaviour in school.

Chapter 4 demonstrated that both parenting and children’s appraisals of conflict
contribute to children’s psychological symptoms and that these differentially inform
academic attainment. While previous studies have demonstrated that inter-parental
conflict impacts on children’s psychological adjustment through these two pathways
there are very few studies that link these mechanisms to academic achievement. This
study demonstrated that both indirect (parenting) and direct (appraisals of conflict)
pathways inform academic achievement. They also suggest that children’s
psychological symptoms differentially inform academic performance, such that while
increased levels of depressive and aggressive symptoms have detrimental effects on

academic performance, heightened levels of anxiety are associated with higher
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academic performance. These findings suggest that mechanisms identified as important
to understanding children’s psychological adjustment are also relevant to academic
performance. However, the nature of the relationship between psychological symptoms
and academic performance is more complicated, varying according to symptom

profiles.

Chapter 5 extended findings from Chapter 4 by considering school transition as
a sensitive period in which the influence of family relationships on children’s
psychological, social and academic adjustment might be more pronounced. Results for
this study suggested that, while effects of inter-parental conflict on children’s
adjustment prior to transition were explained by their perceptions of the parent-child
relationship, inter-parental conflict prior to transition was linked to children’s
adjustment éﬁer transition through children’s appraisals relating to inter-parental '
conflict. These findings suggest that at times of increased stress, the inter-parental
relationship, and appraisals of this relationship in particular, are important to
understanding children’s social, psychological and academic functioning.

Together these findings emphasise several issues with respect to improving
children’s functioning in the context of discordant family relationships and also make
specific recommendations of direct relevance to policy and practice. First and foremost
they make the case that family relationships inform children’s development not only
within the family but also in school, and the nature of these influences on children
range from psychological to social to academic. They highlight the importance of the
inter-parental relationship in orienting other relationships within the family and in

informing children’s psychological adjustment and academic attainment. They also
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emphasise the importance of the role of the child’s perspéctive in understanding the
effect of familial influences on children. Additionally, they provide evidence of how
family and school influences might combine to inform children’s behaviour and
performance in school. Finally, they make the case that school transitions mark a
sensitive period in children’s academic development; as such families can provide a
vital source of support at this time. Each of these issues will be discussed in detail
below.
Family Influences on School Adjustment

The current set of analyses demonstrates that the family unit is an important
influence in a child’s academic development. Findings from Chapters 3 and 4 in
particular show that the inter-parental and parent-child relationships exert unique
effects on children’s psychological adjustment and their effort and performance in
school. Moreover, these influences are enduring, demonstrating effects across several
years. Empirical research has repeatedly demonstrated that the primary source of
children’s development across home, school and social settings is the family (Collins et
al., 2000). Ecological theories (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1977) argue that children’s
experiences in one system, in this case the family system, affect their ability to function
well in other systems, such as the school system. This is partly due to these systems
providing some overlap in terms of social rules, expectations and even people that are
common to both contexts. Additionally, most of children’s early experiences originate
in the home so many of their early social cognitions and attributions are derived from
this setting (Collins et al., 2000; Crick & Dodge, 1994). As children grow older, these

social rules become more ingrained, such that early experiences will inform
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interpretations of subsequent social exchangés. As these early experiences are the most
enduring with respect to children’s understanding of their social world, attributions may
be a mechanism through which family experiences influence children’s behaviour and
performance in school (Crick & Dodge, 1994).

Literature making links between family influences and children’s school
performance have repeatedly identified parental involvement in school as an important
factor. Findings suggest that childrefl with parents who are supportive, involved and
have high aspirations for children’s achievement tend to fare better academically
(Beyer, 1995; Bronstein et al., 1993; 1996; Eccles & Harold, 1996). With this in mind
many strategies have been developed in order to improve parental involvement in
children’s education and to foster stronger links between families and schools.

This body of evidence has fed directly into provisions in schools in both the US
and the UK for encouraging parents to take an active role in their child’s schooling. In
the UK, attempts to foster greater parental involvement with school have focused on
parental literacy, involvement with homework, taking an interest in schoolwork and
increased contact with the school. These strategies have typically been delivered in
terms of school-based programmes aimed at fostering partnerships between families
and schools, information. packs as well as extended schools and Parental Involvement
Networks offering services for wider sections of the community (DfES, 2003b; DfES,
2007).

In the US in particular, however, a lot of attention has been given to developing
collaboration between researchers, practitioners and policy makers in order to achieve

this (Epstein, 1996). Research in this area has suggested that children’s behaviour and

232



performance in school could be improved by encouraging family members to volunteer
to help with school activities, helping parents to support their child’s learning at home
and involving parents in decisions regarding the school (Epstein, 1996). In conjunction
with this US legislation has sought to encourage closer partnerships between families
and schools (Educate America Act, 1994; Leave No Child Behind Act, 2001; Strong
Families, Strong Schools, U.S. Department of Education, 1994). Many programmes
have been developed to achieve this end but these vary state by state. Examples
include the Utah Center for Families (Lloyd, 1996), which provides parents with visits
pre-kindergarten; hotlines for parents to gain infbrmation about home work and other
issues affecting their child; skill development for parents; and meetiﬁgs with teachers,
parents, counsellors and students. Head Start initiatives and family resource centres
have often provided a basis from which training programmes to improve parents’
academic skills and assist parents’ in preparing their children for school can be
administered.

Alongside work encouraging parents to become actively involved with
children’s schooling, there has been increasing recognition that the quality of
relationships within the family impact on children’s ability to function well at school.
There is evidence for the influence of the parent-child relationship on children’s
motivation (Moss & St-Laurent, 2001), attention (Jacobson & Hoffmann, 1997) and
academic achievement (Feldman & Wentzel, 1990; Harrist et al., 1997; Jacobson &
Hofmann, 1997; Noom et al., 1999) and poor classroom behaviour (Morrison et al.,
2002; Pianta et al., 1997). With a view to improving these aspects of academic

functioning, intervention programmes have been designed aimed at improving the
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quality of the parent-child relationship. Programmes can vary widely in nature, from
government developed information leaflets to programmes aimed at improving
parenting strategies requiring several months of attendance (Cowan et al., 2005;
Patterson, Reid, Jones, & Conger, 1975; Sanders, 1999; Webster-Stratton, 1990;
Webster-Stratton & Hammond, 1997).

The latter form of intervention (sometimes called behavioural family
interventions) is becoming increasingly popular. These types of programme are widely
acknowledged as the most rigorously empirically tested, the most effective and the
most cost-effective strategies aimed at improving children’s behaviour (Edwards,
Ceilleachair, Bywater, Hughes, & Hutchings, 2007; McTaggart & Sanders, 2003;
Taylor & Biglan, 1998). These programmes typically require commitment from
parents to attend either group-based or individual parenting training. The emphasis is
on promoting positive parenting and prosocial behaviour in children in order to steer
the emphasis away from blaming parents or children and towards supporting them
(Sanders, 1999; Webster-Stratton, 1990; Webster-Stratton & Hammond, 1997).

One of the most well used parenting programmes was developed by Webster-
Stratton (Webster-Stratton, 1990; Webster-Stratton & Hammond, 1997). The central
premise of this parenting programme is that fostering more effective parenting skills
and more positive parent-child relations will have a positive effect on children’s
behaviour. Parents are required to attend twelve weekly group sessions, which use a
combination of videotapes, role-play and discussion to develop strategies to improve
parenting and deal with challenging behaviour in children. Unlike most other parenting

programmes, the effectiveness of this intervention has been empirically validated.

234



Results from several studies suggest that completion of the programme predicts
improvements in the parent-child relationship and improvements in children’s
behaviour in the school setting (Reid & Webster-Stratton, 2001; Reid, Webster-
Stratton, & Hammond, 2003). This programme has become so popular that it is now
recommended in several government papers (Every Child Matters, DfES, 2004; Every
Parent Matters, DfES 2007; Parenting Action Plan, WAG, 2005b).

Another successful parenting programme was developed in Australia, named
Triple P (McTaggert & Sanders, 2003; Ralph & Sanders, 2003; Sanders, 1999). The
intervention focuses on improving the parent-child relationship, reducing inter-parental
conflict and improving child behaviour. This programme is deliveréd by a number of '
different methods including multimedia information, consultations, skills training and
behaviour management strategies, and guidance on parent-child and inter-parental
relations. The programme is quite intensive, typically running for at least two months.
Empirical investigations of the efficacy of this programme have suggested it is
associated with improvements in levels of parent-child conflict and inter-parental
conflict on child-related matters as well as reduced child behaviour problems
(McTaggert & Sanders, 2003; Ralph & Sanders, 2003).

For the purpose of employing parenting programmes as part of the Every Child
Matters (DfES, 2004) initiative, local authorities and Sure Start centres can now access
the Commissioners’ Toolkit (Parenting UK, 2007), this is a database of parenting
programmes, which have been assessed as effective and developed based on evidence.
Though the quality of evidence for programmes varies widely, it is a step toward -

acknowledging the valuable contribution such interventions can make and makes
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parenting programmes accessible to a wide range of workers and professionals. Further
to this, the Welsh Assembly’s Parenting Action Plan (2005b) makes recommendation
of two programmes aimed at improving child well-being: the Webster-Stratton
Incredible Years programme described above (Webster-Stratton, 1990; Webster-
Stratton & Hammond, 1997) and a programme developed by Harold (see Harold &
Murch, 2004). The latter of these programmes (discussed in more detail later) is less
prescriptive than most family interventions. The emphasis is on reflection on positive
and negative family events, allowing parents to come to their own conclusions about
how their behaviour affects their children.

In summary, increasing efforts have been made to acknowledge the importance
of the family in determining children’s social, emotional and academic development.
Recent policy provisions reflect current research suggesting that, in order to improve
children’s behaviour and performance at home and in school, increasing efforts must be
made to support the family unit and parents in particular (Chapters 3, 4 & 5; Booth &
Dunn, 1996; Ryan et al., 1995). The most effective of these attempts to support parents
and children, with a view to improving child outcomes, have been programmes
involving behavioural family interventions. These programines appear to be cost-
effective (e.g., Edwards et al., 2007) and have a body of empirical support
demonstrating their effectiveness in improving parent-child relations and child
outcomes. However, problems still remain with these types of programmes.

Many evaluations of parenting programmes take the form of consumer
satisfaction questionnaires rather than rigorous controlled trials (Cérlson &

Christenson, 2005; Harold & Murch, 2004). Those that have been more rigorously
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investigated show evidence of improvements in parent-child relations and home-based
child behaviour but only a handful of studies have demonstrated effects of such
programmes on children’s behaviour and performance in school (Breiner & Forehand,
1981; McTaggart & Sanders, 2003; Webster-Stratton, 1993; 1998). Furthermore, the
success of such programmes is dependent on the quality of training received by the
programme deliverers. Failure by deliverers and parents to complete full training has
implications for the cost-effectiveness of the programme and the quality of programme
delivery (Seng, Prinz, & Sanders, 2006).

It appears then that behavioural family interventions can provide useful
strategies from which to improve family-functioning, and child behaviour as a result.
However, further efforts should be made to ensure that these programmes' are delivered
by practitioners who are well trained and competent in programme delivery and that the
effectiveness of the interventions should be evaluated on the basis of improvements in
parent-child relations and child outcomes, not just in terms of consumer satisfaction. In
addition, these programmes do not provide a panacea for family discord and subsequent
child adjustment problems. As these interventions are not accessed by all families who
may require support a more flexible approach is required and more effort needs to be
directed at providing support for a wider range of families. Finally, these intervention
programmes tend to focus almost exclusively on the parent-child relationship. By
focusing solely on this relationship, interventions of this kind miss out an important

source of influence on children: the inter-parental relationship.
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The Inter-Parental Relationship

The findings from all three empirical chapters suggest that the inter-parental
relationship is an important aspect of family life. The findings presented are consistent
with at least two decades of family socialisation literature, which suggests that the
inter-parental relationship operates as the architect of the family syStem (Satir, 1972).
While direct effects are not always apparent between inter-parental relations and child
adjustment the present set of analyses, and many studies conducted previously, provide
evidence that this relationship acts as the foundation for other relationships within the
family and guides children’s self-perceptions and social cognitions (Chapter 3; Grych et
al., 2003; Harold & Conger, 1997; Harold et al., 1997). Though there is an increasing
body of research highlighting the importance of the inter-parental relationship, there is
little evidence that this has permeated into practice and policy. Many of the
government provisions that exist focus on family resources (Every Child Matters,
DfES, 2004; Every Parent Matters, DfES, 2007a) and bolstering the parent-child
relationship. One area where the inter-parental relationship is beginning to be
acknowledged as an important factor in a child’s life, however, is in the instance of
divorce proceedings.

Divorce Proceedings

Recent statistics note that divorce is an increasingly common feature of modern
life, with rates of divorce rising sharply in the 1960s and 1970s and levelling off in
recent years (National Statistics, 2007), with current statistics showing that 28 percent
of children in the UK experience their parents divorcing by the time they are 16 (Harold

& Murch, 2005). While many of these divorces will be settled without the intervention
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of the court services some of the most acrimonious break-ups — especially those where
child custody, child residency and parental \"isitation rights are disputed — will
necessitate use of the family court services. As discussed earlier in this thesis, there is a
vast body of research providing evidence that children who experience their parents’
divorce are at a disadvantage to their peers with respects to social, psychological and
academic adaptation (see Amato, 2001; Amato & Keith, 1991). Additionally, this
research suggests that the more hostile and acrimonious exchanges are between parents
before, during and after divorce, the more adversely affected children become (Amato
& Keith, 1991; 2001; Demo & Acock, 1996). Casés of divorce that do reach the courts
tend to represent the most fractious break-ups, as these are cases where parents have
been unable to resolve issues surrounding the divorce without legal intervention. Often
the adversarial systems employed by both UK and US legal systems can exacerbate
conflict at this time (Grych, 2005). Therefore, children embroiled in these types of
divorce proceedings may be at heightened risk for adjustment problems.

Recent papers have been published in both the UK and the US considering how
legal and practitioner-based intervention might be designed with conflict management
and the best interests of the child as the central premises (US: Grych, 2005; UK and
Ireland: Harold & Murch, 2004; 2005). Importantly, these papers draw on the wealth
of literature identifying the processes through which pronounced inter-parental conflict
impacts on children in order to provide strategies for protecting children from adverse
effects in this period.

Grych (2005) notes that divorces marked by overt, hostile conflict between

parents that centres on the child is most disruptive and upsetting for children and that
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conflict of this kind impacts on children according to their interpretations of it and
according to the effect this conflict has on the parent-child relationship. This paper also
highlights that while thousands of intervention programmes are offered across the US
in order to ameliorate the impact of divorce upon children, few of these have been
rigorously evaluated. These programmes tend to be assessed according to consumer
satisfaction rather than empirical consideration of the impact of the programme on
parental behaviour or on children’s outcomes. Most of these intervention programmes
take the form of education programmes for parents that aim to reduce conflict between
divorcing couples, improve parent-child relations and encourage parents to consider the
best interests of the child (e.g., Garber, 2004; Arbuthnot & Gordon; 1996; Wolchik et
al., 1993).

~ Grych (2005) does highlight two programmes that have been empirically
evaluated and appear to be efficacious in altering either parents’ behaviour or children’s
psychological adjustment: Children in the Middle (Arbuthnot & Gordon, 1996;
Arbuthnot, Kramer, & Gordon, 1997) and New Beginnings (Wolchik et al., 1993). The
former of these interventions is a one-off three-hour intervention that focuses on two
factors: reducing children’s exposure to acrimonious conflict and lessening the extent to
which children become entangled in conflict between parents (Grych, 2005). While
this programme has demonstrated improvements in inter-parental communication,
further evidence is required to assess whether it improves child adjustment. The latter
programme (New Beginnings) is more intensive, requiring parents to take part in group
and individual sessions focusing on parenting and inter-parental relations over an

extended period of time. Not only did this programme appear to affect parents’
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behaviour, it also had a positive effect on children’s adjustment (Grych, 2005).

Grych (2005) also acknowledges the use of programmes directed at children
rather than parents in order to allow them to express their feelings surrounding the
divorce and to help them to cope with the experience. However, the paper notes that
these studies are fewer in number than the parenting programmes and there is little
evidence of their efficacy. The paper suggests that, in order to provide effective
interventions in this stressful period of family transition more rigorous empirical
evaluation of existing programmes is required.

Overall, there is a wealth of intervention programmes developed in the US in
order to reduce the impact of divorce upon children. However, the availability and
nature of these programmes varies not only from state to state but also from county to
county (Grych, 2005). This makes systematic evaluation even more problematic. UK
practices are comparatively less variable, though fewer programmes have been
developed or implemented with families experiencing divorce (Harold & Murch, 2004;
2005).

Two papers by Harold and Murch (2004; 2005) concerning divorce in the UK
and Ireland, focus specifically on representing the voice of the child in divorce and
custody proceedings. As outlined previously, the ratification by the UK (1991) of the
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) requires this nation to make specific
provision for children to have their opinions taken into account on decisions concerning
them (Article 12). This legislation provides a mechanism through which children may
be allowed a voice during divorce proceedings. This recognition of the importance of

the child’s perspective is consistent with literature concerning family socialisation
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(Davies & Cummings, 1994; Grych & Fincham 1990; Harold & Conger, 1997) and the
findings of the empirical chapters of this thesis. Collectively these suggest that inter-
parental conflict impacts on children according to their own appraisals of conflict.
Therefore, it is these appraisals that provide the mechanism through which variation in
children’s psychological, social and academic adjustment can be understood. However,
Harold and Murch (2005) note that there is some ambivalence about representing
children in inter-parental disputes involving the court system. Most services provided
by the judiciary are aimed at mediating the parents’ interactions rather than providing
children with a voice to participate in the mediation process or allowing them to be
independently represented (except in exceptional circumstances). Though some
information leaflets and brief interventions are aimed at fostering parental awareness of
children’s understanding of the divorce and the concerns identified by children at this
time (see Harold & Murch, 2004), most of these services do not recognise the child’s
perspective as a mechanism through which children are affected by parental divorce
and hostile inter-parental exchanges. The authors highlight that in light of UN
legislation and research over the last two decades, court services need to provide
mediators or officers of the court who are better trained and better equipped to ensure
that children’s views and wishes are represented.
Non-Divorce-Based Interventions

As described previously, the majority of family interventions aimed at
improving child adjustment focus on the parent-child relationship, even those used
during divorce proceedings. However, a small number programmes have been

developed that also aim to address family discord at the inter-parental level, focusing
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on factors such as communication, conflict resolution and individual issues arising in
couples’ inter-parental relationships (Shifflett & Cummings, 1999; Cowan et al., 2005).
One intervention developed by Cowan et al. (2005) described in Chapter 5 compared
parenting focused and couple focused interventions programmes. Findings revealed
that, while the parenting focused intervention appeared to improve both parental
behaviour and children’s adjustment, it did not affect the inter-parental relationship;
whereas the couples focus intervention resulted in improvements in the inter-parental
relationship, the parent-child relationship and child functioning. These findings suggest
that couples training has more pervasive effects than parenting training and, therefore,
may represent a more efficient intervention.

Other programmes which also include a component addressing the inter-
parental relationship have had positive effects on children. Triple P (Sanders, 1999) in
particular includes a component addressing the inter-parental relationship. It has also
been associated with improvements in inter-parental and parent-child relations as well
as reductions in child behaviour problems (McTaggart & Sanders, 2003; Ralph &
Sanders, 2003). One further, less prescriptive intervention aimed at the inter-parental
relationship was developed by Harold (see Harold & Murch, 2004). This programme
required pareﬁts to reflect on positive and negative events between themselves and their
spouses and record how these events affect themselves, their spouse, their child, their
relationship with their child and the family in general in a weekly diary. The emphasis
is on allowing parents to reflect on how their own actions, and those of their spouse,
affect their children in positive and negative ways. Therefore parents are able to make

their own conclusions on how best to change their behaviour and the tone of their
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relationships in order to reduce the effect on their children. Early findings suggest that
parents found this process beneficial in understanding how conflict between parents can
affect children.

Overall, some progress has been made in policy makers and practitioners
recognising the impact of the inter-parental relationship on children, though most of
this recognition is confined to cases of divorce. Legislation has made provision for
making decisions in the best interests of the child and allowing the child to have a voice
in matters concerning their own future. However, the success with which this has
filtered into legal practice has been limited, with legal professionals being hesitant in
allowing children access to advocates and mediators who represent‘the child’s wishes.

With respect to provision for children’s>well-being in the context of discordant
inter-parental relations, some attempt has been made to provide intervention
pro'grammes aimed at ameliorating the effect of disrupted inter-parental relations on
children’s well-being. However, these programmes are more prevalent in the US than
the UK and tend to only be offered at the stage of marital separation. If programmes
are to be effective in reducing the negative impact of this relationship on children,
research suggests that attempts to improve inter-parental and parent-child relations
must be made long before marital break-down occurs (Harold & Murch, 2004). Only a
handful of interventions have been developed for this purpose (Cowan et al., 2005;
Harold & Murch, 2004; Sanders, 1999).

Furthermore, as noted with behavioural family interventions described above,
the majority of effective programmes are prescriptive and intensive in nature, taking the

form of parenting training or advice over a number of weeks (Grych, 2005; Harold &
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Murch, 2004). The time consuming and intrusive nature of these programmes can deter
parents from taking part or lead to high attrition in participant groups. Harold and
Murch (2004) suggest that the use of non-prescriptive in‘terventions might address this
problem. Interventions like those proposed by Harold (Harold & Murch, 2004) provide
one possible answer to this. Interventions where the emphasis is on parents’ reflection
in their own time rather than active participation in intensive sessions might encourage
greater take-up by parents. Though findings relating to this form of intervention are
preliminary, they provide one solution to the demanding nature of intervention
programmes.

One other issue raised when considering the impact of the inter-parental
relationship on children is the role of children’s own perceptions in informing whether
and how effects are conveyed. Literature highlighted above suggests that, while policy
is beginning to acknowledge the voice of the child, the role of the child’s perspective as
a means of explaining variation in children’s responses to family discord requires
further consideration.

The Child’s Perspective

The findings presented in this thesis and the body of family socialisation
literature described in Chapters 1, 3, 4 and 5 demonstrate that the child’s perspective is
vital to understating the impact of discordant family relationships on children’s
development. They suggest that the child’s perspective is not just a means to access the
child’s viewpoint relating to different aspects of family life, it operates as a mechanism
through which the impact of family relationships on children can be understood.

Therefore, children are affected by familial exchanges according to the degree that they

245



perceive these exchanges to be negative (Davies & Cummings, 1994; Grych &
Fincham, 1990). In terms of inter-parental conflict children are most adversely affected
by conflict that they view as threatening or that they feel responsible for or unable to
cope with emotionally (Davies & Cummings, 1994; Grych & Fincham, 1990).

As mentioned above, recent UN and UK legislation has begun to recognise the
importance of the child’s perspective in family and school life (Children Act, 2004; UN
convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989). Further, these documents are among first
to recognise that the child’s own experiences and wishes should be taken into
consideration when making decisions for the child’s future. As has been outlined
above in the case of divorce proceedings, this concept is beginning to filter through to
practice.

Though these changes in practice and policy allow increasing provision for the
child’s perspective to be considered, the emphasis in these two domains is different
from that of the research concerning family socialisation. Most of the efforts directed
at considering the child’s perspective in terms of practice and policy has focused on
professionals aiming to assess what is in the best interests of the child in given
sitﬁations (e.g., Department for Constitutional Affairs, 2004) or on children being
permitted to openly express their wishes with respect to their own future (Children Act,
1989; UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989). While this is a significant step
forward in addressing problems relating to children’s global well-being, the emphasis
in the empirical literature is placed on the child’s perspective as a mechanism through
which the impact of negative family events on children is explained (Davies &

Cummings, 1994; Grych & Fincham, 1990; Harold & Conger, 1997).
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This research suggests that children actively attempt to understand social
exchanges and that this understanding is shaped by previous experience. While this
literature does make the recommendation that children should be consulted in matters
which concern their future or current circumstances, such as in the case of child
advocates and mediators (Harold & Murch, 2005), it also implies that efforts to
improve children’s emotional, social and academic development should be directed at
shaping their understanding and attributions relating to family events and that this can
reduce the impact of negative family experiences on children’s ability to function in
these contexts. If this is to be fully assimilated into practice, concrete efforts should be
made to intervene in this appraisal process.

Overall, this thesis has made a range of recommendations for improving
children’s adjustment by focusing on improving experiences within the family. The
findings from the thesis and the practice and policy strategies detailed above suggest
that a range of approaches may be effective. However, emphasis has been placed, in
particular, on interventions aimed at inter-parental and parent-child relations and
addressing children’s own perceptions of these relationships as important to improving
their well-being across contexts. There are also other areas of inquiry not central to this
thesis, which provide useful strategies for improving child welfare.

One further recent area of investigation relating to the design of effective
intervention programmes for use with children and families concerns the junction of
biological and family-environment influences on children. Specifically, studies have
placed emphasis on the roles of the interaction between genes and environment and

neurobiological factors as important considerations for intervention strategies.
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Recent literature considering evidence from molecular genetic and behavioural
genetic research has noted the potential benefits of identifying children at genetic risk
of psychopathology (Reiss & Leve, in press; Thapar et al., in press). These studies
suggest that the influence of genes on child adjustment is partially socially mediated.
Moreover, this social mediation may play an enhanced role in instances where children
belong to a family environment marked by inter-parental conflict, economic pressure
and parental psychopathology, such that these environmental influences put children at
increased genetic risk of maladjustment (Reiss & Leve, in press). Therefore,
interventions aimed at improving children’s social experiences may serve to inte@pt
genetic mechanisms, reducing the incidence of genetic expression of adjustment
difficulties. Effective interventions aimed at achieving these ends, therefore, rely on
the identification of both specific genetic risk and specific environmental stressors,
which may activate these genetic mechanisms.

Studies considering neurobiological influences have suggested that familial
factors lead to adjustment problems through, and in interaction with, neurobiological
deficits (see van Goozen & Fairchild, in press). These studies have particularly
identified aspects of the stress response system (e.g., the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal
axis and the autonomic nervous system) as important to understanding behavioural
problems in childhood. Findings suggest that investigation of these factors may allow
practitioners to identify children who will be most responsive to therapeutic
intervention. Particularly, children whose behaviour problems have an inherent
neurobiological basis appear to be less responsive to therapeutic interventions, instead

they show more pronounced improvements based on pharmacological intervention,
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whereas children with comparatively normally functioning stress response systems
respond more effectively to therapeutic interventions (van Goozen & Fairchild, in
press).

Both gene-environment research and neurobiological research recommendations
for interventions are in the early stages; the effectiveness of some of these strategies is
yet to be tested. However, findings so far suggest that these two facets of biological
influence may offer important directions for improving‘ child functioning in the future.
The implications of each of these approaches are for a more targeted approach to
employing interventions, rather than a blanket apprdach, perhaps allowing a more cost-
effective approach to family interventions.

One further source of influence on children’s social emotional and academic
development that has been considered in the present thesis is the role of the school
environment. Findings from Chapter 3 demonstrate that family influences can combine
with school influences to inform children’s behaviour and performance in school.
Specifically, the results suggested that teachers might be well positioned to improve
children’s behaviour and performance in school, even when children are experiencing a
hostilé family environment. The implications relating to these findings will be
discussed next.

School Influences

The empirical chapters of this thesis emphasise the importance of both family
and school influences, recognising that family and school domains both contribute to
children’s psychological and academic development. They note that positive relations

with adults at school may be able to reduce the impact of some negative experiences at
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home on children’s behaviour and performance in school. They also suggest that
positive relationships with adults at school can have a direct effect on children’s
‘behaviour and application in this environment.

Previous research has demonstrated that the teacher-child relationship can be an
important source of support for children. Supportive relations between teachers and
children have been associated with improved social, emotional and academic
functioning (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Marchant et al., 1997; Roeser et al., 2000).
Furthermore, authoritative teaching styles that are high in control and responsiveness
have positive effects on children’s school achievement (Marchant et al., 1997; Wentzel,
2002).

The importance of the school setting has long been acknowledged by US and
UK policy, and the right to education has been supported in both nations. However,
with the onset of facilities such as extended schools, emphasis on fostering emotional
intelligence and engaging and supporting parents (DfES, 2004; DfES, 2007a; DfES,
2007b), the teacher’s remit has widened considerably in recent years. There is
widening empirical and political recognition that schools and teachers are well placed
to bolster children’s social and emotional as well as academic capacities and that they
may also be a source of support and resources for the family (Birch & Ladd, 1997;
DfES, 2004; Hamre & Pianta, 2001).

There is a wide range of initiatives based in the school context, which attempt to
improve children’s behaviour and performance in school. At the resource level free
school meals for children from poorer families, breakfast clubs, and provision of

electronic equipment and literary resources are common in both UK and US schools
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(e.g., Every Child Matters, 2003). Programmes aimed at bolstering teachers’ efficacy
in improving classroom behaviour and academic achievement have also been
developed. Typically these programmes focus on strategies of classroom management
(Canter & Canter, 1992; Webster-Stratton, 1990).

One particularly popular model first developed in the US but also used in the
UK is Assertive Discipline (Canter & Canter, 1992). This programme uses a system of
rewards and consequences based on behaviour that are incremental, based on the
number and extremity of instances of good or bad behaviour. Rewards range from
praise to special activities and positive phone calls to parents, consequences range from
verbal warnings to meetings with the principal and negative letters and phone calls to
parents. There is some evidence that this programme can be effective in reducing rates
of aggressive or antisocial behaviour within school (Allen, 1984; Bauer, 1982; Ward,
1984); however the reception from teachers and students has been mixed (Moffett,
Jurenka, & Kovan, 1982). Further, the programme has received mixed reception from
education professionals and researchers, some supporting the programme for its
emphasis on rewards as well as consequences (Wood, Hodges, & Aljuned, 1996) while
other scathing reports have suggested that this technique of classroom management
requires mindless obedience from children and puts teachers’ needs before the needs of
children (Crockenberg, 1982; Robinson & Maines, 1994).

Other intervention programmes have aimed to foster more supportive and warm
relations between teachers and children. Webster-Stratton’s Incredible Years

- programme (Webster-Stratton, 1990; Webster-Stratton & Hammond, 1997) has been

adapted for use by teachers in order to improve the classroom environment and teacher-
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child relations. The aim of the programme is to improve children’s socio-emotional
and behavioural adjustment with a view to also improving academic engagement and
performance. It focuses on the use of praise, incentives to motivate children, reduction
of behaviour problems and fostering positive relationships between teachers and
children. The programme also focuses on promoting links between parents and
teachers. While this programme does emphasise the importance of rule compliance, it
also promotes the development of skills within the child such as concentration and self-
regulation (Webster-Stratton & Reid, 2007). Empirical studies testing the effectiveness
of the Incredible Years programme suggest that training teachers in this manner has
positive effects on children’s behaviour at home and in school (Reid et al., 2003).
However, the nature of the intervention means that there has been no consideration of
the effect of teacher training on children in absence of interventions also directed at
either the parent or the child. Findings do suggest, though, that the addition of the
teacher-based intervention to either the parenting programme or the child programme
results in improvements in teachers' classroom management and children's behaviour in
school (Reid et al., 2003).

The UK government also has begun to acknowledge the importance of
developing children’s self-regulation and socio-emotional capacities with the
development of curriculum resources such as Social and Emotional Aspects of
Learning (SEAL, DfES, 2005). This is a school-wide framework that aims to target
difficulties that children might experience relating to motivation, emotion regulation,
social skills, self-awareness and empathy. This initiative trains teachers to foster these

skills through teacher instruction, the teacher-child relationship and relations with other
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children.

Both the Incredible Years and the SEAL programme emphasise the role of the
teacher as a facilitator not just of children’s learning capacities but also their socio-
emotional and behavioural development. These initiatives are consistent with empirical
findings, which suggest that teachers are well positioned to have positive effects on
children’s behaviour (Chapter 4; Hamre & Pianta, 2001), motivation (Ha;ter, 1996),
social relationships (Chang, 2003) and attitudes to school (Birch & Ladd, 1997).
However, it is important to note that as teachers’ roles widen to encompass more and
more duties, they may become over-stretched and ill equipped to fulfil all these
requirements. It should be recognised that with this increasingly wide remit should
come further support and further training, possibly introducing workers within schools
that take responsibility for family connections and the social and emotional well-being
of children, distinct from staff members addressing children’s educational needs.

One other major area of school influence on children relevant to the family-
school interface, which has been considered iﬁ this thesis, is school transition.
Increasing recognition has been given in recent years to the role of families in
informing children’s negotiation of these periods in children’s academic development.

School Transition

Findings from Chapter 5 and from previous research suggest that educational
transitions are particularly sensitive periods in children’s educational development
(Lohaus et al., 2004; Zeedyk et al., 2003). These times mark periods of upheaval in the
child’s life, in which they are expected to adjust to a new school site or building,

become familiar with new teaching and non-teaching staff and settle in to new
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classroom environment, with new peer groups and more advanced educational

concepts. The transition from primary to secondary school is also a time when relations
between teachers and children tend to become less involved and less supportive (Eccles
etal., 1993). Parental involvement in school also appears to drop off when children
make the transition to secondary school (Epstein, 1986).

Research findings suggest that educational transitions are particularly important
milestones in children’s educational development because once children enter
educational systems, following an initial period of adjustment, children tend to move
along the same rank order throughout the school with respect to academic performance
and incidence of behaviour problems (Alexander & Entwisle, 1988; Campbell, 1995,
Cowan et al., 2005). Therefore transitions between schools offer opportunities to
intervene in order to attempt to improve child trajectories before or at the beginning of
the entrance to the new school environment. Family influences may be particularly
potent at these times because any effects on children’s psychological and academic
adjustment during this period of transition may determine the trajectory of their
educational development in subsequent years.

School transitions have been associated with heightened depressive symptoms,
poor self-image and externalising problems (Collins, 2000; Robinson et al.; 1995) as
well as reductions in motivation, academic performance and school attendance
(Anderman et al., 1999; Asplaugh,‘ 1998; Gutman & Midgley, 2000; Reyes et al.,
2000). Some explanations of why children experience problems in response to this life
change argue that the school transition at age 11 directly contradicts the developmental

needs of children. At a time when children require increased autonomy coupled with
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positive and supportive relations with adults and peers, they are exposed to a school
environment that is more controlling and impersonal (Eccles et al., 1993).

Additional research has suggested that school transitions represent risk factors
that interact with other life events to increase vulnerability in children for psychological
adjustment problems (see Chapter 5). So school transition can exacerbate factors that
may already pose a potential problem for children. Therefore, family influences may
be especially important at this time.

Several studies have investigated the influence of family factors on children’s
overall adjustment to the transition process (Ablow, 2005; Hsu, 2005; Johnsbn, 2005;
Lord et al., 1994; Mattanah, 2005). Findings reveal that children who perceived their
parents to be authoritative, attuned to them and supportive of autonomous decision
making demonstrated more positive adjustment and gains in self-esteem, social
competence and academic performance subsequent to transition (Lord et al., 1994;
Mattanah, 2005). Some evidence has also been provided for the influence of the inter-
parental relationship on children during transition periods. Results from Chapter 5
demonstrate that the inter-parental relationship and appraisals related to this are
particularly important for understanding children’s psychological, social and academic
adjustment post-transition. These findings suggest that, at times of heightened school
stress, children may interpret conflict between parents as more of a threat to their own
well-being. Previous studies also provide evidence for the importance of the inter-
parental relationship for children’s adjustment during school transitions. This research
demonstrates that high levels of either overt or disengagéd conflict between parents

prior to school transition inform children’s feelings of self-blame and subsequent
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teacher reports of higher levels of internalising symptoms and externalising problems
(Ablow, 2005). Furthermore, inter-parental interactions prior to transition have been
directly associated with children’s internalising symptoms and externalising problems
(Cowan, Bradburn, & Cowan, 2005). This study also noted indirect effects of inter-
parental conflict on children’s psychological adjustment post-transition through levels
of authoritative parenting. Collectively these findings emphasise the importance of
inter-parental and parent-child relations prior to transition informing children’s post-
transition adaptation. |

Though the literature described above suggests that school transition périods are
marked by stress and upheaval, they also offer a unique opportunity for interventions
aimed at improving school adjustment and academic achievement (Bronfenbrenner,
1977; Cowan et al., 2005). Intervention studies aimed at improving the quality of
family relationships at this time have demonstrated significant improvements in
children’s behaviour, psychological adjustment and academic achievement at this time.
The Triple P parenting programme, described earlier, has been used immediately prior
to school entry (McTaggart & Sanders, 2003) and before the transition from primary to
high school (Ralph & Sanders, 2003) with Australian children. Findings from the
former study demonstrated that children who belonged to the treatment group had
significantly lower levels of conduct problems than those in the control group did after
making the transition into school. The latter study did not provide any measures of
child outcomes subsequent to transition but did report improvements in parental self-
efficacy and improvement in the parent-child relationship. More intensive

programmes, delivered over a two-year period have also been delivered to kindergarten
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children with disruptive behaviour, such as those based on the Oregon Social Learning
Center Model (see Patterson et al., 1975) assessed by Tremblay et al. (1995). This
programme was based on similar principles to that of Triple P (Sanders, 1999) and
Incredible Years (Webster-Stratton, 1990) programmes, incorporating home-based
parent training as well as social skills training in schools. Research findings
demonstrated that this intervention had positive effects on children’s social
development, behaviour problems and the retention of the children in normal, age
appropriate classes throughout elementary school (Tremblay, Pagani-Kurtz, Masse,
Vitaro, & Pihl, 1995).

Further to these interventions primarily addressing the effects of the pafent-
child relationship across transition, one study by Cowan et al., (2005) demonstrated that
aspects of family life such as inter-parental and parent-child stressors act as risk factors
predicting children academic achievement, internalising symptoms and externalising
problems during the transition from kindergarten to elementary school. As described
earlier, these findings demonstrated that interventions aimed at the inter-parental
relationships produced marked improvements in the inter-parental relationship, the
parent-child relationship and children’s psychological and academic adaptation post-
transition. This research suggests that attention should be directed at addressing the
inter-parental as well as the parent-child relationship when attempting to improve
positive effects of family factors on children’s psychological and academic adjustment
during sensitive periods of academic development such as school transition.

While there has been some recognition that interventions aimed at improving

the process of school transition should incorporate the family, most of these strategies
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are aimed at the child’s transition into the school system at the beginning of their
formal education (making the transition from home or nursery to school), few
programmes considering the transition from primary to secondary school have the same
focus. By the time children reach the transition from primary to secondary school (or
in the case of the US elementary to middle school or junior high school) most efforts
are aimed at introducing children to the secondary school environment and the work
that they will be expected to engage with.

Many government recommendations involve improving co-ordination between
primary and secondary school in terms of curriculum and joint initiatives (e.g., DfES,
2001). Further programmes have focused on providing children and parents with
information relating to curriculum, teaching and school environment (Smith, 1997).
While many schools provide parents with information about the new secondary school
and invite parents to participate in introductory evenings or early parents’ evenings,
there are few intensive programmes aimed at involving parents in this transition
process. Interventions that have been developed are based on transition clubs,
informing children of what to expect post transition and attempting to allay any
anxieties they might have about the transition process (e.g., Humphrey & Ainscow,
2006). The strategies adopted typically operate through the use of peer support and
counselling (Slater & McKeown, 2004); teacher support and guidance (Smith, 1997) or
professionals working directly with children (Greene & Ollendick, 1993; Smith, 1997;
Snow, Gilcrist, Schilling, Schinke, & Kelso, 1986). Programmes that have
incorporated a parental component to transition programmes during this period have

suggested that parenting training has as beneficial effects on children’s transition at this
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time as it does at the onset of formal education (Ralph & Sanders, 2003).

Overall, there are a wide range of programmes available for the purposes of
improving children’s experience of the transition process. While many of these focus
solely on the education process and preparing children for the academic work expected,
there are an increasing number of programmes that focus on how families can improve
children’s ability to negotiate this sensitive period. Consideration of children’s
adjustment across transition in these programmes has extended to considér not just
children's school attendance and academic performance, but also their psychological
well-being, self-esteem and peer relationships (Cowan et al., 2005; McTaggart &
Sanders, 2003; Ralph & Sanders, 2003). One shortfall of the current range of
provisions is that there has been little policy or practice recognition of the importance
of family influences not just at entry into the school system but also when children
make the transition from early years schooling to secondary or high school contexts.
As this is a time when parental involvement in school tends to drop off (Epstein, 1986),
it is important that parents are encouraged to take more positive steps to assist their
children in making transitions at this time.

Summary

Since the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), children’s needs
have been placed firmly in the spotlight with respect to political agenda and the
development of practice. In the wake of this legislation, further UK policy has been
developed to make specific provision for children in terms of health, socio-economic
conditions, education and psychological well-being. The Children Act (1989; 2004)

and papers such as Every Child Matters (DfES, 2004) have placed increasing emphasis
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on providing support for the family in order to improve children’s global welfare. They
have taken some steps towards recognising the importance of the child’s own
perspective in cases such as child custody and divorce proceedings (Harold & Murch,
2004; 2005) and have emphasised the importance of providing support, information and
intervention programmes for parents across a wide range of contexts. Though the US is
one of only two countries out of 193 not to ratify the convention (Somalia being the
only other), US policy has made similar provisions for ensuring children’s well-being,
providing a wide range of strategies in order to improve children’s social, emotional
and academic development. US practice also highlights the utility of interventions and
family-based programmes in achieving this end.

As has been demonstrated above, a vast number of intervention programmes
have been developed and delivered in these two nations. However, there is increasing
recognition from political and research forums that policy and practice must have a
strong evidence base (Coalition for Evidence-Based Policy, 2003; Performance
Innovation Unit, 2000; Strategic Policy Making Team, 1999). While some of the
widely recognised programmes do have some empirical validation (Reid & Webster-
Stratton, 2001; Reid et al., 2003; McTaggert & Sanders, 2003; Ralph & Sanders, 2003),
most of the evidence base is provided by the US, not the UK. Furthermore, a large
number of programmes still remain that have yet to be evaluated in a satisfactory
manner, with most of these programmes only providing information on consumer
satisfaction rather than changes in child outcomes.

The alternative aspect of evidence-based policy is that political provision for

children should be based on the wealth of research evidence that exists suggesting how
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children are adversely affected by experiences in family life and what factors may
improve conditions in order for children to function well socially, emotionally and
academically. For example, the Every Child Matters (DfES, 2004) green paper was
published in response to a report on systemic failings in child services brought to the
public’s attention through the death of a child. However, the same recommendations of
service co-ordination and child provisions could have been made earlier based on
ecological theories of child development developed in the 1970s (Bronfenbrenner,

1977; 1979).

In order to provide more effective support for families and children, policy and
practice development based on this needs to be better informed by empirical evidence.
This requires efforts on the part of researchers, practitioners and policy makers to
collaborate to these ends. Previous collaborations of this kind have provided
improvements in the way research has been designed and disseminate(i (Epstein, 1996;
Moles, 1996). Specific areas that would warrant further evidence-based contribution
include recent recognition on the political agenda of the voice of the child. There are
20 years of research that speak to this and provide specific reccommendations on how
the voice of the child can be enabled and how the child’s perspective can inform their
levels of psychological well-being. The present set of analyses complement this by
suggesting that these perceptions also inform children’s school performance.

The findings of the empirical chapters of this thesis also suggest that wider
recognition should be given to the inter-parental relationship as important influence on
family life and child adjustment. While some interventions developed in the US have

begun to acknowledge the importance of supporting this relationship (Cowan et al,
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2005; Shifflett & Cummings, 1999), further efforts are required to strengthen this
relationship as well as the parent-child relationship in order to benefit children.

Further, the findings of this thesis demonstrate that family influences are
important in determining children’s social, psychological and academic adjustment
across the transition from primary to secondary school. Though many early years
programmes exist aimed at supporting parents immediately prior to children’s ‘entry
into the school system, few concrete efforts have been aimed at improving the quality
of the family environment during later school transitions. The little evidence that does
exist suggests that efforts to bolster the family unit durtng this period would be
effective (Ralph & Sanders, 2003).

Overall, recent steps in policy towards recognising the needs of children and
how they might be addressed constitute an advance in the understanding of the
conditions and the processes through which children are affected by experiences
derived from the family and how these might be addressed. However, well established
empirical research findings in this area are yet to percolate through to inform policy and
practice in this area. Efforts by all three areas of professionals should be directed at

bridging the gaps between research and practice in this respect.
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CHAPTER 7

The primary aim of this thesis was to consider effects of family influences on
children’s adaptation in the school environment and the processes through which these
effects are conveyed. Research contained within the thesis attempted to explore how
hostile inter-parental and parent-child relations contributed to children’s academic
attainment by considering a range of mechanisms through which these effects might be
explained. Specifically, analysis considered the role of children’s appraisals of inter-
parental conflict and parent-child relations as potential mechanisms through which
effects were transferred from the family context to children’s school-related outcomes.
Using data available from two large-scale longitudinal studies, this programme of
research also considered children’s psychological adjustment and their application in
the academic setting as intervening factors through which these appraisals might affect
children’s academic attainment. Furthermore, from a systems perspective, the
empirical chapters examined how factors in both family and school environments
served to inform children’s adaptation in the school setting by considering how
relationships with adults at schoc;l and relationships at home jointly informed behaviour
and performance in school, and by assessing the influence of family relationships on
children’s adjustment at times of pronounced school stress, namely, the transition from
primary to secondary school.

The opening two chapters of the thesis provided a theoretical and empirical
foundation from which to explore the questions outlined above. Chapter 1 reviewed

literature assessing the influence of family relationships on child adjustment and
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theories considering the processes through which these influences occur. Specifically,
it highlighted family socialisation literature that identifies child appraisals as an
important mechanism through which inter-parental conflict and parent-child relations
inform children’s psychological adjustment. Chapter 2 assessed literature considering
the influence of family and school influences on children’s academic adaptation. This
chapter also noted the relative absence of research considering children’s appraisals in
this family-school interface literature. Jointly, these chapters provided a basis from
which to consider the nature of the influence of family relationships on children’s
school-related outcomes, paying particular attention to the appraisal process.

The three subsequent empirical chapters aimed to provide insight into the
processes through which inter-parental and parent-child relations informed children’s
behaviour and performance in school. The first empirical chapter, in an attempt to
provide an integrated perspective of the family-school interface, considered the
influence of both inter-parental conflict and parent-child relations on children’s
academic attainment. Recognising that exam performance is partly determined by
factors proximal to the school environment, this chapter also assessed the role of
children’s behaviour, reported by teachers, and their level of academic application in
explaining initial direct effects between family relationships and academic attainment.
In order to introduce the role of child appraisals to the family-school interface, this
chapter examined the role of children’s appraisals of the parent-child relationship as a
mechanism linking inter-parental conflict and parent-child relations to children’s
behaviour and application in school. Finally, in order to understand how family and

school influences might combine to inform children’s behaviour and performance in
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school, this chapter also considered supportive relations with adults at school as a
potential moderator of the effects of hostility at home on behaviour and performance in
school. The findings from this first study provided evidence for the role of child
appraisals in conveying effects from the family context to children’s school related
outcomes.- Specifically, children’s appraisals of parent-child relations provided a
mechanism through which both inter-parental conflict and parent-to-child hostility were
related to children’s behaviour problems in school and their academic application.
These factors, in turn linked child appraisals to academic attainment. Importantly, the
results from Study 1 also demonstrated that supportive relationships with adults at
school not only informed children’s behaviour and application in this setting; they also
buffered children against the effects of parental hostility on their behaviour problems.
Findings also varied according to child gender, with effects of inter-parental and parent-
child relations having a more direct effect on boys and effects of these relationships on
girls being explained through their appraisals of the parent-child relationship.

Study 1 provided clear evidence tﬁat children’s appraisals, though largely
overlooked by research assessing the family-school interface, provide an important
mechanism through which children’s school adaptation is affected by family
relationships. Moreover, findings relating to school support suggest that family and
school influences can combine to inform children’s adjustment in this context.
Specifically, positive and warm relationships with adults at school may serve to reduce
the impact of hostility at home on behaviour in school.

This chapter, overall, represents an important step towards understanding the

role of appraisals in explaining the influence of family relationships on children; it also
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provides insight into how family and school domains combine to influence child
adjustment. However, there were some important issues that were not addressed in_ this
chapter. First, Study 1 assessed the combined influence of inter-parental and parent-
child relations on academic outcomes; however, research has suggested that discordant
inter-parental relationships often precede, and fuel, discord in the parent-child
relationship. Second, this study only assessed children’s appraisals of the parent-child
relationship. There is a large body of research suggesting that children’s appraisals of
inter-parental conflict are also important to understanding children psychological
adjustment (Davies et al., 2002; Davies & Cummings, 1994; Grych & Fincham, 1990);
these appraisals may be important to understanding children’s academic attainment.
Finally, there is a large body of research suggesting links between eternalising
proBlems and academic attainment but little evidence of links between internalising
symptoms and academic outcomes; therefore, Study 1 only considered children’s
psychological adjustment in terms of their eternalising behaviour problems. However,
further investigation of the importance of internalising symptoms in this context, or
reasons why few studies had found links between internalising symptoms and academic
achievement was required.

In order to address these issues, Study 2 examined the influence of inter-
parental conflict on children’s academic attainment via their appraisals of threat and
self-blame in response to inter-parental conflict, and negative parenting. In order to
also address the relative lack of clear findings relating to internalising symptoms and
academic achievement, this study considered the contribution of internalising

symptoms and eternalising problems to children’s academic performance, paying
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particular attention to the nature of the relationship between internalising symptoms and
attainment. The findings provided evidence for the role of appraisals of parent-child
relations and appraisals of threat and self-blame in response’to inter-parental conflict in
explaining links between conflict and academic attainment. These ﬁndings add
credence to research suggesting that conflict serves to inform children’s adjustment by
the compliment of two mechanisms: 1) the parent-child relationship and 2) appraisals
relating to inter-parental conflict (Fincham et al., 1994; Harold & Conger, 1997; Harold
etal., 1997); Consistent with some recent studies (e.g., Grych et al., 2003), findings
also suggested that appraisals of conflict differentially inform internalising symptoms
versus eternalising problems such that, while appraisals of threat were associated with
children’s internalising symptoms, appraisals of self-blame were not; conversely,
appraisals of self-blame were associated with eternalising problems but appraisals of
threat were not. In addition to this, the results suggested that while eternalising
problems provided a mechanism through which both negative parenting and appraisals
of self-blame informed variation in academic attainment, internalising symptoms were
not related to this outcome. To explore this finding further, and building on previous
research demonstrating differential effects of anxiety and depression on academic
achievement, internalising symptoms were split into two distinct constructs: anxiety
and depressive symptoms. Separation of these indices demonstrated that both anxiety
and deprgssive symptoms provided mechanisms through which negative parenting and
appraisals of threat were related to academic attainment. Interestingly, while
depressive symptoms served to reduce academic attainment, high levels of anxiety were

actually associated with improved attainment in this model. This finding not only
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provides an explanation for the lack of evidence for links between internalising
symptoms and academic achievement in previous studies, it also suggests that the
optimum conditions for academic achievement are not necessarily the optimum
conditions for children’s psychological well-being.

There were some limitations to Study 2. First, Study 2 does not consider how
any aspect of the school environment might affect children’s academic outcomes, even
though Study 1 suggests that the school environment is an influential factor. Second,
academic attainment perhaps provides too narrow a consideration of children’s school
adaptation; as is implied by the relationship between anxiety and academic attainment,
academic attainment does not represent the optimum outcome for a well adjusted child.
Therefore, in order to assess children’s ability to function well in school a broader
range of adjustment indices must be considered.

Study 3 extended the findings of the previous study by considering how the
processes outlined in Study 2 might be affected when children are undergoing
pronounced school stress in terms of school transition. In particular, this study made
comparisons between a school transition and a non-school transition group in order to
assess how links between inter-parental conflict and children’s academic outcomes, via
negative parenting and appraisals of conflict, differ for these two groups. Moreover,
this study broadened the consideration of aca&emic adaptation by considering how
inter-parental conflict, appraisals relating to this and negative parenting contribute to
children’s psychological and social adjustment, and their academic application one year
later. Notably, the study assessed psychological adjustment as an intervening variable

linking negative parenting and conflict appraisals to social adjustment and academic
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application. Comparisons between transition and non-transition groups suggested that
while negative parenting served as the mechanism through which inter-parental conflict
impacted on children’s internalising symptoms and eternalising problems in the non-
transition group, in the transition group appraisals of conflict were the intervening
mechanism linking pre-transition conflict to psychological adjustment post-transition.
These findings suggest that at times of pronounced school stress, such as the transition
from primary to secondary school, appraisals relating to inter-parental conflict are a
particularly pertinent to understanding children’s psychological adjustment. Consistent
with Study 2, there was also evidence for differential roles of threat and self-blame
appraisals in the transition group with threat appraisals linking conflict to internalising
symptoms and self-blame linking conflict to externalising problems. Analyses for both
groups also demonstrated links between children’s experiences of family relationships
and their social adjustment and academic application through their eternalising
problems. These findings are consistent research discussed in Study 1 (Adams et al.,
1999; Jimerson et al., 1999), suggesting that children’s behaviour problems affect their
ability to attend to material in class and focus on academic tasks. The also suggest that
children diéplaying aggressive behaviour tend to be less socially appropriate and less.
liked by peers than other children. |

Results linking internalising symptoms to social adjustment and academic
application were less consistent across groups. In the non-transition group,
internalising symptoms were directly related to social adjustment but not academic
application. However, in the transition group internalising symptoms were related to

neither of these factors. These findings perhaps imply that children in the non-
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transition group, who have been part of the same academic environment for a number
of years have more nuanced social interactions, where peer group membership and
social acceptance is based on richer information derived from years of experience of
individuals in the primary school environment. Social interactions in the group who
have made the transition to secondary school, on the other hand, may be more
rudimentary than this. Children in this environment have limited information from
which to select peer group membership and determine social acceptance; these factors
may, instead, be determined by more overt aspects of the individﬁal’s nature, such as
their eternalising behaviour.
Collective Findings and Implications for Policy and Practice

Collectively the findings from the three empirical chapters demonstrate that
family influences exert significant effects on children’s ability to function well in the
school context. These findings make important advances to previous research
addressing the family-school interface by providing a process-oriented approach,
considering the mediating and moderating conditions through which family
relationships inform a range of adjustment indices relevant to the school context. As
discussed in Chapter 6, the findings presented in this thesis have direct implication for
policy and practice aimed at improving children’s behaviour and performance in
school.

First and foremost the findings from this programme of analyses portray the
inter-parental relationship as a foundation and an orienting factor for other relationships
within the family as well as children’s appraisals relating to family relationships.

Recognition of the importance of this relationship for children’s academic achievement
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has direct implications for interventions concerning the family-school interface. Most
interventions aimed at improving children’s performance in school by bolstering the
family environment have focused primarily on the parent-child relationship. However,
the programme of analyses presented in this thesis adds weight to a small number of
studies suggesting that in order to address effects of family influences on children,
efforts must also be directed at the inter-parental relationship (Cowan et al., 2005;
Sanders, 1999).

The findings presented in these empirical chapters also suggest that children’s
appraisals provide a crucial mechanism through which effects are conveyed from the
family environment to children’s adjustment in the school setting. In particular,
children’s perceptions of inter-parental and parent-child relations collectively serve to
inform children’s behaviour problems in the school context, their academic application
and, subsequently, their academic attainment. These findings suggest that research to
date investigating family influences on children’s school adjustment essentially misses
out this important mechanism through which effects are conveyed. They also
recommend that family socialization literature that has already identified the
importance of these mechanisms with respect to children’s psychological adjustment
should extend to consider other contexts of development that are important to children.

This appraisal process also offers a point of intérvention for practitioners
attempting to improve children’s school adaptation. Specifically, the results suggest
that effects are conveyed from the family context to the school context via these
appraisals. Therefore, efforts aimed at addressing these appraisals should benefit

children not just in terms of their psychological adjustment but also in terms of their
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behavioﬁr and performance in school. This finding is particularly timely, given the
recent recognition of the importance of the child’s perspective and the voice of the
child in recent government documents (see The Children Act, 1989; 2004; Harold &
Murch, 2005). These documents emphasise the importance of making
recommendations in the best interests of the child and taking the child’s wishes into
account when making decisions that affect them directly. However, these provisions
fall substantially short of the emphasis placed on the child’s perspective in the current
thesis. Importantly, as noted recently by Harold and Murch (2004), the government
stipulations that do exist relating to the child’s perspective are often by-passed during
legal proceedings due to a lack of provision of services allowing the child to be
represented.

The findings contained in this thesis suggest that children’s own subjective
evaluations of family relationships are instrumental in informing their psychological,
social and academic adjustment. Such evidence suggests that legislation needs to make
much more specific provision for addressing the child’s perspective. In particular,
services offering a means for children to have their views represented should be
provided during legal proceedings concerning families where the decisions made have
implications for children. Additionally, interventions aimed at improving children’s
well-being by focusing on the family unit need to recognise the child’s perspective as
an important source of influence on children’s well-being.

The thesis also.makes some concrete advances on the understanding of links
between children’s internalising symptoms and their academic attainment. The results

suggest that the lack of evidence for links between these two factors may be because
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children’s symptoms of anxiety and depression differentially inform academic
performance, such that while depressive symptoms are detrimental to attainment,
symptoms of anxiety actually enhance attainment. These findings have implications for
the use of internalising symptoms and eternalising problems as means of assessing -
psychological symptoms. They suggest that while these broad indices of adjustment

- provide a useful representation of children’s global psychological adjustment, they may
be too broad when considering psychological symptoms as predictors of other
outcomes such as academic performance. They also indicate that, when considering
other domains of adjustment such as academic attainment, optimum functioning of the
child is not necessarily represented by the extreme end of the spectrum. That is, while
the best example of child well-being in psychological terms may be represented by the
lowest levels of psychological symptoms, the highest levels of academic performance
do not necessarily represent the most well adjusted child in the school context. Rather,
children’s adjustment in this setting relies on a constellation of social, psychological
and academic adaptation.

This finding suggests that efforts to improve children’s ability to function well
at school should avoid focusing on narrow indicators of school adjustment such as
academic attainment. Many government assessments of educational success focus on
exam league tables. Findings from Chapters 4 and 5 together imply that this index is
not sufficient for assessing children’s school adaptation or the relative success of
government developed practice. Rather, a much broader consideration of children
psychological, social and academic adjustment is required.

Empirical findings from this thesis also draw specific conclusions about the
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combined effect of family and school contexts on child adjustment. They suggest that
family relationships and relationships with adults at school combine to inform
children’s behaviour in this setting such that, while a combination of hostile parent-
child relations and teacher-child relations lacking in warmth and support lead to high
levels of behaviour problems in school, warm and supportive teacher-child relations
moderate the influence of parental hostility on children’s behaviour in the school
context. These findings attest to the importance of the teacher-child relationship as a
source of support and warmth for children experiencing hostility at home. Therefore;
where families might be considered ‘hard to reach’ in terms of interventions, some
improvements in child behaviour may be achieved by focusing on improving school
relationships.

Study 5 shows that the processes through which family discord impacts on
children’s psychological, social and academic adjustment vary according to whether the
child is experiencing stress in the school context. Notably, this study demonstrated that
the transition from primary to secondary school represented a time of stress in
children’s academic development, with mean comparisons indicating reductions in
perceptions of school support and academic performance as well as increases in
behaviour problems, attention problems and social adjustment problems. Such declines
at this time are proposed to be a result of major upheaval in the school context, which
may coincide with cognitive changes that mark the beginnings of formal operational
thought. Moreover, comparisons of transition and non-transition groups suggested
that, while effects of inter-parental discord on non-transition children was conveyed

through negative parenting, inter-parental conflict affected the children in the transition
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group through their appraisals of threat and self-blame relating to that conflict. These
findings suggest that at this time of school stress, children’s appraisals of conflict
between parents are particularly pertinent to their psychological, social and academic
adaptation. In particular, it was proposed that a combination of school \stress and the
onset of formal operational ‘thought might provide an explanation of the pronounced
effects of appraisals relating to inter-parental conflict on children’s psychological
adjustment subsequent to this transition.

These findings are especially important given that, in comparison to interventions.
aimed at the transition into primary school, there are few programmes aimed at
improving children’s negotiation of the transition from primary to secondary school
that target family relationships, and hardly any that consider the inter-parental
relationship. They suggest that increased efforts at both the family and the school level
need to be aimed at supporting children at this time. With respect to the family, efforts
should be directed in particular towards the inter-parental relationship, and children’s
appraisals of it, during this period.

Collectively, this thesis provides clear directions for future policy and practice
provisions for children experiencing adjustment difficulties in the school context. It
suggests that efforts should be directed towards improving children’s experiences of
family life, especially in terms of the quality of inter-parental and parent-child relations.
The findings also provide compelling evidence that the child’s perspective, emphasised
in recent legislation, has specific implications for their psychological, social and
academic functioning. Therefore, efforts to incorporate ‘the voice of the child’ should

go beyond simply providing an outlet for children’s thoughts concerning family events
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and attempt to target children’s perceptions of family relationships as a means to
improving their well-being across contexts. The thesis also pin-points school |
transitions as periods of marked upheaval for children. In particular, findings from this
thesis demonstrate that the transition from primary to secondary school, also coinciding
with cognitive and biological changes, presents a period of heightened stress in
children, in which increasing effort needs to be directed towards improving levels of
support from both family and school contexts.

There are several challenges for interventions aimed at the family-school
interface. Presently in the UK many children experience periods of family disruption
and discord, evidenced by the increased number of children in recent years belonging to
single-parent and step-parent families (Social Trends, 2007). These family break-ups
and transitions bring with them elevated levels of family conflict, leaving children in
the position of negotiating periods of family stress. Moreover, families experiencing
these high levels of conflict and discord, and families whose children are experiencing
psychological and academic problems may also be the families that are hard to reach in
terms of intervention. Even findings from the empirical chapters from this thesis
support this contention by demonstrating that children or parents who either did not
provide complete data or dropped out of the studies before the end tended to be the
families evidencing the highest levels of cbnﬂict (Chapter 4) and were the families
where children were showing the highest levels of behaviour problems and academic
failure (Chapters 3, 4 and 5).

Notwithstanding these challenges, recent research has offered some promising

strategies for improving children’s psychological and academic functioning by
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targeting family relationships — especially inter-parental and parent-child relationships
(Cowan et al., 2005; Harold & Murch, 2004). These studies demonstrate that
programmes aimed at improving the quality of these relationships result in tangible
improvements in children’s psychological and academic adjustment. Some of this
research also offers possible ways of including a wider scope of families in
interventions by using less intrusive and prescriptive methods (see Harold & Murch
2004). In order to further improve children’s adjustment in the school context by the
use of similar interventions three specific factors must be addressed. First the evidence
base must be broadened with respect to understanding how and under what conditions
family relationships impact on children’s ability to ﬁmction well in school. Second,
this evidence must feed directly into the development of policy provisions and
intervention strategies aimed at improving children’s school-related outcomes. Finally,
these interventions must be rigorously tested to assess their efficacy.
Limitations and Future Directions

There are several limitations to the programme of analysis presented in this
thesis. First, the families involved in both of the studies used for this thesis were
limited in terms of ethnic diversity. In all three empirical chapters over 96% of families
described themselves as white, British. This demographic composition was partly due
to the ethnic composition of the geographical region. South Wales itself has a very low
ethnic mix, with 96% of its residents being of white, British origin (Office for National
Statistics, 2001). Therefore, the samples used are representative of this area. However,
the findings should perhaps be applied to areas with higher levels of ethnic diversity

with caution.
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Second, previous literature suggests that one of the benefits of longitudinal
designs is that the criterion variable of interest can be controlled for at an earliel; time
point, meaning that the outcome variable of interest can be considered as an index of
change (Harold & Conger, 1997). This is beneficial because predictor variables can be
said to predict changes in the criterion variable over time, this allows causal
conclusions to be drawn with more confidence. It was not possible to use these
techniques in the analyses ﬁsed in this thesis for two reasons: first, the criterion variable
for the first two studiés was Key Stage 3 exam results. This measure was used because,
as they are nationally administered and centrally marked exams, they are free from
reporter bias. Results from these exams also have practical implications for children’s
future academic development as they may be used to guide classroom streaming, where
children are allocated to classes based on their ability level, they may also determine
children’s final selections of subjects to study in their final two years of secondary
school. However, these exams only occur once in a child’s academic development, at
the end of the child’s third year in secondary school. Therefore, it was not possible to
control for children’s scores on this specific measure at an earlier time point. The final
empirical study used different criterion variables, which were assessed at Time 1 as
well as Time 2. However, this study had a small sample size, controlling for the
criterion variables at Time 1 in this study would have rendered the sample size too
small to reliably test the proposed theoretical model.

The sample size of this last empirical study (N = 90) was another limitation.
Compared to the other two empirical chapters (N = 208 and N = 236), this is a

considerably smaller sample size. There were several reasons for this small sample.
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First, the initial sample for the South Wales school transition study was less than half
that of the Welsh family study. Second, of families who agreed to take part in the
study, a number of parents and teachers did not return their questionnaires. This may
have been partly due to the short time frame within which questionnaires were required
to be completed. Questionnaires were not sent out until near the end of the academic
year because many of the activities surrounding transition do not take place until this
period, also it is in this period when the build up to transition is most successfully
captured. However, this meant that parents and teachers only had a short amount of
time to complete their questionnaires before the summer holidays began. Moreover,
this short period represents one of the most busy for parents and teachers as they
engage in activities aimed at preparing children for transition. It is also a period in
which the children take part in many extra-curricula activities, which often take
children out of the classroom during the school day. This also left fewer children
available to complete the questionnaires on designated days. It would be possible to
remedy this shortcoming to some extent by allowing a longer period prior to transition
for children, teachers and parents to complete their questionnaires. However, it is
possible that moving the point of data collection further away from the transition itself
would have meant that the anticipation of transition would not have been captured.

In addition to this, some of the analyses in the thesis relied on the use of
manifest rather than latent variables when assessing the theoretical models. Chapters 3
and 5 in particular relied solely on manifest variables. These were employed in the first
empirical study (Chapter 3) for two reasons. First, interaction terms are difficult to

estimate using latent variables (Bollen, 1989). Second, interaction effects are often
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difficult to detect so in this study, manifest variables were employed to reduce the
number of parameters and maximise the statistical power. The rationale for using
manifest variables in the final empirical study (Chapter 5) was similar. The sample size
for this study was considerably smaller than in the previous two studies and latent
variable estimation would have required a number of parameters higher than that which
could be reliably estimated with this sample size.

The use of manifest variables has its shortcomings because observed values
incorporated in manifest variables are treated as directly equivalent to the underlying
construct of interest. Therefore, in contrast to latent variables, estimates of “true”
variance and error variance are combined, meaning that the true nature of the variables
in question, and the relationships between them, may have been distorted to some
extent. Particularly with respect to Study 5, analyses should be replicated using a larger
sample that enables the use of latent variable estimation.

Another area that warrants consideration in the empirical chapters is the
measurement of children’s academic application. This measure was used to assess
children’s level of effort or efficacy relating to schoolwork. However, the measure
used only consisted of two questions relating to how hard the child was working and
how much the teacher felt they were learning. A fuller measure of orientation to
learning or goal-directed behaviour might have provided more insight into the
relationship between children’s learning strategies and their subsequent academic
attainment. In particular, research has identified helpless, mastery and achievement
orientations as differentially predicting effective goal-directed behaviour and academic

performance (e.g., Diener & Dweck, 1978). There is some evidence to suggest that
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these orientations are derived from cognitive styles that originate from children’s
experiences of family life (Hokoda & Fincham, 1995). Therefore, these types of
learning or achievement strategies may explain how cognitions relating to inter-parental
and parent-child relations inform children’s goal-directed behaviour with respect to
academic attainment. This relationship between family derived social cognitions and
cognitions relating to motivation and achievement should be investigated further.

Another area requiring further investigation is in the results compéring
transition and non-transition groups in Study 5. As described above, results for the
non-transition group suggest that inter-parental conflict is linked to children’s
adjustment through negative parenting; however, findings for the transition group
demonstrate effects of inter-parental conflict on child adjustment post-transition
through their appraisals relating to conflict. While these findings demonstrate clear
differences in processes between groups, it is not clear whether these differences are a -
result of children in the transition groups undergoing a time of stress and upheaval or a ‘
result of these children being one year older than the non-transition group and,
therefore, entering the age associated with the onset for formal operational thinking or
whether differences are a result of both of these factors. Further research comparing
children of the same age some of whom make a school transition and some of whom do
not would be necessary in order to clarify this.

One further point for consideration is that, though this thesis has focused
primarily on the role of two family subsystems in informing children’s academic
adaptation, other familial and wider social factors are significant influences on children.

Genetic research has demonstrated that some forms of psychopathology are heritable,
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and that genetic risks may be activated by environmental influences (Rice et al., 2006;

" Thapar et al, in press). These findings suggest that a combination of genetic and family
environment factors put children at increased risk for adjustment problems. Substantial
evidence has also been provided for siblings and peers as influential factors in
children’s lives (Criss & Shaw, 2005; Ladd, 2006; Slomkowski et al., 2001; Troop &
Ladd, 2005). While recognising the influence of family effects on each of these factors,
studies have demonstrated the capacity of these relationships to shape children’s
behaviour, achievement and emotional well-being.

Summary

Overall, the current thesis makes important advances in understanding the
.nature of the family school interface by bridging the gaﬁ between two previous areas of
research. The thesis used findings from studies considering children’s appraisals as a
mechanism through which family relationships inform children’s psychological
adjustment to build on research addressing family influences on children’s school-
related outcomes to propose specific mechanisms through which inter-parental and
parent-child relations inform children’s school-related outcomes.

Based on the findings from three empirical studies based on two multi-
informant, longitudinal datasets, this thesis argues that children’s appraisals are an
important mechanism through which family relationships inform children’s
psychological, social and academic adjustment in the school context. Findings from
this thesis also revealed that children’s psychological adjustment and their academic
application explained the effects of these appraisals on children’s academic attainment.

Moreover, the thesis contends that this appraisal process, especially appraisals relating
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to inter-parental conflict, is particularly important when attempting to understand the
influence of family relationships on children at times of school transition.

Collectively these findings provide the basis for further investigation of the role
of children’s appraisals in understanding links between family influences and children’s
school-related outcomes. They also recommend that development of future practice
and policy concerning children’s school adaptation acknowledges the importance of
both inter-parental and parent-child relationships and the critical role that children’s

appraisals relating to these relationships play in determining their adjustment in the

school context.
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