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The life-styles of countercultural, nonconventional families bave poten-
tial risks as well as benefits for children’s school achievement. The effects
on children’s school achievement of nonconventional family organiza-
tion, parents’ values and commitment to their family life-style, and family
stability were examined in a 12-year longitudinal study of 146 noncon-
ventional families and a comparison group of 43 stable, tuo-parent con-
ventional families. In spite of considerable instability and other poten-
tial risk conditions in nonconventional families' lives (single parent or
unmarried couple status, frequent change, stigma, low incomes, and
others), most of their children do as well or better in school than a com-
parison group of conventional families. These effects were still present
after adjusting for child WISC-R, gender, and family SES. Those children
doing best in school come from families who bave a stronger commit-
ment to their nonconventional family life-style while those doing less well
bave families with a lower commitment. Children in single parent families
bad grades similar to those of children in two-parent families. Family
stability—regardless of the form of the family (single parent or couple)—
also was associated with bigher grades. Strong commitment to meaningful
values regarding the importance of one’s family life-style can protect chil-
dren against some of the risks that were a part of many countercultural
Jamily's lives.
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he countercultural movements of the 1960s and 1970s are more than

a part of social history. Their influence remains very much alive and
relevant to contemporary family and educational research. Countercuitural
values and practices have spread widely into the general political culture
(Gitlin, 1987; Keniston, 1968) and have influenced environmentalism (Weisner,
Bausano, & Kornfein, 1983), new communal and religious movements
(Kanter, 1972; Tipton, 1982; Zablocki, 1980), changing conceptions of fam-
ily life (Kornfein, Weisner, & Martin, 1977; Lamb, 1982), and changing moral
and ethical values and commitments (Bellah et al., 1985). Countercultural
parents had a strong commitment to values such as nonmaterialism, sex
egalitarianism, environmentalism, or alternative achievement goals, among
others. They often chose nonconventional family and household situations,
such as communal, unmarried couple, or single parent by choice arrange-
ments. They positively valued experimentation and change in many spheres
of life (Eiduson & Weisner, 1978). Innovative for their time, these features
lof countercultural life-styles are widely found throughout society 20 years
ater.

Although the participants in the countercultural life-styles of the 1960s
and 1970s are now in mid-life, and they (perhaps inevitably) have changed
with the times, their influence may still be visible in how they choose to
form families and raise their own children.! Our paper focuses on the
school achievement of these “children of the children of the '60's’” (Weisner
& Eiduson, 1986). We will show that in spite of considerable instability and
other potential risk conditions in these families’ lives (unusual family situa-
tions, frequent change, stigma, low incomes, and other conditions), most
of their children do as well or better in school than a comparison group
of conventional families. Those children doing best in school come from
families who have a stronger commitment to their nonconventional family
life-style while those doing less well have a lower commitment. Family
stability—regardless of the form of the family (single parent or couple)—
also was associated with higher grades. We believe that strong commitment
to meaningful values regarding the importance of one’s family life-style can
protect children against some of the risks and life changes that were a part
of many countercultural families’ lives.

Our study was exploratory, in the sense that we knew of family cir-

life-styles at risk for school achievement, but also knew of conditions (such
as relatively high formal education among parents, or a strong commitment
to nonconventional values and life-styles) that might lead them to do as
well or better than our comparison group. We also were aware that school
achievement is multiply determined and that nonconventional life-styles
and values, although we expected them to be influential, were not the only
or even necessarily the most important influences on children’s school
achievement.
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Nonconventional Family Life-Styles and School Acbievement

Life-span developmental research suggests that the effects and defini-
tion of family life-styles are the result of “‘agreements™ among family mem-
bers and their cultural milieu (rather than being fixed and invariant institu-
tiona! or cultural categories):

Instead of viewing family norms as “‘givens,”” we can sce them as
agreements worked out through family interaction. By taking this
process view of interdependence, life-course analysis moves back
and forth between the individual and the group. (Elder, 1987, p. 180)

The countercultural movement certainly opened a new era of negotia-
tions within families, as well as with the normative standards of the culture
of the time. Indeed, Elder comments that the renewed interest in life-course:
studies itself was in part due to the *‘social discontinuitics” of that decade
(1985, p. 15) and led to new formulations in the field of life-course socializa-
tion (Nesselroade & Eye, 1984; Baltes & Brim, 1980). We thought that non-
conventional family life-styles might influence children in school due to
the active questioning and high involvement in change characteristic of
many such families.

There is also good reason to believe that chains of family influence
that extend across generations can contribute to resilience in children—or
to multigenerational problems. Werner and Smith (1989), for instance,
describe cross-generational family influences that encouraged child resilience
in the face of significant risks for school achievement and physical and
psychosocial health. Elder (1974) also showed the powerful mediating in-
fluence of family constellations, child’s gender, and family stability in how
adolescents responded to the Great Depression.

The new family forms, pioneered to some extent by nonconventional
families, require new family and household classifications for social science
as well. Categories like ‘‘single mother,” *“‘common-law” relationship, or
“traditional’’ married couple, for example, are inadequate to capture the
values and cultural commitment that nonconventional parents invested in
their family life-styles. Furthermore, nonconventional parents changed their
family arrangements frequently. Stability in family life was not necessarily
a central goal for many of these families; static categories miss the change
and flexibility in family life. New ways of classifying family life-styles are

group organization, ones that include family values and commitment to a
life-style as integral parts of the classifications, as well as judgments of stabil-
ity. We will present an example of such a family classification scheme and
show its usefulness in predicting children’s school achievement.

Risks in Nonconventional Family Life-Styles

There were good reasons for concern that some of the children growing
up in nonconventional, countercultural families would be at risk. For in-

607




Weisner and Garnier

stance, there-were many single mother households among the nonconven-
tional family arrangements (Kornfein, 1985); some parents were unmarried,
living in various kinds of ‘‘social contract’’ arrangements (Alexander, 1978);
still others lived in communal or collective living groups of various kinds
(Weisner & Martin, 1979). Divorce, separation, and family and household
change were common. Many of these kinds of family circumstances, familiar
in the counterculture, have been shown to be associated with lower educa-
tional achievement in some children (Boyd & Parish, 1985; Hetherington,
Camara, & Featherman, 1978, 1983; Scott-Jones, 1984; Shinn, 1978; Thomp-
son, Alexander, & Entwisle, 1988). Studies have shown differences in teach-
ers’ perceptions of children in divorced versus two-parent families (Gutt-
man, Geva, & Gefen, 1988; Hetherington, Cox, & Cox, 1978); these percep-
tions have led to differences in parental involvement and knowledge of
school tasks and other areas (Blechman, 1982; Stevenson & Baker, 1987).

Family instability also was more common in the lives of many non-
conventional parents. We define family instability as relatively frequent
changes in mates or in household composition. Instability and change in
family circumstances have been associated with educational difficulties for
children, due to mechanisms such as the stress of cumulative changes (Sim-
mons, Burgeson, Carlton-Ford, & Blyth, 1987), the stress of gaining a new
parent (Amato & Ochiltree, 1987), lower teacher expectations of children
from such families (Guttman et al., 1988; Hess & Camara, 1979; Rist, 1970,
Santrock & Tracy, 1978; Brophy & Good, 1974), parental time and workload
pressures (Milne, Meyers, Rosenthal, & Ginsburg, 19806), the effects of paren-
tal adjustment to a new family life-style that directly affects the adjustment
of the child (Hess & Camera, 1979), or differences in the availability of male
identification figures (Bandura & Walters, 1963). Higher instability in fam-
ily organization may be associated with a more uncertain everyday domestic
routine or “‘arena of comfort” (McLanahan, 1983) and possibly with less
opportunity for the inclusion of literacy-enhancing activities in such routines
(Walberg & Marjoribanks, 1976). Nonconventional parents experienced all
the normal stresses and pressures of changing relationships in the 1970s
and 1980s. But, in addition, there was a commitment to experimentation
among many countercultural families that often led to a high rate of change

in spouses or mates in the early years of their children’s lives (Weisner,
19864a).

Nonconventional Family Life-Styles and School Achievement

(Weisner, 1982; Weisner & Weibel, 1981), an intentionally simplified non-
materialistic life, while others chose alternative religious preferences, which
led some families away from careerist or material intercests.

Finally, many nonconventional families experienced significant stig-
matizing and derogatory labeling due to their unusual religious preferences,
dress, political beliefs, drug use, sexual preferences, culturally unusual con-
duct, and freewheeling life-styles. Familics combining several of these prac-
tices would be even more likely to be stigmatized and perhaps have children
experiencing difficulties in school, as the work on cumulative effects of risk
suggests (Garmezy & Rutter, 1983).

Protective Factors in Nonconventional Life-Styles

However, in spite of significant risks, there were reasons to expect that the
children from nonconventional families might do well in school. Parents
who chose a family life-style because it bad a coberent cultural meaning
for them might not have children at educational risk. For instance, there
is reason to believe that a sense of meaningfulness or commitment to a life-
style can influence the way in which otherwise risky, difficult circumstances
are experienced (Weisner, 1986b; Weisner & Eiduson, 1986). The varicd
kinds of coherent cultural meaning systems (D’Andrade, 1984) espouscd
by many countercultural families included a rich mixture of ideas, schemas,
norms and practices, institutional involvements, and personal emotional
significances for family members. An earlier study provided some evidence
for a positive effect of commitments like these. Cognitive functioning and
socio-emotional assessments of children (through age 6) in nonconventional
families revealed only a few, scattered differences between children in con-
ventional and nonconventional life-styles (Eiduson, Kornfein, Zimmerman,
& Weisner, 1982). Family members who share a consistent schema and
values about the family life-style they are in—for instance, that it is a valued,
desirable, and culturally meaningful kind of family situation to them—might
have children with better school outcomes, even if their family life-style
is relatively unstable.

Among the studies we reviewed identifying the kinds of family condi-
tions that can place children at risk, some also emphasize that it is the overall
quality of the family life-style that matters for school outcomes. Quality
includes the role of mediating contextual circumstances (income, race, or
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Furthermore, many nonconventional families had low and unpredicta-
ble incomes, and some received Aid to Families with Dependent Children
(AFDC); this clearly could put some of the children of nonconventional
families at risk for educational achievement, just as is true for conventional
families with income problems (Alexander & Entwisle, 1988; Entwisle, Alex-
ander, Cadigan, & Pallas, 1986; Entwisle & Hayduk, 1988; McLanahan, 1985;
Thompson, Alexander, & Entwisle, 1988). The various sources of instabil-
ity in their lives related 10 divorce and separation added to their economic
concerns Also, some nonconventional parents chose “voluntary poverty”
608
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of being single or unmarried by itself, (¢.g., McLanahan, 1983). The quality
of a life-style can offer protection from risk, and values commitments are
among the qualities that can offer such protection to families and children.

In addition, many countercultural families were deeply committed to
achievement goals. Quite contrary to the perception of counterculture par-
ticipants as *‘laid-back’ or unconcerned nonachicvers, many sustained cf-
forts to reach moderately difficult, challenging goals. In other words,
achievement striving remained important to the lives and experience of
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many individuals in the counterculture. Marjoribanks (1987) describes a “get-
ting by’’ versus a “'getting ahead’' orientation among familics, a distinction
that characterizes achievement in countercultural families as well. What
many in the countercultures were redefining were the goals worth striving
for, the things worth achieving, and the obstacles worth overcoming to
achicve those goals. These alternative achievement goals included the at-
tinment of inner harmony and personal peace and understanding; religious
salvation in a varicty of alternative religious communitics; a nonmatcrialistic
values orientation; artistic and musical expression; political changes; new
relationship styles in families and between the sexes; and environmental
sensitivity. These alternative goals were pursued with as much fervor and
intensity as culturally conventional goals such as attractive physical appear-
ance, high salaries, high status career and occupational success, or high test
scores and school grades. :

Nonconventional families often engaged in intense conversations about
their goals and actions, and included children in these discussions from an

carly age (Weisner, 1982). Many felt part of a social movement and felt a

sense of belonging and identity, which may have been transmitted to their
children (Kornfein, Weisner, & Martin, 1977; Weisner, Kornfcin, & Alex-
ander, 1986). Of course, these socialization processes did not occur in all
nonconventional families; nor are they unique to such families. However,
there is evidence that many nonconventional parents encouraged such
socialization patterns.

Many nonconventional family life-styles, then, are unusual in (a) certain
of their values orientations and their commitment to such values; (b) their
nonconventional family organization (¢.g., single parents and unmarried
couples by choice); and (¢) a positive attitude towards family and social ¢x-
perimentation, as well as an increased likelihood of change and instability.
Fraser, Walberg, Welch, and Hattie (1987) identify these as among the fac-
tors influencing school achievement, although they emphasize that school
achievement is multiply determined. Our study explored the long-term in-
fluence of values, family organization, and change on school achicvement,
recognizing that while nonconventional families had life-styles that could
put their children at risk, many also had proactive values and commitment
to their life-styles that might help their children do well in school. Although
instability and nonconventional family life-styles might be difficult for chil-

Nonconventional Family Life-Styles and School Achievemenl

1. We expected to find differences in school achicvement across family
life-style groups. Other influences, such as SES, child sex, or the
child's cognitive ability, could also influence school achievement.
However, we expected that children would still have varying school
achicvement due to growing up in different kinds of nonconven-
tional family life-styles, in addition to any effects of SES, child sex,
or child cognitive abilities.

2. Children from nonconventional families should do as well as or bet
ter than a conventional comparison sample, if the nonconventional
parents sustained a commiument to their values and life-style. With
out such a commitment, nonconventional familics might do worsc
than the comparison sample. In other words, we proposed that non-
conventional family life-styles might positively affect children’s
school grades if the parents were strongly committed to their coun-
tercultural values and life-styles (tests of this hypothesis are indicated
by cells with a “2"" in Table 1).

3. Children from nonconventional familics with a higher level of com-
mitment to their life-style should do better in school than children
in nonconventional famities with a lower commitment. This com-
parison controls for family organization and directly compares coun
tercultural families to cach other, based on parents’ different levels
of values commitment (indicated by cells with a "3 in Tabic 1).

4. Children from nonconventional familics that are both unstable and
have low commitment should do the poorest in every relevant com-
parison (cclls with a 4" in Tablc 1).

5. Family organization might also influence school achievement apart
from parents' life-style commitment (cells with a *S™ in Table 1).
Children of single parents or chitdren in unstable familics might not
do as well as those in two-parent familics, for instance.

To explore these hypotheses, we needed a sample in which we had
a substantial number of nonconventional families with high commitment
to their values and life-styles, as well as nonconventional familics with lower
commitment, and a comparison group of conventional tamilies. To explore
the effects of family organization and family stability, we needed relatively
stable one-parent and two-parent families, as well as a group with more

dren, a strong family commitment to the values behind their life-style might
be an asset. :

Hypotheses

We examined five exploratory hypotheses, all based on the idea that parental
commitment to a nonconventional life-style might well protect children
against potential educational risk due to such features as instability or single
parenthood Table 1 and the Analysis Plan (below) indicate the specific group
comparisons suggested by cach hypothesis. The five hypotheses are the
foliow g
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unstable family organization. We also needed logitudinal data on familics,
children, and school achievement. The next section describes such a sam-
ple, the Family Lifestyles Projects, and the measures we uscel.

Mcthodology
Sample Sclection

The Family Lifestyles (FLS) Project, founded by Bernice Eiduson and col-
leagues (Alexander, 1978; Eiduson, Cohen, & Alexander, 1973; Eiduson &

oll
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Weisner, 1978), has been following a sample of 205 families since 1974-75.
Of these families, 154 lived for some period of time in nonconventional
situations: 47 single mothers by choice (Kornfein, 1985), 53 *‘social con-
tract” (non legally married) couples (Alexander, 1978), and 54 in various
kinds of communes and group living situations (Weisner & Martin, 1979).

We also assembled a comparison sample of two-parent, married couples
in the same socioeconomic and age group as the nonconventional sample.
Forty-one of the comparison group families were selected through a sam-
ple from obstetricians throughout California. These physicians were asked
to nominate from their current cases an expectant mother in a married cou-
ple relationship. Ten additional conventionally married couples were se-
lected through staff contacts in the Los Angles area.

It was not easy to assemble this large a group of families for intensive
study. The task was even more difficult because our prospective longitudinal
design required that we reach women while they were pregnant and inter-
view them during their third trimester, with permission to study their child
from birth onwards. To find nonconventional families, we used every tech-
nique of recruitment we could, including advertising in alternative media,
and contacting birthing centers and physician offices where counterculiural
and nonconventional parents tended to go. We sometimes used snowball
sampling (in which we started with one already found participant, and in-
cluded up to two additional pregnant women known to her), as well as
personal contacts of staff and acquaintances. Our criteria for selection en-
sured that nonconventional lifestyles would include communes, single
mothers, and social contract couples in approximately equal numbers. How-
ever, we did not measure parents’ values orientations, their degree of com-
mitment to their life-styles, or their reasons for choosing their life-styles
until after families were selected. Hence our sampling strategy ensured the
assembling of a large group of nonconventional families without predeter-
mining these families’ values or commitment, which in fact varied widely.

Data were gathered on parent demographic background and values
beginning at the last trimester of pregnancy through 6 years. Data on fami-
ly organization were obtained throughout a 12-year period using interviews
and telephone conversations with parents and during three home visits bet-
ween birth and age 6. School data were collected at three time periods from
ages 7 to 12, in Grades 1, 2, and 6.2 Teachers provided math and reading

Table 1
Post Hoc Comparisons of Mathematics and Reading Grades by Conventional and Nonconventional Family

612

Family life-style group

Conventional comparisor} sample

Nonconventional values

Lower commitment

Stable two-parent

Unstable
Higher commitment

Stable one-parent

Stable two-parent

Stable one-parent
Unstable

Note. Lower or higher commjitment means lower or higher commitment to one

with a2 number or numbers which reflect the hypotheses to be tested. The hypot

does not involve post hoc domparisons of family groups.)

grades of the children at Grades 1, 2, and 6.3

Attrition in this study remained extremely low. The student, parent,
and teacher measures were at least 95% complete through 12 years. School
data for Grades 1, 2, and 6 were obtained for 202 children, or 98% of the
original sample.

Sample Description
To test the long-term influences of nonconventional families on school
achievement, we required a way to group these families that would cap-
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ture the nature and stability of their family circumstances over time and
their degree of commitment to nonconventional values and life-styles. We
established six nonconventional family groups by dividing the nonconven-
tional families into those with higher or lower commitment to their life-
style, and then dividing each of these categories into stable one-parent, stable
two-parent, and unstable family organizational patterns. Our seventh group
consisted of the comparison sample. A wide range of working to upper-
middle class families were represented; all were Euro-Americans. All parents
were living in California at entry (about half were still in California 12 years
later) and were between the 20th and 90th national percentile on our
socioeconomic measures when selected. Mothers had completed an average
of 14 years of education, and fathers 16 years, by the time their child was
6. Mothers were between 18 and 32 years of age when first interviewed;
75% were about to have their first child; 47% of the chldren were girls
and 53% were boys.

Values. Eiduson et al. (1973) defined eight values orientations that char-
acterized the countercultural movement: aiternative achievement goals, pro-
naturalism, humanism, more concern with the present compared to a future
orientation, concern with standards other than scientific ones, acceptance
of authority other than conventional or scientific authority, sex egalitarian-
ism, and nonmaterialistic orientations. Weisner et al. (1983) studied prona-
turalism in the FLS sample. Pronaturalism included a complex of values and
practices involving environmental concern, emotional and personal open-
ness, and a “laid-back, mellow,” relaxed interpersonal and socio-emotional
orientation. The Eiduson et al. (1982) and Weisner and Wilson-Mitchell
(1990) studies of sex egalitarianism in the FLS sample found sclective of-
fects of familial efforts to socialize their children and change familial roles.
These data suggested that values may have been fervently held, but were
only selectively translated into family forms and practices.

Family organization and stability. Data on the family organization of
the parents were collected at 10 time periods: birth of the child, 6 months,
1 year, 1¥2 years, 2 years, 3 years, 4¥2 years, 6 years, 9 years and 12 years.
Family living arrangements were coded as single parent, married couple,
or unmarried couple at each point in time.* We assessed the pattern of
changes or stability in the family across four developmental periods in the
chxld s life: blrth to age 3; age 4 to 6 agc 7 t09; and age 10 to 12. These

kmdergarten and clemcntary school and early middie school grades

We first examined stability of family organization with each time period.
Two raters classified each case as a “‘stable one-parent,” “'stable two-parent,”
or “unstable’ family. Unstable families presented a typical picture of inter-
mittent, unpredictable male involvement in the child’s household through-
out the 12 years. Change became less frequent as parents got older, regard-
less of the family category or previous levels of change.

Next, judgments were made for each family as to the predominant kind
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of family situation the child experienced over the 12-year period. For ex-
ample, a parent who had frequent change in the first 3 years of the child’s
life, but then settled into a couple refationship, got married, and remained
married thereafter, would be classified under the stable two-parent family
category in terms of the child’s and parents’ overall experience. Thirty-three
percent of the families classified as stable one- or two-parent never changed
over the 12 years of our study. Another 50% of these families classified
as stable overall, changed once, but usually early in the child’s life. The
remaining 17% with two or more changes classified as stable single parent
are single mothers who briefly lived with a partner carly in the child’s life,
and then returned to single status for the remaining years. Thus stable single
parent or stable couple families, in terms of our overall assessment, con-
sisted of families whose predominant circumstances over a 12-year period
were single parent or couple households.

Many of the more stable parents ‘‘never considered any other kind of
family life-style,” as one conventional compdrison sample mother said to
us. Other parents remained in a stable social contract, unmarried situation
for many years because ‘“‘my father and mother had a very bad marriage,
and I won’t repeat their situation,” as one mother said, or because *‘mar-
riage is just not important in our relationship,” or because *'1 won’t let the
state or any legal vows get involved in my family,” in the words of another.
Many single mothers tried relationships and marriage because they “could
not deal with the financial and personal stress of being a single parent’” per-
manently, while in the words of another single parent, ‘I am the first col-
lege graduate from my family, and a feminist,”” and “if there is no perma-
nent, one man in my life, that is alright with me.” Family stability and change
were in every case a complex combination of financial, personal, and family
value issues—although there were also those parents who said to us, 1 don’t
honestly know, really, why I am in this life-style.”

Our assessment method, hence, involved careful examination of the
pattern of stability for 194 cases with sufficient data from birth to age 12.
Our case by case assessments produced three overall groupings: 18.6%
(n = 30) of the sample were stable single parent families, 64.4% (7 = 125)
were stable two-parent families, and 17.0% (1 = 33) were unstable familics.
These are the three groups of families used in our quantitative analyses to
summarize stablllty and family orgamzmon Thm~ was 94‘ b agrumcm be-

12 years. Cohen’s Kappd a iollenbcck 1976) Lqualcd 89 which is thc pro-
portion of agreement after chance agreement is removed.

Conventional and nonconventional family values and commitment
to the counterculture. We also grouped the families according to their overall
commitment to the nonconventional values orientations described above
and listed in Table 2. Each parent’s values orientation was assessed at the
third trimester, and at child’s age 3 and age 6, using open-ended interviews
with parents who were asked directly about their values. We also had par-
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social contract marriages among Euro-American women in 1974 and 1975,
for example, represented bold and controversial family life-style decisions
for that era, with even less normative acceptance at that time than is the
case today. Committed nonconventional families actively questioned the
implicit, taken-for-granted everyday cultural world around them. It was this
proactive experimenting and construction of different cultural meanings
that differentiated the nonconventional from the more conventional parents.
As can be seen in Table 2, nonconventional/higher commitment mothers
and fathers as a group were always higher than the conventional comparison
group parents on pronaturalism and sex egalitarian values, and lower on
conventional achievement goals, beliefs in conventional authority, having
a strong future orientation, and materialistic values (#(200) = 8.11, p < .001;
H200) = 6.45, p < .001; £200) = 2.84, p <.05; #200) = 5.83, p < .001;
H200) = 4.43, p < .001; and 1(200) = 7.26, p < .001, respectively). This
same pattern also occurs in comparisons on pronaturalism, sex egalitarian-
ism, and conventional achievement values between the nonconventional/
higher commitment mothers and fathers and the nonconventional/lower
commitment parents (#(200) = 5.1 1, p <.001; #200) = 2.44, p < .05; and
#200) = 3.29, p < .01, respectively). The nonconventional/low commit-
ment group was sometimes virtually identical to conventional families (eg.,
in their conventional achievement values), more often in between conven-
tional and nonconventional/higher commitment (e.g., pronaturalism, accep-
tance of nonconventional authority, sex egalitarianism), yet very close to
the nonconventional/committed families on nonmaterialism,
The pattern for values and countercultural commitment shown in Table
2 remained similar over the 6 years for which data were available. The
canonical correlation between mothers’ values at trimester and when the
child was age six, for instance, was .66 (X? (64, N = 189) = 230.08,
£ <.001), and the canonical correlation for fathers’ values was .78 (X2 (64,
N = 60) = 106.96, p < .01). When the parent values at trimester and family
countercultural commitment measures were subjected to a discriminant
analysis, these measures jointly and significantly discriminated (# approx-
imation to Wilks’s lambda = 24.54, P <.001) between the three family
groups: conventional, nonconventional lower values commitment, and non-
conventional higher values commitment families. And, 82.5% of the cases
were correctly classified by the discriminant function,

Nonconventional Family Life-Styles and School Achievement

than test scores in the social psychology of the schooling process’ (Alex-
ander & Entwisle, 1988, p. 41), which means that grades are more likely
to capture the effects of family life-styles than standardized achievement
test scores. In any event, school grades in the FLS sample are significantly
correlated with school achievement test scores for the 58% to 66% of the
cases on whom we were able to obtain achievement scores at each
assessment.5

The correlations between mathematics grades over time are .36 for
Grades 1 and 2; .19 for Grades 2 and 6; and .07 for Grades 1 and 6. The
correlations between reading grades over time are .48 for Grades 1 and 2;
.32 for Grades 2 and 6; and .19 for Grades 1 and 6.

Student cognitive scores. Children were given the Wechsler Intelligence
Scale for Children-Revised (WISC-R) at 6 years, the Stanford-Binet at age
3, and the Bayley at age 1.

Family SES. Socioeconomic status was calculated at 6 years using
Hollingshead’s scale combining father’s and mother’s education and occupa-
tion (Hollingshead, 1975). Six years was used since that was the last date
at which we had complete SES records, it was midway through the 12 years
of the study, and most of the change in family SES had occurred by that
point. Hollingshead’s codes for occupation and education were used to
create four measures: mother’s occupation and education and father’s oc-
cupation and education. The four measures were weighted and averaged
according to the method described by Hollingshead. If the mother was em-
ployed, her measure for occupation was included in the composite SES score
along with the father’s measures. In the case of a single mother, only her
measures of occupation and education were included in the score. The com-
posite score ranges from 8 to 66.

Table 3 shows the means and standard deviations of the seven family
groups on the child’s WISC-R score at age 6, and the composite Hollingshead
SES family rating. Inspection of the WISC-R means shows that only the
unstable nonconventional/higher values commitment family group had
higher child WISC-R scores than the conventional comparison sample mean
of 114 ((182) = 3.70, p < .01). Children in the nonconventional/lower com-
mitment families had somewhat lower WISC-R means than the conventional
group, but none of the differences was significant. Conventional comparison
group families had significantly higher SES than all three nonconventional/

Uther School and Family Measures

Student grades. Math and reading grades were provided by teachers
at Grades 1, 2, and 6 and converted to a five-point scale (1 = F, 5 = A).
Grades were used rather than standardized achievement scores since grades
are more closely linked to the classroom curriculum (Freeman, Belli, Porter,
Codere, Schmidt, & Schwille, 1983; Haas, Haladyna, & Nolen, 1990) and
provide a measure of student effort and teacher perception of a student
(Keith, 1989; Thompson ct al., 1988). Grades are “‘much more implicated
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lower commitment families (/(182) = 3.96, p < .01; (182) = 4.68, p < .001;
and #(182) = 6.72, p < .001, respectively). Within the nonconventional fam-
ilies, the unstable lower commitment families had significantly lower SES
than the higher commitment two-parent and unstable Ffamilies
(#(182) = 4.49, p < .001; and #182) = 3.17, p < .05).

Analysis Plan

First, we computed the means and standard deviations of mathematics and
reading grades for the seven groups (stable one-parent, stable two-parent,
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Table 3 :
Means of Co_variates by Conventional and Nonconventional Family
Life-Styles and Stability/Family Organization

Family life-style group n M SD

. Child WISC-R FQ scores
Conventional comparison sample 43 114.21 (13.61)

Nonconventional families
Lower commitment

Stable one-parent 1
Stable two-parent l; }(1)32; E:;‘:‘-})g;
Unstable ' 20 105.47 (11.67)
Higher commitment .
Stable one-parent 18 121.78 (14.58)
Stable two-parent 63 115.68 (13.82)
. Unstable 11 127.00 (12.68)
4 85 hx

Family SES ratings*
Conventional comparison sample 43 49.55 (9.52)
Nonconventional families
Lower commitment

Stable one-parent 15 33.29 (12.96)
Stable two-parent 19 32.79 (l().i())
Unstable 20 28.88 (12 j4_’>)
Higher commitment
Stable one-parent 18 3941 (14.37)
Stable two-parent 063 42.41 (1 S:i)%)
. Unstable 11 42.18 (15.76)
. 8.87°**

Note. Lower or high.cr'commi[menl means lower or higher commitment to one's family life-
style. Standard deviations are in parentheses.

“SES is a composite score created using Hollin, ' i i
gshead’s scale (Hollinghead, 197

lowest SES score = 8, and the highest SES score = 66 ( 8 773) with the

***p <001,

and unstable families among nonconventional familie with higher o %
commitment, and the conventional two-parent comparison sample). These
daFa are presented in Table 4. Next, we compared the seven family groups
using analyses of covariance on repeated measures of grades as the within
factors variable (Table 5). Mathematics and reading grades were analyzed
separately.

' Analyzing math and reading scores by grade level also provides a time
cymension: change in scores from first through sixth grade, and the interac-
tion of changes in scores with family groups. For each significant F ratio,
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Table 4
Mean Grades® by Conventional and Nonconventional Family Life-
Styles and Stability/Family Organization

School Grade

Family life-style group n 1 2 6

Mathematics grades
Conventional comparison sample 43 4.16 (.79) 4.32 (1.06) 3.74 (1.07)

Nonconventional families
Lower commitment

Stable one-parent 15 3.86 (.74) 4.00 (1.30) 4.00 (.82)

Stable two-parent 19 3.40 (1.08) 3.37 (1.31) 3.64 (.93)

Unstable 20 2.90 (1.25) 2.68 (1.38) 3.35 (1.12)
Higher commitment

Stable one-parent 18 3.50 (.51) 3.75 (1.00) 3.77 (1.09)

Stable two-parent 63 3.92 (1.09) 4.19 (1.20) 391 (.95)

Unstable 11 4.54 (069) 4.60 (84) 4.00 (.89)

Reading grades
Conventional comparison sample 43 4.00 (1.07) 4.07 (1.27) 3.91 (.98)

Nonconventional families
Lower commitment

Stable one-parent 15 3.53 (1.51) 4.14 (1.29) 4.13 (92)

Stable two-parent 19 3.46 (1.32) 3.50 (1.37) 3.67 (1.18)

Unstable 20 3.00 (97) 2.68 (1.67) 3.18 (1.07)
Higher commitment

Stable one-parent 18 3.33 (1.28) 3.63 (i.59) 3.87 (.89)

Stable two-parent 63 3.95 (1.11) 4.19 (1.32) 4.02 (.90)

Unstable 11 4.55 (69) 4.80 (63) 4.30 (.67)

Note. Lower or higher commitment means lower or higher commitment to one’s family lite-
style. Standard deviations are in parentheses.
“Mathematics and reading grades are coded on a 5-point scale (1 = F, 5 = A).

univariate analyses of covariance were conducted for each subject at each
grade level (see Table 5).

Ro ha SMIPAE 0 -
roni ¢ statistics for adjusted means, following our hypotheses (see Table 1).
The comparisons of interest examined overall differences across the seven
groups, adjusted for SES, child sex, and child cognitive test scores
(Hypothesis 1); contrasted each of the nonconventional family groups with
the conventional two-parent comparison sample (Hypothesis 2); compared
nonconventional family groups with lower or higher commitment, con-
trolling for family organization and stability (Hypothesis 3); compared non-
conventional, low commitment unstable family groups with all other groups
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Table 5 .
Analyses of Covariance of Mathematics and Reading Grades
F ratios
All Grade Grade Grade
Source daf grades® 1 2 6
Math

Family

life-style

group 6 7.90%+* 5.57%** 4.72%+ 97
Grade :

level 2 .13
Family

life-style

group

x Grade

Level 12 1.43

Reading

Family

life-style

group daf 4.29*** 2.13 2.72* 2.45*
Grade

level 2 1.49
Family

life-style

group

x Grade

Level 12 .85

“Based, on an analysis of covariance with repeated measures.
T*p <001 **p < .01 *p < .05.

(Hypothesis 4); and compared different family arrangements (single, cou-
ple, and unstable) within each of the nonconventional family groups
(Hypothesis 5).

The covariates include family SES at 6 years, children’s 6-year cognitive
test scores (assessed with the WISC-R), and child sex (Table 3). The covariates

Nonconventional Family Life-Styles and School Achievement

pound symmetry of variance-covariance matrices indicated that these as-
sumptions were met. Analyses of covariance of mathematics and reading
grades for Grades 1, 2, and 6 showed statistically significant family life-style
group effects (see Table 5). Table 6 shows the seven family life-style group
means adjusted for child 1Q, child sex, and family SES. Family life-style
group bad a significant effect on both mathematics and reading grades
controlling for differences in child IQ and sex, and family SES. Grade level,
however, had no significant effect on reading and math scores; nor was
there a significant effect of family life-style groups and grade level interac-
tion. Next, we looked for which groups were different within each grade
level. Univariate analyses of covariance at each grade level showed statisti-
cally significant differences between children of different family groups for
mathematics at Grades 1 and 2 and for reading at Grades 2 and 6 (see
Table 6). Although the pattern is the same, the effects are more pronounced
for reading as children get older (e.g., significant reading effects appear after
Grade 1), and effects are less pronounced for math as children get older
(e.g., math effects disappear at Grade 6).

In the first set of post hoc comparisons, we examined differences be-
tween the conventional comparison sample and each of the six nonconven-
tional family groups (Hypothesis 2). The only family life-style group that
differed from the comparison sample was the group with children living
in unstable nonconventional/lower commitment families; these children had
significantly lower math grades for two comparisons: Grade 1 math
(#(179) = 4.84, p <.001) and Grade 2 math (#(179) = 4.43, p <.01). As we
expected, children from nonconventional/higher life-style commitment
stable families and children from nonconventional/lower commitment stable
families did not differ from children in the conventional comparison sam-
ple on any measure. Only the combined effects of instability and low com-
mitment 10 the nonconventionadl life-style led to differences in school grades,
compared to the conventional comparison group children.

Did higher commitment to nonconventional family life-styles affect
school grades, controlling for family structure and stability (Hypothesis 3)?
The results show that only among the unstable families was there a significant
difference in children’s math and reading grades [Grade 1 math (#(179) =
3.63, p < .01); Grade 2 math (#(179) = 3.60, p < .01); and Grade 6 reading
#(179) = 3.08, p < .05)]. Post-hoc comparisons showed that even after con-

have all been implicated in differential school achievement (Fraser et al.,
1987; Santrock & Tracy, 1972; Thompson et al., 1988), and the family life-
styles groups differ on all three covariates.

Results

First, we searched for overall differences in grades across family life-style
groups, controlling for the effects of covariates (Hypothesis 1). Tests for
the assumptions of equality of within-group regression coefficients and com-

622

PSe

trolling for child cognitive ability at school entry, child sex, and family SES,
children in nonconventional unstable families in which there is a bigher
commitment o that life-style do better in school than children in noncon-
ventional unstable families with lower commitment. No differences were
found between families of higher and lower commitment within stable one-
or two-parent families.

As expected, children from unstable nonconventional, lower commit-
ment families had significantly lower math and reading grades than children
from nonconventional, higher commitment, two-parent families in four of
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) Table 6 ’
Adjusted® _Mean Grades by Conventional and Nonconventional
Family Life-Styles and Stability/Family Organization

School Grade

Family life-style group n 1 2 6

Mathematics grades
Conventional comparison sample 43 4.26 4.27 3.77

Nonconventional families
Lower commitment

Stable one-parent
Stable two-garent :; . gg} gg? gzg
Unstable 20 . 2.93 2.68 3.41
Higher commitment
Stable one-parent
Stable two-?)arent ég ggg . 2342& gg?
Unstable 11 4,29 4.44 4.04
F 5.57*** 4,724 .97

‘ Reading grades
Conventional comparison sample 43 3.99 4.02 3.96

Nonconventional families
Lower commitment

Stable one-parent
Stable two-garent :3 ggé 222 3(7)2
Unstable 20 329 2.88 3.22
Highc:l commitment
table one-parent
* Stable t'wo-l[))arem ég g;g Z?)il3 g;g
Unstable 11 4.08 4.39 431
F 213 2.72* 2.45*

2{3::. Lower or higher commitment means lower or higher commitment to one’s family life-
*Adjusted by child WISC-R score, sex, and family socioeconomi
LEX) ! ! 0 '

p <.001. *p < .05. Y e status

Nonconventional Family Life-Styles and School Achievement

Finally, we directly tested for differences in children’s grades due to
family organization (one-parent, two-parent, unstable) (Hypothesis 5).
Children in single parent families did not have significantly different grades
at any grade level than children from two-parent familics within nonconven-
tional/lower commitment families or higher commitment families. Children
in unstable families did not differ significantly from other children within
the higher or lower commitment families. Single parent status in our sam-
ple, if sustained over time, was not related to lower grades. Instability
in family organization over time did not lead to lower grades when con-
trolling for values commitment, child 1Q, SES, and child sex.

Note that the magnitudes of the differences between the highest and
lowest families in reading and math grades were fairly large: about one grade
to two grades on our five-point scale (1 = F, 5 = A). The magnitudes of
the differences in grades, if they were to continue through high school and
college, would matter for learning and school success. However, even the
unstable nonconventional/lower commitment families (the lowest group
in our sample) have children earning Cs on average, so the sample overall
is doing rather well in school.

Discussion

Considering the often highly unusual life-styles of many of these families,
their economic difficulties, family changes, and so forth, the overall suc-
cess in school of the children in these life-styles is notable. The results
generally confirm our view that some nonconventional life-styles can pro-
tect children against possible difficulties in school. However, others can
put children at risk. A strong parental commitment to one’s family life-style
can contribute positively to children’s school achievement. The general
absence of differences between the comparison sample and the nonconven-
tional family life-style groups (except for the lower commitment, unstable
families) suggests (but, of course, does not itself prove) that the nonconven-
tional families were doing many things that promoted school achievement.

Other research with the FLS sample has identified some of the home
characteristics that were associated with school competence among non-
conventional FLS children (Eiduson et al., 1982; Weisner, 1982; Weisner
et al., 1983). Although the nonconventional parents may have been highly
experimental with their own diet and health care, for instance, our data

—sixcompartsons (Hypothesis 4) [Grade 1 math (#(179) = 4.05, p < .01);

Grade 2 math ((179) = 4.14, p < .01); Grade 2 reading (/(179) = 3.11,
P <.05); and Grade 6 reading (#179) = 3.22, P < .05)]. Although not signifi-
cant, these children had the lowest adjusted math scores at Grade 6. Con-
trary to our expectations, their adjusted reading grades at Grade 1 were
not significantly different than any other group. As noted earlier, these chil-
Qren had significantly lower math grades than chldren from the conven-
tAmnnI comparison sample families for 2 years of math, as indicated above
tor the comparisons with the conventional sample.
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showed that this experimentalism did not extend to their children’s health
care. Virtually all the FLS children had medical care and inoculations,
regardless of life-style. The nonconventional/more committed parents were
observed talking with their children as often or more than the comparison
sample. They often used question frames and treated their child as a “pre-
tend”” co-equal interlocutor (Weisner, 1982). Similarly, the nonconventional
families were no different from the conventional comparison group on in-
terview questions in which we asked how important is it for their child
to do well in school, how far they want their child to go, or what their
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career goals for their child are. Goals having to do with success at literacy
were not perceived by countercultural families as necessarily in conflict with
other countercultural values such as nonmaterialism, pronaturalism, or non-
conventional achievement—indeed, literacy goals usually were seen as com-
plementary for many families.

But, nonconventional families did report that they were more likely
to say that they had an influence on their child’s classroom (X2 (12,N =
181) = 32.14, p < .001), and a number of studies suggest that parents’ par-
ticipation in their children’s schools is correlated with child achievement
(e.g., Entwisle & Alexander, 1990; Fraser et al., 1987; lverson & Walberg,
1984). The nonconventional/higher commitment two-parent families, for
instance, had 46.7% of parents who said that they had weekly contact with
their child’s school, and another 26.7% reported occasional contact. Com-
parable data for the comparison sample were 18.6% weekly and 32.6%
occasionally. Our qualitative data also suggest that many committed non-

conventional families were actively involved in their children’s schools. -

Parents talked with us about working in the classroom, talking with their
child’s teachers, attending school meetings, or going to school board meet-
ings (even getting elected to the board). For those nonconventional parents
with a high degree of political activism and with an awareness of the con-
nections between policies of the larger society and the functioning of
schools and classrooms, proactivism in their children’s schools was a not
uncommon extension of their world view.

The results also confirm the view that school achievement is multiply
determined: socioeconomic status, children’s tested cognitive abilities prior
to school entry, stability of family organization, and the degree of parental
commitment to a particular nonconventional life-style and to countercul-
tural values—all these were associated with school grades. In fact, our results
suggest that IQ and socioeconomic status mediate the family life-style ef-
fects on school grades, since family life-styles themselves are implicated in
both social status and child’s IQ prior to school entry. Although the multi-
plicity of influences on school achievement has been demonstrated in many
studies (e.g., Fraser et al., 1987), the FLS sample is unique in showing the
importance of the role of cultural values and commitment to a2 nonconven-
tional family life-style, among influences on school outcomes.

The FLS families exemplify an important point about the multiple paths
that can lead 0 gond hQolpe nance-i i rer-ketrrdef-farmt
organization, with a variety of associated values, led to school success in
our sample. Middle class two-parent married couples certainly provide one
model, but so do committed, relatively stable single parents and even un-
stable family life-styles with a countercultural values orientation and com-
mitment to that kind of life-style. It is particularly noteworthy that children
in single parent families do as well in school through sixth grade as do chil-
.drcn i two-parent families. Of course, our group of single mothers is unique
nomany ways, and the nature of our sample no doubt influenced these

. & £ ¢ v, i 7
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results. Other studies we reviewed above did find differences in school
achievement among chldren in single parent families. The relatively high
educational range of many of these mothers and the commitment of some
to feminist, activist values and life-styles make our group of single mothers
more likely to weather the difficulties that many face. Only an unstable
family situation with a lower values commitment to such a life-style on the
part of parents led to lower grades in our sample. Our interpretation of

. this pattern of results is that a coherent cultural meaning associated with

a family life-style is an important component, among others, of how that
family situation is experienced by parents and children and its consequences
for school achievement.

Although our approach interprets the direction of effects as going from
the family context to the child, there might well be child-to-family influences
as well. For example, more verbal, school-ready children prior to entry in-
to first grade might shape parents’ responses to their child, influence a
change in home environment favoring literacy or numeracy skills, and
perhaps even encourage more positive parental values regarding education.
Such children might even influence parents to remain in a stable family rela-
tionship. It is possible that the child’s relative success in school is a mutually
reinforcing feature of parents’ assessment of their success as parents and
the success of their family life-style, and that this validation process might
be stronger among nonconventional families.

Although our focus in this study has been on school grades, it is likely
that school behaviors other than grades and cognitive competence, more
generally, might be as or more strongly influenced by nonconventional fam-
ily life-styles. In preliminary work on teacher ratings of the FLS children,
we have found such effects, but the pattern of results differs in a number
of ways from those found for grades. For instance, children in higher com-
mitment nonconventional families have significantly higher (more positive)
social and behavioral teacher ratings on the Lambert and Schaefer scales
at all three grades than do children in lower commitment nonconventional
families, and are similar or higher in most comparisons to the children in
the conventional comparison sample families. And there are significant sex
difference interactions as well (girls tending to score higher). Unlike the data
on grades, the effects of nonconventional family life-styles on social and

e wh 2o -

crease over time.

It also would be interesting to observe directly these children in the
classrooms, in discourse with their teachers and peers, for instance. Are
they more likely than other children to question actively social conven-
tions and the teachers’ opinions? Are children in nonconventional familics
socially accepted in their classrooms, in situations where their nonconven-
tional family circumstances or parental values orientations are known to
others? The glimpses of the children’s social behavior from teachers’ com-
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ments in their notes to us at Grade 6 provide some preliminary evidence
that this is true, but further work needs to be done on these children’s lives
in school, in addition to their school grades.

. Our family categories incorporated two features not usually included
in family types: meaningfulness of and commitment to a family life-style
fmd the stability of the family arrangement. Both of these features proveci
lfnportam to children’s school achievement. The meaningfulness of a family
life-style to parents, particularly parents’ commitment to it, was related to
better school grades, controlling for stability and family organization. In-
stability seems to lead to lower grades in our sample only when there is
no parental commitment to that particular kind of life-style. The results sug-
gest that these effects persist over at least 6 years of school. We predict
thzt ttllis pattern would still be found as these children move into high
school.

The impact of family structure on school achievement depends not

merely on household and marital criteria for family categories. It is also im-

pgrtant to consider how families have negotiated the meaning of their family
circumstances with one another and with the culture around them, and
whe.ther they have sustained their family life-style over time. The star;dard
family categories do not typically consider either commitment or long-term
stability, but rather focus exclusively on domestic arrangement and marital
status. The categories usually used to group families, such as single parent

unweq mother, divorced, unmarried couple, or married couple, are no;
'Capturmg important differences in values, commitment, and stability, which
influence children living in these kinds of families. It is worth cons’idering
the potential benefits for research as well as school policy and practice if
the standard family organization categories were expanded. Family types
should incorporate the values and meanings they have for family members

and the degree of stability over time, since our work suggests that value;

and.stal?ility add significantly to understanding the relationships between
family life and school achievement.

Notes

The Family Lifestyles Project has been supported by Carnegie Corporation grant B3970
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*The term “birth to age 6" refers to data collected prior to first grade, and *"ages 7 to
12" refers to data collected thereafter. Since children's grades were assessed at the end of
the school year, children’s modal age at the first school data collection is 7. We use vgrade
one” for simplicity, but *'‘grade one” includes children in grades one and some in grade two.
At “‘grade one,” for instance, 60% of the children were in first grade and 40% were in sec-
ond grade. Math and reading data were pooled within each of the three school data collec-
tion points since no differences were found between children’s grade levels at any of the
three time periods.

3Although our data set extending over 12 years is extremely rich, it nonetheless had
some limitations. We do not have data on family values and commitment after age 6. No
peer ratings of children were available, nor child interviews or self-assessments regarding
school. Our measures underestimate the amount of change and instability since, even though
we have 10 data points available for nearly all families, changes in between contacts were
not always known.

“Eight families with children living in communes for 12 years were excluded from the
nonconventional family sample, since they represent a specialized family adaptation qualit-
tively different from other families.

SAchievement test scores were obtained from the various national standardized tests
used in different school systems—11 different national standardized tests at Grade 1 and
16 tests at grade 2, for instance. In this sample, achievement test scores were correlated with
math grades, r = .35, p < .01, and reading grades, r = .02, p < .01, at grade level 1; with
math grades, r = .38, p < .01, and reading grades, r = .53, p < .01, at grade level 2; and
with math grades, r = .31, p < .01, and reading grades, r = .34, p < .01, at grade level 6.

Many other variables, not included in the present analysis, were also collected in school.
Several measures of student social and emotional behavior in the classroom are available
as well. When children were in Grades 1, 2, and 6, teachers rated social and emotional school
adjustment using the Lambert Pupil Behavior Rating Scale (PBRS) (Lambert, Hartsough, &
Bower, 1979} and the Schaefer Classroom Behavior Inventory (Schaefer, Edgerton, & Aaron-
son, 1978). The Lambert scale is an instrument (11 items) used to assess students’ social,
emotional, and cognitive adjustment to school. The Schaefer Classroom Behavior Inven-
tory has 42 items intended to assess a student’s extroversion, creativity, distractibility, ver-
bal intelligence, task orientation, introversion, considerateness, and dependence. These ad-
ditional school measures are mentioned in the discussion,
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